
The  Worldview  of  Jurassic
Park – A Biblical Christian
Assessment
Dr. Bohlin examines the message of Jurassic Park, bringing out
some of the underlying messages on science, evolution, new age
thinking, and cloning.  The movie may be entertaining, but a
Christian  scientist  points  out  some  of  the  misconceptions
people are taking away from the movie. Remember, this is just
a piece of fiction—not a scientific treatise.

The Intent Behind Jurassic Park
Driving home after seeing the movie Jurassic Park in the first
week  of  its  release,  I  kept  seeing  tyrannosaurs  and
velociraptors  coming  out  from  behind  buildings,  through
intersections, and down the street, headed straight at me. I
would  imagine:  What  would  I  do?  Where  would  I  turn?  I
certainly wouldn’t shine any lights out of my car or scream.
Dead give-aways to a hungry, angry dinosaur. Then I would
force myself to realize that it was just a movie. It was not
reality. My relief would take hold only briefly until the next
intersection or big building.

In case you can’t tell, I scare easily at movies. Jurassic
Park terrified me. It all looked so real. Steven Spielberg
turned out the biggest money-making film in history. Much of
the  reason  for  that  was  the  realistic  portrayal  of  the
dinosaurs. But there was more to Jurassic Park than great
special effects. It was based on the riveting novel by Michael
Crichton  and  while  many  left  the  movie  dazzled  by  the
dinosaurs, others were leaving with questions and new views of
science and nature.

The movie Jurassic Park was terrific entertainment, but it was
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entertainment with a purpose. The purpose was many-fold and
the message was interspersed throughout the movie, and more so
throughout the book. My purpose in this essay is to give you
some insight into the battle that was waged for your mind
throughout the course of this movie.

Jurassic  Park  was  intended  to  warn  the  general  public
concerning the inherent dangers of biotechnology first of all,
but also science in general. Consider this comment from the
author Michael Crichton:

Biotechnology and genetic engineering are very powerful. The
film suggests that [science’s] control of nature is elusive.
And just as war is too important to leave to the generals,
science is too important to leave to scientists. Everyone
needs to be attentive.{1}

Overall,  I  would  agree  with  Crichton.  All  too  often,
scientists purposefully refrain from asking ethical questions
concerning  their  work  in  the  interest  of  the  pursuit  of
science.

But now consider director Steven Spielberg, quoted in the
pages  of  the  Wall  Street  Journal:  “There’s  a  big  moral
question in this story. DNA cloning may be viable, but is it
acceptable?”{2} And again in the New York Times, Spielberg
said, “Science is intrusive. I wouldn’t ban molecular biology
altogether, because it’s useful in finding cures for AIDS,
cancer and other diseases. But it’s also dangerous and that’s
the theme of Jurassic Park.”{3} So Spielberg openly states
that  the  real  theme  of  Jurassic  Park  is  that  science  is
intrusive.

In case you are skeptical of a movie’s ability to communicate
this message to young people today, listen to this comment
from an eleven-year-old after seeing the movie. She said,
“Jurassic  Park’s  message  is  important!  We  shouldn’t  fool
around  with  nature.”{4}  The  media,  movies  and  music  in



particular, are powerful voices to our young people today. We
cannot underestimate the power of the media, especially in the
form of a blockbuster like Jurassic Park, to change the way we
perceive the world around us.

Many  issues  of  today  were  addressed  in  the  movie.
Biotechnology,  science,  evolution,  feminism,  and  new  age
philosophy all found a spokesman in Jurassic Park.

The  Dangers  of  Science,  Biotechnology,
and Computers
The  movie  Jurassic  Park  directly  attacked  the  scientific
establishment. Throughout the movie, Ian Malcolm voiced the
concerns about the direction and nature of science. You may
remember the scene around the lunch table just after the group
has watched the three velociraptors devour an entire cow in
only a few minutes. Ian Malcolm brashly takes center stage
with comments like this: “The scientific power….didn’t require
any  discipline  to  attain  it….So  you  don’t  take  any
responsibility  for  it.”{5}  The  key  word  here  is
responsibility.  Malcolm  intimates  that  Jurassic  Park
scientists have behaved irrationally and irresponsibly.

Later in the same scene, Malcolm adds, “Genetic power is the
most awesome force the planet’s ever seen, but, you wield it
like a kid that’s found his dad’s gun.” Genetic engineering
rises  above  nuclear  and  chemical  or  computer  technology
because of its ability to restructure the very molecular heart
of living creatures. Even to create new organisms. Use of such
power requires wisdom and patience. Malcolm punctuates his
criticism in the same scene when he says, “Your scientists
were  so  preoccupied  with  whether  or  not  they  could,  they
didn’t stop to think if they should.”

Malcolm’s criticisms should hit a raw nerve in the scientific
community. As Christians we ask similar questions and raise
similar concerns when scientists want to harvest fetal tissue



for research purposes or experiment with human embryos. If
Malcolm had limited his remarks to Jurassic Park only, I would
have no complaint. But Malcolm extends the problem to science
as a whole when he comments that scientific discovery is the
rape  of  the  natural  world.  Many  youngsters  will  form  the
opinion that all scientists are to be distrusted. A meaningful
point has been lost because it was wielded with the surgical
precision of a baseball bat.

Surprisingly, computers take a more subtle slap in the face–
surprising because computers were essential in creating many
of the dinosaur action scenes that simply could not be done
with robotic models. You may remember early in the movie, the
paleontological camp of Drs. Grant and Satler where Grant
openly shows his distrust of computers. The scene appears a
little comical as the field- tested veteran expresses his hate
for computers and senses that computers will take the fun out
of his quaint profession.

Not so comical is the portrayal of Dennis Nedry, the computer
genius behind Jurassic Park. You get left with the impression
that computers are not for normal people and the only ones who
profit by them or understand them are people who are not to be
trusted. Nedry was clearly presented as a dangerous person
because  of  his  combination  of  computer  wizardry  and  his
resentment of those who don’t understand him or computers. Yet
at the end of the movie, a young girl’s computer hacking
ability saves the day by bringing the system back on line.

The point to be made is that technology is not the villain.
Fire is used for both good and evil purposes, but no one is
calling for fire to be banned. It is the worldview of the
culture that determines how computers, biotechnology, or any
other technology is to be used. The problem with Jurassic Park
was the arrogance of human will and lack of humility before
God, not technology.



The Avalanche of Evolutionary Assumptions
There  were  many  obvious  naturalistic  or  evolutionary
assumptions built into the story which, while not totally
unexpected, were too frequently exaggerated and overplayed.

