Spiritual Abuse

Kerby Anderson provides an overview of what makes churches and
organizations spiritually and emotionally unhealthy and
hurtful.

In some ways, this article on spiritual abuse is an update on
a previous article on Abusive Churches. However, this article
also provides a biblical perspective on the broader issue of
spiritual abuse occurring in our country today.

Many church leaders became aware of the prevalence
of abusive churches more than four decades ago when
Professor Ronald Enroth wrote his best-selling
book, Churches That Abuse. A few years later he
followed up with a book on Recovering from Churches that
Abuse.

More than three decades ago, Dr. Pat Zukeran wrote a week of
Probe radio programs based on the first book by Ronald Enroth.
The transcript of that program is still one of the top ten
most popular articles based on the number of Internet searches
that land on them each year.

That response to this important subject isn’t unique. For
example, thousands have also purchased the book by Stephen
Arterburn Toxic Faith. The same 1is true of Ken Blue'’s book
Spiritual Abuse and Philip Keller'’'s book Predators in Our
Pulpits. June Hunt with Hope for the Heart has also written a
helpful booklet on Spiritual Abuse.

Jesus addressed the issue of spiritual abuse many times when
he confronted the Pharisees. In Matthew 23, he proclaims seven
woes to the Scribes and Pharisees. He concludes with: “You
serpents, you brood of vipers, how are you to escape being
sentenced to hell?” He describes them this way in John 8:44,
“You are of your father the devil, and your will is to do your
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father’'s desires.”

Paul also addresses various aspects of spiritual abuse and
legalism within the church. He warns us about legalism by
teaching that no works of the law can justify us (Romans
3:20). Instead, the “law of the Spirit of life has set you
free in Christ Jesus from the law of sin and death” (Romans
8:2).

Spiritual abuse can occur when someone is in a position of
spiritual authority misuses that authority to control or
manipulate another Christian. It may take the form of using
religious works to control. It may involve misusing Scripture
or twisting biblical concepts. Churches or Christian
organizations may be guilty of teaching false doctrine. Even
churches that teach sound doctrine may be guilty allowing
worship leaders to bring music into the church with bad
theology.

Spiritual abuse can also occur when someone in a position of
spiritual authority fails to act. Many of the recent church
scandals took place because church leaders or denominational
leaders failed to act on or report incidents of sexual
harassment or sexual abuse.

Characteristics of Abusive Churches

The book, Churches That Abuse, lists eight characteristics of
abusive churches. You might compare that list to your own
church and to other churches you know.

1. Abusive churches have a control-oriented style of
leadership. The leader may be arrogant and dogmatic. The
leader often 1is portrayed as more in tune spiritually with
God. Thus, these leaders often are not accountable to anyone.

2. Second, the leader of an abusive church often uses
manipulation to gain complete submission from their members.



These tactics may involve gquilt, peer pressure, and
intimidation. The leader may even suggest that divine judgment
from God will result if you question them.

3. There is a rigid, legalistic lifestyle involving numerous
requirements and minute details for daily life. Members are
pressured to give a certain amount of time and money to the
church. Often members drop out of school, quit working, or
neglect their families to meet a church-designated quota.

4. Abusive churches tend to change their names, especially
once they are exposed by the media. Often this is done because
the church received bad publicity or was involved in a
significant scandal.

5. Abusive churches are often denouncing other churches
because they see themselves as superior to all other churches.
The church leadership sees itself as the spiritual elite and
the “faithful remnant.” They are the only ones “faithful to
the true gospel.”

6. Abusive churches have a persecution complex and view
themselves as being persecuted by the world, the media, and
other Christian churches. Because they see themselves as a
spiritual elite, they also expect persecution from the world
and even feed on 1it.

7. Abusive churches specifically target young adults between
eighteen and twenty-five years of age. Often, they target
youth who are less experienced but looking for a cause.
Sometimes an abusive church becomes surrogate parents to these
young adults.

8. Members of abusive churches have a great difficulty leaving
and often involves social, psychological, or emotional pain.
Church members are often afraid to leave because of
intimidation and social pressure. If they leave, they may be
stalked and harassed by members of the abusive church.



Leaving an Abusive Church

For many of the reasons previously discussed, it is difficult
for members to leave an abusive church. There is significant
emotional and spiritual damage that results. Often, former
members of an abusive church not only leave the church, but
they leave God.

The emotional damage is significant. One author suggested that
victims of church abuse or other forms of spiritual abuse
suffer PTSD(post-traumatic stress disorder). They find it
difficult to trust others, whether leaders in a church or
other leaders in their life.

Victims of abusive churches also find it difficult to find the
right church. That is why Ronald Enroth in his second book and
Ken Blue in his book talk about discerning good from abusive.
Here are a few questions worth considering.

1. Does the church leadership invite dialogue and solicit
advice from others in the church who are not part of the elite
group of leaders? Dogmatic and authoritarian pastors are
threatened by diverse opinions whether from members or from
people outside the church.

2. Is there a system of accountability or is all the power
located in one person? Dogmatic and authoritarian pastors are
not accountable to anyone. They may have a board of elders who
merely “rubber stamp” any decisions.

3. Does the church encourage independent thinking and
encourage members to develop discernment? Abusive church
leaders attempt to get all its members to conform. There is a
very low tolerance (sometimes no tolerance) for alternative
perspectives even about insignificant programs and minor
policies about how to run the church.

4. Is family commitment strengthened? Many churches (not just
abusive churches) often demand so much of members that they
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begin to neglect their families. If parents are made to feel
guilty for going to their children’s school events when it
might conflict with a routine church meeting or activity,
something 1is wrong.

5. Is the individual church member growing spiritually or on
the edge of burnout? If you have to constantly attend a myriad
of church meetings and meet a quota (time, talent, treasure)
in order to be given church approval, something is wrong.

When someone leaves an abusive situation, it becomes difficult
to trust others. That is also true when leaving an abusive
church. Going to a different church or study group can be
difficult and even frightening. But these questions help in
choosing a church or organization that will help you grow
spiritually.

Enabling Behavior and a Biblical Response
— Part 1

There are no perfect churches because there are no perfect
people. Sometimes I will hear someone say they are looking for
the perfect church. A good response I have heard is: “If you
find the perfect church, don’t join it because you will ruin
it. You aren’t perfect.”

Every church has its problems, and pastors have a sin nature.
But it does seem that we are also guilty of enabling behavior
inside the church that isn’t healthy. Here are just a few
statements I have gleaned from various sources.

Christians today often enable spiritual abuse from leaders
because we value charisma over character. A pastor or leader
is often given a platform not because of character but because
he 1s a dynamic preacher.

Jesus warned His disciples (Matthew 20:25-28) that leaders
should not exercise authority over people. Instead, whoever



wants to become great must lower himself to be a servant. Paul
even warns (2 Timothy 4:3) there will be a time when followers
“will not endure sound doctrine.” Instead, they will want “to
have their ears tickled” by eloquent speakers, who may not
even have sound doctrine.

Paul reminds Timothy (1 Timothy 3:2-3) that a leader in the
church should be “must be above reproach . . . sober-minded,
self-controlled, respectable, hospitable, able to teach, not a
drunkard, not violent but gentle, not quarrelsome, not a lover
of money.”

Peter (1 Peter 5:2-3) instructs the church that leadership
should “shepherd the flock of God that is among you,
exercising oversight, not under compulsion, but willingly, as
God would have you; not for shameful gain, but eagerly; not
domineering over those in your charge, but being examples to
the flock.”

Christians today also enable spiritual abuse when they value
the institution over individuals. We have seen this in our
numerous radio

programs involving church sexual abuse. Churches and
denominations have been too quick to cover up sexual abuse
scandals and intimidate victims. Time and

again we hear them worrying about their reputations or the
reputation of the church or denomination.

Christians today enable spiritual abuse when they value
division over unity. Pastors and Christian leaders who are
denouncing other churches or denominations can make us feel
good about our church and denomination. But it doesn’t bring
unity. Paul teaches in Ephesians 4:3-6 to “Make every effort
to keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace.
There is one body and one Spirit, just as you were called to
one hope when you were called; one Lord, one faith, one
baptism; one God and Father of all, who is over all and
through all and in all.”



Enabling Behavior and a Biblical Response
— Part 2

Christians today enable spiritual abuse when they value
performance over character. Churches are often quicker to
remove a pastor teaching heresy than to remove a pastor with
character deficits. We should address heresy. Peter warns (2
Peter 2:1) that there will be “false prophets among the
people, just as there will be false teachers among you. They
will secretly introduce destructive heresies, even denying the
sovereign Lord who bought them, bringing swift destruction on
themselves.”

But some churches or denominations may have pastors or church
leaders who have good theology but poor character. One example
in the New Testament can be found in a man named Diotrephes (3
John 9-12). John plans to confront him because he is self-
willed (likes to put himself first) and rebellious (does not
acknowledge authority) and a slanderer (talking wicked
gossip). Some commentators have called him the first “church
boss” because he uses power for ungodly ends within the
church.

But notice that John says nothing about him having bad
theology. In his previous letters (1 John and 2 John), he does
call out the unbiblical teaching of the false teachers. The
problem with Diotrephes was not theology but psychology. For
all we know, he might have been a good Bible teacher, but his
behavior is the problem. How many churches have turned a blind
eye to character problems with a pastor because he was a good
preacher and brought people into the church?

Christians today enable spiritual abuse when they value anger
and outrage over grace and meekness. Too often we reward
candidates who raise their voice and point their fingers by
electing them to office. We may enjoy a pastor who pounds the
pulpit and condemns society, but is that what is required of a



church leader?

