
A Christian Response to the
Horror at Virginia Tech
Many of us found ourselves glued to the television, watching
videos  of  the  events  surrounding  the  mass  murder  in
Blacksburg, Virginia. A day like all other days for thousands
of college students, faculty, administrators, and all the rest
that  make  up  the  mini-city  of  Virginia  Tech  University
suddenly  turned  into  a  waking  nightmare,  the  kind  of
experience that happens on TV but never really happens to us.
Or so we think. I’ve been to the campus in Blacksburg; it
isn’t the kind of place one would imagine mass murder. But
where would one expect such a thing, except in far away places
like Iraq?

In such situations, our emotions typically take the lead since
it takes awhile to get all the information that informs our
thinking. What emotions do we experience? Shock? Fear, as we
think about students of our own there or at similar campuses?
Sadness for the loss of life, especially for such senseless
loss? Another sense we have, sometimes not till after the
initial shock has worn off, is moral outrage, a deep-seated
sense that what happened was wrong: not in terms of economics
or simply the proper functioning of an organization, but in
terms of moral wrong. Deep down we know there is good and
there is evil, and this event was evil.

But upon what do we base this sense? Before you just brush the
question  aside  with  the  ubiquitous  “Duh!”  or  ask
incredulously,  “What  kind  of  question  is  that?!”  pause  a
moment and give it some thought. Why is such a thing wrong?
After all, if we push a Darwinian, naturalistic worldview to
the limit, we might think ourselves justified in seeing this
kind of horror as really no different from animals attacking
and killing each other. Keep in mind that the Nazis were able
to carry out their slaughter because they had relegated Jews
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to a lower level in the evolutionary chain.

The first point I want to make is that Christianity explains
our moral outrage. It’s explained by the fact that we are
created in God’s image and have in us a sense of moral right
and wrong. The apostle Paul wrote that “the requirements of
the law are written on [our] hearts,” that our “consciences
[are] also bearing witness, and [our] thoughts now accusing,
now even defending [us]” (Romans 2:15). God is the standard of
moral  right  and  wrong,  and  we  reflect  that  knowledge  in
ourselves.  Of  course,  we  can  deaden  that  knowledge;  a
conscience can be trained to ignore promptings to do good.

Have  you  seen  someone  get  angry  (or  maybe  you  got  angry
yourself) when a person who commits such an evil act commits
suicide  immediately  afterwards?  Oh,  I  know:  some  people
ultimately  want  the  person  to  die  himself.  But  there’s
something about being denied to express our moral outrage at
the person. We want justice for the crime committed, and we
don’t always want it to be a quick and dirty justice. Frankly,
we’d like the person to suffer and know what he’s suffering
for.

How do we explain our desire for justice? What I described
above is more a desire for vengeance. However, we do want
justice. We want the person to face up to the charges, to hear
the  condemnation  (consider  the  trials  where  families  of
victims get to speak their minds to the accused). We want him
to know he did wrong and to know he’s going to suffer the
consequences, and then we want justice meted out.

Along the same lines that Christianity explains moral outrage,
it also explains our desire for justice. We know some things
are morally wrong and are deserving of punishment. And we want
to make a strong enough impression on the guilty that he (or
observers  of  the  case)  doesn’t  do  it  again.  God  is  very
interested in justice. A quick search in the New International
Version lists almost one hundred twenty instances of the word



“justice” in the Old Testament. The psalmist writes, “The LORD
loves righteousness and justice; the earth is full of his
unfailing love” (33:5). “Truth is nowhere to be found,” God
said through Isaiah, “and whoever shuns evil becomes a prey.
The LORD looked and was displeased that there was no justice”
(Isa. 59:15). And, “Your hands are full of blood; wash and
make yourselves clean. Take your evil deeds out of my sight!
Stop doing wrong, learn to do right! Seek justice, encourage
the oppressed. Defend the cause of the fatherless, plead the
case of the widow” (1:15-17).

This isn’t just an Old Testament concern. In the New Testament
we have this promise: “For he has set a day when he will judge
the world with justice by the man he has appointed. He has
given proof of this to all men by raising him from the dead”
(Acts 17:31).

A question comes naturally to mind. If God is so interested in
justice, why doesn’t He fulfill it now? This is an extremely
important question. However, it’s one I’m going to forego for
now (search Probe’s Web site for articles on the problem of
evil; Sue Bohlin’s article “The Value of Suffering” is a good
start). The long and short of it is that we don’t know just
what God is up to. We can hazard some guesses. C. S. Lewis
said  that  suffering  is  God’s  “megaphone  to  rouse  a  deaf
world.”

Let’s say we can’t give an answer to the question, Why is evil
allowed?  What  then?  If  that’s  the  primary  criterion  for
accepting a particular religion or philosophy as true, we will
be able to accept none, not even secularism!

What, then? Where does that leave us? Christianity does have
an answer to that: Christianity offers hope. Even in the worst
of situations, the person who has received the grace of God in
salvation has the hope of a future in which death has no
place. This isn’t “hope” as in cross-your-fingers hope, like,
“I sure hope the game doesn’t get rained out this weekend.” In
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the New Testament, hope is presented as the assurance of the
future. We have the hope of eternal life—of that life which
has no room for death—by the resurrection of Jesus from the
dead. The apostle Peter wrote, “Praise be to the God and
Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! In his great mercy he has
given us new birth into a living hope through the resurrection
of Jesus Christ from the dead” (1 Peter 1:3). Jesus proved
that He had broken the hold of death through His own death on
the cross by breaking free from the tomb and appearing live to
hundreds of people. Because He rose and conquered death, we
who trust in Him will, too.

Hope  is  a  fundamental  ingredient  of  Christianity.  Faith
enables us to say “yes” today to what we know we should do;
hope enables us to say “yes” to the future, because it rests
in the hands of the God Who loves us. One of my favorite
verses in Scripture is in Romans. Paul wrote: “May the God of
hope fill you with all joy and peace as you trust in him, so
that you may overflow with hope by the power of the Holy
Spirit” (15:13). This is God’s desire for us, to live in the
(sure) hope that our future is secure in Him.

One more thing. Christianity isn’t just some set of religious
dogmas and practices that keeps some of us off the streets on
Sunday mornings! Christianity provides a way of life that
minimizes  such  tragedies.  It  provides  both  the  framework
within which we order our lives and the ability to do it by
the power of the Holy Spirit living in us. Blaise Pascal held
out the value of Christian morality as an enticement to see if
Christianity is true. Even if it isn’t true, he said, look at
the kind of life it calls us to lead! Thomas Jefferson, who so
rejected the miraculous in the Bible that he edited out of the
New Testament all such things, recognized a high level of
morality in its pages. And when you ask people who the best
exemplars of goodness have been in history, Jesus is typically
on the list, even the lists of those who don’t believe He is
the divine Son of God.



The point is that built into Christianity is a structure of
life that prohibits people hurting each other. Of course, this
isn’t to suggest that Christians never do wrong! But it is to
say that we have more than just pragmatic reasons for doing
right. We do right to honor God, to honor people, because we
believe in moral right and wrong. Sometimes we do the right
thing—only because it’s the right thing to do, regardless of
the rewards! However, I would be dishonest if I didn’t note
that there does lie in our future many blessings for obedient
lives.

But Christianity goes beyond simply providing a moral code. It
also provides the power to follow it! The Holy Spirit somehow
resides in us (one of the mysteries of the faith!), and He
transforms us, changes us through a number of ways into the
image of Christ (cf. Rom. 8:5-17; 12:1,2; Gal. 5:16-26).

To sum up: Christianity explains our moral outrage at the mass
murders at Virginia Tech this week. It explains our desire for
justice,  and  guarantees  that  it  will  be  carried  out
eventually. It offers real hope, hope that is sure, for those
who suffer. And it provides a way for people to live with one
another  without  having  a  reason  to  give  in  to  such  evil
impulses.

It’s  likely  that  some  people  will  read  this  who  aren’t
Christians. If you’re one of them, I’d like to ask you to
consider thoughtfully what I’ve said about Christianity, but
also consider what you believe. You may be an adherent of
another  religion  or  philosophy,  or  you  may  simply  be  a
secularist who believes in God but believes He doesn’t really
have much to do with our lives. My question is this: If you
agree that the issues I’ve raised are important, how does your
belief system answer them? If it does answer them, do the
answers seem plausible? Is there good reason to believe them?
If not, maybe the whole belief system needs to be evaluated.

If you’d like to know more about a Christian understanding of



these issues, hunt around on our Web site for other articles.
Or send us an e-mail. You can even use the old-fashioned
method of calling on the phone!

We’d love to hear from you.
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Christianity  and  Religious
Pluralism  –  Are  There
Multiple Ways to Heaven?
Rick  Wade  takes  a  hard  look  at  the  inconsistencies  of
religious pluralism.  He concludes that if Christ is a way to
heaven  there  cannot  be  other  ways  to  heaven.   Whether
Christianity is true or not, pluralism does not make rational
sense  as  it  considers  all  religious  traditions  to  be
essentially  the  same.

Aren’t All Religions Basically the Same?
In a humorous short article in which he highlighted some of
the silly beliefs people hold today, Steve Turner wrote, “We
believe that all religions are basically the same, at least
the one we read was. They all believe in love and goodness.
They only differ on matters of creation sin heaven hell God
and salvation.”{1}

It is the common belief today that all religions are basically
the same. They may look different—they may differ with respect
to holy books or forms of worship or specific ideas about
God—but at the root they’re pretty much the same. That idea
has  become  so  deeply  rooted  that  it  is  considered  common
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knowledge. To express doubt about it draws an incredulous
stare. Obviously, anyone who thinks one religion is the true
one is close-minded and benighted! More than that, the person
is clearly a bigot who probably even hates people of other
religions (or people with no religion at all). Now, this way
of thinking is very seldom formed by serious consideration of
the  issues,  I  believe  (although  there  are  knowledgeable
scholars who hold to it), but that doesn’t matter. It is part
of our cultural currency and is held with the same conviction
as the belief that planets in the solar system revolve around
the Sun and not Earth.

On the surface at least, it’s clear enough that the various
religions of the world are different. Theists believe in one
personal God; Hindus believe in many gods; atheists deny any
God exists. Just on that issue alone, the differences are
obvious. Add to that the many beliefs about the dilemma of the
human race and how it is to be solved. Why don’t people
understand  the  significance  of  these  differences?  On  the
scholarly level, the fundamental objection is this. It is
believed that, if there is a God, he (or she or it) is too
different from us for us to know him (or her or it). Because
of our limitations, he couldn’t possibly reveal himself to us.
Religious  writings,  then,  are  merely  human  attempts  at
explaining  religious  experience  without  actually  being
objectively true.

Philosopher John Hick wrote that this is really a problem of
language. Statements about God don’t have the same truth value
as ones about, say, the weather, because “there is no . . .
agreement about how to determine the truth value of statements
about  God.”{2}  We  use  religious  language  because  it  is
meaningful to us, but there is really no way to confirm the
truth of such talk. Because we can’t really know what the
truth is about God, we do our best to guess at it. For this
reason, we are not to suggest that our beliefs are true and
others false.



On the more popular level, the loss of confidence in being
able  to  know  religious  and  moral  truths  which  comes  from
academia and filters through the media, is teamed up with an
inclusivist attitude that doesn’t want anyone left out—that
is, if there are any truths to be known.

I want to take a look at the issue of religious pluralism, the
belief that there are many valid ways to God. We’ll start with
some  definitions  and  a  reminder  of  what  historical
Christianity  teaches  about  God  and  us  and  how  we  can  be
reconciled to Him.

Starting Points
There  are  three  basic  positions  on  the  question  of  the
relation of Christianity to other religions. The historic view
is called exclusivism. That word can be a real turn-off to
people because we live in an inclusivistic era. What it means
in this context is that the claim of Christianity that Jesus
is the only way means that all other ways to God are excluded.
If Jesus is the only way to the one true God, then no other
claims can be true.

Another view on the matter is inclusivism. This is the belief
that, while salvation is made possible only by the cross of
Christ, it can be obtained without hearing the gospel. Even
people who are externally part of other religions traditions
can be saved. This is a temptation for Christians who are
convinced that Jesus is the way, the truth, and the life, but
don’t like the idea that there are people who haven’t heard
the gospel who thus cannot be saved.

By religious pluralism, we mean the belief that all religions
(at least the major, enduring ones) are valid as ways to
relate to God. There is nothing unique about Christ; He was
one of many influential religious teachers and leaders. This
is the position I’ll be considering in this article.



Before looking at pluralism, it would be good to review the
historic Christian understanding of salvation to bring the
contrast into bold relief.

One God
The Bible is clear that there is one God. Through Isaiah the
prophet God said, “I am the Lord, and there is no other;
besides Me there is no God” (Is. 45:5a; see also 43:10; 44:6).

Beyond  this,  it’s  important  to  note  that,  philosophically
speaking, it is impossible that there could be two (or more)
“Gods” like the God of the Bible. Scripture is clear that God
is everywhere present at once, so there can’t be a truly
competing presence (Ps. 139:7-12). God is capable of doing
whatever He wills. There can be no ultimate interference by
another deity. “The LORD does whatever pleases him, in the
heavens and on the earth, in the seas and all their depths,”
says the Psalmist (135:6). Or more succinctly, “Our God is in
heaven; he does whatever pleases him” (Ps. 115:3; see also
Dan. 4:35). How could there be two Gods like this? They would
have to be absolutely identical, since neither one could be
interfered with. And if so, they would be the same God!

One Savior
The Bible is also clear that there is only one Savior. Jesus
said, “I am the way, and the truth, and the life; no one comes
to the Father but through Me” (Jn. 14:6). To the rulers and
elders and scribes in Jerusalem, Peter declared, “There is
salvation in no one else; for there is no other name under
heaven that has been given among men by which we must be
saved” (Acts 4:12).

Theological necessity
In addition, it was theologically necessary for salvation to
come through Christ alone. In Hebrews chapter 9 we read that
the death of the sacrifice was necessary. According to Hebrews



chapter 7, the Savior had to be divine (see also 2 Cor. 5:21).
And Hebrews 2:17 says the Savior had to be human. Jesus is the
only one who fulfills those requirements.

One more consideration
To this we can add the fact that the apostles never even
hinted that people could be saved any other way than through
Christ.  It  is  this  belief  that  has  fueled  evangelistic
endeavors all over the world.