For instance, by the end of the book and the film you felt
bludgeoned by the connection between birds and dinosaurs. Some
of these connections made some sense. An example would be the
similarities between the eating behavior of birds of prey and
the tyrannosaur. It is likely that both held their prey down
with their claws or talons and tore pieces of flesh off with
their  jaws  or  beaks.  A  non-evolutionary  interpretation  is
simply that similarity in structure indicates a similarity in
function. An ancestral relationship is not necessary.

But many of the links had no basis in reality and were badly
reasoned  speculations.  The  owl-like  hoots  of  the  poison-
spitting dilophosaur jumped out as an example of pure fantasy.
There is no way to guess or estimate the vocalization behavior
from a fossilized skeleton.

Another example came in the scene when Dr. Alan Grant and the
two kids, Tim and Lex, meet a herd of gallimimus, a dinosaur
similar in appearance to an oversized ostrich. Grant remarks
that the herd turns in unison like a flock of birds avoiding a
predator. Well, sure, flocks of birds do behave this way, but
so  do  herds  of  grazing  mammals  and  schools  of  fish.  So
observing this behavior in dinosaurs no more links them to
birds  than  the  webbed  feet  and  flattened  bill  of  the
Australian platypus links it to ducks! Even in an evolutionary
scheme,  most  of  the  behaviors  unique  to  birds  would  have
evolved after the time of the dinosaurs.

A contradiction to the hypothesis that birds evolved from
dinosaurs is the portrayal of the velociraptors hunting in
packs. Mammals behave this way, as do some fishes such as the
sharks, but I am not aware of any birds or reptiles that do.



The concealment of this contradiction exposes the sensational
intent of the story. It is used primarily to enhance the
story,  but  many  will  assume  that  it  is  a  realistic
evolutionary  connection.

Finally, a complex and fascinating piece of dialogue in the
movie mixed together an attack on creationism, an exaltation
of humanism and atheism, and a touch of feminist male bashing.
I suspect that it was included in order to add a little humor
and to keep aspects of political correctness in our collective
consciousness. Shortly after the tour of the park begins and
before they have seen any dinosaurs, Ian Malcolm reflects on
the irony of what Jurassic Park has accomplished. He muses,
“God creates dinosaurs. God destroys dinosaurs. God creates
man. Man destroys God. Man creates dinosaurs.” To which Ellie
Satler replies, “Dinosaurs eat man. Woman inherits the earth!”
Malcolm clearly mocks God by indicating that not only does man
declare God irrelevant, but also proceeds to duplicate God’s
creative capability by creating dinosaurs all over again. We
are as smart and as powerful as we once thought God to be. God
is no longer needed.

While the movie was not openly hostile to religious views,
Crichton clearly intended to marginalize theistic views of
origins with humor, sarcasm, and an overload of evolutionary
interpretations.

Jurassic Park and the New Age
Ian Malcolm, in the scene in the biology lab as the group
inspects  a  newly  hatching  velociraptor,  pontificates  that
“evolution” has taught us that life will not be limited or
extinguished. “If there is one thing the history of evolution
has taught us, it’s that life will not be contained. Life
breaks free. It expands to new territories, it crashes through
barriers, painfully, maybe even dangerously, but, uh, well,
there it is!….I’m simply saying that, uh, life finds a way.”



Evolution is given an intelligence all its own! Life finds a
way.  There  is  an  almost  personal  quality  given  to  living
things,  particularly  to  the  process  of  evolution.  Most
evolutionary scientists would not put it this way. To them
evolution  proceeds  blindly,  without  purpose,  without
direction.  This  intelligence  or  purposefulness  in  nature
actually reflects a pantheistic or new age perspective on the
biological world.

The pantheist believes that all is one and therefore all is
god.  God  is  impersonal  rather  than  personal  and  god’s
intelligence permeates all of nature. Therefore the universe
is intelligent and purposeful. Consequently a reverence for
nature develops instead of reverence for God. In the lunch
room scene Malcolm says, “The lack of humility before nature
being displayed here, staggers me.” Malcolm speaks of Nature
with a capital “N.” While we should respect and cherish all of
nature as being God’s creation, humility seems inappropriate.
Later in the same scene, Malcom again ascribes a personal
quality  to  nature  when  he  says,  “What’s  so  great  about
discovery? It’s a violent penetrative act that scars what it
explores. What you call discovery, I call the rape of the
natural world.” Apparently, any scientific discovery intrudes
upon the private domain of nature. Not only is this new age in
its tone, but it also criticizes Western culture’s attempts to
understand the natural world through science.

There were other unusual new age perspectives displayed by
other  characters.  Paleobotanist  Ellie  Satler  displayed  an
uncharacteristically unscientific and feminine, or was it New
Age, perspective when she chastened John Hammond for thinking
that there was a rational solution to the breakdowns in the
park. You may remember the scene in the dining hall, where
philanthropist John Hammond and Dr. Satler are eating ice
cream while tyrannosaurs and velociraptors are loose in the
park with Dr. Grant, Ian Malcolm, and Hammond’s grandchildren.
At one point, Satler says, “You can’t think your way out of



this one, John. You have to feel it.” Somehow, the solution to
the problem is to be found in gaining perspective through your
emotions,  perhaps  getting  in  touch  with  the  “force”  that
permeates everything around us as in Star Wars.

Finally, in this same scene, John Hammond, provides a rather
humanistic  perspective  on  scientific  discovery.  He  is
responding to Ellie Satler’s criticisms that a purely safe and
enjoyable Jurassic Park, is not possible. Believing that man
can accomplish anything he sets his mind to, Hammond blurts
out, “Creation is a sheer act of will!” If men and women were
gods in the pantheistic sense, perhaps this would be true of
humans. But if you think about it, this statement is truer
than  first  appears,  for  the  true  Creator  of  the  universe
simply spoke and it came into being. The beginning of each
day’s activity in Genesis 1 begins with the phrase, “And God
said.”

Creation is an act of will, but it is the Divine Will of the
Supreme Sovereign of the universe. And we know this because
the Bible tells us so!

They Clone Dinosaurs Don’t They?
The movie Jurassic Park raised the possibility of cloning
dinosaurs. Prior to the release of the movie, magazines and
newspapers were filled with speculations concerning the real
possibility  of  cloning  dinosaurs.  The  specter  of  cloning
dinosaurs was left too much in the realm of the eminently
possible. Much of this confidence stemmed from statements from
Michael Crichton, the author of the book, and producer Steven
Spielberg.