Christians should not be enabling this behavior, they should
be confronting this behavior and even condemning this
behavior. This first step should be to follow the instructions
of Jesus (Matthew 18:15-17) to go directly to a person
engaging in spiritual abuse (after prayer and reflection). If
he listens to you, “you have won your brother over. But if he
will not listen, take one or two others along.” If this is
happening in society, we should speak out against spiritual
abuse and abusive churches.

An important response to spiritual abuse is biblical truth. As
believers we should proclaim the truth. Truth means freedom,
not bondage. Jesus said, “You shall know the truth and the
truth shall make you free” (John 8:32).

Additional Resources
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Zondervan Publishing, 1992.
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Hope for the Heart, 2015.
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5 Biblical Ways to Defend
Your Mental Health Against
Ongoing World Conflicts

As mental health issues continue to spread throughout our
society and the world, Terrence Harris shares 5 important and
practical Biblical 1insights to help protect your mental
health, considering the ongoing wars and conflicts we see
today.

1. Mental Health Needs God’s Truth

God’s truth demands obedience, even against personal
preference. Repentance and faith in Jesus Christ gives us new
life and compels us to joyfully obey God’s truth. Christ
offers salvation to those who receive Him as Lord and Savior.
Some think they can save the world by their own actions. Many
hope to make the world a better place through charity or a
perverted version of peace, love and unity. Any vision of
peace that denies the return of Christ rejects the truth and
ultimately collapses.

World conflicts aren’t just a political issue—-they are the
result of humanity rejecting God'’s truth and replacing it with
deception. The Bible speaks of a humanity that desires
everything they see, physical pleasures, and the pride of
life. ALl of these come from a sinful world that refuses to
obey and submit to the Living God (1 John 2:16, 17).
Consequently, we live in a decaying world (2 Peter 3:10, 1
Corinthians 7:31) of which no human can control or stop.

Anxiety, another symptom of humanity’s brokenness, exists as a
major issue within the mental health crisis today. Anxiety can
express itself through a sensation of “being choked” and
suffocating. Those who suffer from anxiety, like I once did,
tend to also experience the sensation of “falling.” Without
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anchoring ourselves in God’s truth, our emotions begin to
interpret reality instead of responding to it.

Medication helped during my struggle with anxiety and mental
health issues, but I improved when I relied less on my truth
and more on God's truth. He has full authority over heaven and
earth. Humanity assumes absolute control over our lives
because we take God’'s grace for granted. This illusion of
control contradicts the truth that God alone has authority
over heaven and earth. When we align our lives with God’s
truth, we can experience freedom from the pressure to hold
everything together on our own. This reduces and even frees us
from undue stress and worry.

2. When Community Grows, Mental Health Improves

Some people serve in the military overseas, have loved ones
fighting, or worry about the war’s impact on American soil.
Navigating war’s presence and uncertainty 1is challenging.
While war and violence exist, God doesn’t want us to bear
these challenges alone. Sometimes, a kind reminder that fear
doesn’t come from God (2 Timothy 1:7) is needed. If fear
arises, remember God’s love and care through others (Galatians
6:2, Hebrews 10:24-25). Having a solid group of family,
friends, and trusted people is wise (Ecclesiastes 4:9-12).
Helping each other through hard times keeps our mental health
from

deteriorating because God created humanity for connection. The
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit have distinct functions but exist
as one. Togetherness and community are essential to the Living
God. Created in His image, humanity must imitate God’s
likeness, seeking and building meaningful, God-honoring
relationships, unity, and community in Christ.

3. Solitude: Where Mental Health Speaks

Jesus sought solitude to spend time with the Father (Mark
1:35, Luke 5:16, Mark 14:23).



Solitude differs from isolation. The Bible says isolating
oneself 1is foolish and contrary to God’s standard for
community. Biblical solitude seeks intimacy with God, hearing
His voice, experiencing His presence, and minimizing
distractions. Finding sacred time to enjoy God'’s company
improves mental health. This connects our hearts to the Father
who made us and our interests. Ask God for solutions to mental
health and navigating the world’s brokenness.

4. Fasting: A Secret Weapon Against Mental Oppression

Jesus said, “When you fast and pray . . .” His words sound
like a command, not an option.

Christians tend to focus on the physical benefits of fasting
rather than the supernatural benefits. Queen Esther called for
the Jews to fast on her behalf before entering her king'’s
throne room uninvited—-which could have resulted in her death
(Esther 4:15-17). All the people of Ninevah (Jonah 3:5-10)
fasted and repented for sinning after hearing Jonah preach,
turning God’s coming judgment away from the city. Daniel
fasted while mourning and for understanding (Daniel 10:2). In
Mark 9:29 (in some manuscripts), Jesus tells His disciples
that prayer and fasting invites supernatural authority in
deliverance from demonic oppression. Fasting exchanges the
natural pleasures of food for a complete focus on God.
Sometimes, our mental health needs relief from anxiety or
comfort from life’s hardships—especially in times of world
conflicts. Other times, we may need God’s mercy, favor, or His
supernatural strength to overcome the challenges of an
immaterial nature. Scripture has shown how fasting can turn
the tides of worldly conflicts and challenging circumstances.
Incorporating a fast that Yahweh commands and respects could
be the spiritual discipline necessary for life’s journey.

5. Enjoying Life: A Gift for Mental Health

No matter the difficulties we face in life, we can still trust



and believe that God gave us life to appreciate and enjoy, as
well as experiences to enjoy along with it. In Ecclesiastes
5:18-21, we can discover a desirable pattern, one blessed by
Yahweh that most Christians may overlook. One of the best
things you can do for your mental health is to enjoy the work
you do, developing the ability to enjoy the wealth it
produces, and using the resources to create wonderful and
exciting memories and experiences for yourself, your family,
and others.

Unstable circumstances cannot sustain mental health in a world
marked by ongoing conflict, uncertainty, and moral confusion.
The wars and tensions we see around us reveal a deeper
reality—humanity’'s rejection of God’s truth. When we try to
carry the weight of a broken world or place our hope in human
solutions, mental health issues such as anxiety increase, and
peace fades. But God has not left us without help. When we
anchor our minds in His truth, walk in community, seek Him in
solitude, practice spiritual discipline through fasting, and
choose to enjoy the life He has given, we begin to experience
stability in our mental health that the world cannot offer.
True peace exists outside of trying to control outcomes, but
in trusting the God who is already in control. As we align our
lives with His truth, we protect our minds, strengthen our
faith, and learn to live with confidence—even in the midst of
a world at war.
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The Self-Understanding of
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Jesus

Dr. Michael Gleghorn examines some sayings and deeds of Jesus,
accepted by many critical scholars as historically authentic,
to see what they imply about Jesus’ self-understanding.

Jesus and the Scholars

You might be surprised to learn that today many New Testament
scholars don’'t believe that the historical Jesus ever claimed
to be the Son of God, the Lord, or even the Messiah.{1l} But if
that's the case, how do they explain the presence of such
claims in the Gospels? They believe the Gospel writers put
them there! The actual Jesus of history never made such
exalted claims for himself. It was the early church that
started all that business.

Is this true? What are we to make of all this?
Let’s begin with a deceptively simple question: How did the
early church come to believe in—-and even worship—Jesus as both
Lord and Messiah, if he never actually claimed such titles for
himself? Just think for a moment about how strange this would
be. Jesus’ earliest followers were Jews. They firmly believed
that there is only one God. And yet, shortly after his
crucifixion, they began worshiping Jesus as God! As Dr.
William Lane Craig asks, “How does one explain this worship by
monotheistic Jews of one of their countrymen as God incarnate,
apart from the claims of Jesus himself?”{2} In other words, if
Jesus never made such exalted claims for himself, then why
would his earliest followers do so? After all, on the surface
such claims not only seem blasphemous, they also appear to
contradict the deeply held Jewish conviction that there is
only one God.
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But there’s another 1issue that needs to be considered.
Although many critical scholars don’t believe that Jesus ever
made such radical personal claims, nevertheless, they do
believe that he said and did things that seem to imply that he
had a very high view of himself. In other words, while they
might deny that Jesus ever explicitly claimed to be Israel’s
Messiah, or Lord, they acknowledge that he said and did things
which, when you get right down to it, seem to imply that
that’'s precisely who he believed himself to be! If this 1is
correct, if Jesus really believed himself to be both Israel’s
Messiah and Lord, then notice that we are brought back once
again to that old dilemma of traditional apologetics.{3} Jesus
was either deceived in this belief, suffering from something
akin to delusions of grandeur. Or he was a fraud, willfully
trying to deceive others. Or he really was who he believed
himself to be-Messiah, Lord, and Son of God.

In the remainder of this article, we’ll examine some of the
sayings and deeds of Jesus that even many critical scholars
accept as historically authentic to see what they might tell
us about Jesus’ self-understanding.

Jesus and the Twelve

Today, even most critical scholars agree that Jesus probably
chose a core group of twelve disciples just as the Gospels say
he did. In fact, Dr. Bart Ehrman refers to this event as “one
of the best-attested traditions of our surviving sources
."{4} Now you might be thinking that this sounds like a rather
insignificant detail. What can this possibly tell us about the
self-understanding of Jesus? Does his choice of twelve
disciples give us any insight into what he believed about
himself?

Let’s begin with a little background information. E. P.
Sanders, in his highly acclaimed book, Jesus and Judaism,
observes that “. . . in the first century Jewish hopes for the



future would have included the restoration of the twelve
tribes of Israel.”{5} Now this hope was based on nothing less
than God’'s prophetic revelation in the Hebrew Bible. Sometimes
the primary agent effecting this restoration is said to be the
Lord (e.g. Isa. 11:11-12; Mic. 2:12). At other times it’s a
Messianic figure who is clearly a human being (e.g. Isa.
49:5-6). Interestingly, however, still other passages describe
this Messianic figure as having divine attributes, or as being
closely associated with the Lord in some way (e.g. cp. Mic.
2:13 with 5:2-4). But why is this important? And what does it
have to do with Jesus’ choice of twelve disciples?