Religious Pluralism Can’t Accomplish Its
Goal
Even on the surface of it, the notion of religious pluralism
is contradictory. If we can’t know that particular religions
are true, how can we know that any are valid ways to God? The
pluralist  has  to  know  that  we  can’t  know  (which  is  an
interesting idea in itself!), while also having confidence
that somehow we’ll be able to reach our goal through our
particular beliefs and practices.

But  that  brings  serious  questions  to  the  surface.  Do  all
religions even have the same goal? That’s an important issue.
In  fact,  it’s  the  first  of  three  problems  with  religious
pluralism I’d like to consider.

Can religious pluralism accomplish its goal? What do I mean by
that? Two ideas are at work here. First, it is believed that
we can’t really know what is true about God; our religions are
only approximations of truth. Second, if that is so, aren’t we
being high-handed if we tell a people that their religion
isn’t true? How can any religion claim to have the truth? To
be intellectually honest, we need to consider all religions
(at least the major, enduring ones) as equally valid. There is
a personal element here, too. The pluralist wants to take the
people of all religions seriously. Telling anyone his or her



religion is false doesn’t seem to signal that kind of respect.
So the goal of which I speak is taking people seriously with
respect to their religious beliefs.

I can explain this best by introducing a British scholar named
John Hick and tell a little of his story.{3} Hick was once a
self-declared  evangelical  who  says  he  underwent  a  genuine
conversion experience as a college student. He immediately
began  to  associate  with  members  of  InterVarsity  Christian
Fellowship in England. Over time, however, his philosophical
training and reading of certain New Testament scholars made
him begin to have doubts about doctrinal matters. He also saw
that, on the one hand, there were adherents of other religions
who were good people, while, on the other, there were some
Christians who were not very nice people but were sure of
their seat in heaven. How could it be, he thought, that God
would send these good Sikhs and Muslims and Buddhists to hell
while saving those not-so-good Christians just because they
believed  in  Jesus?  Hick  went  on  to  develop  his  own
understanding of religious pluralism and became probably the
best-known pluralist in the scholarly world.

I relate all this to you to point out that, at least as far as
the eye of man can see, Hick’s motivation was a good one: he
wanted to believe that all people, no matter what religious
stripe, can be saved. Harold Netland, who studied under Hick
and wrote a book on his pluralism, speaks very highly of
Hick’s  personal  character.{4}  And  isn’t  there  something
appealing  about  his  view  (again,  from  our  standpoint)?
Wouldn’t we like everyone to be saved? And having heard about
(or experienced directly) the violence fueled by religious
fanaticism, it’s easy to see why many people recoil against
the  idea  that  only  one  religion  has  the  truth.  We  want
everyone included! We want everyone to feel like his or her
religious beliefs are respected and even affirmed!

The problem is that we are supposed to view our beliefs as
approximations of truth, as somehow meaningful to us but not



really true. All people are to be welcomed into the universal
family of faith—but they are to leave at the door the belief
that what they believe is true. It’s as though the pluralist
is saying, “It is really noble of you to be so committed to
your faith. Of course, we know that little of what you believe
can be taken as truth, but that’s okay. It gives meaning to
your life.” Or in other words, “We want you to feel validated
in your religion, even though your religious doctrines aren’t
literally true.”

To  be  quite  honest,  I  don’t  feel  affirmed  by  that.  My
religious belief is completely undermined by this idea. If
Jesus isn’t the only way to God, Christianity is a complete
lie, and I am believing in vain.

My belief is that salvation—the reconciliation of persons to
the one, true trinitarian God—has been made possible by Jesus,
and that I know this to be the case. In his first epistle,
John wrote: “I write these things to you who believe in the
name of the Son of God so that you may know that you have
eternal life” (1 Jn. 5:13). If I can’t know this to be true,
the promises of Scripture are only wishes. In that case, my
hope for eternity is no more secure than crossing my fingers
and saying I hope it won’t rain this weekend. We are all, in
short, forced to abandon our notions of the validity of our
religious beliefs and accept the skepticism of the pluralist.
And I don’t feel affirmed by that.

For my money, to be told I might be very sincere but sincerely
wrong if I take my beliefs as true in any literal sense is
like being condescendingly patted on the head. To be honest, I
take such a notion as arrogance.

So my first objection to religious pluralism is that it does
not  accomplish  its  goal  of  making  me  feel  affirmed  with
respect  to  my  religious  beliefs  beyond  whatever  emotional
fulfillment I might get from pretending the beliefs are true.



Religious Pluralism Doesn’t Make Sense
My second objection to religious pluralism is that it doesn’t
make sense in light of what the various religions claim. Let
me explain.

Christianity is a confessional religion. In other words, there
are particular beliefs we confess to be true, and it is partly
through confessing them that we are saved. Is that surprising?
Aren’t we saved by faith, by putting our trust in Christ? Yes,
but there are specific things we are supposed to believe. It
isn’t  just  believing  in;  it’s  also  believing  that.  For
example, Jesus said to the scribes and Pharisees, “You are
from below; I am from above. You are of this world; I am not
of this world. I told you that you would die in your sins, for
unless you believe that I am he you will die in your sins”
(Jn. 8:23-24). And then there’s Paul’s clear statement that
“if you confess with your mouth, ‘Jesus is Lord,’ and believe
in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be
saved”  (Rom.  10:9).  So  what  we  believe  is  very  important
despite what some are saying now about how Christianity is a
relationship and how doctrine isn’t all that important.

Back to my point. Christians who know what the Bible teaches
and the basics of other religions find themselves staring
open-mouthed  at  people  who  say  that  all  religions  are
basically the same. How could anyone who knows anything about
the major religions of the world even think such a thing? I
suspect  that  most  people  who  say  this  do  not  know  the
teachings  of  the  various  religions.  They  have  some  vague
notions about religion in general, so they reduce these great
bodies of belief to a few essentials. Don’t all religions
believe in a higher power or powers? Isn’t their function just
to give meaning to our lives? Don’t they all typically include
such things as prayer, rituals of one kind or another in
public and private worship, standards for moral living, holy
books, and the like?



Christian apologist Ravi Zacharias has said something like
this: Most people think all religions are essentially the same
and only superficially different, but just the opposite is
true. People believe there are some core beliefs and practices
such as those I just named which are common to all religions,
and that religions are different only on the surface. Muslims
have  the  Koran;  Christians  have  the  Bible;  Jews  have  the
Torah; Hindus have the Bhagavad Gita. Muslims pray five times
a day; Christians pray at church on Sundays and most anytime
they want during the week. Buddhists have their shrines; Jews
their synagogues; Hindus their temples; Muslims their mosques;
and Christians their churches. So at the core, the same; on
the surface, different.

But just the opposite is true! It is on the surface that there
is similarity; that is why we can immediately look at certain
bodies of beliefs and practices and label them “religion.”
They aren’t identical, but they are similar enough to be under
the same category, “religion.” On the surface we see prayers,
rituals,  holy  books,  etc.  It’s  when  we  dig  down  to  the
essential beliefs that we find contradictory differences!

For  example,  Islam  is  theistic  but  is  unitarian  while
Christianity is trinitarian. Hindus believe we are not true
individual selves but are parts of the All, while orthodox
Jews believe we are individuals created in the image of God.
Muslims believe salvation comes through obedience to Allah,
while Buddhists believe “salvation” consists of spinning out
of the cycle of birth, death, and rebirth into nirvana.

No,  religions  are  not  essentially  the  same  and  only
superficially  different.  At  their  very  core  they  are
drastically  different.  So  while  pluralists  might  take  the
religious person seriously, they don’t take his or her beliefs
seriously. How can all these different beliefs be true in any
meaningful sense? How can the end of human existence be both
nirvana and heaven or hell? Pluralists have to reduce all
these beliefs to some vague possibility of an afterlife of



some kind; they have to empty them of any significant content.

So what we believe to be true, pluralists know isn’t. Isn’t it
interesting that the pluralist is insightful enough to know
what millions of religious adherents don’t! That’s a strange
position to take given that the heart of pluralism is the
belief that we can’t know what is ultimately true about God!

It is for this reason that my second objection to religious
pluralism is that it doesn’t make sense in light of what the
various religions claim. It claims that our different beliefs
are essentially the same, which is false on the surface of it.
And it claims that the differences result from the fact that
we can’t know what is true, while the pluralist acts like he
or she can know what is true.

Pluralism  Is  Incompatible  with
Christianity
Religious pluralism may well be the most common attitude about
religion in America. You might be wondering, Aren’t there a
lot of Christians in America? According to the polls, one
would think so. But I dare say that if you polled people in
your church, especially young people, you would find more than
a few who are religious pluralists. They believe that, while
Christianity is true for them, it isn’t necessarily true for
other people. Is pluralism a legitimate option for Christians?
In short, no.

This, then, is my third objection to religious pluralism,
namely,  that  religious  pluralism  is  incompatible  with
Christianity  because  it  demands  that  Christians  deny  the
central truths of Scripture. If religious pluralism is true,
Jesus’ claims to deity and biblical teaching about His atoning
death and resurrection cannot be true.

The Bible is clear that salvation comes through accepting by



faith the finished work of Jesus who is the only way to
salvation. Paul told the Ephesians that at one time they “were
separate from Christ, excluded from citizenship in Israel and
foreigners to the covenants of the promise, without hope and
without God in the world” (2:12). Without Christ they were
without  God.  He  told  the  Romans  that  righteousness  came
through Jesus and the atoning sacrifice He made (5:6-10, 17).
Jesus said plainly that “no one comes to the Father but by me”
(Jn. 14:6). Because pluralism denies these specifics about
salvation, it is clearly at odds with Christianity.

There is a more general truth that separates Christianity and
pluralism, namely, that Christianity is grounded in specific
historical events, not abstract religious ideas. Pluralists,
as it were, line up all the major, enduring religions in front
of  them  and  look  for  similarities  such  as  those  we  have
already noted: prayers, rituals, holy books, and so on. They
abstract these characteristics and say, “Look. They’re all
really the same because they do and have the same kinds of
things.” But that won’t do for Christianity. It is not just
some set of abstract “religious” beliefs and practices. It is
grounded in specific historical events.

This is a crucial point. The historicity of Christianity is
critical to its truth or falsity. God’s project of salvation
is inextricably connected with particular historical events
such as the fall, the flood, the obedience of Abraham, the
Exodus, the giving of the Law, the fall of Israel and Judah,
the return to Israel—all events leading to Jesus, a historical
person who accomplished our salvation through a historical
event.  It  is  through  these  events  that  God  declared  and
carried out His plans, and nowhere do we read that He would do
so with other people through other events and teachings. The
truth of Christianity stands or falls with the crucifixion and
resurrection of Christ and their meaning revealed by God. If
the resurrection is historically false, “we are to be pitied
more than all men,” Paul wrote (1 Cor. 15:19). If this was



God’s way, and Jesus declared Himself to be the only way, then
no other way is available.

One thing the church must not do is let any of its members
think that their way is only one way. This isn’t to condone
elitism  or  condescension  or  discrimination  against  others,
even though that’s what a lot of people believe today. That
believing in the exclusivity of Christ does not necessarily
result in an attitude of elitism is seen in Jesus Himself. His
belief that He was and is the only way to the Father is clear,
but few people will criticize Him for having the attitudes
just mentioned. It is a strange thing, isn’t it? Christians
who say Jesus is the only way are condemned as self-righteous
bigots, while the One who boldly declared not His religion but
Himself as the only way is considered a good man!

To sum up, then. Pluralism falls under its own weight, for it
cannot affirm all religious beliefs as it seems to desire, and
its belief that religions are all pretty much the same, even
though their core teachings are contradictory, doesn’t make
sense. It also is certainly incompatible with Christianity
which declares that the truth of its teachings stand or fall
with specific historical events. And frankly, its claim to
know that no religion really has the truth because such truth
can’t be known, comes off as a rather hollow declaration in
light of the knowledge pluralists think they possess.

Notes

1. Steve Turner, Nice and Nasty (Marshall and Scott, 1980).
2.  John  Hick,  God  and  the  Universe  of  Faiths,  rev.  ed.
(London: Fount Paperbacks, 1977), 3.
3. See John Hick, “A Pluralist View,” in Dennis L. Okholm and
Timothy R. Phillips, Four Views on Salvation in a Pluralist
World (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1996), chap. 1.
4. Harold A. Netland, Dissonant Voices: Religious Pluralism
and the Question of Truth (Grand Rapids; Eerdmans, 1991), ix.



© 2006 Probe Ministries

Making  Distinctions:  A
Warning  Against  Mixing
Beliefs

Cafeteria-Style Religion
You’ve  probably  heard  the  term  “cafeteria-style”  religion.
This is the religion of “a little of this and a little of
that.” Beliefs are chosen from a variety of theologies or
religions or philosophies because they seem right or appeal to
us. Rituals or practices are chosen because we like them, they
suit our tastes.

Sometimes this is a matter of Christians mixing the doctrines
of various Christian theological traditions that results in an
odd fit. But we won’t be talking about that this week. More
often,  and  what  is  of  more  concern  to  us,  is  the  way
Christians sometimes mix non-Christian beliefs with Christian
beliefs.

I saw this illustrated in a story published a few years ago
about a young woman who had been a Methodist but became a
Baptist after studying Baptist theology. She’d clearly put
some thought into her decision which I applauded. However, it
turned out that, along with her Baptist doctrines, she also
held the belief that Christianity isn’t necessarily true for
everyone. She was mixing Christian doctrine with a postmodern
attitude  about  the  nature  of  truth.  Christians  mix  in  a
variety of false beliefs with true doctrine. Some Christians
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read horoscopes and take them somewhat seriously. Some base
their ethical decision-making on what works. Some believe in
reincarnation. And some, like the woman I mentioned, believe
Jesus isn’t the only way to God.

This isn’t a new phenomenon. The apostle Paul faced the same
kind of situation. Some Christians in his day were trying to
mix Jewish and pagan beliefs into their Christianity. Paul
discussed this issue in his letter to the church in Colossae.
The second chapter of that letter will be the focus of our
consideration (you might want to grab your Bible). In fact,
may I be so bold as to ask you to read the chapter before you
continue  reading  this?  It’s  really  more  than  a  chapter:
chapter 2, verse 1, through chapter 3, verse 4. If you have
more time, go ahead and read chapter 1 also.

