George Washington and
Religion

Kerby Anderson presents a compelling argument for the view
that George Washington was a devoted Christian rather than a
deist. He points to Washington’s insistence on the importance
of services for his soldiers, his personal church attendance,
his prayer life and his commitment to the spiritual upbringing
of his godchildren.

Background

What was George Washington’s view of religion and
in particular of Christianity? The historical
perspective used to be that Washington was a
Christian and orthodox in most of his beliefs. But
the modern view has been that he was a either a
lukewarm Anglican or more likely a Deist.

I want to look at some new research that argues for the
traditional view and against the modern view of George
Washington’'s religion. One book is Washington’s God: Religion,
Liberty, and the Father of our Country.{1} It is written by
Michael Novak (American Enterprise Institute and winner of the
Templeton Award) and Jana Novak. Another book, written by
Peter Lillback with Jerry Newcombe, is George Washington’s
Sacred Fire.{2}

George Washington was born into a Virginia family of moderate
wealth and was exposed to various religious activities:
lessons in religion, regular prayer, Sunday school attendance,
and reverence for God. His mother had a daily ritual of
retiring with a book of religious readings.

By the time he was a teenager, Washington had already assumed
serious responsibilities as a professional surveyor and then
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as a major in the Virginia militia. His adventures in the wild
lands gave him invaluable lessons about the military, Indians,
and the British. Years later in a speech to the Delaware
chiefs, Washington said, “You do well to wish to learn our
arts and ways of life, and above all, the religion of Jesus
Christ. These will make you a greater and happier people than

you are.”{3}

He studied the Bible as well as the writings of ancient
heroes. The busts and portraits at Mount Vernon demonstrate
this. There are busts of Alexander the Great, Julius Caesar,
Charles XII of Sweden, and Frederick II of Prussia. In the
dining room are portraits of the Virgin Mary and St. John.

Washington’s own stepgranddaughter “Nelly” Custis saw him as a
religious man. She wrote this to one of Washington’s early
biographers:

It was his custom to retire to his library at nine or ten
o’'clock, where he remained an hour before he went to his
chamber. He always rose before the sun, and remained in his
library until called to breakfast. I never witnessed his
private devotions. I never inquired about them. I should
have thought it the greatest heresy to doubt his firm belief
in Christianity. His life, his writings, prove that he was a
Christian. He was not one of those who act or pray, “that
they may be seen of men.” He communed with his God 1in
secret.{4}

In what follows we will look at the evidence for George
Washington’s faith as it surfaced in his letters and actions
as general and president.

Deism vs. Christianity

Pick up a book about George Washington written during the
nineteenth century, and you will probably see that he 1is
described as being a Christian. However, if you pick up a book



written in the last seventy years, it will describe him as a
Deist. Why the change?

The turning point seems to be a study by historian Paul F.
Boller, Jr. entitled George Washington and Religion. His
conclusion can be summarized in a single sentence: To the
“unbiased observer” George Washington appears as a Deist, not
a devout Christian.{5} Most historians since Boller accepted
this idea and were less likely to assert that Washington was a
Christian.

What do we mean by “Deism”? Deism is the belief that God is
merely a watchmaker God who started the universe but is not
involved in the affairs of humans and human history. One
definition of Deism is that “There is no special providence;
no miracles or other divine interventions intrude upon the
lawful natural order.”{6}

Was George Washington a Deist? He was not. It is worth noting
that even historian Paul Boller admitted that religion was
important to Washington as a leader. Boller writes, “he saw to
it that divine services were performed by the chaplains as
regularly as possible on the Sabbath for the soldiers under
his command.”{7} We might reasonably ask, Why would chaplains
be important to a Deist?

Boller even admits there are testimonials of Washington’s
church attendance. This 1is important since many historians
even go further than Boller and assert that Washington did not
even attend church as a mature adult.

Michael Novak admits that some of the names Washington often
used for God sound Deist, but that does not mean that he was a
Deist. In fact, his prayers for God’s action were just the
opposite of what you might hear from a Deist. Washington
believed God favored the cause of liberty and should be
beseeched to “interpose” his action on behalf of the
Americans. He called for public thanksgiving for the many ways



in which Americans experienced God’s hand in key events in our
history.

Washington used more than eighty terms to refer to God, among
them: Almighty God, Creator, Divine Goodness, Father of all
mercies, and Lord of Hosts. The most common term he used 1in
his writings and speeches was “Providence.” When he did so, he
used the masculine personal pronoun “he.” Washington never
refers directly to God as an “it,” as he does occasionally
with Providence. God is personal.{8)

If we look at the history of the eighteenth century, there
were many with orthodox religious beliefs who sometimes used
the philosophical language of the enlightenment. Washington
was a Christian, even though he often used terms for God
associated with Deists.

A Religious Nation Goes to War

There has been some dispute about how religious America was
during the Revolutionary War. There was a shortage of churches
and clergy (especially along the paths of westward migration).
But we should also remember that this War of Independence
followed the First Great Awakening.

At the first meeting of the Continental Congress 1in
Philadelphia (September 1774), the first motion from the floor
was for prayer to seek guidance from God. But there was
resistance, not because of the prayer, but because of the
theological disagreements among the members (Anabaptist,
Quakers, Congregationalists, Episcopalians, Presbyterians).
Sam Adams settled the dispute by saying he was no bigot and
could pray along with any minister as long as he was a
patriot.{9} I have in my office a picture of a painting
showing George Washington praying with men like Patrick Henry,
John Jay, and Richard Henry Lee.

At the second meeting, they proposed that Washington be



appointed commander in chief of the Continental Army. He did
not think he was equal to the command but accepted it. He
wrote his wife, “I shall rely, therefore, confidently on that
Providence, which has heretofore preserved and been bountiful
to me, not doubting but that I shall return safe to you in the
fall.”{10} At the time, Washington was the only man on the
continent in uniform since no Continental Army yet existed. To
the British, he was the supreme traitor, in open rebellion to
the King. His neck was at risk, and the American independence
depended on him.

One event that George Washington believed showed God’s
providence was the Battle of Long Island in 1776. Washington
and his men were trapped on Brooklyn Heights, Long Island. The
British were poised to crush the American army the next day
and that would have been the end of the rebellion. Washington
planned a bold move and began evacuating his troops under the
cover of darkness using everything from fishing vessels to
rowboats. But there was not enough time to accomplish the
task. When morning came, the fog of night remained and only
lifted in time for the British to see the last American boat
crossing the East River beyond the reach of their guns. You
can read more about this miraculous event in Michael Novak’s
book, On Two Wings: Humble Faith and Common Sense at the
American Founding.{11}

Washington also required chaplains for the Continental Army,
and personally took time for prayer. He forbade his troops
under pain of death from uttering blasphemies, even profanity.
He called upon them to conduct themselves as Christian
soldiers because the people demanded it.{12}

Washington’s actions during the Revolutionary War demonstrate
his Christian character.



First in War and First in Peace

In his eulogy for George Washington, Henry Lee said he was
“First in war, first in peace, and first in the hearts of his
countrymen.” We could also say the Washington demonstrated
Christian character both in war and in peace.

While fulfilling his duties as general, he came to be known as
a “nursing father.” This is a biblical phrase (Num. 11:12, Is.
49:23 KJV) that appears in many of the tributes to Washington
after his death. He brought together very diverse groups to
fight the Revolutionary War by bridging ethnic and social
divisions. This ranged from the regiment from Marblehead,
Massachusetts (that included men of mixed race, blacks, and
Indians), to the Virginian and southern aristocrats to the
yeomen in hunting shirts from western Virginia.

One of his orders stated that “All chaplains are to perform
divine service tomorrow, and on every succeeding Sunday.

The commander in chief expects an exact compliance with this
order, and that it be observed in future as an invariable rule
of practice—and every neglect will be consider not only a
breach of orders, but a disregard to decency, virtue and
religion.” {13}

Washington grew even more explicit as the war dragged on:
“While we are zealously performing the duties of good citizens
and soldiers we certainly ought not to be inattentive to the
higher duties of religion. To the distinguished character of
patriot, it should be our highest glory to add the more
distinguished character of a Christian.”{14}

Washington lost a great deal of money during the war by paying
for things out of his own pocket and by refusing a salary. He
happily returned to Mount Vernon and spent happy years with
his wife. But the constitutional convention in 1787 brought
him to elective office. He was elected as president by
unanimous vote in 1789,



In his inaugural address, Washington said, “No people can be
bound to acknowledge and adore the invisible hand, which
conducts the affairs of men more than the people of the United
States. Every step, by which they have advanced to the
character of an 1independent nation, seems to have been
distinguished by some token of providential agency.”

He issued a thanksgiving proclamation in 1789 in which he
asserted “the duty of all nations” in regard to God. His
thanksgiving proclamation of 1795 proclaims there are signs of
“Divine beneficence” in the world. And in his farewell
address, he reminded Americans that “0Of all the dispositions
and habits which lead to political prosperity, Religion and
Morality are indispensable supports.”

Washington demonstrated Christian character in war and in
peace.

Washington as Christian: Pro and Con

Let’'s summarize the arguments historians make about
Washington’s religious faith. Those who believe that George
Washington was a Deist and not a Christian usually make the
following observations.

First, Washington never took communion at Sunday services.
Second, he refused to declare his specific beliefs in public.
Third, he rarely used the name of Jesus Christ in private
correspondence and in public utterances. Finally, while he
believed in God and had an awareness of Providence in his
life, it all seems more like a Greek or Roman view of fate.

Michael Novak’s response to these observations is helpful.
“All these objections have a grain of truth in them. Still,
they are consistent with Washington’s being a serious
Christian who believed that he had a public vocation that
required some tact regarding his private confessional
life.”{15} Novak adds:



It is not at all unusual for public men in pluralistic
American life to maintain a notable reserve about their
private convictions. They do not burden the public with
declarations of their deepest beliefs, whose general force
they trust their actions will sufficiently reveal. In the
public forum, they happily give to Caesar what is Caesar’s
and in the private forum, to God what is God’'s.{16}

What are some of the reasons to believe Washington was a
Christian? First, he religiously observed the Sabbath as a day
of rest and frequently attended church services on that day.
Second, many report that Washington reserved time for private
prayer. Third, Washington saved many of the dozens of sermons
sent to him by clergymen, and read some of them aloud to his
wife.

Fourth, Washington hung paintings of the Virgin Mary and St.
John in places of honor in his dining room in Mount Vernon.
Fifth, the chaplains who served under him during the 1long
years of the Revolutionary War believed Washington was a
Christian. Sixth, Washington (unlike Thomas Jefferson) was
never accused by the press or his opponents of not being a
Christian.

It is also worth noting that, unlike Jefferson, Washington
agreed to be a godparent for at least eight children. This was
far from a casual commitment since it required the godparents
to agree to help insure that a child was raised in the
Christian faith. Washington not only agreed to be a godparent,
but presented his godsons and goddaughters with Bibles and
prayer books.

George Washington was not a Deist who believed in a
“watchmaker God.” He was a Christian and demonstrated that
Christian character throughout his life.
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The Causes of War

Meic Pearse’s book The Gods of War gives great insight into
the charge that religion is the cause of most war. History
shows this 1is not true: the cause of most war is the sinful
human heart, even when religion is invoked as a reason.

The Accusation

Sam Harris, the popular author and atheist, says that “for
everyone with eyes to see, there can be no doubt that
religious faith remains a perpetual source of human
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conflict.”{1} Writing for the Freedom from Religion
Foundation, fellow atheist Richard Dawkins adds, “Only the
willfully blind could fail to implicate the divisive force of
religion in most, if not all, of the violent enmities in the
world today.”{2} Speaking more bluntly, one British government
official has said, “theocrats, religious leaders or fanatics
citing holy texts . . . constitutes the greatest threat to
world peace today.”{3}

War is the ultimate act of intolerance, and since
intolerance is seen as the only unforgivable sin in
our postmodern times, it’s not surprising that
those hostile to religion would charge people
holding religious convictions with the guilt for causing war.