Scientists are very reluctant to use the word “never.” But
this issue is as safe as they come. Dinosaurs will never be
cloned.  The  positive  votes  come  mainly  from  Crichton,
Spielberg,  and  the  public.  Reflecting  back  on  his  early
research for the book, Michael Crichton said, “I began to



think it really could happen.”{6} The official Jurassic Park
Souvenir magazine fueled the speculation when it said, “The
story of Jurassic Park is not far-fetched. It is based on
actual, ongoing genetic and paleontologic research. In the
words of Steven Spielberg: This is not science fiction; it’s
science eventuality.”{7} No doubt spurred on by such grandiose
statements, 58% of 1000 people polled for USA Today said they
believe  that  scientists  will  be  able  to  recreate  animals
through genetic engineering.{8}

Now contrast this optimism with the more sobering statements
from scientists. The Dallas Morning News said, “You’re not
likely to see Tyrannosaurus Rex in the Dallas Zoo anytime
soon. Scientists say that reconstituting any creature from its
DNA simply won’t work.”{9} And Newsweek summarized the huge
obstacles when it said, “Researchers have not found an amber-
trapped  insect  containing  dinosaur  blood.  They  have  no
guarantee that the cells in the blood, and the DNA in the
cells, will be preserved intact. They don’t know how to splice
the DNA into a meaningful blueprint, or fill the gaps with DNA
from living creatures. And they don’t have an embryo cell to
use as a vehicle for cloning.”{10} These are major obstacles.
Let’s look at them one at a time.

First, insects in amber. DNA has been extracted from insects
encased  in  amber  from  deposits  as  old  as  120  million
years.{11} Amber does preserve biological tissues very well.
But only very small fragments of a few individual genes were
obtained. The cloning of gene fragments is a far cry from
cloning an entire genome. Without the entire intact genome,
organized  into  the  proper  sequence  and  divided  into
chromosomes,  it  is  virtually  impossible  to  reconstruct  an
organism from gene fragments.

Second, filling in the gaps. The genetic engineers of Jurassic
Park used frog DNA to shore up the missing stretches of the
cloned dinosaur DNA. But this is primarily a plot device to
allow  for  the  possibility  of  amphibian  environmentally-



induced sex change. An evolutionary scientist would have used
reptilian or bird DNA which would be expected to have a higher
degree of compatibility. It is also very far-fetched that an
integrated set of genes to perform gender switching which does
occur  in  some  amphibians,  could  actually  be  inserted
accidentally  and  be  functional.

Third, a viable dinosaur egg. The idea of placing the dinosaur
genetic  material  into  crocodile  or  ostrich  eggs  is
preposterous. You would need a real dinosaur egg of the same
species as the DNA. Unfortunately, there are no such eggs
left. And we can’t recreate one without a model to copy. So
don’t get your hopes up. There will never be a real Jurassic
Park!
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Why Care about Theology?
What is your response when you hear the word theology? Some
people tend to cringe and think that such a word is of use
only to the seminary student or, at the most, their pastor.
Have you given much thought to how this word may apply to your
life? If so, please continue your pursuit by thinking along
with us. If not, we hope to encourage you to begin to take
theology a little more seriously than you may have before.

Just  what  is  theology?  Literally,  it  is  derived  from  a
combination of two Greek terms meaning “a word about God.”
Eventually it was employed to refer not only to a study of the
nature  and  attributes  of  God,  but  to  the  whole  range  of
Christian doctrine. Augustus H. Strong, a theologian of the
early twentieth century, offered a definition that is even
broader. He wrote, “Theology is the science of God and of the
relations between God and the universe.”(1) So theology is
concerned with a very wide range of subjects, such as the
Bible, Jesus Christ, the Holy Spirit, man, salvation, angels,
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the  church,  and  the  end  times.  Or,  we  can  even  say  our
theology pertains to all of life.

Sound theology is very important in the life of a Christian.
History shows us this has always been true. From heresies in
the  very  early  church,  through  the  upheaval  of  the
Reformation, to the “Jesus Seminar” of more recent times,
Christians have been challenged to give serious attention to
matters of theology. And there are important reasons for each
of us to devote increased attention to it at this time in
history.  Historic  orthodox  theology  is  currently  being
questioned, if not attacked, from both outside and inside our
churches and institutions. Several examples will demonstrate
this.

Contemporary Illustrations
A few years ago an infamous movie entitled The Last Temptation
of Christ drew national and international attention because of
its blasphemous caricature of Christ. The non-orthodox reports
of the Jesus Seminar, a gathering of various scholars, have
received  the  attention  of  both  theological  journals  and
popular magazines such as Time and Newsweek. The conjectures
of  New  Age  advocates  such  as  Shirley  MacLaine  include
heretical views of God, Christ, and other facets of theology.
Process theologians, who teach at many seminaries, teach a
doctrine of God that includes the idea that “the world can be
thought of as the body of God,” and the notion of a changing
God who is as dependent on the world as the world is on
Him.(2) Recent books from within evangelical circles include
titles such as The Openness of God, which “asserts that such
classical doctrines as God’s immutability, impassibility and
foreknowledge  demand  reconsideration.”(3)  More  orthodox
evangelical writers have written such books as No Place for
Truth:  Or  Whatever  Happened  to  Evangelical  Theology?
Obviously, the title indicates that the author is concerned
about what he believes is a collapse of theology.(4) The Body,



a book by Charles Colson, decries what Colson sees as a drift
to a consumer-oriented church that, among other things, isn’t
concerned about matters of theological truth(5).

Such illustrations serve to alert us to the need for more
theological reflection, not less. These are challenging times
for theology!

Who Are the Theologians?
Do  you  know  anyone  who  can  be  called  a  theologian?  You
probably immediately begin to think of a seminary professor or
an erudite pastor you may know. But is it possible you can be
called a theologian? If someone were to ask you what you
believe about God, Jesus Christ, the Holy Spirit, salvation,
and many other doctrines, chances are you would answer their
questions. Thus you are stating your theology; you are, at
some level, a theologian. There are certainly “professional”
theologians who spend their lives thinking about and teaching
theology, but theology is not just for schools and seminaries;
it is for life. It is for you and every other member of
Christ’s body, the church.

In the fairly recent past in this country theology was spoken
of  in  both  the  academy  and  the  church.  David  Wells,  a
contemporary professional theologian who is concerned about
recapturing such unity, has written that at one time theology
encompassed  three  essential  elements:  “(1)  a  confessional
element,  (2)  reflection  on  this  confession,  and  (3)  the
cultivation of a set of virtues that are grounded in the first
two elements.”(6) “Confession, in this understanding, is what
the Church believes. It is what crystallizes into doctrine.”
Thus we are to confess our theology based on the inspired Word
of God, the Bible. Then we are to wrestle intellectually with
what it means to hold such theology in the present world.
Finally, we are to wisely apply the truth found in the first
two steps.(8) It appears that too often such steps are lacking
among all but a few contemporary Christians.



