
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 is 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
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

https://probe.org/the-causes-of-war/
http://www.ministeriosprobe.org/mp3s/causes-war.mp3


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
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  in
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  is  hardly  a
traditional  Christian  teaching.  Pearse  argues  that  “a
repudiation  of  force  in  all  circumstances  .  .  .  is  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  insure  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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3  Points  About  Christmas:
Evidence for Biblical Truth
Paul  Rutherford  suggests  using  three  fulfilled  biblical
prophecies as an apologetic for biblical truth: Jesus’ birth
in  Bethlehem,  Jesus  being  taken  to  Egypt,  and  genocide
surrounding His birth.

Pine scent inside my home, the quick defensive tightening of
my skin as I walk outside into the cold brisk air, and then
the reflexive opposite – the slow relaxation of my whole body
as I stand in front of a fire warming myself.

These  experiences  during  the  holidays  warm  my
heart.

As we look toward Christmas and hear the nativity story this
season, I want to share with you one conversation starter I
use to defend my faith.

Let me share it with you. It’s rather simple. It’s easy to
remember because it comes entirely out of Matthew’s second
chapter. It’s not long and involved either—just three points.

Skeptics ridicule the Bible for its many supposed “errors,”
“holes,”  and  “inconsistencies.”  They  conclude  that  it’s
unreliable.  Sharing  this  quick  three-point  apologetic  can
assure them that the Bible is reliable and can be trusted.

If  the  Bible  makes  three  prophecies  and  then  records  the
fulfillments of those prophecies, don’t you think that makes
the book at least a little bit credible? That’s what you can
do citing just the Christmas story from Matthew 2.

You  might  be  tempted  to  dismiss  this,  saying  it  doesn’t
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matter. But here’s why the reliability of Scripture matters.
IF Scripture can be trusted, AND what it is says is true, then
some of the recorded teachings of Jesus could radically alter
your life.

In Matthew 10:39 Jesus said, “Whoever finds his life will lose
it, and whoever loses his life for my sake will find it.” Or
Luke 14:27, “Whoever does not carry his cross and follow Me
cannot be My disciple.”

Does that mean the disciple of Jesus has to lose his life?!!
In a sense, yes.

How’s that for radical?! If the Bible is reliable, then that
means  your  life  is  at  stake.  Literally.  That’s  not
exaggeration:  your  physical  life  and  your  spiritual  life.
Both.

So there’s a lot at stake then, if what the Bible says is
true. Let’s take a look, then, shall we?

Matthew’s  account  of  the  Christmas  story  records  three
distinct fulfillments of prophecy: Jesus’ birth in Bethlehem,
Jesus  being  taken  to  Egypt,  and  genocide  surrounding  His
birth. We’ll consider these one at a time.

Jesus Born in Bethlehem
Your life hangs in the balance of the Bible’s reliability.
That’s why this discussion matters—whether or not the Bible is
reliable. The Christmas story from Matthew 2 offers strong
evidence that the Bible is true.

Today  we  get  into  the  first  of  three  instances  in  the
Christmas story that point to the miraculous fulfillment of
prophecy strictly surrounding Jesus’ birth—namely the location
of His birth, Bethlehem.

The gospel writer, Matthew, begins chapter two telling the



story of the Magi—the fabled wise men from the East who came
to worship the King of the Jews. They arrive in Jerusalem, the
Jewish capital city, expecting to find the baby King. They are
disappointed,  but  redirected  to  Bethlehem  by  King  Herod’s
chief priests. Why? Because those priests had read the prophet
Micah who foretold the Messiah, the coming King, would come
out of Bethlehem.

In Matthew 2:6, the writer is quoting the prophet Micah 5:2.

You may have known Jesus was born in Bethlehem. That’s a
pretty widely known fact, which is also why it’s a great place
to start this conversation to make a case for the Bible’s
reliability. It might sound like this.

“You  know  Jesus  was  born  in  Bethlehem,  right?”  you  could
begin. “Well, did you know that was prophesied hundreds of
years  prior?”  Don’t  worry  about  trying  to  remember  the
citation. Just focus on it being fulfilled prophecy. You can
always look up the reference later if you want to. If you want
extra credit, go for the prophet’s name, Micah.

Some skeptics may grant that Jesus indeed fulfilled prophecy,
but that he did so intentionally. That is, skeptics basically
charge  Jesus  with  reading  the  Hebrew  prophets,  and  then
deliberately fulfilling as many as he possibly could in order
to win favor, influence, and gain a following.

However, this is difficult to achieve when you haven’t been
born yet! How could he possibly have deliberately fulfilled
anything  when  he  wasn’t  deliberating  anything  at  all?  He
wasn’t conscious, and didn’t even exist yet in the flesh.

So no, Jesus could not have fulfilled this prophecy by Himself
in  order  to  deceive  and  manipulate.  What  are  the  chances
Jesus’ birthplace would fulfill prophecy? Not likely!



Jesus’ Flight to Egypt
The second fulfillment of prophecy recorded in Matthew 2 (the
Christmas  story),  is  Jesus’  flight  to  Egypt.  Practically
overnight Jesus’ father, Joseph, moves his family out of the
country—out of Israel and into Egypt. Here’s the text. Matthew
2:14-15.

“So Joseph got up and took the Child and His mother while it
was still night, and left for Egypt. He remained there until
the death of Herod. This was to fulfill what had been spoken
by the Lord through the prophet: “OUT OF EGYPT I CALLED MY
SON.”

International  travel  back  then  was  not  what  it  is  today.
Modern conveniences ease travel today and increase comfort,
yet  it  still  remains  difficult  for  us.  Joseph  and  Mary,
however,  risked  their  very  lives  in  order  to  relocate
internationally.  This  effort  was  not  undertaken  lightly.
Joseph was, after all, under orders from an angel.

Question: what do you think are the chances an ancient near-
eastern middle-class laborer would embark upon world travel
with  only  a  moment’s  notice?  He  risked  the  life  of  his
fiancée. He risked the life of his (adoptive) child, not to
mention his own. This kind of journey was highly unusual. So
it seems unlikely this scenario would have played out under
other circumstances—that it was mere coincidence to fulfill
prophecy.

When compared to non-biblical prophecy, this one seems awfully
specific.  It  names  the  country  out  of  which  he  is
called—Egypt—not something vague like “foreign country.” No.
The prophet Hosea mentions Egypt specifically in chapter 11:1.
Further it mentions the gender of the child—a male child, a
son.

The specificity of the prophecy and the unlikely nature of the



event occurring on its own both point to divine orchestration.
This was no accident. The fulfillment of prophecy in Jesus’
birth make the Bible seem a lot more reliable.

Your life is in the balance of the Bible’s reliability. The
teachings recorded in this book can save your life. The bigger
question is, will you believe them? Do you want to be saved?
Do you believe Jesus is Lord and accept His sacrifice on the
cross  to  save  you  from  sin?  (If  so,  please  email  me  at
paul@probe.org.) I want to hear from you.

Jesus, Genocide Survivor
Three fulfilled prophecies recorded by Matthew chapter two—in
the  Christmas  story—underscore  the  reliability  of  this
controversial ancient text. The Christmas story is evidence
that the Bible is true.

Today  we  consider  the  third  prophecy  Jesus’  birth  story
fulfills:  namely,  that  there  would  be  a  genocide  killing
babies. Here’s the text from Matthew 2:16-18.

“Then when Herod saw that he had been tricked by the magi, he
became very enraged, and sent and slew all the male children
who were in Bethlehem and all its vicinity, from two years old
and under, according to the time which he had determined from
the  magi.  Then  what  had  been  spoken  through  Jeremiah  the
prophet was fulfilled: ‘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.’”

The gospel writer, Matthew, is quoting a prophecy of Jeremiah.
To  decode  this  passage,  first  keep  in  mind  that  Rachel,
Jacob’s wife, was mother to Israel’s twelve tribes, and here
she is a kind of symbolic mother for all of Israel. The second
point to note is that Ramah is located in Bethlehem.

With that in mind, the prophecy foretells of Israel’s mothers
crying in Bethlehem, mourning the loss of their children. The
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author draws our attention to the amazing accuracy of this
prophecy. Not only does he get right the who and the what—the
moms and their weeping because of the lost babies, but he also
correctly prophesies the small village! Incredible.

What are the chances Jesus would fulfill this prophecy this
specifically? And as we discussed before, if Jesus were no
more  than  a  charlatan  attempting  to  self-fulfill  these
prophecies, how could a man orchestrate something as large-
scale as the death of all the baby boys in a village? Plus the
Bible  records  that  was  Herod’s  idea.  And  remember,  Herod
didn’t want Jesus around. Herod was attempting to eliminate
potential competition for his throne.

The genocide ordered by the Jewish king, an event that is part
of the Christmas story of Jesus’ birth, fulfills prophecy. In
so doing it shows the Bible is reliable. That’s a big deal
because  the  Bible  records  the  story  of  a  very  important
man—one whom you need to know: Jesus.

Conclusion
We’ve been discussing how the Christmas story indicates the
Bible is true. We’ve done that by considering three instances
recorded in Matthew 2 that fulfill Old Testament prophecy.