Many New Testament scholars view Jesus’ choice of twelve
disciples as symbolic of the promised restoration of the
twelve tribes of Israel. The restoration of Israel is thus
seen to be one of the goals or objectives of Jesus’ ministry.
As Richard Horsley observes, “One of the principal indications
that Jesus intended the restoration of Israel was his
appointment of the Twelve.”{6} But if one of Jesus’
consciously chosen aims was the restoration of Israel, then
what does this imply about who he believed himself to be?
After all, the 0ld Testament prophets attribute this
restoration either to the Lord or to a Messianic figure
possessing both divine and human attributes.

Might Jesus have viewed himself in such exalted terms? Some
scholars believe that he did. Dr. Ben Witherington poses an
interesting question: “If the Twelve represent a renewed
Israel, where does Jesus fit in?” He's not one of the Twelve.
“He’s not just part of Israel, not merely part of the redeemed
group, he's forming the group—just as God in the 0ld Testament
formed his people and set up the twelve tribes of Israel.”{7}
Witherington argues that this is an dimportant clue 1in
uncovering what Jesus thought of himself. If he’s right, then
Jesus may indeed have thought of himself as Israel’s Messiah
and Lord!



Jesus and the Law

What was Jesus’ attitude toward the Law of Moses? Some
scholars say that Jesus was a law-abiding Jew who “broke
neither with the written Law nor with the traditions of the
Pharisees.”{8} Others say the issue 1is more complex. Ben
Witherington observes that Jesus related to the Law in a
variety of ways.{9} Sometimes he affirmed the validity of
particular Mosaic commandments (e.g. Matt. 19:18-19). At other
times he went beyond Moses and intensified some of the
commandments. In the Sermon on the Mount he declared, “You
have heard that it was said, ‘Do not commit adultery.’ But I
tell you that anyone who looks at a woman lustfully has
already committed adultery with her in his heart” (Matt.
5:27-28). We shouldn’t skip too lightly over a statement like
this. The prohibition against adultery is one of the Ten
Commandments. By wording the statement as he did, Jesus
apparently “equated his own authority with that of the
divinely given Torah.”{10} Indeed, it’s because of sayings
like this that one Jewish writer complained: “Israel cannot

accept . . . the utterances of a man who speaks in his own
name—not ‘thus saith the Lord,’ but ‘I say unto you.’ This ‘I’
is . . . sufficient to drive Judaism away from the Gentiles

forever.”{11}

But Jesus went further than this! In Mark 7 he declared all
foods “clean” (vv. 14-19). That is, he set aside the dietary
laws found in Leviticus and Deuteronomy. To really grasp the
radical nature of Jesus’ declaration one must only remember
that these dietary laws had been given to Israel by God
Himself! But what sort of person believes he has the authority
to set aside the commandments of God? Ben Witherington notes,
“Jesus seems to assume an authority over Torah that no
Pharisee or 0ld Testament prophet assumed-the authority to set
it aside.”{12} And Jacob Neusner, a Jewish scholar, seems to
agree: “Jews believe in the Torah of Moses . . . and that
belief requires faithful Jews to enter a dissent at the



teachings of Jesus, on the grounds that those teachings at
important points contradict the Torah.”{13}

How does this relate to the self-understanding of Jesus? Think
about it this way. What would Jesus have to believe about
himself to seriously think he had the authority to set aside
God’s commandments? Although it may trouble some critical
scholars, the evidence seems to favor the view that Jesus
believed that in some sense he possessed the authority of God
Himself!

Jesus and the Demons

One of the amazing feats attributed to Jesus in the Gospels is
the power of exorcism, the power to cast out demons from human
beings. Although this may sound strange and unscientific to
some modern readers, most critical scholars agree that both
Jesus and his contemporaries at least believed that Jesus had
such power. Of course, this doesn’t mean that the majority of
critical scholars believe that demons actually exist, or that
Jesus actually cast such spirits out of people. Many of them
do not. But they do think there is persuasive historical
evidence for affirming that both Jesus and his contemporaries
believed such things.{14} In fact, Dr. Bart Ehrman notes that
“Jesus’ exorcisms are among the best-attested deeds of the
Gospel traditions.”{15} But why is this important? And what
can it possibly tell us about Jesus’ self-understanding?

Most scholars are convinced that the historical Jesus
declared, “But if I drive out demons by the Spirit of God,
then the kingdom of God has come upon you” (Matt. 12:28).
Prior to making this declaration, the Pharisees had accused
Jesus of casting out demons “by Beelzebub, the ruler of the
demons” (12:24). Jesus responded by pointing out how absurd it
would be for Satan to fight against himself like that (v. 26).
What’'s more, the charge was inconsistent. There were other
Jewish exorcists in Jesus’ day and it was widely believed that



their power came from God. Wouldn’t it be more reasonable,
then, to conclude that Jesus’ power also came from God?

If so, then notice the startling implications of Jesus’ claim:
“If I drive out demons by the Spirit of God, then the kingdom
of God has come upon you."” At the very least, Jesus appears to
be claiming that in himself the kingdom of God is in some
sense a present reality. But his claim may actually be even
more radical. Some scholars have observed that in ancient
Jewish literature the phrase, ‘kingdom of God,’ is sometimes
used as a roundabout way for speaking of God Himself. If Jesus
intended this meaning in the statement we are considering,
then William Lane Craig’s conclusion is fully warranted: “In
claiming that in himself the kingdom of God had already
arrived, as visibly demonstrated by his exorcisms, Jesus was,
in effect, saying that in himself God had drawn near, thus
putting himself in God’'s place.”{16}

It increasingly appears that Jesus thought of himself as much
more than just another teacher or prophet. Even when we limit
ourselves to material accepted as authentic by the majority of
critical scholars, Jesus still seems to unquestionably
communicate his divinity!

Jesus and the Father

In one of the most astonishing declarations of Jesus 1in
Matthew's Gospel he states, “All things have been handed over
to Me by My Father; and no one knows the Son, except the
Father; nor does anyone know the Father, except the Son, and
anyone to whom the Son wills to reveal Him” (11:27). Many
scholars believe that this verse forms a unit with the two
preceding verses. It’s clear from the context that the
“Father” referred to by Jesus is God, for Jesus begins this
section by saying, “I praise Thee, 0 Father, Lord of heaven
and earth” (11:25). So in the verse we are considering, Jesus
claims to be God’s Son in an absolutely unique sense. He



refers to God as “My Father,” and declares that no one knows
the Father, “except the Son, and anyone to whom the Son wills
to reveal Him.” Jesus not only claims to be God’s unique Son,
he also claims to have special knowledge of the Father that no
one else can mediate to others!

Because of the radical nature of these claims, it’s hardly
surprising to learn that some critical scholars have denied
that Jesus ever really said this. Nevertheless, other scholars
have offered some very good reasons for embracing the saying’s
authenticity. Dr. William Lane Craig notes that this saying
comes from the hypothetical Q@ source, a source that both
Matthew and Luke may have used in writing their Gospels. If
that’s true, then the saying is quite early and thus has a
greater likelihood of actually going back to Jesus.
Additionally, “the idea of the mutual knowledge of Father and
Son is a Jewish idea, indicating its origin in a Semitic-
speaking milieu.”{17} Finally, Dr. Ben Witherington notes that
the eminent New Testament scholar Joachim Jeremias showed “how
this saying goes back to an Aramaic original” which “surely
counts in favor of it going back to Jesus.”{18} Aramaic was
probably the language most often used by Jesus and his
disciples. After discussing this saying in some detail,
Witherington concludes, “In the end, all the traditional bases
for judging this saying to be inauthentic no longer will bear
close scrutiny.”{19}

In this brief overview of the self-understanding of Jesus,
I've attempted to show that even when we limit ourselves to
Gospel traditions that are generally considered historically
authentic by a majority of scholars, Jesus still makes
impressive claims to deity. But as Dr. Craig observes, “. :
if Jesus was not who he claimed to be, then he was either a
charlatan or a madman, neither of which 1s plausible.
Therefore, why not accept him as the divine Son of God, just
as the earliest Christians did?”{20}
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The Scandal of Blood
Atonement: “Why All the Blood
and Cross-Talk, Christian?”

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

The Bloody Cross: A Tough Thing to Handle

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

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

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

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

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

Again, even many Christians—including me—have wondered deeply
about all the biblical imagery of shed blood, what some call
the Crimson Thread of Scripture. I mean the grotesqueness of
Old Testament animal sacrifice and the belief in Jesus’s
torturous slaying as the core of salvation. Radical stuff for
modern ears.

So what is blood atonement and why does it matter? In historic
orthodox Christian thought, God’s Son is at the very center of
history doing these things:

e reconciling man to God,

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

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

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

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



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

The Reason Someone Had to Die

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

We are all in a serious spiritual and moral pickle. Biblical
Christianity declares that each person ever born is stuck
under an irreversible “sindrome” for which there is no human
answer. History sadly records the habitual and continual
effects of sin: oppression, addictions, self-promoting power
plays, deceit, war, on and on.

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

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

Ok, but penalties have levels of harshness. Why is death
necessary? Scripture spells out clearly the decree that
sinners must die. In God’s original command He stated, “When
you eat of [the tree of the knowledge of good and evil] you



will surely die” (Genesis 2:17). In Ezekiel the same formula
appears slightly reworded: “The soul who sins is the one who
will die” (Ezekiel 18:4, 20). Paul boiled it down this way:
“For the wages of sin is death” (Romans 6:23).

