
Truth: What It Is and Why We
Can Know It
Rick Wade explores truth from a biblical and philosophical
perspective. Despite what many believe, it IS possible to know
truth because of the role of Jesus Christ as creator and
revealer of truth.

The Loss of Confidence

Did you see the movie City of Angels? Nicholas
Cage  plays  an  angel  named  Seth  who  has  taken  a  special
interest  in  a  surgeon  named  Maggie,  played  by  Meg  Ryan.
Maggie’s lost a patient on the operating table, and she is
very upset about it. Seth meets her in a hallway in the
hospital, and gets her to talk about the loss. Here is a
snippet of the conversation:

Maggie: I lost a patient.

Seth: You did everything you could.

Maggie: I was holding his heart in my hand when he died.

Seth: He wasn’t alone.

Maggie: Yes, he was.

Seth: People die.

Maggie: Not on my table.

Seth: People die when their bodies give out.

Maggie: It’s my job to keep their bodies from giving out. Or
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what am I doing here?

Seth: It wasn’t your fault, Maggie.

Maggie: I wanted him to live.

Seth: He is living. Just not the way you think.

Maggie: I don’t believe in that.

Seth: Some things are true whether you believe in ‘em or
not.{1}

What did he say?! “Some things are true whether you believe in
‘em or not”?? Are you kidding?!? That’s crazy talk these days!
I have a right to my own opinion, and if I don’t believe it,
if it’s not my opinion, it’s not true . . . for me, anyway.

The meaning of truth has changed in recent decades. Whereas
once it meant statements about reality, today it often means
what works or what is meaningful to me. This kind of language
is heard primarily in the context of religion and morality. We
have lost confidence in our ability to know what reality is.
So  much  emphasis  has  been  put  on  knowledge  through  sense
experience that anything outside the boundaries of the senses
is  considered  unknowable.  Moral  and  religious  discussions
frequently end with, “Well, that’s your opinion,” or the more
colorful, “Opinions are like belly buttons. Everyone has one.”
It’s assumed that opinions can’t be universally, objectively
true or false. Each person is his or her own authority over
what is true. Truth is a personal possession which is why
people get so offended when challenged. A challenge is taken
personally.  “This  is  my  truth.  Don’t  touch  it!”  Strong
challenges are even taken as a sign of disrespect.

What does it mean when truth is lost? In philosophy, the
result is skepticism or pragmatism. In society in general, one
sees a degeneration from skepticism to hypocrisy to cynicism.
First we say no one can know what is true—that’s skepticism.



Then someone says “I have the truth” but then speaks or acts
in  a  way  not  in  keeping  with  that  “truth”  (if  truth  is
uncertain, it can change with my moods)—that’s hypocrisy. Then
we  stop  trusting  each  other—that’s  cynicism.  In  politics,
power and image are what count. In matters of morality, there
is no standard above us; social consensus is the best we can
hope  for,  or  “human  solidarity,”  according  to  Christopher
Hitchens. Justice has no sure footing. Might becomes right.

Elsewhere I have written that we don’t have to give in either
to the demand for absolute certainty or to the skepticism of
our day.{2} We can be confident in our ability to know truth
even though not exhaustively. In this article I want to look
at the nature and ground of truth, for these are of utmost
importance in regard to the question of reliable knowledge.

Truth: The Significance of Its Loss
Let’s look more closely at what it means to lose confidence in
knowing truth. One problem is that we become closed up in our
individual shells with each of us having his or her own truth.
Theologian Roger Nicole notes that the loss of truth means the
loss  of  meaning  in  language;  if  we  don’t  know  whether  a
proposition means what it seems to mean or its opposite, then
language is impotent to convey reliable knowledge. And we get
caught up in contradictions. As Nicole wrote, those who deny
objective  validity  “presuppose  such  validity  at  least  for
their denial!”{3}

Problems are also created in the realm of morality. Historian
Felipe Fernández-Armesto wrote this:

The retreat from truth is one of the great dramatic, untold
stories of history. . . . For professional academics in the
affected disciplines, to have grown indifferent to truth is
an extraordinary reversal of traditional obligations; it is
like physicians renouncing the obligation to sustain life or
theologians  losing  interest  in  God—developments,  formerly
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unthinkable, which now loom as truth diminishes. The trashing
of truth began as an academic vice, but the debris is now
scattered all over society. It is spread through classroom
programmes, . . . In a society of concessions to rival
viewpoints, in which citizens hesitate to demand what is true
and denounce what is false, it becomes impossible to defend
the traditional moral distinction between right and wrong,
which are relativized in turn. Unless it is true, what status
is left for a statement like ‘X is wrong’ where X is, say,
adultery,  infanticide,  euthanasia,  drug‑dealing,  Nazism,
paedophilia, sadism or any other wickedness due, in today’s
climate, for relativization into the ranks of the acceptable?
It becomes, like everything else in western society today, a
matter of opinion; and we are left with no moral basis for
encoding some opinions rather than others, except the tyranny
of the majority.{4}

One  of  the  worst  problems  for  a  well-ordered  society  is
cynicism.  First  we  say  there’s  no  truth.  But  then  we
hypocritically push our views on others as though we have the
truth. Then people stop trusting each other. “You say there
are no fixed truths, but then you push your claims on me.” The
result is cynicism.

Some people claim that truth claims are suspect because the
words we use are changeable; they can’t carry fixed, eternal
truths. If we don’t think it’s possible that words convey
truth, then words lose their objective meaning, and we start
giving them our own meanings.

The loss of confidence in knowing truth is significant for
Christians,  too,  who,  without  realizing  it,  adopt  similar
patterns of thought. When such confidence in knowing truth is
weakened, one cannot have confidence that the Bible is the
true Word of God. Its authority in the individual’s life is
weakened because what it says becomes questionable. Evangelism
becomes a matter of sharing one’s own religious preferences,



rather than delivering God’s authoritative Word. Bible study
becomes a sharing of opinions with none being normative. Each
has his or her own opinion and no one is supposed to say a
given opinion is wrong.

Truth in Scripture
What  is  this  “truth”  thing  we  talk  so  much  about?  My
dictionary  has  such  definitions  as  genuineness,  reality,
correctness,  and  statements  which  accord  with  reality.{5}
Truth can also be a characteristic of persons and things.
Someone or some thing that is true is genuine or in keeping
with his or its nature. And truth can refer to quality of
conduct. The Bible speaks of people doing the truth rather
than doing evil (cf. Nah. 9:33; Jn. 3:20, 21).{6}

To help in considering all these matters, let’s look at truth
as understood in Scripture, and then at truth considered in
philosophical terms.

What does the Bible teach about truth?

In the Old Testament, the word most often translated true,
truth, or truly is ‘emet or a cognate.{7} This word is also
translated  “faithfulness.”  Let’s  consider  the  matter  of
faithfulness first.

For the Israelites, Yahweh was “the God in whose word and work
one could place complete confidence.”{8} For example, God said
through Zechariah: “I will be faithful and righteous to them
as their God” (8:8). Nehemiah said to God: “You have acted
faithfully, while we did wrong” (9:33). “The works of his hand
are faithful and just,” said the Psalmist; “all his precepts
are trustworthy” (111:7).

‘Emet  also  means  truth  as  over  against  falsehood  as  when
Joseph tested his brothers to see if they were telling the
truth (Gen. 42:16), and when the Israelites were warned to



test accusations that people were worshiping other gods to see
if they were true (Deut. 13:14). Commenting on Ps. 43:3—“Send
forth your light and your truth, let them guide me”—theologian
Anthony Thiselton says that “Truth enables [the writer] to
escape from the dark, and to see things for what they are.”{9}

We shouldn’t conclude by these two uses of the word that on
any given occasion “truth” always means both faithfulness and
the opposite of falsehood. However, there is a connection
between  the  two.  Theologian  Anthony  Thiselton  says  the
connection depends “on the fact that when God or man is said
to act faithfully, often this means that his word and his deed
are one. He has acted faithfully in accordance with his spoken
word. Hence the believer may lean his whole weight confidently
on God, and find him faithful.”{10}

Thus, in the Old Testament, truth is a matter of both words
and  deeds.  “Men  express  their  respect  for  truth  not  in
abstract theory, but in their daily witness to their neighbour
and  their  verbal  and  commercial  transactions,”  Thiselton
says.{11}

In the New Testament, there is an increased focus on truth as
conformity to reality and as opposed to falsehood. The Greek
word alētheia means, literally, “not hidden.” When Peter was
sprung from prison by an angel, he didn’t know if it was real
(or  true)  or  a  dream  (Acts  12:9).  John  the  Baptist  bore
witness to the truth (Jn. 5:33). Jesus used the phrase “I tell
you in truth” four times to emphasize the correctness of what
he was about to say (Lk. 4:25; 9:27; 12:44; 21:3). When Jesus
said “I am the truth,” (Jn. 14:6), He was identifying Himself
with what is ultimately and finally real.

Truth in the New Testament isn’t disconnected from how we
live, however. We are to walk in the truth (2 Jn. 4; 2 Pet.
2:22), and we are to obey the truth (Gal. 5:7; 1 Pet. 1:22).

One  mustn’t  oversimplify  scriptural  teaching  on  truth.



However, it’s safe to say that truth in the Bible means having
the correct understanding of the way things really are, and
living in accordance with this understanding.

Truth Considered Philosophically
Let’s look at truth now from a philosophical perspective,
first as what is real, and then as true statements. This is
important, because these are the terms according to which non-
Christians think about the matter.

First, truth is a characteristic of reality. In short, if
something is real, it is true. Or put philosophically, if
something “participates in being,” it is true. When we say
that the God of the Bible is the true God, we mean He really
exists and really is God!

By analogy, we might ask if a plant we see in a room is a true
or real plant. We want to know if it is organic, and not
plastic or fabric. If we say a person has exhibited true love,
we’re  saying  the  person’s  actions  weren’t  motivated  by
anything other than concern for the object of the person’s
love.

Second, truth is a characteristic of accurate statements or
propositions.  Sentences  which  express  true  meanings  convey
truth. This is what we typically think of when we speak of
truth.{12}

We often divide truth in this sense into the categories of
objective and subjective. When we speak of objective truth, we
mean that a statement truly reflects what is real, or really
the case, apart from ourselves as knowers. And whether we
believe it or not. Such truth is public; others can verify it.
When we speak of subjective truth, we’re speaking of truth
that comes from us individually, where we ourselves are the
only authority. For example, “My leg hurts” is subjective in
the sense that I am the sole authority. Or if I claim that



“French vanilla ice cream is the best tasting kind there is,”
that is a subjective truth claim.”

Both  truth  as  what’s  real  and  truth  as  objectively  true
statements are in crisis today. First, postmodernists say we
can’t know what’s ultimately real. In academia this means
there is no framework for integrating the various areas of
study. In everyday life it results in fractured lives as we
find  ourselves  having  to  conform  to  different  situations
without  any  integrating  structure.  French  sociologist  and
philosopher  Jean  Baudrillard  had  this  to  say  about
postmodernism: “[Postmodernism] has deconstructed its entire
universe. So all that are left are pieces. All that remains to
be  done  is  to  play  with  the  pieces.  Playing  with  the
pieces—that  is  postmodern.”{13}

We can rearrange the pieces in a number of different ways, but
there is, as it were, no picture on the front of the puzzle
box  to  guide  us.{14}  Such  a  view  of  truth  leaves  one
unwilling,  or  unable  really,  to  say  what  is  true  about
anything of importance, and, as a result, forces one into the
rather mindless tolerance demanded today. Dorothy Sayers had
this to say about such “tolerance”:

In the world it calls itself Tolerance; but in hell it is
called Despair. It is the accomplice of the other sins and
their worst punishment. It is the sin which believes nothing,
cares for nothing, seeks to know nothing, interferes with
nothing, enjoys nothing, loves nothing, hates nothing, finds
purpose in nothing, lives for nothing, and only remains alive
because there is nothing it would die for.{15}

Second,  although  truth  as  true  statements  is  still
acknowledged  today,  some  important  matters  are  considered
subjective which should be acknowledged as objective, such as
statements about God and morality. Christians believe we can
know what is ultimately and objectively real and true because



the One who is ultimately real and true, God, has revealed
Himself to us.

A Foundation for Knowledge of Truth
Now we finally get to the key idea of this article.

Christians claim that they have the truth, a claim that is met
with scorn. We are tempted to point to the Bible as our basis
for the claim, but critics claim that we’re jumping the gun.
If no one can have confidence in knowing truth, then what good
is the Bible? It isn’t the source that’s the question; not yet
anyway. It’s the very possibility of knowing truth that is
questioned. How are truth and the possibility of knowing it
even possible?

In a nutshell, we have what philosophical naturalism has given
up: we have a metaphysical basis for knowing truth, a basis in
what is.

You see, for the naturalist, there is nothing fixed behind the
changing world. Three things need to be the case about the
world for us to know truth: that it is real; that it is
rational; and that there is something fixed behind it. And we
need to be able to connect with what is around us with our
senses and our reason.

Here’s the key point: Knowledge of truth is possible because
of the creating and revealing work of the Logos of God, Jesus
Christ. I’ll return to this below.

It is not enough that Christians to simply throw their hands
up in despair over this. We have a message that is true for
all people. But it may not do to just point to the Bible as
our source for true beliefs if the very possibility of knowing
any enduring truth is in doubt. Upon what basis can we believe
we can really know truth?



To have true knowledge of the world outside our own minds,
there has to be a solid connection between our thoughts and
the world. The world has to be rational, and we have to have
the  proper  sensory  and  mental  apparatus  necessary  to
comprehend it. Christianity provides such a connection between
our minds and reality outside us in the person of the Logos of
God.

“In the beginning was the Word,” John wrote, the Logos (John
1:1;  cf.  Rev.  19:13).  In  Greek  philosophy,  logos  was  the
impersonal principle of cosmic reason which was thought to
give order and intelligibility to the world. John’s Logos,
however, is not impersonal; a Person, not a principle. The
Logos—Jesus of Nazareth—is the intelligent expression of God
or  the  Word  of  God  (Jn.  1:1,14;  Rev.  19:13).  He  is  not
secondary to God, but is God.

The significance of this for the possibility of knowing truth
is this: knowledge is possible because of the creating and
revealing work of the Logos. Remember that Jesus, the Logos,
is not only the One who reveals God to us, but is also the
creator  of  the  universe  (Jn.1:3;  Col.1:16,17;  Heb.1:2).
Because the universe came from a rational Being, the universe
is rational. Further, there is no hint in Scripture that the
world is an illusion; it is just what it appears to be: real.
And because we’re made in God’s image, we’re rational beings
who can know the universe.{16} Also, we can perceive the world
around us because we were created with the sensory apparatus
to perceive it.

But this is just knowledge of our world. What about knowledge
of God? Not only has the Logos created us with the ability to
know the world, He has also revealed Himself in a rational and
even observable way. He is, as Carl Henry put it, “the God Who
speaks and shows.”{17}

Because of all this, it is not arrogance that is behind the
Christian claim that truth can be known. We claim it because



we have a basis for it: Jesus of Nazareth, the Logos of God,
the Creator, has made knowledge of truth possible, knowledge
of  this  world  and  of  God.  Modern  philosophy  and  theology
denied  God’s  ability  to  reveal  Himself  to  us  in  any
significant way. But such ideas diminish God Himself. He made
us to know His world. He gave us sense organs to know the
empirical  world;  He  gave  us  rational  minds  to  engage  in
logical and mathematical reasoning and to engage in the many,
many deductions we make every day of our lives. He also made
us to know Him, and He revealed Himself to us through a
variety of ways.

It’s no wonder that the naturalistic philosophy of our time is
incapable of having confidence in knowing truth. It has lost a
metaphysical ground for truth. Jesus of Nazareth is not only
our source of salvation; He is also the Creator. And because
of this, we can have confidence in our ability to know truth
in general and truth about God in particular.
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“Does God Cause Bad Things to
Happen?”
On Facebook my cousin asked me this question: “You know how
they say everything happens for a reason, whether good or bad?
Some people say that God has nothing to do with what happens
in our daily lives, so He is not the one to blame for things
going  bad.  But  isn’t  it  possible  that  bad  things  happen
because God wants them to happen, because of His overall plan?
For example, a woman gets raped and has a baby. Since God
chooses when and where you will be born, is God to blame for
the woman’s rape so that baby would be born?” How would you
respond?

Your  cousin  has  asked  about  something  that  has  perplexed
Christians  for  a  very  long  time.  It  actually  marks  a
significant division between Christians theologically. Who is
responsible  for  what  happens  on  earth?  Some  believe  God
ordains  everything  that  happens.  Some  believe  He  knows
everything that will happen but He doesn’t always cause it
(especially sinful things). Still others believe God doesn’t
know everything that will happen in the future, so He can’t be
blamed in any way.

The Bible indicates that God is sovereign over the world and
nothing happens apart from His plan. Daniel 4:35 reads, “All
the inhabitants of the earth are accounted as nothing, and
[God] does according to his will among the host of heaven and
among the inhabitants of the earth; and none can stay his hand
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or say to him, ‘What have you done?'” In Isa. 45:7 God says,
“I form light and create darkness, I make success and create
disaster; I, Yahweh, do all these things.” Typically when God
brings disaster on people, it’s as punishment. However, some
hard things He brings our way are for the sake of discipline,
to  strengthen  our  faith  and  lead  us  into  the  way  of
righteousness  (see  Heb.  12:3-13).  Even  Jesus  “learned
obedience  through  what  he  suffered”  (Heb.  5:8).

What God isn’t to be blamed directly for is our sin. If we
sin, we are responsible. Sometimes God lets us go in our
sinful ways so that we learn to obey, but that doesn’t make
Him blameworthy for the sin we commit. So, somehow God is
working out His plan, which includes some bad things, yet we
are responsible for what we do.

Regarding the example given, since it is hypothetical only a
hypothetical answer can be given. Let’s assume that the woman
hadn’t done anything provocative herself, and that she hadn’t
knowingly  put  herself  in  a  bad  situation  (although  other
people can’t excuse their sin against us because of what we
do, we can put ourselves in situations where there is a good
chance we will be sinned against). This kind of situation is
especially perplexing. There is no way of knowing directly why
God would allow rape to occur. Will it change her life and
point her in a different situation? What will the child grow
up to accomplish? What will it mean in the lives of family and
friends? God, through one act, can accomplish several things
in several people’s lives. In hindsight she might be able to
look back and see some good that came out of this evil, but
that doesn’t always happen.