Paul  starts  chapter  2  by  expressing  his  desire  for  the
Colossians, that they “may have the full riches of complete
understanding, in order that they may know the mystery of God,
namely, Christ, in whom are hidden all the treasures of wisdom
and knowledge” (v. 3). The believers needed to be clear on
this  so  they  would  be  able  to  spot  “fine-sounding”  but
deceptive arguments that led away from Christ.

Greek Philosophy
What were the false doctrines being taught in Colossae? What
was being taught was a mixture of elements of Jewish beliefs
and Greek philosophy with Christianity. The net result was
that Christ was diminished in His person and His work on our
behalf.  This  is  clear  from  the  corrections  Paul  makes  in
chapter 2 of Colossians and from the strong Christological
statement in chapter 1, verses 15-20.

Let’s look first at the ideas imported from Greek thought.

From chapter 2, verses 21 to 23, we can deduce that people
were being taught the pagan or Greek belief that physical



matter is evil. “Do not handle! Do not taste! Do not touch!”
People  were  taught  to  restrict  themselves  from  certain
pleasures that God didn’t forbid. More importantly, if matter
is evil, how could God come as a man in a physical body like
yours  and  mine?  If  God  couldn’t  become  man,  then  Jesus
couldn’t be the divine Son of God. You see how that would be a
problem!

The Colossians were also engaging in angel worship. Look at
verse 18: “Do not let anyone who delights in false humility
and the worship of angels disqualify you for the prize.” Some
Greek philosophers had taught that the One, or the ultimate
being, was too pure to get close to evil matter. So there were
many levels of lesser beings between the One and the material
universe. It was a simple step to associate angels with these
beings. If people couldn’t approach God, maybe they could
these intermediate beings. Hence, angel worship.

Lastly, false teachers were promoting a special knowledge that
apparently only a few had. Paul speaks of people puffed up
with  idle  notions,  in  verse  18.  He  also  mentions  the
“appearance of wisdom” in verse 23. He responds that in Christ
“are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge” (v. 3).
This knowledge is available to all who are in Christ, and
provides no reason for our being puffed up (1 Cor. 2:16).

These  three  beliefs  developed  into  what  is  called
Gnosticism.{1} Paul saw this as a very grave danger. Why? Just
because  Christians  might  be  deprived  of  some  rightful
pleasures? Well, that was a problem. But something much more
important was at stake. Because of these beliefs, the person
and work of Christ was diminished.

Jewish Beliefs
What was being imported from Judaism?

In chapter 2, verses 16 and 20 through 22, Paul cautions



against  a  wrong  emphasis  on  traditions  carried  over  from
Judaism including dietary restrictions, and the observance of
religious festivals and the Sabbath. From this we can deduce
that these things were being promoted by the false teachers.
Apparently, from what Paul says in verse 11, they were also
requiring circumcision.

Does this mean it is wrong to have traditions or to restrict
our diet in any way? No, not at all. The point is that our
standing before God is not related to such things. Christians
are no longer under a legal code because Christ has taken it
away and nailed it to the cross (v. 14). Paul wanted the
Christians to know they were free from such things. Why? Well,
the most important reason is that such works don’t work for
getting us to God. There’s no reason to carry that burden on
our shoulders; God put it on Christ’s who has done all that
needs to be done.

Not only were such things incapable of getting the Colossians
to God, they couldn’t even accomplish the goal of reforming
people. Look at chapter 2, verse 23: “Such regulations indeed
have an appearance of wisdom, with their self-imposed worship,
their false humility and their harsh treatment of the body,
but they lack any value in restraining sensual indulgence.”
Paul doesn’t just say that these things don’t stand us in good
stead with God; they can’t even make us good people. Why?
Because our root problem is our fallen nature. We can observe
all the practices and rituals we want, but that won’t change
what we are inside. And what is inside will show itself as we
sin again . . . and again . . . and again.

No, our problem isn’t met by observing rituals or by putting
our hopes in the wrong places such as in heavenly beings or in
our special knowledge. It is met in Christ in whom we have all
we need. Verses 9 and 10 read: “For in Him all the fullness of
Deity dwells in bodily form, and in Him you have been made
complete . . .” Literally, “you have been filled up.” It is a
passive verb. We have been given what we need in Christ.



The only way to God, given our fallen nature, is through
Christ. The Colossians had turned back to worthless things.
And these things weren’t neutral in value; they served to turn
the focus off of Jesus where it belonged.

Being Thinking Christians
What was and is to be done in response to this mixing of false
with true? The solution lies in first knowing what is true.
Speaking of Colossians 2 verse 2, nineteenth century biblical
scholar  John  Eadie  wrote  this:  “‘The  full  assurance  of
understanding,’ [or “full riches of complete understanding” in
the  NIV]  is  the  fixed  persuasion  that  you  comprehend  the
truth, and that it is the truth which you comprehend.”{2} Why
is that so important? He goes on to say that if we don’t have
the full assurance that comes from understanding, we will be
more likely to abandon what we believe today for something new
tomorrow;  new  ideas  will  chase  away  previously  held
convictions. If we are “‘ever learning and never able to come
to  the  knowledge  of  the  truth,'”  he  says,  ‘then  such
[doubtfulness] and fluctuation present a soil most propitious
to the growth and progress of error.”{3}

The apostles wanted the members of the churches to understand
Christian  beliefs.  “The  fixed  knowledge  of  these  things,”
Eadie writes, “would fortify their minds against the seductive
insinuations of false teachers,” who mix just enough truth
with falsehood to make their teachings believable.

Imagine Paul setting on his left side the false beliefs and
practices being taught in Colossae and on his right, Jesus and
His finished work. Pointing to his left he says, “You think
matter is evil? Then [pointing to his right now] you might as
well abandon Christ altogether, because it was His deity that
made it possible for Him to obtain our salvation. You believe
[pointing to his left] that worshipping angels will help?
[Pointing to his right] Jesus, who is the exact image of God,



God in flesh, to whom we have direct access, created the
angels! [Pointing to his left] You think keeping all these
rules will make you a good person? They don’t! You just keep
sinning. It is in Christ [pointing to the right] that your sin
can be dealt with at the root.”

We can believe in all manner of things in the current “true
for me” way of thinking. But if something isn’t true (in the
classical sense), believing won’t make it so.

Things to Be Aware of Today
The Christians in Colossae were guilty of folding in false
beliefs with true ones. To avoid doing that ourselves, we need
to be thinking Christians. We need to think biblically. The
Bible is our final authority for faith and practice. Does the
particular idea or activity find support in Scripture? We need
to think theologically. If the Bible doesn’t directly address
a given idea, does it fit with what we do know about God,
Christ, human nature, etc.,? We also need to think logically.
We need to be able to think well, to spot contradictions
between beliefs.

What false notions are we susceptible to today? I’ll name just
a few.

A major issue today is religious pluralism. We are tempted to
follow along with our culture and think that Jesus is just one
of several valid ways to God.

Subjectivism is a big problem that grows out of the skepticism
of our age. If I can’t know what’s really “out there,” I’ll
just have to form my own beliefs based on my own thinking,
feelings, desires, and circumstances. But our knowledge is too
limited and our sin nature biases us in ways that lead us
astray.

Pragmatic religion is also a temptation. “Does it work?” we



want to know. If so, it’s right. We treat our lives like we
would a machine: if what comes out at the end is good, then
clearly the machine must be working correctly. This becomes an
end-justifies-the-means way of living.

Therapeutic religion is also an issue today. It’s God’s job to
make us happy. We think it’s more important for pastors to be
counselors than theologians. We want them to fix our problems
and make us happy again.

Then  there’s  materialism—a  greater  desire  for  wealth  and
material  possessions  than  for  the  kingdom  of  God  and  His
righteousness. There’s the temptation in an advertising age to
market  the  gospel—fitting  it  to  the  sensibilities  of  the
market  rather  than  bringing  those  sensibilities  under  the
scrutiny of the gospel.

Then there’s style over substance—we’re more concerned with
being hip than with being good.

I could go on. Instead I’ll invite you to look for a copy of
Os  Guinness’s  book  Fit  Bodies,  Fat  Minds{4}  for  a  more
extended discussion of these problems.

Even if you don’t read that book, let me encourage you to
become conscious of your beliefs, and to become settled in
your mind about at least the very basic Christian teaching,
namely, that in Christ dwells the fullness of Deity, that in
Him we have been made complete, that we are made alive with
him through faith. And be on your guard so that “no one takes
you captive through hollow and deceptive philosophy.”

Notes

1.  Curtis  Vaughan,  “Colossians,”  The  Expositor’s  Bible
Commentary, vol. 11. Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1978. (Software;
166 in hard copy)
2. John Eadie, Commentary on the Epistle to the Colossians
(Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1957), 111.



3. Ibid.
4. Os Guinness, Fit Bodies, Fat Minds: Why Evangelicals Don’t
Think and What to Do About It (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1994).
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Will  Winter  Ever  End?
Groundhog  Day  and  Modern
Thought
Rick Wade takes us on a journey through the movie Groundhog
Day to see what light it sheds on a modernist worldview.  The
protaganist’s self-centered, materialistic, career-driven view
of life exemplifies the modernist thinking applies to actual
life.   As  Christians,  Rick  points  out  a  number  of  good
examples from the movie that will help us better understand
this view of the world.

 

Its All About Me
Did you see the 1993 movie Groundhog Day? In this film, we
meet Phil Connors, an arrogant and self-obsessed weatherman on
a local TV station who is sent to Punxsutawney, Pennsylvania,
to  report  on  the  events  surrounding  Groundhog  Day.  Phil,
played by Bill Murray, is rude to his co-workers, Rita the
producer (played by Andie MacDowell) and Larry the cameraman
(played by Chris Elliott). He has a condescending attitude
toward the people of Punxsutawney who he calls hicks. Phil is
very taken with himself. He tells his coworkers that a major
network is interested in him, and at one point calls himself
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the talent. But now Phil is stuck in this awful assignment
(too insignificant for someone of his stature) and only wants
to finish up and get back to Pittsburgh. Unfortunately (or
perhaps fortunately as things turn out), the team is trapped
by a blizzard and forced to stay in Punxsutawney. The next
day, however, something bizarre happens: Phil awakens to the
same music on the radio and the DJs saying the same things as
the morning before. Its February 2nd, Groundhog Day, all over
again.

And thus begins Phil Connors nightmare. Every morning Phil
awakens to February the second again . . . and again and
again. We arent told how many times this happens, but it
happens often enough that he is able to go from not being able
to play the piano at all to being an excellent jazz pianist.
What does Phil do with this strange situation?

Phil’s responses to his circumstances illustrate some modern
ways of thinking and one distinctly unmodern way. I’d like to
use this film to focus on these philosophies. This won’t be a
film review or an exercise in film criticism. Groundhog Day
will simply serve as a mirror to hold up to modern thought.

In Phil Connors we see what Michael Foley, professor of early
Christian thought at Baylor, calls a typical modern.{1} He is
self-centered, materialistic, egotistical, and career-driven.
He exemplifies what sociologist Craig Gay calls modern mans
desire for autonomy and . . . what might be called the will-
to-self-definition.{2} Gay quotes Daniel Bell who says that
self-realization and even self-gratification have become the
master principles of modern culture.{3}

This describes Phil, but not only Phil. What is more obviously
true to moderns than the idea that one must look out for
number one? Modernists want to define themselves. Were the
captains  of  our  own  lives,  and  were  our  own  number  one
concern.



But with this strange turn of events, Phil, the one who likes
to think of himself as on the rise, finds himself stuck in one
place. Every day he faces the same routine. Nothing he does
seems to matter, for time is no longer progressing. The past
doesnt matter, for yesterday was like today. And as far as he
knows, tomorrow will be the same.

What Goes Around . . . Goes Around
When Phil finally accepts his predicament, he asks his new
drinking pals, Gus and Ralph, a question: What would you do,
he asks, if you were stuck in one place, and every day was
exactly the same, and nothing that you did mattered? This
question sets the stage for what follows in the film as Phil
discovers over and over that nothing he did yesterday matters;
nothing carries over.

But one can see something deeper going on here than simply an
illustration  of  a  boring,  repetitive  life.  Perhaps  not
incidentally it also serves on the larger scale to describe
the situation many people face. The situation of Phil going
nowhere is a subtle illustration of a major philosophical
shift  in  modern  times,  namely,  the  abandonment  of  a
teleological  view  of  the  world.

What do I mean by that? Teleology is the theory of purpose,
ends,  goals,  final  causes.{4}  Before  Christ,  Greek
philosophers like Plato and Aristotle taught that there was
design  behind  the  universe;  its  forming  wasnt  just  an
accidental occurrence. In the West, with the rise of Christian
theology, there came the understanding of the universe as made
by God for a purpose. That is what teleology is: the idea of
design with a goal in mind.

In modern times, however, that understanding is gone. We are
taught that the universe is an accident of nature, and hence
that we are, too. We werent put here for a purpose; there is



no goal to life beyond what we choose. Any meaning we have in
life is meaning we supply ourselves. When this idea really
sinks in, the ramifications are truly alarming. We want to
have purpose; people with no sense of purpose have nothing to
move  toward.  This  idea  was  the  root  of  the  despair  of
existential philosophy. It drove thinkers such as Jean Paul
Sartre to teach that the burden is on us to form our own
lives,  that  to  not  do  so  is  to  live  inauthentic  lives.
Although the existentialists tried to transcend this sense of
meaninglessness, they werent successful. The sense of loss
that comes with thinking we have no purpose reflects what we
know deep down because of being made in Gods image: we were
made  by  Someone  for  some  purpose.  To  not  have  purpose
necessarily  diminishes  our  lives.

Phil Connors life no longer has purpose. He is stuck in one
place going nowhere, and it isnt a happy situation.

So what does he do? He looks to Rita for help. You’re a
producer, he says. Think of something. Rita advises him to see
a doctor. In modern times we typically look to science for the
answer, in this case medical science. First, a medical doctor
is  unable  to  find  anything  wrong  with  Phil.  Then  a
psychiatrist finds Phils problem to be beyond his abilities.
Science is supposed to be modern mans savior, but here medical
science fails. Technology fails Phil, too. The highways are
closed  because  Phils  own  weather  forecast  is  wrong  he
predicted  the  blizzard  wouldnt  hit  Punxsutawneyso  he  cant
drive back to Pittsburgh. Long distance phone service is down
so he is unable to call home. So Phil is stuck. This modern
man cannot be rescued by modern means.

