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

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

End of Everything

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

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

i -

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

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

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

He wants us to be aware that what happened in the past could
happen in the future. We need to learn from the past and
protect ourselves in the future. This is a sobering call for



contemporary readers to heed the lessons of obliteration, lest
we blunder into catastrophe once again. He reminds us that the
world needs a strong America so that we can prevent “the end
of everything.”

Peak Human

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

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

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

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

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

In a recent interview with John Stossel{5}, he talked about
how Rome inspired our form of government, a republic with a



system of checks and balances. “There is a reason why we have
a Senate, and they meet in the Capitol,” Norberg explained.
“We borrow these ideas from the Romans.”

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

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

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

Loss of Moral Values

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

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

The reason for Mashburn’s article were several events that
took place during Pride Month. He “never envisioned a day
where transvestites would lecture us on human biology, or
sterilizers would pose as health professionals advocating for
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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
families.

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

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



America’s Expiration Date

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

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

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

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

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

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

As we have discussed above, Rome’s fall was gradual. The
familiar saying, “Rome wasn’t built in a day.” Neither was it
destroyed in a day. As the Roman empire grew, more money
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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
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 1is
essentially the same thing as Christian teaching. Such
teaching aims at providing a logically consistent and
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“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 ignoring
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 is 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 1is
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 1s 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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Spiritual Abuse

Kerby Anderson provides an overview of what makes churches and
organizations spiritually and emotionally unhealthy and
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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
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
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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 is 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 guilt, 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
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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
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 is 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 is 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

Stephen Arterburn, Toxic Faith, Nashville, Tenn.: Oliver
Nelson Publishing, 1991.

Ken Blue, Healing Spiritual Abuse, Downers Grove, Ill.:
InterVarsity Press, 1993.

Ronald Enroth, Churches that Abuse, Grand Rapids, Mich.:
Zondervan Publishing, 1992.

Ronald Enroth, Recovering from Churches that Abuse, Grand
Rapids, Mich.: Zondervan Publishing, 1994.

June Hunt, Spiritual Abuse: Religion at Its Worst, Dallas:
Hope for the Heart, 2015.
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Prophecies of the Messiah

Dr. Michael Gleghorn argues that the Bible contains genuine
prophecies about a coming Messiah that were accurately
fulfilled in the life, ministry, death and resurrection of
Jesus.

The Place of His Birth

Biblical prophecy is a fascinating subject. It not only
includes predictions of events that are still in the future.
It also includes predictions of events that were future at the
time the prophecy was given, but which have now been fulfilled
and are part of the past. This latter category includes all
the prophecies about a coming Messiah that Christians believe
were accurately fulfilled in the life, ministry, death, and
resurrection of Jesus. If the Bible really does contain such
prophecies, then we would seem to have evidence that'’s at
least consistent with the divine inspiration of the Bible. One
can see how an all-knowing God could accurately foretell the
future, but it’s not clear how a finite human being could do
so. Thus, if there are accurately fulfilled prophecies in the
Bible, then we have yet another reason to believe that the
biblical worldview is true.

Let’'s begin with a prophecy about the Messiah’s
birthplace. “Messiah” is a Hebrew term that simply means
“anointed one.” When translated into Greek, the language of
the New Testament, the term becomes “Christ.” Christians
believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Messiah promised in the
Hebrew Scriptures (see Mark 14:61-62).

In Micah 5:2 we read, “But you, Bethlehem Ephrathah, though


https://probe.org/prophecies-of-the-messiah/
http://www.ministeriosprobe.org/mp3s/prophecies-messiah.mp3

you are small among the clans of Judah, out of you will come
for me one who will be ruler over Israel, whose origins are
from of old, from ancient times.” This prophecy was given in
the eighth century B.C., more than seven hundred years before
the birth of Jesus!

Notice, first, that it refers to a future ruler who will come
from the town of Bethlehem. When King Herod, shortly after
Jesus’ birth, asked the Jewish religious leaders where the
Christ (or Messiah) was to be born, they told him that he was
to be born in Bethlehem and cited this verse from Micah as
support (Matt. 2:1-6). Both Matthew and Luke confirm that
Jesus was born in Bethlehem (Matt. 2:1 and Luke 2:4-7). So He
clearly meets this necessary qualification for being the
promised Messiah.

But that’'s not all. Micah also says that the origins of this
ruler are “from of old, from ancient times.” How should we
understand this? One commentator notes, “The terms ‘old’

and ‘ancient times’ . . . may denote ‘great antiquity’ as well
as ‘eternity’ in the strictest sense.”{1} Dr. Allen Ross
states, “At the least this means that Messiah was pre-

existent; at the most it means He 1is eternal.”{2} Micah'’s
prophecy thus suggests that the Messiah will be a
supernatural, perhaps even divine, person. And this
astonishing conclusion is precisely what Jesus claimed for
Himself!{3}

The Time of His Appearing

Let’s now consider a fascinating prophecy that, in the opinion
of many scholars, tells us when the Messiah would make His
appearance. It’s found in Daniel 9.

Daniel was one of the Jewish captives who had been brought to
Babylon by King Nebuchadnezzar. The prophecy in Daniel 9 was
given in the sixth century B.C. While much can be said about



this passage, we must focus on a few important points.

To begin, verse 24 gives us the time parameters during which
the prophecy will unfold. It reads, “Seventy ‘sevens’ are
decreed for your people and your holy city to finish
transgression, to put an end to sin,” and so on. Although we
can’t go into all the details, the ‘seventy ‘sevens'” concern
seventy distinct seven-year periods of time, or a total of 490
years.

Next, verse 25 tells us that from the issuing of a decree to
rebuild Jerusalem until the coming of the Messiah, there will
be a total of sixty-nine “sevens,” or 483 years. There are two
views we must consider. The first holds that this decree was
issued by the Persian ruler Artaxerxes to Ezra the priest in
457 B.C.{4} Adding 483 years to this date brings us to A.D.
27, the year many scholars believe Jesus began His public
ministry! The second view holds that the reference is to a
later decree of Artaxerxes, issued on March 5, 444 B.C.{5}
Adding 483 years to this date takes us to A.D. 38. But
according to this view, the years in question should be
calculated according to a lunar calendar, consisting of twelve
thirty-day months.{6} If each of the 483 years consists of
only 360 days, then we arrive at March 30, 33 A.D. Dr. Allen
Ross says “that is the Monday of the Passion week, the day of
the Triumphal entry of Jesus into Jerusalem.”{7} The views
thus differ on the date of Jesus’ death, but each can
comfortably fit the evidence.{8}

Finally, verse 26 says that after the period of sixty-nine
“sevens” the Messiah will be “cut off” and have nothing.
According to one scholar, “The word translated ‘cut off’ 1is
used of executing . . . a criminal.”{9} All of this fits quite
well with the crucifixion of Jesus. Indeed, the accuracy of
this prophecy, written over five hundred years before Jesus’
birth, bears eloquent testimony to the divine inspiration and
truth of the Bible.



The Nature of His Ministry

In Deuteronomy 18:15 Moses told the Israelites, “The LORD your
God will raise up for you a prophet like me from among your
own brothers. You must listen to him.” This verse promised a
succession of prophets who would speak God’s words to the
people. Ultimately, however, it refers to Jesus Christ. One
commentator notes that the Messianic interpretation of this
passage is mentioned not only in the New Testament, but also
among the Essenes, Jews, Gnostics, and others.{10} Peter
explicitly applied this passage to Jesus in one of his sermons
(Acts 3:22-23).

But not only was the Messiah to be a great prophet, it was
also foretold that he would be a priest and king as well. The
prophet Zechariah was told to make a royal crown and
symbolically set it on the head of Joshua, the high priest.
The Lord then said, “Here is the man whose name is the Branch

he will . . . sit and rule on his throne. And . . . be a
priest on his throne. And there will be harmony between the
two” (Zechariah 6:12-13). ‘The title “Branch” 1is a messianic
title.”{11} So the scene symbolizes the future Messiah, here
referred to as “the Branch,” uniting the offices of king and
priest in one person.

But why is it important that the Messiah be a priest? As a
prophet he speaks God’'s word to the people. As a king he rules
from his throne. But why must he also be a priest? “Because
priests dealt with sin,” says Michael Brown, a Christian
scholar who is ethnically Jewish. “Priests bore the iniquities
of the people on their shoulders.”{12} And this, of course, 1is
precisely what Jesus did for us: “He . . . bore our sins in
his body on the tree” (1 Pet. 2:24).