First, the prophet Micah prophesied the coming Ruler would
come out of Bethlehem. Jesus was born in Bethlehem. Matthew
2:1 records that Jesus was born in Bethlehem.

Second, the prophet Hosea prophesied that the Messiah would be
called out of Egypt. Jesus’ father Joseph moved infant Jesus
to Egypt to flee the coming baby genocide. When it was safe,
Joseph was instructed in a dream to return. So Jesus was
called out of Egypt. (Matthew 2:14)

Then thirdly, the prophet Jeremiah prophesied all the mothers
in Bethlehem would mourn the loss of their children. Matthew
2:16 records that after King Herod learns the news of Jesus’



birth, he orders all infant boys in Bethlehem killed.

What  are  the  chances  of  one  man  fulfilling  ALL  of  those
prophecies? Not likely! If you want more, read Josh McDowell’s
book The New Evidence That Demands A Verdict. He records 61
prophecies fulfilled by Jesus. In it he quotes professor Peter
Stoner who calculated the probability of Jesus fulfilling just
eight  prophecies.  He  illustrates  the  likelihood  this  way.
Cover the state of Texas in two feet of silver dollars. Mark
just one silver dollar. Now choose one silver dollar at random
from anywhere in the state. The chances of picking up the
marked silver dollar on the first try are the same as Jesus
fulfilling just eight Old Testament prophecies. Not happening!

We have good evidence that what the Bible records is accurate.
It will stand up to criticism that Jesus attempted to fulfill
prophecy on his own, to position himself as a teacher with
authority,  influence,  or  to  gain  a  following.  But  the
fulfillments of Old Testament prophecy we discussed cannot be
intentionally self-fulfilled. They either occurred before He
was born, or were entirely out of His control.

Do you now believe in Jesus because you listened to this?
Email me. I’d love to hear from you (paul@probe.org). Are you
already His disciple? God has a unique purpose for your life,
only you can fulfill. You are his ambassador. Share the good
news. Your life is not the only one at stake. Your neighbor’s
is too. Have you shared with him or her yet? Take your next
step of faithfulness today, whatever that is. I am praying you
do.

You now have a great conversation starter to help you get
there. The Christmas story is tremendous evidence for biblical
truth.
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A  Christian  Worldview
Appraisal of Gun Control and
the Second Amendment
Steve Cable examines the Second Amendment from a biblical
perspective.

In  today’s  America,  the  Second  Amendment  invokes  intense
arguments regarding its meaning and application. Events like
the Newton school, the Aurora movie theater, and the Tucson
shopping  center  shootings  bring  sorrow  to  our  minds  and
prayers  to  our  lips.  Some  say  the  way  to  prevent  these
tragedies is to remove the right for individuals to own and
carry  firearms.  Others  argue  that  firearms  carried  by
responsible individuals could have prevented much, if not all,
the carnage of these mass shootings.

Any discussion of the Second Amendment should begin
by making sure we are familiar with the wording and
the original meaning of this part of our Bill of
Rights.  The  Second  Amendment  states:  “A  well-
regulated Militia, being necessary to the security
of a free State, the right of the people to keep and bear
Arms, shall not be infringed.” Although we can reasonably
assume the authors of the Bill of Rights and the people of
that day felt that this was an unambiguous statement, it is
not the case today.

Some believe that the phrase “the right of the people to keep
and bear Arms” creates an individual constitutional right.
This view is referred to as the “individual right theory,”{1}
that legislative bodies are precluded from prohibiting firearm
possession. Others argue that the phrase “a well-regulated
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Militia” means that it was only intended to restrict Congress
from legislating away a state’s right of self-defense. This
view is called the “collective rights theory.”{2}

In all likelihood, the authors intentionally combined these
two thoughts. The states could not muster a militia of their
people unless the people were allowed to keep arms. This view
is supported by people involved in crafting and/or approving
the Bill of Rights. Samuel Adams wrote, “The said Constitution
be never construed to authorize Congress to . . . prevent the
people of the United States, who are peaceable citizens, from
keeping their own arms.”{3} Similarly, Noah Webster wrote,
“Before a standing army can rule, the people must be disarmed;
as they are in almost every kingdom in Europe. The supreme
power in American cannot enforce unjust laws by the sword;
because the whole body of the people are armed, and constitute
a force superior to any band of regular troops that can be on
any pretense, raised in the United States.”{4}

Does a Christian worldview provide guidance for our views on
the Second Amendment?  The Bible does not talk about guns, but
does it provide instruction on this issue?  In 1 Peter, we
learn that governments bear the sword to implement justice.
Under our Constitution, we, the people, are ultimately the
ones who bear the sword to ensure justice.

The Second Amendment: Why Was It Added?
As discussed above, those responsible for the Second Amendment
intended to ensure individuals could bear firearms legally.
What  concerns  led  to  this  original  amendment  to  our
constitution?

To  understand,  we  should  review  the  context  for  the
introduction of the Bill of Rights. When the Constitution was
sent to the states for ratification in 1787, two groups formed
around  adding  a  bill  of  rights  to  the  Constitution,  the
Federalists  and  the  Anti-Federalists.  The  Federalists



supported  the  Constitution  as  written,  believing  that  any
attempt to list certain rights as remaining with individuals
or states would be interpreted as making other rights subject
to the federal government. The Anti-Federalists believed it
was important to clearly state key fundamental rights over
which  the  federal  government  would  have  no  jurisdiction.
Neither group was arguing against any of the Bill of Rights,
but rather whether it was more effective to be silent or to
list them explicitly.

The Federalists, who had the majority of delegates to the
convention, were wrong in assuming that most people would
agree with their hands-off approach. This situation led to
many  of  the  states  ratifying  the  Constitution  with  the
stipulation that a bill of rights be added. The right to bear
arms was a common component of these stipulations. As James
Madison wrote in the Federalist Papers, “The advantage of
being armed, which the Americans possess over the people of
almost every other nation . . . forms a barrier against the
enterprises of ambition  . . . The several kingdoms of Europe
. . . are afraid to trust the people with arms.”{5}

When the first Congress met, James Madison presented a bill of
rights before the members of the House. The first Congress
converted these into twelve amendments which were sent back to
the states for ratification in September of 1789. The language
which  would  become  the  Second  Amendment  was  essentially
unchanged from that offered by Madison. On March 1, 1792,
Thomas  Jefferson  announced  the  ratification  of  the  United
States Bill of Rights.

In Romans, Paul wrote, “But if you do what is evil, be afraid;
for (governing authorities) do not bear the sword for nothing;
for it is a minister of God, an avenger who brings wrath on
the  one  who  practices  evil.”{6}  However,  if  government
officials hold all power, those who would control us will seek
that  power  by  taking  over  the  government.  In
our  constitutional  system,  the  people  are  the  ultimate



governing authorities and thus are given the right to bear
arms to protect the nation against those who would take over
for the practice of evil.

The Second Amendment: How Is It Applied
Today?
As  noted  previously,  two  different  thoughts  arose
in interpreting the Second Amendment, namely the “individual
rights theory” and the “collective rights theory.” Which view
is supported by the Supreme Court?

In  the  most  recent  ruling  of  2008,  the  court  ruled
the amendment confers an individual right to possess a firearm
for traditionally lawful purposes such as self-defense. It
also determined that the clause concerning a well-regulated
militia  does  not  limit  the  part  which  clearly  states  an
individual’s right to keep and bear arms. Thus, the Court
affirmed the “individual rights theory” of interpretation.

Remember, the framers of the Second Amendment were aware that
guns held by individuals could be used for criminal activity.
They  felt  that  protecting  individual  liberty  was  more
important than trying to create a perfectly safe environment.
However, it should not be interpreted that everyone should
have  equal  access  to  firearms.  The  Court  has  supported
laws  which  1)  restrict  those  with  mental  problems  or  a
criminal background in acquiring guns and 2) limit general
access to specific types of weapons for mass destruction.

The difficult question is, when does the government cross the
line into the realm of interfering with a person’s rights?
First, what is meant by arms; does it include tanks, RPGs,
etc.?  Second, what could legally preclude a person’s right to
bear arms? What type of personality or personality disorder
makes it dangerous to others for you to carry a gun?

On the first question, the answer is not defined by what is



needed  for  hunting  or  protection  from  thieves.  From  the
perspective of the Founding Fathers, it needs to be weapons
such that if a sufficient number of people possess them, the
government is unable through the force of an army to impose
any  unconstitutional  burdens  upon  the  people.  The  Court’s
position is that rifles and handguns are sufficient and that
the  government  has  the  right  to  control  other  types  of
weapons.

The  second  question  is  equally  difficult:  how  does
one determine who is sane enough to have the right to bear
arms? The Court has allowed this to be defined in terms of
mental  deficiencies,  mental  problems  and  a  criminal
background.

In  1  Timothy  2:1-2,  we  are  told  to  pray  for  those
in authority, that we may lead a quiet and peaceful life with
all godliness and dignity. Our Constitution indicates that we
are to take up arms as necessary to protect a government
supporting godliness and dignity. It is reasonable to preclude
those without a sane concept of a quiet and peaceful life
from  accessing  firearms,  which  would  always  be  a  small
minority of the populace.