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

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

Yet, even in the Garden, He was already hinting at a plan to
reconcile this dilemma. “God so loved the world” that he sent
down His own Son as a man to pay the death penalty.{4}

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

God’'s merging of perfect holiness, just retributive punishment



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

But Why a Violent, Bloody Death?

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

Mel Gibson’s The Passion of the Christ hit movie theaters in
2004 to mixed reviews. It earned its R-rating for gory
bloodshed and, ironically, became a cultural scandal itself.
Seems that the bloody realism was too much for both soft-core
Christians and high-minded unbelievers. But this vividly
poignant portrayal of Christ’s blood-stained Passion did raise
a good question.

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

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

Again, why is death demanded of God to atone for sin? The
grounding for such a claim appears early in the Bible, after
the murder of Abel by his brother Cain. In Genesis 9 Yahweh



declares, “I will require a reckoning . . . for the life of
man. Whoever sheds the blood of man, by man shall his blood be
shed, for God made man in His own image.”{11} Apparently, God
has put the price of a man’s life as that of another’s life.

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

Substitutionary sacrifice was nothing new for the Jews who
unwittingly had the Messiah crucified. From the beginning of
God’s dealings with His people, agreements were blood
covenants. What else could carry the weight of such momentous
things? And, as the book of Hebrews teaches, “Indeed, under
the law almost everything is purified with blood, and without
the shedding of blood there is no forgiveness of sins."“{13}

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

Chick-fil-A restaurant employees are trained to say, “My
pleasure” when serving customers. Imagine God saying that to
believers regarding the cross of Christ! Paul explains in his
letter to the Colossian church that “it was the Father’s good
pleasure for all the fullness of deity to dwell in Him
having made peace through the blood of His cross . . . He has
now reconciled you in His fleshly body through death

."{15}

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

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

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

For my pardon, this I see,



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

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

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

Maybe the revelations here are as crazy as skeptics say. The
foolishness of God. We believe they are the most glorious
story ever told.
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Jesus Is God: 5 Powerful
Indicators That Reveal His
Divine H.A.N.D.S

Don Closson explains the five lines of evidence that Jesus 1is
God from the book Putting Jesus in His Place.

Jesus Shares the Honor Given to God

Defending the deity of Christ can be a source of
anxiety for some believers. Perhaps it is because
our defense often consists only of a couple of
proof texts, which are quickly challenged by
Jehovah'’s Witnesses and others. Even worse, some
Christians themselves are troubled by passages that seem to
teach that Jesus 1is something less than God, that He is
inferior to the Father in some significant way. They are fine
with Jesus being the suffering servant, the Messiah who died
for our sins, but less sure of His role in creation or as a
member of the triune everlasting “I Am” of the 0ld Testament.
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the honors only due to God, He shares the attributes that only
God possesses, He is given names that can only be given to
God, He performs deeds that only God can perform, and finally,
He possesses a seat on the throne of God.

Let’s look at the first line of evidence for the deity of
Christ: Jesus deserves the honor that should only be given to
God. To honor someone is to acknowledge “their place in the
scheme of things—to speak about them and to behave toward them
in a manner appropriate to their status and position.”{1l} As
creator of the universe, God deserves the highest level of
honor and glory, since nothing can claim a higher degree of
status or position. As a result, the 0ld Testament teaches
that only God deserves the honor and glory that is part of
human worship, and He will not share this honor with anything
else. In Isaiah 42, God declares that “I am the LORD; that is
my name! I will not give my glory to another or my praise to
idols” (Isaiah 42:8).

So how does Jesus fit into this picture? In John 5, Jesus
declares that the Father has entrusted judgment to the Son so
that “all may honor the Son just as they honor the Father.” He
adds that “He who does not honor the Son does not honor the
Father” (John 5:22, 23). Referring to his pre-existence with
the Father before creation, Jesus says, “And now, Father,
glorify me in your presence with the glory I had with you
before the world began” (John 17:5). In these passages, Jesus
is claiming the right to receive the same honor and glory due
to the Father; in effect, He is claiming to be God in the same



way that the Father is God.

Jesus Shares the Attributes of God

If Jesus is honored in the New Testament in a manner reserved
only for God, it follows that one who is given the honor and
glory reserved for God is also worthy of worship. So it’s not
surprising that the book of Hebrews tells us that Jesus is to
be worshipped by the angels or that in Matthew’'s Gospel the
apostles worshipped him when he came to them walking on water
(Hebrews 1:6; Matthew 14:33). Perhaps the most stirring image
of Jesus being worshipped is in Revelation where every
creature in heaven and on earth sing praises to the Father and
to the Lamb, giving them both honor and glory and reporting
that the four living creatures and the elders fell down and
worshipped Him (Revelation 5:13-14).

The New Testament also teaches that Jesus shares divine
attributes that only God possesses. When this claim is made,
Muslims, Jehovah’s Witnesses, and others protest by pointing
out that Jesus exhibited the very human attributes of hunger,
fatigue, and pain. This valid observation does not conflict
with the traditional Christian teaching that Jesus possessed
two essential natures—one divine and one human. There 1is no
reason to assume that one set of attributes cancels out the
other. It should be added that although Jesus shares a divine
nature with the Father, He does not share the same properties
within the Godhead or trinity. The Father sent Jesus into the
world; Jesus died on the cross and assumed the role of our
permanent high priest.

Jesus clearly states in John 14 that to see him is to see the
Father; both are equally God (John 14:10). In Colossians, Paul
goes to great lengths to argue that all of God’s divine
attributes are present in Christ. He writes that Jesus is “the
image of the invisible God” and that “. . .God was pleased to
have all his fullness dwell in him (Colossians 1:15, 19). He
summarizes the same idea by adding that “in Christ all the



fullness of the Deity lives in bodily form” (Colossians 2:9).
The writer of Hebrews concurs in the opening paragraph of that
book, saying that “the Son is the radiance of God’s glory and
the exact representation of his being” (Hebrews 1:3).

Jesus shares the Father’s attribute of pre-existing the
created universe and His own physical incarnation. John’s
Gospel tells us that Jesus was with the Father in the
beginning when the universe was created, and Paul adds that
Jesus is before all things (John 1:1-3; Colossians 1:16-18).
In other words, Jesus has always existed and is unchanging. He
has been given all authority on heaven and earth (Matt.
28:18). He deserves the honor, praise, glory, and worship of
all creation.

Jesus Shares the Names Given to God

Those who question the deity of Christ complain that the New
Testament just doesn’t teach it, that it doesn’t come right
out and say that Jesus is God. Is this really the case?

The New Testament uses two key words for God: theos, the
general Greek word for deity, and kurios, usually translated
as “lord.” Theos 1is the word most often used to designate God
the Father and is also used a number of times in direct
reference to Jesus, especially in the Gospel of John. John
begins his book with the familiar proclamation that Jesus, the
Word, was with God (theos) in the beginning, and that the Word
(Jesus) was God (theos). Later in the chapter, John adds that
“No one has ever seen God, but God (theos) the One and Only,
who at the Father’s side, has made him known” (John 1:18).
Jesus, the Word, 1is described by John as being with God 1in
verse one, and at the Father’s side in verse eighteen, and in
both cases is given the title theos or God.

The Gospel John also contains the confession by Thomas that
Jesus 1is his Lord (kurios), and God (theos). John makes sure
that we understand that Thomas was talking about Jesus by



writing “Thomas said to Him,” that is, to Jesus, “’My Lord and
my God.'”

Paul uses theos in reference to Jesus a number of times. In
Romans 9:5 he describes Jesus as “Christ, who is God (theos)
over all.” And in Titus he writes that we are waiting for our
“blessed hope—the glorious appearing of our great God (theos)
and Savior, Jesus Christ (2:13)."” Peter portrays himself as a
servant of Christ who 1s writing to those through whom “the
righteousness of our God (theos) and Savior Jesus Christ have
received a faith as precious as ours (2 Peterl:1).”

All four gospels begin with John the Baptist’s ministry of
“preparing the way of the Lord” as fulfillment of Isaiah’s
prophecy in Isaiah 40:3. The prophet wrote, “In the desert
prepare the way for the LORD; make straight in the wilderness
a highway for our God.” The Hebrew word translated LORD in
this verse is the unspoken special word for God used by the
Jews consisting of four consonants called the tetragrammaton.
The New Testament Gospels are applying the word Lord to Jesus
in the same way that the 0ld Testament referred to Yahweh as
LORD.

Jesus Does the Deeds that Only God Can Do

It was universally recognized by the Jews of Jesus’ day that
“God created the heavens and the earth (Genesis 1:1; cf.
Isaiah 37:16).” So it might be surprising to some that the New
Testament also gives Jesus credit for creation. Paul teaches
in Colossians that Jesus created “all things.” To make sure
that no one misunderstands his point, he adds that “all
things” includes “things in heaven and on earth, visible and
invisible, whether thrones or powers or rulers or authorities;
all things were created by him and for him. He is before all
things, and in him all things hold together” (Colossians
1:16-17). Paul wanted to be clear: Jesus is the creator God of
the universe.
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While Jesus’ role in creation 1is enough to establish his
divine nature, He also exhibited supernatural divine power
during His ministry on earth. Unlike the 0ld Testament
prophets and New Testament apostles, Jesus did not have to
petition a higher power to heal or cast out demons. He had
inherent divine power to accomplish his will. Other than
giving thanks, Jesus did not pray before performing miracles.
In fact, the apostles reported that some demons obeyed them
only when they invoked Jesus’ name. There were a number of
occasions when Jesus realized that power had gone out from Him
even without His intention to heal (Luke 6:19; Mark 5:30; Luke
8:46).