Dr. Brown points to a tradition in the Talmud that says that
on the Day of Atonement there were three signs that the animal
sacrifices offered by the high priest had been accepted by
God. According to this tradition, in the forty years prior to



the temple’s destruction in A.D. 70, all three signs turned up
negative every single time.{13} Dr. Brown comments, “Jesus
probably was crucified in A.D. 30, and the temple was
destroyed in A.D. 70."”{14} So during this forty-year period
God signaled that he no longer accepted these sacrifices. Why?
Because final atonement had been made by Jesus!{15}

The Significance of His Death

Without any doubt, one of the most astonishing prophecies
about the promised Messiah is found in Isaiah 52-53. The
verses were written about seven hundred years before the birth
of Jesus. They largely concern the death of the Lord’s
“Suffering Servant.” According to many scholars, a careful
comparison of this passage with the Gospels’ portrayal of
Jesus’ suffering and death reveals too many similarities to be
merely coincidental.

In some of the most-cited verses from this intriguing passage
we read: “He was pierced for our transgressions, he was
crushed for our iniquities; the punishment that brought us
peace was upon him, and by his wounds we are healed. We all,
like sheep, have gone astray, each of us has turned to his own
way; and the Lord has laid on him the iniquity of us all”
(Isa. 53:5-6). Here we have a vivid depiction of
substitutionary atonement. The Lord lays upon His servant “the
iniquity of us all” and punishes him “for our transgressions.”
In other words, God’s servant dies as a substitute in our
place. This 1is precisely what Jesus claimed for himself,
saying, “the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to
serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many” (Mark
10:45).

The parallels between Isaiah’s “Suffering Servant” and Jesus
are certainly impressive. But some scholars have suggested
that Isaiah’s “servant” is actually the nation of Israel and
not the Messiah. Dr. Michael Brown dismisses this notion



however, insisting that ‘nowhere in the . . . foundational,
authoritative Jewish writings do we find the interpretation
that this passage refers to the nation of Israel. References
to the servant as a people actually end with Isaiah
48:20."{16} What's more, he says, “Many . . . Jewish
interpreters . . . had no problem seeing this passage as
referring to the Messiah . . . By the sixteenth century, Rabbi
Moshe Alshech said, ‘Our rabbis with one voice accept and
affirm . . . that the prophet is speaking of the Messiah, and
we shall . . . also adhere to the same view.'”{17}

For his part, Dr. Brown 1is so convinced that this passage
prophetically depicts the suffering and death of Jesus that he
feels “as if God would have to apologize to the human race and
to the Jewish people for putting this passage into the
scriptures” if Jesus is not the one in view!{18} Although this
1s a strong statement, it’s not unjustified. For Isaiah 53 not
only foretells the death of God’s servant for the sins of the
people, it also implies his resurrection!

The Mystery of His Resurrection

In the opinion of many scholars, Isaiah 53 not only foretells
the death of God’s servant; it also implies his resurrection
from the dead!

It’s important to notice that Isaiah 53 makes it absolutely
clear that the Messiah is put to death. It says that “he was
cut off from the land of the living” (v. 8), and that ‘he
poured out his life unto death” (v. 12). On the other hand,
however, it also says that ‘he will see his offspring and
prolong his days” (v. 10), and that after his suffering “he
will see the light of life and be satisfied” (v. 11). So the
text teaches both that the Messiah will die and that he will
live again. And although the passage doesn’t explicitly teach
the Messiah’s resurrection, it's certainly consistent with it.
This is really staggering in 1light of the compelling



historical evidence for the death and resurrection of

Jesus!'{19}

Let’s now pause to consider what we’ve learned in this brief
article. Micah 5:2 teaches that the Messiah would come out of
Bethlehem, the birthplace of Jesus. Also, by teaching the
preexistence, or even eternality, of the Messiah, the prophecy
suggests that he’ll be a supernatural, possibly even divine,
figure. In Daniel 9:24-27 we saw that the Messiah would appear
to Israel sometime around A.D. 27 — 33, precisely the time of
Jesus’ public ministry! Deuteronomy and Zechariah teach that
the Messiah would minister as prophet, priest, and king. As a
prophet, Jesus spoke God’s word to the people. As a priest, he
offered himself as a perfect sacrifice for our sins. And while
he didn’t reign as king during his first advent, he was called
“the king of the Jews” (Matt. 27:11, 37). And Christians
believe that he’s in some sense reigning now from heaven and
that he’ll one day reign on earth as well (Luke 1:32-33).
Finally, Isaiah 53 teaches that the Messiah would die for our
sins—and then somehow live again. This is consistent with the
New Testament’s record of Jesus’ substitutionary death and
bodily resurrection.

Of course, we’'ve not been able to consider all the prophecies.
But hopefully enough has been said to conclude with Dr. Brown
that if Jesus isn’t the Messiah, “there will never be a
Messiah. It’s too late for anyone else. It’'s him or no
one.”{20} Well, you’'ve now heard the evidence; the verdict is
up to you.
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Truth You Can Sing About -
Part 3

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

Coventry Carol

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

In the Bleak Midwinter

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

Enough for Him, whom Angels fall down before,

the ox and ass and camel which adore.

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

Though he was God, he did not think of equality with God as



something to cling to. Instead, he gave up his divine
privileges; he took the humble position of a slave and was
born as a human being. When he appeared in human form, he
humbled himself in obedience to God and died a criminal’s
death on a cross. (Philippians 2: 6-8 NLT)

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

Perhaps God’s greatest goal for your life and for mine 1is to
make us like Jesus. Paul tells us in Romans: “For those whom
he foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the image
of his Son.” (Romans 8:29) So do you think humility would be
part of that process for us? Of course.

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

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

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

God Rest Ye Merry, Gentlemen

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

Remember Christ our Savior was born on Christmas Day,

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

While Shepherds Watched

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

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

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

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



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

When you compare the lyrics of the carol with Luke 2, you
discover that the shepherd’s perspective in this song 1is
extremely Biblical. Examine all the main points from the
Gospel narrative, and you find them in the song: the cast, the
location, angelic appearance, fear, angelic announcement, new
location, signs, chorus, praise.

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

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

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

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

0 Holy Night

0 holy night! The stars are brightly shining
It is the night of the dear Savior’s birth!



Long lay the world in sin and error pining
Till he appeared and the soul felt its worth.
A thrill of hope, the weary world rejoices,
For yonder breaks a new and glorious morn.

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

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

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

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

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

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

This program’s scripts were written by the producer of Probe
Radio, Steven Davis. The music was composed and performed by



his son and Mind Games Camp alumnus Jon Clive Davis. May your
Christmas be filled with praise!

©2018 Probe Ministries

5 Things You Need to Know
About Jesus

Tom Davis provides an overview of 5 extremely important
aspects of Jesus’ life: His birth, baptism, claims to deity,
death and resurrection, and ascension.

The Birth of Jesus

Knowing about Jesus, who he was, what he did, and what he
taught is essential for Christian discipleship. By studying
Jesus, we know how we ought to live and what the redemption
that he provides for us means. In this article we discuss five
things you need to know about Jesus, starting with the meaning
of the birth of Jesus.

The story of His birth is found in Matthew chapters
1 and 2, and in Luke chapters 1 and 2. Matthew
gives us his understanding of what Jesus’ birth
meant in the angel Gabriel’s proclamation to Joseph
and in an 0ld Testament prophecy.

When the angel appeared to Joseph the angel told him that
Jesus will “save his people from their sins.”{1} Jesus left
heaven to come down to His people at His birth.

In order for His people to be saved from their sins Jesus must
come to His people. The virgin birth of Jesus 1is directly
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linked to His death and resurrection.

The first prophecy is, “See, the virgin will become pregnant
and give birth to a son, and they will name him Immanuel.”{2}
This prophecy comes from Isaiah 7:14. In Isaiah this prophecy
is a promise to King Ahaz of Judah that God will defeat His
enemies. Immanuel 1is an important name because it means “God
with us.” Matthew is telling us that through the virgin birth
of Jesus God is with us, and is a sign that sin and death will
be defeated.

In Luke, the praise of a man named Simeon and the proclamation
of the heavenly host helps tell us what Jesus’ birth means.

When Simeon saw Jesus in the temple he prayed, “For my eyes
have seen your salvation. You have prepared it in the presence
of all peoples-a light for revelation to the Gentile and glory
to your people Israel.”{3} Simeon tells us that Jesus will
reveal God to all people. God’'s salvation is for all people,
not only for the Jews.

When the heavenly hosts appeared to the shepherds out in the
fields they proclaimed, “Glory to God in the highest heaven,
and peace on earth to people he favors!”{4} The proclamation
of the angels tells us that the people Jesus favors, those who
follow and trust Him, will have peace.

To recap, we see that the birth of Jesus is God coming down to
be with us, and to save us from our sins. This salvation 1is
not only for the Jews, but is for all people.