What is Phils next move? He simply takes his hedonistic self-
preoccupation to new levels. Its Feb. 2nd yet again, and Phil
is out drinking with Gus and Ralph and reflecting on his
predicament. After imbibing quite a bit, they get in a car to
leave. As they drive away, Phil asks Gus and Ralph, What if
there were no tomorrow? Gus responds that there would be no



consequencesno hangovers! They could do anything they wanted!
Phils eyes brighten. He can do whatever he wants! It’s the
same things your whole life, he says. Clean up your room.
Stand up straight. Pick up your feet. Take it like a man. Be
nice to your sister. . . . Im not going to live by their rules
anymore! 

And thus begins Phils hedonistic binge.

Its All About Me . . . With a Vengeance
What does he do with this newfound freedom? When Phil realizes
that there are no consequences to his actionssince there is no
tomorrowhe indulges his every whim in a sort of hedonistic
binge.  He  eats  like  a  glutton,  seduces  a  woman,  robs  an
armored car and buys a fancy car with the money.

Then he sets his eyes on the real prize: Rita, the producer.
Day  after  day  (or  Feb.  2nd  after  Feb.  2nd!)  he  collects
tidbits of information from Rita about herself and about what
her ideal man would be like. He then tries to fit the image
himself in order to ingratiate himself to her with the hope of
seducing her.

Michael Foley says that in this Phil becomes Machiavellis
prince.{5} In his book on political philosophy called The
Prince, Machiavelli said a prince should always appear to be
virtuous because that is what people expect. However, he said,
the  prince  shouldnt  actually  concern  himself  with  being
virtuous, for that would often work against his own interests.

 

A prince should not necessarily avoid vices such as cruelty
or  dishonesty  if  employing  them  will  benefit  the  state.
Cruelty and other vices should not be pursued for their own
sake, just as virtue should not be pursued for its own sake:
virtues and vices should be conceived as means to an end.



Every action the prince takes must be considered in light of
its effect on the state, not in terms of its intrinsic moral
value.{6}

 

This is Phils attitude. He wants Rita, so he pretends to be
the good man she desires. The end justifies the means, right?

As a society we have lost any sense of going somewhere. In the
West, weve been taught to live for the moment, to savor the
experiences  of  today.  Yesterday  is  gone,  and  there  is  no
ultimate  tomorrow  before  us  which  will  draw  together  the
pieces of our lives into a meaningful conclusion. The world
came about by accident and is going nowhere. In fact, were
told its winding down to some cosmic death. The utopian vision
of  the  late  nineteenth  and  early  twentieth  centuries  was
crushed by World War I. Following the devastation of the next
World War, existentialist philosophers said we should create
our own sets of values. Increasing or at least maintaining our
personal peace and prosperity now seems to be our highest
ambition because, quite frankly, we have nothing else to hope
for. What is left to do but enjoy ourselves as much as we can
while here? Our national moral consensus goes little further
than dont hurt other people unnecessarily, and we are left to
our own ideas about what constitutes necessity. If there is
nothing to hope for, today is all we have, so we pad our own
nest and enjoy what we can out of life. I am the center of my
universe, and its your duty to not interfere.

To  be  honest,  there  is  nothing  wrong  with  enjoying  the
experiences life offers (given the limits of biblical morality
and wisdom, of course). I recently read Francis Meyes book
Under the Tuscan Sun made into a movie starring Diane Lane.
The movie barely scratches the surface of the pleasures of
life in Tuscany described in the book: preparing and enjoying
wonderful  food;  preparing  the  olive  trees  for  next  years



harvest, and at harvest time discerning when and how quickly
to pick to avoid mildew; picking herbs like sage and rosemary
from plants growing in front of the house for seasoning the
evenings dinner; choosing the best local wine for the main
course at dinner; taking in the smells and sights of a small
Italian town; discovering a portion of an ancient Roman road
or a wall built by the Etruscans; enjoying the company of
friends and loved ones outdoors in warm weather, or gathered
around the hearth in winterthe riches of such experiences have
been lost to many in modern times.

Problems  come,  however,  when  I  become  the  center  of  my
ultimately purposeless world, when other people become objects
to enjoy or reject as I might a certain food. Its bad enough
when we become the centers of our own worlds. We go further
than that and expect to be the centers of others worlds as
well!  For  some  reason,  we  expect  the  lives  of  others  to
revolve around ours. But while we are crafting our own worlds,
others are crafting theirs. What if my plans dont fit theirs
or vice versa?

Phil tried repeatedly to win Ritas affection to satisfy his
own desires. Night after night Phil tries to woo her, and
night after night she slaps him in the face when she realizes
what hes up to. Phil cant manipulate Rita the way he wants to.

Phil is so much the center of his world that, at one point in
the film, Phil the weatherman said he creates the weather! But
of course he doesnt. He cant even predict it perfectly. If
Phil cant control the weather which has no will of its own,
how can he possibly control Rita who does? He could have
learned something from Jim Careys character, Bruce Arnold, in
Bruce Almighty who could not manipulate the free will of his
girlfriend Grace to regain her love.



It Has to Stop
So Phil cannot have what he really wants. What happens when
one realizes that there is nothing lasting to hold onto? That
is, if one can get hold of it at all? In the mid-twentieth
century, beginning with the despair that comes from believing
that there are no fixed and eternal values, existentialists
tried  to  infuse  individual  lives  with  value  by  saying  we
create values ourselves. Other people, however, simply fell
into despair and stayed there. Thats what happened to Phil
Connors. First he tried to solve his problem through medical
science. Then he accepted the situation and tried to find
fulfillment in the pursuit of pleasure. When that failed, he
was lost.

A life with no tomorrow, and where yesterday and today dont
matter, has no meaning because it has no explanation. But an
explanation is what we crave. The discovery that there is no
explanation is at the heart of what the existentialists called
the absurd. Albert Camus said that a world that has no reason
leaves a person feeling like a stranger. His exile is without
remedy, wrote Camus, since he is deprived of the memory of a
lost home or the hope of a promised land. This divorce between
man and his life, the actor and his setting, is properly the
feeling  of  absurdity.{7}  As  a  result,  for  some  peopleor
perhaps for manythe question that arises is, Why live at all?
There is but one truly serious philosophical problem, said
Camus, and that is suicide. Judging whether life is or is not
worth living amounts to answering the fundamental question of
philosophy.{8}

Even before Feb. 2nd, Phils life was absurd; he just didnt
know it. His past wasnt forming his future, and he had no sure
promised land before him anyway. He would be what he made of
himself (a very modern idea), but he didnt seem to be doing a
very good job. One of the key characteristics of the modern
mind is the idea that the past is to be discarded in favor of



the future because things just have to get better over time.
There were such high hopes in modernity! But while Phil had
hopes  for  tomorrow,  he  really  was  going  nowhere.  The
repetition  of  Feb.  2nd  only  mirrored  his  real  life.

The absurdity of Phils situation descended upon him on one of
his  many  Feb.  2nds.  Having  tried  to  enjoy  a  life  of  no
consequences, and having been rejected by Rita, Phil falls
into  despair.  In  his  umpteenth  report  on  Groundhog  Day
festivities  he  expresses  his  despair  clearly.  You  want  a
prediction about the weather, you’re asking the wrong Phil, he
says  referring  to  the  groundhog.  I’ll  give  you  a  winter
prediction: It’s gonna be cold, it’s gonna be grey, and it’s
gonna last you for the rest of your life.

Phil could only think of one thing to do. Remember that if the
groundhog, Punxsutawney Phil, sees its shadow, winter will
last another forty days. Phil reasons that, if winter is to
end, the groundhog cant be allowed see its shadow again. So
Phil the weatherman decides that Phil the groundhog must die.
There is no way this winter is ever going to end, Phil tells
Rita, as long as that groundhog keeps seeing his shadow. I
don’t see any way out of it. He’s got to be stopped. And I
have to stop him. Here the parallel between the two Phils is
made clear. To bring an end to winter, both the season and his
own personal winter, Phil kidnaps the groundhog and drives off
a cliff, killing them both. Neither Phil will now awaken to
see his shadow again.

Or so he thought. The next morning, promptly at 6 AM, Phil
awakens yet again to another Groundhog Day. A look of despair
crosses his face. He gets out of bed, climbs into the bathtub
with an electric toaster and electrocutes himself. But Feb.
2nd comes yet again. Phil tries many different ways to end it
all. Later he tells Rita I’ve been stabbed, shocked, poisoned,
frozen, hung, electrocuted, and burned. He keep trying to end
his winter but he cant.



Although Camus raised the question of suicide, he didnt argue
for it. He tried to persuade readers that there can be good
reasons for living even though life as a whole has no meaning.
But Phil, and many people in real life, have decided there is
no reason to go on. Some dont go as far as suicide, but their
nihilistic lives reflect the same idea: there is no meaning,
nothing matters, nothing is of any value.

Is there any way out of this mess?

Phils Redemption
Phil Connors first two responses to his predicamenthedonism
and despairwere failures. Once more he turns to Rita for help.
He tries to prove to her he really is repeating the same day
over and over. After seeing several convincing evidences that
something strange really is going on, she offers to spend a
day with him just to observe. Near the end of an enjoyable
day, Rita takes a positive view and tells Phil that maybe what
hes experiencing isnt a curse at all. It depends on how you
look at it, she says.

With that little bit of encouragement, Phils whole attitude
changes. He now sees Rita not as an object to possess, but as
a person of intrinsic value. Before, he wanted to use her; now
he appreciates her. As she sleeps he whispers to her that he
doesnt  deserve  someone  like  her.  Now  Phil  has  a  purpose.
Before he bettered himself to fool Rita; now his ambition is
to be worthy of her.

So  Phil  sets  about  improving  himself.  He  betters  himself
morally; Michael Foley sees here a turn toward an ethics of
virtue. Phil begins doing good things for other people such as
giving money and food to an old man who lives on the streets,
changing  a  tire  for  a  woman,  saving  a  mans  life,  giving
tickets to Wrestlemania to a pair of young newlyweds, catching
a boy who falls out of the tree (who never thanks him, Phil



notes!). Because he keeps repeating Feb. 2nd, Phil performs
these  good  acts  again  and  again.  He  also  betters  himself
intellectually and artistically. And in the end, Phil wins
Ritas affections.

Conclusion
In this simple film about a weatherman from Pittsburgh, we can
see illustrated a few modernistic approaches to life. Having
found himself in a purposeless existence, Phil looked for his
salvation in science and in hedonistic pleasure seeking. Not
finding it there, he fell into despair. With the encouragement
of an upbeat lady as he called Rita, Phil decided to make
himself a better man.

Several different religions have tried to claim the message of
Groundhog  Day  as  their  own.  Buddhists  see  Phil  as  the
bodhisattva who must return to help others better themselves
so they may all escape the cycle of birth, death, and rebirth.
Jews see Phil as being returned to earth to do good works to
help bring the world to perfection.

For evangelical Protestants this might sound suspiciously like
works salvation. But Groundhog Day isnt a Christian film; we
shouldnt look for more in it than it offers. As I said at the
beginning, it holds up a mirror to modern thought, and shows
the failure of some contemporary beliefs.

Nonetheless, the film still offers us a reminder. In our zeal
to proclaim salvation by faith alone, its possible that we
relegate the biblical admonitions to live good lives to too
low a level. Our tickets are punched; we have our seats in
heaven. As for now . . . well, you know how some say Its
easier to receive forgiveness than permission. Maybe we just
dont concern ourselves enough with living virtuous lives.

Groundhog  Day  illustrates  the  vacuousness  of  some  modern
ideas. But it also reminds us that living a good life does



have its rewards: we are better people for the effort, and we
become more attractive to people around us.
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Restoring the Sacred

The Loss of the Sacred
There are several ways to define modernism. One way is this:
modernism was an attempt to remove the sacred from society and
to replace it with a mechanistic naturalism. Everything was to
be understood and explained in scientific terms.

http://www.sparknotes.com/philosophy/prince/themes.html
https://probe.org/restoring-the-sacred/


The late philosopher of religion Mircea Eliade wrote this:

The completely profane world, the wholly desacralized cosmos
[that is, the cosmos with the sacred removed] is a recent
discovery  in  the  history  of  the  human  spirit  .  .  .
desacralization  pervades  the  entire  experience  of  the
nonreligious  man  of  modern  societies.{1}

Profane, here, is another word for secular. It is contrasted
with sacred. My Oxford English Dictionary defines sacred as
“connected with God or a god or dedicated to a religious
purpose and so deserving veneration.” It is closely related to
sanctified  which  means  “holy”  which  means  “dedicated  or
consecrated to God.”{2}

Ours  is  obviously  a  secular  society.  Everything  open  for
public discussion is to be explained with no reference to the
sacred; there is no acknowledged connection to God. It seems
the only time the sacred makes it into the news is when there
is a tragedy and reporters talk about people praying, or when
a famous religious person, such as the Pope, dies.

Once upon a time in the West, our society operated as though
God mattered. Now, such views are considered quaint relics of
the  past  which  shouldn’t  be  allowed  to  invade  the  public
square. The late Christopher Reeve in a speech about stem cell
research at Yale University said that “our government should
not  be  influenced  by  any  religion  when  matters  of  public
policy are being debated.”{3} Religion is to be a private
affair only.

The late theologian and missionary Lesslie Newbigin, after
spending four decades in India, said this about the West:

The sharp line which modern Western culture has drawn between
religious affairs and secular affairs is itself one of the
most significant peculiarities of our culture, and would be
incomprehensible to the vast majority of people.{4}



Why should this matter to us? Among other reasons is the
simple unfairness in a democracy of “religious people” not
being able to bring their worldviews into public debates while
the nonreligious can. I can think of two explanations for this
idea. First, it’s thought that religion necessarily creates
unreasonable bias whereas irreligion doesn’t. Religious belief
removes our ability to be objective, it is thought. People who
think this way need to catch up with current philosophy! There
are no value-free facts, and no perspectives that do not begin
with unprovable assumptions.{5}

Second, it’s thought that religious biases are likely to be
destructive because of their “intolerant” character. This is a
popular mantra today; it is trotted out with all the authority
of unassailable fact. Didn’t the events of 9/11 prove it?
Responding to the observation that people see those horrible
events  as  illustrating  what  religious  monotheism  causes,
writer  Os  Guinness  noted  that  “In  the  last  century,  more
people were killed by secularist intellectuals, in the name of
secularist ideologies, than in all the religious persecutions
and  repressions  in  Western  history  combined.”{6}  If  the
twentieth century is a good witness, there is greater danger
from secular powers than from religious ones.