This view is held by many others, not just despisers of
religion. A 2006 opinion poll taken in Great Britain found
that 82% of adults “see religion as a cause of division and
tension between people. Only 16% disagree.”{4}

To be honest, religion has been, and remains, a source of
conflict in the world; but to what degree? Is it the only
source of war, as its critics argue? Is it even the primary
source? And if we agree that religion is a source of war, how
do we define what qualifies as a religion? This leads to
another question. Are all religions equally responsible for
war or are some more prone to instigate conflict than others?
Once these issues are decided, we are still left with one of
the most difficult questions: How does a religious person,
especially a Christian, respond to the question of war?

When confronted with the accusation that religion, and more
importantly, Christianity, has been the central cause of war
down through history, most Christians respond by ceding the
point. We will argue that the issue is far too complex to
merely blame war on religious strife. A more nuanced response
is needed. Religion is sometimes the direct cause of war, but
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other times it plays a more ambiguous role. It can also be
argued, as Karl Marx did, that religion can actually restrain
the warring instinct.

In his provocative new book, The Gods of War, Meic Pearse
argues that modern atheists greatly overstate their case
regarding religion as a cause for war, and that all religions
are not equal when it comes to the tendency to resort to
violence. He believes that the greatest source for conflict in
the world today is the universalizing tendencies of modern
secular nations that are pressing their materialism and moral
relativism on more traditional cultures.

The Connection Between Religion and War

When someone suggests a simple answer to something as complex
as war, it probably is too simple. History is usually more
complicated than we would like it to be.

How then should Christians respond when someone claims
religion is the cause of all wars? First, we must admit that
religion can be and sometimes is the cause of war. Although it
can be difficult to separate political, cultural, and
religious motivations, there have been instances when men went
off to war specifically because they believed that God wanted
them to. That being said, in the last one hundred years the
modern era with its secular ideologies has generated death and
destruction on a scale never seen before in history. Not
during the Crusades, the Inquisition, nor even during the
Thirty Years War in Europe.

The total warfare of the twentieth century combined powerful
advances in war-making technologies with highly structured
societies to devastating effect. WWI cost close to eight and a
half million lives. The more geographically limited Russian
Civil War that followed the Bolshevik Revolution in 1917
resulted in nine million deaths. WWII cost sixty million



deaths, as well as the destruction of whole cities by fire
bombing and nuclear devices.

Both Nazi fascism and communism rejected the Christian belief
that humanity holds a unique role in creation and replaced it
with the necessity of conflict and strife. By the end of the
nineteenth century, Darwin’s ideas regarding natural selection
and survival of the fittest had begun to affect philosophy,
the social sciences, and even theology. Darwin had left us
with a brutal universe devoid of meaning. The communist and
fascist worldviews were both firmly grounded in Darwin’s
universe.

Hitler’'s obsession with violence is well known, but the
communists were just as vocal about their attachment to it.
Russian revolution leader Leon Trotsky wrote, “We must put an
end once and for all to the papist-Quaker babble about the
sanctity of human life.” Lenin argued that the socialist state
was to be "“a system of organized violence against the
bourgeoisie” or middle class. While critics of the Russian
Tsar and his ties with the Orthodox Russian Church could point
to examples of oppression and cruelty, one historian has noted
that when the communists had come to power “more prisoners
were shot at just one soviet camp in a single year than had
been executed by the tsars during the entire nineteenth

century.”{5}

So, religion is not the primary cause of warfare and cruelty,
at least not during the last one hundred years. But what about
wars fought in the more distant past; surely most of them were
religiously motivated. Not really.

Meic Pearce argues that “most wars, even before the rise of
twentieth century’s secularist creeds, owed little or nothing
to religious causation.”{6} Considering the great empires of
antiquity, Pearce writes that “neither the Persians nor the
Greeks nor the Romans fought either to protect or to advance



the worship of their gods.”{7} Far more ordinary motives were
involved like the desire for booty, the extension of the
empire, glory in battle, and the desire to create buffer zones
with their enemies. Each of these empires had their gods which
would be called upon for aid in battle, but the primary cause
of these military endeavors was not the advancement of
religious beliefs.

Invasions by the Goths, Huns, Franks, and others against the
Roman Empire, attacks by the Vikings in the North and the
Mongols in Asia were motivated by material gain as well and
not religious belief. The fourteenth century conquests of
Timur Leng (or Tamerlane) in the Middle East and India
resulted in the deaths of millions. He was a Muslim, but he
conquered Muslim and pagan alike. At one point he had seventy
thousand Muslims beheaded in Baghdad so that towers could be
built with their skulls.{8}

More recently, the Hundred Years War between the French and
English, the American Revolution, and the Napoleonic Wars were
secular conflicts. Religious beliefs might have been used to
wrap the conflicts with a Christian veneer, but promoting the
cause of Christ was not at the heart of the conflicts.

Pearce argues that down through the millennia, humanity has
gone to war for two main reasons: greed expressed by the
competition for limited resources, and the need for security
from other predatory cultures. The use of religion as a
legitimating device for conflict has become a recent trend as
it became less likely that a single individual could take a
country to war without the broad support of the population.

It can be argued that religion was, without ambiguity, at the
center of armed conflict during two periods in history. The
first was during the birth and expansion of Islam which
resulted in an ongoing struggle with Christianity, including
the Crusades during the Middle Ages. The second was the result
of the Reformation in Europe and was fought between Protestant



and Catholic states. Even here, political motivations were
part of the blend of causes that resulted in armed conflict.

Islam and Christianity

Do all religions have the same propensity to cause war? The
two world religions with the largest followings are
Christianity and Islam. While it is true that people have used
both belief systems to justify armed conflict, are they
equally likely to cause war? Do their founder’s teachings,
their holy books, and examples from the earliest believers
encourage their followers to do violence against others?

Although Christianity has been used to justify forced
conversions and violence against unbelievers, the connection
between what Christianity actually teaches and these acts of
violence has been ambiguous at best and often contradictory.
Nowhere in the New Testament are Christians told to use
violence to further the Kingdom of God. Our model is Christ
who is the perfect picture of humility and servant leadership,
the one who came to lay down his life for others. Meic Pearce
writes, “For the first three centuries of its history,
Christianity was spread exclusively by persuasion and was
persecuted for its pains, initially by the Jews but later,
from 63, by the Romans.”{9} It wasn’t until Christianity
became the de facto state religion of the Roman Empire around
AD 400 that others were persecuted in the name of Christ.

The history of Islam is quite different. Warfare and conflict
are found at its very beginning and is embodied in Muhammad’s
actions and words. Islam was initially spread through military
conquest and maintained by threat of violence. As one pair of
scholars puts it, there can be no doubt that “Islam was
cradled in violence, and that Muhammad himself, through the
twenty-six or twenty-seven raids in which he personally
participated, came to serve for some Muslims as a role model
for violence.”{10}



Much evidence can be corralled to make this point. Muhammad
himself spoke of the necessity of warfare on behalf of Allah.
He said to his followers, “I was ordered to fight all men
until they say, ‘There is no God but Allah.'”{11} Prior to
conquering Mecca, he supported his small band of believers by
raiding caravans and sharing the booty. Soon after Muhammad’s
death, a war broke out over the future of the religion. Three
civil wars were fought between Muslims during the first fifty
years of the religion’s history, and three of the four leaders
of Islam after Muhammad were assassinated by other Muslims.
The Quran and Hadith, the two most important writings 1in
Islam, make explicit the expectation that all Muslim men will
fight to defend the faith. Perhaps the most telling aspect of
Islamic belief is that there is no separation between
religious and political authority in the Islamic world. A
threat to one is considered a threat to the other and almost
guarantees religiously motivated warfare.

Pacifism or Just Wars?

Although most Christians advocate either pacifism or a “just
war” view when it comes to warfare and violence, Pearse argues
that there are difficulties with both. Pacifism works at a
personal level, but “there cannot be a pacifist state, merely
a state that depends on others possessed of more force or of
the willingness to use it.”{12} Some pacifists argue that
humans are basically good and that violence stems from
misunderstandings or social injustice. This 1is hardly a
traditional Christian teaching. Pearse argues that “a
repudiation of force in all circumstances . . . 1is an
abandonment of victims—-real people-to their fate.”{13}

Just war theory as advocated by Augustine in the early fifth
century teaches that war is moral if it is fought for a just
cause and carried out in a just fashion. A just cause bars
wars of aggression or revenge, and is fought only as a last
resort. It also must have a reasonable chance of success and



be fought under the direction of a ruler in an attitude of
love for the enemy. It seeks to reestablish peace, not total
destruction of the vanquished, and to 1insure that
noncombatants are not targeted.

However, even WWII, what many believe to be our most justified
use of force, failed to measure up to this standard. Massive
air raids against civilian populations by the Allies were just
one of many violations that disallow its qualification as a
just war. As Pearse argues, “war has an appalling dynamic of
its own: it drags down the participants . . . into ever more
savage actions.”{14}

How then are Christians to think about war and violence? Let’s
consider two examples. In the face of much violent opposition
in his battle for social justice, Martin Luther King said, “be
ye assured that we will wear you down by our capacity to
suffer. . . . We shall so appeal to your heart and conscience
that we shall win you in the process.”{15} Reform was
achieved, although at the cost of his life, and many hearts
and minds have been changed.

However, another martyr, German minister Dietrich Bonhoeffer,
rejected pacifism and chose to participate in an attempt on
the life of Adolf Hitler, mainly because he despaired that an
appeal to the hearts and minds of the Nazis would be
effective.

Neither King nor Bonhoeffer were killed specifically for their
faith. They were killed for defending the weak from slaughter,
as Pearse puts it. Perhaps Pearse is correct when he argues,
“If Christians can . . . legitimately fight . . . , then that
fighting clearly cannot be for the faith. It can only be for
secular causes . . . faith in Christ is something for which we
can only die-not kill. . . . To fight under the delusion that
one is thereby promoting Christianity is to lose sight of what
Christianity is.”{16}
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The Scandal of Blood
Atonement: “Why All the Blood
and Cross-Talk, Christian?”

The story of Jesus’ death and resurrection raises accusations
that Christianity 1is obsessed with blood. Many believers
struggle with this too. Byron Barlowe explores the biblical
reasons for the focus on Christ’s blood and why its shedding
was necessary.
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The Bloody Cross: A Tough Thing to Handle

Easter season 1s all about the death and
resurrection of Christ—which centers on the blood
sacrifice He endured. Christianity 1is called a
bloody religion, focusing on the execution of Jesus
Christ on a cross. Why is this true and what does
it mean when we say His blood atones for our sin?

Millions of Americans—and billions of Christians around the
world—celebrated the death and Resurrection of Christ during
Passion Week and Easter Sunday. The topic was everywhere from
sermons to a CNN docudrama titled Finding Jesus: Faith, Fact,
Forgery.

You may have questions about all the talk of “the blood of
Christ” and songs saying things like “Jesus’s blood washed
away my sins.” This bloody theme does raise understandable
concerns that are shared by believers, seekers and skeptics
alike.

In fact, more and more skeptics are posting on the Internet
things like this book promotion:

“Christians are obsessed with blood! They sing about it,
declare they are washed in it and even drink it! In this
book you will discover the crazy background to this
Christian obsession and the truth about the bloodthirsty God
they claim to know and serve.”{1}

In this article, we’ll discuss whether these charges are true
and fair and explain the doctrine of blood atonement.

Again, even many Christians—including me—have wondered deeply
about all the biblical imagery of shed blood, what some call
the Crimson Thread of Scripture. I mean the grotesqueness of
Old Testament animal sacrifice and the belief in Jesus’s
torturous slaying as the core of salvation. Radical stuff for
modern ears.
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So what is blood atonement and why does it matter? In historic
orthodox Christian thought, God’s Son is at the very center of
history doing these things:

e reconciling man to God,

e ransoming humans from slavery to sin and well-deserved
death and

. justly recompensing God for the horrific offense of
rebellion and disobedience to Him.

Thankfully, the gospel (or good news) 1is simple. The Bible
claims, “Christ also died for sins once for all, the just for
the unjust, so that He might bring us to God, having been put
to death in the flesh, but made alive in the spirit.”{2}

The bottom line for all people is this: out of Christ’s death
came the hope of eternal life—-and His resurrection proved
this. Our sin caused God’s Son to suffer and die. By grace,
through faith, we can benefit. Otherwise, we suffer eternally
for staying with the cosmic rebellion that started in a
perfect Garden long ago.