Jesus’ Baptism

Matthew, Mark, and Luke mention that when Jesus was baptized
the heavens opened and the Holy Spirit descended in the form
of a dove.{5} A voice from heaven said, “You are my beloved
Son; with you I am well-pleased.”{6}



Jesus was sinless, so why does he receive baptism from John?
Jesus told John it was to fulfill righteousness. Jesus 1is
identifying with Israel, and all mankind, and fulfilling
righteousness for our sake. Because Jesus identifies with us
and our sins, His baptism is the beginning of His ministry of
atonement that is accomplished at His crucifixion.{7}

All the gospels mention that the Holy Spirit descended in the
form of a dove. Have you ever wondered why in the form of a
dove? In Genesis when God created the heavens and the earth
the Spirit of God hovered over the waters. This signifies
God’'s presence at creation. Some biblical scholars think that
Noah sending the dove out from the ark signifies a kind of new
creation after God destroyed the world with a flood. In the
same way, the Spirit appearing in the form of a dove and
descending on Jesus means that Jesus is the beginning of new
creation. {8}

At Jesus’ baptism the Father pronounced, “You are my beloved
Son; with you I am well-pleased.”{9} What does this mean? Most
Bible scholars think this statement references Psalm 2:7{10}
and Isaiah 42:1.{11} Psalm 2 is a Psalm that was used at the
coronation of a new king. Isaiah 42 1is about God’s suffering
servant who will bring “justice to the nations.” Biblical
Scholar Craig Blomberg concludes, “Therefore it would appear
that God is forthrightly declaring Jesus to be both kingly
Messiah and suffering servant.”{12}

Jesus’ baptism means that Jesus identifies with us. Jesus 1is
the beginning of new creation and begins His ministry of
atonement for our sins. God’'s voice from heaven also declares
that Jesus is the kingly Messiah and the suffering servant.

Jesus’ Claims to Deity

Jesus claimed to be God in several ways. He not only used
words to make these claims, but His actions also made a claim



to deity.

Jesus’ actions showed that he had authority over evil spirits
by repeatedly casting out demons. Jesus commanded the weather.
This is something mortal men do not do, but God and heavenly
beings do. Jesus was a man, but this event shows that he was
more than a man, he was God in human flesh.

But let’'s look specifically at how Jesus claimed to be the
divine Son of Man during His trial by the Jewish authorities.
The night before His trial Jesus was arrested and tried by the
Jewish authorities. There were many who accused Jesus of
various things. The problem was that the testimony of the
witnesses who were accusing Jesus did not match. This led to
the high priest asking, “Are you the Messiah, the Son of the
Blessed One?” Jesus answered, “I am, and you will see the Son
of Man seated at the right hand of power and coming with
clouds of heaven.” The Jewish authorities then condemned him
for blasphemy.{13} Why?

Jesus was condemned because he identified himself with the Son
of Man in Daniel 7. In this chapter the Ancient of Days, God
the Father, 1is sitting in judgment when the Son of Man comes
with the “clouds of heaven” and approaches the Ancient of
Days. The Son of Man is given dominion, glory, and a kingdom
that will not be destroyed. The Son of Man is a human and
divine figure who seems to sit in judgment alongside the
Ancient of Days. When Jesus claims to be the Son of Man he 1is
claiming to be a human and divine figure. Jesus 1is claiming
that he will be vindicated and that the Jewish authorities
will be condemned by God.{14}

Jesus claimed to be God by casting out demons, calming a
storm, and by claiming to be the Son of Man in Daniel 7.



Jesus’ Death and Resurrection

Jesus’ death and resurrection 1is the foundation of
Christianity. The death and resurrection of Jesus 1is a
climactic confrontation between God and Satan that involves
forgiveness of sin, the abolition of death, and the defeat of
evil.

The narratives of this event are found in all four gospels.
However, the most important passage that helps us understand
the meaning of the resurrection is not in one of the Gospels;
it is in one of Paul’s letters, 1 Corinthians 15.

In verse 3, Paul states that “Jesus died for our sins.” 1In
Hebrews 9 and 10, the author explains that in the O01ld
Testament sacrificial system bulls, goats, and sheep had to be
sacrificed every year to purify the people. However, Jesus
only had to die once to cover the sins of all people.
Therefore, the death of Jesus for our sins is superior to the
sacrificial system and makes it obsolete.

Paul states, “For just as in Adam all die, so also in Christ
all will be made alive.”{15} We live life knowing that someday
we will die. We live in the shadow of death’s approach. Jesus
confronts death on the cross, then returns from the grave
three days later. Through the death and resurrection of Jesus,
death has been abolished. New Testament scholar Craig Keener
states, “As death in every case is established in Adam, so
life in all cases is established in Christ.”{16}

In Colossians 2:15 Paul 1is addressing the implications of
Jesus’ resurrection. He writes, “He (Jesus) disarmed the
rulers and the authorities and disgraced them publicly; he
triumphed over them in him.” The rulers and authorities that
Paul mentions are Satan and his demons.{17} Through the death
and resurrection of Jesus, Satan and his demons are defeated
publicly. When Christians proclaim the resurrection, these
rulers and authorities are humiliated publicly for everyone to



see.

The death and resurrection of Jesus cleanses us of our sins,
pays the penalty for our sins, abolishes death, and defeats
Satan and the forces of evil.

Jesus’ Ascension

Jesus’ return to heaven is described in Acts 1:9-11. After His
resurrection Jesus spent forty days with His disciples. After
forty days the disciples watched Jesus ascend into heaven in a
cloud. But what does this mean?

In John chapter 16 Jesus told His disciples that he will be
leaving them. Jesus said, “It is for your benefit that I go
away, because if I don’t go away the Counselor will not come
to you. If I go, I will send him to you.”{18} The Counselor
that Jesus referred to is the Holy Spirit. Jesus’ promise to
the disciples is fulfilled on the day of Pentecost in Acts 2.
Jesus told His disciples “When the spirit of truth comes, he
will guide you into all truth.”{19} When Jesus ascended into
heaven, he sent the Holy Spirit to us. The Holy Spirit does
not only counsel us; he guides us to truth and intercedes for
us.

Jesus’ ascension has other implications as well. Paul tells
us, “Christ Jesus is the one who died, but even more, has been
raised; he also sits at the right hand of God and intercedes
for us.”{20} There are two things to pay attention to in this
verse. First, Jesus now sits at the right hand of the Father.
Jesus is on His throne, which means he is ruling now. Second,
Jesus also prays for us. There are many other things that
could be mentioned in a discussion of things we need to know
about Jesus. One example is Jesus’ temptation in the desert.
When Adam and Eve were tempted in the Garden of Eden, they
failed to resist Satan’s temptation. Jesus succeeded 1in
resisting Satan.



When we consider Jesus’ birth, baptism, claims to deity,
temptation, casting out evil spirits, death, resurrection, and
ascension, we have an image of a God that became man. God
rescues us from our sin and from the evil powers and
principalities that are active in this world. Jesus will
return and make all things new with the new creation and new
Jerusalem in Revelation 20 and 21. The first Christians saw
all of this. New Testament scholar N. T. Wright sums things up
this way, “The first Christians saw the message and
accomplishment of Jesus as the long-awaited arrival of God'’s
kingdom, the final dealing-with sin that would undo the powers
of darkness and break through to the ‘age to come.’”{21}
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Body and Soul 1in the New
Testament

Dr. Michael Gleghorn draws on John Cooper’s book Body, Soul
and Life Everlasting to provide an overview of what the New
Testament teaches about the body-soul connection.

The Teaching of Jesus

What does the New Testament teach about the nature and destiny
of human beings? In a previous article, I discussed what the
Old Testament has to say about these issues, giving special
attention to the human body and soul. In this article, we’ll
consider what the New Testament has to say.



https://probe.org/body-and-soul-in-the-new-testament/
https://probe.org/body-and-soul-in-the-new-testament/
https://probe.org/body-and-soul-in-the-old-testament/

About 400 years separate the end of the 0ld
Testament from the beginning of the New. During
this so-called “intertestamental” period, Jewish
biblical scholars, like the Pharisees, continued to
teach and write about what God had revealed in the
Hebrew Scriptures. According to John Cooper, the Pharisees
taught that when a person dies, the soul leaves the body to
continue its existence “in an intermediate state, already
enjoying or lamenting the anticipated consequences of God'’s
judgment.”{1} Interestingly, both Jesus and the Apostle Paul
also seem to have held this view.{2}

Consider, for example, some of the last words spoken by Jesus
just prior to His death on the cross. You may remember that
Jesus was crucified between two criminals. While one of these
men railed against Jesus, the other (aware of his guilt),
asked Jesus to “remember” him when He came into His kingdom
(Luke 23:39-42). Jesus responded by promising this man that he
would join Him “in Paradise” that very day (v. 43). Paradise,
in the Jewish thinking of the time, was understood to be a
pleasant and refreshing place where the souls of the righteous
continue their existence between the death and resurrection of
the body.{3}

The body, in other words, may die, but the soul, or person,
continues to exist apart from their body. Although this
criminal had only hours left to live, his elementary
confession of faith in Jesus resulted in Jesus promising him
that they would be together in Paradise that very day! This
ought to encourage all of us who have put our hope in Christ
for salvation. Our bodies may wear out and die. But when they
do, we shall go to be with Christ, awaiting the resurrection
of our bodies while enjoying the presence of the Lord!