The  Second  Amendment:  Should  It  Be
Ignored?
To this point, we have laid out the history and the status of
our right to bear arms. We have three possible responses: 1)
accept and obey this law, 2) ignore it as counter to God’s
greater law, or 3) work to repeal the law. Let us first
consider the question, “Is this a law that we should ignore?”

As spelled out in Romans 13 and 1 Peter 2, Christians are to
uphold the laws of our land. Although no specific governmental
system  is  promoted  in  the  New  Testament,  we  appreciate  a
system that protects our ability to worship God consistent
with  1  Timothy  2:1-2.  We  support  protecting  the



individual religious freedom offered by this country. At the
same time, we want to limit robbery, murder and mayhem. How do
these potentially conflicting desires relate to our view of
the Second Amendment?

Remember,  its  underlying  purpose  is  to  ensure  that
our freedoms as individuals and as states are never trampled
on by the federal government or others. The framers of the
Constitution  were  worried  about  the  tendency  of  large
governments  to  attempt  to  consolidate  their  power  at
the expense of freedom. As Christians, we should desire to
live in a society where we are free to worship God and share
our faith with others.

In 1 Timothy 2:1-4, we see that we should pray for such a
society because “This is good, and it is pleasing in the sight
of God our Savior, who desires all people to be saved and to
come to the knowledge of the truth.”  As citizens of this
nation, the Second Amendment makes it clear that we have a
responsibility to protect our rights from those who would
attempt to abuse their position, to maintain our freedoms
including our freedom to live godly lives and share Christ
freely.

In 2 Peter 2:13-14, we are to submit “for the Lord’s sake to
every  human  institution,”  whether  to  a  king  or  his
representatives. Within our structure of government, we submit
to our Constitution and its principles. The Second Amendment
calls for us (if needed) to be armed and ready as individuals
to participate in a state militia or, in the absence of a
militia,  to  act  as  individuals  to  protect  our  liberty.
In 2008, the Supreme Court ruled that this also confers an
individual right to possess a firearm for traditionally lawful
purposes.

Clearly, the right to bear arms as defined in our Constitution
and  explained  by  Supreme  Court  rulings  is  not  counter  to
biblical teaching. Therefore, we are to act in accordance with



this amendment to our Constitution. Whether we should try to
repeal this law is discussed below.

The  Second  Amendment:  Should  It  Be
Repealed?
If the Second Amendment creates more harm than good, we can
support repealing it. The main argument for this position is
that guns are used by some to harm the innocent. If guns are
freely available to the citizenry, does the harm done outweigh
the value envisioned by the Second Amendment?

Many innocent people have been killed by deranged individuals
and criminals with guns; at the same time, we cannot remember
a time when American citizens were called to the streets to
protect our Constitution. Have we reached a point where the
nature of today’s weapons and our society make the Second
Amendment a detriment?

One group argues that if private ownership was illegal and
strictly enforced, it would severely limit gun violence. An
opposing view believes the problem is actually worsened by the
lack of gun ownership by the public. If more law abiding
citizens were armed and prepared to respond, the number of
people killed would drop due to the deterrent effect.

What is the problem with repealing the Second Amendment? To
have no guns among the citizenry, the government must be very
proactive in removing guns from society as a whole. Guns must
be  removed  from  those  not  inclined  to  obey&mdash;  a  very
difficult  task  as  evidenced  by  the  prevalence  of  alcohol
during  Prohibition.  If  accomplished,  the  government  must
assume  unprecedented  powers  which  may  be  fine  as  long  as
the Constitutional is not usurped. But if a future government
decides to do so, there will be nothing to stop it.

Swords were used to kill people in Jesus’ day. Did Jesus rail
against the presence of swords and demand that no one but



soldiers should carry them? No, in fact, he told His disciples
that  he  who  had  no  sword  should  buy  one  because  of  the
troubled days ahead.{7} Peter was carrying his sword in the
garden when Jesus was arrested.{8} While Jesus kept Peter from
interfering with His arrest, Jesus did not use that situation
to initiate a “sword control” campaign.

Perhaps a more sensible way to control gun violence would be
to  encourage  law-abiding  citizens  to  carry  weapons,
particularly  in  public  areas.  This  approach  creates  a
deterrent  against  the  insane,  the  criminal,  and  a  future
government gone amok.

According to Isaiah 2:4 and Micah 4:3, in the last days,
swords will be beaten into plowshares and nations will no
longer lift up the sword against other nations. We are clearly
not in those last days now. Keeping the Second Amendment in
place  highlights  our  commitment  to  a  government  “of  the
people, by the people and for the people,” while we wait for
Christ’s bodily return.
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Christmas Articles

Various articles about Christmas by Probe staff members.

Why the Stories of the Virgin Birth Fit Together [Tom Davis]
Tom Davis answers the charge that the two nativity accounts in
the  gospels  contradict  each  other,  showing  how  well  they
complement  each  other  by  contributing  details  from  two
different perspectives.

A Christmas Quiz [Dale Taliaferro]
A  quiz  concerning  the  Christmas  story  from  a  biblical
perspective.

3 Points About Christmas: Evidence for Biblical Truth [Paul
Rutherford]
Paul  Rutherford  suggests  using  three  fulfilled  biblical
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prophecies as an apologetic for biblical truth.

The Star of Bethlehem [Dr. Ray Bohlin]
What was the Star of Bethlehem? Some people suggest is was an
astronomical conjunction of planets and stars. But it might
have been the Shekinah Glory, a physical manifestation of
God’s presence on earth.

Christmas Film Favorites [Todd Kappelman]
Todd Kappelman highlights some favorite films of the Christmas
season,  encouraging  Christians  to  enjoy  the  films  while
separating the sacred from the secular: A Christmas Carol,
Miracle on 34th Street, How the Grinch Stole Christmas, It’s a
Wonderful Life, and A Charlie Brown Christmas.

Truth You Can Sing About: 5 Christmas Carols [Steven Davis]
Probe Radio producer Steven Davis wrote the scripts providing
devotional insights into five Christmas carols, and his son
and  Mind  Games  Camp  alumnus  Jon  Clive  Davis  wrote  and
performed  the  music  underneath.

Truth You Can Sing About: Part 2 [Steven Davis]
Probe Radio producer Steven Davis wrote five more scripts
providing devotional insights into five Christmas carols, and
his son and Mind Games Camp alumnus Jon Clive Davis wrote and
performed the music underneath.

Truth You Can Sing About: Part 3 [Steven Davis]
For the third year in a row, Steven Davis and his son Jon
Clive  Davis  collaborated  on  a  new  look  at  five  Christmas
carols, accompanied throughout each day’s broadcast by new
compositions of each carol.

The Theology of Christmas Carols [Dr. Robert Pyne]
A look at the theology behind five Christmas carols: Come Thou
Long Expected Jesus, Hark the Herald Angels Sing, Joy to the
World, O Little Town of Bethlehem, and O Holy Night.

Christmas SHINY! [Sue Bohlin]
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The visible presence of God in the Old Testament—the Shekinah
glory—shows up again at Christmas. No wonder we like shiny,
sparkly things that remind us of the glory of heaven!

Is Christmas Necessary? [Jerry Solomon]
Christians  have  had  to  respond  to  the  customs  of  the
surrounding culture since the beginning of the church. In the
end,  though,  Christmas  is  necessary  only  in  terms  of  its
historical and theological content.

Reincarnation: The Christmas Counterfeit [Sue Bohlin]
Sue blogs that Jesus is the only person who had a life before
His birth, which we celebrate at Christmas.

Celebrating Christmas Wrongly? [Sue Bohlin]
Sue suggests that our motives are what determines whether
we’re celebrating Christmas right or not.

Loving God Through Xmas Music? [Sue Bohlin]
Sue Bohlin suggests that believers practice discernment as we
listen to Christmas music, putting each song in the right
category and allowing each category to point us to Christ.

Why I Won’t Apologize For Watching Hallmark Christmas Movies
[Sue Bohlin]
Cultivating a biblical worldview, seeing everything through
the lens of creation|fall|redemption, has led Sue to see how
the happy endings of Hallmark movies point to the Ultimate
Happy Ending in the book of Revelation.

The Christmas Story: Does It Still Matter? [Rusty Wright]
Christmas  often  means  time  with  family,  hectic  shopping,
parties, cards and gifts. But what about the first Christmas?
Why is the original story the baby in a manger, shepherds,
wise men, angels important, if at all? The answer may surprise
you.

The First Christmas Wreath [Jimmy Williams]
The  founder  of  Probe  Ministries  examines  the  role  of  the
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wreath in Christmas.

The Great Light [Jimmy Williams]
A short essay on the role of light at Christmas.

The Stable [Jimmy Williams]
Jimmy Williams examines the symbolic and prophetic role of the
stable in Christmas.