The wonderful thing about being in a relationship with God is
that terrible events aren’t the end of the story. Too often
people use the word “ruined” to talk about the life of someone
who has suffered terribly. I think of ruined as meaning ended,
no good anymore for anything, destroyed. But we aren’t forever
ruined by disaster. Slowed down, re-directed, changed deeply



maybe. But if we are willing to rest in God as sovereign over
us and trust Him, we can let these things help shape us and
guide us in the way God wants us to go. Difficulties come our
way  “that  we  may  share  [God’s]  holiness,”  the  writer  of
Hebrews says. “For the moment, all discipline seems painful
rather than pleasant, but later it yields the peaceful fruit
of  righteousness  to  those  who  have  been  trained  by  it”
(12:10,11).

None of this excuses the sin. I can’t do something bad to you
and then tell you to just accept it because God must’ve wanted
it to happen. God doesn’t need our help to guide people into
righteousness!

I think that people usually want a very short answer to the
question, is God to blame or not? Either yes or no. But I
don’t think simple yes or no answers are typically sufficient
for understanding. The issue has to be put into a bigger
context. For example, when thinking about a tough football
coach I had a long time ago, if I only think about whether he
was to blame for letting that bigger player knock me silly in
a round of “bull in the ring,” I would miss the whole point
and misjudge him. He wasn’t being mean; he wasn’t trying to
hurt me. He was making me learn how to be aware and be ready
so I would be a better football player. Similarly, what God
does (or allows to happen) has a reason or many reasons. The
only way we can fully profit from it, though, is by being in a
good  relationship  with  Him  through  Christ  and  allowing
ourselves to be shaped by it. I hope you and your cousin is in
such a relationship with Him.

Thanks for writing.

Rick Wade

Posted Sept. 26, 2012



“I Doubt the Existence of a
Good God Who Allows a Baby to
Suffer and Die”
I came across an analysis of the dilemma confronting theism
due to the occurrence of the Holocaust. The very question as
to the existence of God remains unsettled for me, and I pose
the  question  whether  there  is  any  acceptable  “theistic”
explanation to the all-too-common scenario of a newborn who
suffers an agonizing brief life and dies shortly after birth.

A traditional response to that tragedy usually revolves around
the explanation that God is goodness and can only do good.
Even though we (with our limited intellects) cannot appreciate
it,  we  MUST  have  “faith”  and  or  “trust”  that  even  that
agonizing  death  was  for  the  “purpose”  of  some  “greater
goodness.” Now while this may be a source of comfort to those
who grieve for the baby (parents) the most important fallacy
of the argument is that it is IRRELEVANT and of no value to
the baby who suffered and died! That baby had neither the
opportunity nor the intellectual maturity to reflect on there
being some “greater goodness” to his/her suffering—as do those
who are fortunate to survive tragedy, illness, the Holocaust.
If  one  ascribes  to  a  theistic  belief  system,  there  are
numerous unacceptable consequences of this scenario.

1. A God who is omnipotent has chosen to allow that baby to
die in suffering without granting him/her the benefit of
realizing a “greater goodness.” That God is unacceptable.

2.  Traditionally,  God  is  described  as  not  only  having
created, but that He continues to actively create all things.
This is an aspect of Divine Providence. If that is so, then
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God directly created the suffering of the baby—without any
relief. Again, this is an unacceptable God.

3. If one says that God does not have the power to intercede
in  relief  of  the  baby’s  suffering  (i.e.,  God  is  NOT
omnipotent) then of what value is God? Why place one’s trust
in God for help in any affairs?

4. If one says that God did NOT cause the suffering, then God
is an ineffectual creator, and why should one trust in the
ability of God to create goodness, to ensure that the sun
rises each day, etc.?

I have not been able to find any source to resolve these
“difficulties” and I hope that your organization might provide
some  insight.  I  will  add  that  I  am  Jewish  and  am  very
comfortable  with  that  heritage.  Being  very  familiar  with
Christian  theology  and  respecting  its  belief  system,  I
respectfully ask that you refrain from any attempts to convert
me  to  another  philosophy.  Neither  Jewish  nor  Christian
theologies offer satisfactory answers. One is reduced (I fear)
to the conclusion that God does not exist and that therefore
life is essentially meaningless (nihilism). That is a position
that I am desperately trying to avoid—as I am currently facing
a critical health problem where my knowledge and trust in
God’s goodness would be of tremendous, if not life-saving,
value.

Thank you for writing. You are well aware that there is no
simple, cut-and-dried answer to the problem of suffering vis-
à-vis the belief in the God of the Bible. I lay it out that
way because, as far as I can tell, it is only in light of such
a God that there is a (philosophical) problem at all. In some
religions, it is accepted that their deity would be angry at
times if, for example, people don’t offer the right sacrifices
(the reason Christians were disliked in the early church;
their  unwillingness  to  honor  the  local  civic  deities  or



worship the emperor was seen as a threat to their neighbors).
Naturalistic  atheists  have  no  problem  like  it  within  the
bounds of their worldview: suffering happens and that’s that.
We can work to alleviate it, but there’s no God to be angry
at. No, it’s only because the God-honoring people of Israel
and Christians believe in a God who is fundamentally good is
there a problem at all. In other words, it’s a problem posed
to people who believe in an all-good and all-powerful deity
who has claimed to be concerned about humankind.

You said you don’t want anyone to try to convert you, and I
won’t do that. But you have to understand that religions and
philosophies are systematic; they contain a number of beliefs
that are interconnected. The current penchant people have for
creating cut-and-paste religions is only reasonable if it’s
the case that no one can know what’s true about such things,
or if it’s been concluded that there really is no transcendent
God, and that religion is merely a human invention created to
meet  particular  needs  or  desires,  or  simply  to  offer  a
mythical  explanation  of  life  and  the  world.  Your  own
religious/philosophical  beliefs  aren’t  clear;  I  see  you’ve
rejected Jewish theology as you have Christian. So I’ll take
Islam  as  an  example.  A  Muslim’s  beliefs  about  particular
issues that aren’t laid out clearly in the Koran will be
reasoned to in light of and in harmony with the nature of
Allah as presented in the Qur’an. Those answers will only be
acceptable  (not  just  understandable,  but  acceptable)  to  a
person who agrees on the presuppositions. The same is the case
for me and my beliefs as a Christian. While you may not be
interested in putting your faith in Christ, my thinking can
only be understood in light of my basic Christian beliefs
which are given in the Bible. Now, because there is some
overlap in beliefs between different religions (explained in
Christian theology by general revelation), it could be that
you would find acceptable the picture of God I present if I
can  make  it  coherent  with  respect  to  suffering.  But  I’m
thinking you will not accept it wholesale because the answer



will involve more than just explaining how God could do things
He does (or allows things He allows) given what the Bible says
about His character; it will involve thinking about how to
live with incomplete answers in light of settled answers,
primarily regarding the crucifixion of Christ, the Son of God,
and what that means for God’s interest in us. So I’ll aim at
at  least  presenting  a  big  picture  that  is  coherent  and
understandable  in  light  of  the  whole  system  of  Christian
belief  (without,  of  course,  presenting  a  whole  systematic
theology!).

To answer your question, I took the opportunity to re-read
John Stackhouse’s book Can God Be Trusted? the title of which,
I think, asks the right question. I also scanned a few other
books to help me think about the matter. I’ve read a good bit
on the subject, and still find myself hoping I’ll find the
answer  to  the  dilemma.  The  fact  that  there  is  still  no
widespread agreement in theological and philosophical circles
is good evidence for what so many have said: we simply don’t
have a final or comprehensive answer to the presence of evil
and suffering.

This response will be very long for two reasons. One is that,
while the problem of evil and suffering is often posed just to
try to make believers in God look stupid, yours is one of the
few I’ve received that shows a genuine interest in thinking
the  matter  through.  As  such,  it  deserves  a  thoughtful
response. Second, the problem itself simply can’t be dealt
with briefly. If you were a Christian who just wanted some
reassurance, I could offer that more briefly. Because you
apparently are not a Christian, I have to paint a bigger
picture  in  order  to  situate  the  main  point  in  a  fuller
context. And so I step out with a certain sense of fear and
trepidation, knowing that the subject can’t be dealt with
summarily, but also knowing that many words can be like dust
in the air, obscuring the view.

You’ve put me in a rather awkward position for two reasons.



For one thing, you don’t believe Christian theology has an
answer to the problem of suffering, but it’s from within that
framework that I must obtain the answer (or as much of it as I
may). So perhaps all I can do is re-state or possibly add
something to what you’ve already heard. Second, you don’t want
to be converted. While I have no inclination to engage in any
intellectual arm-twisting here, I will conclude that, even
though I can make strides toward an understanding of suffering
that  might  make  sense  to  you—one  that  is  consistent  and
coherent in the framework of Christian doctrine—if it’s true
it can only apply directly and fully to the person who is in a
position to receive it; that is, from a place of faith in
Christ. This isn’t just a question about the nature of God; it
isn’t an abstract matter (as you well know because of your own
illness). It’s also a question of what God is doing in our
lives.  We’re  talking  about  the  acts  (or  apparent  lack  of
acting)  on  the  part  of  a  Person  toward  people  who  are
connected with Him. I’m not good at analogies, but just to
take a shot at one, think of the difference between what one
reads in a book about what makes for a good football player
and what a specific coach does with the players on his team.
The player can only experience the facts he’s read in the book
by getting on the field. And even then, the generalities of
the book will be put into practice on the field differently
according to particular circumstances and the wisdom of the
coach.

Since I don’t know what you believe about “God, man, and the
world,” I don’t know how to even attempt to make sense of
suffering within the framework of your worldview. In this
matter, one size doesn’t fit all, so to speak. My thinking
about  it  will  come  out  of,  and  be  tested  by,  my  larger
framework of beliefs as a Christian. What this means is that,
from one direction, once the Christian view of life and the
world has been accepted as true, the believer’s thinking about
suffering will have to take into account Christian doctrines.
From  the  other  direction—for  someone  standing  apart  from



Christianity—the sense one can make of suffering in light of
Christian doctrine and particular historical events can induce
a person to give the broader framework of belief a closer
look. So while I won’t try to directly persuade you to become
a Christian, I do hope that any light I can shed on the matter
will prompt you to give Christ a closer look. That move, from
the problem of suffering to the claims of Christ, isn’t a
forced leap, for the Christian’s thinking about suffering has
to be addressed in light of the person and work of Jesus.

Your primary motivation for writing, I take it, is your own
current experience of illness. When you think about God and
what He might be up to or whether He is a safe place in which
to rest your hope, you find opposition to that hope coming
from a difficult situation: a baby who suffers and dies soon
after birth. To find a solution or a resolution in the most
difficult cases makes it easier to think there is one for our
own situation. So you ask what good can come from such an
experience for the baby. He or she can’t reflect on the good
that has come from the suffering. Nor did the baby experience
any greater good resulting from it.

It should be noted up front that the greater good defenses
aren’t accepted by all Christians. It would be impossible to
know whether a greater evil has been prevented or a greater
good produced in all experiences of suffering. We do know that
good can come from suffering. Jesus learned obedience from the
things he suffered (Hebrews 5:8). We read in the Gospel of
John that it was necessary for Jesus to die “to gather into
one the children of God who are scattered abroad” (11:49-52).
But these sufferings were accepted by the one suffering, a
very different situation from that of the suffering baby.

A frequently posed answer to the problem of evil is the free
will defense, but there is no way from the illustration you
used  to  know  how  that  would  apply.  We  often  distinguish
natural evil (such as sickness) from moral evil. However, it
isn’t always possible to separate the two (which is why one



theologian  uses  the  categories  of  evil  endured  and  evil
committed). Surely there was nothing the baby did to bring
about the suffering, but there could have been something the
parents or the medical professionals did. One might claim that
God should have prevented their blunders (if we can imagine
any) from resulting in the child’s suffering and death, but we
would then have to extend that thinking to all instances where
one person’s actions harm others. Was the child an AIDS baby?
Did her mother engage in promiscuous sex, resulting in her
contracting HIV and passing it along to the baby? You may be
thinking  I’m  stretching  this  all  out  of  shape,  but  it’s
important to situate fictitious illustrations into real life
types of scenarios for them to be meaningful.

But let’s assume the best for the parents and the medical
professionals. No one did anything wrong, and the baby wasn’t
born in a time when a plague was raging. The baby simply
suffered the worst of what this fallen world has to offer:
suffering for just being born. And short of a message from
God,  there  is  no  answer  to  the  question  why.  We  mustn’t
assume, however, that if we don’t have the answer, there is no
good one. Neither can we conclude that if there is a God He
must not be good or powerful enough. The well-known story of
Job, accepted as canonical by Jews and Christians, leaves us
there with no answer to the why question. God allowed Satan to
have his way with Job, a righteous man, and never gave His
reason. What He told Job, in short, was that He knew more than
Job did, that Job was in no position to tell God He was doing
things wrong. (Isn’t it peculiar, if this story were simply
made up by some people who were inventing a religion, that it
would be so inconclusive? Surely a story made up just to take
a stab at understanding why good people suffer would offer
some kind of answer.) We can’t know whether, in the great
scheme of things, it was better for the baby’s life to be
short. Of course, one’s perspective on that will be informed
by one’s worldview. For the naturalist, there is no afterlife,
so what we experience here on earth is it, and the early death



is simply a tragedy. If there is an afterlife, however, what
happens here on earth isn’t all there is to it; death isn’t
the defining end.

Given  (and  I  think  it  is  a  given)  that  there  is  no
authoritative answer to the big question of why God permitted
evil and suffering in the first place, nor can it always be
discerned why particular instances of suffering are allowed,
what shall we do? No alternative belief will take away the
suffering; even if we believe suffering is an illusion, as
some  religions  teach,  it’s  still  painful  (I  prefer  my
illusions to be pleasant!). So we wonder how to think about
life and the world in order to make our suffering easier to
abide. What are the options?

We can go the naturalistic route and just believe that there
is no purpose behind it all, and do what we can to alleviate
suffering. But there’s no moral imperative behind that; life
is bottom line just a matter of survival. And if there is no
God and no moral imperative, why worry about anyone else’s
suffering besides our own? And regarding our own, there’s no
one to be mad at. We live, we die, we are annihilated.

But this brings us to a new problem, namely, why it is that
suffering and evil make people rage if there is no God at all,
if  we’re  all  just  products  of  the  natural  process  of
conception? Bad things happen. Why keep trying to find an
answer? It’s hard to settle into an apathetic attitude.

We can go the (atheistic) existentialist route and try to
deliver  ourselves  from  this  rage  by  establishing  our  own
meanings. I think of Meursault in Albert Camus’ The Stranger
who  murders  someone  and  in  prison  finds  freedom  when  he
settles in his mind that there is no God and no hope. But
that’s artificial, even if we only take human experience as
our guide. There’s something in us that makes us think there
is indeed more than this life, or, at least, that there ought
to  be.  The  afterlife  plays  a  major  role  in  religions  in



determining how people live this side of the grave. Where does
that  come  from?  The  Old  Testament  says  that  God  has  put
eternity in our hearts (Eccl. 3:11), and human experience
bears that out.

We can choose any number of other gods to believe in (besides
the one of the Bible), but we won’t find much satisfaction.
There is a variety of explanations—suffering is an illusion;
it results from upsetting the gods; we’re caught in an eternal
battle of good vs. evil. Mercy and love toward people are not
the strong suits of many other religions as they are with
Christianity. But that’s why we have this problem of evil.
We’re used to thinking of God in Christian terms, and He
doesn’t seem to always play by the rules (funny how we like
Him to play by the rules by exempt ourselves from them).

We can make up our own notions about God and the world that
can make our suffering more livable, but our imaginations
waver. A God that is no bigger or more metaphysically fixed
than my own imaginings doesn’t make for a stable foundation
upon which to build a life. What we all want is what is real
and can be relied upon, something that doesn’t change with our
states of mind or emotion.

We can believe in the God described in the Bible but believe
He really isn’t powerful enough to conquer evil. That isn’t
much of a God to believe in; we can do better with good
medicine and education than with an impotent God.

The best choice in my opinion is take the Bible’s description
of  God  as  true  (that  He  is  all-good,  all-knowing,  all-
powerful) and receive what the Bible has revealed in Jesus
about God’s concern for us even if He doesn’t explain Himself
in all matters, and this for a few reasons.

First, the reality of evil does not disprove the reality of
the God of the Bible. Maybe we cannot imagine how the all-
powerful and loving God could permit suffering, but our lack



of  understanding  does  not  mean  He  isn’t  there.  A  famous
syllogism that has often been used to disprove the God of the
Bible is this:

• A good God would want to destroy evil.
• An all-powerful God would be able to destroy evil.
• However, evil is not destroyed.
•  Therefore,  such  a  good  and  all-powerful  God  cannot
possibly exist.

A syllogism like this is only as strong as its premises. The
first thing we need to do is substitute “the God of the Bible”
or “Yahweh” for “God”. The reason is that we think we know
what a good and all-powerful God would want to do and when He
would want to do it, but we should rather think in terms of a
specific  God.  This  syllogism  surreptitiously  assumes
particular things about God that may or may not be so, or may
contain understandings that are hindered by being limited.
What would Yahweh want to do and when and how would He want to
do it? How would we know? We can only know (in so far as we
can know) by seeing what He has revealed to us about Himself.
We ourselves can have purposes for the things we do or don’t
do that can only be known if we reveal them. Much more is this
the case with God.

The fact is that syllogisms can be constructed to “prove” most
anything. In fact, they often are used just that way; it isn’t
immediately apparent that they assume what is to be proved.
Here’s another argument to consider about evil:

• If God is all-good, He will destroy evil.
• If He is all-powerful, He can defeat evil.
• Evil is not yet defeated.
• Therefore, evil will one day be defeated.

(Adapted  from  Geisler  and  Feinberg,  Introduction  to
Philosophy,  p.  323.)



This argument assumes God exists, which you might think is
cheating.  But  the  former  syllogism  made  assumptions  that
require grounding that isn’t stated.

