
Abusive Churches
What characterizes abusive churches is their cultic method of
ministry. Although outwardly orthodox in their theology, these
churches use abusive and mind control methods to get their
followers to submit to the organization. In this article Dr.
Pat Zukeran covers eight characteristics of abusive churches.

 This article is also available in Spanish.

We are all familiar with traditional cults such as
the Mormons and the Jehovah’s Witnesses. There are,
however, other groups with cultic characteristics
that do not fit the same profile as the traditional
cults. Sometimes called “abusive churches” or even
“Bible-based cults,” they appear outwardly orthodox in their
doctrinal beliefs. What distinguishes these groups or churches
from genuine orthodox Christianity is their abusive, cultic-
like methodology and philosophy of ministry.

In his book Churches That Abuse, Dr. Ronald
Enroth carefully examines several of these
churches  throughout  the  United  States.  He
reveals the cultic methods these groups use
and points out several distinguishing marks
of abusive churches. At this point I will
briefly  introduce  each  of  these
characteristics and some of my own. Later,
I’ll  discuss  all  these  characteristics  in
detail.

First,  abusive  churches  have  a  control-oriented  style  of
leadership. Second, the leaders of such churches often use
manipulation to gain complete submission from their members.
Third,  there  is  a  rigid,  legalistic  lifestyle  involving
numerous  requirements  and  minute  details  for  daily  life.
Fourth,  these  churches  tend  to  change  their  names  often,
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especially  once  they  are  exposed  by  the  media.  Fifth,
denouncing  other  churches  is  common  because  they  see
themselves as superior to all other churches. Sixth, these
churches have a persecution complex and view themselves as
being persecuted by the world, the media, and other Christian
churches. Seventh, abusive churches specifically target young
adults between eighteen and twenty-five years of age. The
eighth  and  final  mark  of  abusive  churches  is  the  great
difficulty members have in getting out of or leaving these
churches, a process often marked by social, psychological, or
emotional pain.

Those  involved  in  a  church  that  seems  to  reflect  these
characteristics  would  be  wise  to  evaluate  the  situation
thoroughly and leave the church if it is appropriate. Staying
may increase the risks of damaging your family relationships
and  multiplies  the  likelihood  of  losing  your  perspective.
Members of such churches often develop a distorted view of
reality, distrust everyone, and suffer from stress, fear, and
depression. Some former members even continue to experience
these things after escaping from an abusing church. There are
also several documented cases in which associating with an
abusive church has led to the deaths of individuals or their
relatives.

Some of these groups have networks of many sister churches. In
some cases these groups have split off from more mainstream
denominations.  Occasionally  the  new  groups  have  even  been
denounced  by  the  founding  denomination.  Such  groups  often
disguise themselves by frequently changing the name of their
organization,  especially  following  adverse  publicity.  This
practice makes the true nature of these organizations more
difficult to determine for the unsuspecting individual. Some
abusive  churches  have  college  ministries  all  across  the
country. On some university campuses such student movements
are among the largest groups on their respective campuses.

It is important that Christians today know the Bible and know



how to recognize such churches so as not to fall into their
traps. In order to help people become more aware of churches
which may be abusing their members, I now want to go through
in more detail the eight characteristics I mentioned earlier.

Control-Oriented Leadership
A central feature of an abusive church is control-oriented
leadership. The leader in an abusive church is dogmatic, self-
confident, arrogant, and the spiritual focal point in the
lives  of  his  followers.  The  leader  assumes  he  is  more
spiritually  in  tune  with  God  than  anyone  else.  He  claims
insight into Scripture that no one else has. Or, he may state
that he receives personal revelations from God. Because of
such  claims,  the  leader’s  position  and  beliefs  cannot  be
questioned; his statements are final. To members of this type
of church or group, questioning the leader is the equivalent
of questioning God. Although the leader may not come out and
state  this  fact,  this  attitude  is  clearly  seen  by  the
treatment  of  those  who  dare  to  question  or  challenge  the
leader.  The  leader  of  the  movement  often  makes  personal
decisions  for  his  followers.  Individual  thinking  is
prohibited; thus the followers become dependent on the leader.

In the hierarchy of such a church, the leader is, or tends to
be, accountable to no one. Even if there is an elder board, it
is usually made up of men who are loyal to, and will never
disagree with, the leader. This style of leadership is not one
endorsed in the Bible. According to Scripture all believers
have equal access to God and are equal before Him because we
are made in His image, and we are all under the authority of
the  Word  of  God.  In  1  Thessalonians  5:21  believers  are
directed to measure all teachings against the Word of God.
Acts 17:11 states that even the apostle Paul was under the
authority of the Bible, and the Bereans were commended because
they tested Paul’s teachings with the Scriptures. Leaders and
laity alike are to live according to Scripture.



Manipulation of Members
Abusive  churches  are  characterized  by  the  manipulation  of
their members. Manipulation is the use of external forces to
get others to do what someone else wants them to do. Here
manipulation is used to get people to submit to the leadership
of the church. The tactics of manipulation include the use of
guilt,  peer  pressure,  intimidation,  and  threats  of  divine
judgment from God for disobedience. Often harsh discipline is
carried out publicly to promote ridicule and humiliation.

Another tactic is the “shepherding” philosophy. As practiced
in many abusive churches this philosophy requires every member
to  be  personally  accountable  to  another  more  experienced
person. To this person, one must reveal all personal thoughts,
feelings,  and  discuss  future  decisions.  This  personal
information, is not used to help the member, but to control
the member.

Another means of control is isolation. Abusive churches may
cut off contact between a new member and his family, friends,
and anyone else not associated with the church.

How different this style of leadership is from the leadership
of Jesus, the Good Shepherd who lovingly, gently, humbly, and
sacrificially leads His sheep.

Rigid, Legalistic Lifestyle
The third characteristic of abusive churches is the rigid,
legalistic lifestyle of their members. This rigidity is a
natural  result  of  the  leadership  style.  Abusive  churches
require  unwavering  devotion  to  the  church  from  their
followers.  Allegiance  to  the  church  has  priority  over
allegiance  to  God,  family,  or  anything  else.

Often  members  are  required  or  pressured  to  attend  Bible
studies  five,  six,  or  seven  days  a  week.  There  is  a



requirement to do evangelism; a certain quota of contacts must
be met, and some churches even require members to fill out
time cards recording how many hours they spent in evangelism,
etc. Daily schedules are made for the person; thus he is
endlessly doing the church’s ministry. Former members of one
church told me they were working for their church from 5:00 am
to 12:00 midnight five days a week.

Members of such churches frequently drop out of school, quit
working,  or  even  neglect  their  families  to  do  the  work
required by the church. There are also guidelines for dress,
dating, finances, and so on. Such details are held to be of
major importance in these churches.

In churches like these, people begin to lose their personal
identity and start acting like programmed robots. Many times,
the pressure and demands of the church will cause a member to
have a nervous breakdown or fall into severe depression. As I
reflect  on  these  characteristics  I  think  of  Jesus’  words
concerning the Pharisees who “tie up heavy loads and put them
on men’s shoulders, but they themselves are not willing to
lift  a  finger”  (Matt.  23:  4).  What  a  contrast  from  the
leadership style of Jesus who said, “Come to me, all you who
are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke
upon you. . . .For my yoke is easy and my burden is light”
(Matt. 11:28-30).

Frequent Changing of Group/Church Name
A fourth characteristic of abusive churches is a pattern of
constantly changing the name of the church or campus ministry.
Often a name change is a response to unfavorable publicity by
the  media.  Some  abusive  churches  have  changed  their  name
several times in the course of a few years.

If you are in such a church, one that has changed its name
several  times  because  of  bad  publicity,  or  if  you  feel
unceasing pressure to live up to its demands, it is probably



time to carefully evaluate the ministry of the church and your
participation in it.

Denouncing All Other Churches
Let us now take a look at the fifth characteristic: abusive
churches usually denounce all other Christian churches. They
see themselves as spiritually elite. They feel that they alone
have the truth and all other churches are corrupt. Therefore,
they do not associate with other Christian churches. They
often  refer  to  themselves  as  some  special  group  such  as,
“God’s Green Berets,” “The faithful remnant,” or “God’s end-
time army.” There is a sense of pride in abusive churches
because members feel they have a special relationship with God
and His movement in the world. In his book Churches That
Abuse, Dr. Ron Enroth quotes a former member of one such group
who states, “Although we didn’t come right out and say it, in
our innermost hearts we really felt that there was no place in
the  world  like  our  assembly.  We  thought  the  rest  of
Christianity was out to lunch.” However the Bible makes it
clear, that there are no spiritually elite groups or churches.
Ephesians 4:36 states, “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.”

The Christian church universal is united by the same God, the
same Holy Spirit, and the fundamental beliefs of the Bible
which include such things as the Trinity, authority of the
Bible,  the  death  and  resurrection  of  Jesus,  the  deity  of
Christ, justification by faith alone, and so on. In these
central truths we stand united. A church which believes itself
to  be  elite  and  does  not  associate  with  other  Christian
churches is not motivated by the spirit of God but by divisive
pride.



Persecution Complex
The sixth characteristic follows naturally. Because abusive
churches see themselves as elite, they expect persecution in
the world and even feed on it. Criticism and exposure by the
media are seen as proof that they are the true church being
persecuted  by  Satan.  However,  the  persecution  received  by
abusive churches is different from the persecution received by
Jesus and the Apostles.

Jesus  and  the  Apostles  were  persecuted  for  preaching  the
truth. Abusive churches bring on much of their negative press
because of their own actions. Yet, any criticism received, no
matter what the source–whether Christian or secular–is always
viewed as an attack from Satan, even if the criticisms are
based on the Bible. This makes it difficult to witness to a
person in such a church for he will see your attempt to share
the gospel with him as persecution. Often in cases like these,
when I am accused of persecuting, I simply reply, “I am here
talking to you with the Word of God which you say you believe.
How can this be persecution?” This approach often helps in
continuing the dialogue with a member of an abusive church who
has  been  brainwashed  to  believe  that  all  opposition  is
persecution.

Targeting Young Adults
The seventh characteristic of abusive churches is that they
tend to target young adults ages 18-25 who are in the middle
class,  well  educated,  idealistic,  and  often  immature
Christians. Young adults are the perfect age group to focus on
because they are often looking for a cause to give their lives
to, and they need love, affirmation, and acceptance. Often
these churches will provide this, and the leaders frequently
take the role of surrogate parents.



Painful Exit Process
The eighth characteristic is a painful and difficult exit
process. Members in many such churches are afraid to leave
because  of  intimidation,  pressure,  and  threats  of  divine
judgment. Sometimes members who exit are harassed and pursued
by church leaders. The majority of the time, former members
are publicly ridiculed and humiliated before the church, and
members are told not to associate in any way with any former
members. This practice is called shunning.

Many who leave abusive churches because of the intimidation
and brainwashing, actually feel they have left God Himself.
None of their former associates will fellowship with them, and
they feel isolated, abused, and fearful of the world. One
former member of a particular campus ministry said, “If you
leave  without  the  leadership’s  approval,  condemnation  and
guilt are heaped upon you. My pastor told me he thought it was
satanic for me to leave and wondered if I could continue my
salvation experience.”

Let me conclude this discussion by sharing some practical ways
of reaching those who are involved in abusive churches. First,
we must begin with prayer. Witnessing to those brainwashed in
abusive churches is often intimidating and difficult. Often
leaders will not allow an individual member to meet with an
outsider  unless  accompanied  by  an  older,  more  experienced
person  who  is  trained  in  debating  and/or  intimidation.
Therefore, we must pray (1) for a chance to speak with the
individual{1} and that he would be open to what we have to
share.{2}

Second, lovingly confront the person and surface some biblical
issues. Often, abusive churches have a bizarre teaching or a
theological  error  that  can  be  pointed  out.  In  his  book
Churches That Abuse, Dr. Ron Enroth documents several examples
of this. For instance, the leader of one church had strange
teachings based on his claims of extra-biblical revelations



from God.{3} These included dietary laws, sexual behavior,
home decorations, and others. The leader of another group
called doctors “medical deities.” He also claimed medicines
had demonic names and if taken, opened a person up to demonic
influence.{4}  Pointing  out  errors,  inconsistencies,  and
bizarre beliefs may open the individual’s mind and prompt him
to begin asking questions.

Third, share articles you may find in the newspaper or in
magazines on the particular church under discussion. The book
that I have often quoted from, Churches That Abuse, is an
excellent resource. The key is to get the individual to start
asking questions and research answers for himself. Tell him to
test everything with the Scriptures and not to be afraid to
ask questions. If the leader is afraid or hesitant to answer a
member’s honest questions, the maturity of that leadership may
be suspect.

Jesus, however, said that truth is a means of freedom, not
bondage. He said, “You shall know the truth, and the truth
shall make you free” (John 8:32).

Notes

1. Ronald Enroth, Churches That Abuse (Grand Rapids, Mich.:
Zondervan, 1992), p. 118.

2. Ibid., p. 181.

3. Ibid., p. 128.

4. Ibid., p. 170.
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God  Space:  Where  Spiritual
Conversations  Happen
Naturally
Dr. Michael Gleghorn offers an introduction and overview of
Doug Pollock’s book by the same title. Those who want to learn
more  about  how  to  have  natural  and  effective  spiritual
conversations are encouraged to read (and apply) Pollock’s
book for themselves.

Creating God Space

If you’re a Christian, you probably wrestle from
time to time with how best to share your faith with
non-Christian friends and family. I mean, let’s
face it. We often want to share our faith. But
we’re a bit confused (maybe even overwhelmed) with how to go
about it in a natural and non-threatening way. Is there a way
to have spiritual conversations naturally?