Are You Listening? Do You Hear What I Hear? [Rusty Wright]
Have you ever missed a great opportunity because you weren’t
listening  carefully?  Twenty  centuries  ago  some  clues  to
impending good news of monumental import eluded most folks.
Fascinating  prophecies  of  Jesus’  birth  and  life  bring
revealing  insights  into  your  own  life  today.

Why the Stories of the Virgin
Birth Fit Together
Tom Davis answers the charge that the two nativity accounts in
the  gospels  contradict  each  other,  showing  how  well  they
complement  each  other  by  contributing  details  from  two
different perspectives.

It is December again, the time of year that western culture
celebrates  Christmas.  Historically  Christians  claimed  that
Jesus was born on December 25 as early as the late second
century.{1} The primary biblical and historical sources for
Jesus’ birth are found in Matthew chapters 1 and 2, and Luke
chapters 1 and 2. These chapters tell us the history of God
becoming one of us through the virgin conception and birth of
Jesus. The birth of Jesus is important because it is the
beginning of God fulfilling his promise to send a savior to
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Israel. Many opponents of Christianity reject these stories as
myths or fanciful stories. Their view is that these stories
are  made  up  to  fulfill  prophecy.  They  claim  that  these
accounts  are  two  completely  different  stories  that  are
incompatible with each other.

Some Alleged Problems
One skeptic in particular, New Testament scholar Bart Ehrman,
claims  that  “The  problem  is  that  some  of  the  differences
between Matthew and Luke are very difficult to reconcile with
one another.”{2} When reading objections like this it sounds
as  if  the  early  Christians  were  not  aware  that  the  four
Gospels were not identical in the way that they told the story
of the life of Jesus.

However, the early Christians were aware that each Gospel
tells us about the life of Jesus from a particular point of
view. When these stories are examined, they complement each
other and give a more complete account of the birth of Jesus.
The  end  process  of  examining  these  issues  and  giving  a
complete account is called a harmony. The first harmony, the
Diatessaron, was written by a Christian named Titian around
A.D. 170. {3}

Ehrman  raises  an  issue  that  he  thinks  is  irreconcilable:
“Where was Joseph and Mary’s home town?”{4} Ehrman points out
that Luke says Joseph and Mary live in Nazareth and have to
travel to Bethlehem because of a census, while Matthew does
not mention them living in Nazareth before the birth of Jesus.
But is this really a contradiction? No! Luke tells us about
the things that happened in Nazareth while Matthew chooses not
to address those things.

Ehrman points out that there are wise men in Matthew, but
there are shepherds in Luke.{5} But Luke tells us that the
shepherds  visited  Jesus  on  the  night  of  his  birth,  while
Matthew says that the wise men came some time, probably more



than a year, after Jesus was presented at the Temple.

Ehrman also points out that Matthew tells us Herod wants to
kill  Jesus,  while  Luke  tells  us  Caesar  wants  a  census
taken.{6} But these are not contradictory claims. There is no
reason to say that if one happened the other could not.

We have seen in a brief overview how the claim that the
stories of Jesus’ birth in Matthew and Luke are not compatible
with one another can be resolved. But how do the stories fit
together? I will summarize the narratives in Matthew and Luke,
then  combine  the  narratives  to  show  that  when  they  are
combined they fit together to make one fuller narrative.

Matthew’s Narrative (Matthew 1:18-2:23)
As I summarize the birth narrative in Matthew, who is visited
by angels? Who is making the decisions? From whose perspective
is the story being told? These questions help tell us who is
the possible source of the story.

Matthew begins his narrative with Joseph. Joseph and Mary were
engaged to be married. In ancient Israel, engagements lasted a
year. Mary is pregnant before they are married. Joseph does
not want to marry Mary, but also does not want to disgrace her
family. He decides to make the divorce private.

While Joseph was thinking these things over, an angel from God
tells him that Mary’s pregnancy is an act of God. Joseph will
have a son, and the son’s name will be Jesus. Jesus will save
his people from their sins.

When Joseph wakes up he changes his mind and marries Mary.
Joseph and Mary do not have sexual relations and she is a
virgin when her son is born. They named their son Jesus as the
angel instructed Joseph. Matthew tells us that Jesus was born
in Bethlehem.

Later, some Magi, probably from Persia, show up looking for



the one who was born King of the Jews. These Magi claim to
have seen this king’s star, so they came to worship him.

King Herod does not like the news that the Magi bring. He is
the king and there is no room for another king. So Herod goes
to the chief priests and the scribes to find out where the
Christ is supposed to be born. They search the scripture and
tell Herod that the Christ will be born in Bethlehem. Herod
tells the Magi that the new king was born in Bethlehem. Herod
asks the Magi to stop by on their way back to Persia and tell
him where the new king will be found so he can go and worship
him too. However, Herod wants to kill this new king, because
he is the king and there will not be another king.

As the Magi are approaching Bethlehem they see the star again.
The star leads them to the house where Mary, Joseph, and Jesus
are staying. The Magi worship Jesus and give him gifts of
gold, frankincense and myrrh. The Magi are warned in a dream
not to go back to see Herod, so they go back to Persia without
stopping in Jerusalem.

An Angel appears to Joseph in a dream and tells him that Herod
wants to kill Jesus, and that he needs to go to Egypt to
escape Herod. Joseph wakes up and takes Mary and Jesus to
Egypt.

Herod  realizes  that  the  Magi  went  back  to  Persia  without
telling him where the new king was born. Herod is furious! He
sends soldiers into Bethlehem with orders to kill every boy
under the age of two.

Joseph, Mary, and Jesus live in Egypt until Herod dies. Then,
an angel appears to Joseph in a dream and tells him to return
to Israel. Joseph wants to return to Judea, but he is afraid
the new ruler, Archelaus, will kill Jesus so he moves to
Nazareth.

Notice that in Matthew the narrative focuses on Joseph’s role
in the events surrounding Jesus’ birth. Matthew 1 gives Jesus’



genealogy through Joseph’s lineage. The narrative begins with
Joseph having to decide whether he should divorce Mary, or
continue with their engagement and marriage. Joseph is visited
by an angel in his dreams three times. This focus on Joseph
suggests that this narrative is told from Joseph’s point of
view. Next I will summarize Luke’s narrative.

Luke’s Narrative (Luke 1:5-2:52)
As we did with Matthew, ask, who is the main character in the
story? Who does the story focus on?

Zechariah, a priest faithful to God, had no children because
his wife, Elizabeth, could not have children. Zechariah was
selected to enter the sanctuary of the Temple to burn incense
when  the  angel  Gabriel  appeared  to  him.  Gabriel  tells
Zechariah that Elizabeth will become pregnant and they will
have a son who is to be named John. Zachariah is skeptical, so
Gabriel makes him unable to speak. As Gabriel said, Elizabeth
becomes pregnant.

Six  months  later  Gabriel  is  sent  to  Nazareth  to  visit  a
virgin, Mary. Mary is engaged to Joseph. Gabriel tells Mary
that she has found favor with God and she will conceive and
have a boy who is to be named Jesus. Mary does not understand
how this can be. Gabriel explains that it is the work of the
Holy Spirit.

Mary goes to visit Elizabeth, who happens to be Mary’s cousin.
When Mary arrives John, who is not yet born, recognizes that
Mary’s  child,  Jesus,  is  the  coming  Messiah.  Elizabeth  is
filled with the Holy Spirit and recognizes that Mary’s child
will be blessed.

Elizabeth gives birth to John. After John was circumcised her
neighbors  and  relatives  wanted  to  name  the  child  after
Zechariah. Elizabeth tells them the child is to be named John.
This causes an argument among the people because he has no



ancestor named John. Zechariah regains his speech and ends the
discussion by proclaiming that his son’s name is John. This
amazes the people and news of this spread throughout Judea.

Mary is back in Nazareth when Caesar calls for a census.
Joseph, her husband, is from the lineage of David, who is from
Bethlehem. This means that Joseph and Mary have to travel to
Bethlehem for the census. While they are there, Mary gives
birth to Jesus. Mary wraps Jesus in blankets and lays him in a
manger because there is no room in the guest room.

There were shepherds in the area who were watching over their
flocks of sheep. Suddenly an angel from God appeared to them.
This frightened the shepherds. The Angel told them not to be
afraid. He brought them good news, the Messiah was born in
Bethlehem. Then a group of angels appeared proclaiming, “Glory
to God in the highest heaven and peace on earth to people he
favored.”

When the angels leave, the shepherds decide to go to Bethlehem
to see the child. When they arrive, they find Mary, Joseph,
and the baby in a manger just like the angels told them they
would. The shepherds tell Joseph and Mary about the visit of
the angels and what they said about the child. The shepherds
leave  praising  God.  Mary  continues  to  think  about  these
things.

After eight days Joseph and Mary take Jesus to the Temple to
be  circumcised.  While  at  the  Temple  Joseph  and  Mary  are
approached by Simeon, who has been told by the Holy Spirit
that he would see the Messiah before he died. Simeon shares
this with Mary and Joseph, telling them that Jesus would be a
light to the Gentiles and would bring glory to Israel. Then
Anna, a prophetess, comes to see Jesus in the Temple. Anna
thanks God and tells the people about Jesus.