The fact is that there are good reasons to believe God exists
that outweigh the problem of evil. I gather from your email
that you do believe God exists. You are questioning whether
this is a God worth believing in. This problem can be a major
intellectual,  emotional,  and  psychological  hurdle,  but  it
doesn’t end the discussion. There are many arguments out there
for acknowledging the reality of the one true God, so I won’t
go into that discussion here. I’ll just note that you have to
admit it’s a very odd situation for there to have been so many
people  who  believed  and  still  believe  in  God  throughout
history (and many who have died for their beliefs) despite
this problem. And they believe this God is good even despite
their own suffering.

My response has grown very long, so I’ll (finally!) get right
to the main points.

First, God is a Person whose purposes can’t simply be ferreted
out by philosophical conjecture. He has to reveal Himself. We
believe  He’s  done  that  in  Scripture.  And  in  Scripture  He
hasn’t bothered to explain Himself about everything.

Second, God’s scope of vision is much broader than mine, and
it’s  His  purposes  that  are  being  worked  out.  Philosopher
Marilyn McCord Adams noted that “the rationality of a person’s
behavior  is  in  part  a  function  of  his  purposes  and  his
consistency  and  efficiency  in  pursuing  them”  (Adams,
“Redemptive Suffering,” in Peterson, ed. The Problem of Evil:
Selected Readings, 184). As some have said, the logic of God’s
acts can more resemble the “logic” of a mountain range than a
logically organized set of truths. In other words, one cannot
start at one end of the Rockies and logically conclude the
shape of the mountain range and where it will end. As one
flies above the Rockies, one can see how one peak gives way to



a valley and then to other peaks and valleys, but one cannot
know all this merely using logic. Similarly, while there are
some claims that are clearly contradictory to the nature and
promises of God, we have to adopt a wait and see attitude for
much of what He does. What we have is the broad framework of
creation, fall, redemption, and future glory. In between there
are events that we could not predict, nor can we always know
how they will fit in the big picture.

Your illustration of the suffering baby doesn’t tell enough.
I’ve already broached the question of what might have happened
on the human level to bring about the suffering. What came
about as a result of the suffering? We don’t know that either.
Your point was that the suffering didn’t help the baby any. I
can’t see how it could have. However, the baby’s death isn’t
the end of the story. Whatever God’s reasons for it, if King
David’s claim about his son who died in infancy (the child of
Bathsheba) applies to all children—that David would go to him
after  death;  i.e.,  the  child  would  enter  the  presence  of
God—then the baby’s experience after death would completely
overshadow all that came before (2 Samuel 12:15-23). This
isn’t to try to make heaven a justification for suffering;
it’s just to say that the game ain’t over until it’s over, and
one has to step back and see the bigger picture before making
a final judgment based upon one small part.

Third, God’s purposes include providing for our redemption and
for ridding the world of evil and suffering. “God shows His
love toward us,” Paul wrote, “in that while we were still
sinners, Christ died for us” (Romans 5:8). If God really is a
“malevolent bully” in the words of Richard Dawkins, why did He
send His son to die for our sins and to rid the world of evil?
I said earlier that Christians can’t give anything approaching
a good answer for the problem of evil without taking Jesus
into account. The reason is that in him we see God’s attitude
toward us and toward sin and its ravages, for he is the image
of God, God in flesh, who reveals to us the Father (John



14:8-10). And He himself suffered both the rejection of people
(which reached its climax in crucifixion) and the weight of
the sin of the world as he died. The one who knew no sin was
forsaken by the Father for our benefit. Furthermore, he did it
to bring an end to the effects of sin: evil and suffering.

Understanding that God is working out purposes bigger than we
can know and that they include bringing an end to suffering
gives meaning to what we suffer now. We want God to act
against  such  things,  but  He  already  has  in  the  best  way
possible, the way that brings a final solution in a most
surprising way. Theologian Henri Blocher offers the metaphor
of  Jesus  as  a  judo  player  who  uses  the  strength  of  the
opponent to defeat him:

Evil is conquered as evil because God turns it back upon
itself. He makes the supreme crime, the murder of the only
righteous person, the very operation that abolishes sin. The
maneuver is utterly unprecedented. No more complete victory
could be imagined. God responds in the indirect way that is
perfectly suited to the ambiguity of evil. He entraps the
deceiver in his own wiles. Evil, like a judoist, takes
advantage of the power of the good, which it perverts; the
Lord, like a supreme champion, replies by using the very
grip of the opponent. (Evil and the Cross, 132.)

Jesus dealt with sin and its consequences by stepping into the
worst it can offer. Writing during World War I, P.T. Forsyth
said this: “Our faith did not arise from the order of the
world; the world’s convulsions, therefore, need not destroy
it. Rather it rose from the sharpest crisis, the greatest war,
the deadliest death, and the deepest grave the world ever
knew—in Christ’s Cross” (The Justification of God, 57). There
won’t be an eternal back and forth between the forces of good
and of evil. Evil and suffering will end because of what Jesus
accomplished on the cross.

In the meantime (and this is where the personal application



fits in), we individually can find meaning and hope in our own
sufferings even if we don’t understand it all when we situate
ourselves in the grand project of God on earth. Christianity
doesn’t only offer a particular way of thinking about evil and
suffering that can reduce cognitive dissonance; it offers a
way  to  participate  in  that  reality  that  makes  suffering
meaningful  in  our  own  lives.  This  shouldn’t  be  taken  as
implying we are an exclusive club with special rights and
privileges that we dole out to those we consider worthy. This
is simply how we understand the way things work, and anyone
can participate who does what God requires (repent and believe
the gospel).

How  those  “benefits”  apply  to  given  individuals,  however,
varies enormously. Like everyone else, Christians wonder, Why
me when others don’t suffer this way? Why these obstacles to
godly things I want to accomplish? Why must I be a burden on
other people? God isn’t only concerned with the interests of
the  person  who  is  suffering,  although  He  certainly  is
concerned with that person’s interests. This is where the
testimonies of Christians who have suffered are so meaningful.
How is it that these people are able to find joy in life in
spite of their hardships? Can they all really be delusional? I
cannot myself offer any testimony as one who has suffered.
I’ve lost a sister to cancer, and my wife has arthritis, but I
haven’t suffered as you apparently are. But I know there are
people who’ve found joy despite the obstacles. (If you are
interested in reading about people who’ve found hope in their
suffering,  I  recommend  the  books  Where  Is  God?  by  John
Feinberg and When God Weeps by Joni Eareckson Tada. Tada is a
paraplegic  and  has  developed  a  ministry  to  people  with
disabilities.)

The bottom-line question, as I noted at the beginning, is
this: Can God be trusted? Given this suffering, now what? If
there are other reasons to trust God that outweigh this reason
not to, then we must deal with that. It won’t do any good to



reject God because we don’t like what He’s doing, because
there  are  consequences  to  that.  We  must  step  into  the
relationship He has offered and see where He takes us.

I’ll  draw  this  tome  to  an  end  with  a  quote  from  John
Stackhouse:

In Jesus we see what we desperately need to see: God close
to us, God active among us, God loving us, God forgiving our
sin, God opening up a way to a new life of everlasting love.
If Jesus is the human face of God, Christians affirm, then
human beings have a God who cares, a God who acts on their
behalf (even to the point of self-sacrifice), and a God who
is now engaged in the complete conquest of evil and the
reestablishment of universal shalom for all time. If Jesus
is truly God revealed, then we can trust God in spite of the
evil all around us and in us. (Can God Be Trusted, 120).

Because of Jesus, we can have hope. Not the “I hope it rains
tomorrow” kind of hope, but hope as understood in the New
Testament:  confidence  in  the  future  based  upon  the  life,
death, and resurrection of Jesus, all which demonstrate God’s
love for us.

If you want to continue the conversation, please do write
back.

Rick Wade

Posted August 13, 2012
© 2012 Probe Ministries



(Ir)Responsible Critique: The
Rob Bell Affair
Have you heard all the brouhaha over the new book by pastor
Rob Bell, Love Wins: Heaven, Hell, and the Fate of Every
Person Who Ever Lived? Bell seems to be one of those prominent
Christians who are either loved or hated. He is a well–known
member of the emerging church and has been associated (rightly
or wrongly) with a particular stream of it called the Emergent
Church. It can be hard to keep all the labels straight and
which belongs on which person, and I won’t try to iron it all
out here. What’s significant, though, is that Bell has been
accused of playing fast and loose with historic Christian
doctrine. The specific accusation now is universalism, the
belief that everyone will be saved. Just as I won’t try to
sort out the emerging/Emergent arms of the church, I won’t go
into  detail  on  Bell’s  beliefs  either.  In  fact,  it’s  the
reactions to (or, I should say, against) Bell’s book that I’m
interested in.

I first heard about Bell’s forthcoming book some weeks ago.
Last week a friend posted a link to an interview of Rob Bell
by MSNBC’s Martin Bashir conducted on Monday, March 14{1}. I
watched the interview online the next day and then did a
search on the Net and found dozens of blogs and web sites with
articles about it and the book.

Two things stood out to me. First, quite a few of the writers
had not read Bell’s book. They had read a blog or two by
people who had. One reviewer acknowledged that he had based an
early review on nothing more than a publisher’s description, a
video by Bell, and a few chapters of the book{2}. It’s risky
business to criticize a book one hasn’t read. But more on that
later.

Second, there was a heatedness about the responses that gave
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away,  I  think,  either  simply  a  strong  reaction  against
universalism, or a strong reaction against Bell because of his
views before the book was published, or both. The name “Rob
Bell”  quickly  draws  an  “ooh,  boy”  response  from  some
Christians (okay, a lot of Christians), and the charge of
universalism sets the keyboards clicking. Bell is a lightning
rod for controversy. Some would say he brings it on himself.
Even though he says he isn’t a universalist, people are saying
he must be on the basis of his views. That remains to be seen
for me because I haven’t read the book yet. In fact, I haven’t
heard much from him at all. Most of what I know about him I’ve
gotten second–hand. Or third. Or fourth.

After glancing at a number of blogs about Bell’s book, I
turned back to Martin Bashir’s interview with him. To be quite
honest, I was impressed, but not in the positive sense. It
wasn’t a good interview. Bloggers talked about how Bashir
really nailed Bell. Someone said Bashir was tough on Bell
because he got a free ride in other interviews. He wanted to
get the truth. Bashir himself made that claim in an interview
with Paul Edwards.{3} One writer said Bell was “gutted” by
Bashir. Another said Bashir made Bell squirm. Still another
said Bashir knows more about Christianity than Bell does.

Bloggers were really annoyed at how hard it is to pin Bell
down on his beliefs. Were they annoyed? Or were they, in fact,
pleased?

That’s  a  strange  question,  isn’t  it?  Why  would  people  be
pleased? What I’m going to say next does not by any means
apply to everyone who has criticized Bell for his views or for
his manner in interviews. I’ve heard and read snippets of
reviews that stayed on point and kept the fire in check. But I
also saw, as I’ve seen plenty of times in my years of doing
apologetics,  what  looked  like  real  excitement  at  the
opportunity to light into someone for his false views. Just
the possibility of heresy brought out the best (or worst) in
heresy hunters. Apologists are attuned to ideas that don’t



accord  with  Christianity,  and,  unfortunately,  sometimes  an
opportunity  to  do  battle  outruns  good  sense  and  common
courtesy.

It could be that someone reading this right now will have read
Love Wins and is wondering, because of the direction of this
article,  whether  I  am  defending  Bell  in  his  (purported)
universalism. I am not. I reject universalism. Probe rejects
universalism. My concern here is the way the whole issue has
been dealt with by the Christian community.

As  I  noted  above,  Bell  himself  has  denied  being  a
universalist. Well, that’s rather inconvenient, isn’t it? Some
have responded by saying things like, If it smells like a dog
and looks like a dog and barks like a dog, it’s a dog. And
after reading Bell’s book, I might find myself agreeing that
he sure sounds like a universalist. But there’s something that
can be done to find out for sure (or get closer to the truth).
One could simply ask him his understanding of universalism!
That wasn’t done in the Bashir interview. The interviewer
passed up a great opportunity to guide the interview in a more
fruitful  direction  when  he  said  nothing  to  Bell’s  brief
comment about human free will. Free will is a problem for
universalists. If Mr. Bashir had asked him about that, the
interview might have been more interesting and fruitful.

The point of this article is no more to attack Mr. Bashir’s
interview than it is to examine Bell’s beliefs. What I want to
talk about is how we react in situations such as these. What
good is it to pass around second– and third–hand reports about
something this important, especially when others have already
done it? Are we afraid that the rest of the Christian world
will be buffaloed by a smooth–talking pastor and dragged into
the depths of heresy if we don’t alert them right now? Or do
we just like the sounds of our own voices?

That’s really harsh, isn’t it? Maybe. But I don’t mean to
universalize; I’m just trying to raise our awareness of how we



respond to issues such as these.

What  I  want  to  do  is  list  some  principles  I  think  are
important as we face opportunities to publicly critique other
people’s views—principles that are especially appropriate for
Christians critiquing Christians. Before doing that, I should
answer  the  question,  what’s  wrong  with  quick  and  sharp
corrections? I’ve already given some hints by pointing at some
responses I think have been off the mark. Let me be more
specific.

First, there is the possibility of getting the person wrong
and spreading slanderous accusations. There is no room for
that  anywhere,  but  especially  in  the  Church.  In–church
discussions are rarely kept there anymore; it’s all out there
on the Web for everyone to see. We dishonor each other and our
Lord when we carry on these fights in public, and we make it
worse when we get it wrong.

Second, we work against our own goal of helping people learn
to discern when we show a lack of discernment ourselves, when
the example we give is shoot first and ask questions later.

Third, we don’t advance our own knowledge and understanding
when  we  see  what  looks  like  a  heresy  and  start  shooting
without finding out what it is we’re shooting at.

I propose these few principles of critiquing others’ views for
your consideration. These, of course, apply to all people. But
here I’m primarily thinking about Christians responding to
Christians:

First, don’t be hasty. If real heresy is afoot, a delay of a
week or so in raising the alarm can’t hurt. On the other
hand, having to apologize for getting something wrong can be
rather painful.

Second, beware of jumping on the bandwagon. When we were
kids playing football, we loved nothing more than to pile on



the guy who got tackled. It was lots of fun (until I was the
one on the bottom!). Piling on in the present context can
actually work to the benefit of the person being criticized,
because  the  piling  on  can  evoke  sympathy  in  people,
especially  his  own  followers.

Third,  know  the  person’s  position.  Know  the  person’s
position.  May  I  say  it  yet  again?  Know  the  person’s
position!  Let  me  expand  on  this.

For one thing, nothing makes an apologist look worse than
waxing eloquently and passionately against something only to
find  out  he  misunderstood  what  the  other  person  said  or
thought. This brings to mind the late Gilda Radner’s character
Emily Litella on Saturday Night Live who would go on and on
about something and then be told she’d misunderstood. “Never
mind,” she’d say. Getting it right may still not get you a
hearing, but getting it wrong definitely won’t.

To  help  get  it  right,  don’t  rely  exclusively  on  others’
knowledge of the matter and their critiques. We don’t all have
the luxury of time to read a lot of books and articles and we
may  not  have  the  expertise  to  rightly  evaluate  a  certain
position. We all rely to some extent on authorities. But if we
do that all the time, we’ll be getting a lot of one–sided
understandings. When apologists go after other people’s views,
we usually don’t spend a lot of time on the parts with which
we agree! So you could be hearing only part of what the person
actually thinks, and that part by itself could be misleading.

Another principle for getting it right is, don’t key in on
buzz words to the exclusion of explanations. This happened at
least to some extent, I think, with Rob Bell. People called
him a universalist, noted that universalism was denounced as a
heresy way back in the sixth century, and then denounced him.
By the time you read this, I may have read Bell’s book and
decided  that,  indeed,  he  is  a  universalist  despite  his
protests to the contrary. But in the process, I hope I will



have a greater understanding of what universalism is and why
people believe it.

For  example,  I’m  especially  interested  in  seeing  how
universalists work out the tension between the great love of
God poured out in the supreme sacrifice of his Son (which is
sufficient for all) and the freedom to choose on the part of
people who don’t want what Jesus offers. Are people free to
reject God? If so, how can it be that everyone will be saved?
These two things—the love of God and human free will—seem to
come into conflict. To pursue that conflict could result in
very  fruitful  conversation.  Just  keying  in  on  the  word
universalism and lashing out would prevent the development of
my own understanding.

A  second  problem  with  focusing  on  the  buzz  word  without
further developing it is that one would not be able to help
other people think through it who are confused about the issue
and need more than just a label and summary dismissal.

One last point about getting it right: everyone deserves the
respect that is shown in getting their views correct. You and
I would like people to treat us that way, and we should do the
same for others.

So don’t be hasty; don’t jump on the bandwagon; and get the
person’s position right. One more:

Fourth, beware of reading in bad motives. Some bloggers said
that Bell was deliberately evasive. Martin Bashir suggested
that it would be bad for Bell’s popularity (and for the sale
of  his  book)  to  give  straight  answers  (or  to  be
“categoric”). What’s the point of that? Maybe he’s right.
But maybe he’s very wrong. It does absolutely nothing to
advance the discussion of the ideas being propounded to
engage in such speculation. Personal motivations can be
discussed, but we’d better be very sure of ourselves before
discussing them (and have very good reasons for doing so).



To suggest bad motives before establishing one’s case very
well on better grounds is to commit the logical fallacy
called poisoning the well.

To sum up, all this boils down to the simple exercise of good
manners,  a  demonstration  of  Christian  charity,  and  the
requirements  of  intellectual  excellence  and  integrity.  To
modify a quote from Preston Jones, “Shoddy thinking with a
Christian face on it is still shoddy thinking.”{4} Let’s know
what we’re talking about before we say it.