According to Doug Pollock, the answer is “Yes”—and it all
begins with something he calls “God Space.” “I often wonder,”
he says, “what would happen if . . . the body of Christ could
create low-risk, high-grace places for people to pursue their
need to have spiritual conversations.”{1} But Doug not only
wonders about it, he’s also spent the better part of his adult
life  actually  doing  it—and  training  others  to  do  it  too.
Although he’s had many roles, he’s probably best known for his
work  as  an  author,  speaker,  and  evangelism  trainer  for
Athletes  in  Action.{2}  His  passion,  however,  is  pointing
people  to  Christ  through  spiritual  conversations  in  which
people have the freedom to simply be themselves.

You see, Doug believes that people actually want (and even
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need) to have such conversations. Moreover, they’re often even
willing to have them. The problem, of course, is that such
conversations can often seem intimidating—even threatening—to
both  Christian  and  non-Christian  alike.  So  Doug  advocates
creating a “safe space” in which to have such conversations.
But he warns us that for many non-Christians in our world
today, the church is often not perceived as safe.{3} Hence, he
says, if we want to reach people for Christ, then we’ve got to
go  to  them—and  help  create  a  “safe  space”  for  spiritual
conversations right where they are.

Doug calls it “God Space” —a space where “God is . . .
encountered in . . .  ways that address the longings and cries
of the heart.” In God Space “the ‘unworthy’ feel safe enough
to bring their real selves . . . into the light, and to
journey, one step at a time, toward the magnetic pull they
sense deep in their souls.” It’s a space where “spiritual
curiosity is aroused, and the message of Christianity becomes
plausible.”{4}

Does this sound like something you’d be interested in learning
more about? Then keep reading as we consider Doug’s book in
more detail.

Spiritual Conversation-Killers
Doug  Pollock  offers  some  great  advice  about  how  to
have  natural,  non-threatening  spiritual  conversations  with
those who don’t know Christ. Before discussing this advice in
more detail, however, we first need to pause and consider some
of the ways in which we might unintentionally shut-down, or
“kill,” a spiritual conversation before it even has a chance
to get going.

Doug  describes  ten  “spiritual  conversation-killers”  in
his book. Although we can’t discuss them all, we’ll at least
mention a few of them. To get started, think of the non-
Christian people you know and interact with on a somewhat



regular basis. How many of them would be interested in having
a “low-risk, high-grace” spiritual conversation with you? If
your answer is few to none of them, then you might be guilty
of the most basic spiritual conversation-killer of them all:
“an  unbelieving  heart.”{5}  If  we  assume  that  the  non-
Christians  we  know  aren’t  interested  in  talking  about
spiritual things, then we probably won’t have many spiritual
conversations with them.

And Doug says this is a big mistake. “I’ve had spiritual
conversations with people all over the world,” he writes,
“including the supposed ‘tough places.’ I think it’s because
the Holy Spirit has given me a conviction that if God has put
eternity in every person’s heart, which is what Ecclesiastes
3:11  tells  us,  then  all  people  were  made  for  spiritual
conversations.”{6}  So  let’s  not  “kill”  an  opportunity  for
spiritual conversations because of unbelief. Instead, let’s
assume  that  if  we  approach  such  conversations  wisely,
we’ll  find  people  eager  to  talk  with  us.

Okay, so how do we approach such conversations wisely? In
my opinion, the best way to have good spiritual conversations
is simply to apply some of the very same principles that go
into having good conversations of any sort.{7} For example,
how well would my conversation go if I was disrespectful of
the other person’s beliefs or opinions? Or what if I came
across  as  harsh,  combative,  or  domineering?  Would  such
conversations be successful? Probably not. And if that’s the
case with everyday conversations, then it’s probably the case
with spiritual conversations too. So if we want to have good
spiritual conversations, we need to be humble, gracious, kind
and polite. If not, we’ll probably “kill” whatever spiritual
conversations  we  might  otherwise  have  had.  And  when  that
happens, no one wins.



Wondering  Your  Way  Into  Spiritual
Conversations
In God Space: Where Spiritual Conversations Happen Naturally,
Doug  has  four  great  chapters  on  noticing,  serving,
listening,  and  wondering  your  way  into  spiritual
conversations. For our purposes, let’s direct our attention to
that final chapter, which involves “wondering” our way into
spiritual conversations. “Of all the things you’ll read in
this  book,”  Doug  tells  us,  “this  chapter  holds  the  most
promise if you truly want to see the quality and quantity of
your spiritual conversations increase.”{8}

So how does it work? How do we wonder our way into spiritual
conversations?  As  Doug  lays  it  out  for  us,  there  are
essentially  two  steps.  First,  we  have  to  be  really  good
listeners.{9} If we’re not actively listening to what people
are telling us, then we’re not going to have much to wonder
about.  That’s  because  we  wonder  our  way  into  spiritual
conversations  by  asking  good  questions  about  what  another
person  is  telling  us.  That’s  step  two.  After  listening
carefully to what the other person is saying, we begin to
wonder “out loud” by asking questions that are relevant to the
conversation we’re having.{10}

According  to  Doug,  “good  wondering  questions”  will
“flow naturally out of your context and . . . conversations.”
They reveal “that you have listened thoughtfully.” They “are
open-ended and promote more dialogue and reflection.” They
“probe  sensitively  and  reflectively  into  someone’s
belief systems.” And finally, such questions encourage “others
to investigate the Christian life” for themselves.{11}

So  by  listening  carefully  and  asking  good
“wondering” questions about what you’re being told, you can
open the door to all sorts of spiritual conversations. Doug
even  offers  some  examples  of  “good  ways  to



start wondering.”{12} Suppose your conversation partner has
made  an  interesting  claim  or  expressed  an  intriguing
perspective  on  some  issue.  You  might  respond  by  saying,
“That’s  an  interesting  perspective;  I’m  wondering  how  you
arrived at that conclusion?”{13} Notice how such a question
not  only  demonstrates  an  interest  in,  and  respect  for,
the other person and their views—it also serves to keep the
conversation moving forward in a positive direction. Indeed,
once you get a knack for listening carefully and asking good
wondering  questions,  who  knows  how  many
spiritual conversations you might find yourself having!

Bringing  the  Bible  Into  Your
Conversations
Let’s now discuss Doug’s advice about bringing the Bible into
our conversations.{15}

The  word  of  God  is  powerful.  Paul  describes  it  as  “the
sword of the Spirit.”{16} And the author of Hebrews tells us
it can “judge the thoughts and intentions of the heart.” {17}
Indeed, it’s partly because the Bible is so powerful, that we
need to be careful about the way in which we bring it into our
conversations.

As Doug reminds us, “If people sense you’re trying to use the
Bible  as  an  authoritative  ‘crowbar’  to  beat  them  into
submitting  to  your  viewpoint,  your  conversation  is  likely
over. However, if you humbly ask for permission to introduce
the  Scriptures  into  your  dialogue,  ‘deep  spiritual  magic’
begins  to  happen.”{18}  The  key  point  here,  of  course,  is
asking for permission. This is important and Doug encourages
us to always make a habit of it.{19} After all, if the person
has given you permission to share something from the Bible,
then they won’t feel awkward or threatened when you do so. And
if  they  haven’t  given  you  permission,  then  it’s  probably
better just to wait and pray for a more opportune time.



Okay, that sounds good. But how can we know when it’s right to
ask for permission? Here we need a measure of wisdom and even
plain  common  sense.  In  general,  however,  when  the  person
expresses an interest in some issue about which the Bible
speaks, it might be a good time to ask for permission to share
what the Bible says. Doug gives the example of talking with
some  non-Christian  college  students  about  the  meaning  of
love.{20}  The  students  were  intensely  interested  in  this
topic, but they were having a hard time defining what the word
even meant. After discussing the issue for a bit, Doug asked
for permission to share what the Bible has to say about love.
Having gotten their permission, he directed them to the famous
love  passage  in  1  Corinthians  13.  Primed  and  ready,  the
students eagerly listened to what the Bible had to say. Its
message had suddenly become relevant to them, for it spoke
directly to an issue about which they cared deeply.

If we could learn how to introduce the Bible like that, our
non-Christian friends might be more eager to hear what it
says. In the next section we’ll conclude our discussion of
Doug’s book by considering “missed opportunities” and “burned
bridges.”{21}

Missed Opportunities and Burned Bridges
We’ve  considered  several  ways  to  improve  our
conversations, but it’s easy to make mistakes. So now we’ll
consider  Doug’s  advice  about  “missed  opportunities”  and
“burned bridges.” Can “missed opportunities” be reclaimed and
“burned bridges” be rebuilt? And if so, then how do we do it?

Let’s first consider missed opportunities. Suppose you had
a conversation with a neighbor who made a comment that left a
wide-open door for spiritual conversation—and you said . . .
nothing. We’ve probably all had conversations like this. Maybe
the comment caught us off guard, and we just weren’t sure how
to  respond.  Or  maybe  we  felt  too  tired,  or  scared,
or something else. Whatever the reason, we can “reclaim” such



missed opportunities. It’s often not even that hard. Doug
tells of missing out on a great opportunity because he just
wasn’t sure what to say. About a month later, however, he got
another  opportunity.  He  told  the  person  that  he’d  been
thinking a lot about a comment which they had previously made.
Intrigued, the person asked what it was—and almost immediately
they  were  right  back  where  they  had  left  off  a  month
earlier!{22}

Okay,  that’s  the  easy  one.  But  what  if  we  didn’t  remain
silent. What if we said the wrong thing— and now feel like
we’ve burned our bridges with another person? Granted, this is
more difficult. But Doug throws down a challenge. For once we
recognize and admit our mistake to ourselves, we can then
confess it to God and bring the issue before Him in prayer.
After praying about it, Doug says, we can actually go to the
person and let them know that we’ve been thinking about how we
“come across” in spiritual conversations. We can even ask if
they’d be willing to give us “some honest feedback” about how
others might perceive us in this area. And if so, then we can
listen carefully and apologize for any mistakes we might have
made. Of course, we can’t predict how the other person will
respond. But by taking this approach, we can go a long way
toward restoring the relationship.{23}

If  you’d  be  interested  in  creating  some  “God  Space”  for
your own conversations, then I encourage you to get (and read)
Doug’s book for yourself. I think you’ll be really glad you
did.

Notes

1.  Doug  Pollock,  God  Space:  Where  Spiritual  Conversations
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3. Pollock, God Space, 16.
4. The citations in this paragraph can be found in Pollock,
God Space, 20-21.
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Will  Everyone  Be  Saved?  A
Look at Universalism
Rick Wade covers some of the pros and cons in the universalism
controversy. Bottom line? No.

In the spring of 2011, Pastor Rob Bell’s book Love Wins hit
the book stores, but the furor over the book started even
before  that.  The  charge  was  heresy.  Bell  appeared  to  be
teaching Universalism, the belief that everyone will be saved
in the end. In fact, Bell doesn’t make a case for Universalism
in the book, although his rejection of the traditional view of
hell makes it seem so at first.

This will not be a review of Love Wins but rather a
look at Universalism itself. It won’t do to simply
label Universalism as heresy and be done with it.
The way people responded to Bell’s book illustrates
the problem.{1} It’s better to understand why this
teaching has been and should be rejected.

It is important to try to represent others’ views fairly. This
article, which is what aired on Probe’s radio program, is too
short  to  do  Universalism  justice;  there  is  way  too  much
involved in it. Here I’ll confine myself to introducing some
of the important issues involved. However, a longer article in
PDF form is available here to fill out the issue some more.{2}

Universalism has been believed by some Christians since the
early centuries of the church. What makes it attractive? For
one thing, Universalists wonder how a loving God could send
people  to  hell—a  place  of  conscious  torment—forever.
Furthermore, God is a God of justice, and a punishment of
eternal torment seems incommensurate with our finite sins, as
bad as they may be.

Universalists  find  scriptural  support  primarily  in  Paul’s
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writings where he declares, for example, that “as one trespass
led to condemnation for all men, so one act of righteousness
leads to justification and life for all men” (Rom 5:18).

Before digging in, I need to make an important distinction.
I’ll be talking about Christian Universalism, not pluralistic
Universalism.  Pluralistic  Universalism  is  the  belief  that
everyone in the world will be “saved” by some almighty being
or force that the various religions understand in different
ways. Christian Universalism, by contrast, is the belief that
Christianity holds the truth about God, man, and salvation,
and that, contrary to the traditional belief, everyone will be
saved through faith in Christ, even if on the other side of
the grave.

The Love and Justice in God
Universalists  take  the  traditional  view  of  hell  as  being
completely out of keeping with the loving character of God.{3}
Philosopher  Thomas  Talbott  believes  that,  because  love  is
basic to the nature of God, everything God does has a loving
aspect.  Thus,  there  can  be  no  eternal  judgment  against  a
person.

Because  of  this,  Talbott  sees  God’s  justice  primarily  as
remedial  or  restorative,  not  as  retributive  or  punitive.
Speaking of Israel, for example, he points out that God “did
not spare the natural branches” (Romans 11:21), yet eventually
God will have mercy on them. Couldn’t it be the same for the
Gentiles, too? God’s grand project since the Fall has been to
save people. If He doesn’t save all, hasn’t He failed?{4}

Scripture claims both that God is just and that God is love
(see Deut. 32:41 and John 4:8). It’s also clear that God
administers retributive justice. This is seen in Isaiah 3:11
where God says that what the wicked “have dealt out shall be
done  to  him.”  Consider,  too,  God’s  judgment  against  the



Hittites,  Amorites,  Canaanites,  Perizzites,  Hivites,  and
Jebusites  (Deut.  20:16-17).  There  is  no  mention  of
restoration.

For Universalists, love is supreme; justice serves love. Why
not the other way around? Why shouldn’t love serve justice? N.
T. Wright asks why either love or justice ought to be seen as
the highest expression of God’s nature. Perhaps, he says, both
are expressions of God’s holiness.{5}

The cross work of Christ is instructive here. Our hope for
salvation rests on the fact that on the cross “He who knew no
sin became sin on our behalf” (2 Cor. 5:21; see also Rom.
3:25; Gal. 3:13; Heb. 10:10,12,14; Isa. 53:5). What kind of
judgment fell on Christ? It was punitive, not restorative, and
it was properly ours.