Yet, this blood-centered good news is a scandal to both those
who believe and those who deny it. In fact, the Greek root
word skandalon is used for Christ Himself.{3} You see, Jews
denied Christ as the Promised One and Gentiles thought it was
all nonsense. Nothing has changed for mankind: the choices are
either do-it-yourself religion, being too smart for all that,
or believing in this radical hope.

The Reason Someone Had to Die

Why did anybody have to die? God’s justice and holiness
demands a death penalty for the sinner.

We are all in a serious spiritual and moral pickle. Biblical
Christianity declares that each person ever born is stuck



under an irreversible “sindrome” for which there is no human
answer. History sadly records the habitual and continual
effects of sin: oppression, addictions, self-promoting power
plays, deceit, war, on and on.

Now for a reality check: no moral order, either in a family, a
company, military unit or society survives ambiguity or
failure to enforce laws. Just ask the victims of unpunished
criminals set loose to perpetrate again. If the Creator were
to simply wink at sin or let people off scot-free, where would
justice be? What kind of God would He be?

God is holy and He called Himself the Truth. There is no way
God would be true to Himself and the moral order He created
and yet fail to punish sin. Such impunity would mock justice.
As one theologian puts it, “Pardon without atonement nullifies
justice . . . A law without penalty is morally unserious, even
dangerous.”

Ok, but penalties have levels of harshness. Why is death
necessary? Scripture spells out clearly the decree that
sinners must die. In God’s original command He stated, “When
you eat of [the tree of the knowledge of good and evil] vyou
will surely die” (Genesis 2:17). In Ezekiel the same formula
appears slightly reworded: “The soul who sins is the one who
will die” (Ezekiel 18:4, 20). Paul boiled it down this way:
“For the wages of sin is death” (Romans 6:23).

God’s justice and holiness demand death for sin. Blood must be
shed. Detractors of the cross tend to underestimate sin and
know nothing of its offense to a holy God. Everyone wants
justice—for others.

Ok, so what does a just and holy God do with impure,
treasonous creatures He made to bear His image? God was 1in a
quandary, if you will.

Yet, even in the Garden, He was already hinting at a plan to
reconcile this dilemma. “God so loved the world” that he sent



down His own Son as a man to pay the death penalty.{4}

Thomas 0Oden writes, “God’s holiness made a penalty for sin
necessary . . . Love was the divine motive; holiness [was] the
divine requirement. [Romans 5:8 reads] ‘God demonstrates His
own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ
died for us’. [And as Romans 8 teaches,] This love was so
great that God ‘did not spare His own Son, but gave Him up for
us all’ (Romans 8:32)."{5}

Christ’s Death and Resurrection Was
Unlike Other Religious Stories: It Was
All for Love

God’s morally just demand for a death-payment is not the same
as pagan gods, who maliciously demanded sacrifices. True for
one big reason:

Isn’t this crucifixion thing simply about a grouchy god acting
all bloodthirsty, as some atheists like popular author Richard
Dawkins say? Should good people find this repugnant? One
unbelieving critic wrote,

“Unfortunately, much of Christian art consists of depicting
the sufferings and agony of Jesus on the Cross. This
reflects the obsession of Christianity with the Crucifixion

“Crosstianity” [in the contemptuous words of one
skeptic]. The obsession with ‘our sins’ having been ‘washed
away by the Blood of the Lamb’ would be regarded as evidence
of a serious mental illness . . . but when this is an
obsession of millions of people it becomes ‘religious
faith’.”{6}

Wow! Did you know that you, if you are a believer, are part of
an insane global crowd? This vividly illustrates the scandal
of the cross: “which is to them that are perishing
foolishness” as the Apostle Paul described it.{7}



No, biblical sacrifice is not a bloodfest, but the way to deal
with a sad reality. Put it this way: If God said, “Nah, don’t
worry about rebelling against your Creator,” would that be a
just and righteous God? Would a deity who fails to punish
wrongdoing be worth following? Would His laws mean anything?
Yet, we are unable to keep laws, so He steps in to pay that
penalty. With His lifeblood. This storyline is utterly unique
in the long human history of religions. And the resurrection
Christians celebrate shows its truth in actual time and on
this dirty earth.

Pagan myths of savior gods who rise from the dead have only a
surface resemblance to the biblical resurrection. Such deities
are more like impetuous and tyrannical people than the one and
only Yahweh. The biblical God’s love fostered the unthinkable:
set up a sacrificial system for a one-of-a-kind people-the
Israelites—that served as a foretelling of His coup de grace:
dying in man’s place as the spotless sacrificial Lamb. What a
novel religious idea that only the true God could dream up!
Theologian Thomas 0Oden says it this way: “It was God who was
both offering reconciliation and receiving the reconciled.”{8}

God’'s merging of perfect holiness, just retributive punishment
and allowance of His Son’s execution was actually a beautiful
thing. Francis of Assisi wrote that “love and faithfulness
meet together [at the cross]; righteousness and peace Kkiss
each other. Faithfulness springs forth from the earth, and
righteousness looks down from heaven.”{9}

But Why a Violent, Bloody Death?

I get that death was demanded of someone to pay for sin. So
why a bloody suffering and execution? Why the constant
shedding of blood?

Mel Gibson’s The Passion of the Christ hit movie theaters in
2004 to mixed reviews. It earned its R-rating for gory
bloodshed and, ironically, became a cultural scandal itself.



Seems that the bloody realism was too much for both soft-core
Christians and high-minded unbelievers. But this vividly
poignant portrayal of Christ’s blood-stained Passion did raise
a good question.

When it came to saving mankind, why the shedding of blood?
Could God not have found another way? Church Father Athanasius
believed that, if there were a better way to preserve human
free will and still reconcile rebellious man to a holy God, He
would have used it. Apparently, Christ’s suffering and death
was the only solution.

The Apostle Paul summarized Christ’s entire earthly ministry
this way: He “humbled Himself and became obedient unto death”
(Philippians 2:8). At the cross, “human hate did all the
damage it could do to the only Son of God.”{10} God used the
realities available to Him, including the masterfully grim
method of crucifixion, honed to a fine art by Roman pagans who
viewed human life as dispensable.

Again, why is death demanded of God to atone for sin? The
grounding for such a claim appears early in the Bible, after
the murder of Abel by his brother Cain. In Genesis 9 Yahweh
declares, “I will require a reckoning . . . for the life of
man. Whoever sheds the blood of man, by man shall his blood be
shed, for God made man in His own image.”{11} Apparently, God
has put the price of a man’s life as that of another’s life.

The highlight of Christ’s death was its substitutionary sense.
The Apostle Peter wrote, “For Christ also died for sins once
for all, the just for the unjust, so that He might bring us to
God, having been put to death in the flesh, but made alive in
the spirit.”{12} Justice, fairness, reality itself demanded a
bloodguilt payment for sin. Christ paid it.

Substitutionary sacrifice was nothing new for the Jews who
unwittingly had the Messiah crucified. From the beginning of
God’s dealings with His people, agreements were blood



covenants. What else could carry the weight of such momentous
things? And, as the book of Hebrews teaches, “Indeed, under
the law almost everything is purified with blood, and without
the shedding of blood there is no forgiveness of sins."“{13}

One theologian plainly said, “Through this sacrificial system,
the people of Israel were being prepared for the incomparable
act of sacrifice that was to come in Jesus Christ.”{14}

His suffering, death and resurrection conquered sin and
neutered the fear of death. Only blood could clean sin; only
God’'s Son’s blood could do it perfectly and forever.

Here’s the scandal we spoke of: only a perfect sacrifice would
do for washing mankind’s sins away and reconciling us back to
God.

Beautiful Obsession: God Was Glad to
Allow This Brutality for Us!

God said it was His pleasure to pay the death penalty with His
own self, in the Person of His son. Christianity’s so-called
blood-obsession is a beautiful picture of perfect divine love.

Theologian Thomas 0Oden summarized well our discussion of
Christ’s blood atonement. He wrote, “Love was the divine
motive; holiness the divine requirement. ‘God demonstrates His
own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ
died for us’ (Romans 5:8).”"

Such claims trump the understandable disgust of doubters. But
the red blood leads to clean white.

Chick-fil-A restaurant employees are trained to say, “My
pleasure” when serving customers. Imagine God saying that to
believers regarding the cross of Christ! Paul explains in his
letter to the Colossian church that “it was the Father’s good
pleasure for all the fullness of deity to dwell in Him

having made peace through the blood of His cross . . . He has



now reconciled you in His fleshly body through death
{15}

God was glad to stand in as the essential scapegoat to restore
us to right relations with Himself, to buy us back from
slavery to sin, fear and death, and to abolish sin and its
effects. This doesn’t sound like a bloodthirsty tyrannical
deity demanding a whipping boy or abusing his own child, as
some acidly accuse. “My pleasure” brings in new dimensions of
lovingkindness and servant-heartedness.

But wait, there’s more! Scripture lists lots of wonderful
effects created by the blood of Christ. These include
forgiveness, propitiation or satisfaction of God’s righteous
wrath, justification or being made right, reconciliation with
God, cleansing, sanctification, freedom from sin, and the
conquest of Satan.

Yes, you could say that Christianity is blood-obsessed. As
accused, even its hymns often focus on the benefits bought at
the highest of prices: the life of the God-Man Himself. One
famous hymn goes:

For my pardon, this I see,

Nothing but the blood of Jesus;
For my cleansing this my plea,
Nothing but the blood of Jesus.

This beautiful blood obsession finds its highest hope 1in
Revelation. The following is a prophecy about persecuted
believers:

“These are the ones coming out of the great tribulation.
They have washed their robes and made them white in the
blood of the Lamb . . . For the Lamb in the midst of the
throne will be their shepherd, and he will guide them to
springs of living water, and God will wipe away every tear
from their eyes.”{16}



Maybe the revelations here are as crazy as skeptics say. The
foolishness of God. We believe they are the most glorious
story ever told.
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Resurrection

Steve (Cable shows us that the resurrection is the key
apologetic for those seeking to evangelize. As we share our
faith, understanding the evidence for the resurrection helps
prepare us to answer questions raised by a seeker after the
truth.

Making a Defense for Your Living Hope

A key verse for our ministry at Probe is 1 Peter 3:15 where
Peter writes, “Sanctify Christ as Lord in your hearts, always
being ready to make a defense to everyone who asks you to give
an account for the hope that is in you, yet with gentleness
and reverence.”{1}

I want to encourage you to make this verse a
motivator for your own walk as an ambassador for
Christ. You might say, “I am not equipped to make a
defense. Surely, this verse 1is talking to pastors
and people like the researchers at Probe.” A deeper
look at Peter’s letter shows us that this is not the case.
Peter makes it clear that these instructions are for all
Christians.{2} In addition, Peter wrote this verse in the
imperative tense, meaning that it is a command, not a
suggestion.

Okay. I want to be ready to give an account for the hope that
is in me, but I need be clear on what that hope 1is.
Fortunately, Peter answers that for us in chapter 1 where he
writes, “Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus
Christ, who according to His great mercy has caused us to be
born again to a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus
Christ from the dead, to obtain an inheritance which 1is
imperishable and undefiled and will not fade away, reserved in
heaven for you.”{3}
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So, our hope is a living hope for an eternal inheritance
reserved for us in heaven. If I am to make a defense for this
hope of eternal life, I need to be able to explain why I
believe that the source of this hope has both the capability
and the motivation to follow through on this offer.

How do we get this living hope? Our hope comes “through the
resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead”! Jesus'’
resurrection is the basis for our hope. If Jesus 1is not
resurrected from the dead, we are of all men most to be
pitied.{4} So, any defense of the hope that is within us
begins with explaining why someone should believe in the
resurrection. The empty tomb is the cornerstone to answering
most other objections raised up against the gospel.

In the remainder of this article, we will look at evidence for
the resurrection and how a defense of the resurrection is the
foundation for answering many of the objections raised against
Christianity.