Notes
1. The interview can be seen on Youtube under the title “MSNBC
Host Makes Rob Bell Squirm: ‘You’re Amending The Gospel So
That It’s Palatable!’” www.youtube.com/watch?v=Vg-qgmJ7nzA
2.  Justin  Taylor,
thegospelcoalition.org/blogs/justintaylor/2011/02/26/rob–bell–
universalist. Later, Taylor posted a link to a more thorough
review  by  Kevin  DeYoung:
thegospelcoalition.org/blogs/justintaylor/2011/03/13/rob
–bells–love–wins–a–response
3.  The  audio  interview  is  available  on  Edwards’  God  and
Culture  Web  site:
www.godandculture.com/blog/msnbcs–martin–bashir–on–the–paul
–edwards–program. This is the actual audio interview.
4.  Preston  Jones,  a  professor  of  history  at  John  Brown
University  once  wrote,  “Scholarly  incompetence  with  a
Christian face on it is still incompetence.” Preston Jones,
“How to Serve Time,” Christianity Today, April
2, 2001, 51.
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Bashing Rob Bell: On Offering
a Responsible Critique
Have you heard all the brouhaha over the new book by pastor
Rob Bell, Love Wins: Heaven, Hell, and the Fate of Every
Person Who Ever Lived? Bell seems to be one of those prominent
Christians who are either loved or hated. He is a well–known
member of the emerging church and has been associated (rightly
or wrongly) with a particular stream of it called the Emergent
Church. It can be hard to keep all the labels straight and
which belongs on which person, and I won’t try to iron it all
out here. What’s significant, though, is that Bell has been
accused of playing fast and loose with historic Christian
doctrine. The specific accusation now is universalism, the
belief that everyone will be saved. Just as I won’t try to
sort out the emerging/Emergent arms of the church, I won’t go
into  detail  on  Bell’s  beliefs  either.  In  fact,  it’s  the
reactions to (or, I should say, against) Bell’s book that I’m
interested in.

I first heard about Bell’s forthcoming book some weeks ago.
Last week a friend posted a link to an interview of Rob Bell
by MSNBC’s Martin Bashir conducted on Monday, March 14{1}. I
watched the interview online the next day and then did a
search on the Net and found dozens of blogs and web sites with
articles about it and the book.

Two things stood out to me. First, quite a few of the writers
had not read Bell’s book. They had read a blog or two by
people who had. One reviewer acknowledged that he had based an
early review on nothing more than a publisher’s description, a
video by Bell, and a few chapters of the book{2}. It’s risky
business to criticize a book one hasn’t read. But more on that
later.

Second, there was a heatedness about the responses that gave
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away,  I  think,  either  simply  a  strong  reaction  against
universalism, or a strong reaction against Bell because of his
views before the book was published, or both. The name “Rob
Bell”  quickly  draws  an  “ooh,  boy”  response  from  some
Christians (okay, a lot of Christians), and the charge of
universalism sets the keyboards clicking. Bell is a lightning
rod for controversy. Some would say he brings it on himself.
Even though he says he isn’t a universalist, people are saying
he must be on the basis of his views. That remains to be seen
for me because I haven’t read the book yet. In fact, I haven’t
heard much from him at all. Most of what I know about him I’ve
gotten second–hand. Or third. Or fourth.

After glancing at a number of blogs about Bell’s book, I
turned back to Martin Bashir’s interview with him. To be quite
honest, I was impressed, but not in the positive sense. It
wasn’t a good interview. Bloggers talked about how Bashir
really nailed Bell. Someone said Bashir was tough on Bell
because he got a free ride in other interviews. He wanted to
get the truth. Bashir himself made that claim in an interview
with Paul Edwards.{3} One writer said Bell was “gutted” by
Bashir. Another said Bashir made Bell squirm. Still another
said Bashir knows more about Christianity than Bell does.

Bloggers were really annoyed at how hard it is to pin Bell
down on his beliefs. Were they annoyed? Or were they, in fact,
pleased?

That’s  a  strange  question,  isn’t  it?  Why  would  people  be
pleased? What I’m going to say next does not by any means
apply to everyone who has criticized Bell for his views or for
his manner in interviews. I’ve heard and read snippets of
reviews that stayed on point and kept the fire in check. But I
also saw, as I’ve seen plenty of times in my years of doing
apologetics,  what  looked  like  real  excitement  at  the
opportunity to light into someone for his false views. Just
the possibility of heresy brought out the best (or worst) in
heresy hunters. Apologists are attuned to ideas that don’t



accord  with  Christianity,  and,  unfortunately,  sometimes  an
opportunity  to  do  battle  outruns  good  sense  and  common
courtesy.

It could be that someone reading this right now will have read
Love Wins and is wondering, because of the direction of this
article,  whether  I  am  defending  Bell  in  his  (purported)
universalism. I am not. I reject universalism. Probe rejects
universalism. My concern here is the way the whole issue has
been dealt with by the Christian community.

As  I  noted  above,  Bell  himself  has  denied  being  a
universalist. Well, that’s rather inconvenient, isn’t it? Some
have responded by saying things like, If it smells like a dog
and looks like a dog and barks like a dog, it’s a dog. And
after reading Bell’s book, I might find myself agreeing that
he sure sounds like a universalist. But there’s something that
can be done to find out for sure (or get closer to the truth).
One could simply ask him his understanding of universalism!
That wasn’t done in the Bashir interview. The interviewer
passed up a great opportunity to guide the interview in a more
fruitful  direction  when  he  said  nothing  to  Bell’s  brief
comment about human free will. Free will is a problem for
universalists. If Mr. Bashir had asked him about that, the
interview might have been more interesting and fruitful.

The point of this article is no more to attack Mr. Bashir’s
interview than it is to examine Bell’s beliefs. What I want to
talk about is how we react in situations such as these. What
good is it to pass around second– and third–hand reports about
something this important, especially when others have already
done it? Are we afraid that the rest of the Christian world
will be buffaloed by a smooth–talking pastor and dragged into
the depths of heresy if we don’t alert them right now? Or do
we just like the sounds of our own voices?

That’s really harsh, isn’t it? Maybe. But I don’t mean to
universalize; I’m just trying to raise our awareness of how we



respond to issues such as these.

What  I  want  to  do  is  list  some  principles  I  think  are
important as we face opportunities to publicly critique other
people’s views—principles that are especially appropriate for
Christians critiquing Christians. Before doing that, I should
answer  the  question,  what’s  wrong  with  quick  and  sharp
corrections? I’ve already given some hints by pointing at some
responses I think have been off the mark. Let me be more
specific.

First. there is the possibility of getting the person wrong
and spreading slanderous accusations. There is no room for
that  anywhere,  but  especially  in  the  Church.  In–church
discussions are rarely kept there anymore; it’s all out there
on the Web for everyone to see. We dishonor each other and our
Lord when we carry on these fights in public, and we make it
worse when we get it wrong.

Second, we work against our own goal of helping people learn
to discern when we show a lack of discernment ourselves, when
the example we give is shoot first and ask questions later.

Third, we don’t advance our own knowledge and understanding
when  we  see  what  looks  like  a  heresy  and  start  shooting
without finding out what it is we’re shooting at.

I propose these few principles of critiquing others’ views for
your consideration. These, of course, apply to all people. But
here I’m primarily thinking about Christians responding to
Christians:

First, don’t be hasty. If real heresy is afoot, a delay of a
week or so in raising the alarm can’t hurt. On the other
hand, having to apologize for getting something wrong can be
rather painful.

Second, beware of jumping on the bandwagon. When we were kids
playing football, we loved nothing more than to pile on the



guy who got tackled. It was lots of fun (until I was the one
on  the  bottom!).  Piling  on  in  the  present  context  can
actually work to the benefit of the person being criticized,
because  the  piling  on  can  evoke  sympathy  in  people,
especially  his  own  followers.

Third,  know  the  person’s  position.  Know  the  person’s
position. May I say it yet again? Know the person’s position!
Let me expand on this.

For one thing, nothing makes an apologist look worse than
waxing eloquently and passionately against something only to
find  out  he  misunderstood  what  the  other  person  said  or
thought. This brings to mind the late Gilda Radner’s character
Emily Litella on Saturday Night Live who would go on and on
about something and then be told she’d misunderstood. “Never
mind,” she’d say. Getting it right may still not get you a
hearing, but getting it wrong definitely won’t.

To  help  get  it  right,  don’t  rely  exclusively  on  others’
knowledge of the matter and their critiques. We don’t all have
the luxury of time to read a lot of books and articles and we
may  not  have  the  expertise  to  rightly  evaluate  a  certain
position. We all rely to some extent on authorities. But if we
do that all the time, we’ll be getting a lot of one–sided
understandings. When apologists go after other people’s views,
we usually don’t spend a lot of time on the parts with which
we agree! So you could be hearing only part of what the person
actually thinks, and that part by itself could be misleading.

Another principle for getting it right is, don’t key in on
buzz words to the exclusion of explanations. This happened at
least to some extent, I think, with Rob Bell. People called
him a universalist, noted that universalism was denounced as a
heresy way back in the sixth century, and then denounced him.
By the time you read this, I may have read Bell’s book and
decided  that,  indeed,  he  is  a  universalist  despite  his



protests to the contrary. But in the process, I hope I will
have a greater understanding of what universalism is and why
people believe it.

For  example,  I’m  especially  interested  in  seeing  how
universalists work out the tension between the great love of
God poured out in the supreme sacrifice of his Son (which is
sufficient for all) and the freedom to choose on the part of
people who don’t want what Jesus offers. Are people free to
reject God? If so, how can it be that everyone will be saved?
These two things—the love of God and human free will—seem to
come into conflict. To pursue that conflict could result in
very  fruitful  conversation.  Just  keying  in  on  the  word
universalism and lashing out would prevent the development of
my own understanding.

A  second  problem  with  focusing  on  the  buzz  word  without
further developing it is that one would not be able to help
other people think through it who are confused about the issue
and need more than just a label and summary dismissal.

One last point about getting it right: everyone deserves the
respect that is shown in getting their views correct. You and
I would like people to treat us that way, and we should do the
same for others.

So don’t be hasty; don’t jump on the bandwagon; and get the
person’s position right. One more:

Fourth, beware of reading in bad motives. Some bloggers said
that Bell was deliberately evasive. Martin Bashir suggested
that it would be bad for Bell’s popularity (and for the sale
of his book) to give straight answers (or to be “categoric”).
What’s the point of that? Maybe he’s right. But maybe he’s
very  wrong.  It  does  absolutely  nothing  to  advance  the
discussion of the ideas being propounded to engage in such
speculation. Personal motivations can be discussed, but we’d
better be very sure of ourselves before discussing them (and



have very good reasons for doing so). To suggest bad motives
before establishing one’s case very well on better grounds is
to commit the logical fallacy called poisoning the well.

To sum up, all this boils down to the simple exercise of good
manners,  a  demonstration  of  Christian  charity,  and  the
requirements  of  intellectual  excellence  and  integrity.  To
modify a quote from Preston Jones, “Shoddy thinking with a
Christian face on it is still shoddy thinking.”{4} Let’s know
what we’re talking about before we say it.

Notes

1. The interview can be seen on Youtube under the title “MSNBC
Host Makes Rob Bell Squirm: ‘You’re Amending The Gospel So
That It’s Palatable!’” www.youtube.com/watch?v=Vg-qgmJ7nzA.

2. Justin Taylor,
thegospelcoalition.org/blogs/justintaylor/2011/02/26/rob–bell–
universalist. Later, Taylor posted a link to a more thorough
review by Kevin DeYoung:
thegospelcoalition.org/blogs/justintaylor/2011/03/13/rob–bells
–love–wins–a–response

3. The audio interview is available on Edwards’ God and
Culture Web site:
www.godandculture.com/blog/msnbcs–martin–bashir–on–the–paul–ed
wards–program. This is the actual audio interview.

4. Preston Jones, a professor of history at John Brown
University once wrote, “Scholarly incompetence with a
Christian face on it is still incompetence.” Preston Jones,
“How to Serve Time,” Christianity Today, April 2, 2001, 51.
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God  and  the  Canaanites:  A
Biblical Perspective
Rick Wade provides a biblically informed perspective of these
Old Testament events, looking back at them with a Christian
view of history and its significance.

The Charge of Genocide
A common attack today on Christianity has to do with the
character  of  the  God  of  the  Old  Testament{1}.  Moses’
instructions to the Israelites as they were about to move into
Canaan included this:

In the cities of these peoples that the LORD your God is
giving you for an inheritance, you shall save alive nothing
that  breathes,  but  you  shall  devote  them  to  complete
destruction, the Hittites and the Amorites, the Canaanites
and the Perizzites, the Hivites and the Jebusites, as the
LORD your God has commanded (Deut. 20:16-17).

Because of such things, biologist and prominent
atheist  Richard  Dawkins  describes  God  as  “a
vindictive, bloodthirsty ethnic cleanser . . . 
genocidal  .  .  .  [a]  capriciously  malevolent
bully.”{2}

Can  the  actions  of  the  Israelites  legitimately  be  called
genocide?

The  term  “genocide”  means  a  major  action  “committed  with
intent to destroy, in whole or in part, a national, ethnic,
racial  or  religious  group.”  {3}  Some  twentieth-century
examples are the extermination of six million Jews by the
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Nazis and the slaughter of 800,000 Tutsis by the Hutus in
Rwanda  in  1994.  Going  by  this  definition  alone,  the
destruction  of  the  Canaanites  would  seem  to  have  been
genocide.

But  there  is  a  major  difference.  These  twentieth-century
examples were basically people killing people simply because
they hated them and/or wanted their land. The Canaanites, by
contrast, were destroyed at the direction of God and primarily
because of their sin. Because of this, I think the term should
be avoided. The completely negative connotations of “genocide”
make  it  hard  to  look  at  the  biblical  events  without  a
jaundiced  eye.

One’s background theological beliefs make a big difference in
how one sees this. If God was not behind the conquest of
Canaan, then the Israelites were no different than the Nazis
and the Hutus. However, once the biblical doctrines of God and
of sin are taken into consideration, the background scenery
changes and the picture looks very different. There is only
one true God, and that God deserves all honor and worship.
Furthermore, justice must respond to the moral failure of sin.
The  Canaanites  were  grossly  sinful  people  who  were  given
plenty of time by God to change their ways. They had passed
the point of redeemability, and were ripe for judgment.

Yahweh War
To understand what God was doing in Canaan, one must see it
within the larger context of redemptive history.

The category scholars use for such events as the battles in
the conquest of Canaan is Yahweh war. Yahweh wars are battles
recorded  in  Scripture  that  are  prompted  by  God  for  His
purposes and won by His power.{4}

Old Testament scholar Tremper Longman sees five phases of
Yahweh war in the Bible. In phase one, God fought the flesh-



and-blood enemies of Israel. In phase two, God fought against
Israel when it broke its side of its covenant with God (cf.
Dt. 28:7. 25). In phase three, when Israel and Judah were in
exile, God promised to come in the future as a warrior to
rescue them from their oppressors (cf. Dan. 7).

In phase four there was a major change. When Jesus came, He
shifted the battle to the spiritual realm; He fought spiritual
powers and authorities. Jesus’ power was shown in His healings
and  exorcisms  and  preeminently  in  His  victory  in  the
heavenlies by His death and resurrection (see Col. 2:13-15).
Christians today are engaged in warfare on this level. Paul
wrote to the Ephesians, “For we do not wrestle against flesh
and blood, but against . . . the spiritual forces of evil in
the heavenly places” (6:12).

Phase five of Yahweh war will be the final battle of history
when Jesus returns and will once again be military in nature.

Thus, Longman says, “The war against the Canaanites was simply
an earlier phase of the battle that comes to its climax on the
cross and its completion at the final judgment.”{5}

There  are  several  aspects  of  Yahweh  war.  The  part  that
concerns us here—the real culmination of Yahweh war—is called
herem. Herem literally means “ban” or “banned.” It means to
ban from human use and to give over completely to God. The ESV
and NIV give a fuller understanding of the term by translating
it “devote to destruction” (the NASB renders it “set apart”).

Old Testament scholars Keil and Delitsch write that “there can
be no doubt that the idea which lay at the foundation of the
ban was that of a compulsory dedication of something which
resisted or impeded sanctification; . . . it was an act of the
judicial holiness of God manifesting itself in righteousness
and judgment.”{6}

Canaan,  because  of  its  sin,  was  to  be  herem—devoted  to
destruction.



The Conquest of Canaan
In  the  conquest  of  Canaan,  three  goals  were  being
accomplished.

First, the movement of the Israelites into Canaan was the
fruition of God’s promise to Abram that He would give that
land to his children (Gen. 12:7). When Joshua led the people
across the Jordan River into Canaan, he was fulfilling this
promise.  Since  the  land  wasn’t  empty,  this  could  only  be
accomplished by driving the Canaanites out.

The  second  goal  of  the  conquest  was  the  judgment  of  the
Canaanites. Driving them out wasn’t simply a way of making
room for Israel. The Canaanites were an evil, depraved people
who had to be judged to fulfill the demands of justice. What
about these people prompted such a harsh judgment?

For one thing, the Canaanites worshipped other gods. In our
pluralistic age, it’s easy to forget what an offense that is
to the true God.

In the worship of their gods, the Canaanites committed other
evils. They engaged in temple prostitution which was thought
to be a re-enactment of the sexual unions of the gods and
goddesses.

An even more detestable practice was that of child sacrifice.
Under  the  sanctuary  in  the  ancient  city  of  Gezer,  urns
containing the burnt bones of children have been found. They
are dated to somewhere between 2000 and 1500 BC, between the
time of Abraham and the Exodus.{7}

The third goal of the conquest was the protection of Israel.
God was concerned that, if the Canaanites remained in the
land,  they  would  draw  the  Israelites  into  their  evil
practices.

How could the Canaanites have that much influence over the



Israelites? For one thing, the Israelites would intermarry
with them, and their spouses would bring their gods into the
marriage  with  all  that  entailed.{8}  In  addition,  the
Israelites would be tempted to imitate Canaanite religious
rituals  because  of  their  close  connection  to  agricultural
rhythms. The fertility of the land was believed to be directly
connected to the sexual relations of the gods and goddesses.
The people believed that re-enacting these unions themselves
played a part in the fertility of the land.{9}

At first, the Israelites tried to compromise and worship God
the way the Canaanites worshiped their gods. God had warned
them against that (Deut. 12:4, 30, 31). Then they would simply
abandon worship of the true God. As a result, they eventually
received the same judgment the Canaanites experienced (Deut.
4:26; 7:4).

The Dispossession and Destruction of the
Canaanites
In Deuteronomy 20:16, Moses said the Israelites were to “save
alive nothing that breathes” in the cities in their new land.
The question has been raised whether God really intended the
Israelites to kill all the people. It has been suggested that
such “obliteration language” was “hyperbolic.”{10} Commands to
destroy everyone are sometimes followed by commands not to
intermarry, such as in Deut. 7:2-3. How could the Israelites
intermarry with the Canaanites if they killed them all? Maybe
this was just an example of Ancient Near Eastern military
language.{11}

I think God meant it quite literally. Here’s why. Leviticus
27:29  says  very  plainly  that  every  person  devoted  to
destruction was to be killed. Further, in Deuteronomy 20,
Moses said they were only to kill the adult males in far away
cities (vv. 13-14), but in nearby cities they were to “save
nothing alive that breathes” (v. 16). If God didn’t mean to



kill everyone in nearby cities, then what distinction was
being made? And how else would God have said it if He did mean
that? That being said, I do not think God had the Israelites
comb the land to find and destroy every person; they were to
devote to destruction the people who remained in the cities
when they attacked.