After all the requirements of the law were fulfilled, Mary and
Joseph return to Nazareth.



Notice that in Luke, the angels appear to Mary. Luke includes
Mary’s journey to visit Elizabeth, and that John and Jesus are
relatives on Mary’s side of the family. The genealogy in Luke
3 goes through Heli, who is Mary’s father. Luke’s account of
the birth of Jesus seems to come from Mary’s perspective.

Combining the Stories
Finally I will place the two stories together to make one
story.  Do  the  transitions  from  Luke  to  Matthew,  or  from
Matthew to Luke, flow smoothly? Are there any contradictions
or irreconcilable differences?

Zechariah, a priest faithful to God, had no children because
his wife, Elizabeth, could not have children. Zechariah is
selected to enter the sanctuary of the Temple to burn incense
when the angel Gabriel appears to him. Gabriel tells Zechariah
that Elizabeth will become pregnant and they will have a son
who is to be named John. Zachariah is skeptical, so Gabriel
makes him unable to speak. As Gabriel said, Elizabeth becomes
pregnant.

Six  months  later  Gabriel  is  sent  to  Nazareth  to  visit  a
virgin, Mary. Mary is engaged to Joseph. Gabriel tells Mary
that she has found favor with God and she will conceive and
have a boy who is to be named Jesus. Mary does not understand
how this can be. Gabriel explains that it is the work of the
Holy Spirit.

Mary goes to visit Elizabeth, who happens to be Mary’s cousin.
When Mary arrives John, who is not yet born, recognizes that
Mary’s child, Jesus, is the Messiah. Elizabeth is filled with
the  Holy  Spirit  and  recognizes  that  Mary’s  child  will  be
blessed.

Elizabeth gives birth to John. After John is circumcised her
neighbors  and  relatives  want  to  name  the  child  after
Zechariah. Elizabeth tells them the child is to be named John.



This causes an argument among the people because he has no
ancestor named John. Zechariah regains his speech and ends the
discussion by proclaiming that his son’s name is John. This
amazes the people and news of this spreads throughout Judea.

Joseph and Mary were engaged to be married. In ancient Israel,
engagements lasted a year. Mary is pregnant. Joseph does not
want to marry Mary, but also does not want to disgrace her
family. He decides to make the divorce private. While Joseph
was thinking these things over, an angel from God tells him
that Mary’s pregnancy is an act of God. Joseph will have a
son, and the son’s name will be Jesus. Jesus will save his
people from their sins.

When Joseph wakes up he changes his mind and marries Mary.
Joseph and Mary do not have sexual relations and she is a
virgin when her son is born.

Caesar calls for a census. Joseph’s family is from Bethlehem.
This means that Joseph and Mary have to travel to Bethlehem to
be counted in the census. While they are there, Mary gives
birth to Jesus. Mary wraps Jesus in blankets and lays him in a
manger because there is no room in the guest room.

There are shepherds in the area who are watching over their
flocks of sheep. Suddenly an angel from God appears to them.
This frightens the shepherds. The angel tells them not to be
afraid. He brings them good news: the Messiah was born in
Bethlehem. Then a group of angels appear proclaiming, “Glory
to God in the highest heaven and peace on earth to people he
favored.”

When the angels leave, the shepherds decide to go to Bethlehem
to see the child. When they arrive they find Mary, Joseph, and
the baby in a manger just like the angels told them they
would. The shepherds tell Joseph and Mary about the visit of
the angels and what they said about the child. The shepherds
leave  praising  God.  Mary  continues  to  think  about  these



things.

After eight days Joseph and Mary take Jesus to the Temple to
be  circumcised.  While  at  the  Temple  Joseph  and  Mary  are
approached by Simeon, who had been told by the Holy Spirit
that he would see the Messiah before he died. Simeon shares
this with Mary and Joseph, telling them that Jesus would be a
light to the Gentiles and would bring glory to Israel. Then
Anna, a prophetess, comes to see Jesus in the Temple. Anna
thanks God and tells the people about Jesus.

Later, some Magi, probably from Persia, show up looking for
the one who was born King of the Jews. These Magi claim to
have seen this king’s star, so they came to worship him.

King Herod does not like the news that the Magi bring. He is
the king and there is no room for another king. So Herod goes
to the chief priests and the scribes to find out where the
Christ is supposed to be born. They search the scripture and
tell Herod that the Christ will be born in Bethlehem. Herod
tells the Magi that the new king was born in Bethlehem. Herod
asks the Magi to stop by on their way back to Persia and tell
him where the new king will be found so he can go and worship
him too. However, Herod wants to kill this new king, because
he is the king and there will not be another king.

As the Magi are approaching Bethlehem they see the star again.
The star leads them to the house where Mary, Joseph, and Jesus
are staying. The Magi worship Jesus and give him gifts of
gold, frankincense and myrrh. The Magi are warned in a dream
not to go back to see Herod, so they go back to Persia without
stopping in Jerusalem.

An Angel appears to Joseph in a dream and tells him that Herod
wants to kill Jesus, and that he needs to go to Egypt to
escape Herod. Joseph wakes up and takes Mary and Jesus to
Egypt.

Herod  realizes  that  the  Magi  went  back  to  Persia  without



telling him where the new king was born. Herod is furious! He
sends soldiers into Bethlehem with orders to kill every boy
under the age of two.

Joseph, Mary, and Jesus live in Egypt until Herod dies. Then,
an angel appears to Joseph in a dream and tells him to return
to Israel. Joseph wants to return to Judea, but he is afraid
the new ruler, Archelaus, will kill Jesus so he moves to
Nazareth.

When we combine both narratives we can see that we have two
narratives  that  are  told  from  two  different  perspectives.
These differing perspectives lead to an emphasis on different
details. When the accounts are harmonized we can see that
these details are not contradictory, they are complementary.
The  narratives  fit  nicely  together,  like  the  pieces  of  a
puzzle, to make a more complete larger picture of the events
surrounding the birth of Jesus.

Conclusion
God became one of us. God did what he promised he would do in
the Old Testament. The conception and birth of Jesus is the
beginning of the defeat of death and sin. Jesus’ birth is
directly tied to His death and resurrection. The power of sin,
death, and Satan is broken. This is the reason that Christians
celebrate this event every year. As the angels said, “Glory to
God in the highest heaven, and peace on earth to people he
favors.” (Luke 2:14 SCB)

Notes

1. “The traditional date for the birth of Christ from as early
as Hippolytus (ca. A.D. 165-235) has been December 25th.”
Hoehner,  Harold  W.  Chronological  Aspects  of  the  Life  of
Christ. (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1977), 25.
2. Ehrman, Bart. Jesus: The Apocalyptic Prophet of the New
Millennium. (New York: Oxford University Press Inc., 1999),



36.
3.  Thomas,  Robert,  L.  A  Harmony  of  the  Gospels  with
Explanations  and  Essays.  (San  Francisco:  HarperCollins
Publishers, 1978), 269.
4. Ehrman, 37.
5. Ibid.
6. Ibid.
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A Christmas Quiz
Dr.  Dale  Taliaferro’s  38-question  quiz  concerning  the
Christmas  story  from  a  biblical  perspective.

 

Take the quiz yourself: click here for a format
with the questions and answers separated.

1. Can you name the parents of Jesus?
a. Mary (Matt. 1:16; Luke 1:31, 2:6-7).
b. God (Luke 1:32, 35).
c. Joseph (by adoption) (Matt 1:16, 19-20, 24-25).
2. Where did Joseph and Mary live before they were
married?
a. Mary—In Nazareth (Luke 1:26-27).
b. Joseph—In Nazareth, presumably (Luke 2:4).

3. What was the name of the angel who appeared to Mary?
Gabriel (Luke 1:26).

4. Where did Joseph and Mary live after their marriage?
Nazareth (Luke 2:4-5, 39).
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5. Where was Mary when the angel appeared to her?
In Nazareth, inside some structure or building (Luke 1:26,
28).

6. Whom did Mary visit immediately after Gabriel appeared to
her?
Elizabeth, her relative (Luke 1:36).

7. How far along in her pregnancy was Elizabeth when Gabriel
appeared to Mary?
Six months (Luke 1:26, 36).

8. How long did Mary stay with Elizabeth?
About three months (Luke 1:56).

9. Why didn’t Mary stay to celebrate the birth of John?
Probably fear of stoning, since she was pregnant and beginning
“to show.”

10. How far along in her pregnancy was Mary when she broke the
news to Joseph?
At least three months (Luke 1:38-39, 56).

11. Why were Joseph and Mary going to Bethlehem?
To be enrolled for the taxes (Luke 2:1-3).

12. Why did Mary accompany Joseph?
a. A practical reason (she was well along in her pregnancy).
b. A biblical-prophetical reason (Micah 5:2).

13. What determined the city to which each Jew had to travel
in order to be taxed?
Lineage. Joseph had to go to the city of David since he was of
“the house and family of David.” (Luke 2:3-4).

14. Who, then, would be in Bethlehem?
a. Joseph’s relatives—descendants of David (Luke 2:3-4).
b. Possibly Mary’s relatives also (Luke 3:31-32).