But what about the other criminal, the one who mocked and
insulted Jesus? Although we’re not told what happened to him,
we know from elsewhere in Scripture that the souls of the
unrepentant also continue to exist after the death of the
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body. In the next section we’ll take a closer look at the fate
of the righteous and unrighteous dead.

The Rich Man and Lazarus

What happens to us when we die? Do we continue to exist in
some sense? Jesus’ story of the rich man and Lazarus appears
to offer some answers to these questions (see Luke 16:19-31).
The story concerns a rich man, who lacks for nothing, and a
poor beggar, named Lazarus, who is laid at the rich man’s gate
(v. 20). The story implies that the rich man could have helped
Lazarus, but never did so.

Eventually, both men died. Lazarus is said to be “carried by
the angels to Abraham’s side” (v. 22). Essentially, he 1is
depicted as being with the Jewish patriarch Abraham 1in
Paradise. Paradise, you’ll remember, was considered a place of
rest and refreshment for the righteous dead. By contrast, the
rich man, his body having been buried, finds himself 1in
“torment” in Hades (vv. 22-23). Seeing both Abraham and
Lazarus at a great distance, he pleads with them for help.
Abraham, however, tells him that this just isn’t possible (vv.
24-31).

What might this story teach us about the nature and destiny of
human beings? Though we should perhaps be careful about
reading the story too literally, it seems to teach that we
will each continue to exist (in some sense) even after the
death of our body. Moreover, this existence will be
experienced as either joyful or sorrowful, depending on our
relationship with God. Although the story seems to depict the
rich man and Lazarus as if they still have bodies of some
sort, John Cooper offers several reasons for believing that
the story is using figurative language to describe a time in
which these men exist apart from their bodies.{4} This would
be the period between the death and resurrection of the body.
What are some of the reasons that Cooper offers for this view?



First, at the time Jesus tells this story, He regarded the
resurrection as a still future event (see Luke 20:34-36). It
is thus unlikely that the story here concerns some sort of
literal bodily existence. Second, the story locates the rich
man in “Hades”—-and this term appears only to be used of the
intermediate state, between the death and resurrection of the
body.{5} The story thus appears to depict the rich man and
Lazarus as consciously existing persons between the death and
resurrection of their bodies. And if this is so, then we are
more than just our bodies (as we’ll see more fully in the next
section).

Paul’s Heavenly Vision

Do you view yourself as more than just your body? Might you
also have a soul? We've previously considered evidence for the
human soul in the teachings of Jesus. In this section, we'll
consider further evidence from the writings of the Apostle
Paul. In his second letter to the Corinthians, Paul recounts
an extraordinary experience which he had fourteen years
earlier (see 2 Corinthians 12:1-4, 7). He describes being
“caught up . . . 1into paradise” and hearing “things that
cannot be told, which man may not utter” (vv. 2-4).

For our purposes, the most important element of this
experience concerns a peculiar detail mentioned twice by the
apostle. According to Paul, he was unsure whether he had this
experience while “in the body or out of the body” (vv. 2-3).
That is, Paul was unsure whether he had been “caught up into
Paradise” (v. 3) in his body, or out of it. But why is this
important? Because it shows that Paul regarded the “out of
body” option as a genuine possibility.{6}

You see, many scholars have argued that Paul did not believe
in any sort of conscious existence apart from the body. The
great New Testament scholar F. F. Bruce claimed that Paul
“could not conceive” of a situation in which he might exist



and have experiences apart from his body.{7} Now you might be
thinking, “Well wait just a minute. Didn’t you say that Paul
was unsure whether this experience had occurred while in the
body or out of it? Maybe he remained in his body and the
experience was just a vision of Paradise, occurring while he
was in some sort of trance-like state on earth.”{8}

Yes, you're right. That is possible (although it doesn’t seem
consistent with what Paul actually says).{9} And here’s the
thing: the very fact that Paul was unsure whether this
experience occurred while he was in (or out of) his body,
tells us that he regarded the “out of body” explanation as a
genuine possibility. And if this is so, then contrary to what
some scholars have said, Paul most certainly could conceive of
conscious existence apart from his body. Indeed, he thought he
may have had just such an experience himself.

But we can take this argument further. For as we’ll see in the
next section, Paul (like the Pharisees and Jesus), seemed to
think that we’ll continue to exist and have experiences
between the death and resurrection of our bodies.

Our Heavenly Dwelling

When I was a child, our family would occasionally go camping.
Although we usually went in a camper, with air-conditioning
and beds, I've also spent a few nights camping out in a tent.
Most of us have probably had such an experience (though
whether we enjoyed it or not is another matter). A tent is
basically a portable structure that provides a temporary place
to stay while we’re away from our permanent home.

In 2 Corinthians 5 the Apostle Paul has a fascinating
discussion that touches on some of these issues (see vv.
1-10). The discussion is challenging, but if we consider it
step by step, I think we can get a handle on what the apostle
1s saying. He begins, “For we know that if the tent that 1is



our earthly home is destroyed, we have a building from God, a
house not made with hands, eternal in the heavens” (v. 1).

When Paul writes of “the tent that is our earthly home,” he 1is
referring to our physical bodies here and now. If our body is
“destroyed,” and we die physically, “we have,” says Paul, “a
building from God . . . eternal in the heavens” awaiting us.
According to John Cooper, this “building” can plausibly refer
to one of two things.{10} It might refer to our future
resurrection body. However, it may also refer simply to “being
‘with Christ’.” If the second option is meant, then Paul is
speaking about going to be “with Christ” at the time of death,
in which we are (as he later puts it), “at home with the Lord”
(2 Corinthians 5:8; see also Philippians 1:23).

a

Paul characterizes our present “earthly” state as one of
groaning, “longing to put on our heavenly dwelling” that “we
may not be found naked” (1 Corinthians 5:2-3). Although these
verses are difficult to interpret, it 1is probable that
“nakedness” refers to temporarily existing without a body when
we die. If so, then Paul is saying that when we die, we go
immediately to be “with Christ.” There we are “at home with
the Lord,” awaiting that day in which we will “put on our
heavenly dwelling” (v. 2). This 1likely refers to our
resurrection body. At the time of the resurrection, our souls
will be united with a glorious new body, so that we might
eternally enjoy life with Christ ad fellow believers in the
new heaven and new earth. We will consider these issues more
fully in the next section.

The Resurrection of the Body

The Bible envisions a future time in which all who have died
will be raised from the dead into some sort of physical,
bodily existence. The New Testament writers refer to this as
“the resurrection of the dead” and it will include both
believers and unbelievers. Hence Jesus, referring to His own



unique role in executing divine judgment, claims that “an hour
is coming when all who are in the tombs will hear His voice
and come out, those who have done good to the resurrection of
life, and those who have done evil to the resurrection of
judgment” (John 5:28-29). Although evidence elsewhere in the
New Testament suggests that different groups of people may be
raised at different times, the key point here is that this
event has not yet taken place. It’s still in the future.

Paul says much the same thing in several of his letters. To
cite just one example, he tells the Philippians that “we await
a Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ, who will transform our lowly
body to be like his glorious body, by the power that enables
Him even to subject all things to Himself” (Philippians
3:20-21). Elsewhere Paul tells us that our resurrection bodies
will be “imperishable,” “powerful,” and glorious (1
Corinthians 15:42-43). It's incredibly exciting to contemplate
the fact that the Lord intends to give his people marvelous
new bodies, patterned after his own resurrection body, so that
we might enjoy eternal life with him forever. When that day
dawns, our joy will truly be complete!

So how might we attempt to summarize our discussion in this
article? First, both Jesus and Paul seem to have taught that
human beings are (in some sense) composed of both a body and a
soul. John Cooper describes the relationship of soul and body
as one of “functional holism.” Our body and soul function as a
thoroughly integrated whole during our present earthly lives.
But when our body dies, our soul continues to exist, awaiting
the resurrection of our body at some future time.{11}

On that day, our soul will be united with our resurrection
body, either to enjoy eternal life with Jesus, or face eternal
judgment in hell. This, it seems to me, is what the New
Testament has to say about the nature and destiny of humanity.
In Christ we are offered a sure and steadfast hope for both
our soul-and our body!
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The Value of Suffering: A
Christian Perspective

Sue Bohlin looks at suffering from a Christian perspective.
Applying a biblical worldview to this difficult subject
results in a distinctly different approach to suffering than
our natural inclination of blame and self pity.