Evidence for Jesus’ Resurrection

Giving an account for our belief in Jesus’ resurrection is the
key to defending the hope within us. Several books have been
written on this topic, and you can find a list of them in the
transcript of this radio program on our Web site. The evidence
for the resurrection as an historical event is so strong that
even Dr. Antony Flew, until recently a noted proponent of
atheism, had to admit, “The evidence for the resurrection is
better than for claimed miracles in any other religion. It's
outstandingly different in quality and quantity, I think, from
the evidence offered for the occurrence of most other
supposedly miraculous events.”{5}

One help to remembering the overwhelming evidence is to think
of the ten A’s attesting to Jesus’ resurrection:

1. Accurate predictions. Both the 0ld and New Testaments



contain predictions of Jesus’ death and resurrection. Numerous
times in the Gospels, Jesus told his disciples and the Jewish
authorities that He would rise to life after three days in the
earth. In John 2, at the very beginning of His ministry, Jesus
told this to the Jewish leaders. It made such an impression on
the disciples, that verse 22 tells us, “So when He was raised
from the dead, His disciples remembered that He said this; and
they believed the Scripture and the word which Jesus had
spoken.”

2. Attesting miracles. Jesus’ resurrection was not a sudden
miraculous cap to an otherwise unremarkable life. Jesus had
consistently demonstrated His authority over the material
universe from turning water into wine, to walking on the
water, to healing the sick, to raising Lazarus from the dead.
His resurrection is consistent with the power He demonstrated
during His earthly ministry.

3. Agonizing death. Jesus had numerous opportunities to avoid
a fatal confrontation with the Jewish leaders and Roman
authorities. No one is going to go through a Roman scourging
and crucifixion as a hoax. Jesus submitted to the cross
because it was necessary to pay for our sins and He knew that
He had the authority to conquer death.

4. Angry authorities. After word of Jesus’ resurrection began
to spread, the Jewish authorities wanted to put a stop to
people believing in Him. Producing the body of Jesus would
have been the best way to do this. Even with support from the
Roman authorities, they were never able to produce a body.

5. Absent body. The chief priests set a guard around Jesus’
tomb to make sure the body was not stolen by his disciples.
Those guards knew their lives could be at stake if they failed
in their duty, but on the third day Jesus was gone. Once they
regained their senses, the guards “reported to the chief
priests all that had happened.”{6} Why did they take this
risk? Because they knew that there was no body to recover. No



one has ever found any credible evidence that the body of
Jesus was anywhere to be found on this earth.

6. Amazed disciples. After Jesus’ arrest, most of His
disciples fled. It is clear from their reaction that they
despised the cross and were not anticipating the resurrection.
Two of his disciples did not recognize the risen Jesus even as
He was teaching them the Scriptures related to Himself.{7}
Their skepticism and shock showed that they clearly were not
part of some preplanned hoax.

7. Agreeing eyewitnesses. After His resurrection, Jesus
appeared to over five hundred people. They testified to His
resurrection. We do not have a record of anyone disputing
their testimony, saying “I was there with them and it was a
hoax."”

8. Apostolic martyrs. People don’t die for something they know
to be a hoax. Yet, many of these eyewitnesses accepted death
rather than deny the resurrection of Jesus.

9. Agnostic historians. Contemporary, non-Christian historians
reported that Jesus was reputed to have risen from the dead
and that his followers were willing to die rather than recant
their belief in Jesus.

10. Attesting Spirit. Over the centuries, the Holy Spirit
continues to convict unbelievers and assure believers that
Jesus is the risen Son of God.

We don’t have to believe in the resurrection in spite of the
facts. Instead, we believe in the resurrection in light of the
facts. If you can defend your belief in the resurrection, then
you are already positioned to respond to other questions
people may have about your faith. In fact, you can respond to
objections by asking, “Do you believe in the resurrection of
Jesus?” If the answer is no, then you may want to focus on the
evidence for the resurrection as a foundation for addressing
their other concerns.



Tearing Down Objections Through the
Resurrection

The evidence for Jesus’ resurrection is the key to making a
defense for our 1living hope. Let’s consider some common
objections to Christianity, and see how the resurrection can
be the starting point for a reasoned response.

1. Is there a God still active in this universe?

Jesus’ resurrection shows there is a power that transcends the
physical universe. A transcendent God is the only power that
can override decay and death. As the apostle Peter wrote,
“[God] raised [Jesus] from the dead and gave Him glory, so
that your faith and hope are in God.”{8}

Jesus’ resurrection declares God’s active involvement in this
world. He planned it from the beginning and He performed it at
the appointed time.{9}

2. What difference does God make to my life?

Jesus’ resurrection shows that He lives into eternity and that
we have the prospect of life beyond this world.{1l0} Knowing we
have a soul that continues beyond this world impacts our
perspective on life. As Paul points out, “If the dead are not
raised, let us eat and drink, for tomorrow we die.”{11}

But if the dead are raised, then we need to live with eternity
in mind. It becomes a top priority to know the one who
controls eternity, God.

3. Is the Bible really God’s revelation? Every religion has
their holy books.

Jesus’ resurrection confirms that Jesus is the source of
truth. He knows which holy book is actually a revelation from
God. Jesus affirmed the inspiration of the 0ld Testament. He
promised that the Holy Spirit would lead the apostles as they



shared His teaching through the New Testament. The Gospel of
John states, “So when He was raised from the dead, His
disciples remembered that He said this; and they believed the
Scripture and the word which Jesus had spoken.”{12}

If Jesus’ resurrection caused His disciples to believe the
Bible, it is certainly sufficient to cause me to believe.

4. I am too insignificant for God to love.

Jesus’ resurrection shows the depth of God’s love for you.
Without the crucifixion there would be no resurrection. His
crucifixion cries out “God loves you!” Romans tells us that
“God demonstrates His own love toward us, in that while we
were yet sinners, Christ died for us.”{13}

Being singled out for God’s love makes you very significant in
His universe.

5. How can anyone know the truth about life and death?

Jesus’ resurrection gives Him firsthand knowledge. He has been
beyond death and returned. His knowledge transcends this
physical universe. Jesus gives us an eyewitness for eternal
life. He told Pilate, “My Kingdom is not of this world.

For this I have been born, and for this I have come into the
world, to testify to the truth.”{14}

Jesus testifies to the truth regarding eternal life. We can
trust His testimony because of the resurrection.

6. Why should I believe that Jesus is God'’s divine Son?

Jesus’ resurrection conquered the grave. No mortal can claim
victory over decay and death.

n

He said that “I and the Father are one.” His victory over
death confirms His claim, crying out through the ages “He is
God!” As Paul proclaims in Romans, “[Jesus] was declared the
Son of God with power by the resurrection from the dead.”{15}



7. Aren’t there many ways to God? Can Jesus be the only way?

Jesus’ resurrection puts Jesus in a class by Himself. His
crucifixion and victory over death clearly show that He is a
the only way to God. If there were multiple ways, Jesus would
not have gone to the cross. He allowed himself to be subjected
to death because it was necessary for our redemption. In
addition, Jesus clearly stated that no one comes to the Father
except through Him.{16}

8. How can I possibly be forgiven for my sins?

Jesus’ resurrection validates His claim to have victory over
sin and death. The ultimate result of sin is death, and Jesus
conquered death.{17} In Romans chapter 10 we learn “that if
you confess with your mouth Jesus as Lord, and believe in your
heart that God raised Him from the dead, you will be

saved.” {18}

Belief in Jesus’ resurrection is a central part of saving
faith.

9. Why should I believe God is involved in His creation? I
don’'t see God making much difference in this world.

Jesus’ resurrection demonstrates God’s active involvement in
this world. He predicted it, He planned it, He performed it.
Peter writes, “[you are redeemed] with precious blood, as of a
lamb unblemished and spotless, the blood of Christ. For He was
foreknown before the foundation of the world, but has appeared
in these last times for the sake of you.”{19}

10. How can a loving God allow all of the evil in this world?

Jesus’ resurrection demonstrates a loving God redeeming a
world degraded by evil. If there were no evil, Jesus would not
have had to conquer death through the cross. If God was not
loving, He would not have sent Jesus into the world to redeem
us.{20} Looking at His death and resurrection, we know without



a doubt that there is evil in this world, yet we are still
loved by a God with power over death. Evil and love coexist
because God valued us enough to create us in His image with a
genuine capability to choose to turn our backs on Him. Making
us unable to choose evil would have made us unable to love
removing the greatest attribute of His image.

Once someone accepts the resurrection, many other barriers to
accepting Christ are torn down. Whatever the question, the
answer is the resurrection of Jesus Christ our Lord.

May what John said of the disciples be true of us as well: “So
when He was raised from the dead, . . . they believed the
Scripture and the word which Jesus had spoken.”{21}
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Why Empires Fall

Kerby Anderson looks at six insightful books and videos
exploring alarming parallels between the U.S. and failed
empires of history.
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Collapse of Empires

If you study world history, you realize that empires come and
go. In this article I want to look at what has happened to
some of the major empires because we can also learn about what
is happening today in our country. I will be quoting from
recent books that have documented the decline and fall of
empires.

First, I will merely quote from a recent YouTube
video{l} that describes a pattern in history that
has destroyed three global superpowers in the last
500 years: Spain, Britain, and the Soviet Union.
Today, the U.S. is following a similar pattern.

In 1590, Spain was the richest empire on earth. Spain
controlled half the world’s gold and silver. Spain’s military
dominated Europe. Their currency was accepted everywhere. Yet
within 80 years, the Spanish government was bankrupt.

The Spanish coin that was supposed to be pure silver became
50% copper, then 75% copper. By 1600 Spanish coin contained
barely any silver. Inflation exploded. Spain went into a debt
spiral and borrowed constantly. Manufacturing declined.
Agriculture stagnated.

In 1914, Britain ruled the largest empire in human history. At
the time, 1t was said that the sun never set on British
empire. Britain controlled 25% of the land surface. The pound
sterling was the global reserve currency. Yet within 40 years,
the empire was gone. The currency collapsed.

Britain had too many military commitments around the world.
They won World War I, but at a terrible cost. By 1931, Britain
had to abandon the gold standard. The pound lost 25% of its
value overnight.

In 1991, the Soviet Union still seemed dominant. It was
another superpower. It had nuclear weapons, global influence,
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and satellites spanning the globe. Yet the Soviet Union ceased
to exist 900 days later due to economic implosion.

The idea that nations follow a pattern as they collapse isn’t
new. Decades ago, I did a week of radio programs on “The
Decline of a Nation.” A decade later, I did another week on
“When Nations Die” because of a book that was published with
that title.

What is new 1is how this video explains the seven stages of
collapse and applies them to previous empires. But the key
point of the video is the reality that America has already
completed five of the seven stages. We aren’t approaching the
pattern but are within it.

As I often suggest, we can resolve some of these issues, but
the first step is to admit that we are following this pattern
of collapse. Below we will be looking at some of the reasons
other empires fell and connect it to what is happening in our
world today.

End of Everything

Now we will look at the book by Victor Davis Hanson, The End
of Everything: How Wars Descend into Annihilation.{2}

In his book he provides four historical examples: the city-
state of Thebes, ancient Carthage, Byzantine Constantinople,
and the Aztec Empire. The leaders believed their illustrious
pasts would be enough to prevent their destruction. Alexander
the Great, Roman Scipio, Muslim Mehmet, and the Spanish
conquistador Cortés proved them wrong.

He explains that the leveling of Thebes by Alexander the
Great, the erasure of Carthage by Scipio, the conquest and
transformation of Constantinople by Sultan Mehmet, and the
obliteration of the Aztecs all marked the end of cultures and
civilizations.
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Alexander, for example, brought an end to classical Greece.
The fall of Constantinople marked the end of the Mediterranean
world as the nexus of European commerce. And the largest
Christian cathedral in the West became the greatest mosque in
the Islamic world.

The book is a warning to us today, but I also realize that few
people will read his book. That is why I would encourage you
to watch his five-minute video summary produced by Hillsdale
College.{3}

He says his book “is about the existential destruction of the
losing side in a war. This is very rare in history. It doesn’t
happen very often. But when it does, it should enlighten us
how it does why it does, and can it happen again?”

He explains that he wrote his book “not just as a historical
journey to document the rare cases of a targeted nation being
completely destroyed, but as a warning that human nature
doesn’t change.” We naively assumed that globalization would
create a common humanity and bring an end to global conflict.
Instead, he “noticed that there were more and more existential
threats coming from autocratic regimes.”

He reminds us that the same mentalities and delusions that
doomed the Thebans, Carthaginians, the Byzantines, and the
Aztecs are still with us today. Even as they were about to be
slaughtered, some may still have been thinking, “It cannot
happen here.”