15. How did they travel?



Probably  in  a  caravan  (cf.  Luke  10:30-37,  esp.  30).  The
Scripture  doesn’t  say  anything  about  their  journey  to
Bethlehem.

16. Why couldn’t Joseph and Mary find space in the inn?
Probably because Joseph’s relatives rejected them and wouldn’t
give up their space (Luke 2:5; cf. Luke 1:61, 2:5; John 8:41).

17. Who were the first people to come to see Jesus according
to Scripture?
Shepherds (Luke 2:8, 15-16).

18. What chorus did the angels sing to the shepherds?
None. They said, “Glory to God in the highest and on earth
peace among men of good will” (Luke 2:14).

19. What sign did the angels tell the shepherds to look for?
The baby wrapped in swaddling clothes and lying in a manger
(Luke 2:12, 16-17).

20. What was the manger?
A feeding trough made of stone.

21.  In  what  way  do  the  meaning  of  the  Hebrew  term  for
Bethlehem and the sign given by the angels prepare us for
Jesus’ later ministry?
a. Bethlehem means “house of bread,” which correlates with
Jesus’ Bread of Life discourse (John 6:22-65).
b. Jesus was wrapped in swaddling clothes—the same kind of
clothes He would be buried in (John 19:40).

22. What happened eight days after Jesus’ birth?
His circumcision (Luke 2:21).

23. What happened 32 days after Jesus’ circumcision (40 days
after Jesus’ birth)?
Mary’s  ceremonial  purification  and  Jesus’  redemption  (Luke
2:22-24).

24. What are two reasons that Joseph and Mary took Jesus to



Jerusalem?
a.  To  fulfill  the  Law—Jesus’  redemption  and  Mary’s
purification  (Luke  2:22-23).
b.  To  fulfill  prophecy  (the  personal  prophetic  revelation
given to Simeon) (Luke 2:25-32, esp. 26).

25.  Where  did  Joseph  and  Mary  go  after  the  purification
ceremony?
Nazareth (Luke 2:39).

26. What are magi?
Politically powerful scholars and astronomers (“king-makers”).

27. How many wise men came to see Jesus?
Scripture  does  not  say,  but  Augustine  and  Chrysostom  say
twelve.  Another  tradition  names  three:  Melchior  (Shem’s
descendant),  Caspar  (Hem’s  descendant),  and  Balthasar
(Jopheth’s  descendant).

28. How many gifts did the wise men bring and to whom did they
present their gifts?
At least one gift from each wise man. They presented the
gifts—plural in number—to Jesus. Gold, frankincense, and myrrh
designate appositionally the kinds of gifts, not the number
(Matt 2:1-2, 11).

29. What was curious about the star?
It was not constant (Matt. 2:2, 10).

30. How did Herod use the star?
He calculated the age of the child by the length of time it
had been appearing and reappearing (Matt 2:7, 16). The wise
men did not discourage this thinking.

31. Where were Jesus, Mary, and Joseph when the wise men
reached them?
a. In a house, not the stable (Matt 2:11).
b. In Nazareth. The impression given in Matthew 2 is that of a
hurried, immediate escape for all (Luke 2:39). Thus there was



no time to fulfill the law or the prophetic utterance (cf. no.
24).

32. How old was Jesus at this time?
Two months to two years.

33. In what year was Jesus born?
Five or four B.C. (Herod died in March or April of 4 B.C.)

34. How long was Jesus in Egypt with His parents?
From one month to over one year.

35. How did Joseph and Mary finance the trip to Egypt?
Probably with the gifts of the magi.

36. Where was Jesus raised upon His return to Israel?
Nazareth (Matt 2:23).

37. How old was Jesus when He began His ministry?
Thirty-three to thirty-four years old (born 5 to 4 B.C., began
ministry A.D. 29). Luke 3:23 tells us he was “about thirty”;
the Greek indicates a rough (rather than close) estimate.

38. How old was Jesus when He died?
Thirty-seven to thirty-eight years old, depending on whether
His ministry was three or four years in length.

© 1992 Probe Ministries

Why  I  Won’t  Apologize  For
Watching  Hallmark  Christmas

https://probe.org/why-i-wont-apologize-for-watching-hallmark-christmas-movies/
https://probe.org/why-i-wont-apologize-for-watching-hallmark-christmas-movies/


Movies
I’ve decided to take the “guilty” out of “guilty pleasure”
when it comes to watching Hallmark Christmas movies.

This cultural icon has become fodder for endless jokes and
even sermon illustrations. Yes, they are completely formulaic
and the always-happy endings are entirely predictable. What
keeps  us  watching  are  the  “getting  there”  details  of
maneuvering the journey through falling in love and overcoming
obstacles  and  the  inevitable  misunderstandings  that  are
shortly and inevitably resolved. (“Whew! That was a close
one!” said no one ever.)

But there is such a deeply satisfying resolution in every
movie  that  makes  the  obligatory  happy  ending  seem  not
obligatory  at  all.  Just  .  .  .  right.

I found myself thinking about the sweet satisfaction of every
movie that makes my spirit hum with joy, looking for the
“something deeper” that I sensed was waiting to be discovered.

Then I remembered the Really Big Picture about the true nature
of reality that God has presented to us in His word. The story
of God rescuing man winds its way from Genesis to Revelation
with lots of plot twists along the way, but there is an
unimaginably Ultimate Happy Ending in the final book. The true
story of the battle of good and evil ends with justice and
rightness. Evil is finally contained and punished in the Lake
of Fire, and True Love—God’s love for His beloved people—Wins.

There’s even a wedding! The Lamb of God, Jesus, takes His
bride, the Church, as His wife.

The reason Hallmark Christmas movies are so satisfying is that
they resonate with the Big Story where there is such a happy
ending we can’t even begin to imagine it.
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Here’s the ending, from Revelation 21:

Then I saw “a new heaven and a new earth,” for the first
heaven and the first earth had passed away, and there was no
longer any sea. I saw the Holy City, the new Jerusalem, coming
down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride beautifully
dressed for her husband. And I heard a loud voice from the
throne saying, “Look! God’s dwelling place is now among the
people, and he will dwell with them. They will be his people,
and God himself will be with them and be their God. ‘He will
wipe every tear from their eyes. There will be no more death’
or mourning or crying or pain, for the old order of things has
passed away.”

He who was seated on the throne said, “I am making everything
new!”

The real Happy Ending means no more death or mourning or
crying or pain. One final wiping away of our tears, and then
an eternity in new bodies where tear ducts will only be useful
for tears of overwhelming joy.

It’s always a secular Christmas in Hallmark movies, where
Jesus is never mentioned. It’s always about “the Christmas
spirit” and “Christmas magic.” But the happy endings are still
legitimate  because,  like  all  good  stories,  they  point  to
ultimate reality where Jesus is King and He will make all
things right.

And now, if you’ll excuse me, there are more movies to watch.

 

This post originally appeared at
blogs.bible.org/2019/12/18/why-i-wont-apologize-for-watching-

hallmark-christmas-movies/ on December 17, 2019
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Loving  God  Through  Xmas
Music?
From Thanksgiving to Christmas Day, the sounds of Christmas
music  are  everywhere:  stores,  TV  specials,  many  radio
stations. Every year, the biggest oldies station in Dallas
becomes “The Christmas Station,” this year starting in mid-
November.

There are two ways to respond to Christmas music, I think. One
way is to let it stream unfiltered into our hearts and minds
as the background noise of our December lives. The other is to
be intentional about categorizing what we hear, letting it all
remind us of “the reason for the season.”

I suggest that Christmas music falls into four categories, and
we can mentally tag each song with the appropriate category as
we listen:

Songs About Weather
What do sleigh rides have to do with Jesus’ birthday? Nothing.
But a number of songs we only hear in December are focused on
northern-hemisphere weather. Key words are snow, cold, frosty,
winter, and jingle bells (because they belong on sleighs,
apparently).

Songs About Fantasy
All songs about Santa Claus, the Grinch, elves, and Frosty the
Snowman belong in this category. Make-believe characters have
nothing to do with the birth of the Savior, but we only hear
them at Christmas.

Songs About “Xmas Feelings”
There are lots of songs invoking warm and fuzzy feelings about
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Christmas, and being together, and good cheer. It’s “the hap-
happiest season of all,” right? Other songs highlight what the
singer wants for Christmas, ranging from a kid’s two front
teeth to the not-TOO-greedy “Santa Baby” song: a fur coat, a
car, a yacht and a ring. Be sure to hang some mistletoe so you
can score a kiss from somebody. (Except that given the current
movement to expose sexual harassment and crimes, that might
not be the best move right now.) I call these “Xmas Feelings”
because although the songs are played at Christmastime, none
of them have anything to do with the reason we celebrate
Christmas in the first place. It’s a totally secular feel-good
holiday, so we can just X out the Christ of Christmas.