This article is also available in Spanish. =]

There is no such thing as pointless pain in the life of the
child of God. How this has encouraged and strengthened me in
the valleys of suffering and pain! In this essay I’'ll be
discussing the value of suffering, an unhappy non-negotiable
of life in a fallen world.

Suffering Prepares Us to Be the Bride of
Christ

Among the many reasons God allows us to suffer,
this is my personal favorite: it prepares us to be
the radiant bride of Christ. The Lord Jesus has a
big job to do, changing His ragamuffin church into
a glorious bride worthy of the Lamb. Ephesians
5:26-27 tells us He is making us holy by washing us with the
Word—presenting us to Himself as a radiant church, without
stain or wrinkle or any other blemish. Suffering develops
holiness in unholy people. But getting there is painful in the
Lord’'s “laundry room.” When you use bleach to get rid of
stains, it's a harsh process. Getting rid of wrinkles is even
more painful: ironing means a combination of heat plus
pressure. Quch! No wonder suffering hurts!
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But developing holiness in us 1is a worthwhile, extremely
important goal for the Holy One who is our divine Bridegroom.
We learn in Hebrews 12:10 that we are enabled to share in His
holiness through the discipline of enduring hardship. More
ouch! Fortunately, the same book assures us that discipline is
a sign of God’'s love (Heb. 12:6). Oswald Chambers reminds us
that “God has one destined end for mankind-—holiness. His one
aim is the production of saints.”{1}

It’s also important for all wives, but most especially the
future wife of the Son of God, to have a submissive heart.
Suffering makes us more determined to obey God; it teaches us
to be submissive. The psalmist learned this lesson as he wrote
in Psalm 119:67: “Before I was afflicted I went astray, but
now I obey your word. It was good for me to be afflicted so
that I might learn your decrees.”

The Lord Jesus has His work cut out for Him in purifying us
for Himself (Titus 2:14). Let’s face it, left to ourselves we
are a dirty, messy, fleshly people, and we desperately need to
be made pure. As hurtful as it is, suffering can purify us if
we submit to the One who has a loving plan for the pain.

Jesus wants not just a pure bride, but a mature one as
well—-and suffering produces growth and maturity in us. James
1:2-4 reminds us that trials produce perseverance, which makes
us mature and complete. And Romans 5:3-4 tells us that we can
actually rejoice in our sufferings, because, again, they
produce perseverance, which produces character, which produces
hope. The Lord is creating for Himself a bride with sterling
character, but it’s not much fun getting there. I like
something else Oswald Chambers wrote: “Sorrow burns up a great
amount of shallowness.”{2}

We usually don’t have much trouble understanding that our
Divine Bridegroom loves us; but we can easily forget how much
He longs for us to love Him back. Suffering scoops us out,
making our hearts bigger so that we can hold more love for



Him. It’s all part of a well-planned courtship. He does know
what He’s doing . . . we just need to trust Him.

Suffering Allows Us to Minister Comfort
to Others Who Suffer

One of the most rewarding reasons that suffering has value 1is
experienced by those who can say with conviction, “I know how
you feel. I’'ve been in your shoes.” Suffering prepares us to
minister comfort to others who suffer.

Feeling isolated is one of the hardest parts of suffering. It
can feel like you’re all alone in your pain, and that makes it
so much worse. The comfort of those who have known that same
pain is inexpressible. It feels like a warm blanket being
draped around your soul. But in order for someone to say those
powerful words-"I know just how you feel because I’ve been
there”—that person had to walk through the same difficult
valley first.

Ray and I lost our first baby when she was born too
prematurely to survive. It was the most horrible suffering
we’ve ever known. But losing Becky has enabled me to weep with
those who weep with the comforting tears of one who has
experienced that deep and awful loss. It’s a wound that-by
God’s grace—has never fully healed so that I can truly
empathize with others out of the very real pain I still feel.
Talking about my loss puts me in touch with the unhealed part
of the grief and loss that will always hurt until I see my
daughter again in heaven. One of the most incredibly
comforting things we can ever experience 1s someone else’s
tears for us. So when I say to a mother or father who has also
lost a child, “I hurt with you, because I've lost a precious
one too,” my tears bring warmth and comfort in a way that
someone who has never known that pain cannot offer.

One of the most powerful words of comfort I received when we
were grieving our baby'’s loss was from a friend who said,



“Your pain may not be about just you. It may well be about
other people, preparing you to minister comfort and hope to
someone in your future who will need what you can give them
because of what you’'re going through right now. And if you are
faithful to cling to God now, I promise He will use you
greatly to comfort others later.” That perspective was like a
sweet balm to my soul, because it showed me that my suffering
was not pointless.

There’s another aspect of bringing comfort to those in pain.
Those who have suffered tend not to judge others experiencing
similar suffering. Not being judged is a great comfort to
those who hurt. When you’re in pain, your world narrows down
to mere survival, and it’s easy for others to judge you for
not “following the rules” that should only apply to those
whose lives aren’t being swallowed by the pain monster.

Suffering often develops compassion and mercy in us. Those who
suffer tend to have tender hearts toward others who are in
pain. We can comfort others with the comfort that we have
received from God (2 Cor. 1:4) because we have experienced the
reality of the Holy Spirit being there for us, walking
alongside us in our pain. Then we can turn around and walk
alongside others in their pain, showing the compassion that
our own suffering has produced in us.

Suffering Develops Humble Dependence on
God

Marine Corps recruiter Randy Norfleet survived the Oklahoma
City bombing despite losing 40 percent of his blood and
needing 250 stitches to close his wounds. He never lost
consciousness in the ambulance because he was too busy praying
prayers of thanksgiving for his survival. When doctors said he
would probably lose the sight in his right eye, Mr. Norfleet
said, “Losing an eye is a small thing. Whatever brings you
closer to God is a blessing. Through all this I’'ve been



brought closer to God. I’'ve become more dependent on Him and
less on myself.”{3}

Suffering is excellent at teaching us humble dependence on
God, the only appropriate response to our Creator. Ever since
the fall of Adam, we keep forgetting that God created us to
depend on Him and not on ourselves. We keep wanting to go our
own way, pretending that we are God. Suffering is powerfully
able to get us back on track.

Sometimes we hurt so much we can’t pray. We are forced to
depend on the intercession of the Holy Spirit and the saints,
needing them to go before the throne of God on our behalf.
Instead of seeing that inability to pray as a personal
failure, we can rejoice that our perception of being totally
needy corresponds to the truth that we really are that needy.
2 Corinthians 1:9 tells us that hardships and sufferings
happen “so that we might not rely on ourselves but on God, who
raises the dead.”

Suffering brings a “one day at a time-ness” to our survival.
We get to the point of saying, “Lord, I can only make it
through today if You help me . . . if You take me through
today . . . or the next hour . . . or the next few minutes.”
One of my dearest friends shared with me the prayer from a
heart burning with emotional pain: “Papa, I know I can make it
through the next fifteen minutes if You hold me and walk me
through it.” Suffering has taught my friend the lesson of
total, humble dependence on God.

As painful as it is, suffering strips away the distractions of
life. It forces us to face the fact that we are powerless to
change other people and most situations. The fear that
accompanies suffering drives us to the Father like a little
kid burying his face in his daddy’s leg. Recognizing our own
powerlessness is actually the key to experience real power
because we have to acknowledge our dependence on God before
His power can flow from His heart into our lives.



The disciples experienced two different storms out on the
lake. The Lord’s purpose in both storms was to train them to
stop relying on their physical eyes and use their spiritual
eyes. He wanted them to grow in trust and dependence on the
Father. He allows us to experience storms in our lives for the
same purpose: to learn to depend on God.

I love this paraphrase of Romans 8:28: “The Lord may not have
planned that this should overtake me, but He has most
certainly permitted it. Therefore, though it were an attack of
an enemy, by the time it reaches me, it has the Lord’s
permission, and therefore all is well. He will make it work
together with all life’s experiences for good.”

Suffering Displays God’'s Strength Through
Our Weakness

God never wastes suffering, not a scrap of it. He redeems all
of it for His glory and our blessing. The classic Scripture
for the concept that suffering displays God’s strength through
our weakness is found in 2 Corinthians 12:8-10, where we learn
that God'’s grace is sufficient for us, for His power 1is
perfected in weakness. Paul said he delighted in weaknesses,
hardships, and difficulties “for when I am weak, then I am
strong.”

Our culture disdains weakness, but our frailty is a sign of
God’'s workmanship in us. It gets us closer to what we were
created to be—completely dependent on God. Several years ago I
realized that instead of despising the fact that polio had
left me with a body that was weakened and compromised,
susceptible to pain and fatigue, I could choose to rejoice in
it. My weakness made me more like a fragile, easily broken
window than a solid brick wall. But just as sunlight pours
through a window but is blocked by a wall, I discovered that
other people could see God’'s strength and beauty in me because
of the window-like nature of my weakness! Consider how the



Lord Jesus was the exact representation of the glory of the
Father—I mean, He was all window and no walls! He was
completely dependent on the Father, choosing to become weak so
that God’'s strength could shine through Him. And He was the
strongest person the world has ever seen. Not His own
strength; He displayed the Father’s strength because of that
very weakness.