Another observation is that the instruction is frequently to
dispossess the Canaanites or move them out rather than to
destroy  them.  Scholar  Glen  Miller  points  out  that
“dispossession” words are used by a three-to-one margin over
“destruction” words.{12}

Can these be put together? With Miller, I think they can. The
people of the land had heard about all that had happened with
the Israelites from the time they escaped Egypt. “As soon as
we heard it,” Rahab of Jericho said, “our hearts melted, and
there was no spirit left in any man because of you, for the
LORD your God, he is God in the heavens above and on the earth
beneath” (Josh. 2:11). Because of that advance warning, it is
possible that some people abandoned their cities. Thus, the
Israelites could possibly have married people who weren’t in
the cities when they were attacked.

A more obvious reason for the possibility of intermarriage is
the fact that the Israelites didn’t fully obey God’s commands.
In Jdg. 1:27-2:5, we read that tribe after tribe of Israelites
did not drive out all the inhabitants of the cities they
conquered.  The  Israelites  intermarried  with  them  which
eventually drew God’s judgment on them as well.

Final Comments
The most disturbing part of the conquest of Canaan for most
people is the killing of children. After the defeats of both
Heshbon and Bashan, Moses noted that they had “devoted to
destruction every city, men, women, and children” (Deut. 2:34;
3:3, 6).



No matter what explanation of the death of children is given,
no one except the most cold hearted will find joy in it. God
didn’t. He gets no pleasure in the death of anyone. In Ezekiel
18:23 we read, “Have I any pleasure in the death of the
wicked, declares the Lord God, and not rather that he should
turn from his way and live?” (see also Ezek. 33:11). When God
told  Abraham  He  was  going  to  destroy  Sodom  and  Gomorrah,
Abraham pleaded for them, and God agreed in his mercy that if
but only ten righteous people were found, He wouldn’t do it.
Long after the conquest of the land, when God decided He would
have to destroy Moab, according to Isaiah God “wept bitterly”
over her cities (Isa. 16:9; cf. 15:5).

But what about Deuteronomy 24:16 which says that children
shall not be put to death because of their fathers’ sins?
Isn’t there an inconsistency here?

The law given in Deuteronomy provided regulations for the
people  of  Israel.  On  an  individual  basis,  when  a  father
sinned, his son wasn’t to be punished for it. The situation
with  Canaan  was  different.  Generation  after  generation  of
Canaanites continued in the same evil practices. What was to
stop  it?  God  knew  it  would  take  the  destruction  of  the
nations.

Here are a few factors to take into consideration:

First, the sins of parents, just like their successes, have an
impact on their children.

Second, if the Canaanite children were allowed to live and
remain in the land, they could very well act to avenge their
parents when they grew up, or at least to pick up again the
practices of their parents.

Third, if one holds that there is an age of accountability for
children, and that those younger than that are received into
heaven with God at their death, although the means of death
were frightful and harsh, the Canaanite children’s experience



after death would be better than if they’d continued to live
among such a sinful people.{13} How persuasive this thought is
will depend on how seriously we take biblical teaching about
our future after the grave. [Ed. note: please see Probe’s
article  “Do  Babies  Go  to  Hell?”  by  Probe’s  founder  Jimmy
Williams.]

These ideas may provide little consolation. But we must keep
in  mind  that  God  is  not  subject  to  our  contemporary
sensibilities.{14}  The  only  test  we  can  put  to  God  is
consistency with His own nature and word. Yahweh is a God of
justice as well as mercy. He is also a God who takes no
pleasure in the death of the wicked.
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Yahweh War and the Conquest
of  Canaan  –  A  Biblical
Worldview Perspective
Rick Wade provides an expanded discussion of the issues around
the Israelites battles against the Canaanites.  He points out
how Yahweh Wars, i.e. wars instituted by and fought with the
direct help of Yahweh, have a specific, God-designed purpose
and are not a call to genocide against non-Christians.  He
considers  the  events  and  differing  views  of  those  events
before summarizing a biblical worldview perception of them.

The Charge of Genocide
A common attack today on Christianity has to do with the
character  of  the  God  of  the  Old  Testament.{1}  Especially
singled out for censure by critics is the conquest of Canaan,
the land promised to Abraham, by Joshua and the Israelites.
Through Moses, God gave these instructions:

In the cities of these peoples that the LORD your God is
giving you for an inheritance, you shall save alive nothing
that  breathes,  but  you  shall  devote  them  to  complete
destruction, the Hittites and the Amorites, the Canaanites
and the Perizzites, the Hivites and the Jebusites, as the
LORD your God has commanded” (Deut. 20:16-17).

In  obedience  to  this  command,  when  the  Israelites  took
Jericho, their first conquest after crossing the Jordan River,
“they devoted all in the city to destruction, both men and
women, young and old, oxen, sheep, and donkeys, with the edge
of the sword” (Josh. 6:21).

Because  of  such  things,  biologist  and  prominent  atheist
Richard  Dawkins  describes  God  as,  among  other  things,  “a
vindictive,  bloodthirsty  ethnic  cleanser;  a  misogynistic,
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homophobic,  racist,  infanticidal,  genocidal,  filicidal,
pestilential,  megalomaniacal,  sadomasochistic,  capriciously
malevolent bully.”{2}

Dawkins  also  complains  about  God’s  jealous  rage  over  the
worship of other gods. “One cannot help,” he says, “marveling
at the extraordinarily draconian view taken of the sin of
flirting with rival gods. To our modern sense of values and
justice it seems a trifling sin compared to, say, offering
your daughter for a gang rape” (referring to Lot offering his
daughters in exchange for the angels). “It is yet another
example,” he continues, “of the disconnect between scriptural
and modern (one is tempted to say civilized) morals. . . . The
tragi-farce  of  God’s  maniacal  jealousy  against  alternative
gods recurs continually through the Old Testament.”{3}

For an atheist, of course, there is no supernatural, so the
gods of all the many religions were, of course, made up; they
are merely mythologies devised to give meaning to life. The
God  invented  by  the  Israelites  (and  still  believed  in  by
Christians)  was  given  a  very  jealous  and  mean-spirited
personality. What atheists truly dislike is not only that
people actually believe in this God but that they think other
people should, too!

Of course, it would be illogical to try to argue against the
existence of God on the basis of the conquest of Canaan. In
fact, the moral values that make what the Israelites did seem
so objectionable to atheists are grounded in God. As William
Lane Craig notes, “The Bible itself inculcates the values
which these stories seem to violate.”{4} But atheists come to
the matter already confident that there is no God. They then
condemn belief in such a made-up God.

But some Christians also have doubts about the matter. Some
believe that a more accurate exegesis reveals that the command
to destroy everyone doesn’t mean what it appears to on the
surface. Some believe the command wasn’t given by God at all,



but was the product of an Ancient Near Eastern mentality; that
the people thoughtthey were doing God’s will and put those
words in His mouth. Some take the command to be authentic but
hyperbolic. I’ll return to this later.

The actions of the Israelites are often called genocide.Is
this a legitimate use of the term?

The word genocide was coined in 1944 by Raphael Lemkin, a
Polish Jew.{5} According to Article II of the United Nation’s
Genocide Convention of 1948, the term genocide means a major
action “committed with intent to destroy, in whole or in part,
a  national,  ethnic,  racial  or  religious  group.”{6}  Some
twentieth-century  examples  are  the  massacre  of  Armenian
Christians by Turks in 1915 and 1916, the extermination of six
million Jews by the Nazis in the 1940s, and the slaughter of
800,000 Tutsis and moderate Hutus in Rwanda in 1994. Going by
this definition alone, the destruction of the Canaanites was
genocide.

But there is a major difference between these events and the
Israelite conquest of Canaan. The twentieth-century examples
were basically people killing people simply because they hated
them and/or wanted their land. The Canaanites, by contrast,
were destroyed at the direction of God and primarily because
of  their  sin.{7}  Because  the  Canaanites’  destruction  was
believed to be directed by God, obviously atheists will not
find anything acceptable in what happened. If the atheists are
correct in their naturalistic understanding of the world—that
there is no God, no supernatural; that religion is just a
human  institution;  that  all  there  is  is  nature;  and  that
people  are  the  products  of  random  evolution—then  the
Israelites were no different than Hitler or other Ancient Near
Eastern people who slaughtered people simply to take their
lands.

However, once the biblical doctrines of God and of sin are
taken into consideration, the background scenery changes and



the picture looks very different. There is only one true God,
and that God deserves all honor and worship. Furthermore,
justice  must  respond  to  the  moral  failure  of  sin.  The
Canaanites were grossly sinful people who were given plenty of
time by God to change their ways. They had passed the point of
redeemability, and were ripe for judgment. The doctrines of
God and of sin put this in a different light.

Because of this, I think the term genocide should be avoided.
The completely negative connotations of the word make it hard
to look at the biblical events without a jaundiced eye.

Dawkins accuses the biblical God of jealousy as well. If the
God  of  the  Bible  really  does  exist,  why  might  He  be  so
jealous? For one thing, being the creator and Lord of all, He
ought to be the only one worshiped and served. He has the
right to claim that. Second, people worshiping other gods are
indeed worshiping gods of their own (or their forebears’)
invention. Even Dr. Dawkins should understand why worshiping a
god that isn’t real is a problem! Third, since God made the
world and the people in it, He knows best how they function.
To go against the true God is to lose sight of one’s own
nature and of what makes for the good life.

Furthermore,  being  the  creator  of  the  world,  God  has  the
authority to move people as He wills. As Paul said much later
to the Athenians, God “made from one man every nation of
mankind  to  live  on  all  the  face  of  the  earth,  having
determined  allotted  periods  and  the  boundaries  of  their
dwelling place” (Acts 17:26). If God wanted the Israelites in
that land, He had every right to put them there.

One more note about the complaints of atheists. Not only do
they leave out the key factors of the reality of God and sin,
but they think that their own ideas about ethics should have
ruled in Joshua’s day and even for all time since clearly
their own modern liberal ethical sensibilities are the height
of  moral  evolution!  Never  mind  that  such  critics,  while



castigating  Israel  for  killing  children,  will  support  a
woman’s right to have her unborn child cut to pieces in her
womb (an odd ethical system, to my mind). Never mind, too,
that the best of modern liberal ethical beliefs were built
upon Judeo-Christian ethics.

Yahweh War
To understand what God was doing in Canaan, in addition to
having  a  correct  understanding  of  God’s  existence  and
authority and of the consequences of sin, one must see it
within the larger context of redemptive history.

One of the categories scholars use for such events as the
battles in the conquest of Canaan is Yahweh war. Yahweh wars
are battles recorded in Scripture that are prompted by God for
His purposes and won by His power.{8} Old Testament scholar
Eugene Merrill describes Yahweh war this way: “God initiated
the process by singling out those destined to destruction,
empowering an agent (usually his chosen people Israel) to
accomplish it, and guaranteeing its successful conclusion once
the  proper  conditions  were  met.”{9}  These  wars  were  “a
constituent part of the covenant relationship” between Yahweh
and Israel. “Israel . . . would not just witness God’s mighty
deeds as heavenly warrior but would be engaged in bringing
them to pass.”{10}

There are numerous examples of Yahweh war in Scripture. In
some  of  them,  God  fights  the  battle  alone.  Think  of  the
Israelites caught between the Egyptian army behind them and
the sea in front. God told them, “Fear not, stand firm, and
see the salvation of the Lord, which he will work for you
today. . . . The Lord will fight for you, and you have only to
be silent” (Exodus 14:13-14). They walked through the parted
waters and watched them close down around the Egyptians behind
them.

Another example is found in 2 Kings 18 and 19. When the



Assyrians  were  about  to  attack  Judah,  King  Sennacherib’s
representative threw down a challenge to Judah’s God:

Do not listen to Hezekiah when he misleads you by saying,
The LORD will deliver us. Has any of the gods of the nations
ever delivered his land out of the hand of the king of
Assyria? Where are the gods of Hamath and Arpad? Where are
the gods of Sepharvaim, Hena, and Ivvah? Have they delivered
Samaria out of my hand? Who among all the gods of the lands
have delivered their lands out of my hand, that the LORD
should deliver Jerusalem out of my hand (2 Kings 18:32-35)?

Unfortunately for the Assyrians, Yahweh decided to take them
up  on  that  challenge.  Hezekiah  prayed,  and  God  answered
through Isaiah:

“I will defend this city to save it,” He said, “for my own
sake and for the sake of my servant David.” And that night
the angel of the LORD went out and struck down 185,000 in
the camp of the Assyrians. And when people arose early in
the morning, behold, these were all dead bodies (2 Kings
19:34, 35).

Most of the time God had the Israelites help in the battle. So
at Jericho, for example, God made the wall fall, and then the
Israelites moved in and took the city. Numerous examples are
given in Joshua and Numbers of the Israelites fighting the
battle, with God making them victorious.

The involvement of God is a key point in the whole matter of
the conquest of Canaan. It wasn’t just the Israelites moving
in to take over like any other tribal people. It was commanded
by God and accomplished by God. Merrill says this:

It is clear that the land was considered Israel’s by divine
right and that the nations who occupied it were little
better than squatters. Yahweh, as owner of the land, would
therefore undertake measures to destroy and/or expel the
illegitimate inhabitants, and he would do so largely through



his people Israel and by means of Yahweh war.{11}

The Israelites were not at heart a warrior tribe. There was no
way they could have conquered the land of Canaan if they
didn’t have divine help. They escaped the Egyptians and moved
into their new land by the power of Yahweh (Judges 6:9; Joshua
24:13).

Old Testament scholar Tremper Longman sees five phases of
Yahweh war in the Bible. In phase one, God fought the flesh-
and-blood enemies of Israel. In phase two, God fought against
Israel when it broke its side of its covenant with God (cf.
Deuteronomy 28:7, 25). In phase three, when Israel and Judah
were in exile, God promised to come in the future as a warrior
to rescue them from their oppressors (cf. Daniel 7).

In phase four there was a major change. When Jesus came, he
shifted the battle to the spiritual realm; He fought spiritual
powers and authorities, not earthly ones.

This change might explain a rather odd question asked by John
the Baptist. When he was in prison, John had his disciples go
and ask Jesus if he was the expected one (Matthew 11:2). Why
would  John  have  asked  that?  Didn’t  he  baptize  Jesus  and
understand then who he was? He did, but it could be that John
was still looking for a conquering Messiah. Matthew 3 records
John’s harsh words to the Pharisees: “Even now the axe is laid
to the root of the trees. Every tree therefore that does not
bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire” (Matthew
3:10). Was he thinking this was imminent? Perhaps later when
he was in prison John was still looking for an exercise of
power against earthly rulers on Jesus’ part. Notice how Jesus
responded to John’s disciples in Matthew 11. He told them
about his miracles, his exercises of power in the spiritual
realm. Then he made this curious comment: “And blessed is the
one who is not offended by me” or does not “stumble over” me
(v.6). He may simply have been thinking of people stumbling
over him saying the he was the one who fulfilled Old Testament



prophecies  (see  Isaiah  29:18;  think  also  of  Nichodemus’
comment: “Rabbi, we know that you are a teacher come from God,
for no one can do these signs that you do unless God is with
him” [John 3:2].). It could be, however, that Jesus was urging
John (and others) not to fall away on account of His actual
program of fighting the battle at that time in the spiritual
realm rather than militarily. Jesus conducted Yahweh war on
spiritual  powers  in  His  healings  and  exorcisms  and
preeminently in His victory in the heavenlies by His death and
resurrection (see Colossians 2:13-15).

Christians today are engaged in warfare on this level. Paul
wrote to the Ephesians, “For we do not wrestle against flesh
and blood, but against . . . the spiritual forces of evil in
the heavenly places” (Ephesians 6:12). We do not (or ought
not!) advance the kingdom by the sword.

Phase five of Yahweh war will be the final battle of history
when Jesus returns and will once again be military in nature.
In Mark 13:26 and Revelation 1:7 we’re presented with the
imagery of Christ coming on a cloud, an imagery seen in the
prophecy of Daniel: “I saw in the night visions, and behold,
with the clouds of heaven there came one like a son of man,
and he came to the Ancient of Days and was presented before
him” (Daniel 7:13). The cloud represents a war chariot.{12}

Summing up, Longman writes, “The war against the Canaanites
was simply an earlier phase of the battle that comes to its
climax  on  the  cross  and  its  completion  at  the  final
judgment.”{13}

There are several aspects of Yahweh war, not all of which are
seen in every battle narrative. Merrill names, among other
aspects, the mustering of the people, the consecration of the
soldiers, an oracle of God, and, at the end, the return to
their homes or tents.{14}

The part that concerns us here—the real culmination of Yahweh



war—is called ḥerem. Ḥerem literally means “ban” or “banned.”
It means to ban from human use and to give over completely to
God. The ESV and NIV give a fuller understanding of the term
by translating it “devote to destruction” (the NASB renders it
“set apart”). Exodus 22:20 reads, “Whoever sacrifices to any
god,  other  than  the  LORD  alone,  shall  be  devoted  to
destruction.” Deuteronomy 7:2, speaking of the conquest of the
land, says, “and when the LORD your God gives them over to
you,  and  you  defeat  them,  then  you  must  devote  them  to
complete destruction. You shall make no covenant with them and
show no mercy to them.” Tremper Longman writes that “ḥerem
refers to the climactic aspect of divine warfare: the offering
of  the  conquered  people  and  their  possessions  to  the
Lord.”{15}

Old  Testament  scholars  Keil  and  Delitsch  give  a  fuller
understanding of the meaning of ḥerem in their discussion of
Lev. 27:29. They write,

Nothing put under the ban, nothing that a man had devoted
(banned) to the Lord of his property, of man, beast, or the
field of his possession, was to be sold or redeemed, because
it was most holy. . . . [Ḥerem], judging from the cognate
words in Arabic . . . , has the primary signification ‘to
cut off,’ and denotes that which is taken away from use and
abuse on the part of men, and surrendered to God in an
irrevocable and unredeemable manner, viz. human beings by
being put to death, cattle and inanimate objects by being
either given up to the sanctuary for ever or destroyed for
the glory of the Lord. . . . [T]here can be no doubt that
the idea which lay at the foundation of the ban was that of
a  compulsory  dedication  of  something  which  resisted  or
impeded sanctification; . . . it was an act of the judicial
holiness of God manifesting itself in righteousness and
judgment.{16}

The word used to translate ḥerem in the Greek translation of
the  Old  Testament—the  Septuagint—is  anathema,  a  word  we



encounter in the New Testament as well. There it is translated
“accursed”. The same underlying meaning is seen in Gal. 1:8
and  9  where  Paul  says  that  anyone  who  preaches  a  gospel
contrary to what he preaches is to be accursed. About this the
Dictionary of New Testament Theology says:

He who preaches a false gospel is delivered to destruction
by God. . . . The curse exposes the culprits to the judicial
wrath of God.