Still,  even  with  all  this,  how  can  we  possibly  regard
everlasting punishment as just? It’s important to understand
that judgment isn’t merely a reflection of a sin:punishment
ratio. Believing in God in the biblical sense involves both
our acceptance of God in all His glory and our submission to
Him whatever He may command or promise. Thus, to not believe
in God in this full sense is to reject God. So when people
will be punished in hell, it won’t be simply a matter of
paybacks for individual sins. It will be because they rejected
God.

Paul and Universalism
In addition to the appeal to the love of God, Universalists
often look to the letters of Paul for support. Writes Thomas
Talbott, “Unlike most conservatives, I see no way to escape
the conclusion that St. Paul was an obvious Universalist.”{6}

Where does he find this in Paul’s letters? Romans 5 and 11 are
key passages. In Romans 5, Paul compares the first Adam with
the second Adam, Christ. In verse 18 he writes, “Therefore, as



one trespass led to condemnation for all men, so one act of
righteousness leads to justification and life for all men. For
as by the one man’s disobedience the many were made sinners,
so  by  the  one  man’s  obedience  the  many  will  be  made
righteous.” In Romans 11:32 he writes, “For God has consigned
all to disobedience that he may have mercy on all.” “All” is
taken quite literally to mean everyone tainted by sin.{7} What
can we say in response?

Paul’s main point in Romans, with respect to the issue at
hand, is that salvation is not just for Jews but for all
people, and it comes through faith in Jesus. In chapters 1
through 4, Paul argues that everyone knows God exists but sins
anyway and is deserving of punishment. Furthermore, the Jews
had no safety net because they possessed the law; they broke
the law themselves. Salvation has come through faith in Christ
alone. In fact, faith has always been the basis of salvation.
Paul sums up in chapter 5: through Adam everyone is tainted by
sin; through Christ alone is found salvation for everyone.
That he doesn’t mean every single person will necessarily be
saved is clear in Romans 11:22. The Jews who will be grafted
back in are those who “do not continue in their unbelief.”

Second  Thessalonians  1:7-10  is  an  important  passage  for
understanding  Paul’s  teaching  on  eternal  punishment.  There
Paul says that those who do not obey the gospel “will suffer
the punishment of eternal destruction, away from the presence
of  the  Lord  and  from  the  glory  of  his  might.”  Gregory
MacDonald,  a  Universalist,  acknowledges  that  this  is  an
especially problematic passage for Universalists.{8}

Jesus and Universalism
It’s  often  been  noted  that  Jesus  makes  the  strongest
statements on hell in Scripture. Universalists believe they
have been misunderstood.



Given that Paul clearly taught Universalism, Thomas Talbott
believes, passages such as Matthew 25, where Jesus spoke of
separating the sheep from the goats, must be interpreted in
that light. Talbott characterizes Jesus’ prophetic teachings
as “hyperbole, metaphor, and riddle . . . parable and colorful
stories.”{9} He says that “Had it been Jesus’ intention to
address the question of universal salvation . . . in a clear
and systematic way, I’m sure he was capable of doing so.”{10}
Jesus is simply teaching what would have been our fate were it
not for the atonement.{11}

Did Jesus make any clear statements about the finality of
judgment? I’ll mention just three passages.

In Matthew chapter 7 we read the severe warning from Jesus
that in the end not everyone who claims Jesus as Lord will
enter the kingdom of heaven. “I declare to them,” Jesus said,
“‘I  never  knew  you;  depart  from  me,  you  workers  of
lawlessness'” (vv. 21-23). There is no mention of a second
chance later.

In the parable of the ten virgins (Matthew 25:1-13), when
those who weren’t prepared knocked on the door and asked to be
let in, the bridegroom refused, saying he didn’t know them.
One must be prepared or be locked out. There’s no hint of a
later unlocking of the door.

In Matthew 25:46, Jesus speaks of “everlasting punishment.”
“Everlasting” is the English translation of the Greek word
aiōnion. Universalists argue that this word refers to an age
of punishment because the root word, aiōn, means just that—an
age with a beginning and an end. But aiōnion isn’t just a form
of  aiōn;  it  is  a  form  of  the  word  aiōnios  which  means
“eternal.”

According to the standard Greek lexicon of our day, aiōnios
can mean, among other things, with a beginning but without an
end.{12}  One  example  is  when  Jesus  said  He  was  going  to



prepare a place for us (Jn. 14:2,3). Paul says that this new
home is “eternal in the heavens” (Romans 5:1).{13}

When Jesus speaks of punishment in Matt. 25:46 as everlasting,
He  means  just  that.  Everlasting  life  or  everlasting
punishment;  it’s  one  or  the  other.

Postmortem Salvation
Because  obviously  not  everyone  dies  in  Christ,  postmortem
salvation is an essential component of Universalism. There
must be people saved after death.

There  is  no  direct  scriptural  teaching  about  postmortem
salvation. The closest is the much disputed passage in 1 Peter
3  where  Peter  speaks  of  Jesus  making  proclamation  to  the
spirits in prison (vv. 19-20). It is not at all clear that the
event spoken of in 1 Peter refers to the evangelization of all
the lost after death. Theologian and New Testament scholar
Wayne  Grudem  names  five  possible  interpretations  of  this
passage  in  an  article,  and  says  that  even  more  are
possible.{14}

Gregory MacDonald believes that Rev. 21:25, which says that
the gates to the New Jerusalem will never be closed, indicates
that unbelievers can exercise faith after death and come in.
Verse 24 speaks of the kings of the earth entering the city
along  with  the  glory  and  honor  of  the  nations.  MacDonald
identifies these with the kings defeated earlier with the
beast (19:19). They had been enemies; now they are not.

In response, we note that “kings of the earth” is a common
designation  in  Scripture  for  earthly  rulers.{15}  It  is
entirely reasonable to see John, in Revelation, as talking
about one group of kings who side with the beast and another
group who are part of the kingdom and who enter to bring
homage to the King.



The wall around the city marks a boundary between those who
may enter and those outside.{16} “Outside” doesn’t necessarily
mean simply outside spatially but can also mean those not
included in the circle or group.{17} Those who are able to
enter the city are those whose names have been written in the
Lamb’s  book  of  life  (21:27).  No  promise  is  given  that  a
person’s name can be entered after death.

There is no clear promise in Scripture that there will be an
opportunity for people to be saved after death. Are we willing
to risk the eternal damnation of people by presenting the
supposition that there will be?{18} Universalism is conjecture
built upon a basic notion of what the love of God must mean.
The case built from Scripture, however, is too fragile to
sustain it.

This article barely scrapes the surface of this subject. I
urge  you  to  look  at  the  longer  article,  “Universalism:  A
Biblical and Theological Critique,” also on Probe’s web site.
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The Glory of Grace
Sue Bohlin explores God’s marvelous grace as the unending flow
of His power, presence and favor in our lives.

I bet you recognize “grace” as a theology word. Many of us are
quick to say, “Oh yeah, I know what that is. We’re saved by
grace through faith.” Or we know of churches with the word
“grace” in their name. But many of us don’t have a real handle
on it. Often that’s because we haven’t seen it modeled in our
families, our churches, or our communities. We’re too focused
on trying to prove ourselves good enough, too busy trying to
keep God from getting mad at us.

https://probe.org/the-glory-of-grace/


 But this misunderstood blessing of grace is hugely
important. It’s one of the big things that sets
Christianity apart from all other religions! Any
other  world  religion  involves  performance-based
works. Biblical Christianity says, “We’re messed-up
broken people before a holy God, and there’s nothing we can do
to earn His approval. But He loves us and delights in us
despite the fact that we don’t deserve it.” With all other
religions,  the  emphasis  is  on  “do.”  Because  of  grace,  in
Christianity the emphasis is on “done.”{1}

One  of  the  most  powerful  elements  of  grace  is  simply
acceptance. The book of Romans assures us that we are accepted
by both the Father (Romans 14:3) and the Son (Romans 15:7). We
can do nothing to earn Their acceptance; it’s a gift. The
Father says, “I accept you just the way you are, but I love
you too much to leave you that way. Come to Me: My arms and My
heart are open to you because of what My Son did in His
incarnation, crucifixion, resurrection and ascension. I have
always loved you, My precious child. I chose you before the
foundation of the world, to adopt you into My family.”{2} I
love to think of God stamping our foreheads with an invisible
tattoo that says, “Accepted in the Beloved” (Ephesians 1:6,
KJV).

Pastor Mark Driscoll has an especially great definition of
grace.  Instead  of  the  one  we’ve  heard  for  years,  “God’s
undeserved favor,” Mark calls it “ill-deserved” favor.{3} But
my  all-time  favorite  definition  comes  from  John  Ortberg:
“Grace is the offer of God’s ceaseless presence and irrational
love that cannot be stopped. It’s the flow of God’s power and
presence and favor in your life from one moment to the next
that enables you to do whatever it is God has for you to
do.”{4} I want to focus on God’s power, presence, and favor,
as well as giving some real-life examples of what grace looks
like.
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Power
A little boy was playing in his sandbox one Saturday morning
when he discovered a large rock in the middle of it. The boy
dug around the rock, managing to dislodge it from the dirt.
With a little bit of struggle, he pushed and nudged the rock
across the sandbox. But then he found that he couldn’t roll it
up and over the little wall. The boy shoved, pushed, and
pried, but every time he thought he had made some progress,
the rock tipped and then fell back into the sandbox.

All this time the boy’s father watched from his window as the
drama unfolded and his son burst into tears of frustration.

As the tears fell, a large shadow fell across the boy and the
sandbox. It was the boy’s father. He asked, “Son, why didn’t
you use all the strength that you had available?”

The boy sobbed, “But I did, Daddy, I did! I used all the
strength that I had!”

The father corrected kindly, “No, son, you didn’t use all the
strength you had. You didn’t ask me.” With that, the father
reached down, picked up the rock and removed it from the
sandbox.

Experiencing God grace means depending on Him to provide the
power for our lives, whether it’s dislodging a big ol’ rock in
our sandbox or simply making it through the day.

I like to think of the power of God’s grace as electricity
that is available twenty-four hours, seven days a week. God’s
grace is always available to us at every moment of our life,
and because of His goodness and faithfulness, we never have to
fear a power shortage of God’s grace.

The key to experiencing the flow of God’s power is what Jesus
called abiding, choosing to remain in a state of trustful
dependence on God. Jesus said in John 15:5, “I am the vine,



you are the branches; he who abides in Me and I in him, he
bears much fruit, for apart from Me you can do nothing.”

I love to illustrate this by turning on a shop light that’s
plugged into an electrical outlet. When I press the switch,
the light goes off, even though the power is still flowing and
available. We can shut off the expression of grace, the flow
of God’s power, by quenching the Spirit—by actively disobeying
God, or by passively ignoring Him. But His power can shine in
our lives again as soon as we open ourselves up to Him, asking
for His help, intentionally depending on His power and not our
own. Grace is the flow of God’s power in our lives.

Presence
One morning, as I swam laps in the health club pool, I was
meditating on these three aspects of grace. I said, “Lord,
what do You want me to know about Your presence?” At that very
second, I “just happened” to see a large sign on the wall
right in front of me: “WARNING: NO LIFEGUARD ON DUTY.” I
literally laughed out loud, realizing that this was code for
“You’re on your own, buddy.” God’s grace means we never have
to fear that there’s no lifeguard on duty, that we’re on our
own, because He has promised to never leave us or forsake us
(Deuteronomy 31:6, Hebrews 13:5). The Lord Jesus’ last promise
was, “I am with you always” (Matthew 28:20).

My favorite illustration of grace as God’s presence is the
building of the Golden Gate Bridge in San Francisco. Dwight
Edwards  relates  that  during  its  initial  stages  of
construction,  “Twenty-three  workers  fell  to  their  deaths.
Finally, halfway through the project, a large net was put in
place beneath the bridge. From then on, only ten men actually
fell—all caught by the net. Plus, the workers’ productivity
was raised by twenty-five percent. Assured that their safety
was no longer in question, they pursued their work with far
greater freedom and effectiveness than before. This is exactly



what God has done for us. Stretched wide beneath us, extending
from eternity past to eternity future, is God’s perfect grace,
assuring every believer that we can never fall from His favor.
No matter how badly we falter or fail, we can never plunge
past the grace of God.”{5}

Think of grace as the hand of God ready to catch you when you
fall. Because God is good and He is sovereign, that means
nothing can happen that He cannot redeem. There is no such
thing  as  an  unrecoverable  disaster.  Even  when  we  sin
deliberately and stupidly, we cannot jump beyond the bounds of
His grace. Now, His grace usually involves painful discipline,
because God disciplines those He loves (Hebrews 12:6), but we
cannot out-sin God’s love and grace.

Recently, a friend of mine was anguishing, “Why did God allow
me to wreck my marriage and family? I wouldn’t let my children
run out into the street and be hit by a car, why did He let me
go that far?” As I turned to the Lord for an answer, He
whispered, “I’m always protecting My children, but you don’t
see the disasters I avert.” Part of God’s grace is the safety
of His protecting presence.

Favor
One  important  element  of  grace  is  favor.  One  dictionary
defines favor as “an attitude of approval or liking.”

Five-year-old Matt got up from his nap one day and said,
“Guess what, mommy, I just had a dream about Jesus!” The mommy
asked, “Well, what did Jesus say to you?” “Nothing.” “Well,
what was Jesus doing?” “Nothing.” “Now Matthew, you just said
you  had  a  dream  about  Jesus,  he  MUST  have  said  or  done
something!” Matt was quiet for a moment, and then with a
wiggle and grin he looked up and said shyly, “He just stood
there and liked me.”

When somebody likes you, their eyes light up when they see



you. Did you know God’s whole face lights up when He looks at
you? The Bible talks about His face shining on us.{6} God
doesn’t only love us, He likes us! Experiencing God’s grace
means He showers not only love but like on us, and His face
reflects His heart of favor toward us.