The reason His strength can shine through us 1s because we
know God better through suffering. One wise man I heard said,
“I got theology in seminary, but I learned reality through
trials. I got facts in Sunday School, but I learned faith
through trusting God in difficult circumstances. I got truth
from studying, but I got to know the Savior through
suffering.”

Sometimes our suffering isn’t a consequence of our actions or
even someone else’s. God is teaching other beings about
Himself and His loved ones—us—as He did with Job. The point of
Job’'s trials was to enable heavenly beings to see God
glorified in Job. Sometimes He trusts us with great pain in
order to make a point, whether the intended audience 1is
believers, unbelievers, or the spirit realm. Quadriplegic Joni
Eareckson Tada, no stranger to great suffering, writes,
“Whether a godly attitude shines from a brain-injured college
student or from a lonely man relegated to a back bedroom, the
response of patience and perseverance counts. God points to
the peaceful attitude of suffering people to teach others
about Himself. He not only teaches those we rub shoulders with
every day, but He instructs the countless millions of angels
and demons. The hosts in heaven stand amazed when they observe
God sustain hurting people with His peace.”{4}

I once heard Charles Stanley say that nothing attracts the
unbeliever like a saint suffering successfully. Joni Tada
said, “You were made for one purpose, and that is to make God
real to those around you.”{5} The reality of God’'s power, His
love, and His character are made very, very real to a watching



world when we trust Him in our pain.

Suffering Gets Us Ready for Heaven

Pain 1is inevitable because we live in a fallen world. 1
Thessalonians 3:3 reminds us that we are “destined for
trials.” We don’t have a choice whether we will suffer—our
choice is to go through it by ourselves or with God.

Suffering teaches us the difference between the important and
the transient. It prepares us for heaven by teaching us how
unfulfilling life on earth 1is and helping us develop an
eternal perspective. Suffering makes us homesick for heaven.

Deep suffering of the soul is also a taste of hell. After many
sleepless nights wracked by various kinds of pain, my friend
Jan now knows what she was saved from. Many Christians only
know they’re saved without grasping what it is Christ has
delivered them from. Jan’s suffering has given her an
appreciation of the reality of heaven, and she’s been changed
forever.

I have an appreciation of heaven gained from a different
experience. As my body weakens from the lifelong impact of
polio, to be honest, I have a deep frustration with it that
makes me grateful for the perfect, beautiful, completely
working resurrection body waiting for me on the other side. My
husband once told me that heaven is more real to me than
anyone he knows. Suffering has done that for me. Paul
explained what happens in 2 Corinthians 4:16-18:

“Though outwardly we are wasting away, yet inwardly we are
being renewed day by day. For our light and momentary
troubles are achieving for us an eternal glory that far
outweighs them all. So we fix our eyes not on what is seen,
but on what is unseen, for what is seen 1is temporary, but
what 1is unseen is eternal.”



One of the effects of suffering is to loosen our grasp on this
life, because we shouldn’t be thinking that life in a fallen
world is as wonderful as we sometimes think it is. Pastor Dick
Bacon once said, “If this life were easy, we’d just love it
too much. If God didn’t make it painful, we’d never let go of
it.” Suffering reminds us that we live in an abnormal world.
Suffering is abnormal-our souls protest, “This isn’t right!”
We need to be reminded that we are living in the post-fall
“Phase 2."” The perfect Phase 1 of God’s beautiful, suffering-
free creation was ruined when Adam and Eve fell. So often,
people wonder what kind of cruel God would deliberately make a
world so full of pain and suffering. They’ve lost track of
history. The world God originally made isn’t the one we
experience. Suffering can make us long for the new heaven and
the new earth where God will set all things right again.

Sometimes suffering literally prepares us for heaven. Cheryl’s
in-laws, both beset by lingering illnesses, <couldn’t
understand why they couldn’t just die and get it over with.
But after three long years of holding on, during a visit from
Cheryl’s pastor, the wife trusted Christ on her deathbed and
the husband received assurance of his salvation. A week later
the wife died, followed in six months by her husband. They had
continued to suffer because of God’s mercy and patience, who
did not let them go before they were ready for heaven.

Suffering dispels the cloaking mists of inconsequential
distractions of this 1life and puts things in their proper
perspective. My friend Pete buried his wife a few years ago
after a battle with Lou Gehrig’s disease. One morning I
learned that his car had died on the way to church, and I said
something about what a bummer it was. Pete just shrugged and
said, “This is nothing.” That’'s what suffering will do for us.
Trials are light and momentary afflictions . . . but God
redeems them all.
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Heresy: Nothing New Under the
Sun

Kerby Anderson provides an overview of some ancient Christian
heresies that are still being embraced today: legalism,
gnosticism, mysticism, and marcionism.

In this article we address ancient heresies that still exist
in only a slightly different form today. Jesus warned us in
Matthew 13:24-25 that the “kingdom of heaven may be compared
to a man who sowed good seed in his field.” But then there is
a twist in the story.

“But while his men were sleeping, his enemy came and sowed
tares among the wheat, and went away. But when the wheat
sprouted and bore grain, then the tares became evident
also.”

Later Jesus explained the parable. The wheat is the
“people of the kingdom.” The tares are the “people
of the evil one.” The illustration would make sense
to people living in the first century. There was
even a Roman law against sowing tares in another
person’s field. Some have called it a “primitive form of
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bioterrorism.”

Jesus 1is teaching that both true Christians and false
Christians will live together. They both may even go to church
and seem like Christians. But the false Christians believe and
spread heresy within the church and into society.

Paul also warned about false teaching and heresy. In what
might have been his last epistle, he warned Timothy that: “For
the time will come when they will not endure sound doctrine;
but wanting to have their ears tickled, they will accumulate
for themselves teachers in accordance to their own desires,
and will turn away their ears from the truth and will turn
aside to myths.” (2 Timothy 4:3)

Peter also gave a warning that these false teachers will come
from inside the church. “But false prophets also arose among
the people, just as there will also be false teachers among
you, who will secretly introduce destructive heresies, even
denying the Master who bought them, bringing swift destruction
upon themselves. Many will follow their sensuality, and
because of them the way of the truth will be maligned; and in
their greed they will exploit you with false words.” (2 Peter
2:1)

Notice that these heresies and false teachers will arise from
among you. They will secretly introduce these heresies. And
they will use greed and sensuality to seduce Christians. Jude
(1:4) also adds that these false teachers “have crept in
unnoticed” and “turn the grace of our God into licentiousness
and deny our only Master and Lord, Jesus Christ.”

In this article we look at heresies in the past that can be
found in a slightly altered form today. Just as believers in
the first century were warned about false teachers and
destructive heresies, so we need to warn each other today
about these heresies in the 21st century.

Ecclesiastes 1:9 reminds us that there is “nothing new under



the sun.” As we will see below, that is true of these ancient
heresies.

Legalism

Legalism is an ancient heresy going all the way back to the
first century. Paul in his letter to the Colossians (2:16-17)
said, “Therefore, no one is to act as your judge in regard to
food or drink or in respect to a festival or a new moon or a
Sabbath-day things which are a mere shadow of what is to come;
but the substance belongs to Christ.” He warned them about
those in their midst who were taking them captive through the
subtle lies of legalism.

You might notice that what is listed in these verses are not
instructions on purity or righteousness. Rather they are
specific 0ld Testament practices that were given to Israel
before the coming of Christ. The Passover is a foreshadowing
of Christ’s sacrifice as the Lamb of God. While the
deliverance of Israel is significant, consider how much more
significant is Christ’s death which provides us with
deliverance from the slavery of sin and separation from God.
The previous feasts and festivals are no longer necessary now
that we have Christ in our lives.

Jesus addressed legalism among the Pharisees and scribes. They
established all sorts of rules and regulations that were
binding on all Jews. Starting with the law, they set out to
compile the various oral traditions and even began to develop
interpretations of these laws. In the end, they even had
interpretations of the interpretations that were collected in
numerous volumes.

By the time of Christ, the Pharisees and the scribes were
actually following the traditions of men rather than the law
of God. Jesus pointedly asked them, “Why do you break the
commandment of God for the sake of your tradition?” (Matthew
15:3) Jesus also condemned the Pharisees by saying, “You also



outwardly appear righteous to men, but inside you are full of
hypocrisy and lawlessness” (Matthew 23:28). Jesus therefore
accused them, on numerous occasions, of being hypocrites.