For more than two years my wife and I visited worship services
at many churches in the Dallas/Ft. Worth, Texas metroplex,
which some refer to as a major part of the “Bible belt.” The
churches  represent  a  wide  spectrum  of  denominational
affiliations, and some are non-denominational. Our visits left
us with many impressions, some of which are very positive. But
one of several concerns is that too many of these churches
emphasized  appeasement  rather  than  proclamation.  That  is,
there was concern for relating to the “seeker” at the expense
of teaching the believer; or there was an emphasis on “how to”
sermons that contained little doctrinal substance; or there
was stress on what is called contemporary Christian music
coupled with lyrics that were often void of meaning; or there
were  statements  of  trite  cliches  that  can  do  little,  if
anything, to lead the church to maturity. In other words, much
was done to appease the “wants” of the people and little was
done that would give the impression that theology is important
in these churches.

On the other hand, those few churches that were the exceptions
to such emphases boldly stated theological truth and genuinely
worshipped God in the process. Their praise had meaning; their
prayers were directed to the holy and sovereign God; their
sermons  contained  truth  that  encouraged  the  church  toward
maturity;  and  even  though  individual  “wants”  were  not
stressed, true needs were met because theology for all of life
had been proclaimed.

Which of these accounts is descriptive of your church? Does
your church summon you to theological maturity? Or are you
caught in a web of appeasement? The writer of Hebrews implored
his readers to “press on to maturity” (Heb. 6:1). May God help
us do the same!

Theology in the World
A 1994 U.S.News & World Report poll of religious beliefs in
the U.S. indicates that “about 95 percent of Americans say



they  believe  in  God  or  a  universal  spirit,  and  about  60
percent say they attend religious services regularly.”(9) In
addition,  “more  than  80  percent,  including  71  percent  of
college graduates, believe the Bible is the inspired word of
God.”(10) And “68 percent of Americans are members of a church
or synagogue.”(11) But do such statistics mean that sound
theology plays a significant part in our lives? For example,
could it be “that the surprising growth of church membership
rolls  in  recent  decades  may  signify  the  ascendancy  of
shallower,  less  demanding  forms  of  religion  with  wider
appeal?”(12) We believe the answer to this question is, “Yes!”
It appears that too many Christians are unwilling to face the
demands  of  theological  thinking,  and  shallowness  is  the
result. Good theology requires contemplation, study, and even
debate. It is demanding, and it is certainly not shallow.

Since  we  are  living  in  a  culture  that  believes  “anything
goes,”  distinctive  statements  concerning  our  theology  are
increasingly necessary. Most people are willing to accept you
as a Christian if your beliefs (i.e., your theology) are not
narrow.  If  you  are  willing,  for  example,  to  state  that
Christianity is one of many legitimate paths to salvation, you
will be accepted. But if you state that the gospel is the only
path  to  salvation,  you  may  be  labeled  as  a  narrow-minded
bigot. Although a large majority of the people in this country
claim to be religious, a large portion of that majority is
still thinking within a relativistic worldview that attempts
to  reject  absolutes.  The  exclusive  claims  of  Christianity
don’t fit within such a worldview.

This was brought out clearly for me during an open forum in
the lobby of a dormitory on a large state university campus.
For more than two hours one of my colleagues and I attempted
to answer questions concerning Christianity from approximately
a hundred college students. Their questions led us in many
directions. We discussed social, political, apologetic, and
many other issues. But the subject that disturbed them most



was salvation through Jesus Christ. When I declared that Jesus
was the only way to God, many of the students expressed their
strong disagreement and even anger. One student was indignant
because  he  realized  that  my  statement  concerning  Christ
logically meant that his belief in an American Indian deity
was wrong. Even some Christian students were uncomfortable
with my assertion. They had an uneasiness about it because it
seemed to be too intolerant. Thus I had to quickly remind them
that Christ himself said He is the only way to God. I was not
making a claim about Christ; I was simply telling them what He
said about himself.

Those Christian students are indicative of the need for more
demanding  thought  concerning  theology.  To  claim  to  be  a
Christian and at the same time be immersed in the shallow pond
of theological tolerance is antithetical. Perhaps the non-
Christian students have an excuse; they don’t know better. But
the Christian students should know better; they need training
in theology. And the same is true for all of us.

An Example of the Need
People continue to seek Jesus. But which Jesus? Is it the
Jesus  who  was  born  of  a  virgin,  who  performed  awesome
miracles, who claimed to be God, who died on a cross for our
sins, who rose from the dead, who ascended into heaven, who
said He would return? Or is it the Jesus who died as a
disillusioned revolutionary peasant? Or is it the Jesus who
was a great religious teacher on a par with Buddha?

All these questions are very old, but at the same time they
are very contemporary. And they indicate that theology, in
this case the theology of Christ, continues to be important.
As Christians, we are still challenged to think theologically.
Long-held, foundational, orthodox theology is being contested,
not just within academia, but in more public venues. Let’s
consider a prominent example.



In 1991 a book was published by the title of The Historical
Jesus: The Life of a Mediterranean Jewish Peasant.(13) John
Dominic Crossan, the author, then published a second book in
1994 entitled, Jesus: A Revolutionary Biography.(14) Then the
third book in his trilogy about Jesus, The Essential Jesus:
Original Sayings and Earliest Images,(15) was also published
in 1994. Such titles are filled with indications that Crossan
is anything but a believer in an orthodox doctrine of Christ.
Jesus may have been a Mediterranean Jewish peasant, but was He
something  much  more?  The  second  title  indicates  that  the
author believes there is need for a new biography of Jesus, so
he has provided it. And the third title boldly asserts that
the “original sayings” of Jesus have been isolated from all
other sayings so that we can discover the “essential” Jesus.

I have brought Crossan and his books to our attention because
he is a prominent member of what is called the Jesus Seminar.
This much-publicized seminar is composed of scholars who “used
to meet regularly to discuss and vote on the originality of
Jesus’ sayings (198592) and are now evaluating his actions and
deeds in a similar manner.”(16)

Crossan’s view of Jesus is exposed in a meandering passage
that follows his perspective of the surrounding Roman Empire
in which Jesus lived. He writes:

Jesus lived, against the systemic injustice and structural
evil of that situation, an alternative open to all who would
accept it: a life of open healing and shared eating, of
radical  itinerancy,  programmatic  homelessness,  and
fundamental  egalitarianism,  of  human  contact  with
discrimination, and of divine contact without hierarchy. He
also died for that alternative. That is my understanding of
what Jesus’ words and deeds were all about.(17)

Please note that Crossan has painted a picture of Jesus as a
revolutionary whose primary concern was with things of this



life.  In  fact  his  last  phrase,  “divine  contact  without
hierarchy” (a confusing idea), is as close as he comes to
stating that Jesus was anything more than a political radical.
There is no mention of Jesus as the sacrificial Savior who
takes away sin and gives eternal life.