Jesus not only healed and cast out demons, but also had direct
power over nature. When the disciples were frightened on a
boat, He “rebuked the winds and the waves, and it was
completely calm” (Matthew 8:26). When thousands were following
him without food, He fed them miraculously (Matthew 14:20-21).

The New Testament teaching that salvation is possible through
Jesus Christ alone would also have serious implications for
Jewish readers. The 0ld Testament teaches that God is the only
source of salvation. For instance, Psalm 62 teaches that “My
soul finds rest in God alone; my salvation comes from Him. He
alone is my rock and my salvation.” How then does one explain
the numerous references claiming Jesus to be the source of
salvation? Matthew points out that Mary will call her son
Jesus because he will save his people from their sins (Matthew
1:21). Jesus declares of himself that “God did not send his
Son into the world to condemn the world, but to save the world
through Him (Jn. 3:17).” There are also instances where Jesus
directly forgives the sins of individuals, thus attracting
hostile attention from the Jews (Luke 7:47-49; Mark 2:5-7).

The Psalmist writes that it is the Lord God “who will redeem
Israel from all its iniquities” and that “Salvation belongs to
the Lord.” John summarizes nicely when he writes, “Salvation
belongs to our God who is seated on the throne, and to the



Lamb!”

Jesus Has a Seat on God’s Throne

OQur last line of argument for the deity of Jesus Christ refers
to his claim to have a place on the very throne of God. From
this throne, Jesus rules over creation and will judge all of
humanity. He literally possesses all authority to rule.

Jesus made this claim clear during His questioning by the high
priest Caiaphas the night of his capture. Caiaphas asked him,
“Are you the Christ, the Son of the Blessed One?” (Mark
14:61). If Jesus wasn’t God, this would have been a great
opportunity for Him to clear up any misconceptions. But
instead of denying His divinity, Jesus says “I am,” admitting
to being God’s unique Son, and goes on to say, “you will see
the Son of Man sitting at the right hand of the Mighty One and
coming on the clouds of heaven” (Mark 14:62). The high
priest’s response was dramatic; he tore his clothes and
declared that those present had heard blasphemy from the lips
of Jesus. They understood that Jesus was making a direct claim
to being God, for only God could sit on the throne of the
mighty one.

In His response to the high priest, Jesus draws from a number
of Old Testament passages. The book of Daniel describes this
“Son of Man” as having an everlasting dominion that will never
be destroyed (Daniel 7:13-14). The passage adds that the Son
of Man has been given authority to rule over all people and
nations, and that men of every language will worship him. He
is also described as coming with the clouds of heaven, imagery
that 1s used a number of times in the 0ld Testament to
indicate divine presence. Exodus describes a pillar of cloud
that designated God’s proximity to the Jews, while the book of
Psalms and the prophet Isaiah both picture God riding on
clouds in the heavens (Psalm 104:3; Isaiah 19:1). The point
here is that Jesus is connecting Himself to this “Son of Man”
who will sit at the right hand of the Father, have everlasting



dominion and authority, and will be worshipped by all men.
This kind of language can only be used to describe God.

The New Testament makes it clear that there is nothing not
under the authority and power of Jesus. John writes that the
Father put all things under His power (John 13:3). Paul adds
that the Father seated Jesus at His right hand in the heavenly
realms, far above all rule and authority and power and
dominion and above every name that is named (Ephesians
1:20-21). Jesus sits on the judgment seat, He sent the Holy
Spirit, He forgives sinners, and is our perfect eternal high
priest (2 Corinthians 5:10; Acts 2:33; 7:59-60; Hebrews 7-10).

The New Testament provides multiple lines of evidence to make
the case that Jesus is God. The only question remaining 1is
whether or not we will worship him as a full member of the
triune Godhead, the only eternal, self-existing, creator God
of the universe.

Note

1. Robert M. Bowman and J. Ed Komoszewski, Putting Jesus In
His Place (Grand Rapids: Kregel, 2007), 31.
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Middle East

Iran and Israel Conflict
Crisis and Regional Security

Iran nuclear threat: Does 1t pose a
threat to the U.S., Israel, and the
Middle East? What can we learn about the
Iran and Israel conflict?

Many Americans might wonder why the president has focused so
much attention on Iran. After all, it is a country 6,000 miles
away in the Middle East. Some may also conclude that military
action against Iranian leadership might not be warranted since
the previous administration did not deploy troops or
significant military hardware to the region.

Two years ago, however, the Biden administration considered
action after more than 160 attacks on U.S. troops took place
in Iraq, Syria, and Jordan. There were also about 40 clashes
with the Houthis in the Red Sea. Iran funded many of these
attacks, either directly or indirectly. They were part of a
mounting proxy battle between the U.S. and Iran.

At the time, reporters asked what President Biden would do.
Some argued that the U.S. and Iran have essentially been at
war for decades. Even the Pentagon press secretary
acknowledged that this was true if one considers the larger
conflict. To understand why reporters were asking this
question, we need to review some history.
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Modern History of Iran

The conflict between Iran and the United States can be traced
back to 1953, when the U.S. cooperated in overthrowing Iranian
Prime Minister Mohammad Mossadegh. Afterward, the Shah of Iran
(Mohammad Reza Pahlavi) was placed in power.

The U.S. viewed the Shah as a key ally and a pillar of
security in the Middle East. His pro-Western government
advanced Western interests and served as a Cold War
counterbalance to Soviet influence. The United States
supported Iran through significant arms sales and strong
economic ties, despite concerns about the Shah’s authoritarian
rule.

The turning point came in 1979 when the Shah was overthrown by
radical Islamic clerics led by Ayatollah Khomeini. The Iranian
Revolution transformed the U.S. from an ally into “The Great
Satan” in the eyes of the new regime.

This hostility became clear when the Iranian Revolutionary
Guard seized the U.S. Embassy and took 52 American diplomats
hostage. They were not released until President Reagan was
sworn in on January 20, 1981. This crisis marked the beginning
of what many view as a half-century-long undeclared conflict
between Iran and the United States.

The U.S. strategy had been to promote stability in the Middle
East. That effort became increasingly difficult because of
Iran’s growing influence. Complicating matters further, Saudi
Arabia supported anti-Western Islamic movements such as the
Muslim Brotherhood, while Turkey—though a NATO member—began
positioning itself as a leader of a renewed Islamic political
vision in the region.

Iran has engaged in a proxy war against the U.S. for decades.
In April 1983, Iranian-backed Hezbollah forces bombed the U.S.
Embassy in Beirut, killing 63 people. Later that year,



Hezbollah bombed the U.S. Marine barracks in Beirut, killing
241 service members.

Despite these attacks, decisive retaliation never fully
materialized. Iranian influence continued to expand through
proxy groups across the region.

During the Iraq War following 9/11, evidence showed that Iran
was supplying weapons and support that contributed to American
casualties. While the U.S. was focused on Iraq as the primary
enemy, Iranian operatives and Iranian-manufactured munitions
were also responsible for attacks on U.S. troops.

Iran is often described as the chief sponsor of terrorism in
the Middle East. It funds groups such as Hamas, Hezbollah, and
the Houthis, which regularly target Israel and U.S. interests.
Israeli and American responses to these groups are now
reshaping the balance of power in the region.

Missiles and Nuclear Weapons

Iran possesses the largest stockpile of ballistic missiles in
the Middle East. Many of these missiles have a range of up to
2,000 kilometers, allowing them to strike Israel and other
countries throughout the region.

Iran has also demonstrated its long-term intentions toward
Western nations. Earlier this century, it launched ballistic
missiles from ships in the Caspian Sea. Although the test
missile did not carry a nuclear warhead, it demonstrated how
such a weapon could be deployed.

A missile detonated high in the atmosphere could create an
electromagnetic pulse (EMP), potentially destroying the U.S.
electrical grid and causing catastrophic damage.

If Iran were to acquire nuclear weapons, it would destabilize
the Middle East and surrounding regions. However, the latest



assessment from Tulsi Gabbard suggests that Iran is not
currently building a nuclear weapon and that its supreme
leader has not authorized such a program since it was
suspended in 2003. Some officials, however, dispute this
assessment.

The Donald Trump administration resumed talks with Iran after
withdrawing from the nuclear accord several years earlier.
Initial negotiations produced few concrete results. Meanwhile,
a United Nations nuclear watchdog reported that Iran violated
nuclear nonproliferation agreements.

Iran maintains that its nuclear development is intended for
civilian energy. However, the discovery of secret nuclear
sites has raised concerns that the program may have military
ambitions.

Tensions escalated when Iran launched a massive ballistic
missile attack on Israel following Israeli strikes on Iranian
targets.

In June 2025, Israel launched Operation Rising Lion, targeting
key nuclear and military facilities, including an enrichment
site. The strike lacked the bunker-busting capability needed
to fully destroy the facility.

Soon afterward, the United States launched Operation Midnight
Hammer, striking several Iranian nuclear locations. The
administration announced that the sites had been
“obliterated.” Yet satellite imagery later suggested Iran had
begun rebuilding portions of its nuclear infrastructure.

Diplomatic talks between the United States and Iran have
produced few breakthroughs. Negotiations aim to limit uranium
enrichment, restrict missile development, and address human
rights concerns within Iran.

Since diplomacy failed, the Trump administration began
military endeavors. However, many Americans remain wary of



another prolonged conflict in the Middle East. Limited strikes
might damage nuclear facilities, but meaningful regime change
would likely require a large-scale ground invasion.

Religious Component

Another reason Iran’s nuclear ambitions raise concern 1s the
religious worldview of its leadership.

Most Iranians are Shia Muslims, and a significant branch
follows the tradition known as the “Twelvers.” This sect
recognizes twelve divinely appointed leaders known as Imams.