Songs About the Birth of Christ
Aaaah . . . now we’re talking! Most songs about Jesus’ birth
are either Christmas carols, long venerated for the very good
reason that they proclaim truth. We call them carols, but
they’re  really  hymns  that  celebrate  the  Incarnation,  God
leaving heaven to become man. Most carols show deep insight
into the glorious mystery of the Incarnation. “Hark the Herald
Angels Sing” proclaims, “Veiled in flesh the Godhead see, Hail
the incarnate Deity.” My favorite Christmas carol, “Joy to the
World,” exhorts us—and the whole world—to embrace the Savior:
“Let earth receive her King, Let every heart prepare Him room,
And heaven and nature sing. . .”

In addition to Christmas carols, some more modern songs teach
biblical doctrine. “Mary Did You Know,” written by Mark Lowry
and Buddy Greene in 1991, elevates Jesus in a most worshipful
way. “Mary did you know . . . when you kiss your little Baby
you kiss the face of God? . . . This sleeping Child you’re
holding is the Great I AM?” Still gives me goosebumps. Every
time I hear it.

The  continual  presence  of  Christmas  music  is  a  good
opportunity to practice discernment with every song by asking,
“Which category does this song go in?” Using biblical wisdom
to think intentionally is one way we can love God with our



minds, as Jesus said is part of the greatest commandment (Luke
10:27). But then we can go on to a second step, which is to
connect the dots between the songs and the Lord behind “the
reason for the season.”

When we hear a song about weather: “Lord, I praise You for
being the creator of winter—and spring, summer and fall.”

When we hear a song about fantasy characters: “Lord, I praise
You for being real and true, and not make-believe like Santa
or Frosty.”

When we hear a song about Xmas feelings: “Lord, the longings
of the heart for love and for home and for belonging are all
met in You. Thank You for drawing me into relationship with
You as the giver of these good things.”

When we hear a song about Jesus’ birth: “Lord, Happy Birthday!
Thank You for leaving heaven and coming to earth to reconcile
us with the Father. Thank You for this wonderful song that
reminds us that You are Lord.”

Bonus points for identifying “category error” songs that mix
fantasy and truth. Examples: “Here Comes Santa Claus” mixes
the made-up Santa and the True God:

“Peace on earth will come to all, if we just follow the light
So let’s give thanks to the Lord above ’cause Santa Claus
comes tonight.”

Then there’s “Up on the Rooftop”:

Up on the rooftop
Click, click, click
Down through the chimney with
Good Saint Nick

Santa is not Saint Nicholas, a 4th-century Christ-follower in
modern-day Turkey. St. Nicholas didn’t come down chimneys with
toys for good little girls and boys! Santa is fantasy; “St.



Nick” is real.

Happy singing . . . and thinking!

This blog post originally appeared at
blogs.bible.org/engage/sue_bohlin/loving_god_through_xmas_musi

c
on December 12, 2017.

Jesus’ Resurrection: Fact or
Fiction? – A Clear Christian
Perspective
Rusty Wright presents a compelling case for the historicity of
Jesus’  resurrection.   Looking  a  four  outcomes  of  the
resurrection, he presents a brief case supporting a Christian
worldview  understanding  that  Jesus  acutallly  died  and  was
resurrected from the tomb.

At Easter, some might wonder what all the fuss is about. Who
cares? What difference does it make if Jesus rose from the
dead?

It makes all the difference in the world. If Christ did not
rise, then thousands of believers have died as martyrs for a
hoax.

If he did rise, then he is still alive and can offer peace to
troubled, hurting lives.

Countless scholars–among them the apostle Paul, Augustine, Sir
Isaac Newton and C.S. Lewis–believed in the resurrection. We
need not fear committing intellectual suicide by believing it
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also. Where do the facts lead?

Paul,  a  first-century  skeptic-turned  believer,  wrote  that
“Christ died for our sins…he was buried…he was raised on the
third  day…he  appeared  to  Peter,  and  then  to  the  Twelve
(Disciples).  After  that,  he  appeared  to  more  than  five
hundred…at the same time, most of whom are still living.”
Consider four pieces of evidence:

1. The explosive growth of the Christian movement. Within a
few weeks after Jesus was crucified, a movement arose which,
by the later admission of its enemies, “upset the world.” What
happened to ignite this movement shortly after its leader had
been executed?

2.  The  Disciples’  changed  lives.  After  Jesus’  arrest  and
crucifixion, most of the Disciples fled in fear. Peter denied
three times that he was a follower of Jesus. (The women were
braver and stayed to the end.) Yet ten out of the eleven
Disciples (Judas committed suicide) were martyred for their
faith. According to traditions, Peter was crucified upside
down;  Thomas  was  skewered;  John  was  boiled  in  oil  but
survived. What turned these cowards into heroes? Each believed
he had seen Jesus alive again.

3. The empty tomb. Jesus’ corpse was removed from the cross,
wrapped like a mummy and placed in a solid-rock tomb. A one-
and-a-half  to  two-ton  stone  was  rolled  into  a  slightly
depressed groove to seal the tomb’s entrance.

A “Green Beret”-like unit of Roman soldiers guarded the grave.
Sunday morning, the stone was found rolled away, the body was
gone but the graveclothes were still in place. What happened?

Did Christ’s friends steal the body? Perhaps one of the women
sweet-talked  (karate-chopped?)  the  guards  while  the  others
moved the stone and tiptoed off with the body. Or maybe Peter
(remember his bravery) or Thomas (Doubting Thomas) overpowered
the guards, stole the body, then fabricated–and died for–a



resurrection myth.

These  theories  hardly  seem  plausible.  The  guard  was  too
powerful, the stone too heavy and the disciples too spineless
to attempt such a feat.

Did  Christ’s  enemies  steal  the  body?  If  Romans  or  Jewish
religious leaders had the body, surely they would have exposed
it publicly and Christianity would have died out. They didn’t,
and it didn’t.

The “Swoon Theory” supposes that Jesus didn’t really die but
was only unconscious. The expert Roman executioners merely
thought he was dead. After a few days in the tomb without food
or medicine, the cool air revived him.

He burst from the 100 pounds of graveclothes, rolled away the
stone with his nail-pierced hands, scared the daylights out of
the Roman soldiers, walked miles on wounded feet and convinced
his Disciples he’d been raised from the dead. This one is
harder to believe than the resurrection itself.

4. The appearances of the risen Christ. For 40 days after his
death,  many  different  people  said  they  saw  Jesus  alive.
Witnesses included a woman, a shrewd tax collector, several
fishermen and over 500 people at once. These claims provide
further eyewitness testimony for the resurrection.

As a skeptic, I realized that attempts to explain away the
evidences run into a brick wall of facts that point to one
conclusion: Christ is risen.

The above does not constitute an exhaustive proof, rather a
reasoned examination of the evidence. Each interested person
should evaluate the evidence and decide if it makes sense. Of
course, the truth or falsity of the resurrection is a matter
of historical fact and is not dependent on anyone’s belief. If
the facts support the claim, one can conclude that he arose.
In any case, mere intellectual assent to the facts does little



for one’s life.

A major evidence comes experientially, in personally receiving
Jesus’ free gift of forgiveness. He said, “I stand at the door
and knock; if anyone hears my voice and opens the door, I will
come in to him (or her).”

Worth considering?

©1997 Rusty Wright. Used by permission. All rights reserved.

Those  Admirable  English
Puritans
Michael Gleghorn corrects a number of misunderstandings and
stereotypes about the Puritans, suggesting there is much about
them to admire.

Introducing the Puritans
J. I. Packer begins his book, A Quest for Godliness: The
Puritan Vision of the Christian Life, by comparing the English
Puritans to the California Redwoods. He writes, “On . . . the
northern California coastline grow the giant Redwoods, the
biggest living things on earth. Some are over 360 feet tall,
and some trunks are more than 60 feet round.”{1} A bit later
he  draws  this  comparison:  “As  Redwoods  attract  the  eye,
because they overtop other trees, so the mature holiness and
seasoned fortitude of the great Puritans shine before us as a
kind of beacon light, overtopping the stature of the majority
of Christians in most eras.”{2}
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Of course, in our day, if people think of the
Puritans at all, it’s usually only for the purpose
of making a joke of one kind or another. As one
author notes, “the Puritans are the only collective
stock-in-trade  that  virtually  every  cartoonist
feels free to use to lampoon society’s ills.”{3}

But who were the Puritans really? When did they live? And,
most importantly, why should we care?