Every child needs to receive the “3 A’s” of favor from his
daddy: attention, affection, and approval. The Father poured
out the 3 A’s on the Lord Jesus at His baptism when He said,
“You are My beloved Son in whom I am well pleased.”{7} Those
words are like gold, and we can receive them into our own
hearts as well.

I love the way one daddy blogger expresses grace toward his
daughter. He writes,

I love you. I love the way your hair rolls into ringlets and
falls into your eyes. I love the way you read yourself
books, even though you can’t read. I love the way you dance
and twirl around the kitchen. I love the way you wave at
cars that pass on our walks. I love the way you scream “Dad”
in the middle of the night. I love the way you say “do it
again” when we do something fun. I even love the permanent
marker custom design you put on my new Mac. But as much as I
love you, Jesus loves you more. I sacrifice a lot because I
love you, but Jesus sacrificed everything because he loves
you. So if somewhere along the way you fail a test or love a
boy who does not love you back or have a mastectomy or
develop Alzheimer’s or gain some weight or lose a job, you
will still hold infinite value because Jesus loves you. No
matter what. You are loved exactly as you are. Always.{8}

Oh yeah. That’s the beauty of grace.

What Grace Looks Like
I want to share some examples of what grace looks like, both
the way God showers grace on us, and the way people share His
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grace with others.

God has poured grace on me in a huge way when traveling
internationally. Because of a schedule change, I found myself
flying back to Dallas from Germany just in time to speak at a
weekend women’s retreat. I arrived home from the airport with
just enough time to repack my bags and pick up my speaking
notes  and  props.  I  then  drove  two  hours  to  the  retreat
facility,  arriving  while  the  women  were  still  singing.  I
literally got out of the car with my notebook in hand, walked
in the door and up to the stage to start speaking. With the
time difference, my body felt like it was five o’clock in the
morning and I’d been awake for twenty-two hours. But God not
only kept me alert, He filled me with His energy, and the
women couldn’t tell any difference.

When we’ve received God’s grace, we are able to turn around
and give it to others.

Grace means responding with patience when someone forgets they
already told you something, or that you told them something,
and just going with the flow. Grace means lifting off the
burden  of  needless  “shoulds”  that  weigh  people  down.  One
grace-filled speaker invited people to respond in song at the
end of her message, saying, “If you’d like to sing, great!
Join us! If you need a rest, feel free to just listen.” She
removed any pressure to perform. At our church, a couple of
pastors managed to deliver a message on giving and stewardship
without even a hint of shame, or condemnation, or pressure.
That’s what grace looks like.

When my friend’s mother contracted Alzheimer’s, she told her
daughter early in the progression of the disease, “If I get to
the  point  where  I  don’t  recognize  you,  don’t  take  it
personally.” She was expressing grace in being more concerned
about her daughter’s hurt than her own loss of memory.

Another friend needed eye surgery to keep her from losing her



sight. Her friend Angela, who has been blind for a number of
years, told our friend, “Don’t be concerned about talking
about your vision to me—I am so over that!” That’s what grace
looks like.

One of my favorite stories happened one night to my dear
friend who was starting to realize what monsters her abusive
parents  were.  She  had  always  patterned  herself  after  her
mother, and suddenly realized she had even chosen the same
dishes as her mother’s when they got married. Suddenly she
couldn’t abide the thought of keeping them in the house a
moment longer. She grabbed a plate out of the cupboard and
hurled it to the floor, smashing it to pieces. Her husband
heard the noise and came to see what was going on. When she
explained the connection between their dishes and her mother,
her husband calmly said, “Have at it. Tomorrow morning I’ll
take you to get new dishes.” Not only did he clean up the mess
when she was done, but all those shards damaged their kitchen
floor—and he never once mentioned it. That’s grace.

Notes

1.  See,  for  example,  John  15:5;  19:30;  Colossians  3:4;
Ephesians 2:8-9.
2. Ephesians 1:4-5
3. marshill.com/media/religionsaves/grace
4. This quote came from a sermon preached at Pastor Ortberg’s
church,  Menlo  Park  Presbyterian  Church  in  Menlo  Park,
California, 2003. When I emailed him asking for a specific
citation, his answer was, “I have no idea, Sue.”
5.  Dwight  Edwards,  Experiencing  Christ  Within  Workbook:
Passionately  Embracing  God’s  Provisions  for  Supernatural
Living (Colorado Springs: Waterbrook Press, 2002), p. 105.
6. Numbers 6:25
7. Matthew 3:17
8.  jeffdlawrence.com/2011/12/23/some-thoughts-on-how-to-talk-
to-little-girls/
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The Professor: Why Are You a
Christian? – When Challenged,
Can You Defend Your Faith in
Christ
Are our adults ready to give a defense of the gospel? When
challenged, can they give a reasonable explanation of their
faith? Dr. Bohlin presents a sobering view of this question
based upon years of experience questioning high school and
college-age students on the basis for their belief in Christ.
By exposing their lack of cogent answers to questions they may
be  asked,  he  challenges  them  to  spend  time  exploring  the
questions and developing biblical worldview-based answers.

The Professor
Over  the  last  ten  years,  I  have  used  a  very  effective
technique to help teens realize their unpreparedness for the
step toward college. It seems our young people are heading
into public and even Christian colleges thinking they are
ready for the challenge to their faith that higher learning
can be.

 Probe Ministries has sponsored a college prep conference
since 1991 that was designed to help young people gain some
insights  and  even  some  knowledge  on  how  to  address  the
intellectual challenges that college will provide.

If  you  remember  the  thousands  of  college  radicals  who
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protested and picketed in the ‘60s and ‘70s, they found their
push for change was not very effective. Instead, many of them
stayed in college, obtained Masters Degrees and PhDs. After
all, it was easier than getting a real job! As a result, they
are now your children’s professors!

The  college  campus  was  an  anti-Christian  breeding  ground
several decades ago and now it is even worse. Christianity is
not so much openly mocked as it is marginalized and deemed a
false and mischievous mythology.

If you haven’t already heard some of these statistics, you
need to hold onto your hat.

In 2007, LifeWay surveyed 23- to 30-year-olds and found that
seventy percent had taken at least a one year break from
church during their college years.{1} Now, almost two-thirds
of these return to some level of church attendance, but mainly
to please family or friends who encouraged them to return.
That means that most of our churched youth are making many of
their life decisions, including marriage and career, apart
from a church context. Even many who return carry numerous
scars from bad choices during those years.{2}

With this statistical background, it’s plain our young people
need  some  preparation  before  going  on  to  college  or  the
military. But as most parents of teens know, just telling them
they need this is less than likely to be convincing.

Enter  the  Professor.  The  technique  I  mentioned  at  the
beginning is to impersonate an atheistic college professor
doing  research  on  the  religious  beliefs  of  young  people.
Sometimes the students know I am playing a role with them, but
occasionally I play the professor and the students are none
the wiser.



A Simple Question
When I step to the front of the room, I introduce myself as
Professor  Hymie  Schwartz  (a  name  borrowed  from  my  late
colleague Jerry Solomon who played this role far better than I
do). I tell the group that, since I am conducting research on
the religious beliefs of young people, their youth pastor,
counselor,  principal,  teacher—whatever,  has  allowed  me  to
visit with them.

I begin the conversation something like this: “Since this is a
church or Christian school I presume you are all Christians.
Is anyone not a Christian?” Of course no one raises their
hand. But I am always aware that some may indeed not be
believers and may not appreciate my questioning so I am always
paying attention.

At this point I simply call on someone, usually someone who
isn’t really paying attention or is engrossed in conversation
with a neighbor. “You! Are you a Christian?” No one has ever
answered no. Upon receiving an affirmative answer, with hands
casually stuck in my pockets, I demand, “Why?”

Students  are  paying  attention  now.  This  is  for  real.  Now
consider my question for yourself. If Peter warns us to always
be ready to give an answer to anyone who asks to give a
defense for the hope that we have, this is a pretty basic
question. In our highly secular culture, if someone finds out
you’re a Christian, they may indeed ask you why. Peter says
you ought to have an answer.

But this simple question why is usually something our young
people, and even their parents, have never really considered.
Their Christian faith is certainly something they would claim
is central to their lives, but the dumbfounded looks on their
faces tells me repeatedly that this question is a new one.

It’s usually about this time that any parents sitting in the



back are suddenly quite relieved I’m not talking to them!

By asking such questions, I can get them pretty riled up and
confused. The point is not to have fun but to help them see
that they need to be prepared and think a little about why
Christianity is important to them and why they think it’s
true.

“I Asked Jesus into My Heart!”
Having  their  Christianity  questioned  usually  comes  as  a
surprise and even shock. Rather than directly answering the
question, they try to tell me how they became a Christian. It
usually takes the form of confidently saying they asked Jesus
into their heart.

The professor quickly fires back, “You asked Jesus into your
heart?! That sounds pretty gross, really. What’s he doing in
there with all that blood? Yuck!” That always gets a surprised
reaction  and  a  little  befuddlement.  The  student  typically
tries to recover by saying something like, “No, I mean it’s
like I trusted Jesus as my Savior.”

Again the professor will fire back quickly with a question
like, “Why did you do that?” or “Savior? What did you need
saving from?” I think you can see where this is going. It
really is not difficult to pick something from what he or she
said and challenge it. I either pretend I don’t understand
what they said, forcing them to better explain themselves
(which is rare), or I deliberately ask them why they think
that way, or how they know that.

In answer to “How do you know that?” I am often told that “It
says so in the Bible!” They usually can’t tell me where the
Bible says that. I also ask if the Bible is true, and they say
it is. But when I ask, “How do you know it’s true?” the blank
stare reemerges.



Sometimes a student will say, “Because it’s the word of God!”
Now I can really dig a little deeper. In response to further
questioning, they usually can’t tell me where the Bible says
it’s the Word of God nor can they tell me why the Bible is
different from The Book of Mormon or the Qur’an. If there is a
youth  pastor  or  chaplain  present  there  is  usually  an
embarrassed look on their face or a head buried in their
hands.

By this time the class is very tense and full of nervous
laughter. When I reach a dead end with a student—for instance
when  they  say,  “I  don’t  know”  with  a  very  resigned  and
defeated voice—I look for one of the laughing students and
ask,  “What  about  you?”  Of  course  that  gets  everybody’s
attention again and off we go.

While I admit I have a little fun playing this role, it never
ceases to break my heart at how ill-prepared our young people
are to follow Peter’s advice to always be prepared with an
answer. I have yet to find a student in ten years who is
willing and able to go toe-to-toe with the professor.

“You’re  a  Narrow-Minded,  Self-Righteous
Bigot!”
Here  are  three  other  directions  our  conversations  have
frequently taken.

When I have challenged students to tell me why they think or
believe Christianity is true, some will turn to their own
subjective  experience.  Technically,  there  is  nothing  wrong
with this, specifically when speaking to a Christian audience.
But someone who doesn’t even believe in God will frequently
find ways to truly make fun of this element.

A student may describe that Jesus speaks to them in their
prayer time, to which I quickly ask what His voice sounds like



or how they know it was Jesus and not indigestion. The blank
stares  usually  resume  at  this  point.  We  have  become  so
comfortable  in  our  Christian  bubble  sometimes  that  we
frequently don’t see how unintelligible our language is to
those outside the community of faith. It’s tough to share the
gospel that way.

Sometimes a student will interject that they believe in Jesus
because that’s what their family has taught them or it’s what
they  learned  in  church.  I  usually  pounce  on  that  pretty
quickly and repeat that this student believes Christianity is
true because their parents told them so. The student usually
agrees. After commending them for honoring their parents I
tell them that’s really pretty stupid. Pausing a second for
the shock to register, I go on about the boy raised in India
whose  parents  are  Hindu  and  he  respects  his  parents  and
believes  Hinduism  is  true,  so  the  boy  in  India  and  this
student are both headed to heaven because they trusted their
parents!

One time a student stammered around and eventually agreed with
my statement as his youth pastor put his head in his hands.

Finally in talking about salvation I ask what happens to those
who don’t believe in Jesus. Most will hesitatingly say they go
to hell. The professor predictably rants, “Just because I
don’t believe the same fairy tale as you, I’m going to hell?”
When they predictably shake their head yes, I get down eye to
eye and spit out, “You’re a narrow minded, self-righteous
bigot!”

Always Be Ready to Give an Answer, with
Gentleness and Respect
Students enjoy the interactive nature of this routine even
though they are routinely embarrassed by their inability to
handle  the  challenge.  When  Peter  admonished  all  of  us  to



always be ready to give an answer to everyone who asks us for
a reason for the hope that we have, yet with gentleness and
respect  (1  Pet.  3:15),  they  fail  miserably.  Perhaps  as  a
parent, you may be glad that I don’t do this with adult
groups.

Often students will try to turn the conversation in their
favor by asking the professor a question. I quickly dismiss
that idea by simply answering that I’m asking the questions.
But when we’re done, if time allows I attempt to leave them
with hope by quickly summarizing how I, Dr. Ray Bohlin, Vice-
President of Probe Ministries, would answer the same question.

Here’s the outline of my response. In a calm voice I quickly
assert that I know there is a God. As a scientist I look
principally at how marvelously our universe, galaxy, solar
system,  and  planet  are  designed  for  complex  life  here  on
earth. The number of highly improbable coincidences rules out
chance and strongly implies design. This is reinforced by the
evidence from biology of the incredible complexity of life,
particularly the coded information in DNA. This remarkable
molecule with its accompanying system of transcription and
translation screams for intelligence.

The fact that all people have some sense of right and wrong,
even  though  we  may  disagree  sometimes,  tells  us  we  are
comparing  our  morality  to  some  invisible  standard  outside
ourselves  that  must  come  from  a  supreme  Law  Giver.  I  am
convinced there is a supernatural God.