In light of the fact that such perspectives are in vogue, and
in light of the fact that they are taught to future pastors
and professors, can we afford to leave theology in the back
rooms of our minds?

Practical Theology
A recent book asserts that God “learns something from what
transpires” in this world. The same text also asserts that
“God comes to know events as they take place,” and that we
should  see  God  “as  receptive  to  new  experiences  and  as
flexible in the way he works toward his objectives in the
world.”(18)

What  is  your  reaction  to  such  statements?  If  you  have  a
reaction at all, you are to be commended. You are thinking
theologically. As was true with me, your doctrine of God may
have been challenged, and you may want to ask the author
various questions. Those questions would probably have a lot
to do with how you perceive God in your daily life. For
example, you may want to ask if God is somehow dependent on
you. If so, in what way?

Such thoughts demonstrate that theology is practical. If we
stop a few minutes and concentrate, it is not difficult to see
that our theology affects us, whether we are conscious of it
or not. Let’s consider a few questions that can lead us to see
how this is true.

 

1. If God used His awesome imagination to create the universe



out of nothing, what is implied when the Bible states that
humans are made in His image?

We can also use our God-given imaginations to create, not
out of nothing, but out of what God supplied.

 

2. Is the Holy Spirit a person or a thing?
The  Holy  Spirit  is  a  person  within  the  godhead,  the
triunity. As a person, He interacts with us daily, and we
can be filled with “Him,” not “it.”

 

3. If I accept Christ’s sacrificial death for me, can my
salvation be taken away?

No! “You have been saved” (Eph. 2:8) for eternity. You are
secure as a member of God’s family.

 

4. Was Jesus literally resurrected from the dead?
Yes! He has conquered death for us. “Death is swallowed up
in victory” (1 Cor. 15:54).

 

5. What is man’s nature?
Man is made in God’s image. But his image has been marred;
thus our very nature inclines us to sin. Yet, though our
genes, society, and other factors may influence us to sin,
God holds us personally responsible to accept or reject His
gracious offer of sin’s remedy in Christ.

 



6. Do angels really exist?
Yes! Evil angels are in league with Satan and are actively
opposed  to  God’s  purposes.  Good  angels  are  doing  the
bidding of God in the spiritual realm. Both evil and good
angels can serve to remind us that there is both a physical
and a spiritual dimension.

 

7. Is the church a building?
No! The church is the redeemed people of God, of all the
ages, living and dead; the church is also called the “body
of Christ.” As such it is a living, dynamic carrier of the
grace and power of God.

 

8. Is Jesus returning in power and authority for His church?
Yes! The truth of this brings security and hope in the
midst of a troubled world.

 

In  a  cursory  way  these  questions  have  touched  the  major
categories of theology. It is our hope that you will study
such categories seriously. What you believe about them is
important to you and those who follow after you. Theology
matters!
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Angelic Activity
Sue Bohlin presents accounts of angelic activity in our world
today consistent with the biblical account of angels and their
actions. From a biblical worldview perspective, she considers
both the involvement of good angels and bad angels in the
circumstances  of  life.  A  good  understanding  of  angelic
activity will aid us in understanding the full world around
us, both the seen and the unseen.

This article is also available in Spanish. 

I was about thirteen years old when I had my first encounter
with an angel. I was going upstairs to my room, pulling my
entire weight on the handrail, when it suddenly came off in my
hand. I fell backwards, head first. Halfway into a terrible
fall, I felt a strong hand on my back push me upright. There
was nobody there—well, nobody visible!

Angel stories are always fascinating, and in this essay I
address angels: the good, the bad, and the ugly. The good
angels are the holy ones, the bad angels are the evil ones,
which the Bible calls demons, and the ugly angels are demons
disguising themselves as good angels. These ugly angels have
deceived many people in a culture that has embraced “angel
mania.”

The Good Angels
The book of Hebrews calls angels “ministering spirits sent to
serve those who will inherit salvation” (Hebrews 1:14). Angels
minister in many ways to us, and I’d like to look at some of
their ministries with examples from the scriptures as well as
some modern anecdotes.
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Provision
The Lord uses His angels to physically provide for His own. It
was an angel who brought Elijah bread and water while fleeing
from Jezebel after his victory on Mt. Carmel (1 Kings 19:5-6).

In 1944, the penniless wife of a pastor and evangelist in
Switzerland, Susie Ware prayed, “God, I need five pounds of
potatoes,  two  pounds  of  pastry  flour,  apples,  pears,  a
cauliflower, carrots, veal cutlets for Saturday, and beef for
Sunday.” A few hours later, someone knocked on the door, and
there was a young man carrying a basket, who said, “Mrs. Ware,
I am bringing what you asked for.” It was precisely what she’d
prayed for–down to the exact brand of pastry flour she wanted.
The young man slipped away, and even though Rev. and Mrs. Ware
watched at the window to their building, the man never exited.
He just disappeared.{1}

Guidance
Sometimes, angels give guidance so God’s people will know what
He wants us to do. An angel appeared to Joseph in a dream and
instructed him to take Mary as his wife and to name her baby
Jesus. (Matthew 1:20-21)

And it was an angel who told Philip where to go in his travels
so that he could meet the Ethiopian eunuch and lead him to
Christ. (Acts 8:26)

My friend Lee experienced the comfort of guidance from an
angel when the other men in his army unit were pressuring him
to visit a red-light district. As he prayed for strength, an
invisible messenger came to him and said, quite audibly from
about ten feet away, “Have no fear of them. Do not succumb. I
will sustain you and deliver you.”



Encouragement
Angelic ministry to us can include powerful encouragement.
When Paul and his shipmates were caught in a horrible storm
and faced shipwreck, an angel appeared to him, assured him
that not a life would be lost, and that he would live to stand
trial before Caesar. (Acts 27:23)

One mother of a young girl told me that the night after her
daughter’s cancer surgery, a very tall nurse with long braids,
a real Amazon, ministered to her all night long. She was
caring for the girl with a strong but gentle tenderness, and
talking with the mom about how good God is. After they went
home, the mother decided to write a thank-you note to the
nurse,  and  called  the  hospital  to  ask  for  her  name.
Everyone—even the head of nursing—insisted that there was no
nurse  with  that  description  working  at  the  hospital.  She
believes God sent an angel to encourage her through that dark
night.