In this act of being handed over to God lies the theological
meaning of the . . . ban curse. . . . [T]he person sentenced
by the anathema is immediately delivered up to the judgment
of God.{17}

A major difference, of course, is that, in the New Testament,
the “sentence” isn’t carried out by people but by God.

Canaan, because of its sin, was to be devoted to destruction.
And Israel was to be the instrument of God for the carrying
out of judgment.

The Conquest of Canaan
Let’s turn now to look at the goals of the conquest of Canaan
by Israel.

In this conquest, three things were being accomplished: the
fulfillment  of  the  promise  of  land,  the  judgment  of  the
Canaanites, and the protection of the Israelites.

Possession of the Land

First, the movement of the Israelites into Canaan was the
fruition of God’s promises to Abram. We read in Genesis 12
where God promised Abram that He would produce a great nation
through him (vv. 1, 2). When Abraham and his family reached
Canaan, Yahweh appeared to him and said, “To your offspring I
will give this land” (v.7). This promise was repeated to the



people of Israel in the years following (cf. Exodus 33:1;
Numbers 32:1). When Joshua led the people across the Jordan
River into Canaan, he was fulfilling the promise. Since the
land wasn’t empty, they could only take possession of it by
driving the Canaanites out.

Judgment of the Canaanites

The  second  goal  of  the  conquest  was  the  judgment  of  the
Canaanites. Driving them out wasn’t simply a way of making
room for Israel. The Canaanites were an evil, depraved people
who had to be judged to fulfill the demands of justice. What
about these people prompted such a harsh judgment?

For one thing, the Canaanites worshiped other gods. In our
pluralistic age, it’s easy to forget what an offense that is
to the true God. This sounds almost trivial today. As noted
previously,  Richard  Dawkins  mocks  this  “jealous”  God.  But
since Yahweh is the true God who created us, He is the one who
ought to be worshiped.

In the worship of their gods, the Canaanites committed other
evils. They engaged in temple prostitution which was thought
to be a re-enactment of the sexual unions of the gods and
goddesses. Writes Bernhard Anderson:

The cooperation with the powers of fertility involved the
dramatization in the temples of the story of Baal’s loves
and  wars.  Besides  the  rehearsal  of  this  mythology,  a
prominent  feature  of  the  Canaanite  cult  was  sacred
prostitution  (see  Deut.  23:18).  In  the  act  of  temple
prostitution the man identified himself with Baal, the woman
with Ashtart [or Ashtoreth, the mother goddess]. It was
believed that human pairs, by imitating the action of Baal
and his partner, could bring the divine pair together in
fertilizing union.{18}

Although the worship of other gods and temple prostitution
might  not  be  sufficient  grounds  for  the  overthrow  of  the



Canaanites in the eyes of contemporary atheists, another of
their practices should be. In their worship of their gods,
Canaanites  engaged  in  the  detestable  practice  of  child
sacrifice.

The  people  of  Canaan  were  viciously  cruel.  Christopher
Hitchens speaks of the “Hivites, Canaanites, and Hittites” who
were “pitilessly driven out of their homes to make room for
the  ungrateful  and  mutinous  children  of  Israel.”{19}
(“Ungrateful” and “mutinous” are silly charges in themselves.
Ungrateful to whom? I don’t recall the Canaanites issuing an
open invitation for the Israelites to move in. And mutinous?
Did the Canaanites have some kind of inherent rights to the
land? They had taken it from other peoples earlier.) One might
get the impression from Hitchens that these were good people
(maybe  in  the  mold  of  good  modern  Westerners  of  liberal
persuasion) who were just minding their business when out of
the blue came this ferocious band of peace-hating Israelites
who murdered them and robbed them of their just possession! To
speak of the Israelites being “pitiless” with respect to the
Canaanites is worse than the pot calling the kettle black.
Apparently Mr. Hitchens hasn’t bothered to read up on these
people! If he had, he wouldn’t feel so sentimental about their
demise. Writes Paul Copan,

The  aftermath  of  Joshua’s  victories  are  featherweight
descriptions in comparison to those found in the annals of
the major empires of the ANE [Ancient Near East]–whether
Hittite  and  Egyptian  (second  millennium),  Aramaean,
Assyrian, Babylonian, Persian, or Greek (first millennium).
Unlike  Joshua’s  brief,  four-verse  description  of  the
treatment of the five kings (10:24–27), the Neo-Assyrian
annals of Asshurnasirpal (tenth century) take pleasure in
describing  the  atrocities  which  gruesomely  describe  the
flaying of live victims, the impaling of others on poles,
and the heaping up of bodies for display.{20}

In addition to the Old Testament claims about child sacrifice



by the Canaanites, there is extra-biblical evidence found by
archaeologists as well.

Under  the  sanctuary  in  the  ancient  city  of  Gezer,  urns
containing the burnt bones of children have been found that
are dated to somewhere between 2000 and 1500 BC, between the
time of Abraham and the Exodus.{21} The practice continued
among the Canaanites (and sometimes even among the Israelites)
even up to the time Israel was deported to Assyria in the late
eighth  century  BC.  Jon  D.  Levenson,  professor  of  Jewish
Studies at Harvard, reports that thousands of urns containing
human and animal bones were found in Carthage. “These human
bones  are  invariably  of  children,  and  almost  all  of  them
contain the remains of not one but two children, usually from
the same family, one often a newborn and the other 2-4 years
of age.” It is highly doubtful the urns represent a funerary
custom,  he  says.  “The  frequency  with  which  the  urns  were
deposited makes it unlikely that natural death could account
for all such double deaths in families in a city of such
size.”{22}

The Canaanites were so evil that God wanted their very name to
perish from the earth. Moses said, “But the LORD your God will
give them over to you and throw them into great confusion,
until they are destroyed. And he will give their kings into
your hand, and you shall make their name perish from under
heaven. No one shall be able to stand against you until you
have destroyed them” (Deuteronomy 7:23-24; see also 9:3).

Now, a critic today might be happier with a God who simply
showed Himself to the Canaanites and invited them to discuss
the situation with Him, to negotiate. Wouldn’t that be a more
civilized way to deal with them? Of course, any criticism from
an atheist will have behind it the belief that there is no God
behind such events at all. But just to play along, we have to
try to put ourselves in the mindset of people in the Ancient
Near  East  to  understand  God’s  way  of  dealing  with  them.
Philosophical  reasoning  wasn’t  the  order  of  the  day.  God



showed Himself to the Canaanites in a way they understood,
just as He did earlier with the Egyptians. It might better
suit the sensibilities of twentieth-century people for Yahweh
to have convinced the Canaanites by rational argument of His
existence and rightful place as Lord of the land, but it would
have accomplished nothing then (and it doesn’t work very well
with a lot of people today, either!).

It was typical in ancient times for nations to see the power
of gods in military victories. Recall the Rabshakeh’s taunt in
2 Kings 18 that the gods of the other peoples they’d conquered
hadn’t  done  them  any  good.  There  is  evidence  of  this
understanding  outside  Scripture  as  well.  For  example,  an
ancient document with the title “Hymn of Victory of Mer-ne-
Ptah” is from a thirteenth-century BC Egyptian ruler who gives
praise to Ba-en-Re Meri-Amon, son of the god Re, for victory
over  Ashkelon,  Gezer,  and  other  lands.{23}  In  the  ninth
century BC, Mesha, a king of Moab, built a high place for the
god Chemosh, “because he saved me from all the kings and
caused me to triumph over all my adversaries.”{24}

When  the  Israelites  were  about  to  attack  Jericho,  the
prostitute Rahab helped the Israelite spies and offered this
explanation for her help:

I know that the LORD has given you the land, and that the
fear of you has fallen upon us, and that all the inhabitants
of the land melt away before you. For we have heard how the
LORD dried up the water of the Red Sea before you when you
came out of Egypt, and what you did to the two kings of the
Amorites who were beyond the Jordan, to Sihon and Og, whom
you devoted to destruction. And as soon as we heard it, our
hearts melted, and there was no spirit left in any man
because of you, for the LORD your God, he is God in the
heavens above and on the earth beneath” (Joshua 2:9-11).

God showed Himself through acts of power, and some people
recognized it.



The Protection of Israel

The third goal of removing the Canaanites was the protection
of Israel. God said that the Canaanites had grown so evil that
“the land vomited out its inhabitants” (Leviticus 18:25). And
He was concerned that, if they remained in the land, they
would draw the Israelites into their evil practices and they,
too, would be vomited out (v. 28).

How could the Canaanites have that much influence over the
Israelites?

It might be thought that simply being the dominant power in
the land would be sufficient to prevent a strong influence by
inferior powers. However, the shift from the life of the nomad
to the life of the farmer marked a major change in the life of
the Israelites. The people of Israel hadn’t been settled in
one place for over forty years. The generation that entered
the promised land knew only a nomadic life. They might easily
have become enamored with the established cultural practices
of  the  Canaanites.  This  happened  with  other  nations  in
history. Anderson points out that the Akkadians who overcame
the Sumerians were strongly influenced by Sumerian culture.
Centuries later, Rome conquered the Greeks, but was greatly
influenced by Greek culture.{25}

The most important danger for the Israelites was turning to
the Canaanite gods. Today the way people have of dropping
religion from their lives in favor of no religion isn’t a
model that would have been understood in the Ancient Near
East. The option of atheism or secularism was unknown then.
People would serve one god or another or even many gods. If
the Israelites turned away from Yahweh, they wouldn’t slip
into the complacent secular attitude that is so common today;
they would transfer their allegiance to another god or gods.

God knew that, unless they kept the boundaries drawn very
clearly, the Israelites would intermarry with the Canaanites



who would bring their gods into the marriage and set the stage
for compromise.

In Exodus 34, we see this connection:

Take care, lest you make a covenant with the inhabitants of
the land to which you go, lest it become a snare in your
midst. You shall tear down their altars and break their
pillars and cut down their Asherim (for you shall worship no
other god, for the LORD, whose name is Jealous, is a jealous
God), lest you make a covenant with the inhabitants of the
land, and when they whore after their gods and sacrifice to
their gods and you are invited, you eat of his sacrifice,
and you take of their daughters for your sons, and their
daughters whore after their gods and make your sons whore
after their gods (vv. 12-16).

In  addition,  the  Israelites  would  be  tempted  to  imitate
Canaanite religious rituals because of their close connection
to Canaanite agricultural rhythms. Whether or not each year’s
crop was successful was of major importance to the Israelites.
It  would  have  been  very  tempting  to  act  out  Canaanite
religious rituals as a way of insuring a good harvest. To do
this didn’t necessarily mean abandoning Yahweh. They tried to
merge the two religions by adopting Canaanite methods in their
worship  of  Yahweh.  God  had  warned  them  not  to  do  that
(Deuteronomy 12:4, 30, 31). They couldn’t straddle the fence
for long.

The Israelites had much earlier shown how quickly they would
look for a substitute for the true God when Moses went up on
the mountain to hear from God, recorded in Exodus 20-31. Moses
took too long to come down for the people, so they demanded
that Aaron make them some new gods to go before them. Aaron
made a golden calf that the people could see and worship
(Exodus 32:1-4). Worshiping gods that were visible in the form
of statues was a central part of the religions of their day.
It was what everyone did, so the Israelites fell into that way



of thinking, too.

The book of Judges is witness to what happened by being in
such  close  proximity  to  people  who  worshiped  other  gods.
Repeatedly the Israelites turned away from Yahweh to other
gods and were given over by God to their enemies.

And the people of Israel did what was evil in the sight of
the LORD and served the Baals. And they abandoned the LORD,
the God of their fathers, who had brought them out of the
land of Egypt. They went after other gods, from among the
gods of the peoples who were around them, and bowed down to
them. And they provoked the LORD to anger. They abandoned
the LORD and served the Baals and the Ashtaroth. So the
anger of the LORD was kindled against Israel, and he gave
them over to plunderers, who plundered them. And he sold
them into the hand of their surrounding enemies, so that
they could no longer withstand their enemies. Whenever they
marched out, the hand of the LORD was against them for harm,
as the LORD had warned, and as the LORD had sworn to them.
And they were in terrible distress (Jdg. 2:11-15).

Thus, God’s judgment wasn’t reserved just for the Canaanites.
This was the second phase of Yahweh war. The Israelites had
been warned (Deuteronomy 4:26; 7:4). By disobeying God, the
Israelites experienced the same judgment meted out through
them on the Canaanites.

“Save nothing alive that breathes” – Part
1
In Deuteronomy 20:16, Moses said the Israelites were to “save
alive nothing that breathes” in the cities in their new land.
The question has been raised whether God really intended the
Israelites to kill all the people in the land. I’ll address
three  views  on  this  which  deny  that  the  commands  and/or
reports about the battles are to be taken literally. The first
is that the presence of such commands and reports are evidence



that the Bible isn’t inerrant. The second is that the commands
are clearly antithetical to the character of Jesus and so
couldn’t have come from God. The third is that the commands
are authentic but not intended to be taken literally. These
three views are ones that are held by people who believe in
God and take the Bible seriously.

Untrustworthy Records

Wesley  Morriston,  a  Christian  philosopher,  believes  the
conquest narratives which tell of the slaughter of children
are strong evidence against the inerrancy of Scripture. I
won’t go into a defense of inerrancy here, nor will I present
a detailed rebuttal, but it might be helpful to take a brief
look at the basic framework of Morriston’s argument.{26} He
writes:

Here is a more careful formulation of the argument that I
wish to discuss.

1. God exists and is morally perfect.

2. So God would not command one nation to exterminate the
people  of  another  unless  He  had  a  morally  sufficient
reason for doing so.

3. According to various OT texts, God sometimes commanded
the Israelites to exterminate the people of other nations.

4. It is highly unlikely that God had a morally sufficient
reason for issuing these alleged commands.

5. So it is highly unlikely that everything every book of
the OT says about God is true.

I believe that this argument constitutes quite a strong
prima facie case against inerrancy. Unless a better argument
can be found for rejecting its conclusion, then anyone who
thinks that God is perfectly good should acknowledge that
there are mistakes in some of the books of the OT.{27}

https://probe.org/help-me-understand-biblical-inerrancy/


In  response,  I  wonder  how  the  argument  might  look  if  we
presuppose  inerrancy  on  other  bases.  Let  premises  1  to  3
stand. Then add these premises:

4. Everything the OT says about God is true.

5.  God,  being  perfectly  holy,  always  has  morally
sufficient  reasons  for  everything  He  does  (acting  in
keeping with His morally perfect nature).

6. Therefore, God must have had morally sufficient reasons
for exterminating the people.

When it has been decided on other bases that the Bible is
without error, that itself becomes a foundational part of our
consideration  of  the  conquest  narratives.  We  might  not
understand why God does some things, but we don’t always need
to.  There  are  secret  things  that  belong  only  to  God
(Deuteronomy  29:29).

A second view which casts doubt on the reliability of the
conquest  narratives  is  based  on  the  character  of  Jesus.
Theologian C. S. Cowles, for example, believes that, since
Jesus  is  the  best  and  fullest  revelation  of  God,  any
characterizations of God that run counter to the character of
Christ are wrong. “Jesus made it crystal clear,” he writes,
“that the ‘kind of spirit’ that would exterminate”{28} To show
Jesus’  attitude  toward  children,  Cowles  points  to  Matt.
18:5,6: “Whoever receives one such child in my name receives
me, but whoever causes one of these little ones who believe in
me  to  sin,  it  would  be  better  for  him  to  have  a  great
millstone fastened around his neck and to be drowned in the
depth of the sea.” When the disciples tried to send people
away who were bringing their children to Jesus to be blessed
by him, he said, “Let the little children come to me and do
not hinder them, for to such belongs the kingdom of heaven”
(Matthew 19:14). Surely Jesus would have nothing to do with
the wholesale slaughter of innocent children, and thus it



couldn’t have been commanded by God.

As Eugene Merrill points out, in his insistence on separating
God from violence, Cowles doesn’t take seriously descriptions
of  God  as  a  warrior  elsewhere  in  Scripture.{29}  Tremper
Longman notes the connection of Jesus as divine warrior in the
book of the Revelation with God as warrior in the book of
Isaiah. In Revelation Jesus is described as wearing a robe
dipped in blood (Revelation 19:13 / Isaiah 63:2, 3); he has a
rod in his mouth (Revelation 19:15 / Isaiah 11:4b); he treads
the winepress of his wrath (Revelation 19:15 / Isaiah 63:3).

To distance God from the stories of slaughter in the Old
Testament, Cowles calls for a distinction between the parts of
the Old Testament that Jesus endorsed and all the rest which
must be rejected as an authentic witness of God.{30} As with
Morriston,  the  recognition  of  both  Testaments  as  equally
inspired (and true) prior to an examination of particular
parts  will  mean  that  such  a  distinction  cannot  be
maintained.{31}

A Non-Literal Interpretation

Philosopher  and  apologist  Paul  Copan  offers  a  detailed
discussion of this issue in his article “Yahweh Wars and the
Canaanites.” He sets forth two scenarios, one of which takes
the commands as being typical of Ancient Near Eastern warfare
hyperbole  (Scenario  1),  and  the  other  of  which  takes  the
commands  at  face  value  (Scenario  2).  He  says  “we  have
excellent reason for thinking that Scenario 1 is correct and
that  we  do  not  need  to  resort  to  the  default  position
[Scenario 2].”{32} He believes that God didn’t really intend
the Israelites to literally kill everyone in the cities they
attacked. In his article “Is Yahweh a Moral Monster?” Copan
writes,

The “obliteration language” in Joshua (for example, “he left
no  survivor”  and  “utterly  destroyed  all  who  breathed”



[10:40]) is clearly hyperbolic. Consider how, despite such
language, the text of Joshua itself assumes Canaanites still
inhabit the land: “For if you ever go back and cling to the
rest of these nations, these which remain among you, and
intermarry with them, so that you associate with them and
they with you, know with certainty that the Lord your God
will not continue to drive these nations out from before
you”  (23:12-13).  Joshua  9-12  utilizes  the  typical  ANE
[Ancient Near Eastern] literary conventions of warfare.{33}

How could there be anyone left to marry if everyone was put to
death?