If this God exists, then has He spoken to man? I quickly tell
about the uniqueness of Scripture, written by forty authors
from  eight  countries  over  fifteen  hundred  years  in  three
languages and all with a consistent and unique message of a
God of love who ransomed us from our sins. Where we have
archaeological evidence it consistently confirms the accuracy
of biblical events. I am convinced the Bible is the true and
unique Word of God.



The Bible throughout is about Jesus, who repeatedly claimed to
be the unique divine Son of God and offered his death and
resurrection on behalf of mankind as proof. That Jesus bodily
rose from the dead is the only rational conclusion of the
evidence  of  the  empty  tomb.  On  top  of  that,  my  personal
experience of the last thirty-seven years has shown me again
and again the unique love and power of God.

So what about you? Why are you a Christian?

Notes

1. “LifeWay Research Uncovers Reasons 18 to 22 Year Olds Drop
Out of Church,” 2007, www.lifeway.com/article/165949/,
accessed May 15, 2010.
2. Youth Transition Network has researched this problem over
the last ten years and has excellent resources, videos,
research, and books and DVDs for purchase. Take a look at
www.ytn.org.
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Your Work Matters to God
Sue Bohlin helps us look at work from a biblical perspective. 
If we apply a Christian worldview to our concept of work, it
takes on greater significance within the kingdom of God.

 This article is also available in Spanish.

Many Christians hold a decidedly unbiblical view of work. Some
view it as a curse, or at least as part of the curse of living
in a fallen world. Others make a false distinction between
what  they  perceive  as  the  sacred—serving  God—and  the
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secular—everything else. And others make it into an idol,
expecting it to provide them with their identity and purpose
in life as well as being a source of joy and fulfillment that
only God can provide.

In their excellent
book  Your  Work
Matters to God,{1}
Doug  Sherman  and
William Hendricks expose the
wrong ways of thinking about
work,  and  explain  how  God
invests  work  with  intrinsic
value and honor. Rick Warren
echoes  this  idea  in  his
blockbuster The Purpose Driven
Life  when  he  writes,  “Work
becomes  worship  when  you
dedicate it to God and perform
it with an awareness of his
presence.”{2}

First, let’s explore some faulty views of work: the secular
view, some inappropriate hierarchies that affect how we view
work, and work as merely a platform for doing evangelism.

Those who hold a secular view of work believe that life is
divided into two disconnected parts. God is in one spiritual
dimension and work is in the other real dimension, and the two
have nothing to do with each other. God stays in His corner of
the universe while I go to work and live my life, and these
different realms never interact.

One problem with this secular view is that it sets us up for
disappointment. If you leave God out of the picture, you’ll
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have to get your sense of importance, fulfillment and reward
from someplace else: work. Work is the answer to the question,
“Who am I, and why am I important?” That is a very shaky
foundation—because what happens if you lose your job? You’re
suddenly a “nobody,” and you are not important because you are
not employed.

The secular view of work tends to make an idol of career.
Career becomes the number one priority in your life. Your
relationship with God takes a back seat, family takes a back
seat, even your relationship with other people takes a back
seat to work. Everything gets filtered through the question,
“What impact will this have on my career?”

The secular view of work leaves God out of the system. This is
particularly unacceptable for Christians, because God calls us
to make Him the center of our life.{3} He wants us to have a
biblical worldview that weaves Him into every aspect of our
lives, including work. He wants to be invited into our work;
He wants to be Lord of our work.{4}

Inappropriate  Hierarchies:  Soul/Body,
Temporal/Eternal
In this article, we’re examining some faulty views of work.
One comes from believing that the soul matters more than the
body. We can wrongly believe that God only cares about our
soul, and our bodies don’t really matter. The body is not
important, we can think: it is only temporal, and it will fade
and die. But if that view were true, then why did God make a
physical universe? Why did He put Adam and Eve in the garden
to cultivate and keep it? He didn’t charge them with, “Go and
make disciples of all nations which aren’t in existence yet,
but they will be as soon as you guys go off and start making
babies.” No, He said, “Here’s the garden, now cultivate it.”
He  gave  them  a  job  to  do  that  had  nothing  to  do  with
evangelism or church work. There is something important about



our bodies, and God is honored by work that honors and cares
for the body—which, after all, is His good creation.

Another wrong way of thinking is to value the eternal over the
temporal so much that we believe only eternal things matter.
Some people believe that if you work for things that won’t
last into eternity—jobs like roofing and party planning and
advertising—you’re  wasting  your  time.  This  wrong  thinking
needs to be countered by the truth that God created two sides
to reality, the temporal and the eternal. The natural universe
God  made  is  very  real,  just  as  real  as  the  supernatural
universe.  Asking  which  one  is  real  and  important  is  like
asking which is real, our nine months in our mother’s womb or
life after birth? They are both real; they are both necessary.
We have to go through one to get to the other.

Those things we do and make on earth DO have value, given the
category they were made for: time. It’s okay for things to
have simply temporal value, since God chose for us to live in
time before we live in eternity. Our work counts in both time
and eternity because God is looking for faithfulness now, and
the  only  way  to  demonstrate  faithfulness  is  within  this
physical world. Spiritual needs are important, of course, but
first physical needs need to be met. Try sharing the gospel
with someone who hasn’t eaten in three days! Some needs are
temporal, and those needs must be met. So God equips people
with abilities to meet the needs of His creation. In meeting
the legitimate physical, temporal needs of people, our work
serves people, and people have eternal value because God loves
us and made us in His image.

The Sacred/Spiritual Dichotomy; Work as a
Platform for Evangelism
Another  faulty  view  of  work  comes  from  believing  that
spiritual, sacred things are far more important than physical,
secular things. REAL work, people can think, is serving God in



full-time Christian service, and then there’s everything else
running a very poor second. This can induce us to think either
too highly of ourselves or too lowly of ourselves. We can
think, “Real work is serving God, and then there’s what others
do” (which sets us up for condescension), or “Real work is
serving God, and then there’s what I have to do” (which sets
us up for false guilt and a sense of “missing it”).

It’s an improper way to view life as divided between the
sacred and the secular. ALL of life relates to God and is
sacred,  whether  we’re  making  a  business  presentation  or
changing soiled diapers or leading someone to faith in Christ.
It’s unwise to think there are sacred things we do and there
are secular things we do. It all depends on what’s going on in
our hearts. You can engage in what looks like holy activity
like  prayer  and  Bible  study  with  a  dark,  self-centered,
unforgiving spirit. Remember the Pharisees? And on the other
hand, you can work at a job in a very secular atmosphere where
the  conversation  is  littered  with  profanity,  the  work  is
slipshod, the politics are wearisome, and yet like Daniel or
Joseph in the Old Testament you can keep your own conversation
pure and your behavior above reproach. You can bring honor and
glory to God in a very worldly environment. God does not want
us to do holy things, He wants us to be holy people.

A final faulty view of work sees it only as a platform for
doing evangelism. If every interaction doesn’t lead to an
opportunity to share the gospel, one is a failure. Evangelism
should be a priority, true, but not our only priority. Life is
broader than evangelism. In Ephesians 1, Paul says three times
that God made us, not for evangelism, but to live to the
praise  of  His  glory.{5}  Instead  of  concentrating  only  on
evangelism,  we  need  to  concentrate  on  living  a  life  that
honors God and loves people. That is far more winsome than all
the evangelistic strategies in the world. Besides, if work is
only a platform for evangelism, it devalues the work itself,
and this view of work is too narrow and unfulfilling.



Next we’ll examine at how God wants us to look at work. You
might be quite surprised!

How God Wants Us to See Work
So far, we have discussed faulty views of work, but how does
God want us to see it? Here’s a startling thought: we actually
work for God Himself! Consider Ephesians 6:5-8, which Paul
writes to slaves but which we can apply to employees:

Slaves, obey your earthly masters with respect and fear, and
with sincerity of heart, just as you would obey Christ. Obey
them not only to win their favor when their eye is on you,
but like slaves of Christ, doing the will of God from your
heart. Serve wholeheartedly, as if you were serving the
Lord, not men, because you know that the Lord will reward
everyone for whatever good he does, whether he is slave or
free.

It’s helpful to envision that behind every employer stands the
Lord Jesus. He sees everything we do, and He appreciates it
and will reward us, regardless of the type of work we do. I
learned this lesson one day when I was cleaning the grungy
bathtub  of  a  family  that  wouldn’t  notice  and  would  never
acknowledge or thank me even if they did. I was getting madder
by the minute, throwing myself a pity party, when the Lord
broke into my thoughts. He quietly said, “I see you. And I
appreciate  what  you’re  doing.”  Whoa!  In  an  instant,  that
totally  changed  everything.  Suddenly,  I  was  able  to  do  a
menial job—and later on, more important ones—as a labor of
love and worship for Jesus. I know He sees and appreciates
what I do. It forever changed my view of work.

God also wants us to see that work is His gift to us. It is
not a result of the Fall. God gave Adam and Eve the job of
cultivating the garden and exercising dominion over the world
before sin entered the world. We were created to work, and for



work. Work is God’s good gift to us!

Listen to what Solomon wrote:

After looking at the way things are on this earth, here’s
what I’ve decided is the best way to live: Take care of
yourself, have a good time, and make the most of whatever
job you have for as long as God gives you life. And that’s
about it. That’s the human lot. Yes, we should make the most
of what God gives, both the bounty and the capacity to enjoy
it, accepting what’s given and delighting in the work. It’s
God’s gift!{6}

Being happy in our work doesn’t depend on the work, it depends
on our attitude. To make the most of our job and be happy in
our work is a gift God wants to give us!

Why Work is Good
In this article we’re talking about how to think about work
correctly. One question needs to be asked, though: Is all work
equally valid? Well, no. All legitimate work is an extension
of God’s work of maintaining and providing for His creation.
Legitimate work is work that contributes to what God wants
done in the world and doesn’t contribute to what He doesn’t
want done. So non-legitimate work would include jobs that are
illegal, such as prostitution, drug dealing, and professional
thieves.  Then  there  are  jobs  that  are  legal,  but  still
questionable in terms of ethics and morality, such as working
in abortion clinics, pornography, and the gambling industry.
These jobs are legal, but you have to ask, how are they
cooperating with God to benefit His creation?

Work is God’s gift to us. It is His provision in a number of
ways. In Your Work Matters to God, the authors suggest five
major reasons why work is valuable:

1. Through work we serve people. Most work is part of a huge
network of interconnected jobs, industries, goods and services



that work together to meet people’s physical needs. Other jobs
meet people’s aesthetic and spiritual needs as well.

2. Through work we meet our own needs. Work allows us to
exercise  the  gifts  and  abilities  God  gives  each  person,
whether paid or unpaid. God expects adults to provide for
themselves and not mooch off others. Scripture says, “If one
will not work, neither let him eat!”{7}

3. Through work we meet our family’s needs. God expects the
heads of households to provide for their families. He says,
“If anyone does not provide for his relatives, and especially
for his immediate family, he has denied the faith and is worse
than an unbeliever.”{8}

4. Through work we earn money to give to others. In both the
Old and New Testaments, God tells us to be generous in meeting
the  needs  of  the  poor  and  those  who  minister  to  us
spiritually.  {9}

5. Through work we love God. One of God’s love languages is
obedience.  When  we  work,  we  are  obeying  His  two  great
commandments to love Him and love our neighbor as we love
ourselves.{10} We love God by obeying Him from the heart. We
love our neighbor as we serve other people through our work.

We bring glory to God by working industriously, demonstrating
what He is like, and serving others by cooperating with God to
meet their needs. In serving others, we serve God. And that’s
why our work matters to God.

Notes

1. Doug Sherman and William Hendricks, Your Work Matters to
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all good things with the one who teaches him.
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The All-Present God
“As Charles Haddon Spurgeon once observed, there are very few
things as uplifting for the heart and the mind as a serious
study of the being and attributes of God. Hopefully, this
little  article  on  God’s  omnipresence  will  encourage  some
others to take up such studies for themselves. They won’t be
disappointed.” —Dr. Michael Gleghorn

Introduction

We can never get away from God. To some, this is
quite  threatening.  To  others,  it  is  merely  irritating  or
annoying. But for those who know and love God, it is deeply
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comforting  and  consoling,  for  it  means  that  we  are  never
alone.

In this article, I want to discuss an attribute of God that is
often referred to as omnipresence. It’s a big word, but all it
means  is  that  God  is  present  everywhere.  It  was  while
meditating on this attribute that David was led to pen the
oft-quoted verses of Psalm 139:

Where can I go from your Spirit? Where can I flee from your
presence? If I go up to the heavens, you are there; if I
make my bed in the depths, you are there. If I rise on the
wings of the dawn, if I settle on the far side of the sea,
even there your hand will guide me, your right hand will
hold me fast (vv. 7-10).{1}

Clearly David took comfort in the fact that he could never get
away from God, that there was nowhere he could go where God
was not.

In  a  similar  manner,  King  Solomon  also  spoke  of  God’s
omnipresence in his prayer at the dedication of the temple in
Jerusalem. He said, “But will God really dwell on earth? The
heavens, even the highest heaven, cannot contain you. How much
less this temple I have built!” (1 Kings 8:27). Here, Solomon
recognizes that unlike human beings, God’s presence cannot be
localized  to  merely  one  place  on  the  earth.  Indeed,  the
universe itself is not sufficient to contain the being of its
Creator!

So how is the doctrine that God is everywhere present to be
understood? And what practical applications might this have
for our lives?

To begin, it is helpful to observe that just as the doctrine
of God’s eternity attempts to explain how God is related to
time, the doctrine of omnipresence attempts to explain how He
is related to space. Does God completely transcend space? That
is,  might  He  exist  completely  “outside”  or  “beyond”  our



spatial universe in some sense? Or is it better to think of
Him as existing everywhere throughout all space? Then again,
could it be the case that He somehow exists both within and
beyond  the  created  order?  Obviously,  these  are  deep  and
difficult questions. But since thinking through such things is
part of what it means to love God with our minds, let us
ponder these matters as carefully as we can (Mark 12:30).