Legalism is our attempt to produce righteousness apart from
God. We are challenged to follow additional rules and
regulations that we believe will merit favor before God. But
in the end, these unbiblical rules bind us and drain the joy
from our lives.

When we give people an ever expanding “to-do list” that 1is
uncoupled from God’'s power, we wear people down and ultimately
drive people away from the gospel. Paul warned Timothy that in
the last days there would be people “having a form of
godliness but denying its power” (2 Timothy 3:5). He counsels
him to avoid such people.

Gnosticism

Gnosticism 1is an ancient heresy that surfaced in the last
century, partially because of the discovery of the Gnostic
Gospels. The Gnostics were prevalent in the first few
centuries after the time of Christ. The word gnosis means
“knowledge.” The focus was on hidden knowledge that
contradicted biblical revelation.

For example, the Gnostics denied the existence of sin.
Instead, they proposed that the world was corrupted by the
demiurge who created it and rules over it. If they believed in
sin, they would say that the only sin is ignorance.

The Gnostics taught that Jesus came not to save the world but
to impart special knowledge that would lead us to what they
called a “divine pleroma.” If you were fortunately to find
this knowledge, then you would achieve salvation.

In the first centuries, the Gnostics presented themselves as
Christians and worked to popularize their ideas among the
growing church of believers. They also produced their own



texts (Gospel of Mary, Gospel of Thomas, Gospel of Judas).

Iraenaeus was a church father who wrote a critique of
Gnosticism in AD 180. He explained that the Gnostics used the
Bible alongside their own texts to demonstrate their “perverse
interpretations” and “deceitful expositions.” They also
reinterpreted parables and allegories from the 0ld Testament
in a fraudulent manner.

Nevertheless, Gnosticism appealed to many Christians in the
first centuries because it had many elements that were very
similar to Christianity. They believed in Father, Son, and
Holy Spirit. They quoted from the Bible. They practiced some
of the sacraments.

Many of these same heretical ideas appeal to Christians today.
Leaders of progressive Christianity arque that they have a
more mature view of God and the Bible. These leaders believe
they have special knowledge that allows them to set aside the
standard interpretations of biblical passages. One evangelical
pastor said: “The church will continue to be even more
irrelevant when it quotes letters from 2,000 years ago as
their best defense.”{1}

The Gnostics and modern heretics claim sources of knowledge
outside the Bible. They say we know so much more now that the
early Christians. C.S. Lewis refers to this as “chronological
snobbery.” They assume they know better than any believer in
the past.

Today, we have people claiming to know what the Bible really
means and invite you to join them as they impart their
“special knowledge” to you. More than ever we should be alert
to such leaders who will ultimately lead us away from the true
Gospel.



Mysticism

Mysticism is another ancient heresy that we still see today.
When Paul wrote to the Colossians (2:18-19), he warned them
about false teachers who would attempt to seduce them into
mystical ideas: “Let no one keep defrauding you of your prize
by delighting in self-abasement and the worship of the angels,
taking his stand on visions he has seen, inflated without
cause by his fleshly mind, and not holding fast to the head,
from whom the entire body, being supplied and held together by
the joints and ligaments, grows with a growth which is from
God.”

The word mysticism comes from the Greek word (mystes) for the
mystery religions that existed at the time Paul was writing to
these Christians. He is describing someone who is “taking his
stand on visions he has seen.” In other words, this 1is a
person who has had some vision and is mixing that vision with
the revelation of Scripture.

At the time Paul was writing to a church that was a mixture of
Jews and Gentiles. Many were young Christians and may have
brought their pagan ideas into the church. This would include
the idea that you receive spiritual revelations by entering
into an ecstatic state. These Christians also lived in a
culture where many claimed they were receiving visions from
the gods. If these young Christians did not have discernment,
they might actually believe that someone who has these visions
was spiritually superior to them.

Mysticism has been a major area of cultural captivity both in
church history and even in our present day. We see in Paul’s
letter to the church in Corinth, that believers were confused
about speaking in tongues and other spiritual manifestations.
Some of the believers were essentially “babes in Christ” who
could not handle the solid food of God’s word. He reminded
them that when they were pagans, they had been led astray (1
Corinthians 12:1-3). Because of their previous exposure to



paganism, they were vulnerable to false doctrine.

Throughout church history, certain churches and denominations
have brought mystical rituals and practices into their worship
experience. They may take the form of chants, icons, or
prescribed practices not found in Scripture but part of a
tradition that borrows heavily from mystical ideas. And many
of these practices are found today not only in North American
churches but in churches in other parts of the world.

Mysticism is quite prevalent outside of the church and can
have a strong cultural influence on Christians. Many of the
books on the best-seller lists over the last few decades
dealing with spirituality are not books that promote biblical
Christianity but rather books that promote an Eastern
philosophy of religion or the New Age Movement.

Marcionism

Marcionism was taught by a theologian named Marcion in the
second century. Although some of his ideas parallel
Gnosticism, he made a distinction between the God of the 0ld
Testament and the teachings of Jesus in the New Testament. He
taught that the benevolent God of the gospels who sent Jesus
was inconsistent with the mean, vindictive, malevolent God of
the Old Testament. Hence, he concluded they were two different
deities.

He also considered himself a follower of Paul, who he preached
was the only true apostle of Jesus Christ. In fact, he even
created his own “Scriptures” that included ten of Paul’s
epistles and the Gospel of Marcion (which was a shorter
version and highly edited version of the Gospel of Luke). He
emphasized Paul because he felt he freed Christianity from the
Jewish Scriptures.

He also rejected most of the orthodox teachings of
Christianity. For example, he rejected the ideas of God'’s



wrath and rejected the ideas of hell and judgment. Those
ideas, according to him, were tied to the God of the 0ld
Testament, whom he called the Demiurge. That God was merely a
jealous tribal deity of the Jews and represented a legalistic
view of justice.

A similar idea exists even today. For example, one evangelical
theologian said this: “The Bible is an ancient book and we
shouldn’t be surprised to see it act like one. So seeing God
portrayed as a violent, tribal warrior is not how God is but
how he was understood to be by the ancient Israelites
community with god in their time and place.”{2}

We might add that an increasing number of pastors and
Christians no longer want to talk about God’'s wrath and refuse
to teach what the Bible does say about hell and judgment.
Books and articles are being written denying the existence of
hell. Instead, they teach universal salvation for all.

Jesus talked more about hell than he talked about heaven. In
Luke 16 he describes it as a great chasm that does not allow
people to cross to the other side. In Matthew 25 he predicts a
future in which people will be separated into two groups. One
will enter heaven. The others will be banished to “eternal
fire.”

We live in a world where heresy, false teaching, and a false
gospel are proliferating. That is why we need to develop
biblical discernment. Paul said he was amazed that some of the
early Christians adopted “a different gospel” which he said
was a distorted gospel of Christ. He added, “If we, or an
angel from heaven, should preach to you a gospel contrary to
what we have preached to you, he is to be accursed” (Galatians
1:6-8).

These ancient heresies are being preached today. We need to
return to the essential gospel and sound biblical teaching.
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Friendship with Jesus

Dr. Michael Gleghorn draws on a work by Dr. Gail R. 0’Day,
“Jesus as Friend in the Gospel of John,”{1} to explore the
perspective of Jesus Christ as a Friend.

What a Friend We Have in Jesus{2}

In his book, The Problem of Pain, C. S. Lewis offers four
analogies of God’'s love for humanity.{3} These include the
love of an artist for a great work of art, the love of a human
being for an animal, the love of a father for his son, and the
love of a man for a woman. Interestingly, he does not consider
the analogy of friendship, or love between friends. In one
sense it’'s surprising, for Lewis would later write quite
perceptively about friendship in his book, The Four Loves.

Of course, at this time in his career, Lewis may
not have even thought about the love of friendship
in the context of discussing analogies of God'’s
love for humanity. After all, on the surface, the
Bible appears to say little about friendship between God and
human beings. But saying little is not the same as saying
nothing, and the Bible does speak about the possibility of
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enjoying friendship with God. In fact, the Gospel of John
offers a great illustration of this in the life and teaching
of Jesus, whom Christians regard as God the Son incarnate.
John presents Jesus as a true friend, one who is willing to
speak the truth to those He loves and to lay down His life for
their benefit.

Consider Jesus’ words to his disciples in John 15: “This is my
commandment, that you love one another as I have loved you.
Greater love has no one than this, that someone lay down his
life for his friends. You are my friends if you do what I
command you. No longer do I call you servants, for the
servant does not know what his master is doing; but I have
called you friends, for all that I have heard from my Father I
have made known to you” (vv. 12-15).

In this brief passage, Jesus surfaces several important
elements of friendship which would have been readily
recognized by people in the ancient world. We’ll carefully
consider each of these elements in this article. For now,
however, the key point to notice is that Jesus explicitly
refers to His disciples as “friends.” Moreover, He also holds
out to them the possibility of deepening their friendship with
both Him, and one another.