According to their belief system, the twelfth Imam-often
called the Mahdi or messianic figure—is currently in hiding
and will return during a time of global conflict.

Just as Christianity has an eschatology, or doctrine of the
end times, Shia Islam also holds an apocalyptic worldview.
However, its narrative is essentially the reverse of what
Christians read in the book of Revelation.

Twelver theology teaches that global conflict may precede the
arrival of the Mahdi. Some analysts fear that extremist
interpretations of this belief could view large-scale
conflict—including potential attacks on Israel or the United
States—as a way to usher in that messianic era.

During the Cold War, the United States relied on the doctrine
of Mutually Assured Destruction (MAD) to deter nuclear war.
The Soviet Union would not launch nuclear weapons because
retaliation would guarantee its destruction.

Critics argue that radical religious interpretations might
weaken this deterrence model. Some Twelver believers might
assume divine 1intervention would protect them from
destruction.
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Author Joel C. Rosenberg explored this scenario in his
political thriller The Twelfth Imam.

Yet there is another side to this story. Reports indicate that
Christianity is growing rapidly in Iran, with some describing
the Iranian church as the fastest-growing Christian movement
in the world.

Christians should continue praying for Iranian believers who
often face persecution. We should also pray for U.S. leaders
and their allies as they navigate these complex challenges.

The Persian people are an ancient civilization that deserves
peace and freedom. Unfortunately, many Iranians suffer under
economic sanctions and harsh authoritarian leadership.

They deserve both our prayers and our compassion.

For more articles by Kerby Anderson follow here:

https://probe.org/author/kerbyanderson/

Christian Nationalism and the
Question of Racial Purity

Tom Davis examines how some Christian Nationalists call for
racial purity despite the lack of a biblical basis for the
idea.

In recent years, a new political movement has started within
Christian circles. This movement, Christian Nationalism{l}, is
theologically diverse. They have disagreements on issues like
race, discipleship, and the relationship of church and state.

There is a group within Christian Nationalism that has become
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concerned about racial purity. They stop short of calling
interracial marriages a sin, but they do claim that it 1is
God’s norm for people to marry within their own race. Their
view of race seems to be based on skin color more than
anything else. My understanding is that they would be fine
with a French man marrying a Norwegian woman, but they think
that an Asian man should not marry a Hispanic woman. Granted,
all these particular Christian Nationalists are white, so the
conversation tends to focus on white people marrying outside
the white race.

Christian Nationalists will use DNA markers to show that
different races exist, but their reason for claiming that the
races should not intermarry is an argument from scripture.
They think it is unbiblical for a white woman to marry a man
of another race. In this article, I will examine their
argument and evaluate its strengths and weaknesses. Next, I
will assess their understanding of the relevant biblical
passages. Finally, I will consider the passages they reference
and explore the biblical teaching on race.{2}

The Argument for Racial Segregation

The argument for racial segregation begins with creation
(Genesis 1-2). Christian Nationalists admit that “all humanity
descends from Adam and shares a common origin, essence, and
dignity.”{3} Christian Nationalists admit that all human races
descended from Adam. Biblically, all races bear the image of
God and can be traced back to Adam and Eve. They are equal in
dignity. However, God’s intention for humanity was for them to
spread out throughout the earth, and the races would naturally
occur in different regions of the world.

Their argument then proceeds to Genesis 10, which is known as
the Table of Nations. Due to the sinfulness of humanity, God
destroyed everyone except Noah and his family. Then Genesis 10
lists the descendants of Noah's sons, Shem, Ham, and Japheth.



“These are the clans of the sons of Noah, according to their
genealogies, in their nations, and from these nations spread
abroad on the earth after the flood.” (Genesis 10:32).

The author’s understanding of this verse makes the separation
of races and nations one of the norms that God wants people to
live by.

The Genesis narrative proceeds to the rebellion at the Tower
of Babel. The people will not disperse. They try to build a
tower that will reach heaven, so God decides to confuse their
language and to force the different nations to disperse
throughout the land. Christian Nationalists claim:

“Biblically, God’s design post-Babel emphasizes diversity
through separated nations and peoples (Genesis 10-11; Acts
17:26), with endogamy [Note: per Wikipedia, “Endogamy is the
cultural practice of only marrying within a specific social
group, religious denomination, caste, or ethnic group,
rejecting any from outside of the group or belief structure
as unsuitable for marriage or other close personal
relationships.”] as the normative pattern in Israel’s laws
(for example, Deuteronomy 7:3-4 warning against
intermarriage with Canaanites to preserve covenant fidelity,
though not solely racial).”{4}

Here, the author connects Genesis 11, the Flood, and the Tower
of Babel incident with Acts 17:26, which states, “And he made
from one man every nation of mankind to live on all the face
of the earth, having determined allotted periods and the
boundaries of their

dwelling place.” The Christian Nationalist understands Acts
17:26 to be reaffirming the Table of Nations in Genesis 10.
This gives them an 0ld Testament verse and a New Testament
verse that they think justifies their view that God desires
the races to remain separate. The author also references
Romans 9:3, “For I could wish that I myself were accursed and
cut off from Christ for the sake of my brothers, my kinsmen



according to the flesh,” to support his argument that the
normal practice according to the Bible ought to be marrying
within one’s own race.

A Critique of the Argument

This group of Christian Nationalists claims that God’s intent
was for people to spread across the earth and naturally
develop different nations. The issue is that there is no
mention of nations prior to the Flood. If the concept and
development of nations were something that God intended as
part of his creation of mankind, why 1is it not mentioned
before the Flood, or before the fall of Adam and Eve? The
structure of the Genesis narrative indicates that nations did
not develop until after the Flood, and this was a consequence
of sin.

This position also does not address whether there will be
nations after the return of Christ. Are the races still to
remain segregated after Christ returns? Will there be nations
on the New Earth that are ruled from Jerusalem? It seems that
the Christian Nationalist answer to these questions would be
yes, people will still be segregated into nations and races.
If that is the case, the Christian Nationalist needs to
explain why the races need to be segregated and the nations
need to exist when Christ is ruling from Jerusalem. The
Christian Nationalist also believes that this diversity was
intended by God, that interracial marriages and multicultural
nations are in violation of God’s command to subdue the earth,
and that they violate God’s creation of diversity.

If people were not originally intended to divide 1into
different nations and races, why are races and people divided?
The consistent answer to the question for the Christian
Nationalist would be to say that this segregation is God'’s
will. This seems to imply that the races would have to remain
segregated after the return of Christ as well. The Christian
Nationalist believes that interracial marriage somehow



violates God’s creation of diversity. How can that be? When
two people of different races have children, those children
are not a pure race. This means that interracial marriage does
not restrict racial diversity; it increases 1it.

The Christian Nationalist’s appeal to Deuteronomy 7:3-4, Acts
17:26, and Romans 9:3 simply takes these verses out of
context. In Deuteronomy, the restriction from marrying people
from the tribes in the land that the Israelites were about to
invade is not about racial purity. This passage 1is about
spiritual purity. Moses 1is telling the people that they are
not to marry people who worship other gods. We see Rahab
(Joshua 6), Deborah (Judges 4), and Ruth who reject their
pagan gods, turn to the One True God, and join the Israelite
society. God allowed this because they rejected other gods,
which shows the issue was not racial purity.

In Acts 17:27 Paul is speaking in front of the philosophers in
Athens. Paul tells the philosophers that God made the nations
from one man. In Romans 9:3 Paul is explaining God's
sovereignty over all nations. These verses are irrelevant to
the question of segregating the nations. The burden of proof
is on the Christian Nationalist to show that these verses
support their view of segregating races and nations. They have
not met that burden.

The Biblical View of the Nations and
Races

If the Christian Nationalist is wrong, then what does the
Bible teach about nations? Things do start with God creating
Adam and Eve and telling them to reproduce and subdue the
earth (Genesis 1:28). God’s intent for humanity was for them
to govern the earth as His local representatives.{5} However,
things went wrong because Adam and Eve were disobedient and
ate from the tree of life (Genesis 3:1-7). Adam and Eve gave
in to the temptation of Satan instead of remaining faithful to



God, which led to their banishment from the garden. The human
family that God created was now broken. The Fall reveals that
there is a conflict between spiritual beings, and between the
people of God and the spiritual beings that followed Satan.

Humanity continues in their sin, which eventually leads to the
Flood (Genesis 6), which is followed by the incident at the
tower of Babel. The people were supposed to spread out and
subdue the earth. Instead, the people stayed close together
and built a tower. This tower was something like a ziggurat,
which was meant to call gods down to earth. In building this
tower, the people once again rejected their relation to
God.{6} In response, God confused their languages and
dispersed them throughout the earth. The dispersion of the
people and the confusion of languages were the result of the
rebellion of the people against God. Deuteronomy 32 is a
record of the nations.

After the people were dispersed throughout the earth, the
narrative of the Bible continues through the development, then
the life of Israel. Jesus comes and trains His apostles.
Jesus has been crucified, resurrected, and ascended into
heaven. His disciples are waiting for the coming of the Holy
Spirit. In Acts 2, the event of Pentecost is recorded. At
Pentecost each person hears the apostles speak in their own
language. The apostles are most likely speaking in Aramaic,
but the Greeks who are present hear them in Greek, the Romans
hear them in Latin, etc. This is an undoing of the confusion
and division of people that occurred at Babel. As a result of
their rebellion at Babel the people were dispersed throughout
the world. At Pentecost the undoing of Babel, as well as the
original sin in the garden, begins.{7}

Conclusion

When we examine the Christian Nationalist case for racial
purity and against interracial marriage, we can see that they
have not met the burden of proof for their claim. They end up



reading their view into the text of the Bible instead of
allowing the text of the Bible to shape them. Will one face
challenges 1in an interracial marriage? Yes, but those
challenges come from what is ultimately a sinful attitude
against one race or the other. The picture the Biblical
narrative paints is one of people rebelling against God by
refusing to spread out and care for the earth and trying to
control God to get what they wanted. This rebellion resulted
in a curse, and beginning with Pentecost, God is undoing the
curse.