He wants us to be aware that what happened in the past could
happen in the future. We need to learn from the past and
protect ourselves in the future. This is a sobering call for
contemporary readers to heed the lessons of obliteration, lest
we blunder into catastrophe once again. He reminds us that the
world needs a strong America so that we can prevent “the end
of everything.”



Peak Human

Let’s now turn to examine the book Peak Human,{4} written by
historian Johan Norberg.

His book explains what we can learn from the rise and fall of
“golden ages.” He describes seven of humanity’s greatest
civilizations from ancient Athens and the Roman Republic to
Renaissance Italy, the Dutch Republic, and today’s
Anglosphere.

Each had their golden age and contributed to our world today.
Ancient Greece gave us democracy and the rule of law. From the
Muslim world came algebra and modern medicine. The Dutch
Republic gave us economic ideas and some of the greatest
artistic movements.

He explained that he picked these civilizations because each
of them exemplifies what can be described as a golden age.
This was a period of innovations that revolutionized many
fields and sectors in a short period of time. The
characteristics are cultural creativity, scientific
discoveries, technological achievements, and economic growth.

He laments that human history is a long list of deprivations
and horrors. But it is also the source of the knowledge,
institutions, and technologies that have set most of humanity
free from such horrors. It requires raw material, but the
citizens needed to be free to experiment and innovate, without
being subject to feudal lords, centralized governments, or
raving armies.

In a recent interview with John Stossel{5}, he talked about
how Rome inspired our form of government, a republic with a
system of checks and balances. “There is a reason why we have
a Senate, and they meet in the Capitol,” Norberg explained.
“We borrow these ideas from the Romans.”

Of course, these empires fell. “The emperors wanted to become



popular by handing out free stuff to people. Originally, this
started small. You just handed the very poor means of
subsistence. But it was popular, so the group that lived on
the public’s expense grew larger all the time.”

Eventually the ever-expanding system of entitlements became
too much. Norberg observed, “Romans could conquer the world,
but they couldn’t do entitlement reform.” To pay for this, the
Roman emperors devalued their currency by putting less gold
and silver in each coin. He concluded that, “Inflation was
much worse than barbarian invaders.”

This sounds 1like our world today. Modern governments,
including our own, make more financial promises than they can
keep. To pay for it, they print more money. We have been
living in a golden age, but the question before us today 1is
whether it will continue.

Loss of Moral Values

In this section we will look at an essay by Allen Mashburn who
reminds us that “Societies That Surrender Moral Foundation
Historically Self-Destruct.”{6}

This is not a new idea. Decades ago, I did a week of radio
programs on “The Decline of a Nation.” A decade later, I did
another week on “When Nations Die” because of a book that was
published with that title. And more recently I even did a week
of programs based on a book that compared America to Rome.

The reason for Mashburn’s article were several events that
took place during Pride Month. He “never envisioned a day
where transvestites would lecture us on human biology, or
sterilizers would pose as health professionals advocating for
human rights. It seems that our nation has descended into a
state of utter madness, where men can now claim pregnancy and
the number of genders rivals the alphabet.”

Those issues are just a few of the many legitimate concerns
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which point to the well-documented decline and fall of other
civilizations. Greece tolerated and even celebrated immoral
behavior. And “the decline of the Roman Empire can be
attributed to the abandonment of strong familial bonds and
moral values in favor of weakness and laxity.” He observes
that the similarity between Rome and America is alarming.

Of course, the pattern we recognize in Greece and Rome can be
seen in other civilizations in the past. That would include
the Egyptians, the Babylonians, the Persians, and even the
nation of Israel. In Isaiah 5:20 we read that God pronounced
judgment on Israel. “Woe to those who call evil good and good
evil, who put darkness for light and light for darkness, who
put bitter for sweet and sweet for bitter.”

Of course, there is another side of this equation. Mashburn
reminds us that “whenever a nation upholds high moral
standards, it reaches the pinnacle of success.” Yes, it 1is
true that nations decline when they lose a moral foundation
for society. But they also flourish when it upholds morality
and integrity while also supporting and encouraging strong
families.

He also quotes from the book, Christians in the Wake of the
Sexual Revolution, by Randy Alcorn. He warns that unless our
country experiences spiritual repentance and undergoes a
profound reversal of moral values, we risk inviting the same
judgment that befell Sodom and Gomorrah.

That is why Christians should devote themselves to daily
prayers for our nation’s spiritual and moral well-being. The
only way to reverse this downward moral spiral is for a
spiritual revival and spiritual repentance in this country.

America’s Expiration Date

Finally, we will look at a book by Cal Thomas, America’s
Expiration Date.{7}



He asks, what is America’s future? The book came out years ago
but has a new preface and is more relevant today. He was on my
radio program to talk about the fall of empires and the future
of the United States.

He begins with an observation by Sir John Glubb, who wrote The
Fate of Empires and the Search for Survival. He noticed an
interesting historical fact. The average age of a nation or
empire’s greatness is only 250 years. Most nations lose their
way in a relatively short amount of time.

Using that ruler, Cal Thomas gives us a history lesson of the
Persian Empire, the Roman Empire, the Byzantine Empire, the
Arab Empire, the Spanish Empire, the Ottoman Empire, the
British Empire, and the Russian Empire. He concludes with the
United States.

Each empire fell for different reasons, but they are lessons
to us today. Sometimes they fell because they became too
prosperous and thus too apathetic. Sometimes they fell because
the empire was over extended. Most had a period of decadence
and decline. The Spanish empire was so riven with conflict,
they were never invaded because other countries saw nothing
worth conquering.

Persia’s decline was due to class struggle. The common people,
who were not part of the upper class, began organizing riots
and revolts. Kings became greedy and started stealing from the
nation’s wealth rather than sharing the wealth with the
people. The social structure collapsed.

As we have discussed above, Rome’s fall was gradual. The
familiar saying, “Rome wasn’t built in a day.” Neither was it
destroyed in a day. As the Roman empire grew, more money
needed to be provided to the military. The empire’s
infrastructure suffered. And the common people suffered
because the ruling class cared more about what was on the next
horizon than what was at home.


https://pointofview.net/viewpoints/americas-future/
https://pointofview.net/viewpoints/americas-future/

He does believe that there 1is still time to resurrect the
republic, but the answer can’t be found in politicians. Our
future doesn’t depend on the White House, but instead 1is
dependent on what we do in our house.

Cal Thomas ends his book with valuable suggestions. First, set
standards of decency and morality for your yourself and your
family. Reevaluate the education of your children. Don’t send
them to schools or universities that have largely become
propaganda centers for secular progressives. Gather with other
believers to worship, celebrate, and to encourage one another.
Daily obey the call to “go and make disciples” (Matthew
28:19), often witnessing with words and actions.
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1. The 7-Stage Collapse Pattern,
www.youtube.com/watch?v=wb39CeK yWg.

2. Victor Davis Hanson, The End of Everything: How Wars
Descend into Annihilation, NY: Basic Books, 2024.

3. Victor Davis Hanson, www.youtube.com/watch?v=H8cOEUIUTTw.

4. Johan Norberg, Peak Human, London: Atlantic Books, 2025.

5. John Stossel, Golden Ages,
www.youtube.com/watch?v=0pHnY8tjzug

6. Allen Mashburn, “Societies That Surrender Moral Foundation
Historically Self-Destruct,”
amgreatness.com/2023/07/06/societies-that-surrender-moral-
foundation-historically-self-destruct/.

7. Cal Thomas, America’s Expiration Date, Grand Rapids, MI:
Zondervan, 2020.

©2026 Probe Ministries



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wb39CeK_yWg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=H8cOEuIUTTw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=opHnY8tjzug
https://amgreatness.com/2023/07/06/societies-that-surrender-moral-foundation-historically-self-destruct/
https://amgreatness.com/2023/07/06/societies-that-surrender-moral-foundation-historically-self-destruct/

What Christmas Smells Like.
And Us Too.

Sue Bohlin recently learned something new about biblical
anointing oil, and why cinnamon 1is such a special fragrance.

When you walk into our Tom Thumb grocery store, there’s a
flower display right inside the door. For weeks, they have had
bags of cinnamon-scented pine cones and it smells like
Christmas. I love it! The last time I shopped I gave in and
bought one of the bags and put in on the hearth in our living
room.

I discovered that unfortunately, one little bag with a few
pine cones does not a Christmas make. You need a bunch more.

Christmas MUSIC, on the other hand-now, that’ll get you in the
Christmas spirit! My husband’s Christmas music playlist has
been on full blast for weeks. Which includes Handel’s Messiah.

We hear the word “Messiah” a lot more during the ramp-up to
Christmas, but do you know what it means? It means “Anointed
One.”

In the 0ld Testament, in Exodus 30:22-33, God gave the formula
for a perfumed anointing oil to be used ONLY for sacred things
and sacred people. Moses smeared it on the tabernacle, the ark
of the covenant, and all the pieces of furniture in the holy
place. And Aaron and the other priests were anointed with this
oil.

It was a fragrance set apart-that’s what “holy” means—from all
other fragrances. When people smelled it, they immediately
thought of God. They thought, “Oh, that’s what God smells
like!”

If I were to ask you, “What does Christmas smell like?” I bet
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the first thing to come to mind is cinnamon, right?

Well, that was one of the elements of the anointing oil as
well.

For many hundreds of years, the people of God used this sacred
anointing oil that wordlessly proclaimed, “This is what sacred
smells like. This is what God smells like.”

At the same time, they looked for the promised Messiah to
come, and Messiah meant “Anointed One.” So the sacred smells
of the anointing oil were another signpost pointing to Jesus.

Every time you see or hear the term “Jesus Christ,” you can
think “Jesus Messiah,” because “Christ” 1s the Greek
equivalent of the Hebrew word for “Anointed One.”

When Jesus came, He showed us what the Father was. He smelled
like the Father.

He smelled like God.

And here’s the interesting thing. After He went back up to
heaven, people started calling His followers “Christ-ians,”
which means “Little Christs.” Little anointed ones.

2 Corinthians 2:15 says, “For we are to God the sweet aroma of
Christ among those who are being saved and those who are
perishing.”

Just as Jesus smelled like God, so do believers in Jesus!

Not literally, but our lives are a fragrant aroma of Christ
that point us to God.

We may not smell like Christmas, but smelling like God is even
better, don’t you think?

(Major thanks to my favorite female theologian, Dr. Nika



Spaulding, who shared this insight connecting the dots about
anointing, Jesus Messiah, and God-smelling Christians in her
Substack teaching on the book of Exodus.)

This blog post originally appeared at on blogs.bible.org/what-
christmas-smells-like-and-us-too/, Dec. 23, 2025.

Truth You Can Sing About: 5
Christmas Carols

When was the last time you thought about the great truth found
in Christmas hymns and carols? Probe Radio producer Steven
Davis focuses on the theology of five Christmas carols. The
podcast features new music for each carol written by Steven’s
son and Probe’s Mind Games Camp alumnus Jon Clive Davis.

Hark the Herald Angels Sing

Hark! The herald angels sing,
“Glory to the newborn King;
Peace on earth, and mercy mild,
God and sinners reconciled!”

Charles Wesley penned these words in the early 1700’'s. And
this hymn is filled with inspiration and insight.

The 1st line tells us who delivers this great message: the
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angels.
The 2nd line reveals Who is the content: the Christ child.

The 3rd line shows results of this miraculous birth: peace and
mercy incarnate came to earth.

But the 4th line exclaims what has happened—that which mankind
had been incapable of doing, and centuries of sacrifices could
not accomplish: God and sinners were finally and fully
reconciled.

Reconciliation literally means “according to change.” The
situation between God and man had to be changed; both parties
were at enmity with one another, and we needed to be
reconciled.

“This includes you who were once far away from God. You were
his enemies, separated from him by your evil thoughts and
actions. Yet now he has reconciled you to himself through
the death of Christ in his physical body.” (Colossians
1:21-22)

“We were God’s enemies, but he made us his friends through
the death of his Son. Now that we are God'’s friends, how
much more will we be saved by Christ’s life!” (Romans 5:10)

On that angel-filled night, we became witnesses to the first
step of this reconciliation: the Son had come in the flesh to
earth! And that’s the point of the Incarnation—-God became man
so that He could reconcile us to Himself, and that was the
miraculous, wondrous Christmas Change.