Beyond that, though, is a problem Christians have individually
and corporately. When so much of our time is spent in a realm
in which our Christian beliefs aren’t welcomed, we begin to
forget their importance for all of life. So we start thinking
from  a  secular  perspective.  In  addition,  we  even  find  it
easier to let our Christian beliefs be shaped by non-Christian
thinking.

In her latest book, Total Truth,{7} Nancy Pearcey has reminded
us of the importance of destroying the divide between the
sacred and the secular in our thinking. But it can’t stop with
our thinking; the sacred needs to be an integral part of our
lives. As part of that process it would be good to be reminded
of just what we mean by the sacred.



Sacredness
As noted earlier, sacred means to be dedicated or devoted to
God.  It  involves  a  separation  of  purpose:  something  is
separated from the use of the world for the use of God.

The idea of sacredness is reflected in a number of ways in the
various  religions  of  the  world.  There  are  holy  books  and
places and festivals. The sacred is reflected in religious
architecture. Islamic mosques, for example, are designed to
point people to Allah. Muslim writer Hwaa Irfan speaks of
“sacred geometry [which] is the science of creating a space,
writing or other artwork, which reminds one of the greatness
of Allah.”{8} In the past, Christianity too, of course, was
conscious of the sacred in its architecture. Medieval era
churches  were  built  for  the  purpose  of  “signifying  the
sacred,” of reflecting something about God. The furnishings of
churches were designed to aid in this focus.

Old Testament
What does the Bible tell us about sacredness or holiness?{9}
In the Old Testament it refers primarily to God. “Holy, holy,
holy is the Lord of hosts” Isaiah said (6:3). In Old Testament
times, God showed Himself to be set apart from His created
order through such events as Moses being told to remove his
shoes before the burning bush because he was standing on holy
ground (Ex. 3:5). Later, at Sinai, God called Moses up onto a
mountain to teach him His laws, far away from the people
signifying His separateness from a fallen world (Ex. 19). His
separation from unclean things was reflected also through His
laws (e.g., Lev. 11:43, 44). Anyone who would approach God,
who would “ascend His holy hill,” according to the Psalmist,
must have “clean hands and a pure heart” (24:4).

The word holy was applied to other things that were separated
by God, such as the nation of Israel (Ex. 19:6; Lev. 20:26),
the Sabbath (Ex. 16:23), the tabernacle with both the Holy



Place and the Most Holy Place (Ex. 26:33), and the various
feasts and special observations, such as the Day of Atonement
(Ex. 30:10). This even extended to objects used for worship.
For example, there was special incense that was too holy to be
used  by  people  for  themselves  (Ex.  30:37).  In  the  Old
Testament, then, we find God using things and events to teach
His people about His holy nature.

New Testament
What do we find in the New Testament? Again, the primary
reference is to God. All three members of the Trinity are said
to be holy. Peter repeated God’s admonition recorded in Lev.
11:44—“Be holy because I am holy” (1 Pet. 1:16). He called
Jesus “the Holy One of God” (Jn. 6:69). And, of course, the
Spirit is called the Holy Spirit (e.g., Lk. 2:26).

Whereas in the Old Testament, God’s separateness from creation
and the unclean was the emphasis, in the New Testament the
moral dimension comes to the fore (although the moral wasn’t
absent  from  the  Old  Testament).  In  the  Old  Testament  the
concern is more with external matters; in the New Testament
the focus is on the internal. The writer of Hebrews says we
were “made holy through the sacrifice of the body of Jesus
Christ once for all” (10:10). This doesn’t mean we’ve fully
“arrived” in our personal sanctification. Paul says we’re to
“purify ourselves from everything that contaminates body and
spirit, perfecting holiness out of reverence for God” (2 Cor.
7:1).  The  shift  in  emphasis  between  Testaments  doesn’t
indicate  a  change  in  the  meaning  of  holiness  or  its
importance. For example, God’s people are called saints—holy
ones or sanctified ones—in both Testaments (e.g., Ps. 34:9;
Acts 9:13). However, in the Old Testament times, God used
external matters, which could be seen, to teach about the
inward change He desired.

Does  this  mean  that  we  no  longer  think  about  events  and
physical things as holy as in the Old Testament? Certainly not



in the same way Old Testament saints did. We no longer have
the  Temple  and  the  sacrificial  system  and  the  Aaronic
priesthood. All things are God’s, and all things are to be
offered up to Him with a pure heart. There should be no
sacred/secular split in the sense that some things are under
God’s jurisdiction and some aren’t. However, we might find
that, just like the Israelites, certain items or observances
might help in directing us to God or reminding us of His
character.

Secularism—The Loss of the Sacred
Contrasted with sacred is the idea of secular. The root of the
word “secular” is interesting. It comes from a Latin word that
means “time.” James Hitchcock says “to call someone secular
means that he is completely time-bound, totally a child of his
age, a creature of history, with no vision of eternity. Unable
to see anything in the perspective of eternity, he cannot
believe  that  God  exists  or  acts  in  human  affairs.”{10}  A
secular society, then, is one which is tied to time, to the
temporal, with no reference to the eternal, to God.

We shouldn’t think that there was no distinction between the
sacred and the secular in the West until modern times. In the
Medieval era, there was secular music and poetry. However,
there was an increasing turn to the secular following the
religious  upheavals  of  the  sixteenth  century.  By  the
eighteenth  century  writers  such  as  Voltaire  were  openly
espousing  secularism.  If  religion  was  the  cause  of  such
terrible  things  as  the  wars  of  the  sixteenth  century,  it
should be removed from the public square.

Over time, secularism gradually encroached on almost all areas
of human life. In the university in the nineteenth century, a
movement began to remove religion from its central place in
education  and  segregate  it  to  its  own  department.  In  the
workplace,  efficiency  became  a  watchword;  because  religion



could disrupt the workplace, it was to be left at home. By the
twentieth century buildings and art and law and . . . well,
you name it; all areas of human life were now to be thought of
in secular terms and developed according to the methods of
science. Life would be much improved, it was thought, if we
were  freed  from  the  narrowness  of  religion  to  make  of
ourselves  what  we  would.  Humanism  was  the  fundamental
worldview, and secular humanism at that. The name given to
this era was “modernism.”

What has this gotten us as a society? We’re free to construct
our reality any way we wish now that God is supposedly dead.
But what have we done with our freedom? Henry Grunwald, former
ambassador to Austria and editor-in-chief of Time, Inc. said
this:

Secular humanism . . .stubbornly insisted that morality need
not be based on the supernatural. But it gradually became
clear  that  ethics  without  the  sanction  of  some  higher
authority simply were not compelling. The ultimate irony, or
perhaps tragedy, is that secularism has not led to humanism.
We have gradually dissolved—deconstructed—the human being into
a bundle of reflexes, impulses, neuroses, nerve endings. The
great religious heresy used to be making man the measure of
all things; but we have come close to making man the measure
of nothing.{11}

What the Loss of the Sacred Means for Us

Life in a secular world
What does it mean to live in a secular society? How does it
color our Christian experience? How does it affect the way we
make decisions? The way we spend our money and time? The way
we relate to people?

In 1998, Craig Gay published a book titled The Way of the
Modern World: Or, Why It’s Temping to Live As if God Doesn’t



Exist.{12} In the introduction, he addresses the question why
there needs to be another book on modernism. He gives a couple
of  reasons.  First,  he  says,  is  the  possibility  of
unfruitfulness.  He  points  to  the  Parable  of  the  Sower  in
Matthew as a biblical example. Could any ineffectiveness on
our  part  or  the  part  of  our  churches  be  traced  back  to
accommodation  to  the  secular  mind?  Could  our  many  church
programs and strategies be found wanting because we are using
modern methods which run counter to the ways of God? Our
private lives have become divided: Monday through Friday are
for money-making endeavors; Saturday is for working around the
house or going to the lake; Sunday is for religion. We live
bifurcated lives.

Second is “the threat of apostasy and spiritual death.” Think
of the proverbial frog in the pot of water slowly coming to a
boil, and then think about how easy it is to adopt the notion
that “you only go around once” and the modernistic solution of
getting all the “toys” we can while we can . . . and gradually
not only look like the world but become card-carrying members
of it.

The sacred brought down to the secular
The late Francis Schaeffer taught many of us the meaning and
significance of “secular humanism,” and, as a result of such
teaching,  evangelicals  have  taken  on  the  project  of
integrating the sacred and the secular in more and more areas
of their lives. Much of this has been good. Determining to let
one’s Christian beliefs inform all aspects of life is hard in
itself;  in  a  secular  culture  that  doesn’t  care  for  such
things, it’s a major challenge. As noted earlier, it is an
uphill battle living as a Christian in our secular society, so
one should be cautious about criticizing the sincere efforts
of fellow believers.

In my opinion, however, some or many of us have unconsciously
pulled a “switcheroo.” In our efforts to tear down the divide



between  sacred  and  secular,  we  have  been  guilty  to  a
significant extent of bringing the sacred down to the secular
rather lifting all of life up to the secular, as it were. We
live so much of our lives in the “lower story” as Nancy
Pearcey calls it (following Schaeffer) that we have simply
baptized as Christian attitudes and ways of life that are
questionable. We’ve secularized the sacred rather than vice
versa.

Ask yourself this: Besides things internal to you—attitudes,
beliefs, etc.—what externals in your life clearly reflect the
divine? How does the sacred color your life? What habits of
life, objects or tools, what signifiers of the sacred, are
part of your life?

Restoring  the  Sacred,  Not  the  Sacred-
Secular Split
In so far as this describes us, we need to make the conscious
decision to bring about change. The first order of business is
to  re-acknowledge  the  sacredness  of  God.  Then  we  must
recognize that we are sanctified, set apart. We are to be
drawn up to God, and one significant area in which this should
be seen is in worship. Think of worship as the sanctified
being drawn up to the Sanctifier. In another place I wrote
this:

The object of one’s worship reflects back on the worshipper.
Those  who  worship  things  lower  than  themselves  end  up
demeaning themselves, being brought down to the level of
their object of worship. But those who worship things higher
are drawn up to reflect their object of worship. To worship
God is to be drawn up to our full height, so to speak. We are
ennobled by worshipping the most noble One.{13}

Two thoughts to add which might seem contradictory at first.



In response to the secularization of our society, it is our
responsibility to bring God back into all the affairs of our
lives, even the mundane. In our private lives that will be
easier to do than in our public lives simply because we don’t
set  all  the  rules  for  the  latter.  For  example,  a  person
working for a financial institution probably won’t be able to
insist that the boss leads the office in prayer before work
each morning. However, there are ways we can bring a Christian
view of the world and godly morality into the workplace. We
want God to be over the full sweep of our lives such that we
don’t have a brick wall dividing our lives in two.

Along with that, however, we might find it helpful to bring
into our lives some kinds of signifiers of the sacred, some
kinds of objects or places or routines or something that will
provide reminders to us that the world we see isn’t all there
is. Christians have used symbols for ages to remind them of
the “otherness” of God. Art has made a big comeback in recent
decades  as  a  means  of  portraying  truths  about  God  and  a
Christian  view  of  life  and  the  world.  Such  things  aren’t
prescribed in Scripture. What is prescribed, of course, is the
rejection of idolatry. Therefore, anything we use as an aid
must remain just that—an aid, not the object of our faith.

Thomas Molnar argues that a strong Christian belief in the
supernatural needs worship symbols such as prayer, ritual, a
sense of the sacred community, sincere piety, and the élan
(enthusiastic energy) of the clergy.”{14} He believes that the
only way the church can remain strong in a pagan environment
is to “remain unquestionably loyal” to both the intellectual
component—doctrine—and  the  sacred  component  which  employs
symbolic forms.{15} The intellectual component gives us an
understanding of our faith and our world. By being renewed, it
enables us to “test and approve what God’s will is” (Rom.
12:2). The symbolic component can help us focus on and learn
about God. Things like visual aids, postures, particular times
set aside for a focus on God, along with Bible reading and



prayer, can be very beneficial, as long as they don’t lead to
idolatry or a diminished or altered view of God.

We don’t have the law with all its stipulations about the
Temple and its furnishings, sacrifices, and special feasts. In
my  opinion,  however,  to  simply  set  all  such  things  aside
because they aren’t required by law is short-sighted. Human
nature hasn’t changed; if sacred signifiers were helpful to
the Israelites, maybe they would be to us, too.

To give people a list of things to do that goes beyond clear
scriptural exhortation to such practices as prayer, learning
God’s Word, gathering together as a body, and participating in
the  sacraments  or  ordinances  would  be  to  overstep  our
boundaries. The most I can do, then, is ask you think about
it. Consider how you can restore a clear sense of the sacred
in your life. Not just any sacredness per se, of course, but a
sense of the presence of the One who is truly sacred and of
the significance of the sacred for how you live.
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“Does God Saying Something Is
Right Make It Right?”
My daughter’s philosophy professor posed the question, “Does
God saying something is right make it right?” He says that if
the  answer  is  “yes”  then  God  is  arbitrary,  and  thus  not
loving, and if the answer is “No” then right and wrong had to
exist prior to God and He is not all powerful. (The professor
says  that  the  later  is  the  Catholic  view,  and  seems  to
indicate that these are very early levels of philosophical
thought.)

On  a  Web  site  about  Socrates’  ideas  on  the  good  life
(http://academics.vmi.edu/psy_dr/socrates.htm), there is this
paragraph:

In the Euthyphro the main question raised is: Are right/good
acts right/good just because God (or the gods) says so, or
does God say so because they are right/good? If it is just
because God says so, then God’s commandments seem arbitrary.
And what if God does not exist? Does anything go? On the
other hand, if God’s commandments are made for a reason, i.e.
if  there  is  something  else  (other  than  God’s  arbitrary
decree) about bad acts that makes them bad, what is it? And
is God then irrelevant to ethics?
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The answer to the next-to-the-last question is the option your
daughter’s  professor  didn’t  offer,  namely,  the  nature  or
character of God. Theologian J. Oliver Buswell said this about
God’s law: “The divine character is expressed by the divine
will in the divine law” (A Systematic Theology, 1:264). What
God says is good is good because it reflects the character of
God which is good. What makes things bad is being against
God’s character. If God just plucked a law out of thin air, He
would be arbitrary. However, seeking some other source of
right  and  wrong  wasn’t  the  only  other  option.  God’s  law
reflects  God’s  character.  Thus,  the  answer  to  the  last
question in the above paragraph is no–God isn’t irrelevant to
ethics. Morality is grounded in His nature and made known by
His will.