God and Space
Other Scriptures certainly seem to affirm God’s omnipresence.
God asks the prophet Jeremiah, “Am I only a God nearby . . .
and not a God far away? . . . . Do I not fill heaven and
earth?” (23:23-24). Here the Lord affirms that He is present
everywhere, that there is nowhere in heaven and earth where He
is not. But how should we understand this?

Should we think of God as “spread out” through the universe
like an invisible gas? Although this might be the mental image
which most naturally suggests itself to our minds, we should
carefully avoid embracing it. After all, “God is spirit” (John
4:24).  And  a  spirit,  unlike  a  gas,  is  a  non-physical
entity.{2} If we think of God as being spread throughout the
universe like an invisible gas, then we might be tempted to
think of God as only partially present at any one place. For
instance, we might come to believe that there is a small
amount of God in our bedroom, even more of Him throughout our
house, and more still in the three-mile radius around our
house. And this, I’m sure you would agree, is crazy!{3} We
don’t want to think of God’s omnipresence in these terms.

Instead, if we want to think of God as existing everywhere in
space (and many theologians would caution us against this),
then we ought to think of Him as being fully present at every
point of space at the same time. Now admittedly, this is a
difficult concept to grasp. But an analogy may help to clarify
the point.



A  number  of  Christian  theologians  and  philosophers  have
suggested that we should think of God’s relationship to the
world as similar to the soul’s relationship to the body. On
one construal of this view, the soul is held to be “spatially
present  in  the  body,”  but  “not  extended  throughout  it.”
Instead, it’s thought to be “somehow wholly present at all
points in its body.” In a similar way, it is said, we can also
think of God as being “spatially located in the universe” and
yet “wholly present at every point in it.”{4}

Of course, it must be emphasized that this is only an analogy.
I’m certainly not suggesting that the world really is God’s
body!{5} The analogy is intended simply to help us understand
one way in which God might be thought of as omnipresent. But
it’s not the only way.

God and Spacelessness{6}
Many Christian philosophers do not believe that we should
think of God as literally present in space. Instead, they
believe  that  God  completely  transcends  space,  existing
“beyond” or “outside” the spatial universe which we inhabit.
But if this is so, then how do they think the doctrine of
God’s omnipresence should be understood? Moreover, why do they
believe that God is not present in space?

Let’s take the second question first. Why think that God isn’t
present  in  space?  Well,  say  these  thinkers,  consider  the
doctrine of creation. God created the universe ex nihilo, or
“out  of  nothing.”  Literally  nothing  existed  (except  God)
“before”  He  brought  the  universe  into  being.{7}  In  other
words, prior to creation, not even space existed. Rather,
space  is  brought  into  being  by  God  at  the  moment  of
creation.{8} But if God does not exist in space prior to
creating the universe, then why should we think that He is
located  in  space  after  bringing  the  universe  into  being?
According to this view, there just isn’t any good reason for
thinking that He is.



But wait a minute! If God isn’t located in space, then how can
it still be said that He’s present everywhere? Doesn’t this
amount  to  a  denial  of  God’s  omnipresence?  According  to
proponents  of  this  view,  we  should  understand  God’s
omnipresence to mean that He both knows what is happening
everywhere in space and that He is active at every point in
space.{9} In other words, God not only knows what is happening
everywhere on earth, He also knows what is happening elsewhere
in our solar system and in every galaxy of the universe.
Moreover, He is continually exercising His power to sustain
the universe in being and He is able to act anywhere He
desires throughout this vast cosmos which He has created.
Hence,  even  if  God  is  not  literally  present  in  space,
advocates of this view still insist that He both knows what is
happening and is able to exercise His power anywhere in the
world at any time He chooses.

Having now considered the two major views regarding how we
should understand the doctrine of God’s omnipresence, we’ll
briefly look at some of the difficulties that are raised by
this doctrine.

Difficulties with Omnipresence
Recall how David in Psalm 139 affirms that there is nowhere he
can flee from God’s presence, for God is present everywhere.
But this raises a difficulty, for elsewhere in the Bible David
says  something  which  seems  to  directly  contradict  this
sentiment.

Pursued by Saul in the Desert of Ziph, David, who had the
opportunity to kill Saul but humbly refused, pleaded with Saul
not to shed his blood “far from the presence of the Lord” (1
Sam. 26:20). But wait a minute! If God is present everywhere,
as David elsewhere affirms, then what sense does it make to
speak of dying far from the presence of the Lord? How can one
be far from the presence of the Lord if the Lord is present
everywhere?



It  seems  to  me  that  the  best  way  of  handling  these
difficulties is to make an important distinction regarding the
way in which God is everywhere present. What I mean is this.
Although God is present everywhere, He is uniquely present at
certain times and places when He desires to reveal Himself in
some special way.

The best example of this is the unique incarnation of God the
Son in the man Christ Jesus. Jesus was one person with two
natures, one divine and one human. According to His divine
nature, He remained omnipresent even during His time on earth.
Yet in his human nature, Jesus was limited (like all other
men) to a particular time and place. And it was in this more
limited sense that God specially chose to reveal Himself to
us. Hence, in the Gospel of John we learn that God’s grace and
truth, His love and salvation, His blessing and glory, are all
uniquely revealed in the person of Jesus Christ.{10}

In a similar way, concerning the example of David above, we
can say that while God was certainly present in the Desert of
Ziph, He had chosen to specially reveal Himself to the people
of Israel. He was thus present to the people of Israel in a
way that He was not present to the other nations. It is in
this sense that David pleads with Saul not to shed his blood
“far from the presence of the Lord.”

The Importance of Omnipresence
Let’s think about this in terms of a “good news/bad news”
approach, beginning with the “bad news” first. Although God’s
omnipresence, considered in itself, is really only good news,
there is certainly a sense in which sinful men and women, much
like you and me, might be tempted to regard this doctrine as
bad news. Why is that?

Well, if God is always present, then like it or not, every
evil thought, word, or deed that we think, say, or do is
always  done  directly  in  His  presence!  That’s  a  sobering



thought, isn’t it? There is literally nothing that we can ever
do in a hidden or secret way. Whenever we lie or steal, commit
adultery or take God’s name in vain, we do so in the presence
of the God to whom we are all ultimately accountable. Indeed,
Jesus warned that on the day of judgment we will even have to
give an account for every “careless word” which we have spoken
(Matt. 12:36)! This, at least for sinners like ourselves, is
what we might call the bad news of God’s omnipresence.

But  as  I  said  previously,  the  reality  is  that  God’s
omnipresence is actually very good news. For it means that no
matter what our circumstances, God is always present! When
we’re  anxious  or  scared,  God  is  there.  When  we’re  under
pressure at work or having difficulties in a relationship, God
is there. Yes; even if we’re sick or dying, God is present
then, too. David wrote in the Psalms, “Even though I walk
through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no
evil, for you are with me; your rod and your staff, they
comfort me” (Psalm 23:4). For the one who’s been reconciled to
God through faith in Jesus Christ, the fact that God is always
present is very “good news” indeed!

I hope you can see that the doctrine of God’s omnipresence is
not just an interesting issue for philosophers and theologians
to  ponder  (although  it  is  certainly  that).  It’s  also  an
extremely practical doctrine that is highly relevant to almost
every aspect of our lives. For wherever we go, whatever joys
we encounter or difficulties we face, God is there. And for
the  Christian,  He  is  present  as  our  Protector,  Savior,
Counselor, and Friend!

Notes

1. All Scriptural citations are taken from the New
International Version of the Bible.
2. See, for example, Jesus’ remarks in Luke 24:39: “Look at my
hands and my feet. It is I myself! Touch me and see; a ghost
does not have flesh and bones, as you see I have.”



3. I got this insight from William Lane Craig, “Doctrine of
God,” Part 8 [Podcast] (accessed August 2010), available from
http://bit.ly/9ruR74.
4. These quotations come from the discussion in J. P. Moreland
and William Lane Craig, Philosophical Foundations for a
Christian Worldview (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2003),
509-10.
5. Of course, some theologians (e.g., Process theologians) do
believe that the universe is God’s body. According to them,
God is like the soul of the world (which is His body). This
view is usually termed panentheism, which is not the same as
pantheism.
6. This section is particularly indebted to the discussion of
omnipresence in Moreland and Craig, Philosophical Foundations,
509-11.
7. I put “before” in quotation marks since, if God is timeless
without creation, there really isn’t literally any temporal
moment “before” God brings the universe into being. The
universe, along with time itself, simply has its beginning at
the moment of creation. Nevertheless, for the purpose of
communicating to our radio audience in the limited amount of
time available, it is much easier to simply say “before”
creation.
8. Moreland and Craig, Philosophical Foundations, 510.
9. Ibid., 510-11.
10. In this regard, please see John 1:1, 14-18; 3:16-21.
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Historical Cycles
Kerby Anderson provides an overview of four world-changing
cycles: a political/cultural cycle, a generational cycle, a
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technological cycle, and a financial cycle.

Are there cycles in history? Yes, even though there is a
linear trajectory in history, there are generational cycles we
can observe. No doubt you have heard the phrase: “Hard times
create strong men, strong men create good times, good times
create weak men, weak men create hard times.” Or you may have
heard: “History doesn’t repeat itself, but it often rhymes.”
And you may have heard the phrase “the fourth turning” that
predicts a crisis at the end of a four-fold cycle.

We are going to look at four of the most often
quoted  cycles:  a  political/cultural  cycle,  a
generational cycle, a technological cycle, and a
financial  cycle.  Today  we  take  for  granted
democracy, capitalism, and the industrial revolution. These
political,  economic,  and  technological  realities  were  not
always in our world but came about because of revolutions.

One of the most significant revolutions took place 250 years
ago. Andrew Wilson talks about this in his book, Remaking the
World.  He  describes  1776  as  “a  year  that  witnessed  seven
transformations taking place—globalization, the Enlightenment,
the Industrial Revolution, the Great Enrichment, the American
Revolution, the rise of post-Christianity, and the dawn of
Romanticism.”

Some of the events in 1776 we know. That was the year the
Declaration of Independence was ratified. It was the year when
Adam Smith published the Wealth of Nations in 1776. It was
also the year of James Watt’s invention of the steam engine
that spawned the industrial revolution. Both capitalism and
the industrial revolution led to a significant increase in
life expectancy and the rise of social development.

In this article as we discuss each of these four cycles, we
should remember this interesting fact: all these cycles seem
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to be converging today. The last time these cycles converged
in 1776, the world changed.

We are fortunate to live in such a time as this (Esther 4:14).
We should be like the sons of Issachar (1 Chronicles 12:32)
who were “men who understood the times, with knowledge of what
Israel should do.”

What does the future hold? Only God knows. As the song goes,
“He’s got the whole world in His hands.” We may not know the
future, but we can trust in the One who knows the future.

I think we are likely headed for a massive change in the
future. But it is difficult to predict what political event or
economic spark might inflame our world. Therefore, we should
all be in prayer for our leaders and prepare ourselves for
possible turmoil ahead.

Political/Cultural Cycle
Let  us  look  at  what  appears  to  be  an  eighty-year
political/cultural cycle. (It actually seems to average out to
about 84 years). Go back to 1848 and you have Karl Marx
publishing  the  Communist  Manifesto  and  other  works.  The
political and social impact of his Marxist perspective swept
through  Europe,  changed  the  political  structure  of  many
countries, and is still an influence today. This idea not only
introduced  a  new  way  of  viewing  the  world  but  was  also
responsible for removing the monarchy from most nation states.

Another important political change happened 84 years later in
the 1930s. In Europe, you have the rise of Adolf Hitler and
Benito Mussolini. In this country, you had the election of
Franklin D. Roosevelt who signed into law a significant number
of  New  Deal  programs  that  vastly  expanded  the  scope  of
government and are influential in our lives today. It is worth
remembering that the federal government wasn’t as large as it
is today. Roosevelt was responsible for the creation of so



many of the alphabet soup of programs and federal agencies.
The following decades were the era of big government.

If you add another 84 years, you come to 2016. In Europe, you
have the political battle known as Brexit and the beginning of
some populist uprisings. In this country, you also had the
rise of populism and a reaction to the size and scope of big
government.  That  was  best  illustrated  by  the  election  of
Donald Trump.

It was also a time of turmoil. In Europe, we had the farmer
protests in the Netherlands and the yellow jacket protests in
France. In the U.S., we had BLM protests and Antifa protests.

There is also a longer cycle that describes the rise and fall
of empires. General John Glubb notices that most empires last
about 250 years. If you apply that to the U.S., you find that
we are entering the end of that cycle. One key date is 1776.
That not only marks the beginning of the nation (Declaration
of Independence) but the promotion of capitalism (Adam Smith
and the publication of The Wealth of Nations). By the way, if
you go back about 250 years before that you come to the
Protestant Reformation that began when Martin Luther nailed
the 95 theses to the Wittenberg Door.

We are fortunate to live in such a time as this (Esther 4:14).
We should be like the sons of Issachar (1 Chronicles 12:32)
who were “men who understood the times, with knowledge of what
Israel should do.”

What does the future hold? It appears we are likely headed for
a massive change in the future.

Generational Cycle
We now turn to looking at a generational cycle.

More than a quarter century ago, William Strauss and Neil Howe
wrote their bestselling book, The Fourth Turning: An American



Prophecy. In it, they argued that history could be understood
as coming in turnings, which have cycles of four. Each cycle
spans a length longer than human life, roughly 80 to 100
years. That unit of time was what the ancients called the
saeculum. These four turnings of the saeculum comprise the
historical  rhythm  of  growth,  maturation,  entropy,  and
destruction.

The first turning is a High – an upbeat era of strengthening
institutions and weakening individualism. That is when a new
civic order develops and the old values decay. The second
turning  is  an  Awakening  –  which  is  a  passionate  era  of
spiritual upheaval. This is when the civic order comes under
attack from new values. The third turning is an Unraveling –
which is a downcast era of strengthening individualism and
weakening  institutions.  This  is  when  the  old  civil  order
decays and new values develop. The fourth turning is a Crisis
– which is a decisive era of secular upheaval. The values
regime propels the replacement of the old civil order with a
new one.