Don’t miss what the Apostle Paul and Wesley were saying about
our condition: we were sinners and we were enemies. But now,
because of Christ, we are reconciled.

When you consider His birth this Christmas season, may you be
wondrously changed.



0 Come, 0 Come Emmanuel

0 come, 0 come, Emmanuel

And ransom captive Israel,

That mourns in lonely exile here
Until the Son of God appear.

Rejoice! Rejoice!

Emmanuel shall come to thee, 0 Israel.

Emmanuel: God with us. This was not a new concept, for Israel
knew and saw on numerous occasions that God was “with” them:

“Praise the Lord who has given rest to his people Israel,
just as he promised. Not one word has failed of all the
wonderful promises he gave through his servant Moses. May
the Lord our God be with us as he was with our ancestors;
may he never leave us or abandon us.” (1 Kings 8)

“Be strong and courageous, do not fear or be dismayed
because of the king of Assyria nor because of all the horde
that is with him; for the one with us is greater than the
one with him. With him is only an arm of flesh, but with us
is the Lord our God to help us and to fight our battles.” (2
Chronicles 32)

“The LORD of hosts is with us; the God of Jacob is our
stronghold.” (Psalm 46)

During the exodus God was with them as seen in a pillar of
fire by night and a pillar of smoke by day. His presence was
with them in the Holy of holies. And at times His presence was
with them in battle.

But Emmanuel being with us is different.

John tells us in his gospel, “The Word became flesh and
dwelt among us.” (John 1:14)

And Paul continues in his letter to Timothy: “Here is the



great mystery of our religion: Christ came as a human. The
Spirit proved that he pleased God, and he was seen by
angels. Christ was preached to the nations. People in this
world put their faith in him, and he was taken up to glory.”
(1 Timothy 3:16)

The Son of God has appeared, and that is a reason for
Israel—-and us—to rejoice.

Joy to the World

Joy to the world! The Lord is come

Let earth receive her King!

Let every heart prepare Him room

And heaven and nature sing

And heaven and nature sing

And heaven, and heaven and nature sing!

I love this carol. It is indeed joyous, and is rightfully sung
as such. But is the world joyous? Will Earth receive her king?
Will every heart prepare Him room?

No.

And that greatly saddens me. There are those who worship other
gods, and will find no joy in His coming. There are those who
think Him a myth and will not receive Him. There are those who
think Him irrelevant or undeserving, and will not make room
for Him. For these . . . there is no joy.

Part of the reason there is no joy is our fault—the Church’s
fault. Do we judge instead of love? Are we inconsistent? Do we
preach legalism rather than forgiveness? And though we
understand the Truth, do we wield it as a weapon rather than
share it with grace?

For those who may have ended up on the receiving end of our
hypocrisy, I am so sorry. But don’t let our failings get in
the way of you seeing a loving heavenly Father, and His Son,



dying for your sins.

Scripture tells us that “at the name of Jesus every knee will
bow of those who are in heaven and on earth and under the
earth, and every tongue will confess that Jesus Christ 1is
Lord, to the glory of God the Father.” (Philippians 2:10-11)
So we will kneel and confess Christ, either because we love
Him and find our joy in Him, or because we have to, and we
find only fear.

Listen to the music; listen to the words; and discover The One
who loves you this Christmas. He came for you; and He brings

you joy!

What Child Is This?

So bring him incense, gold, and myrrh,
Come, peasant, king, to own him.

The King of kings salvation brings,
Let loving hearts enthrone him.

Raise, raise a song on high,

The virgin sings her lullaby

Joy, joy for Christ is born,

The babe, the Son of Mary.

In the verse preceding this one, there’s a question asked,
which has to do more with you and me, than the shepherds and
wise men who are part of this story: Why lies He in such mean
estate, where ox and ass are feeding? That's a 19th century
way of saying, “Why was Jesus born in a barn?” So then comes
my question: “Why was the King of Kings born in a barn?” The
answer comes in this last verse: Come peasant, king, to own
Him.

The Apostle Paul had an opportunity to speak with the
philosophers in Athens on Mars Hill, and his speech explains
this invitation to all:

“As I was going through your city and looking at the things



you worship, I found an altar with the words, ‘To an Unknown
God.’ You worship this God, but you don’t really know him.
So I want to tell you about him. This God made the world and
everything in it. He is Lord of heaven and earth, and he
doesn’t live in temples built by human hands. He doesn’t
need help from anyone. He gives life, breath, and everything
else to all people. God has done all this, so that we will
look for him and reach out and find him.” (Acts 17)

Peter, after having a vision from God, said, “I most certainly
understand now that God is not one to show partiality, but in
every nation the man who fears Him and does what is right 1is
welcome to Him.” (Acts 10:34)

A barn would give access to everyone; a palace—where a king
should be born—-would have guards and ministers and red tape
and bureaucracy to negotiate; and those who would have seen
and heard the angels would have never been able to see the One
of Whom the Angels sang.

The angels sang the song for you. Don’t miss seeing Him.

I1 Est Né Le Divin Enfant

Chorus:

He is born, the divine Christ child.
Play on the oboe and bagpipes merrily.
He is born, the divine Christ child.
Sing we all of the Savior’s birth.

Through long ages of the past,
Prophets have foretold his coming;
Through long ages of the past,
Now the time has come at last.

You probably noticed this was a French carol by the title. The
above is but one of a multitude of translations, which
bespeaks of its long and celebrated life in English
performances.



Verse 1 talks about prophets and prophecy, and now is the
time. That is a rather famous phrase in the New Testament. For
He says, “At the acceptable time I listened to you, and on the
day of salvation I helped you.” Behold, now is ‘the acceptable
time,’ behold, now is ‘the day of salvation.’” (1 Corinthians
6)

This salvation is quite literally Jesus Christ, and we see
this truth beginning in the above lyric, and concluded by the
writer of Hebrews:

Long ago God spoke many times and in many ways to our
ancestors through the prophets. And now in these final days,
he has spoken to us through his Son. God promised everything
to the Son as an inheritance, and through the Son he created
the universe. The Son radiates God’'s own glory and expresses
the very character of God, and he sustains everything by the
mighty power of his command. When he had cleansed us from
our sins, he sat down in the place of honor at the right
hand of the majestic God in heaven. This shows that the Son
is far greater than the angels, just as the name God gave
him is greater than their names.” (Hebrews 1:1-4)

Do you understand what an awesome privilege it is for you to
be born in this time? No waiting for many days and many
prophecies to be fulfilled. This song 1is a celebration: the
Savior has come into the world, and now is the time. So what
are you doing “Now”?

May your Christmas be filled with praise.

The music for this program was composed and performed by my
son and Probe Mind Games Camp alumnus, Jon Clive Davis.

©2015 Probe Ministries



Truth You Can Sing About -
Part 3

Probe radio producer Steven Davis provides spiritual truth in
five Christmas carols, backed by new music written and
performed by his son Jon Clive Davis.

Coventry Carol

Songs about Jesus’ birth have been close friends
with Christmas for generations, but when’s the last
time you thought about the great truth found in
these Christmas hymns and carols? In this article
we're highlighting five Christmas songs, and first
up is Coventry Carol.

Herod the King in his raging charged he hath this day,
His men of might in his own sight all children young to slay..

Following a star, Magi arrive in Jerusalem, and ask Herod
where they can find this new born King of the Jews. Herod
rouses his biblical scholars to research this, and they find
in Micah (5:2):

But as for you, Bethlehem . . . too little to be among the
clans of Judah,

from you One will go forth for Me to be ruler in Israel.

His goings forth are from long ago, from the days of
eternity.

This King was a much bigger deal than Herod ever would be.
Still, Herod chooses to inform the Magi, encouraging them to
return and tell him where they found this King, so that he too
could “Worship Him (Matthew 2:8).”"

But God knowing his heart, warns the Magi to return home
another way. When Herod found out he was furious, and
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instructed his soldiers to kill all the baby boys two years
old and younger. A second prophecy is fulfilled from Jeremiah:
“A voice was heard in Ramah, weeping and great mourning,
Rachel weeping for her children; and she refused to be
comforted, because they were no more.” (31:15)

It was this event which stirred the writing of the hauntingly
beautiful Coventry Carol. Even though this is a dark and
tragic theme, we need to know and to feel the entire context
surrounding the birth of Christ.

One child born, and who knows how many dozens, if not
hundreds, were slaughtered.

2000 years later, few would respond to Christ as Herod did;
but to even do something as “harmless” as ignore Him, places
you at eternal risk. So, how do you respond to the Christ?

In the Bleak Midwinter

Enough for Him, whom Cherubim worship night and day,
a breastful of milk and a mangerful of hay;

Enough for Him, whom Angels fall down before,

the ox and ass and camel which adore.

The third verse speaks to something we often forget,
especially when it comes to applying it. The Christmas
narratives from the Gospels, prophecies and subsequent
teaching speak plainly and forcefully to the deity and
humility of Christ. The Apostle Paul explains it well:

Though he was God, he did not think of equality with God as
something to cling to. Instead, he gave up his divine
privileges; he took the humble position of a slave and was
born as a human being. When he appeared in human form, he
humbled himself in obedience to God and died a criminal’s
death on a cross. (Philippians 2: 6-8 NLT)

Jesus Christ gives us the greatest example of a life of



humility, first by laying aside His “divine privileges,” then
humbled Himself further by dying for our sins on the cross.
Going from the non-stop worship of the cherubim to mother’s
milk and a bed of hay was entirely within His character. As
was the stark contrast between angels falling prostrate before
Him to simple barnyard beasts adoring Him.

Perhaps God’s greatest goal for your life and for mine is to
make us like Jesus. Paul tells us in Romans: “For those whom
he foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the image
of his Son.” (Romans 8:29) So do you think humility would be
part of that process for us? Of course.

The author of the song Christina Rossetti wraps up her verses
with an application:

Yet what I can I give Him, give my heart.

Humility is what brings us to Christ. Will you give your heart
to Him this Christmas?

God Rest Ye Merry, Gentlemen

God rest ye merry, gentlemen, let nothing you dismay,

Remember Christ our Savior was born on Christmas Day,

To save us all from Satan’s power when we were gone astray.

0 tidings of comfort and joy, comfort and joy, O tidings of
comfort and joy.

Even though this is one of the oldest Christmas Carols still
being sung today, it offers a unique blending of historic and
contemporary perspectives.

The first and last verses are for us (the contemporary
perspective), while the middle verses are about shepherds,
angels, the Christ Child, and His mother Mary. Let’s look at
the verses which apply to you and me.

The first line tells us how we are to rest merry and are not



to dismay. How can we do that? Because Christ was born to
save. The angel said: “Do not be afraid” (Luke 2:10). In other
words, don’t be dismayed. And, “there has been born for you a
Savior” (Luke 2:11), which allows us to rest merry. We learn
more from Matthew 1:21, “He will save His people from their
sins.” So not just saved-but saved from our sins.

The next line talks about how “we were gone astray.” Isaiah 53
shows us how far we’ve gone astray, listing the things Christ
has done for us: bore our griefs, carried our sorrows, was
pierced for our transgressions, crushed for our iniquities;
chastised for our peace, and His wounds healed us. And after
all Christ has done for us, it says: “All we like sheep have
gone astray; we have turned-everyone—to his own way.” Despite
this, the Lord “Laid on him the iniquity of us all.”

What typically is the last verse, with the contemporary
perspective, says:

Now to the Lord sing praises, all you within this place.

That’'s what you do when the Son of God has come into the
world, to save you from your sins.

While Shepherds Watched

While shepherds watched their flocks by night, all seated on
the ground,

An angel of the Lord came down, and glory shone around.

“Fear not,” said he for mighty dread had seized their troubled
mind

“Glad tidings of great joy I bring to you and all mankind.”

Well, there’s no doubt from the title it’s all about the
shepherd’s perspective of what happened the night Christ was
born.

When you compare the lyrics of the carol with Luke 2, you
discover that the shepherd’s perspective in this song 1is



extremely Biblical. Examine all the main points from the
Gospel narrative, and you find them in the song: the cast, the
location, angelic appearance, fear, angelic announcement, new
location, signs, chorus, praise.