I hope this helps.

Rick Wade
Probe Ministries

Answering E-mail
Some  examples  of  Probe’s  e-mail  correspondence,  covering
questions about on which day Jesus died, the Nephilim, and is
Jesus God’s final messenger. It concludes with some flames
from non-fans of our articles.

Three Days in the Tomb
One aspect of our ministry at Probe is answering questions
sent via e-mail. In this article I’m going to address a few
questions people have asked.

The first question I’ll address has to do with the day of
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Jesus’ death. Someone wrote and asked, “Was Jesus crucified on
Thursday or Friday? How do we account for the three days [in
the tomb]?”

It  will  be  quite  impossible  to  deal  adequately  with  this
question in such limited space. But let’s see what we can
do.{1}

The Friday view of the crucifixion has been held the longest
in the church. John 19:31 says that Jesus’ body was taken down
from the cross on “the day of preparation” to avoid having it
there on the Sabbath. If this refers to the weekly Sabbath,
then  the  day  of  preparation–and  hence,  that  of  Jesus’
death–was on Friday. Luke 23:54-56 says the women witnessed
his burial on the day of preparation, and then went home and
rested on the Sabbath. On the first day of the week, Sunday,
they found the tomb empty (Luke 24:1ff).

Jesus’ reference to Jonah poses the greatest problem for this
understanding. In Matthew 12:40 we read, “As Jonah was three
days and three nights in the belly of a huge fish, so the Son
of Man will be three days and three nights in the heart of the
earth.” Because of this verse, some have held a second view of
the crucifixion, that Jesus was crucified on Wednesday. He
then arose on Saturday afternoon, and first appeared to his
disciples on Sunday.{2} This allows a full three days and
nights in the tomb. But Sunday has from the beginning been
regarded as the day Jesus rose from the dead, and this would
be the fourth day from Wednesday rather than the third. In
addition, it’s been established that the Jews counted any part
of a day as a whole day, so a full seventy-two hours in the
tomb isn’t required (cf. Gen. 42:17,18; I Kings 20:29, II
Chron. 10:5,12; Esther 4:16, 5:1). “After three days” and “on
the  third  day”  are  equivalent  as  Matthew  27:63-64  shows
clearly.{3}

A third view is that Jesus died on Thursday and rose on
Sunday, which allows for three nights and part of three days



in the tomb. Thus, the Last Supper was on Wednesday evening,
and  Jesus  –  the  Passover  Lamb–was  crucified  on  Thursday.
Friday was the first day of Unleavened Bread, a day of no
work,  and  so  is  thought  to  be  “the  Sabbath  of  the
Passover.”{4}  So  Jesus  was  buried  on  Thursday  to  avoid
profaning this “Sabbath.”

In response, New Testament scholar Harold Hoehner notes that
there is no precedent for thinking of Friday as a special
Sabbath. “The day of preparation for the Passover” in John
19:31 needn’t refer to the day before Passover; it could refer
to Passover itself.{5} John 19:31,42, which speaks of the day
of preparation and the Sabbath, seems naturally to refer to
Friday  and  Saturday.{6}  In  this  writer’s  view,  then,  the
Friday view still seems to be the correct one.

The Nephilim
Who were the Nephilim in Genesis chapter 6? That is a question
raised fairly often. The Nephilim are mentioned in Genesis 6
and  again  in  Numbers  13.  The  passage  in  Genesis  6  is
especially intriguing because of its account of the “sons of
God” going in to the “daughters of men.” Someone wrote to ask
whether the Nephilim “were simply human or the off-spring of
angels (demons) mating with human women.”

Let’s begin with the passage itself. Genesis 6: 1-4 reads:

When men began to increase in number on the earth and
daughters were born to them, the sons of God saw that the
daughters of men were beautiful, and they married any of
them they chose. Then the LORD said, “My Spirit will not
contend with man forever, for he is mortal; his days will be
a hundred and twenty years.” The Nephilim were on the earth
in those days—and also afterward–when the sons of God went
to the daughters of men and had children by them. They were
the heroes of old, men of renown.



In considering the identity of the Nephilim, one must also
answer two other questions: the identity of the “sons of God”
and  the  “daughters  of  men,”  and  the  significance  of  the
passage relative to that which precedes it and that which
follows (its context). “In most cases,” says John Sailhamer,
“the interpretations [of this passage] have arisen out of the
viewpoint  that  these  verses  introduce  the  story  of  the
Flood.”{7} Some commentators, however, think otherwise.

First, who are these “sons” and “daughters”? One view holds
that the “sons” were kings and the “daughters” were lower
class women who made up the harems of such kings.{8} The
“sons” were guilty of polygamy in taking more than one wife
from among the “daughters of men.” This was at least part of
the  reason  God  brought  judgment.  This  view  has  real
possibilities,  for  it  provides  a  bridge  between  the
genealogies of Cain and Seth in chapters 4 and 5, and it
serves as an explanation of the judgment to follow. A weakness
of this view is that “while both within the OT and in other
Near Eastern texts individual kings were called God’s son,
there is no evidence that groups of kings were so styled.”{9}

Another view is that these “sons of God” were angels or demons
who united with human women, and so corrupted the race that
God had to bring judgment. It seems highly unlikely that this
is the correct interpretation. First, Jesus said that angels
don’t marry, and in Genesis 6:2 the word for “married” means
just that, and not fornication. If good angels don’t marry,
why would God grant sexual powers to demons? Second, if demons
were taking advantage of human women, why was mankind judged?
The  Interpreter’s  Bible  Commentary  offers  this  view,  but
relegates the story to myth. If we aren’t prepared to think of
Genesis as being mythological, we need to look for another
option.

A third view is that the “sons of God” were descendents of
godly Seth, while the “daughters of men” were descendents of
ungodly  Cain.  Although  “sons  of  God”  is  used  in  the  Old



Testament to refer to angels (see Job 1:6, 2:1 in the NASB),
godly men are also called “sons” as in Psalm 73:15 and Hosea
1:10.

This view provides a bridge between chapters 4-5 and chapter
6. Chapter 4 lists some offspring of Cain, chapter 5 those of
Seth, and chapter 6 brings them together. According to this
view,  says  commentator  Victor  Hamilton,  “The  sin  is  a
forbidden union, a yoking of what God intended to keep apart,
the intermarriage of believer with unbeliever.”{10}

Jesus said in Matt. 24:38, “For in the days before the flood,
people  were  eating  and  drinking,  marrying  and  giving  in
marriage, up to the day Noah entered the ark.” Seth’s godly
descendents had shifted their focus from God to the things of
the flesh and were simply carrying on with their lives, but
not in accordance with God’s will. That the primary focus of
God’s wrath is against the union, rather than the offspring of
it, is the fact that God’s displeasure is announced after
mentioning  the  marriage  unions  but  before  mentioning  the
offspring.

So, then, who were the Nephilim? The Holman Bible Dictionary
says the word “probably derived from the root ‘to fall’ and
meaning  either  ‘the  fallen  ones’  or  else  ‘ones  who  fall
[violently] upon others.'”{11} Hamilton translates it “those
who were made to fall, those who were cast down.” If this is
correct, then the Nephilim are certainly not to be identified
with the “heroes of old, men of renown” in verse 4.{12} Old
Testament  commentators  Keil  and  Delitzsch  believe  Martin
Luther had it correct when he said these men were tyrants.
“They were called Nephilim,” they say, “because they fell upon
the people and oppressed them.”{13}

Were they the offspring of the “sons of God” and “daughters of
men”? Apparently not, for the verse says they “were on the
earth in those days—and also afterward”; in other words, they
were contemporaries of the “sons” and “daughters.”



It’s hard to be dogmatic about the interpretation of Genesis
6:1-4. But my vote goes with this last view.

Is Jesus the Final Messenger from God?
The  next  question  has  to  do  with  Jesus  as  the  final
“messenger” from God. A letter e-mailed to us reads in part: I
assume  you  believe  the  Old  Testament  to  be  part  of  the
inspired word of God, and therefore believe Moses, and Abraham
before him, were part of this “progress of revelation.” Were
there  others,  perhaps  Krishna,  Zoroaster,  or  Buddha,  who
spread God’s instructions to others at different places and
times?

The writer continues:

Is it possible that God has sent other messengers since
Jesus, to accommodate His instructions, perhaps Muhammad (as
Muslims believe) or Baha’ullah (as Baha’is believe)? If you
do not believe these two men were messengers from God, do
you believe we are due for another messenger, so God can
accommodate his instructions to the moral and spiritual
standards of the people of our time? In general, how can we
determine which messengers are part of God’s progressive
revelation and which are not?

According to Scripture, Jesus was the full revelation of God
to us (Heb. 1:1-2). Not only did he teach us about God, but
also His work of securing our redemption was the culmination
of God’s plan. He was the focus of God’s message. Both the Old
Testament and the New Testament point to Him. As two sorrowful
disciples of Jesus made their way home after His death, He
appeared to them, and “beginning with Moses and with all the
prophets,  [Jesus]  explained  to  them  the  things  concerning
Himself in all the Scriptures” (Luke 24:27). The New Testament
clearly is focused on Jesus as well. If Jesus was the focus of
God’s message, anyone who legitimately spoke for God after
Jesus was simply clarifying and expanding on His message.



In another e-mail, the same writer said: “I am struck by the
great similarities of the world’s religions. It seems to me
that certain central themes run through them all . . . for
example, Love for God and your fellow man.” In response, I
quoted Steve Turner’s tongue-in-cheek declaration of religious
pluralists: “We believe that all religions are basically the
same . . . They all believe in love and goodness. They only
differ on matters of creation, sin, heaven, hell, God, and
salvation.”{14}

Those  are  some  major  differences,  aren’t  they?  So  all
religions believe in God. Which God? There are polytheists,
Trinitarian  theists,  oneness  theists,  pantheists,
panentheists, . . . Which view of God is true? What about
salvation? Are we to become one with the cosmos, or find
forgiveness through faith in Jesus alone? Are we to discover
our own essential divinity, or recognize that we are finite,
contingent beings who were made to serve the one true God who
is “Wholly Other”? According to Jesus, there is only one God
and only one way to Him.

It’s clear, then, that no other “messenger” such as Krishna or
Buddha, who doesn’t preach Jesus and salvation through him
alone, could be from God.

Flames
Along with e-mails asking questions and occasionally giving us
pats  on  the  back,  there  are  those  that  take  issue  with
something we’ve said.

One general kind of criticism is that we don’t know what we’re
talking about. Here’s an excerpt from an e-mail to Dr. Ray
Bohlin:

I was highly disturbed by the content of this page. Your
delusions  and  misinterpretation  of  facts  is  highly
disconcerting.  .  .  .  This  page  is  ripe  with  Christian



propaganda and follows a thoroughly unscholarly approach in
developing  its  argument.  I  only  hope  that  millions  of
innocent people are not blinded by your lies, and that
scientific research will continue to restore the truth that
has  been  so  corrupted  by  the  archaic  concept  that  is
Christianity.

Wow!  That’s  rather  harsh.  But  notice  that  there  are  no
specific issues mentioned. Here is Ray’s response in part:

I  .  .  .  noticed  that  your  message  was  loaded  with
accusations but no substance or specifics. If you really
think we are so full of errors and lies, a few examples
might allow us the opportunity to correct them.

The  critic  wrote  back  to  say  he  would  substantiate  his
accusations but never did.

Others of us have been accused of not knowing what we’re
talking about. One writer thought Pat Zukeran’s assessment of
Buddhism reflected a lack of direct experience with Buddhists.
Pat replied,

I come from an island that is 80% Buddhist. My entire family
clan has held to Buddhist teachings for hundreds of years.
My parents and cousins remain in the Buddhist faith. I grew
up under the teachings of the Buddhist temples near my
house.  I  have  been  a  member  of  the  Young  Buddhist
Association.  Therefore,  I  have  many  Buddhist  friends
including my own family members.

That should be enough experience, shouldn’t it?

Occasionally  we  receive  e-mails  that  almost  fry  our
monitors—”flaming,” I think it’s called. Don Closson received
this one:

I read your article about Bishop Spong, and while I don’t
always agree with him, I’m not an idiot like you who doesn’t



understand one word of the bishop’s writings. You should try
living in the 21st century sometime. What an idiot.

This isn’t going to look good on Don’s resume.

If things aren’t looking good for Don, though, what about poor
Ray? One writer said, “Hey I read your commentary on apes,
‘hominids’, and humans and thought it [stinks].” Well, he
didn’t say “stinks,” but I think it would be improper to use
his actual word. “Surely you can find something better to do
than knock God’s evolutionary plan back into the dark ages,”
he continues. “LOL. Crack me up. . . what a buffoon! You crack
me up!”

But wait! It gets worse. Here’s an e-mail that begins, “You
are a sad man.” Another says plainly, “You’re sick.” One says,
“I think that you are a moron.” Whoa! What kind of crew do we
have here at Probe, anyway?

One final e-mail ought to be noted. Someone was upset about
one of our articles on evolution and creation, and concluded
his message with this:

All your pseudo-religion promotes is hate and intolerance,
preaching your holyier [sic] than thou attitude. So with
great contempt I say, if your god is real, may you burn in
hell, you evil Christian dinosaur.
Let’s see. We preach “hate and intolerance,” and the writer
consigns us to a long stay in hell?

At Probe we take input seriously . . . when it’s presented in
a reasonable manner. Maybe a variation of the Golden Rule
should be a guide: “Speak unto others as you would have them
speak unto you.” Do you have a complaint? State it clearly,
give  specific  examples,  and  keep  the  tone  as  amiable  as
possible. And one of our sick, holier than thou, unscholarly,
idiotic buffoons will answer . . . once we figure out what
we’re talking about.
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“Why  Is  There  So  Much
Acceptance of the Idea That
Truth is Relative?”
Thanks for your question about truth. The current pseudo-
relativist mindset makes apologetics and evangelism difficult,
for  the  non-Christian  is  often  very  happy  for  us  to  be
Christians . . . as long as we don’t insist or even suggest
that what we believe is true for everyone. I call it pseudo-
relativism because no one is a thoroughgoing relativist. We
ALL have our absolutes. (For more on this you might want to
look at William Watkins’ book The New Absolutes. Or for a
shorter treatment see my article with the same title on our
web site.)