The authors predicted that political, economic, and social
upheavals would rattle the United States in and around the
2020s. The 2008 economic crisis and the changes just described
from 2016 seemed to support the predictions made in the book.

Last year, Neil Howe wrote The Fourth Turning Is Here. The
title tells it all. We are in crisis as illustrated by a
government that does not seem to function, low public trust in
just about any institution, political polarization, moral and
legal chaos, and a collapse of families. He reminds us of the
Abraham Lincoln quote that “a house divided against itself
cannot stand” and that the government “will become all one
thing, or all the other.” He also reminds us of other fourth
turning crises in America: World War II, the Civil War, and
the American Revolution.

We are fortunate to live in such a time as this (Esther 4:14).



We should be like the sons of Issachar (1 Chronicles 12:32)
who were “men who understood the times, with knowledge of what
Israel should do.”

What does the future hold? It appears we are likely headed for
a massive change in the future.

Technological Cycle
Let’s look at a technological cycle.

There appears to be about a fifty-year technological cycle, in
which we see important technological revolutions. In the late
18th century, we saw the beginnings of what today we refer to
as the industrial revolution. Most people lived on farms. This
revolution brought people out of the farms into the cities and
factories.

Fifty years later was the age of steam and railways that
changed the world significantly. Up until that time, we had
manpower and horsepower. Trains that run on steam and steam
ships changed the world in significant ways. Now people could
move faster and carry heavier loads over a longer distance.

Fifty years after that we had steel and electricity. Steel was
important in buildings. Brick buildings could only be a few
stories high. Steel allowed designers to create skyscrapers
and  to  build  bridges  over  larger  sections  of  water.
Electricity  literally  lit  up  the  dark  night  and  provided
numerous conveniences that we take for granted today.

Fifty  years  after  that  we  had  oil,  automobiles,  and  a
revolution  in  mass  production.  Automobiles  provided  people
with the ability to go wherever they wanted without having to
walk,  ride  a  horse,  or  catch  a  train.  Advances  in  mass
production  enhanced  the  industrial  revolution  and  made
possible the vast array of products available to us today.

By  the  1970s,  we  came  into  the  age  of  information  and



telecommunications. This came about with the development of
the  transistor  and  then  the  microchip.  Our  digital  world
developed because of these inventions.

Today,  we  find  ourselves  in  a  world  of  fast  computers,
artificial  intelligence,  and  genetic  engineering.  We  have
social media, but we also have social media censorship. We
have  creative  graphics,  but  we  also  have  deep  fakes  and
growing questions about what is real and what is fake. We can
genetically  treat  and  cure  diseases,  but  we  can  also
genetically engineer humans. How much of this will be driven
by  politics  or  economics?  It  is  worth  noting  this  latest
technological  cycle  raises  significant  questions  and  also
coincides  with  the  political  cycles  and  the  generational
cycle.

We are fortunate to live in such a time as this (Esther 4:14).
We should be like the sons of Issachar (1 Chronicles 12:32)
who were “men who understood the times, with knowledge of what
Israel should do.”

What does the future hold? It appears we are likely headed for
a massive change in the future.

Financial Cycle
In this article we have looked at four important historical
cycles. Now we conclude by covering a financial cycle. You
will notice that some of the financial cycles parallel the
technological revolutions.

America moved from an agricultural society to an industrial
economy to an information society.

If  you  look  at  the  wealth  cycles  of  nations,  you  notice
something interesting about which currency was dominant. The
financial superpower changes over time, on average about 100
years. Perhaps you have seen a chart that shows these changes:
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Portugal – Portuguese Real (15th century)
Spain – Spanish Real (16th century)
Netherlands – Dutch Guilder (17th century)
France – Franc (18th century)
Britain – Pound sterling (19th century)
U.S. – U.S. dollar (20th century)

Where are we today? The U.S. and other countries around the
world are experiencing a debt crisis. One significant reason
for this is the fact that the dollar is no longer “good as
gold.” For 5,000 years, money was gold. But protecting it and
transporting it was difficult. Banks and nations held the gold
and created paper certificates that represented the value.
Sometimes, the amount of paper currency was not always backed
by gold.

The greatest problem came in the 20th century. In 1944, the
Bretton Woods conference fixed gold at $35 per ounce. But by
1971, President Nixon closed the gold window and we have seen
over the last fifty-plus years that the value of the dollar
has continually declined. Also, the possibility of the U.S.
dollar  remaining  the  reserve  currency  in  the  world  is
questionable.

At the same time, this country and other countries are facing
a significant debt crisis. It is easy to spend more when all
you need to do is print more money. That leads to inflation
and a devaluation of your currency.

When faced with a debt crisis, you only have a few options.
You can default on the debt, which some nations have done. You
can tax the citizens, but there isn’t enough wealth in any
nation to cover the size of those national debts. You could
cut spending, but few politicians would ever consider that
option. Instead, most countries (including the U.S.) print
more money. Unfortunately, that can only last for so long.
Just look at Weimar Germany or Zimbabwe or Venezuela.



We are fortunate to live in such a time as this (Esther 4:14).
We should be like the sons of Issachar (1 Chronicles 12:32)
who were “men who understood the times, with knowledge of what
Israel should do.”

What does the future hold? It appears we are likely headed for
a massive change in the future.
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Living  With  an  Eternal
Perspective
Sue Bohlin considers several ways to develop a way of seeing
our earthly life as part of the much bigger picture that
extends into eternity.

What Does It Mean To Live With an Eternal
Perspective?
Years ago, after spending his whole life on the mission field,
a career missionary made his final trip home on a passenger
ship. One of the other people on his sailing was a celebrity,
and as the ship made its way into the harbor, all those on
board beheld a huge throng of well wishers at the pier with
signs and instruments to celebrate the famous person’s return.

The  missionary  stood  at  the  railing,  watching
wistfully, knowing that not a soul was there for
him. He said, “Lord, I’ve served You my whole life.
Look at all the recognition and revelry for that
famous  person,  and  there’s  nobody  here  for  me.  It  hurts,
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Lord.”

He heard the still, small voice say, “You’re not home yet,
son.”

I love this story that helps me keep in mind the big picture
that includes the eternal, unseen realm, and the long picture
that extends into the forever that awaits on the other side of
death.

The apostle Paul had a firm grasp on what it means to live
with an eternal perspective. We can especially see this in 2
Corinthians 4:16-18—

So we do not lose heart. Though our outer self is wasting
away, our inner self is being renewed day by day. For this
light momentary affliction is preparing for us an eternal
weight of glory beyond all comparison, as we look not to the
things that are seen but to the things that are unseen. For
the things that are seen are transient, but the things that
are unseen are eternal.

In these verses, Paul provides three aspects of an eternal
perspective that kept him from losing heart, despite living
with profound physical persecution and assault such as being
hammered with stones, whipped by a cat-o’-nine-tails, beaten
with rods, and shipwrecked. He knew what it was to go without
sleep, food or drink, sometimes he was cold and naked. The man
knew what it was to suffer! (2 Corinthians 11:23-29)

But Paul had a sort of spiritual periscope that allowed him to
“see above” into the spirit realm while continuing to “live
below” in this physical world. He saw the contrast between our
bodies and our souls, how earthly affliction prepares us for
glory, and the need to focus on the unseen and eternal rather
than the seen and temporary.



Paul’s Eternal Perspective
The  apostle  Paul  showed  us  in  2  Corinthians  4  that  he
understood what it was to live with an eternal perspective. He
understood that our bodies can be growing older and weaker on
the outside, while our spirits are growing stronger, brighter,
and more mature on the inside. I get that; as a polio survivor
who has also needed both my hips replaced, I am very aware
that  I  keep  getting  weaker  the  longer  I  live  in  this
compromised body. But I also know the beauty and glory of
Jesus making me more and more like Himself, day by day, so by
His grace I can keep growing in vitality and joy on the
inside! I may have diminishing energy in my body, but my
spiritual energy capacity keeps getting bigger!

Paul also understood that the hard parts of living in a fallen
world,  much  less  living  with  the  pains  and  trials  of
persecution, are merely a “light and momentary affliction”
compared  to  what’s  waiting  on  the  other  side:  an  eternal
weight of glory beyond all comparison. Even horrible pain on
earth is still “light and momentary” compared to the infinite
length and glory of eternity with Christ. We can see how the
Lord Jesus modeled this understanding as He faced the cross,
and Hebrews tells us that He “despised its shame” because He
was valuing the glory of the joy set before Him (12:2)

And Paul understood that we can shift our focus from the
visible and temporary things of this world, to the unseen and
eternal things of the spirit realm. We have to work at seeing
the unseen and eternal. We do that with the eyes of our hearts
(Ephesians 1:18). We do that by training ourselves to view
everything through the lens of God’s word.

I’ve been working at developing an eternal perspective for
years. For me, it’s about connecting the dots between earthly
things and heavenly things.

I look at earthly things and wonder, “How does this connect to



the spirit realm? How does this connect to what is unseen and
eternal?”  For  examples,  look  at  my  blog  posts,  such  as
Glorious  Morning  Glories  [probe.org/glorious-morning-
glories/],  Back  Infections  and  Heart  Infections
[probe.org/back-infections-and-heart-infections/],  Cruise
Ships, Roller Coasters and Attitudes [probe.org/cruise-ships-
roller-coasters-and-attitudes/],  and  Blowing  Past  Greatness
[probe.org/blowing-past-greatness/].

Jesus’ parables are the world’s best examples of using the
physical  to  provide  understanding  of  the  eternal.  He  was
always  connecting  the  dots  between  the  things  He  was
surrounded by—different types of soil, lost coins and sheep
and sons, a wedding banquet—and explaining how these things
related to the Kingdom of Heaven.

One of the most important prayers we can ask is, “Lord, help
me see Your hand at work”—and then intentionally looking for
it. For years I have kept a “God Sightings” Journal where I
recorded evidence of God intervening in my life and the lives
of others I have seen. I love to ask my friends and mentees,
“Do you any God Sightings to share?” to help them identify the
hand of God in their lives.

An Eternal Perspective on Suffering
As we talk about living with an eternal perspective, let’s
remember that we live in a permanent battle zone of spiritual
warfare. We have an enemy who hates us because He hates God.
He and his fellow demons continually attack us with lies and
deceptions. Some are personal, but many of them constitute the
cultural water we swim in.

When we forget that we live in a culture of anti-God, anti-
truth,  it’s  like  going  out  in  our  underwear,  needlessly
exposing ourselves. Living with an eternal perspective means
staying  vigilant,  donning  our  spiritual  armor  (Ephesians
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6:10-18) and using it to fight back against the lies of the
enemy.

Spiritual  warfare  is  HARD.  It  means  suffering.  Sometimes
physical, most often mental—because spiritual warfare is waged
on the battlefield of the mind. But the suffering of spiritual
warfare  is  temporary,  because  the  vast  majority  of  the
believer’s life will be spent in heaven where warfare of all
kinds will be a distant memory.

But  for  right  now,  suffering  is  still  part  of  life,  and
developing and maintaining an eternal perspective really helps
us remind ourselves of the larger truth. Romans 8:18 says that
“our present sufferings are not worth comparing with the glory
that  will  be  revealed  in  us.”  Being  faithful  when  we’re
suffering means glory in the future.

My friend Holly has battled cancer three times on top of the
horribleness of cystic fibrosis. She suffers literally every
day of her life. Yet, with a beautiful, godly stubbornness,
she reminds herself of what is true: “What if the worst thing
happens? Oh wait, it can’t. The worst thing that can possibly
happen  to  anyone  is  to  die  apart  from  Christ  and  spend
eternity in torment. For me, to die means instant joy and
relief in the arms of my Savior!”

Like  Joni  Eareckson  Tada,  my  friend  Chris  has  lived  with
quadriplegia for almost fifty years. What comes to mind when I
think of Chris is two words: “sweet joy.” Because of his
eternal perspective, Chris knows his suffering is temporary,
and he chooses not to give into self-pity. People are drawn to
him like honey because of how he radiates Jesus.

And then there’s me. I’ve lived with a disability my whole
life. As a polio survivor, I have walked every step with a
very noticeable limp. Living with an eternal perspective means
that, by the grace of God, I know I will receive a beautiful,
strong,  perfectly  healthy  resurrection  body  in  heaven.  My
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polio days are limited, but my resurrection body days will be
unlimited! Meanwhile, I get to see God use my disability for
His  glory  and  others’  good  in  ways  I  never  would  have
imagined.  It  really  is  okay!

Remembering the Long View
Another  aspect  of  living  with  an  eternal  perspective  is
focusing on the reality that our time on earth is short,
especially compared to the never-ending life on the other side
of death.

One of my favorite questions is to ask, “A hundred years from
now, when you are face to face with Jesus in heaven, what do
you want to be glad you chose today? Indulging your flesh and
doing whatever you think will make you happy right now, or
making choices that honor God and bless other people?”

Probably my favorite question remains an essential part of my
eternal perspective: passing everything through the grid of
the great question, “In the scope of eternity, what does this
matter?” [probe.org/in-the-scope-of-eternity/]The frustrations
of traffic? Not getting our way? A loved one who does not know
Christ? The answer determines what is worth getting upset
about, what we should just let go, and where we should be
investing time in prayer.

We can remember the long view by pre-deciding now that we will
use our earthly days fully, engaged in ministry, as long as
God gives us breath.

Years ago, my view of living with an eternal perspective was
shaped by the story of a lady who decided to start college in
her 70s. When they asked her why she would do such a thing
when her life was basically over, she said, “Oh no! It’s not
over! I’m preparing for the next part of my life in heaven!
The more equipped I can get on earth, the more ready I’ll be
for what the Lord has for me on the other side!”
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Another lady was homebound because she was so disabled. She
got the word out that every afternoon, her home was open for
anyone who needed prayer. Some days it was like there was a
revolving door, so many coming and going! She had a vibrant
ministry  in  the  waning  days  of  her  life  because  she  was
determined to use her remaining earthly days fully, to the
glory of God.