While the Christian Nationalist is mistakenly concerned about
racial purity in marriage, Christians should be concerned
about spiritual purity. Paul makes two points in his letters.
First, Paul states, “Do not be unequally yoked with
unbelievers. For what partnership has righteousness with
lawlessness? Or what fellowship has light with darkness?” (2
Corinthians 6:14). What Paul points out here is that a
marriage between two people that have different worldviews
will often put the Christian in situations where they will
have to choose between their spouse and faithfulness to
Christ, including fellowship with other believers. I
experienced this early on in my walk with Christ. I left the
church when I was growing up. When I returned to Christ, I
naturally started attending church. I was dating a woman who
was not a Christian and was not interested in attending
church. I went to church three times a week. Eventually my
church attendance, along with other disagreements, led to us
breaking up.

Second, if you are a Christian and are already married to
someone who is not, you should not get divorced if the
marriage relationship is healthy. Paul discusses this in 1
Corinthians 7:12-16. Paul teaches that if the unbeliever wants
to remain married, the Christian should agree. If the couple
has children, divorcing when the unbeliever does not want one
can cause resentment among the children. Paul also teaches



that the unbeliever can become “made holy” because of the
spouse.

Christian Nationalists are correct in their view that people
of all races are created in the image of God. They also admit
that the lives of people of all races are valuable to God.
Their error is in thinking that God is concerned with racial
purity. They end up reading their view of racial purity into
the Table of Nations and the Tower of Babel. God did create
the races, and Scripture never commands or implies that the
races should be separated.

Notes

1. Per Britannica, “Christian nationalism is an ideology that
seeks to fuse a nation’s identity, laws, and public life with
a particular vision of Christianity, treating the nation as if
it should be explicitly Christian in character and
governance.”

2. While I think I know who wrote the articles, they are
technically anonymous, and I have not verified who the author
is. Since I have not verified the identity of the author, I
will not name him. I will say that I found the link to the
substack with these articles on Joel Webbon’s account on X.

3. nxrstudios.substack.com/p/the-table-of-nations-and-the-
biblical

4, nxrstudios.substack.com/p/a-historic-christian-view-of-
interracial

5. Block, Daniel I. Covenant: The Framework of God’s Grand
Plan of Redemption (Baker Academic, Grand Rapids) 2021, 24.

6. Heiser, Michael S. The Unseen Realm: Recovering the
Supernatural Worldview of the Bible (Lexham Press, Bellingham
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When You Can’t Forgive
Yourself

“I know that God forgives me, but I can’t forgive myself.”

Lots of people find themselves trapped in self-recriminations,
overwhelmed by regret and sorrow for things they have done (or
not done). They beat themselves up, often secretly hoping this
will make up for their sin. But they can’t get past it.

You can read the Bible from cover to cover and not find a
single instruction on forgiving oneself. That'’s because it’s
not there.

We don’t have the power to forgive ourselves. It’s like trying
to separate ourselves from our shadow.

As I understand 1it, this idea comes from humanistic
psychology. For millennia, people have recognized the freedom
and beauty that comes from being forgiven and released from
bad things we have done. But what do you do when you leave
God, the ultimate Forgiver, out of the picture? Either because
of not believing in Him, or because of ignoring Him, but you
still need forgiveness?

Forgive yourself?

What does that look like? Looking in the mirror and declaring,
“OK, I forgive you”? That usually doesn’t work—those are empty
words.

We need, instead, to look to the Lord and receive His gift of
forgiveness. For every wrong (or even dumb) thing we have ever
done, Jesus says, “I died for that. I paid for that with My
life.”
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The thing about forgiveness is that since we are the image of
a just God, our souls cry out for justice, which pretty much
means that in order for things to be made right, “Somebody’s
got to PAY!” And Jesus did pay, with His life, on the cross.
His last words were, “It is finished-it is paid in full.”

So instead of focusing on forgiving ourselves, we need to
focus on Jesus and thank Him for His incredible gift of taking
our sin off us and onto Himself. Thank Him over and over,
until the truth soaks down deep into our hearts and we own it
as true.

For a lot of people, there is a stain of shame that weighs
heavy on their heart. They may even embrace the truth that God
has forgiven them, but they still feel guilty. And that’s why
they say, “I guess I just can’t forgive myself.”

First John 1:9 offers us two magnificent promises: If we
confess our sins (that means to agree with God that what we
did was wrong), He is faithful and just to forgive us our sins
and cleanse us from all unrighteousness. When God forgives us
of a sin, He sends it away (that’s what biblical forgiveness
means) forever. He takes it off our account and puts it on
Jesus’ account. But that’s not all. He also cleanses us with
the purifying power of Jesus’ blood, which removes the stain
of sin and shame.

But our culture elevates feelings to the level of an idol, and
it's easy for us to say, “Well, that may be what the Bible
says, but I'm not feeling it. So it must not be real. Or it's
true for other people but not me.”

If God says it, it'’s true. So the way to overcome the faulty
thinking and feeling is to repeat (daily is a good plan),
“Lord, Your word says that if I confess my sins, and You know
I have, You are faithful and just to forgive me and cleanse me
from all unrighteousness. I thank You for cleansing me even if
my feelings haven’t caught up to reality. I choose to receive



Your forgiveness and Your cleansing, especially since it cost
You Your life, Lord Jesus.”

Repetition 1is often the key to allowing truth to soak down
into our hearts and minds.

But some will still say, “Well, God may forgive me, and maybe
Jesus paid for my sin on the cross, but I still just can't
forgive myself.”

Let me reframe what that may mean.

“Well, God may forgive me, but He'’s God so He has to. I am
clinging to the guilt and shame, and I'm going to keep beating
myself up because that’s all I know. I have to pay for it
somehow.”

Taking that position is saying, “Jesus, my sin may have cost
You Your life, but it wasn’t enough. I have to add to it with
self-condemnation. My standard is higher than Yours because
I'm that kind of holy.”

Whoa.

In that case, wise people have suggested that instead of
focusing on the sin one can’'t forgive themselves for, the
right next step is to repent of what is actually pride and
arrogance before the Lord. As author Randy Alcorn says,
refusing to humbly receive God’'s forgiveness as enough 1is
“making ourselves and our sins bigger than God and His grace.”

Romans 8:1 is one of the most glorious promises in scripture:
“There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are 1in
Christ Jesus.” If God doesn’t condemn us, we have no right to
disagree with Him and condemn ourselves.

The bottom line for those who are stuck in not forgiving
themselves? Stop trying to do what you can’t. Receive the
amazing gift of God’s forgiveness, which cost Him everything,
and start thanking Him over and over for setting you free and



cleaning you up from the inside out.

This blog post originally appeared at blogs.bible.org/when-
you-cant-forgive-yourself/ on Sept. 19, 2023.

Why Empires Fall

Kerby Anderson looks at six 1insightful books and videos
exploring alarming parallels between the U.S. and failed
empires of history.

Collapse of Empires

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

He explains that the leveling of Thebes by Alexander the
Great, the erasure of Carthage by Scipio, the conquest and
transformation of Constantinople by Sultan Mehmet, and the
obliteration of the Aztecs all marked the end of cultures and
civilizations.

Alexander, for example, brought an end to classical Greece.
The fall of Constantinople marked the end of the Mediterranean
world as the nexus of European commerce. And the largest
Christian cathedral in the West became the greatest mosque in
the Islamic world.

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

He says his book “is about the existential destruction of the
losing side in a war. This 1is very rare in history. It doesn’t
happen very often. But when it does, it should enlighten us
how it does why it does, and can it happen again?”

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



Instead, he “noticed that there were more and more existential
threats coming from autocratic regimes.”

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

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

Peak Human

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

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

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

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



discoveries, technological achievements, and economic growth.

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

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

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

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

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

Loss of Moral Values

In this section we will look at an essay by Allen Mashburn who
reminds us that “Societies That Surrender Moral Foundation



Historically Self-Destruct.”{6}

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

America’s Expiration Date

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Cal Thomas ends his book with valuable suggestions. First, set
standards of decency and morality for your yourself and your
family. Reevaluate the education of your children. Don’t send
them to schools or universities that have largely become
propaganda centers for secular progressives. Gather with other
believers to worship, celebrate, and to encourage one another.
Daily obey the call to “go and make disciples” (Matthew
28:19), often witnessing with words and actions.
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The Value of Christian
Doctrine and Apologetics

Dr. Michael Gleghorn makes a case for why Christian doctrine
and apologetics are 1important for spiritual growth and
maturity.

Just prior to beginning college, I committed my
life to Christ. Naturally, as a new believer
wanting to grow in my faith, I embarked upon a
program of daily Bible reading. When I came to
Paul’s letter to Titus in the New Testament, I was
both struck and inspired by a particular command, which I
found nestled among others, there in the first chapter.