Why is it so widely accepted? There are a few reasons, I
think.

1. The influx of Eastern religions in the ’60s introduced a
“both/and” mindset with respect to truth. In the West we have
recognized  the  reality  of  the  “either/or”  nature  of  the
universe: e.g., either the earth revolves around the sun or
it doesn’t. It can’t be “both the earth revolves around the
sun and it doesn’t.” Which is it? This is simply how the
universe is. This reality is represented in logic as the law
of  non-contradiction.  We  presuppose  it  in  our  speech
constantly. When the doctor says, “Take this medicine; it
will help you get well,” he doesn’t also mean “Take this
medicine;  it  will  not  help  you  get  better.”  Eastern
philosophies and religions often have a pantheistic view of
reality which means that everything is of one nature, and
everything is divine. If all is one, then those things which
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appear to be opposites to us really aren’t.

2. Social realities—Plurality of beliefs: How can all these
sincere people be wrong? we ask.

3. Democratic ideal—One person, one vote. Knowledge becomes
democratic; everyone’s opinion is equally valid.

4. Science—Quantum theory: Paul Davies said that “Uncertainty
is the fundamental ingredient of the quantum theory” (this
theory, by the way, is a very significant one in science
today). Some people think that if scientists can’t even be
certain about empirical matters, why do we think we can know
about spiritual matters with any certainty?

5. Religion—No one knows ultimate reality, people think, so
one  god  is  as  good  as  another.  Some  tell  us  it’s  our
responsibility  to  create  reality;  some  say  we  are  gods
ourselves.

6. Philosophy—Rationalism has faded away; political power is
our basic category of understanding rather than truth.

I think, then, that there are several factors which figure
into our postmodern frame of mind. This is the hallmark of
postmodernism: a loss of confidence in our ability to know
objective  truth.  Our  job  is  to  restore  confidence  in  it,
grounded in Jesus, the creator of the universe.

Thanks again for writing.

Rick Wade
Probe Ministries



“How Do I Witness to People
Conditioned for Soundbites?”
First let me say what an encouragement your site is to me. I
truly enjoy engaging my mind about my faith and your site is a
wonderful catalyst for this experience, I find too often that
the church has a very anti-intellectual attitude, which brings
me to my first of two questions:

1. For all the talk about using the mind in the Christian
faith it at least in my opinion seems to be a hallow protest
because our culture is absolutely mindless, both the secular
side and the Christian side (generally outside of academia and
some exceptions). I suppose what I’m saying is that I have
found my desire to be a well thinking Christian a handicap for
witnessing and contending for my faith in the normal everyday
practical  world,  where  people  my  age  speak  in  slang,  are
induced my degenerate immoral images, and have grown up being
bombarded  with  billions  of  bits  of  emotional,  and
psychological  information  throughout  their  lives,  normal
people  barely  want  to  hear  a  well  thought  out  statement
anymore  about  anything  because  they  are  conditioned  for
soundbites and have been culturally reborn impatient, how am I
to practically deal with this dilemma when I witness, and
still keep my intellectual mind from going insane?? Or how do
you deal with people who ask straw man questions?? Questions
that are asked and really are framed in such a way that no
answer is beneficial to actually knowing the truth but only
serves  to  trap  the  Christian  thinker  in  such  a  way  that
whatever answer he gives will just dig his own hole???

How am I to practically deal with this dilemma when I
witness, and still keep my intellectual mind from going
insane??

It can be very frustrating trying to reason with people who
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aren’t interested in or haven’t been prepared to think well.
But reason is the only tool we have (humanly speaking) to
combat this problem. We can’t turn to, say, force to bring
people around. That will only enforce the “will to power”
mentality of our age–that might makes right. So what we must
do is take people to those issues which they do think about to
get them into a mental framework suitable for thinking about
spiritual matters. Of course, once the topic of religion comes
up they might very well shift to a “this works for me” or
“whatever you believe” attitude. At that point, however, we
can simply ask if they think religion falls into a special
category where thinking is prohibited, and if so, why. If they
should say that religion deals with abstract ideas, we can
point them to the factual aspects of Christianity. People who
aren’t  interested  in  thinking  or  who  are  convinced  that
thinking is unnecessary or prohibited in certain areas cannot
be intellectually pressed to think. We have to sneak in the
back door, as it were. Get them thinking, and then shift to
the things we want them to think about.

Or how do you deal with people who ask straw man questions??

If  they  should  ask  straw  man  questions,  we  can  ask  them
(gently) the relevance of the question. If they seem to be
simply  out  to  trap  us,  we  can  ask  how  significant  the
particular issue is. I see no problem with pointing out that
it seems they’re trying to trap us! We can ask if they’re
serious about discussing the issue.

2.  The  second  question  deals  with  form  critisicm  and  its
related annoyances. If Christianity is actually “true” and not
just  something  that  is  relatively  true  as  long  as  people
believe in it, during the time when Christ was on earth why
did no one actually write immense volumes of material about
what He actually did while He was doing it??? He was GOD for
goodness sake?!? I mean according to the gospels he healed
tons of people and did things people never saw before, but we
don’t  really  have  any  actual  at  hand  testimony  of  this



stuff???  Yes  we  have  outside  historical  references,  but
honestly  they  are  seriously  lacking  in  content,  and  the
gospels  conservatively  estimated  about  50  years  after  his
ascension? I have honestly thought about this, and it just
makes me wonder??? Yes I have evaluated the lives of the
apostles and alot of the other evidences for Christianity but
sometimes it just seems as though God decided to make it
either/or. It could be a lie and a bunch of stories formed
down through time or it could be true: why didn’t God make the
evidence clear and bulletproof? I have never understood this.
It  just  seems  the  whole  thing  seems  dependent  on  man’s
thinking and not on God’s clear revelation. (Did he make it
really clear if no one really wrote about until at least 50
years later?) Like biblical scholars will sugar up the outside
historical references and stuff. Perhaps my thinking is flawed
here,  any  answer  you  have  to  remove  this  diffuculty  will
certainly help??

A good recent work of apologetics for these questions is Lee
Strobel’s The Case for Christ. I encourage you to get a copy
and read the fuller answers to your questions. I’ll also refer
below  to  John  Bloom’s  article  “Why  Isn’t  the  Evidence
Clearer?“.

You said there is no “at hand testimony.” What about that of
Matthew, John, James and Peter? Surely these apostles and New
Testament writers had direct experience with Christ. Paul was
taught by the risen Lord. Luke did his research carefully,
talking to those who walked with Christ.

Regarding the dates of the New Testament writings: The book of
Acts must have been written before A.D. 62, since it contains
no mention of Paul’s death. Thus, Luke must have been written
before that, and Mark before Luke (since Luke drew from Mark).
This puts two of the Gospels within 30 years of Jesus.

Why weren’t there mountains of writings about Jesus from his
time?  Perhaps  because  journalism  as  we  know  it  wasn’t
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practiced then. It seems apparent that people did write down
things Jesus said and did. But we wouldn’t expect the kind of
written coverage historical events get today.

Why didn’t God make it all clearer? John Bloom has a few
suggestions. He notes first:

There are two reasonable demands for any set of evidence.
First,  the  evidence  should  be  clear  enough  to  be
intellectually sound at the same level of certainty one uses
in making other important decisions. Second, the evidence
must be clear enough to select one set of claims over
another (that is, clear enough to select Christianity over
other religions).

For a point of comparison Bloom considers the knowledge gained
from science. He says:

Often the data are inconclusive or ambiguous preventing a
rigorous conclusion. However, abandoning the research and
pronouncing that no one can ever discover the answer is poor
methodology.  The  fact  is  that  the  natural  order  rarely
produces ideal data, and nature appears to be more far more
complex the more we know about it.

Do we give up on learning about nature because the facts
aren’t always so clear? Likewise, we wouldn’t expect to find
the rich truths of our faith to be so easily searched out and
set forth.

Bloom also considers the possibility that God might have good
reasons for not making it all clearer.

But even if He reveals evidence of Himself only to benefit
us, why isn’t He more forthright about it? This much seems
clear: If He made His presence or the evidence too obvious,
it would interfere with His demonstration, which is intended
to draw out or reveal the true inner character of mankind.



We know from several passages of Scripture that this is part
of God’s purpose for maintaining a relative silence. For
example, in Psalm 50:21-22 we read, “These things you have
done, and I kept silence; you thought that I was just like
you; I will reprove you, and state the case in order before
your eyes.” From these statements we come to see that God is
not struggling desperately to gain man’s attention. Actually
He is restraining Himself in order to demonstrate to human
beings something about our inner character, or tendency to
evil.

Finally, Bloom notes that we often don’t believe evidence
which is perfectly clear. In Romans 1 we read that God has
made Himself known to everyone, yet many refuse to believe.
Says Bloom:

Given this tendency on the part of man, how clear does the
evidence  have  to  be  before  people  would  universally
recognize the existence of the God of the Bible? Would a
cross in the sky actually be sufficient to convert Carl
Sagan? Would the performance of an undeniable miracle in a
scoffer’s presence be enough? However impressive such feats
would be, the records of history show that most people
choose to ignore whatever evidence they have, no matter how
clear it may be.

Some, for example, will insist upon starting with naturalistic
presuppositions and conclude that Christianity can’t be true!
Atheists are adept at using this kind of reasoning. They will
say, like Bertrand Russell, “Not enough evidence!” What they
want is evidence which fits within the narrow confines of
their naturalism. Such reductionism doesn’t provide for good
reasoning.

God has given plenty of evidence for His existence and for the
truth of the faith. It is up to the individual to consider the
evidence and respond to it.



Rick Wade
Probe Ministries

The Failure of Modern Ethics
Rick Wade looks at the rejection of the idea that ethics are
rooted in reality external to us and the consequences of that
rejection for modern ethics.

 This article is also available in Spanish.

The Fall of Ethics
When you hear people discussing ethical issues today, do you
get the sense they’re talking on different levels? I don’t
mean different intellectual levels; I mean talking as though
they are on different planes, in different worlds, even. When
we discuss ethical differences, we often find we’re so at odds
that  the  discussion  quickly  grinds  to  a  halt  .  .  .  or
degenerates into name-calling.

For example, consider the matter of a just war, something
that’s been a hot topic in recent years. Some say there can be
no just war because it’s impossible to tell who’s the good guy
and who’s the bad, and no way to predict the outcome. So we
ought to all be pacifists. Others say it is just to prepare
militarily to meet potential threats, and to make clear that
we  will  go  to  war  to  defend  ourselves.  Still  others  see
justice as applying only to the defense of Third World nations
against  the  exploitation  of  the  Great  Powers.{1}  Such
differences are the result of different fundamental beliefs
about what justice is.

Because there are competing ideas about ethics, all of which
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seem to have some truth, the idea has taken root that there is
no way to rationally justify ethical beliefs, that they come
from within us rather than from some source outside us. The
idea that our ethical assertions are rooted in our feelings
and desires is called emotivism. Traditionally it was believed
that ethics were rooted in something external to us, something
objective and permanent. A fundamental reason for the change
from the traditional view to contemporary subjective emotivism
was that foundational beliefs about the nature of man and the
universe were lost.

Philosopher Alasdair MacIntyre says ethicists today are like
scientists trying to piece together a right understanding of
science after a catastrophe has destroyed most of the records
of scientific thought from the past. They have the jargon of
ethics  from  former  times,  but  they  don’t  understand  the
fundamental  principles  underlying  it  or  how  it  all  ties
together. Their task is similar to trying to put together a
puzzle with pieces missing and no picture on the box to show
what the puzzle is supposed to look like when put together.

It’s tempting here to simply attribute this to the fact that
Christian beliefs no longer have authority in our society.
While this is true, it doesn’t provide enough detail. For two
reasons (at least) we need to have a fuller understanding of
why people think the way they do with respect to ethics beyond
just attributing their ideas to unbelief. First, understanding
how we got where we are will help us see the problems with our
view  of  ethics  today.  To  simply  say,  “Well,  that  isn’t
biblical” means little today–indeed, some might be pleased to
know their ideas don’t accord with Scripture! If we want to
bring about change in individuals and in society, it will be
helpful to offer a more detailed and nuanced response.

Second, because we ourselves are so profoundly influenced by
our society, Christians often think like non-Christians about
moral issues. If we can’t find it in a list of rules in the
Bible, we often rely on our feelings or pragmatic thinking to



guide us. Or if challenged about something we do, we might
say, “Well, that’s between me and the Holy Spirit. Stop being
so legalistic!”

So how did we get here? Let’s begin with a brief overview of
the history of ethics in the West.

Traditional Ethics
Today people tend to ground their ethical beliefs in their own
feelings  or  desires.  Traditionally,  however,  ethics  were
grounded in the nature of external reality and the nature of
man.

In the days of the ancient Greeks, morality had its foundation
in the role into which one was born, or in the nature of the
universe. In the tradition of Homer, for example, one’s role
in life defined one’s good. So the king was a good king if he
acted as a king should. A carpenter was good if he built well,
and a slave was good if he served well.

For Plato, the ground of ethics was the nature of external
reality. The standard for goodness, he believed, exists in a
world beyond that of our senses–in the world of what he called
the  forms.  Forms  are  abstract  entities  which  allow  us  to
identify a particular thing on earth. So, for example, we know
what a dog is because we have an idea of the form “dog.” Forms
provide a standard by which particular things in the universe
are measured. And the highest form, according to Plato, was
“the Good.”

For Aristotle, the universals Plato called “forms” are not off
in some abstract, immaterial realm, but are inherent in the
universe.  Because  the  forms  are  in  the  natural  world,
Aristotle believed purpose was built into the natural world;
by nature things are intended to move toward particular goals,
to fit the image of the form.

Early Christian thinkers accepted the basic idea of Plato’s



forms. However, they believed the forms–including the form of
the Good–were in the mind of God, not in some abstract realm.
Because  God  created  the  universe  out  of  His  wisdom  and
knowledge,  morality  was  thus  built  into  the  order  of  the
universe.

Aristotle believed that, as part of this purposeful universe,
we, too, have purpose; we too move toward a goal or telos. The
good toward which we move Aristotle called well-being. He
believed all of us share a nature which requires us to live a
certain kind of life in order to find well-being. Fulfillment
is achieved by living a life of virtue. By reason we learn
what is good for us in keeping with our nature, and we seek to
find that end through the virtues.