Many scholarly studies of English Puritanism begin by noting
the variety of ways in which the term “Puritanism” has been
used and defined. Christopher Hill begins his book, Society
and Puritanism in Pre-Revolutionary England, with a chapter
entitled, “The Definition of a Puritan.”{4} And John Spurr, in
his book on English Puritanism, has an introductory section on
“Defining Puritans.”{5} But we’ll leave it to the scholars to
haggle over details. For our purposes, it’s good enough to say
that the Puritans were English Protestants who were influenced
by  the  theology  of  the  Reformation.  They  were  zealous  to
“purify”  not  only  the  Church  of  England,  but  also  their
society, and even themselves, from all doctrinal, ceremonial,
and moral impurity—and to do so for the glory of God.{6} The
time period of English Puritanism spans roughly the years
between 1550 and 1700.{7}

So that’s who the Puritans were, but why on earth should we
care? Personally, I think it’s because the Puritans can offer
us a great deal of wisdom, wisdom that could really benefit
the church and society of our own day. As Packer reminds us,
“The great Puritans, though dead, still speak to us through
their writings, and say things . . . that we badly need to
hear at the present time.”{8}

The Puritans and God
Before going any further, we need to come right out and admit
that, at least on the popular level, the Puritans really seem
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to suffer from an “image problem.” According to J. I. Packer,
“Pillorying  the  Puritans  .  .  .  has  long  been  a  popular
pastime.”{9} Likewise, Peter Marshall and David Manuel observe
that “Nearly everyone today seems to believe that the Puritans
were bluenosed killjoys in tall black hats, a somber group of
sin-obsessed,  witch-hunting  bigots.”{10}  Of  course,  like
Packer,  they  regard  this  view  as  “a  monstrous
misrepresentation.”{11} But when a view is so widely held, we
seem to be in for an uphill battle if we want to suggest some
ways in which the Puritans were admirable!

So where do we begin? Let’s briefly consider the way in which
Puritans  sought  to  live  their  lives  before  God.  The
Westminster  Shorter  Catechism,  a  teaching  device  highly
esteemed by many Puritans,{12} begins by asking, “What is the
chief  end  of  man?”  That’s  a  great  question,  isn’t  it?
They answered it this way: “Man’s chief end is to glorify God,
and to enjoy him forever.”{13}

Now what follows if this answer is correct? Well first, it
would mean that human life is objectively full of meaning,
value, and purpose, for God exists and (as General Maximus
asserted in the hit movie, Gladiator) “what we do in life
echoes  in  eternity.”{14}  But  second,  in  claiming  that
“man’s chief end” consists not only in glorifying God in the
here and now, but also in enjoying Him forever, we see the
potential for the complete and eternal fulfillment of human
existence. For what could be better than enjoying God, the
greatest good, forever and ever?

It is doubtless for reasons such as this that the Puritan
theologian, William Perkins, defined theology as “the science
of living blessedly forever”!{15} He understood that theology
is not some dry, academic discipline, with no relationship to
the rest of one’s life. Rather, theology is all about knowing
God personally. And this, according to Jesus, is eternal life,
the life of supreme blessedness (John 17:3). So the first
reason  for  seeing  the  Puritans  as  admirable  is  that  they



sought to live their lives in such a way that they would
glorify God and enjoy Him forever—and what could ultimately be
wiser, more fulfilling—or more admirable—than that?

The Puritans and Books
Now some may have thought of the Puritans as ignorant, or
anti-intellectual—people who either feared or hated learning.
But this, claims Leland Ryken, is “absolutely untrue.” Indeed,
he  says,  “No  Christian  movement  in  history  has  been  more
zealous for education than the Puritans.”{16} Many leaders of
the Puritan movement were university educated and saw great
value  in  the  life  of  the  mind.  One  can  list  individual
Puritans who were interested in things like astronomy, botany,
medicine,  and  still  other  subjects  from  the  book  of
nature.{17}

Above all, however, Puritanism was a movement which prized
that greatest of all books, the Bible. Puritans loved their
Bibles—and deemed it both their joy and duty to study, teach,
believe and live out its promises and commandments. According
to Packer, “Intense veneration for Scripture . . . and a
devoted concern to know and do all that it prescribes, was
Puritanism’s hallmark.”{18}

Indeed, so great was this Puritan veneration for Scripture
that even those without much formal education often knew their
English Bible exceedingly well. A great example of this can be
seen  in  John  Bunyan,  the  famed  author  of  The  Pilgrim’s
Progress. Although he did not have much in the way of formal
education, one of his later editors declared (doubtless with
some exaggeration) that “No man ever possessed a more intimate
knowledge of the Bible, nor greater aptitude in quoting it
than Bunyan.”{19}

For Puritans like Bunyan, the Bible was the inspired word of
God. It was thus the highest court of appeal in all matters of
Christian faith and practice. Indeed, since the Bible came



from God, it was viewed as having the same divine authority as
God himself. It was therefore worth one’s time to know the
Bible well, and to be intimately familiar with its contents.
As two contemporary scholars of Puritanism remind us, the
Bible was both “the mirror before which each person could see
the . . . status of one’s soul before God, and the guidebook
for all human behavior . . .”{20}

The Puritan stress on knowing, believing, and obeying God’s
inspired word is refreshing. What might the church in America
look like if it really recaptured this Puritan vision for the
importance of Scripture? Here the writings of the Puritans can
still be a valuable resource for the church today, which is
yet another reason for seeing them as admirable.{21}

The Puritans and the Church
Even in our own day, the Puritans remain fairly well-known for
their desire to “purify” the Church of England from anything
which, in their estimation, smacked of doctrinal, moral, or
ceremonial impurity.{22} The Puritans were passionate about
the purity of the church. But how were they to determine if a
particular doctrine or practice was suspect?

For the Puritans, it was only natural that God’s inspired
word, the Bible, should serve as the final authority in all
such matters. If a doctrine was taught in Scripture, then it
should also be taught in the church. And if not, then it
shouldn’t.  The  same  standard  would  apply  to  all  moral
and ceremonial issues as well. Scripture was to have the final
word about whether any particular doctrine or practice was, or
was not, to be taught or permitted in the church of God.{23}
Of course, this is right in line with what we said above about
the Puritan devotion to Scripture.

But once one is committed to judging everything within the
church according to the standard of Scripture, it probably
won’t be long before one’s view of the church undergoes a



similar biblical scrutiny. Such scrutiny soon led Puritans to
“the  notion  that  the  church  is  a  spiritual  reality.”  The
church is not the building in which the redeemed gather to
meet,  it  is  rather  “the  company  of  the  redeemed”
themselves.{24} Doubtless this was one of the reasons why the
Puritans were eager to purify not only the church, understood
in a corporate sense, but themselves as individuals as well.

It  also  helps  explain  the  Puritans’  devotion  to  both  the
fellowship  of  the  saints  and  the  discipline  of  an  erring
brother or sister in the faith. The Puritan pastor Richard
Sibbes urged God’s people “to strengthen and encourage one
another in the ways of holiness.”{25} And Robert Coachman
reminded his readers that “it is no small privilege . . . to
live in . . . a society” where one’s brothers and sisters in
Christ “will not suffer them to go on in sin.”{26}

But isn’t it all too easy to allow Christian fellowship to
lapse  into  something  that  is  superficial,  boring,  and
sometimes even frankly unspiritual? Yes; and this is why the
great English Puritans are quick to remind us (sometimes in
the most forceful of ways) that we must continually seek, in
our fellowship together, to promote both faith and holiness,
along with a deep love and reverent fear of the Lord our God.
And isn’t that an admirable reminder?

The Puritans on Marriage and the Family
If there’s one thing that almost everyone thinks they know
about the Puritans it’s that they “were sexually inhibited and
repressive,” right?{27} But just how accurate is our knowledge
about  the  Puritans  on  this  score?  Well  according  to  some
scholars, it’s wide of the mark indeed.{28}

Of course, it’s certainly true that the Puritans believed,
just as the New Testament teaches, that human sexual behavior
should  be  enjoyed  only  within  the  marriage  relationship
between  a  husband  and  wife.  And  naturally  enough,  they



disapproved  of  any  sexual  behavior  outside  of  this
relationship. But within the union of heterosexual marriage,
the Puritans were actually quite vocal proponents of a rich
and vibrant sex life. Indeed, one Puritan author described sex
as “one of the most proper and essential acts of marriage” and
encouraged married couples to engage in it “with good will and
delight, willingly, readily and cheerfully.”{29} And need I
add that the Puritans thought it important to practice what
they preached?!

But with Puritan couples so “readily and cheerfully” enjoying
their sexual relationships within marriage, they naturally had
to give some serious thought to the raising of children and
the purpose of the family! So what did they have to say about
such matters?

For the Puritans, the family ultimately had the same purpose
as the individual; namely, “the glory of God.” The reason this
is important, notes Ryken, is that “it determines what goes on
in a family,” by setting “priorities in a spiritual rather
than material direction.”{30}

The  Puritans  rightly  saw  that  if  one  wants  a  spiritually
healthy church and a morally healthy society, one must first
have  spiritually  and  morally  healthy  individuals  and
families—for  the  former  are  inevitably  composed  of  the
latter.{31} Hence, if we want healthy churches and societies,
we must also prize healthy individuals. And such individuals
are  best  produced  within  spiritually  and  morally  healthy
families.

Now I personally find it difficult to argue with the Puritan
logic on this point. And although they lived in a different
era, Puritan views on the purpose of the family really seem to
offer “some attractive possibilities for our own age.”{32}

And now we’ve reached the end of our discussion of English
Puritanism. Of course, the Puritans also had their faults—and



I’ve no desire to pretend otherwise.{33} But I hope you’d
agree that there’s much to admire about these oft-maligned and
misrepresented giants of the past. And I also hope this might
encourage  you  to  read  (and  profit  from)  these  giants  for
yourself!
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