Paul reminded Titus, whom he had left on the island of Crete,
that he wanted him to “straighten out what was left unfinished
and appoint elders” in the local churches which had been
established (Titus 1:5). After listing various spiritual and
moral qualifications that an elder was to have, Paul went on
to insist that he must also “hold firmly to the trustworthy


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=opHnY8tjzug
https://amgreatness.com/2023/07/06/societies-that-surrender-moral-foundation-historically-self-destruct/
https://amgreatness.com/2023/07/06/societies-that-surrender-moral-foundation-historically-self-destruct/
https://probe.org/the-value-of-christian-doctrine-and-apologetics/
https://probe.org/the-value-of-christian-doctrine-and-apologetics/
http://www.ministeriosprobe.org/mp3s/doctrine-apologetics.mp3

message as it has been taught, so that he can encourage others
by sound doctrine and refute those who oppose it” (Titus 1:9).
When I first read those words, it was as if a light went on
inside my head and I thought, “That’s exactly what I would
like to do! I want to be able to ‘encourage others by sound
doctrine and refute those who oppose it’"” (Titus 1:9). Paul’s
words thus encouraged me to take up, in a serious way, the
study of Christian doctrine and apologetics.

But what exactly do I mean by “Christian doctrine” and
“apologetics”? At its most basic level, Christian doctrine is
essentially the same thing as Christian teaching. Such
teaching aims at providing a logically consistent and
“coherent explication of what the Christian believes.”{1}
Apologetics is a bit more complicated. It comes from the Greek
term, apologia, and means “defense.” It was often used in law
courts in the ancient world.{2} Indeed, the book of Acts
records several instances in which the Apostle Paul was called
upon to “make a defense” of himself before various governing
authorities, like Felix, Festus, and Agrippa (e.g., Acts
24:10; 25:8; 26:1-2).

Of course, when we’re talking about Christian apologetics,
we’'re concerned with “making a defense” of the truth-claims of
Christianity. The Apostle Peter tells us, “Always be prepared
to make a defense to any one who calls you to account for the
hope that is in you, yet do it with gentleness and reverence”
(1 Peter 3:15). Christian doctrine and apologetics play an
important role in the life and health of the church. So please
keep reading as we delve more deeply into these issues.

The Value of Christian Doctrine

Why is Christian doctrine important for the life and health of
the church? The Apostle Paul told Titus that he wanted him to
appoint elders in the local church who would be able to
“encourage others by sound doctrine and refute those who



oppose it” (Titus 1:9). The teaching of sound Christian
doctrine is important for several reasons, but for now let me
simply mention two. First, sound Christian doctrine helps us
to learn what is true about both God and ourselves. Second, it
reminds us of the right way to live in light of such truths.
And both of these are essential for the life and health of the
church.

First, it’s important to know what is true about God and
ourselves. Indeed, our eternal destiny depends on it! Not only
must we know that God is holy and righteous and will punish
all sin, we must also realize that we are sinners (Numbers
14:18; Romans 3:23). But this, in itself, would lead to
despair. Hence, we must also understand that God loves us and
sent his Son to be the Savior of the world (John 3:16; 1 John
4:14). We need to grasp that

forgiveness and reconciliation with God are freely available
to those who turn to Christ in repentance and faith (Acts
3:19; 16:31). Sound Christian doctrine is thus essential for
salvation (John 14:6; Acts 4:12; 1 John 5:9-13; 2 John 1:9).
Without it, true spiritual life and health is impossible.

But this does not exhaust the importance of Christian
doctrine. For once we are saved through faith in Christ, God
then calls us to grow up and become like his Son—-and this
would be exceedingly difficult apart from instruction in sound
Christian doctrine. As Christian philosopher Bill Craig
observes, “If we want to live correctly for Christ . . . we
need to first think correctly about Christ. If your thinking
is skewed and off-base, it is going to affect your life and
your Christian discipleship.”{3} Indeed, the Apostle Paul
contrasts Christian maturity, characterized by genuine
“knowledge of the Son of God,” with spiritual immaturity,
characterized by a lack of such knowledge and a proneness to
being deceived (Ephesians 4:13-14).

God calls us to Christian maturity—and instruction 1in
Christian doctrine plays an important role in our spiritual



growth. But there is also a role for Christian apologetics—and
we must now turn to consider that.

A Defense of Christian Apologetics

Many people question the value of Christian apologetics for
the life and health of the church.{4} They contend that it’s
impossible to "“argue” anyone into becoming a Christian.
Instead of making a defense for the truth of Christianity, we
ought rather to invest our limited resources in preaching the
gospel of Christ, trusting that God will open people’s hearts
and draw them to himself.

Now while I certainly agree that we should be preaching the
gospel, and trusting that God will use it to draw men and
women to himself, this negative view of apologetics is frankly
unbiblical, untrue, and shortsighted.

In the first place, such a view is unbiblical. Both Jesus and
the Apostle Paul used arguments and evidence to convince their
listeners of particular theological truths (Matthew 22:15-46;
Acts 17:16-34). Moreover, the

Apostle Peter tells us to always be ready to “make a defense”
(or offer an apologetic) to those who ask about our hope in
Christ (1 Peter 3:15). A negative view of Christian
apologetics thus runs counter to the teaching of
Scripture.

Second, it’s simply untrue that no one ever comes to Christ
through apologetic arguments and evidence.{5} Indeed,
sometimes the Holy Spirit actually uses arguments and evidence
to draw people to Christ!{6} And while such people may
admittedly be in the minority, they can be extremely
influential in commending the faith to others, for they are
often prepared to offer good reasons for believing
that Christianity is really true!

Finally, a negative view of Christian apologetics 1is



shortsighted. The great theologian J. Gresham Machen argued
that we should aim to create “favorable conditions for the
reception of the gospel.” Along these lines, he noted the
difficulty of attempting to do evangelism once we’ve given up
offering an intellectually credible case for the truth of
Christianity. “We may preach with all the fervor of a
reformer,” he said, “and yet succeed only in winning a
straggler here and there, if we permit the whole collective
thought of the nation . . . to be controlled by ideas which

prevent Christianity from being regarded as anything more
than a harmless delusion.”{7} Machen understood that
neglecting apologetics is shortsighted. For unless we offer
arguments and evidence, we make it that much easier for people
to simply shrug their shoulders and continue 1ignoring
Christianity’s truth-claims.

Having now dismantled the arguments against apologetics, we’ll
next consider its benefits for the life and health of the
church.

The Value of Christian Apologetics

Christian apologetics 1is concerned to offer a robust defense
for the truth of Christianity. Hence, training in Christian
apologetics can be of great value for the life and health of
the church. This 1is because such training helps to instill
within believers a deep confidence that Christianity is really
true. And when one becomes convinced that Christianity 1is
really true, one is typically more likely to share one’s faith
with others—and less likely to abandon the faith when
confronted with various social, cultural, and intellectual
pressures.

Let’'s consider that first point, that when one becomes
convinced of Christianity’s truth, one is more likely to share
this truth with others. Many Christians admit to being
hesitant about sharing their faith because they’re afraid



someone will ask them a question that they are ill-prepared to
answer.{8} Training in apologetics can help counteract this
fear. Granted, one may still be asked a question that is
difficult to answer. But apologetics training can help
alleviate the fear associated with such situations by helping
believers understand that good answers are available—even if
they can’t remember what those answers are! To give an
illustration, if I learn that there is excellent evidence that
a particular drug can cure some disease, then I will be far
more confident about sharing this fact with others—even if I
can’t answer all their questions about how the medicine works.
I may not remember exactly how it works, but I do know that
there is very good evidence that it works. And knowing this, I
will naturally be more confident telling others about it, even
if I can’t answer all their questions about how or why.

Moreover, training in apologetics can help insulate believers
from abandoning the faith, for they now know that there are
good reasons to believe that Christianity is really true. Of
course, most people who abandon the faith do

so for non-intellectual reasons. Still, as Paul Chamberlain
observes, “A number of vocal critics who have moved from
Christianity to atheism cite intellectual difficulties with
Christianity” as a prime reason for quitting the faith.{9}
While apologetics training can’t completely prevent such
outcomes, it can make them less likely. After all, it’s far
more difficult to abandon a view once you’ve become sincerely
convinced of its truth.

Our Witness to the World

Over a hundred years ago, the theologian J. Gresham Machen
forcefully argued that, for the faithful Christian, all of
life—including the arts and sciences and every sphere of
intellectual endeavor—-must be humbly consecrated to the
service of God.{10} Indeed, this should be true not only for
every individual Christian in particular, but for the entire



church in general. Our witness to the world depends on it.
Machen wrote:

Christianity must pervade not merely all nations, but
all of human thought. The Christian, therefore, cannot be
indifferent to any branch of earnest human endeavor. It must
all be brought into some relation to the gospel. It must be
studied either in order to be demonstrated as false, or else
in order to be made useful in advancing the Kingdom of God.
The Church must seek to conquer not merely every man
for Christ, but also the whole of man.{11}

In this article, we’ve been considering the importance of
Christian doctrine and apologetics for the life and health of
the church. And clearly, Machen’s proposal cannot be
effectively implemented apart from a healthy understanding of
these issues on the part of the church. After all, how can
“all of human thought” be brought “into some relation to the
gospel” unless we first understand what the gospel is? How can
views “be demonstrated as false” unless we first have some
idea of what'’s true—and how to reason correctly about it? How
can views “be made useful in advancing the Kingdom of God”
unless we first understand such views, along with how and why
they can be useful in advancing God’s kingdom? If we are ever
to have a hope of carrying out a project like this, in a
manner that is both practically effective and faithful to our
God, then sound Christian doctrine and apologetics must occupy
a central role in our endeavors.

Christian doctrine and apologetics are not antithetical to the
life and health of the church. They are rather of fundamental
importance. Only by knowing what we believe, and why it’s
really true, can we fulfill Peter’s injunction to always be
ready “to make a defense” to anyone who asks about our hope in
Christ (1 Peter 3:15). And only thus can we progress to true
spiritual maturity, avoiding the “craftiness of men in their
deceitful scheming” (Ephesians 4:13-14). So if we care about



the life and health of the church-along with its witness to
the world—we must encourage a healthy dose of respect for
sound Christian doctrine and apologetics.
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