A millennium later, Thomas Aquinas agreed with Aristotle that
the universe has purpose built into it. He believed that this
was due to the creative work of God. For Aquinas, the supreme
good is higher than the universe. It is God Himself who is the
Good that defines all goods. Our lives are to lead upward to
God. Although the ultimate fulfillment of the experience of
God will only occur in the next life, Aquinas taught we are
now to pursue the goodness of God, our well-being, through a
virtuous life governed by the law found in Scripture and in
nature.

Both Greek and early Christian ethics, then, were grounded in
objective realities: the nature of man, the nature of the
universe, and, with Christians, the nature and creative work
of God. What we ought to do was determined by what is, by the
nature of ultimate realities. But this was all to change.

Modern Ethics: The Loss of a Telos
About the time Aquinas was formulating his ideas on ethics,
some other Christian scholars decided that God’s law was not
grounded in His mind but rather in His will. What was the
significance  of  this  shift?  Well,  God’s  law  could  change



(according to His will), rather than being something eternally
fixed. Laws were thus not universal and eternal. They could be
provisional or have exceptions.

This change eventually resulted in a major shift in ethical
thought. If morality wasn’t grounded in God’s reason and hence
into  the  order  of  the  universe  He  created,  there  was  no
necessary connection between what was and what ought to be.
Ethics no longer had any ground in the universe itself. Fact
and value were separated.{2} Without value built into the
universe, the idea of a purposeful (or teleological) universe
was lost.

In modern times, the loss of the idea of an end or telos for
the universe was extended to mankind. Belief in human nature
had  been  undercut.  What  are  we  supposed  to  be?  Alasdair
MacIntyre says that previously there were three elements in
ethics:  man-as-he-is,  man-as-he-should-become  (referring  to
man’s  end  or  telos),  and  the  ethical  precepts  that  would
enable him to move from one to the other. Now, because it is
no longer known what man really is by nature (or is supposed
to be) the second part (man-as-he-should-become) was lost.
What was left was man-as-he-is and some ethical principles
that were mostly just holdovers from the past. So ethics is no
longer about helping us become what we should be, but about
helping us do our best as we are now.

In modern times multiple ethical systems have been devised to
improve  man-as-he-is  with  no  understanding  of  man-as-he-
should-become. Some have looked to psychological impressions
as guiding principles (David Hume, for example). Utilitarians
believe  our  greatest  good  is  happiness,  and  they  use  a
scientific approach to determine what makes for happiness.
With Friedrich Nietzsche, in the nineteenth century, the split
between fact and value was complete–his ideal man stands alone
under no other rules but those of his own making.

One result of all this is that Westerners have ended up with a



rule mentality in ethics rather than a character mentality.
Because there is no universal law and no telos of man, we
confine ourselves to what we should do rather than what we
should be. Also, as noted earlier, because there are so many
opinions about ethics, some have concluded that reason isn’t a
reliable source for ethics, that moral assertions are simply
expressions of our own feelings and desires.

Emotivism
Thus,  modern  ethics  has  been  left  with  the  chore  of
understanding what makes for the good life for man-as-he-is
with no notion of man-as-he-should-become. Different systems
have been presented, each of which has a different starting
point. While there is often agreement on particular ethical
precepts, this is usually because these precepts are held over
from  traditional  ethics  albeit  without  their  traditional
foundation.  It  is  also  because  of  our  God-given  basic
understanding  of  the  law  (Rom.  2:14-15).

How is it that two people can present systems of belief, each
of which seems to be logically consistent, yet which are very
different? It can be very confusing! Thoughtful people put
together  systems  of  ethics  they  think  are  objective  and
consistent, and then don’t understand why others don’t agree
with  them.  This  is  because  of  different  starting  points.
Starting points for ethics are important, for they determine
which direction the logical progression of thought will lead.
These  starting  points  include  ideas  about  the  nature  of
mankind and the existence of God and whether He has revealed
His desires to us. Other ideas grow out of these, such as
notions about freedom and obligation. Such starting points are
rarely brought into the conversation; they are simply assumed.
And I think most people have no clue that, first, they do
simply make important assumptions like those just noted, and
second, that the ethical precepts they espouse are dependent
upon these unspoken (and often unrecognized) starting points.



Thus they state their moral opinions as if they are settled
facts which everyone should recognize, and they are baffled
when others don’t agree. When people with opposing ethical
ideas or systems clash, it is rather like two groups of people
deciding to build highway systems, choosing places to start
building  on  the  basis  of  some  nonrational  reason,  and
constructing their highways according to different ideas about
how highways are to function in transportation. Would it be
any wonder if the two highway systems don’t fit together well?

This is one reason ethical debates so often degenerate into
name calling. For surely if someone doesn’t recognize how
clearly true what I’m saying is, it must be because the person
is just being stubborn or dogmatic, or (one of the worst
charges one can make today) allowing his religious beliefs to
inform his moral beliefs!

The  perceptive  listener  who  understands  the  importance  of
starting points might want to press the individual to clarify
his starting points and defend them.{3} What one is likely to
find, however, is that the person hasn’t given such matters
any thought. All we know is that we should be free to do what
we like. Even the old maxim, “One’s freedom goes as far as the
next man’s nose” doesn’t mean too much. He should just move
his nose!

One might excuse this on the basis that the average person
doesn’t have the time or training to probe such philosophical
minutia. But even with philosophers, it has been observed they
too have simply chosen or accepted their starting points for
no  rational  reason.{4}  The  fact  is  that,  philosophically
speaking,  the  basic  principles  of  each  system  cannot
themselves be proved; they are nonrational. (This isn’t to say
they are irrational; just that they are outside the limits of
rational proof.) They might be simply assumed or consciously
chosen, but they have their basis in something other than
reason.



As a result of all this confusion, some have concluded that
there really is no rational basis for ethics; that all moral
statements are in the final analysis just expressions of our
own  feelings,  attitudes,  or  preferences.{5}  As  noted
previously, this is called emotivism. But one has to ask: If
our  feelings  and  preferences  are  ultimately  personal  and
individual, how can we then expect others to hold to the same
beliefs? And in a society in which we must function together,
how do we get others to agree with us if our beliefs aren’t
grounded in something external to the individual which can be
rationally understood and acknowledged? It is done by swaying
people  emotionally.  Morality  isn’t  considered  a  factual
matter, but an emotional, psychological one.

MacIntyre describes the situation this way:

Moral judgments, being expressions of attitude or feeling,
are neither true nor false; and agreement in moral judgment
is not to be secured by any rational method, for there are
none. It is to be secured, if at all, by producing certain
non-rational effects on the emotions or attitudes of those
who disagree with one. We use moral judgments not only to
express our own feelings and attitudes, but also precisely
to produce such effects in others.{6}

In traditional ethics, one could present a law to a person–a
law  coming  from  an  outside  source  and  presented  as
factual–along  with  reasons  to  believe  it,  and  leave  that
person to think about it and decide whether it was true or
false.  But  with  emotivism,  since  there  are  no  objective
reasons behind a precept, one person must manipulate another
to get the other to change his or her mind. C. L. Stevenson,
“the single most important exponent of the theory” according
to MacIntyre, said “that the sentence This is good’ means
roughly the same as I approve of this; do so as well’. . . .
Other emotivists,” MacIntyre continues, “suggested that to say
This is good’ was to utter a sentence meaning roughly Hurray
for this!'” Thus, to say “arson is wrong,” for example, is



simply to express one’s own feelings and to try to influence
others by producing certain feelings or attitudes in them.
It’s like saying, “I disapprove of arson and you should, too.”

Thus, although I might talk as though I’m giving you good
reasons, I’m really just trying to emotionally manipulate you.
A law isn’t the authority; the person making the ethical claim
is. When we realize this, we become suspicious, expecting
others to try to manipulate us to get us to agree with them.

We see this kind of manipulation routinely in our society. An
advertisement selling fast food might say absolutely nothing
about the food itself (which may actually be bad for one’s
health), but instead will seek to evoke feelings of warmth and
happiness using images of people having a good time together.
Intimidation through name-calling has been used by supporters
of abortion rights in saying that pro-lifers are woman haters,
vindictive,  unconcerned  about  women’s  health.  Gay  rights
supporters call proponents of the traditional (and biblical)
model of human sexuality “homophobic.”

In his excellent study on the rise of secular humanism in our
society, James Hitchcock describes three stages of acceptance
employed  by  the  mass  media  that  served  to  bring  about  a
transformation in our moral outlook that had little or nothing
to do with reason.{7} The first stage was bringing to light
things which were previously unmentionable all in the spirit
of a new openness. The second was ridicule, “the single most
powerful weapon in any attempt to discredit accepted beliefs.”
Hitchcock  notes  that  “countless  Christians  subtly  adjusted
their beliefs, or at least the way in which they presented
those  beliefs  to  the  public,  in  order  to  avoid  ridicule.
Negative stereotypes were created, and people who believed in
traditional values were kept busy avoiding being trapped in
those stereotypes.” The third stage was “sympathy for the
underdog.”  Those  upholding  traditional  morality  (thinking
primarily of the Judeo-Christian tradition) were depicted as
bullies.



Such charges work on our emotions. Who wants to be considered
a bigot or be charged with being a “fundamentalist” with all
the negative baggage that term bears today? On the other hand,
shouldn’t we support the “rights” of the supposed “oppressed”
among us? The “victims” of “repressive” laws?

The Failure of Emotivism
There are a number of problems with emotivism.{8} One problem
is the moral divisions it permits in society. There is no
single  moral  “umbrella”  which  covers  all  people.  If  your
morality is yours, I cannot correct you; I cannot pull you
under the umbrella, so to speak. When someone is accused of
moral wrongdoing, the accused will likely say something such
as, “Who are you to tell me I’m wrong? To each his own!” The
person who responds this way believes an individual’s morality
is his own and not objectively true for everyone. The person
is thus offended that another person would try to force his
preferences on him. The idea that the accusation might be
based on objective, universal moral law isn’t even considered.
Moral consensus is faltering in our society today largely
because of such thinking.

The closest people get to thinking in objective terms is when
they  agree  that  something  could  be  bad  because  of  its
practical consequences. But that’s not at all the same as
morality  grounded  in  something  universal  and  eternal.  The
individual is left to weigh the odds: to do the thing in
question and suffer such-and-such consequences, or not to do
it and suffer the loss of whatever he or she is trying to
obtain or accomplish. Although it can be helpful to point out
the  consequences  of  our  actions–there  are  consequences  to
sin–we can’t base our moral decision making on such things,
because we can’t always predict the future. Even if we’re
accurate, the other person can still think, “Well, it won’t
hurt me,” or, “I can handle that (the particular consequence)”
and brush our objection aside.



The flip side of that is that we are often afraid to take a
stand on ethical matters ourselves for fear of being accused
of pushing our own subjective beliefs on others. We are only
heard if we can couch our objection in terms of the other
person’s self-interest.

Another  obvious  problem  with  emotivism  is  inconsistency.
Although emotivists claim to believe that moral precepts are
expressions of personal preference, they often speak as though
they are making objective moral claims binding on everyone.
They exhibit here, I think, the truth of Paul’s comment in
Romans 2 that we all have the law written on our hearts. We do
believe there is a difference between right and wrong, and
that there are universal moral laws. As C.S. Lewis was fond of
pointing out, we all know about fairness, and we expect others
to as well. Thus, the emotivist moves back and forth between
expressing  moral  beliefs  as  though  they  should  hold  for
everyone, while also meeting challenges to their own actions
by saying the challenger’s beliefs are his own and can’t be
forced on others. They can tell you what you should do, but
don’t dare tell them what they should do.

Finally, on the philosophical level, emotivists try to mix too
different kinds of statements, which results in confusion.
They hold that evaluative statements–those which are supposed
to  be  making  objective  evaluations  such  as  “arson  is
wrong”–express personal preferences. Evaluative statements and
statements  of  preference  are  two  different  kinds.  To
substitute one for the other is illegimate. If a person says
arson is wrong, does he mean that arson is really wrong–for
everyone? Or is he really just saying that he doesn’t like
arson? If a person is making an evaluative statement, then I
need to consider his case and decide whether to continue my
career as an arsonist! However, if he is just expressing his
personal preferences, I can smile and say “that’s nice” and
start flicking my matches. Imagine the difficulty in public
discussions of ethical issues under such circumstances.



Response
How shall we respond? To simply point people back to the Bible
as the proper source of morality won’t do today. The Bible is
seen as just a religious book with rules pertinent only for
those who believe it. That isn’t to say we shouldn’t speak
God’s Word into our society. The question is how we are to do
that. When Paul was in Athens and had the chance to address
the whole crowd assembled in the marketplace, he didn’t quote
Scripture. He did, however, give people biblical truth (Acts
17: 22-31)—in his own words and addressing their specific
need.

Thus, we ought to consider offer more sophisticated arguments
which are thoroughly biblical and which address the need of
the day. As part of our efforts to convince people of the
rightness of a biblical view of ethics, it would be helpful to
follow the lead of early champions of traditional morality and
reinvigorate the notion of purpose in the universe. We should
seek  to  reestablish  the  truth  that  we  share  certain
characteristics  simply  because  we  are  human,  and  that  a
virtuous life makes for a good life because of the way we’re
made. We can point out specific needs all humans share, such
as security, belonging, and physical provision (food, etc.).
We also know that certain things are wrong (such as incest),
and  that  certain  things  are  right  (such  as  justice  and
courage). These kinds of things are universal; we rightly
expect others to recognize their value or their evil. They are
not matters of individual tastes.

We might not be able to gain the agreement of every individual
on all the universals we propose, but if we work at it we can
find at least one moral “law” any given individual will agree
is universal. Once one is established, we can go for a second
and third and so forth, until we think the person is willing
to  seriously  rethink  the  current  belief  that  ethics  is  a
subjective matter. From there we can explain these realities



by the fact that we are created by God.

Some scholars propose a return to the virtue tradition of
ethics.{9} As Christians we can easily see the ethical benefit
of recognizing that we have a nature given us by God through
creation, and that there is an end or telos toward which we
are moving which is defined by the character of Christ. This
makes ethics a matter of character development rather than
just rule following. Perhaps Protestants should reconsider the
natural  law  tradition  long  championed  in  Roman  Catholic
theology. Whether that is the best direction to go is now
being considered by reputable evangelical scholars. Whatever
we decide about that, we must turn away from emotivism. It is
bad for individuals and bad for society.
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