Now a word about the cast, and their perspective. They were
shepherds! But wait, wasn’t this the birth of the Son of God?
King of kings and Lord of Lords? Why would God make such a
stellar announcement to the working class? Two reasons:

The first reason is found in both Luke 2 and the first verse
of the song. Here’s Luke’s account: “And the angel said to
them, ‘Fear not, for behold, I bring you good news of great
joy that will be for all the people.'” This good news was for
ALL the people.

The second reason the shepherds were the recipients of such
good news was pride. Had the message been brought to the
elite, the royal, the upper class, do you think they would
have shared such a great message with those of us less
fortunate? Probably not. We wouldn’t have access to their
social circles. Why would they seek us out to share this good
news? Pride would have cut the Good News off from the rest of
the world.

God did not want this message to miss anyone. Christ came
humbly, and his announcement came humbly. After all, God so
loved the world.

0 Holy Night

0 holy night! The stars are brightly shining
It is the night of the dear Savior’s birth!
Long lay the world in sin and error pining
Till he appeared and the soul felt its worth.
A thrill of hope, the weary world rejoices,
For yonder breaks a new and glorious morn.

Long lay the world in sin and error pining. Although one



rarely “pines” anymore, as I read this line, I feel the
hopelessness and helplessness pressing in. In the seventh
chapter of Paul’s letter to the Romans, he said: “And I know
that nothing good lives in me, that is, in my sinful nature. I
want to do what is right, but I can’t. I want to do what is
good, but I don’'t . . . I am a slave to sin.” Yeah, that’s
hopeless.

Speaking of slavery, the third verse declares: Chains shall He
break for the slave is our brother; and in His name all
oppression shall cease. In 1847, when the lyrics were written,
slavery was rampant, especially in these United States. And a
century and a half later, oppression still hasn’t ceased. Why?

Well, Paul said it in the previous passage: “I am a slave to
sin.” We are all slaves to sin . . . until Christ breaks those
chains.

The result of Christ breaking the chains of oppression 1is
found in the choruses:

Fall on your knees;
and
Behold your King! Before Him lowly bend!

Christ humbled Himself to embrace our human weaknesses, and
humbled Himself even further, unto death on the cross. And our
response is to fall on our knees in humility and praise. I
wonder if humility has a place in breaking the chain of
oppression. Seems to work for Jesus.

This program’s scripts were written by the producer of Probe
Radio, Steven Davis. The music was composed and performed by
his son and Mind Games Camp alumnus Jon Clive Davis. May your
Christmas be filled with praise!

©2018 Probe Ministries



Truth You Can Sing About -
Part 2

When was the last time you thought about the great truth found
in Christmas hymns and carols? In this program we focus on the
truth of five Christmas carols. Be sure to listen to the
podcast to hear the music for each carol, written just for us,
playing underneath the content! Part 1, produced in 2015,
featured five different Christmas carols.

The First Noel

And by the light of that same star
Three wise men came from country far;

To seek for a King was their intent,

And to follow the star wherever it went.

The first two verses speak about angels and
shepherds; the remaining verses speak of three Wise
Men.

Tradition gives us their names, but not only do we not know
their names (because the Bible doesn’t mention them), we don’t
even know if there were three. We assume three because of the
number of gifts mentioned.

But the point of this carol is not about a number, or gifts;
it’s about the commitment of these Magi: “To seek for a King
was their intent, and to follow the star wherever it went.”

Is there something in your life you’'ve pursued, wherever it
went? A person? Stuff? Wealth? Position? Power? The Magi were
accustomed to wealth, position and power. But who did they
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pursue? A foreign King. A Jewish King. Why? Well, if they knew
about the birth of this Jewish King, then they knew about the
Jewish God. And I believe they understood that this Jewish
God, was The One True God.

To choose to follow the King was and is counter-cultural, and
oftentimes is perceived as foolish. But the WISE men didn’t
care. They chose to follow the star wherever it went, until
they found . . . Him. Do you know who to follow? Are you
willing to look for Him with that same kind of commitment?

Come Thou Long Expected Jesus

Born Thy people to deliver,

Born a child and yet a King,
Born to reign in us forever,

Now Thy gracious kingdom bring.
By Thine own eternal Spirit
Rule in all our hearts alone;

By Thine all sufficient merit,
Raise us to Thy glorious throne.

“You will have a son. His name will be Jesus. He will be great
and will be called the Son of God Most High. The Lord God will
make him king, as his ancestor David was. He will rule the
people of Israel forever, and his kingdom will never end.”
(Luke 1:31-33)

It's been about 400 years since Israel had heard from the
Lord, and within six months, the angel Gabriel came down twice
to speak of Messiah’s birth. When Mary heard those words,
Scripture mentions how she treasured them in her heart. The
big thing: she’s going to be pregnant! (Well, and that He was
a King.) But the first thing Gabriel told Mary was to name Him
Jesus; and we learn from another angelic vision that Jesus
would live up to His name: “[F]Jor He will save His people from
their sins.” (Matthew 1:21)



Mr. Wesley got it right; the first line of this verse 1is,
“Born Thy people to deliver.” The advent we celebrate now is
for the One Who has delivered us from our sins. The advent we
still expect is when He will rule as King of Kings and Lord of
Lords, forever.

May Christ rule in your heart . . . forever.

Come, All Ye Faithful

Yea, Lord, we greet Thee, born this happy morning;
Jesus, to Thee be all glory given;

Word of the Father, now in flesh appearing.

0 come, let us adore Him, Christ the Lord.

Singer/Songwriter Michael Card was explaining how it was
difficult for the disciples to see Christ as God. Seeing Him
as man-standing five-foot something, walking, eating and
drinking with them everyday-was easy. But for us, the opposite
is true—seeing Him as God is easier; but Christ as man, is a
bit more difficult.

One of the reasons to celebrate His birth, is to give us a
tangible and “In Time” beginning of One who is everlasting.
And so like the hymn, we can come before Him in our hearts and
minds, see Him lying in a manger in a barn. We can rejoice how
the Word became flesh, and, we can rejoice that He laid down
that life, to save us.

John 1 reveals the author’s inspiration: “And the Word became
flesh and dwelt among us, and we have seen his glory, glory as
of the only Son from the Father, full of grace and truth.”
(John 1:14) But how is it we come to adore Him? John tells us
in a few verses earlier: “But to all who did receive him, who
believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of
God.” (John 1:12)

Will you receive that right, and greet Christ the Lord today?



Let ALl Mortal Flesh Keep Silent

Rank on rank the host of heaven
spreads its vanguard on the way,
as the Light of light descendeth
from the realms of endless day,
that the powers of hell may vanish
as the shadows clear away.

When the author of the hymn composed this verse he must have
had Isaiah 9:2 in mind: “The people that walked in darkness
have seen a great light: they that dwell in the land of the
shadow of death, upon them hath the light shined.” He must
have visualized the host of heaven in a vanguard invading the
earth, and leading the Son of God to His incarnation in a
glorious, dazzling, and blinding display. All who worshiped
darkness were put on notice: the light of the world had come
into the world.

And the light is still here, which is why the shadows are
being cleared away and the powers of hell will vanish: “You
are the light of the world . . . Let your light shine before
men in such a way that they may see your good works, and
glorify your Father who is in heaven.” (Matthew 5:14, 16)

“But you are the chosen race, the King’s priests, the holy
nation, God’'s own people, chosen to proclaim the wonderful
acts of God, who called you out of darkness into his own
marvelous light.” (1 Peter 2:9)

Will you come out of your darkness and into His light?

Good Christian Men Rejoice (In Dulci
Jubilo)

Good Christian men, rejoice,
With heart, and soul, and voice;



Now ye hear of endless bliss: Joy! Joy!

Jesus Christ was born for this!

He hath opened the heavenly door,

And man is blessed forevermore.

Christ was born for this! Christ was born for this!

So what was Christ born for? Or as the hymn goes: What’'s the
“this?”

“Truly, truly, I say to you, I am the door of the sheep
If anyone enters by me, he will be saved and will go in and
out and find pasture.” (John 10:7,9)

Christ not only opened the door, He IS the door. He'’s the only
door to Heaven, and to our Father in Heaven: “I am the way,
and the truth, and the life; no one comes to the Father but
through Me.” (John 14:6)

When Christ died upon the cross, He did it for you, so that
you would have a way into heaven, and experience endless,
eternal bliss. “Because of the joy awaiting him, he endured
the cross, disregarding its shame. Now he 1is seated in the
place of honor beside God’s throne.” (Hebrews 11:3) He was
willing to die for the joy that was awaiting Him; of
accomplishing His Father’s will, and making a way for you, to
the Father.

The door is open. Listen, you could be hearing the songs of
Heaven.

May your Christmas be filled with praise.

This program was written by Probe Radio producer, Steven
Davis, whose blog is Singing With the King. The music was
composed and performed by his son and Mind Games Camp
graduate, Jon (Clive Davis.

©2016 Probe Ministries
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The Star of Bethlehem from a
Christian View

Dr. Ray Bohlin looks at the familiar story of the star of
Bethlehem and provides several possible ways that God created
this sign announcing the birth of the Christ. From a Christian
worldview perspective, we know a bright light in the sky was
able to lead the magi to the Christ child. Dr. Bohlin
considers several ways God may have chosen to announce the
coming of the Christ.

The Magi and the Star of Bethlehem

0, Star of wonder, star of night
Star of royal beauty bright
Westward leading, still proceeding,
Guide us to thy perfect light.

This familiar and haunting chorus from the
Christmas carol, “We Three Kings of Orient Are,”
introduces us to what seems to be the only
ubiquitous biblical symbol during the Christmas
season, the star of Bethlehenm.

This Christmas, as you look over the Christmas cards in the
stores or in your own burgeoning collection from family and
friends, you will see one very constant element. Whether the
scene depicts the nativity, a backyard nature scene, a
Christmas tree, or just Santa making deliveries, if the
nighttime sky is included, somewhere in the picture, eliciting
warm and happy emotions, 1is a star. The star dominates the
nighttime sky with its size and brightness and its long tail
pointing to the earth. The star has almost become the
signature which says, “This scene reflects a Christmas theme.”
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At first, this may seem quite unusual for something which
doesn’t even get mentioned in Luke 2, the more familiar
account of our Lord’s birth. The star is featured only 1in
Matthew’s brief description of the visit by the magi shortly
after Jesus’ birth. I think the prevalence of the star stems
from its mysteriousness. For example, what kind of star
convinces a group of Gentile wise men to search for the new
King of the Jews and actually leads them to Him? Before we
explore this puzzle, let’s look at Matthew’s account beginning
in Chapter 2 verse 1:

Now after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea in the days
of Herod the king, behold, magi from the east arrived in
Jerusalem, saying, “Where is He who has been born King of
the Jews? For we saw His star in the east, and have come to
worship Him” (Matt. 2:1-2, NASB).

A couple of things to note: first, these events take place
after Jesus’ birth; second, this was in the days of Herod the
king; third, the magi arrived from an area east of Jerusalem
(probably in the vicinity of Babylon or Persia); fourth, they
already knew they were looking for the newborn King of the
Jews, but the exact location eluded them; and fifth, it was
viewing His star from their home in the east that led them on
this journey.

After consulting with King Herod and finding out from chief
priests and teachers that the Messiah was to be born 1in
Bethlehem, the magi set out for the 5 mile trip south to
Bethlehem. We pick up Matthew’s narrative in verse 9:

And having heard the king, they went their way; and lo, the
star, which they had seen in the east, went on before thenm,
until it came and stood over where the Child was. And when
they saw the star, they rejoiced exceedingly with great joy.
And they came into the house and saw the Child with Mary His
mother; and they fell down and worshiped Him; and opening
their treasures they presented to Him gifts of gold and



frankincense and myrrh (Matt. 2:9-11, NASB).

Here we see that Matthew appears to describe the star as
moving, as leading the magi to Jesus. There is clearly more
than one magi, but only tradition holds that there were
three—presumably because of the three gifts. These Gentile
wise men worship the King whom the star has led them to. In
the rest of this essay, we will explore the nature of this
strange star and what it could have been.

What Was the Star of Bethlehem?