In addition to this, drawing on the work of Richard Hess,
Copan  thinks  that  the  cities  which  were  attacked  were
primarily  military  fortresses  occupied  by  soldiers  and
military leaders, Rahab of Jericho being an exception. Thus,
the targets of the Israelites’ attacks were soldiers, not the
citizens of the land.{34}

Hess makes the curious comment that “there is no indication in
the  text  of  any  specific  noncombatants  who  were  put  to
death.”{35} This is so with respect to the accounts of the
battles following the crossing of the Jordan. But one wonders
what  he  makes  of  the  vengeance  taken  on  the  Midianites
recorded  in  Numbers  31.  When  the  soldiers  returned  from
defeating the Midianites, Moses was angry because they had
allowed the women to live. He commanded them, “Now therefore,
kill every male among the little ones, and kill every woman
who has known man by lying with him” (v. 17).

In addition, consider the instructions given in Deuteronomy 20
about warfare. Regarding cities far away, only the males were
to be put to the sword; “the women and little ones” were to be
taken as plunder (along with everything else; v.14). However,
in the cities in the areas they would inhabit, the instruction
was to “save alive nothing that breathes, but [to] devote them
to complete devotion” (vv. 16, 17). If the distinction isn’t



between sparing women and children and killing them, what is
it? Hess says that Rahab and her family were the exceptions,
but, given the instructions in Deuteronomy 20, perhaps she
should be seen as further evidence that there were indeed
civilians in these cities.

The distinction just noted along with what Israel did with the
Midianites and the clear statement in Leviticus 27:29 that
every person devoted to destruction was to be killed lead me
to conclude that women and children were indeed put to death
as Israel cleared the land of the Canaanites. If God didn’t
mean to kill everyone when it was commanded to “save alive
nothing that breathes” (Dt. 20:16), how would He have said it
if He did?

One  further  note.  Even  if  we  should  conclude  that  the
treatment of the Midianites was a unique event and that the
army  of  Israel  didn’t  kill  women  and  children  in  their
battles, God still won’t be off the hook with critics. Women
and  children  were  surely  killed  in  the  Flood  and  in  the
destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah.

“Save nothing alive that breathes” Pt. 2
Intermarriage

But this still leaves unanswered the matter of intermarriage.
Who would be left to marry if everyone was put to death?

Glen  Miller  explains  how  some  would  have  remained.  As  he
observes,  the  Israelites  didn’t  sneak  up  on  the
Canaanites.{36}  People  had  heard  about  the  Israelites  and
their God Yahweh, and they had plenty of time to get out of
town. Before ever crossing the Jordan River, the Israelites
took a whole swath of land from the middle of the Salt Sea on
the east side up to the Sea of Chennerith, or the Sea of
Galilee as it came to be known later (accounts can be read
from Numbers 21 through 31). Recall Rahab’s claim that the



people of Jericho had heard about the victories given the
Israelites by Yahweh. Likewise, Amorite kings heard about the
Jordan River drying up for the Israelites to cross over and
“their hearts melted and there was no longer any spirit in
them  because  of  the  people  of  Israel”  (Joshua  5:1).  The
inhabitants of Gibeon heard about what happened at Jericho and
Ai and were so afraid they devised a deceptive scheme to
protect themselves (Joshua 9).

Because of that advance warning, it is quite possible that
some people abandoned their cities. Copan agrees:

When a foreign army might pose a threat in the ANE, women
and children would be the first to remove themselves from
harm’s way—not to mention the population at large: “When a
city is in danger of falling,” observes Goldingay, “people
do not simply wait there to be killed; they get out. . . .
Only  people  who  do  not  get  out,  such  as  the  city’s
defenders,  get  killed.”{37}

There is no indication that the Israelites pursued people who
escaped. Those who stayed, however, showed their obstinate
determination to continue in their ways, and they were to be
destroyed. (Joshua 2:9-11). Goldingay supposes that only the
cities’ defenders remained and were killed, but Moses clearly
believed those who remained could include women and children.

Why wouldn’t the Israelites have pursued those who escaped? To
answer that we must determine what God’s main purpose was in
this series of events. Earlier I gave three reasons for the
destruction of the Canaanites: possession of the land by the
Israelites, judgment on the Canaanites, and the protection of
Israel. All these worked together. Yahweh wanted to move the
Israelites into a land of their own, but knew that for them to
thrive and remain faithful to Him, they would have to be free
of the influence of the Canaanites. The Canaanites were also
ripe for judgment. Clearing the land, by whatever means, seems
to have been the foremost goal.



Glen Miller points out that two kinds of words are used to
describe  what  was  to  be  done  with  the  Canaanites:
“dispossession” words and “destruction” words. He notes that
the  former  are  used  by  a  three-to-one  margin  over  the
latter.{38}  Here’s  an  example  of  the  former:

I  will  send  my  terror  before  you  and  will  throw  into
confusion all the people against whom you shall come, and I
will make all your enemies turn their backs to you. And I
will send hornets before you, which shall drive out the
Hivites the Canaanites, and the Hittites from before you. .
. . I will give the inhabitants of the land into your hand,
and you shall drive them out before you” (Exodus 23:27, 28,
31).

Unlike the people in Ninevah who repented at the preaching of
Jonah (Jonah 3:6-10), the people of Canaan resisted. Because
of that, they had to be moved out by force. But their presence
wasn’t the only problem. Theirs was a debased culture, and it
had to be destroyed. Thus, the Old Testament also speaks of
the destruction of the Canaanites. Miller believes it was the
nations that God intended to destroy more than the individual
persons.{39} The cities represented the real power centers of
the land, so to move the inhabitants out by terror or by
destruction would have seriously weakened the nations.

If  it’s  true  that  people  escaped  before  the  Israelites
attacked, then it is possible that the Israelites would marry
some of them.

Secondly  (and  more  obviously),  the  Israelites  could  marry
Canaanites who were not removed from the cities because of
their (the Israelites’) disobedience. As it turned out, Moses’
warning in Deutonomy 4:25-28 became prophetic. Starting in
Judges 1:27 we read that tribe after tribe of Israelites did
not  drive  out  all  the  inhabitants  of  the  cities  they
inhabited. Verse 28, for example, tells us that “it came about
when Israel became strong, that they put the Canaanites to



forced labor, but they did not drive them out completely.”

With all this as background, I think we can understand why
Moses  both  commanded  that  literally  everyone  was  to  be
destroyed  in  the  cities  taken  and  warned  the  Israelites
against  intermarriage.  The  cities,  the  power  centers  of
Canaanite wicked and idolatrous culture, were to be destroyed
along with everyone who obstinately refused to leave. People
who  escaped  could  possibly  have  intermarried  with  the
Israelites.  And  when  the  various  tribes  failed  to  deal
appropriately with the Canaanites, they eventually mixed with
them in marriage and in the broader society as well.

The Children

The most disturbing part of the conquest of Canaan for most
people is the killing of children. After the defeats of both
Heshbon and Bashan, Moses noted that they had “devoted to
destruction every city, men, women, and children” (Deuteronomy
2:34; 3:3, 6). Why would God have ordered that?

No matter what explanation of the death of children is given,
no one except the most cold hearted will find joy in it. God
didn’t. He gets no pleasure in the death of anyone. In Ezekiel
18:23 we read, “Have I any pleasure in the death of the
wicked, declares the Lord God, and not rather that he should
turn from his way and live?” (see also Ezekiel 33:11). When
God told Abraham He was going to destroy Sodom and Gomorrah,
Abraham pleaded for them, and God agreed in His mercy that if
but only ten righteous people were found, He wouldn’t do it.
Long after the conquest of the land, when God decided He would
have to destroy Moab, according to Isaiah God “wept bitterly”
over her cities (Isaiah 16:9; cf. 15:5).

But what about Deuteronomy 24:16 which says that children
shall not be put to death because of their fathers’ sins?
Isn’t there an inconsistency here?

The law given in Deuteronomy provided regulations for the



people  of  Israel.  In  the  course  of  normal  life,  children
weren’t to be punished for the sins of their fathers. The
situation in Canaan was different. Generation after generation
of Canaanites continued in the same evil practices. What was
to stop it? God knew it would take the destruction of those
nations.

Here are a few factors to take into consideration.

First, the sins of parents, just like their successes, have an
impact on their children.

Second, if the Canaanite children were allowed to live and
remain in the land, they could very well act to avenge their
parents when they grew up, or at least to pick up again the
practices of their parents.

Third, if one holds that there is an age of accountability for
children, and that those younger than that are received into
heaven with God when they die, although the means of death
were frightful and harsh, the Canaanite children’s experience
after death would be better than if they’d continued to live
among such a sinful people.{40} How persuasive this thought is
will depend on how seriously we take biblical teaching about
our future after the grave.

These ideas may provide little consolation. But we must keep
in  mind  that  God  is  not  subject  to  our  contemporary
sensibilities.{41} If we’re going to find peace with much of
the Bible, we will have to accept that. There is much to
offend in Scripture: the burden of original sin; that the
Israelites were permitted to keep slaves; the gospel itself (1
Corinthians  1:23;  Galatians  5:11);  the  headship  of  the
husband. How about commands about servanthood, suffering for
the gospel, and dying to oneself? Such things may still not be
as  offensive  to  us  as  the  killing  of  children,  but  our
sensibilities—especially  those  of  modern  individualistic
Westerners who haven’t grasped the seriousness of sin and of



worshiping other gods—do not raise us to the level of judging
God. We cannot evaluate this on the basis of contemporary
secular ethical thought.

The only test we can put to God is consistency with His own
nature and word. Yahweh is a God of justice as well as mercy.
He is also a God who takes no more pleasure in the death of
adults than in those of children.

This  doesn’t  resolve  the  issue,  but  I’ll  just  point  out
(again) that it’s hard to swallow the revulsion people feel at
this who themselves support abortion rights. It’s well known
that the unborn feel pain, and that late term abortion methods
are abominable practices, ones pro-choicers wouldn’t tolerate
if performed on animals. A critic might hastily claim that I
am employing a tu quoque argument here, but I’m not (that is
the fallacy of defending something on the basis that the other
person does it, too). I’m not offering it as a defense of the
killing of children in the Old Testament. The purpose of the
observation is intended simply to make critics stop and think
about the charge they are making. It’s rather like the adage,
“One who lives in a glass house shouldn’t throw stones.”

Final Comments
Another term used in place of Yahweh war is holy war. We think
of holy war primarily in the context of Islam. Critics may try
to paint with a broad brush and claim that what the Israelites
did  to  their  neighbors  was  no  different  than  modern  day
Islamic jihad. How might we respond?

I noted early in this article that the conquest of Canaan
presupposed a particular theological background. The one true
God was moving His people into their new home and meting out
judgment to the Canaanites at the same time. Such warfare
could only be conducted at the command of God. After the
Israelites  rebelled  at  the  news  of  the  spies  that  the
inhabitants of the land were strong and their cities were



large and fortified, God pronounced judgment on them. To try
to make it up, the Israelites took it on themselves to go up
into the land and fight. Moses pled with them not to, but they
did anyway, and they were defeated (Numbers 14). Even having
the ark of the covenant with them wasn’t sufficient when they
fought against the Philistines apart from the will of God in
the time of Samuel (1 Samuel 4:1-11). As Eugene Merrill says,
God was the protagonist in Yahweh war. If He was not behind
it, it would fail. Since today the battle has shifted to the
spiritual level, there is no place for military warfare in the
service of the advance of God’s kingdom. Muslims who engage in
jihad  are  not  fighting  on  the  side  of  the  true  God.
Furthermore, for the atheist to criticize Christianity today
for what God did a very long time ago is to show a lack of
understanding  of  the  progress  of  revelation  and  the
development of God’s plan. What has Jesus called us to do?
That is what matters today.

Apologists have the task of answering challenges to biblical
faith. We talk about Christianity being “reasonable,” and we
want to show it to be so. But reasonable by whose standards?
The laws of logic are valid no matter one’s religious beliefs.
But we aren’t here talking about the laws of logic. We’re
talking about moral issues. By whose moral standard will we
judge God? We can clarify the conflict between the Canaanites
and Israelites to non-believers. We can also appeal to the
ethical principles we know Western secularists accept (e.g.,
prohibitions against child sacrifice). But, bottom line, the
only way we can appease modern Westerners in this matter is to
deny the inspiration of the text or to re-interpret the text
and so to distance ourselves from what the Israelites did. We
certainly shouldn’t do the former, and we have to be careful
with the latter.

One final note. Our own circumstances will weigh heavily in
how we read such texts. Not being oppressed ourselves, we view
apparent  oppressors  (in  this  case  the  Israelites)  with  a



jaundiced view. What about people who are oppressed?

Old  Testament  scholar  Terence  Fretheim  quotes  Walter
Brueggemann,  another  OT  scholar.  “‘It  is  likely  that  the
violence  assigned  to  Yahweh  is  to  be  understood  as
counterviolence,  which  functions  primarily  as  a  critical
principle  in  order  to  undermine  and  destabilize  other
violence.’ And so,” Fretheim continues, “God’s violence is
‘not  blind  or  unbridled  violence,’  but  purposeful  in  the
service of a nonviolent end. In other words, God’s violence,
whether in judgment or salvation, is never an end in itself,
but  is  always  exercised  in  the  service  of  God’s  more
comprehensive salvific purposes for creation: the deliverance
of slaves from oppression (Exodus 15:7; Psalm 78:49–50), the
righteous from their antagonists (Psalm 7:6–11), the poor and
needy from their abusers (Exodus 22:21–24; Isaiah 1:23–24;
Jeremiah 21:12), and Israel from its enemies (Isaiah 30:27–33;
34:2;  Habakkuk  3:12–13).”  Quoting  Abraham  Heschel,  he
continues, “‘This is one of the meanings of the anger of God:
the  end  of  indifference’  with  respect  to  those  who  have
suffered human cruelty. In so stating the matter, the divine
exercise of wrath, which may include violence, is finally a
word of good news (for those oppressed) and bad news (for
oppressors).”{42}
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A  Trial  in  Athens  –
Apologetics  in  the  New
Testament
Acts 17 provides one of the best examples of Paul engaging in
apologetics in the New Testament. Rick Wade shows how Paul
finds a point of contact with people to get a hearing.

The Apologist Paul
When  we  think  of  a  biblical  basis  for  apologetics,  we
typically think of Peter’s brief comments about defending the
faith in 1 Pet. 3:15. We don’t typically think of Paul as an
apologist. But in his letter to the church at Philippi, Paul
said that they were “partakers with [him] in the defense and
confirmation of the faith” (1:7; see also v.16). Apologetics
was a significant aspect of Paul’s ministry.

An event that has received a great amount of attention in the
study of Paul’s ministry is his address to the Areopagus in
Athens, recorded in Acts 17: 16-34. That address will be my
topic in this article. Maybe we can be encouraged by Paul’s
example to speak out for Christ the way he did.

Athens was a still a significant city in Paul’s day. Although
not so much a major political power, it retained its prestige
for its cultural and intellectual achievements.{1} What we see
today as the art treasures of the ancient world, however, Paul
saw as images of gods and places for their worship. And there
were a lot of them.

Being  provoked  by  this  in  his  spirit,  Paul  began  telling
people about Jesus. He made his way to the synagogue as he had
done in various cities before.{2} There he bore witness to
Jews and to God-fearing Gentiles.
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He also went to the Agora—the marketplace—to talk with the
citizens of Athens.{3} Among them were Epicurean and Stoic
philosophers. After hearing him for a bit, the philosophers
started calling Paul a “babbler,” a term of derision that
meant literally “seed picker.” F. F. Bruce wrote that “[this
word] was used of one who picked up scraps of learning here
and there and purveyed them where he could.”{4}

Peddlers of strange new religious beliefs were fairly common
in those days. But this was a risky thing to do. It was
unlawful  to  teach  the  worship  of  gods  that  hadn’t  been
officially authorized.{5} Not long before this event, Paul was
dragged  into  the  marketplace  in  Philippi  for  “advocating
customs unlawful for . . . Romans to accept or practice” (Acts
16:19-21). Eventually the people of Athens took Paul to the
Areopagus, a powerful court which had authority in matters of
religion and philosophy.{6} They wanted to know about these
strange new ideas he was presenting.

Paul had the opportunity to tell the highest religious and
philosophical body in Athens about the true God.

Greek Religion
As Paul looked around the city of Athens, his spirit was
provoked  within  him.  The  people  of  Athens  had  surrounded
themselves with idols that obscured the reality of the one
true God.

Other historical writings affirm the prominence of religion in
Athens. For example, a second century writer named Pausanius
claimed that “the Athenians are far more devoted to religion
than other men.”{7} His description of Athens names statue
after statue, temple after temple. There were statues of gods
everywhere, even on the mountains. There were temples built to
Athena, Poseidon, Hephaestus, Zeus, Artemis, Ares, and more.

Paul spoke of the altar to the unknown god (Acts 17:23).There



were quite a few such altars in those days. The late New
Testament scholar, Bertil Gärtner, wrote that these altars
were erected “either because an unknown god was considered the
author of tribulations or good fortune, or because men feared
to pass over some deity.”{8}

Greco-Roman religion was mainly about myth and ritual. Myths
were the religious explanations of life and the world, and
rituals were reenactments of them. Religion was mostly about
appeasing the gods with the proper sacrifices to gain their
favor and avoid their wrath.

Although  morality  wasn’t  closely  associated  with  religion,
that isn’t to say that the way one lived was irrelevant.{9} As
described in Virgil’s Aeneid, the souls of the dead were led
by the god Hermes to the depths of the earth to await the
decision about their eternal place. The guilty were sent to
“dark Tartarus.” The pious went to the Elysian Fields.{10} In
later years, the place of the blessed souls was said to be in
the celestial realm. The afterlife, however, was still one of
a shadowy existence.