Protection
This  world  is  a  dangerous  place,  and  angels  can  provide
supernatural protection. Daniel 6 tells the story of how an
angel shut the mouths of the lions when he was thrown into
their den.

A young lady named Myra worked in the inner-city ministry of
Teen Challenge in Philadelphia. One neighborhood gang liked to
terrorize  anyone  who  tried  to  enter  the  Teen  Challenge
building, and they harassed Myra as well. One night, when she
was alone in the building with the gang banging on the door,
she felt she should continue to try to reach out to them with
the gospel of Jesus. As she opened the door, she breathed a
prayer  for  protection.  The  boys  suddenly  stopped  their
shouting, looked at each other, turned and left quietly. Myra
had no idea why.



Later on, as the staff people were able to build relationships
with the gang members, the ministry director asked them why
they dropped their threats against Myra and left her alone
that night. One young man spoke up, saying, “We wouldn’t dare
touch her after her boyfriend showed up. That dude had to be
seven feet tall.” The director said, “I didn’t know Myra had a
boyfriend. But at any rate, she was here alone that night.”
Another gang member insisted, “No, we saw him. He was right
behind her, big as life in his classy white suit.”{2}

Another young woman walking home from work in Brooklyn had to
go past a young man loitering against a building. She was
fearful; there had been muggings in the area recently, and she
prayed  for  protection.  She  had  to  go  right  by  him,  and
although she could feel him watching her, he didn’t move. A
short time after she reached home, she heard sirens and saw
police lights. The next day her neighbor told her someone had
been raped, in the same place and just after she had passed by
the young man.

She wondered if the man she’d passed was the rapist, because
if it were, she could identify him. She called the police and
discovered they had a suspect in custody. She identified him
in a lineup and asked the policeman, “Why didn’t he attack me?
I was just as vulnerable as the next woman who came along.”
The policeman was curious too, so he described the woman and
asked the suspect about her. He said, “I remember her. But why
would I have bothered her? She was walking down the street
with two big guys, one on either side of her.”{3}

Rescue
Sometimes, angels rescue people in danger. It was an angel—if
not the Angel of the Lord, who is the pre-incarnate Christ—who
joined Meshach, Shadrach and Abednego in the fiery furnace,
rescuing them from the flames (Daniel 3).

My friend John told me that he and a friend were walking



through a rough neighborhood one night when 12 or 15 gang
members jumped them. John took two punches and sank to the
ground. He expected to be robbed and severely beaten, but he
wasn’t. Instead, he heard a voice from about six feet up:
“It’s okay, they’re gone.” He looked up and saw his friend who
mysteriously was now about 25 feet away, leaning against a
wall with his fists still clenched as if he were ready to
fight. But there was no gang. They just disappeared. And there
was nobody next to John.

Warrior Angels
The ministry of warrior angels catches the imagination in a
special way. The prophet Elisha prayed that the Lord would
open the eyes of his servant so he could see the mighty
angelic army of God protecting them.

In Nazi Germany, one mother took her little boy, who was
unchurched, to a shelter run by nuns that had become known as
a safe place because nothing bad ever seemed to happen there.
His first night, while everyone else was praying that God
would protect them, this little boy kept his eyes open. After
the “amen,” he told his mother, “It came up to here on them!”
and pointed to his breastbone. When asked what he meant, he
said, “The gutter came up to here on them!” A nurse asked,
“What are you talking about?” and he told her that he saw men
filled with light guarding each corner of the shelter, so tall
that they towered above the roof. The shelter was protected by
huge warrior angels that only a little boy could see.{4}

Guardian Angels
Do  we  have  guardian  angels?  The  Bible  doesn’t  give  a
definitive answer on that, although the Lord Jesus did say,
“See that you do not look down on one of these little ones.
For I tell you that their angels in heaven always see the face
of  my  Father  in  heaven.”  (Matthew  18:10)  And  Psalm  91:11
promises, “For He will command His angels concerning you to



guard you in all your ways.”

One day, when my son was a baby, I tripped while I was holding
him, and he went flying headlong toward a brick wall. There
was nothing I could do to protect him, but I watched as he
inexplicably stopped an inch from the wall and fell gently to
the carpet. I knew immediately that an angel’s hand had been
his bumper pad.

These are only a few of the stories of thousands about angels
who protected and rescued people, both Christians and non-
Christians. But a nagging question continues to arise: where
are the angels when girls are raped, and drunk drivers crash
headlong into a car of teenagers, and evil people blow up
buildings with hundreds of innocent people in them?

The angels are still there, continuing to minister in pain and
death. We usually don’t realize the role of angels in the
midst of horrible circumstances because their work is unseen
and often unfelt.

Behind the question of, “Where are the angels?” is the very
difficult problem of why a good God would allow pain and
suffering. The book of Job gives us two important insights
into the problem of pain: first, when disasters and suffering
assail us in the physical realm, there may be something bigger
and more important going on in the unseen spiritual realm.{5}
Second, God never gives Job an answer to his demand to know
the “why”: He just says, “I am the sovereign Lord, acting in
ways you cannot understand. You just need to trust Me, that I
know what I’m doing.” The fact that God is in control, that He
allows all pain and suffering for a reason, is the great
comfort that we need to remember when it seems like the angels
have forsaken us. They haven’t, because God hasn’t.

The Bad Angels
There are good angels, and there are bad angels. All of them



were  created  as  holy  angels,  but  about  a  third  of  them
rebelled against God and fell from their sinless position.
Satan, the leader of these demons or unholy angels, is a liar,
a murderer, and a thief. (John 10:10) He hates God and he
passionately hates God’s people. The Bible tells us that he
prowls around like a roaring lion, seeking whom he may devour
(1 Peter 5:8). We need to remember that Satan and all the
demons  are  supernaturally  brilliant,  and  Satan  disguises
himself as an angel of light (2 Corinthians 11:14).

It’s  this  masquerade  as  a  holy  angel  that  is  behind  the
current angel craze in our culture. While there are a number
of wonderful Christian books available that relate stories of
holy  angels  helping  people,  there  are  many  books,
publications,  and  seminars  that  are  filled  with  demonic
deception of the ugliest kind. Because when you start talking
to angels, you end up dealing with demons.

The Ugly Angels
The enemy of our souls is using a new twist on an old lie,
exploiting  the  current  interest  in  angels  to  attract  the
untaught and the undiscerning. Much of the current angel mania
is simply New Age philosophy, which is actually old-fashioned
pantheism.  Pantheism  is  the  belief  that  everything—an
impersonal God as well as every part of the creation—is one
big unity. All is one, God is one, we are God—and New Age
philosophy throws reincarnation into the mix as well.