One  of  my  friends  is  a  TSA  [Transportation  Security
Administration, part of the U.S. Government] agent at a major
airport.  She  diligently  reminds  herself  daily  that  every
traveler who comes through the security line is infinitely
valuable because they are made in the image of God, and Jesus
died for them. She showers kindness on them because they are
so important. One of her co-workers, for whom work is just a
job where he punches a time clock, once told her, “In twelve
months you’ll stop being nice to everyone.” We don’t think so.
(Especially  since  she’s  already  had  this  job  for  several
years.)  She  works  at  maintaining  an  eternal  perspective,
seeing the unseen.

In the time you have now, live well, to the glory of God. Keep
reminding yourself that everything we do now has an eternal
impact. Our choices, our behaviors, our words, ripple into
eternity. Which is why we need to seek to do everything for
the glory of God.

Eternal Perspective is What God Sees
As a mom of littles, Nicole Johnson was feeling sorry for
herself when she met with a friend who had just returned from
Europe. She writes,

“My friend turned to me with a beautifully wrapped package,
and said, ‘I brought you this.’ It was a book on the great
cathedrals of Europe. I wasn’t exactly sure why she’d given
it to me until I read her inscription: ‘With admiration for



the greatness of what you are building when no one sees.’

“In the days ahead I would read—no, devour—the book. And I
would discover what would become for me, four life-changing
truths, after which I could pattern my work:

“1) No one can say who built the great cathedrals—we have no
record of their names.

“2) These builders gave their whole lives for a work they
would
never see finished.

“3) They made great sacrifices and expected no credit.

“4) The passion of their building was fueled by their faith
that the eyes of God saw everything.

“There’s a story in the book about a rich man who came to
visit the cathedral while it was being built, and he saw a
workman carving a tiny bird on the inside of a beam. He was
puzzled and asked the man, ‘Why are you spending so much
time carving that bird into a beam that will be covered by
the roof? No one will ever see it.’

“And the workman replied, ‘Because God sees it.’{1}

Living with an eternal perspective as we make choices and
invest our time to glorify God is like building a cathedral
that we won’t be able to see finished.

It means living with the long view in mind, aware that the
things we can see, hear, and feel are temporary, but the
spiritual realm is permanent.

An eternal perspective means that the things you do that no
one sees but God—the unseen and eternal—they matter!

God tells us in Isaiah that our purpose in life is to glorify
Him (43:7). Paul puts a point on this in 1 Corinthians 10:31:



“Whether you eat or drink or whatever you do, do it all for
the glory of God.”

And that’s the key to living with an eternal perspective.

Notes
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The Old Testament and Other
Ancient Religious Literature
Do similarities in the Old Testament with other ancient Near
Eastern literature prove that it is all the same kind of
thing? Rick Wade shows why it’s not.

The Challenge
In  the  1870s  a  scholar  named  George  Smith  revealed  the
discovery  of  both  creation  and  flood  stories  in  ancient
Babylonian literature.{1} Bible scholars were soon claiming
that  the  writer  of  Genesis  was  merely  borrowing  from
Babylonian mythology. Although competent scholars have since
shown that the similarities between these accounts are largely
superficial,  the  idea  remains  today  in  certain  areas  of
academia and pop culture that the Bible is just another work
of ancient mythology.

Although there are good reasons to see the Bible as
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very different from other religious literature, the problem
for conservative Christians is in how similar it is to other
ancient  literature;  it’s  because  there  are  significant
affinities that scholars made that leap in the first place. On
the one hand, liberal scholars and a lot of ordinary lay
people  take  the  similarities  to  indicate  that  the  Old
Testament isn’t any more divine than other ancient literature.
On the other hand, conservatives, fearful of seeing the Bible
lose its status, tend to shy away from the similarities. Most
of us wouldn’t say it, but we don’t like to think there’s much
overlap between the worldview of the ancient Israelites and
that of their neighbors. Where we run into problems is when we
assume  that  God  revealed  Himself  in  ways  that  are  always
satisfactory  to  modern  people,  especially  with  regard  to
scientific and historical accuracy. Neither the giving-away-
the-store approach nor the approach of turning a blind eye to
genuine similarities will do. We must let the Bible be what it
is and determine for us how we should understand and use it.

For all the similarities, there are fundamental differences
that set the Bible apart. In this article I will spend more
time on the differences. Before turning to those, however, it
would be good to mention a few similarities.

For one thing, there is similarity in the form that religious
practice took. Temples, priests, prophets, and sacrifices were
a part of the practices of other religions as they were of the
Israelites’.  Old  Testament  scholar  John  Oswalt  notes,  for
example, that “the layout of the tabernacle and of the temple
following  it  is  essentially  the  same  as  the  layout  of
contemporary  Canaanite  sanctuaries.  Furthermore,  the
decoration of the temple seems to have been similar to that of
Canaanite sanctuaries.”{2}

There were similarities in law as well. For example, the “eye
for an eye” injunctions in Exodus 21:23-25 are similar to some
found  in  the  Babylonian  Code  of  Hammurabi.  Both  include
punishments for striking a pregnant woman and causing her to



miscarry.{3}

Even here, though, there are differences, specifically in the
purposes  of  these  two.  Old  Testament  scholar  John  Walton
points out that the ancient codes, or treatises as he calls
them, were not rules legislated by authorities. Rather, they
were collections of principles, learned over time, assembled
to show the worthiness and wisdom of the king in his role of
maintaining order in society.{4} “This,” Walton writes, “was
the most fundamental expectation of the gods.”{5}

By contrast, the Old Testament law was an important part of
the covenant between God and His people; the laws were, as
Walton says, the “stipulations of the covenant.”{6}

More could be said about similarities, but we’ll turn now to
the differences between the Old Testament and other literature
of the ancient Near East.

The One True God
Two  fundamental  differences  between  the  Old  Testament  and
ancient myths are the biblical claims that there is only one
true God and that this God is not to be worshipped by means of
idols.{7}

Israel’s neighbors were polytheists or henotheists, meaning
they believed there were multiple gods but they worshipped
only  one,  or  one  primarily.  This  is  why  the  steward  of
Joseph’s house could speak to Joseph’s brothers of “your God
and the God of your father” (Gen. 43:23) and why Pharaoh could
say to Moses and Aaron, “Go, sacrifice to your God within the
land” (Ex. 8:25). The Egyptians had their gods, the Hebrews
had theirs. The cultural “atmosphere” of belief in many gods
was as normal in that day as the modern secular mentality is
in ours.

By contrast, Yahweh declared that there was only one God and



it was Him. “I am the first and I am the last; besides me
there is no God,” Yahweh said. “Who is like me? Let him
proclaim it” (Isa. 44:6b-7a; see also 45:5,6).

Further, the true God was not to be worshipped through idols.
That  was  a  new  idea.  Idols  were  very  important  to  the
ancients. They were the actualized presence of deities. The
idol received worship on behalf of the god. An example of that
worship was providing food for the god by presenting it to the
idol. John Walton says that through such expressions, “in this
way the image mediated the worship from the people to the
deity.”{8}

This  entire  understanding  was  declared  false  by  Yahweh.
Through Isaiah and Jeremiah God declared that idols were wood
or stone, silver or gold, and nothing more (Isa. 44; Jer. 10).
“Every goldsmith is put to shame by his idols,” God said
through Jeremiah, “for his images are false, and there is no
breath in them. They are worthless, a work of delusion” (Jer.
10:14-15a). Through the Psalmist, God asked rhetorically, “Do
I eat the flesh of bulls or drink the blood of goats?” (Ps.
50:12-13).

Transcendence vs. Continuity
One of the ways we distinguish the Old Testament from other
literature of the ancient Near East is to note the difference
between actual history and myth. The stories of the gods in
other literature we call mythological. The word myth is often
used today to mean false, but it has a much richer meaning
than that.

In his book The Bible Among the Myths, John Oswalt gives
several definitions of myth which have to do with such things
as the definition of the word and sociological and theological
factors and more.{9} A central feature of all of them is what
Oswalt calls “continuity.” By continuity he means an actual



metaphysical  connection  between  all  things.  A  simple
illustration of this principle is the claim, “I am one with
the  tree,  not  merely  symbolically  or  spiritually,  but
actually. The tree is me; I am the tree.”{10} In the ancient
world,  this  continuity  included  the  gods.  The  differences
between nature and the gods were more of degree than of kind.

This connection is more than a matter of mere resemblance.
Because the pagan gods were understood to be continuous with
nature, what happened in nature was thought to be a direct
result of the activities of the gods. If the crops didn’t grow
or the animals didn’t reproduce, it must have had something to
do with the gods. Moving in the other direction, people hoped
to manipulate the gods by engaging in some ritualistic act on
the level of nature. So, by retelling and acting out the
mythical stories of the divine, ideal world, a connection was
made between humanity and the gods. It was hoped that the
outcomes of the mythical accounts would apply to the natural
world.{11} This direct continuity between earth and “heaven”
sheds  light  on  such  things  as  temple  prostitution  and
fertility rituals. Through re-enactments of the mythological
origins of the world, which involved the sexual activities of
the gods, people hoped they could inspire the gods to make
their crops grow and their animals fertile.

By contrast, the God of the Old Testament is not continuous
with the created world. Yahweh is transcendent, above and
separated in His very nature from the created order. This
distinction  marks  a  fundamental  difference  between  the
teachings of the Old Testament and those of the ancient myths.

This has several very important implications. I’ll run through
a few.

Being transcendent meant God could not be manipulated through
rituals  the  way  pagan  gods  could.  Fertility  rituals,  for
example,  were  meaningless  because  they  had  no  relation



whatsoever  to  how  God  created  or  governed  the  world.  The
Israelites engaged in certain ritualistic acts, but they were
not for the purpose of making God do what they wanted. In
fact, when they became substitutes for godly living, God told
them to stop doing them. We read in Isaiah chapter 1 about how
abhorrent the sacrifices and the rituals of the Israelites had
become to God.

What to me is the multitude of your sacrifices? says the
LORD; I have had enough of burnt offerings of rams and the
fat of well-fed beasts; I do not delight in the blood of
bulls, or of lambs, or of goats. When you come to appear
before me, who has required of you this trampling of my
courts?  Bring  no  more  vain  offerings;  incense  is  an
abomination to me. New moon and Sabbath and the calling of
convocations—I cannot endure iniquity and solemn assembly.
Your new moons and your appointed feasts my soul hates; they
have become a burden to me; I am weary of bearing them. When
you spread out your hands, I will hide my eyes from you;
even though you make many prayers, I will not listen; your
hands are full of blood (Isa. 1:11-17).

The pagan gods demanded the appeasement of sacrifices. Yahweh
looked for a change of heart and behavior.

Here’s another difference. Because the various acts of the
pagan deities recounted in myths were thought to be eternally
recurring, time and space lost their significance. The acts of
the  gods  were  timeless.  They  couldn’t  be  connected  to
particular moments in history.{12} Thus, the mythological view
reduced the significance of the historical.

By contrast, in Scripture we see the transcendent God acting
in history through specific events and persons. The people of
Israel were called not to re-enact but to remember particular
events  in  history,  for  it  was  in  these  things  that  the
transcendent God of the Bible revealed Himself.



The  transcendence/continuity  distinction  helps  explain  why
idol worship was so strongly condemned in Scripture. It was
more than just a matter of worshipping the wrong God. It
showed  a  basic  misunderstanding  of  the  nature  of  God.  To
engage  in  idol  worship  was  to  give  in  to  the  idea  of
continuity between nature and the divine. This mentality was
likely behind the creation of the golden calf by Aaron when
Moses was on the mountain. The people had lived in a world
where  gods  could  be  seen  through  physical  idols.  It  was
natural for them, when wondering where Moses and Yahweh were,
to find reassurance in a physical representation of deity. But
it was condemned by God.

A Few More Differences
Here are three more differences between the worldview and
religion prescribed in the Old Testament and that seen in
other ancient Near Eastern literature.

First, the biblical worldview regards humanity highly. In the
Old Testament, we read that man and woman were created in
God’s image. They were the pinnacle of God’s creative work. In
the pagan myths, mankind was created merely to serve the needs
of the lazy and conceited gods. Humans were only good for
“food and adulation,” as John Oswalt says.{13}

Second, Yahweh was concerned with people’s moral lives. Among
other ancient Near Eastern peoples, Oswalt writes, religion
was  “about  sacrifice,  ritual,  ritual  purity,  prayer,
offerings, and the like.” Things like this were part of the
covenant between Israel and Yahweh, but not the only things,
and not even the most important, as we saw in the Isaiah 1
passage  quoted  earlier.  Ethical  obedience  was  and  is  an
important part of our response to God. His people are to tell
the truth, to respect other people and their possessions, to
keep the marriage bed pure, etc. Similar laws can be found in
some other religious codes, but for Israel they weren’t just



the laws of the land; they were aspects of a relationship with
God that were grounded in the character of God.{14}

Third, the people of Israel could know if they were pleasing
or  displeasing  Yahweh  and  why.  They  knew  what  they  were
required to do and not do, and they got feedback, typically
through the prophets.

By  contrast,  other  gods  didn’t  seem  so  concerned  to
communicate  their  thoughts  or  motives  to  people.  When
hardships came for no apparent reason, people thought they
must have offended the gods, but they couldn’t know for sure
what they had done or not done. Walton writes that “the minds
of the gods were not easily penetrated.”{15} By contrast, he
says, “nothing in the ancient Near East compares to the extent
of revelation that Yahweh gives to his people and the depth of
relationship that he desires with them.”{16}

By countering the idea that the Bible is just another example
of ancient literature, I have not proved that the Bible’s
message is true. The point is to clear away an objection that
gets in the way of understanding. It provides a space for
people to give more thought to the teachings of the Bible. The
Bible is then able to speak for itself.
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