There was no sacred/profane distinction in the Greco-Roman
world; religion was not only a part of everyday life, it was
integral to all the rest. Because of that, Christianity was
not just a threat to religious belief; it threatened to upset
all  of  culture.  This  is  why  Paul  ran  into  such  harsh
opposition not only in Athens but also in Lystra and Philippi
and Ephesus.

We live in a pluralistic society today. So did the apostles.
But this did not stop the spread of the gospel. As we see at
the end of Acts 17, some people did abandon their pluralism
for faith in the one true God.



Epicureanism
When Paul went to the Agora in Athens to tell people about
Jesus, he encountered some Epicurean and Stoic philosophers.

Epicureanism and Stoicism had “an influence that eclipsed that
of all rival [philosophical] schools.”{11} The late British
scholar Christopher Stead wrote that they “offered a practical
policy  for  ordering  one’s  life  which  could  appeal  to  the
ordinary man. It has been argued that this was especially
needed in the disorientation caused by the decline of the
Greek city-states in the face of Alexander’s empire.”{12}

The school of Epicureanism was founded by Epicurus in the
fourth century BC. His primary goal was to help people find
happiness and peace of mind. He taught that a happy life is
one in which pleasure predominates. These pleasures shouldn’t,
however, cause any harm or discomfort. They aren’t found in a
life of debauchery. Drinking and revelry just bring pain and
confusion.{13} Pleasure was to be found in living a peaceful
life in the company of like-minded friends. The intellectual
pleasures  of  contemplation  were  the  highest,  because  they
could be experienced even if the body suffered.

There  was  more  to  Epicureanism  than  simply  a  lifestyle,
however. Epicureans held two basic beliefs which stand in
stark contrast to the message Paul preached to the Areopagus.
These beliefs were thought to provide the basis for a tranquil
life.

First, although Epicureans believed in the existence of the
gods, they believed the gods had no interest in the affairs of
people. Epicurus taught that the gods were very much like the
Epicureans; they were examples of the ideal tranquil life.
Although Epicureans might participate in religious ceremonies
and “honour the gods for their excellence,”{14} they didn’t
seek the gods’ favor through sacrifice.



A second key belief was the denial of the afterlife. Epicurus
taught that after death comes extinction. According to their
cosmogony, the world was created when atoms, falling through
space, began to collide and form bodies. Like the heavenly
bodies, we also are merely material beings. When we die, our
material bodies decay and we no longer exist.{15} Thus, there
was no fear of judgment in an afterlife.

Stoicism
As Paul mingled with the people in the Athenian Agora, he
spoke not only with Epicureans, but with Stoics as well.

Stoicism was a school of philosophy founded by Zeno of Cyprus
who lived from 335 to 263 BC. During a time of political
instability,  Stoicism  “provided  a  means  for  maintaining
tranquility amid the struggles of life.”{16} As with Epicurus,
freedom  from  fear  was  a  motivating  force  in  Zeno’s
thought.{17}

What did the Stoics believe that released them from fear?
Stoicism  changed  over  the  centuries,  but  this  is  a  good
general description.

While the Epicureans believed the gods didn’t get involved in
the affairs of people on earth, Stoics denied the existence of
personal gods altogether.

Stoics  believed  the  universe  began  with  fire  that
differentiated itself into the other basic elements of water,
air, and earth. The universe was composed purely of matter.
The coarser matter made up the physical bodies we see. The
finer  matter  was  defused  throughout  everything  and  held
everything  together.  This  they  called  logos  (reason)  or
sometimes breath or spirit or even fire. The idea of logos
meant  there  was  a  rational  principle  operating  in  the
universe.



Because the universe was thought to be ordered by an inbuilt
principle and not by a mind, Stoics were deterministic. This
raises a question, though. If everything was determined, what
would that mean for ethics? Virtue was of supreme importance
for Stoics. How could one choose the good if one’s actions are
determined? One answer given was this: while people had the
freedom  to  choose,  the  universe  would  do  what  it  was
determined to do. But if one wanted to live well, one had to
live rationally in keeping with the rational order of the
universe. To do otherwise was to make oneself miserable.

Some Stoics believed that the universe would one day erupt in
a great fire from which would come another universe. Others
thought the universe was eternal. Some believed that in future
universes, people would repeat their lives over and over.
Others  believed  that  death  was  the  end  of  a  person’s
existence. In either case, there was no immortality as we
understand it.

Thus, Stoics sought peace in their troubled times by denying
the existence of meddlesome gods and an afterlife that would
bring judgment.

Paul’s Speech
When Paul was allowed to speak before the Areopagus, he made a
strategic move. By pointing to the altar to the unknown god,
and later referring to the comments of the Greeks’ own poets,
he averted the charge of introducing new gods. At least on the
surface!

Having brought their admitted ignorance to light, Paul told
them about the true God. His declaration that a personal God
made the heavens and the earth was a direct challenge to the
Epicureans and Stoics. His announcement that God didn’t live
in temples or need the service of people was a challenge to
the practices of the religious Greeks.



Paul told them that God wasn’t far off and unknown. The phrase
“in him we live, and move, and have our being,” which refers
to Zeus, likely comes from Epimenides of Crete. The line, “we
are his offspring,” is found in a poem by Aratus.{18} Paul
wasn’t equating Zeus with God, but was telling them which God
they were really near to.

Then  Paul  delivered  a  charge  to  the  people.  God  was
overlooking  their  time  of  ignorance  and  calling  them  to
repent.{19} This was more than simply a call to a virtuous
life  as  with  the  philosophers  or  a  call  to  perform  the
required  sacrifices  to  the  gods.  This  repentance  was
necessary, Paul said, for God has set a time to judge the
world through His appointed man, and that judgment is assured
by the raising of that man from the dead. (2:26)

This was too much for the people of Athens for a few reasons.
First,  Paul  presented  an  entirely  different  cosmology.
History, he told them, was bound by the creation of God on one
end and the judgment of God on the other. Second, there was no
room  for  a  historical  resurrection  in  Greek  thought.  The
dyings and risings of their gods didn’t occur in space-time
history.

By  attacking  the  Greeks’  religion,  Paul  attacked  the
foundations of their whole cultural structure. New Testament
scholar  Kavin  Rowe  writes  that,  because  religion  was  so
interwoven with the rest of life, Paul’s visit to Athens –and
to Lystra, Philippi, and Ephesus as well—“[displays] . . . the
collision between two different ways of life.”{20}

The gospel we proclaim doesn’t just lay claim to our religious
beliefs.  It  affects  our  entire  lives.  Paul  knew  what  was
central to the Greeks, what was the core issue that had to be
addressed. Likewise, we need to know the fundamental worldview
beliefs of our neighbors and how to address them with an
approach that will get us a hearing.
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The Time of Our Lives
In his song “Time in a Bottle,” Jim Croce sings about wishing
he could capture and contain time so he could spend eternity
with the one he loved. But he laments that:

There never seems to be enough time
To do the things you want to do
Once you find them

You know the feeling. Our days get filled up with things that,
upon reflection, don’t seem to really matter much, leaving
little time for things that are important. Rather than being a
friend, time seems more like a foe; “more of a nemesis or
taskmaster,” says organizational coach Mark Freier.{1}

In the Middle Ages, time was measured primarily in periods
within which people dwelt. Days were divided into rhythmic
patterns:  sunrise,  breakfast  time,  work  hours,  evening,
sunset. Hours were significant in relation to the daily cycle
of prayers prescribed by the Church. But even in that case,
there wasn’t a concern with sticking to precise times of the
day.

In the Middle Ages people weren’t primarily concerned with
time measured by the clock but with the quality of life’s
experiences.

As the West moved into modernity, clock time assumed greater
importance. Now we worry, not only about hours, but about
minutes. As a fund raising specialist told me, if you ask a
businessman for ten minutes, take ten minutes and no more. His
time is carefully apportioned out, and, as we have heard many
times, time is money.

Busyness has become so routine that we easily feel guilty if
we don’t have anything we have to do. How can we “waste time”

https://probe.org/the-time-of-our-lives/


like that? But that’s usually not a problem! The world outside
has a way of filling up our daily planner even if we don’t.

There are two ways to think about time I’d like to consider,
designated by different words.

One is chronos. Chronos was the name given by the Greeks to
the god who represented time. Chronos time is clock time. It
is marked off by seconds, minutes, hours. Chronos is what I’m
thinking  about  when  I’m  adding  new  things  to  my  daily
calendar. It’s the measure of time I can give to one project
or person before I must be moving on to the next item on the
agenda.

The other word for time is kairos. Kairos was a child of Zeus.
He  represented  opportunity.  While  chronos  time  is  a
quantitative thing, kairos is more qualitative; the concern is
with the what that is to be done and the importance of doing
it. Both are ways of measuring our experience in life, but
they do so quite differently. Let’s look at them more closely.

Two things help with understanding what kairos is. It speaks
of the quality of our actions and of opportunity. Kairos time
focuses on what we’re doing (or planning to do) rather than
the number of minutes or hours it will take. And it connotes
the perfect time, the perfect moment, to do what needs to be
done. It points to the significance of certain things. Success
isn’t measured by how many things we get done in a short
amount of time, but by how well we’ve done the important
things.

Theologian Daniel Clendenin uses Martin Luther King, Jr., and
an example of someone who wanted to grasp the moment. Even
though he knew his life had been threatened, he determined to
press on with his work for civil rights. It was the time for
that, even if King’s chronos time might well be cut short very
soon. And indeed it was.{2}

Winston Churchill provides another illustration. When things



were going very badly for England in World War II, Churchill
rallied the country to fight as hard as they could, because it
was a time in which freedom could be lost by many, many
people. The Nazis had to be defeated. It was the right time,
in the sense of kairos. But even as kairos speaks of the
opportunity to do something great, it can also be fraught with
danger.

Still one more illustration is the song by the Byrds, Turn,
Turn, Turn, taken from the Old Testament book of Ecclesiastes:

To everything / There is a season / And a time to every
purpose, under Heaven
A time to be born, a time to die / A time to plant, a time to
reap

Notice the songwriter didn’t say, “There’s a time to plant,
and that’s at 6 a.m. on September 3. And we have eight hours
to get it done.” Even though farmers might set a day for
everyone to gather and begin, that isn’t the point of the song
(or the Scripture). The time to plant is different from the
time to harvest. When it’s time to plant, nothing else will do
but to plant.

Chronos  and  kairos  are  certainly  connected,  but  they  are
qualitatively  different.  Kairos  intersects  chronos.  It  is
within chronos time that we experience kairos. We can’t have
kairos  without  chronos,  but  we  can  have  chronos  without
kairos.

Chronos time can often be made up, but that isn’t so easy with
kairos. I can find an open half hour block in my schedule
tomorrow for that meeting I couldn’t attend today. But can I
get back that time I should have given a co-worker who’s been
going through tough times and really needed a listening ear?
What matters with kairos isn’t whether something fits in my
schedule.  What  matters  is,  what  matters!  In  kairos  time,
minutes aren’t the measure of the value of our acts. The



things we do, rather, grant value to the minutes they take.
Mark Freier put it very well: “”To miscalculate kronos {3} is
inconvenient. To miscalculate kairos is lamentable.”{4}

Kairos  speaks  of  a  quality  of  life  that  sees  ourselves,
others, the world, as significant and worthy of our time,
attention, energy, resources. Its enemies include pragmatism,
doubts about our own significance, an absence of a long view
of things, and, even more so, no eternal view—no understanding
of what gives our lives eternal significance.

The old cry was “Carpe diem!” “Seize the day!” Someone might
wonder, seize it for what? If nothing lasts, if nothing has
eternal significance, what is the point? It all slips through
our  fingers  and  is  gone.  Seizing  the  day  isn’t  to  be
understood  as  the  existentialist’s  call  to  experience  the
moment. The focus on the latter is on fleeting experiences.
The hope is that by focusing on those, one can shape one’s own
life rather than living the life others hand you. But there’s
nothing eternal about this. I am reminded of Meursault, the
protagonist in Albert Camus’ The Stranger, who believes he
lives  in  an  indifferent  world,  or  what  should  be  an
indifferent world, and wonders why people think anything is
really significant. Nothing is of any more value than anything
else because it all ends in death. The universe doesn’t care.

Which brings me to a specifically Christian view of time as
kairos.

My search through the NT showed eighty uses of the word. It’s
a  significant  concept  in  Scripture.  The  most  familiar
reference to kairos in the New Testament is probably Eph.
5:15-16: “Look carefully then how you walk, not as unwise but
as wise, making the best use of the time, because the days are
evil.” The King James used the more familiar phrase, “redeem
the time.” It means literally to buy up, or rescue from loss,
the opportunity, the proper season, the right time. The word
kairos is also used in the story of Jesus’ temptation in the



wilderness. After Jesus resisted Satan, Luke writes that “he
[Satan] left Him until an opportune time” (Lk. 4:13).

What gives significance to our time (and even to chronos time)
is that we live in a world created by God who is working out
His  plan  that  will  be  consummated  at  His  appointed  time.
Theologian James Emery White wrote this: “Kairos moments are
never pragmatic moves to ensure a blessed life during our
short tenure on earth. They are moments to be seized for the
sake of eternity and the Lord of eternity.”{5} Good works have
been prepared for us to do (Eph. 2:10), and we should apply
ourselves because they matter beyond the grave.

So, how do we do it? How does one live in kairos time in a
world governed by chronos? Others want me to think of time the
way they do, as openings in my schedule that can be filled
with something else. I have responsibilities in my job and
with my family and church that require keeping a calendar.

We aren’t going to return to an agrarian society like that of
the Middle Ages. And our lives are intertwined with others’.
We can, however, do something about it. For starters, we can
be more aware of how we use the time that is truly ours. Are
we doing useful things? That doesn’t mean to fill our time
with “meaningful busyness.” There’s a proper time for rest as
well  as  for  work,  for  creativity  as  well  as  for  chores.
Changing a mindset and habits takes practice. Little by little
we can “re-color” our lives.

More significantly, however, is a fundamental change in our
thinking about the importance of the things we do. Few of us
will become Martin Luther Kings or Winston Churchills. But
we—you  and  I—are  important,  and  we  touch  the  lives  of
important people. Not all kairos times have to be of society
wide significance. The main point is that life and what we do
with it, even in the details, is rich with significance and
meaning. We can make a difference in this world, in others’
lives, if we’ll but seize the opportunities while they are



present.

Notes

1. Mark Freier, Whatif Enterprises.
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with  the  Power  to  Transform  Your  Life  (Waterbrook  Press,
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“How  Can  I  Teach  Pluralism
Wisely?”
I am teaching Life of Pi, by Yann Martel, in my Advanced
Placement English class.

As an evangelical Christian working in a public school, I want
to evoke discussion about pluralism as we read. The book does
discuss  Christianity  (through  the  Catholic  tradition),
Hinduism, and Islam. The main character in the book explores
all three and converts to Islam and Christianity while still a
Hindu.

I think this is the “ultimate pluralist” created by Martel. �

Keep in mind that my students are freshmen, and my definition
of religious pluralism would need to be somewhat simple.
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Whatever I teach focuses on whomever I teach. How can I, as a
Christian teacher, probe their minds and hearts to think about
deeper issues?

Thanks for writing. It’s great that you want to help your
students think about pluralism. It’s probably safe to say that
many teachers are quite happy with pluralism and wouldn’t
think to challenge the notion.

Since you can’t promote Christianity, I can think of two ways
to approach the subject: making clear the differences between
the major religions, and talking about the nature of truth.

First, a lot of people say all religions are the same without
knowing what they teach. It would be instructive to put up a
chart  or  make  a  list  of  the  beliefs  of  the  different
religions. For example, regarding God or ultimate reality:

• Hindus are pantheists or polytheists.
• Buddhists are atheists or pantheists.
• Muslims are theists and unitarian.
• Christians are theists but trinitarian.

There’s a pamphlet called “The Spirit of Truth and the Spirit
of Error” which you might find at a Christian bookstore that
lists a lot of differences.

The point is that they teach contradictory ideas. How can they
all be true?

If the students respond with the “it’s true for them” line,
ask why they think so? The only ways that could be so would be
if 1) there really is no god; religion is just something
people make up, or 2) there is a god, but no one can really
know  anything  about  him.  Whichever  of  these  they  might
believe, you can ask why they think so.

You may even want to back up a little and talk about truth
itself. Talk about its exclusive nature. If it’s true that I’m
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typing on a keyboard, for example, it has to be false that I’m
typing on a tree or an elephant. Logic reflects the way the
world is. A thing (like a keyboard) can’t be another thing (at
the same time and in the same sense). And, a thing can’t both
exist in reality and not exist. You can extend this to moral
issues as well. Ask if it’s okay for one set of parents to
beat their child blue with rods when they don’t get their
homework  done  (or  use  another  example  they’ll  find
horrendous). If they say it’s wrong, say something like, “But
it’s true for them, then it’s good.”

You  can  also  talk  about  whether  it’s  important  to  make
distinctions between true and false. This and the above are
more preparatory kinds of things that make it possible for
people to believe one religion can be true and others false.
You have to relate these questions to real life. Talk about
other things in their lives that have to be either true or
false (including moral issues, if not religious ones). The
main point is to get the students thinking about the nature of
truth, using things in their world where they know true and
false in the classical sense apply. That can raise in their
minds a conflict. They’re used to the “true for me” thinking,
but in their lives they don’t and can’t live that way. You can
then relate this to the matter of religion.

Finally, they may talk more about social matters, about the
need to respect all people. To this you can pose this problem.
Ask what, say, a Muslim might think if you tell him you
respect his religious beliefs even though no one can really
know what God (or Allah) is like, or if you say that there
really is no God, but that religion is something that people
make up to meet their needs. Would a Muslim feel gratified and
respected by this “inclusive” attitude? I know as a Christian
it doesn’t make me feel more respected when someone claims
that Jesus really isn’t the only way to God, because that is
central to my beliefs. Students need to know that people can
disagree about ideas without hating each other. Unfortunately,



that  idea  (that  disagreement  equals  hatred)  is  so  often
fostered today. To think someone is wrong means you hate them
and will do harm to them. That’s all part of the tolerance
nonsense being taught today.

If all this is clear as mud, write back and we’ll talk some
more.

Rick Wade
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