You know you’re around “ugly angels,” or demons masquerading
as angels of light and holiness, when you see or hear these
terms:

1. Contacting or communing with angels.

There  are  now  books  available  with  titles  like  Ask  Your
Angels{6} and 100 Ways to Attract Angels{7}. But the Bible
gives neither permission nor precedent for contacting angels.



When people start calling on angels, it’s not the holy angels
who  answer.  They’re  demons,  disguising  themselves  as  good
angels to people who don’t know how to tell the difference.

2. Loving our angels, praying to our angels.

Some self-styled “angel experts” instruct their followers to
love their angels and call upon them for health, healing,
prosperity, and guidance. But angels are God’s servants, and
all this attention and emphasis and glory should go to God,
not His servants. God says, “I will not share my glory with
another” (Isaiah 42:8). Scripture makes no mention of loving
angels—only God, His word, and people. And it never tells us
to pray to angels, only to the Lord Himself.

3.  Instruction,  knowledge,  or  insight  from  angels,
particularly  ones  with  names.

Some angel teachers are proclaiming that angels are trying
very hard to contact us, so they can give us deeper knowledge
of the spiritual{8}. Invariably, this “angel knowledge” is a
mixture of truth and lies, and never stands up to the absolute
truth of Scripture.

There are four angel names that keep popping up in the angel
literature: Michael, Gabriel, Uriel, and Raphael. Michael and
Gabriel are the only angels mentioned by name in the Bible.
The other two show up in the apocryphal First Book of Enoch,
which includes a fanciful account of the actions of these four
beings. [Note: it has been brought to my attention that there
are actually two other named angels in the Bible: Apollyon,
the angel of the abyss in Revelation 9:11, and Satan, who is
an evil, fallen angel.] Those who report modern day angel
teachings are actually channeling information from demons.

4. Special knowledge or teachings from angels.

Naomi Albright distributes teachings about the deep meanings
of colors, and numbers and letters of the alphabet which she



claims is “knowledge given from above and brought forth in
more detail by the High Angelic Master Sheate, Lady Master
Cassandra, and Angel Carpelpous, and the Master Angel, One on
High.”{9} These same beings told Mrs. Albright to stress two
main teachings: first, that God accepts all religions, and
second, Reincarnation.{10} These two teachings keep showing up
in much of the New Age angel literature, which shouldn’t be
surprising since they are heretical lies that come from the
pit of hell, which is where the demons feeding these lies to
the teachers are from.

Other  angel  teachings  are  that  all  is  a  part  of  God
(pantheism);  the  learner  is  set  apart  from  others  by  the
“deep” knowledge that the angels give (this is a basic draw to
the occult); and that eventually, the one who pursues contact
with these angels will be visited by an Ascended Master or a
Shining Angel (which is a personal encounter with a demon).

We need to remember that God’s angels are not teachers. God’s
word says they are messengers—that’s what “angel” means—and
they minister to us. God has revealed to us everything we need
for life and godliness (2 Peter 1:3), so any hidden knowledge
that spirit beings try to impart is by nature occultic and
demonic.

5. Human divinity

The message of the ugly angels is that we need to recognize
that we are one with the divine, we are divine . . . we are
God.  In  Karen  Goldman’s  The  Angel  Book:  A  Handbook  for
Aspiring Angels, she says things like, “Angels don’t fall out
of the sky; they emerge from within.”{11} And, “The whole
purpose in life is to know your Angel Self, accept it and be
it. In this way we finally experience true oneness.”{12}

The following bit of heretical garbage was channeled from a
demon posing as an angel named Daephrenocles: “The wondrous
light of the Angels, from the elohim to the Archangels to the



Devas  and  Nature  Spirits,  are  all  bringing  to  you  the
realization that you are magnificent—you are divine now and
divine first.”{13}

Much of the angel literature refers to “the angel within.” But
angels are a separate part of the creation. They were created
before man as a different kind. They are not within us. The
movie “It’s a Wonderful Life” notwithstanding, when we hear a
bell ring it does not mean that an angel is getting his wings.
Nor do good people, especially children, become angels when
they die. We remain human beings—not angels, and certainly not
God.

What our culture needs in response to the angel craze is
strong discernment built on the foundation of God’s word. We
need to remember, and share with others, three truths about
angels:

1.  The  ministry  of  holy  angels  will  never  contradict  the
Bible.

2. The actions of holy angels will always be consistent with
the character of Christ.

3. A genuine encounter with a holy angel will glorify God, not
the angel. Holy angels never draw attention to themselves.
They typically do their work and disappear.

It’s very true that many have “entertained angels unaware”
(Hebrews 13:2). But we need to make sure we’re entertaining
the right kind of angels!
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Is There Really a Hell?
Rick Rood discusses the biblical teaching on hell, as well as
the practical effects of this belief for
Christians.

This article is also available in Spanish. 

The story has been told of C. S. Lewis listening to a young
preacher’s sermon on the subject of God’s judgment on sin. At
the end of his message, the young man said: “If you do not
receive Christ as Savior, you will suffer grave eschatalogical
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ramifications!”  After  the  service,  Lewis  asked  him  the
question, “Do you mean that a person who doesn’t believe in
Christ will go to hell?” “Precisely,” was his response. “Then
say so,” Lewis replied. (1)

This story illustrates something that most Christians know,
but few articulate: that of all the doctrines of the Christian
faith, the one we feel most uncomfortable discussing is the
doctrine  of  eternal  punishment  or  hell.  And  it  is  not
difficult to understand why this is so. The doctrine of hell
is offensive to unbelievers, and contradicts the emphasis on
tolerance and on human potential that dominates our times. Who
of us enjoys alienating our friends by speaking of eternal
judgment for sin? For many of us, the doctrine of hell is also
difficult to reconcile with the the love and grace of God.
Furthermore, we are well aware of Christians who have misused
the doctrine of hell by using it to manipulate and control
other people. In seeking to distance ourselves from the abuse
of  this  doctrine,  and  to  avoid  appearing  intolerant  and
uncaring, many of us have eliminated the word “hell” entirely
from our vocabulary (making our belief an entirely personal
matter).