The Gospel of Matthew states that the star informed the magi
of the birth of the King of the Jews and actually led them to
Bethlehem once they had arrived in Jerusalem. The star of
Bethlehem has been the subject of scholarly discussion ever
since the first centuries after Jesus’ birth. Some believed it
was a supernova explosion, others a comet or a conjunction of
planets associated with specific constellations that would
herald the birth of a king in Israel. Some have suggested that
none of these astronomical events can adequately account for
all that Matthew tells us within the context of his worldview.
In this discussion, I will be investigating the more common
explanations to see if we can come to some understanding as to
just what the magi saw 2,000 years ago.

When Matthew quotes the magi as telling Herod that they
observed the new King’s star rising in the east, this can be
interpreted as a new star, something never observed before.
This has led some scholars to believe that the star of
Bethlehem was a nova or supernova. A nova is a white dwarf
star that literally explodes. The explosion may increase the
brightness of the star a thousand to a million times its
previous brightness, making a previously invisible star,
visible. A nova, however, does not last very long. The initial
blast of the explosion may only be observed for a few months
before the star shrinks to a remnant of 1its previous



brightness and disappears altogether.

There are numerous problems with this view. First, although
there was a “new star” recorded by the Chinese in the
constellation Capricorn in March-April of 5 B.C. that lasted
only 70 days, there is nothing to connect this event with the
birth of a King in Israel. Second, and perhaps most
troublesome, nova do not move.

This leads to a discussion of a different astronomical event
that may be associated with the “new star” (a comet) recorded
by the Chinese in 5 B.C. The Chinese would not have
distinguished a comet from a nova since all they recorded was
something new in the sky that was temporary. A comet has the
advantage of a tail that can appear to be pointing in a
direction which may have guided the magi. In addition, a comet
moves! A comet can even disappear as it moves behind the sun
and reappear as it comes out from behind the sun. A major
objection is that the Chinese make no mention of the “new
star” moving. Another problem is that comets are cyclical with
a predictable periodicity. For instance, Halley'’'s comet
appears every 76 years. If the star of Bethlehem were a comet,
we would most likely have observed it again and been able to
extrapolate back to the time of Christ to see if there is a
match. Unfortunately, the only one to come close is Halley’s
comet which appeared in 12 B.C., a date that is impossibly
early.

One could always claim that the comet was one with a very long
periodicity or one that has since disappeared from our solar
system. This is certainly possible, but it does not really
help the discussion. One might as well appeal to a purely
supernatural occurrence that cannot be verified
scientifically. There 1is no difference. And though comets were
usually interpreted as heralding sweeping changes, the changes
were usually for the worse and there is no way, once again, to
connect these events to the birth of a king in Israel. Next, I
will Llook at planetary conjunction, the most popular



suggestion at planetarium shows during the Christmas season.

Did the Star of Bethlehem Result from a
Triple Conjunction of Saturn and Jupiter?

The bright star usually seen hovering over Nativity scenes
depicted on numerous Christmas cards actually dominates nearly
every nighttime Christmas panorama. As I stated earlier, the
Star of Bethlehem is just about the only ubiquitous biblical
symbol associated with Christmas. The reason probably has to
do with the mystery surrounding what this star was. Earlier, I
showed the unreasonableness of the star being a comet or
supernova explosion. If you were to attend a planetarium show
concerning the star of Bethlehem, they would most likely
present the idea that the star was a triple conjunction of the
planets Jupiter and Saturn in the year 7 B.C. followed by a
massing of Jupiter, Saturn, and Mars in 6 B.C. Realizing that
planetarium shows view Scripture as something less than
historically accurate, it is still necessary to ask if this
indeed could have been the Star of Bethlehem.

In the early 17th century the great astronomer and Christian,
Johannes Kepler, calculated that a triple conjunction of
Jupiter and Saturn had occurred in 7 B.C. While Kepler did not
believe this to be the actual Star of Bethlehem, it may have
alerted the magi to the coming star. 7-4 B.C. have become the
usual dates for fixing the birth of Christ since Herod the
Great’s death, the Herod mentioned by both Matthew and Luke in
their birth narratives, is well established in 4 B.C.
Therefore, Jesus had to have been born in the few years prior
to 4 B.C. since He started his three-year public ministry
around the age of 30 (Luke 3:23) and His death is usually
fixed between 27-30 A.D.

So just what is a triple conjunction, and why would it be
significant to the birth of a King in Israel? A planetary
conjunction is what happens when two planets come in close



proximity to one another. A triple conjunction refers to when
three separate conjunctions of the same two planets occur
within a one year period. Triple conjunctions can be
predicted, but they do not occur with regularity. There have
been only 11 such triple conjunctions since 7 B.C. and the
interval between them varies between 40 and 338 years.

The triple conjunction of Jupiter and Saturn in 7 B.C. was
seen in the constellation Pisces in the months of May,
September, and December. This provides sufficient time for the
magi to see the first conjunction, begin their trip west to
Judea, visit Herod by the second conjunction or at least soon
afterwards, and perhaps not reach Bethlehem until the third
conjunction when it is said to have appeared in the southern
sky, and Bethlehem 1is just south of Jerusalem. Remember how
the magi rejoiced to see the star again as they departed
Jerusalem for Bethlehem. Ancient astrologers associated
Jupiter with royalty or even a ruler of the universe. Saturn
was associated with Palestine or even with the deity who
protected Israel. And Pisces was associated with the nation of
Israel. Later a massing of Jupiter, Mars, and Saturn occurred
again in Pisces in 6 B.C. It seems feasible then that this
triple conjunction followed by the massing of the three
planets in Pisces could indicate to the magi that a King of
Israel and a Ruler of the Universe was about to be born in
Israel.

While this seems to wrap things up rather nicely, there are
significant problems. First, Jupiter and Saturn never were
close enough to be confused as a single object. Matthew
definitely describes a singular star. Perhaps more
importantly, the use of astrology is necessary to interpret
these astronomical signs properly. The 0ld Testament,
particularly, mocks astrologers in Isaiah 47:13-15 and several
times in Daniel (1:20, 2:27, 4:7, and 5:7). Jeremiah 10:1-2
seems to forbid astrology outright. The use of astrology 1is
clearly outside the worldview of Matthew as he penned his



gospel. It seems woefully inconsistent for the Lord to use
astrology to herald the incarnation and birth of His Son into
the world.

Was the Star of Bethlehem the Planet
Jupiter?

In this discussion, I have considered a nova, a comet, and a
triple conjunction of the planets Jupiter and Saturn as the
Star of Bethlehem between 7 and 4 B.C., and none have seemed
to be satisfactory. In 1991, Ernest Martin published a book
titled, The Star That Astonished the World. His major thesis
is that Herod died in 1 B.C. and not 4 B.C. If 4 B.C. is the
wrong date for Herod’s death, then everything must be
reevaluated.

While there are many lines of evidence that Martin uses to
make his point, a critical issue is a lunar eclipse that
occurred just prior to Herod’s death. According to the Jewish
historian, Flavius Josephus, on the night of a lunar eclipse,
Herod executed two rabbis. Herod himself died soon afterwards,
just before Passover. Martin points out that the lunar eclipse
of March 13, 4 B.C., was only a 40% partial eclipse and barely
visible. Also he reconstructs the events between the eclipse
and Herod’'s death, about 4 weeks, and determines there was not
enough time for all these things to take place. However,
Martin has located a total lunar eclipse on January 10, 1
B.C., twelve and a half weeks prior to Passover.

If we assume that Martin’s date for the death of Herod 1is
correct, then the years 3 and 2 B.C. can be added to the
search parameters for the Star of Bethlehem. Martin points out
that the planet Jupiter passes through a series of
conjunctions over the course of these two years indicating
that Jupiter is the star of Bethlehem.

Remember that Jupiter is considered the royal star. Well, in 3



B.C., Jupiter came into conjunction with Regulus, the star of
kingship, the brightest star in the constellation of Leo, the
first of several such conjunctions over the next year. Leo was
the constellation of kings, and it was also closely associated
by some with the Lion of Judah. This is beginning to look
interesting. “The royal planet approached the royal star in
the royal constellation representing Israel.” (1) In addition,
on September 11, 3 B.C., Jupiter was not only very close to
Regulus, but the sun was in the constellation Virgo. Hmmm, the
royal planet in conjunction with the royal star while the sun
is in a virgin. September 11, 3 B.C., is also the beginning of
the Jewish New Year. There seems to be an awful lot coming
together here.

But what about the star appearing to stop over Bethlehem?
Planets will actually appear to do just that as they reach the
opposite point in the sky from the sun as they travel east
across the sky. They will stop, reverse directions for a few
weeks, stop again, and head east once again. It’s called a
retrograde loop. Jupiter performed a retrograde loop in 2 B.C.
and was stationary on December 25, during Hanukkah, the season
of giving presents.

Just in case you are ready to proclaim the mystery of the Star
of Bethlehem solved, remember that this whole scenario rests
on Herod dying in 1 B.C. rather than in 4 B.C. The majority of
historians and biblical historians can’t accept this critical
revision. If Herod indeed died in 4 B.C., all of these
coincidences I just reviewed are just that, coincidences.
Also, as I mentioned earlier, the use of astrological meanings
is contrary to the worldview of Matthew. There 1is another
option that has become very popular, and I'll discuss it next.

The Shekinah Glory as the Star of



Bethlehem

So far in this essay, I have discussed several naturalistic
explanations for the Star of Bethlehem: a nova or exploding
star, a comet, a triple conjunction of the planets Jupiter and
Saturn in 7 B.C., and the planet Jupiter as it traveled in the
constellation Leo in 3-2 B.C. Each of these astronomical
events represents a natural occurrence that God used to
announce the birth of His Son. One of the major problems has
been that in order to interpret any of these signs, one would
have to use astrological meanings for these events and their
locations in the night sky to reach the conclusion that a new
King of the Jews has been born-something that is foreign to
the biblical worldview. Perhaps there was a physical “star”
that gave off real light but indeed was new but not reflected
by any astronomical event.

Remember that Jesus’ birth was the ultimate coming of the
presence of God in the midst of His people. How was God'’s
presence manifested elsewhere in the Bible? Moses saw a
burning bush that was not consumed and God spoke to him from
the bush. Again in Exodus, Moses was allowed to see God’s
backside and afterwards his face shone with light so bright
that the other Israelites could not look on his face. The
Israelites were led through the desert by a cloud by day and a
pillar of fire by night. When Jesus was transfigured He shone
with a light as bright as the sun. When Jesus appeared to Saul
on the road to Damascus, Saul was blinded by the light which
the others with him saw as well. When God was imminently
present, a bright light was associated with His presence.

The Shekinah Glory denotes the visible presence of God. This
presence was real, and the physical manifestation was real.
Remember that Saul was blinded by the light. The Lord often
announces His presence by a very physical manifestation of
bright light. What better way to announce the coming of Jesus,
God’'s Son, the second Person of the Trinity than by a special



light that is not some mere improbable astronomical event,
rather an expression of the Shekinah glory, God’s divine
presence among men?

Astronomer Sherm Kanagy and theologian Ken Boa advance this
thesis in their as yet unpublished manuscript, Star of the
Magi. One of their strong emphases is the necessity to try to
interpret the text of Matthew from first century Jewish
perspective. They reject the idea that any astrological
meaning could have been on Matthew’s mind concerning this
star. It is certainly fair to wonder, therefore, what this
star was and how the magi interpreted it as a star signifying
the birth of the King of the Jews. Kanagy and Boa reveal that
Kepler concluded that the star was not some astronomical event
and was a light that appeared in the lower atmosphere and
therefore was not visible to everyone. But how did the magi
interpret the star? This admittedly is the weakest part of the
interpretation. The text gives no real hints. Magi were simply
wise men of the east, not necessarily astrologers. They were
Gentiles whose presence in the context of Matthew’s Messianic
gospel hints at the eventual spread of the gospel beyond the
Jews. But how did they know what the star meant? We can only
assume there was selective revelation. Only Paul understood
the voice from the light, though all who were with him saw the
light. Only Moses was allowed up on Mt. Sinai to receive the
Law. Only Peter, James, and John were present at the
transfiguration, and they were told to keep it to themselves
until Jesus rose from the dead. Manifestations of God’s
presence with men often were accompanied by selective
revelation. Perhaps the meaning of the “star” was only
revealed to the magi though others could actually see the
“star.”

Well, what was it, an astronomical event or the Shekinah
Glory, manifesting God’s presence among men? In my mind the
mystery remains. Perhaps that is how God intends it to be.
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