In what follows, we’ll unpack many of these ideas further.
First, however, we must get a better understanding of how
friendship was viewed in the ancient world.

Friendship in the Ancient World

0Of course, John's discussion of friendship in his gospel does
not occur in a cultural or historical vacuum. Indeed, he seems
to have been aware of other such discussions and even enters
into a dialogue (of sorts) with some of them. So how was
friendship understood in the ancient world?

The most important discussion of friendship in antiquity 1is



probably that found in Aristotle’s Ethics. As one philosopher
observes, “Aristotle’s treatise on friendship is comprehensive
and confident, as well as undeniably profound.”{4} Aristotle
views friendship as something like the glue of a community,
binding people together in relations of benevolence and love.
Such relations are indispensable for the community’s health
and well-being.{5}

Aristotle describes friendship as “reciprocated goodwill” and
claims that the highest form of friendship occurs between
“good people similar in virtue.” The primary virtue of real
friends is “loving” one another. And such love is expressed 1in
practical actions, for the virtuous person “labours for his
friends” and is even willing to “die for them” if necessary.

Finally, the ancients also viewed “frank speech” and
“openness” as essential elements of friendship. According to
Plutarch, “Frankness of speech . . . 1is the language of
friendship . . . and . . . lack of frankness is unfriendly and
ignoble.”{6} The 1language of friendship thus involves
something like “speaking the truth in love” (Ephesians 4:15).
Friendship should allow, and even encourage, frank speech. And
yet, such speech should always be characterized by love and a
genuine desire for the friend’s best interest.

Putting this all together, we can see how Jesus’ remarks about
friendship correlate with the ancient ideals expressed in the
writings of men like Aristotle and Plutarch. Just as Aristotle
viewed friendship as the glue of a community, so also Jesus
seems to envision the formation of a community of friends, who
are bound together in love by their shared allegiance to Him.
As biblical scholar Dr. Gail 0’'Day observes, “The language of
friendship provided 1language for talking about the
construction of a community of like-minded people informed by
a particular set of teachings.”{7}

Below, we’ll consider how Jesus both models and encourages the
ancient ideals of friendship in His life and teaching.



The Language of Friendship

One of the ways in which John shows Jesus demonstrating
friendship is through his frank and honest speech. We’ve seen
that in the ancient world, open and honest speech was regarded
as one of the hallmarks of friendship. And there are several
occasions in which such speech is attributed to Jesus in the
Gospel of John (e.g., 7:20; 10:24-30; 11:14; 16:25-33;
18:19-20).{8}

Of course, this doesn’t mean that everything Jesus had to say
was easy to understand. It wasn’t, and even his disciples
often misunderstood Him. Nor does it mean that Jesus never
taught truths about God by using parables or figurative
language. Indeed, He often did. What it does mean, however, is
that throughout his Gospel, John repeatedly portrays Jesus as
speaking and teaching the truth about God openly and honestly
to all who care to listen.

For example, Jesus is described as “speaking openly” while
teaching the people in the temple at the Feast of Booths (John
7:14, 26). Moreover, after His arrest, when Jesus is being
questioned by the High Priest, He frankly declares to those
present, “I have spoken openly to the world. I have always
taught in synagogues and in the temple, where all Jews come
together. I have said nothing in secret” (John 18:20). Dr.
Gail O0’'Day observes that Jesus here claims that His entire
public ministry has “been characterized by freedom of speech
throughout its duration.” She writes, “Jesus has not held
anything back in His self-revelation but has spoken with the
freedom that marks a true friend.”{9}

Finally, we must not forget what Jesus says to His disciples
in John 15: “No longer do I call you servants, for the servant
does not know what his master is doing; but I have called you
friends, for all that I have heard from my Father I have made
known to you” (v. 15). Here Jesus explicitly refers to His
disciples as “friends,” claiming that He has “made known” to



them everything that He has heard from the Father. Not only
does Jesus call His disciples “friends,” He also speaks to
them in the language of friendship, openly and honestly
revealing to them the heart and mind of the Father.

Judged by the criterion of “frank and honest speech,” Jesus
thus reveals Hmself to be a true friend to His disciples. And
as we'll see next, He is willing to do much more than this,
for Jesus is willing to lay down His life for the benefit of
others.

The Ultimate Demonstration of Friendship

In John 15 Jesus declares, “Greater love has no one than this,
that someone lay down his life for his friends” (v. 13).
Earlier we saw that Aristotle, in his writings on friendship,
maintained that the true friend, actuated by genuine goodness,
would even be willing to “die” (if necessary) for the sake of
a friend.{10} Of course, as any reader of the Gospels knows,
Jesus soon does this very thing, thus demonstrating the
greatest possible love according to the ancient ideals of
friendship. As Dr. 0’'Day observes, “Jesus did what the
philosophers only talked about—He lay down his

life for His friends.”{11}

This event is foreshadowed by Jesus in His claim to be the
Good Shepherd in John 10. “I am the good shepherd,” He says.
“The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep” (v. 11).
This claim is one of the seven “I Am” statements of Jesus in
the Gospel of John, and it likely involves an implicit claim
to deity, for as Edwin Blum has noted, “In the 0ld Testament,
God is called the Shepherd of His people (Psalm 23:1; 80:1-2;
Ecclesiastes 12:11; Isaiah 40:11; Jeremiah 31:10)."{12} One
thinks of the way in which David begins Psalm 23: “The Lord is
my shepherd; I shall not want” (v. 1). The Lord Jesus, as the
Good Shepherd of His people, is willing to lay down His life
for their benefit (John 10:11).



But Jesus goes further than this, for as Paul tells us, Jesus
not only gave His life for His “friends,” but even for His
“enemies.” “For while we were still weak,” writes Paul, “at
the right time Christ died for the ungodly” (Romans 5:6).
“While we were still sinners” (Romans 5:8), and even
“enemies,” “we were reconciled to God by the death of his Son”
(Romans 5:10). If dying for one’s friends epitomizes the
ancient ideal of friendship, dying for one’s enemies far
transcends this ideal. It demonstrates the sacrificial love of
God for all humanity. While we were spiritually dead, mired in
sin and rebellion (Ephesians 2:1-3), God “sent his Son to be
the savior of the world” (1 John 4:14).

Aristotle referred to friendship as “reciprocated goodwill.”
Jesus demonstrated the greatest possible love and “goodwill”
of God by giving His life for the sins of the world (John
1:29). He commands His disciples to reciprocate His goodwill
by loving “one another” as He has loved us (John 15:12, 14).
By following His command, a community of friends is formed,
bound together in love for one another and a shared commitment
to Jesus.

A Community of Friends

Jesus calls His disciples “friends” and commands them to “love
one another” as He has loved them (John 15:12). Jesus wants
His followers to regard themselves not only as His friends,
but as friends of one another as well. He intends for them to
be a community of friends, bound together in their love for
one another because of their shared devotion to Him. The sort
of love to which Jesus calls them is a costly love, for He
desires that His people’s love for one another be an imitation
of the love that He has already demonstrated toward them. And
what sort of love is this? It’s the kind of love that 1is
willing to give one’s life for the benefit of others, to lay
down one’s life for one’s friends (John 15:13).



Now this, I think we can all agree, is a very high calling.
Indeed, if we’re honest, I think that we must all admit that,
humanly speaking, it is frankly impossible. If some degree of
discomfort does not grip our hearts in considering this
commandment, then we probably aren’t considering it in all due
seriousness. Very few of us will probably ever reach the level
of truly loving other believers just as Jesus has loved us,
and if any of us do reach it, we probably won’t be able to
consistently maintain such love in our daily practice. But
Jesus commands us to do it, and we must at least begin trying
to do so. But how?

Dr. Gail 0’'Day, I think, strikes the right tone when she
comments: “The disciples begin with the explicit appellation,
‘friend,’ and the challenge for them is to enact and embody
friendship as Jesus has done. The disciples know how Jesus has
been a friend, and they are called to see what kind of friends
they can become. Jesus’ friendship is the model of friendship
for the disciples, and it makes any subsequent acts of
friendship by them possible because the disciples themselves
are already the recipients of Jesus’ acts of friendship.”{13}

We must remember that Jesus is our friend, that He loves us
and provides all that we need to live a holy and God-honoring
life. Indeed, He has sent the Holy Spirit to indwell and
empower His people for just this purpose. As we trust in
Jesus, giving ourselves to Him (and one another) in genuine
love and friendship, we will find that we are increasingly
obeying His commands and bearing fruit that brings Him glory.
So let’s commit ourselves to friendship with Jesus, and to
those who compose His body, the church (1 Corinthians 12:27;
Ephesians 5:23; Colossians 1:24).
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