Recent surveys have revealed some very interesting facts about
current attitudes toward hell. A survey conducted by George
Gallup  in  1990  revealed  that  just  under  60%  of  Americans
believe there is a hell (down over 10% from 1978), though only
4% believe that hell was their own personal destination. A
survey in the mid-1980s of American evangelical college and
seminary students revealed that only one in ten believed that
the first step in influencing unbelievers for Christ should be
to warn about hell. 46% of seminary students believed that to
emphasize to non-believers that eternal judgment would be a
consequence of rejecting Christ was “in poor taste.” A survey
conducted  in  1981  revealed  that  50%  of  theology  faculty
believe in the existence of hell (61% of Roman Catholics, and
34% of Protestants)! (2)



In  spite  of  the  prevailing  current  attitudes  toward  hell
revealed by these surveys, however, it is still apparent to
most Christians that the doctrine of hell is firmly grounded
in the teaching of Scripture. All but one of the letters of
the Apostle Paul mention the wrath or judgment of God on sin.
And of the twelve uses of the word gehenna (the strongest word
for hell) in the New Testament, eleven come from the lips of
Jesus himself! In fact, the Savior taught more about hell than
He did about heaven! Of the more than 1850 verses recording
the words of Christ, 13% pertain to the topics of judgment and
hell. Of the 40 or so parables uttered by Jesus, more than
half relate to God’s eternal judgment on sin. Surprisingly,
the much beloved “Sermon on the Mount” contains some of Jesus’
most straightforward words about hell!

What Does the Bible Teach About Hell?
In his book simply titled “Inferno,” Dante Alighieri describes
in great detail his imaginary tour through nine levels of
hell. Dante’s book makes for fascinating reading. But to learn
what hell is really like, we must turn to another source: the
Bible.

As  we  begin  reading  through  the  Old  Testament,  we  find
frequent references to “sheol” (the world of departed spirits)
as the abode of all the dead (cf. Deut. 32:22). As we continue
reading, we find also that a day will come when the bodies of
all who are in sheol will be resurrected: some to “everlasting
life” but others to “everlasting contempt” (Dan. 12:2).

The common belief of godly rabbis during the intertestamental
era that sheol was divided into two sections is reflected in
the New Testament, which refers to the abode of the righteous
as “Paradise” (Lk. 23:43) or “Abraham’s bosom” (Lk. 16:22),
and the abode of the unrighteous as “Hades” (Lk. 16:23). After
Christ’s resurrection, it appears that those who resided in
Paradise were ushered into the presence of God in heaven where
they await the future resurrection of their bodies. But those



who  are  in  Hades  await  a  resurrection  to  a  different
destination–  hell.

The word that is used most frequently in the New Testament for
hell is Gehenna. Gehenna is a reference to the Valley of
Hinnom located on the south side of Jerusalem, which served as
the city’s “garbage dump” during Jesus’ time. The fires that
burned here never went out.

As did his contemporaries, Jesus referred to Gehenna as the
place where “the fire is not quenched” and where “their worm
does not die” (Mk. 9:48). Whether He implied a literal flame
and a literal worm is not of great importance. Jesus also
described hell as a place of “outer darkness” (Mt. 22:13). But
it is clear that He meant us to understand that hell is a
place of continual deterioration and suffering for those who
inhabit it! Jesus also referred to those who were cast into
hell as being “cast outside” (Mt. 8:12), or as Paul simply
puts it “away from the presence of the Lord” (II Thess. 1:9).
Hell is a place of exclusion and loss of every blessing that
comes from God. Hell is described as a place of “contempt” by
the prophet Daniel (Dan. 12:2)–where every person is despised
by every other inhabitant. As one writer has put it: “Sinners
in hell will have company but no sympathy” (3)

Jesus said hell will be a place of “weeping and gnashing of
teeth” (Mt. 13:42). The weeping no doubt speaks of terrible
remorse and grief. But the gnashing of teeth speaks of intense
anger–anger at oneself, anger at Satan, anger at God. Paul
speaks of hell’s inhabitants as experiencing “wrath and anger
… trouble and distress” (Rom. 2:8-9).

The Bible also tells us that in hell not all will be judged
alike. Jesus made it clear that there will be degrees of
judgment in hell. He said that the one “who knew his master’s
will and did not … act in accord with his will, shall receive
many lashes, but the one who did not know it, and committed
deeds  worthy  of  a  flogging,  will  receive  but  few”  (Lk.



12:47-48). But though not all will be judged equally, all will
be judged with certainty. Exodus 34:7 tells us that though the
Lord is “compassionate and gracious, … yet He will by no means
leave the guilty unpunished.”

Why Would a Loving God Send People to
Hell?
Does the Bible teach that hell is a place of eternal conscious
punishment for sin? One alternative proposal is that for many
(if not all) a second opportunity will be given after death to
respond to the grace of God. Appeal is usually made to the
statement in Peter’s first letter that “the gospel … has been
preached even to those who are dead” (4:6). William Barclay
states that in this passage we find a “glimpse of nothing less
than  the  gospel  of  a  second  chance”  (Commentary  on  the
Epistles of Peter). Yet, the context makes clear that he is
speaking of those to whom the gospel was preached during their
lifetime, but who now were deceased! There is no indication at
all that a “post-mortem” opportunity to repent exists.

In John 8, Jesus says that for those who “die in their sins”
there is no possibility of joining Him in heaven (vv. 21,24).
In  contrasting  the  expectation  of  the  believer  of  being
reunited with loved ones in heaven, he says that unbelievers
“have no (such) hope” (I Thess. 4:13). These statements are
difficult to reconcile with the belief that the deceased are
offered a second opportunity after death. Hebrews 9:27 says
that “it is appointed for men to die once and after this comes
judgment.”

Another proposal, that is gaining a wider acceptance today, is
that unbelievers will simply be snuffed out of existence or
“annihilated.” Support for this belief is often sought in
statements  throughout  Scripture  that  describe  sinners  as
“perishing” or being “destroyed.” The psalmist says, “May the
wicked perish before God” (68:2). The same word, however, is



used in Isaiah 57:1 to refer to the righteous: “The righteous
perish and no one ponders it in his heart.” It is clear that
in the latter case, the word implies “severe suffering.” It
could not possibly mean that the righteous are “extinguished.”
There is, therefore, no reason to believe that the opposite is
the  case  when  the  word  is  used  to  describe  the  fate  of
sinners. To “perish” or be “destroyed” means to “suffer ruin,”
not to be “annihilated.”

That the Bible teaches eternal conscious punishment for sin in
hell, is the only deduction that can be reached from the fact
that the most emphatic words available to the biblical writers
were consistently used to describe hell’s endless duration, as
well as to describe the duration of heaven, and even the
eternal existence of God! Just as Jesus described the destiny
of  the  righteous  as  “eternal  life,”  so  He  described  the
destiny  of  the  unrighteous  as  “eternal  punishment”  (Mt.
25:46). Just as John described God as the one who “lives
forever and ever” (Rev. 15:7), so He described the fire of
hell as lasting “forever and ever” (Rev. 14:11).

Sometimes it is said that the Greek word for eternal (aionios)
really means “age lasting,” implying that at the end of a
series of ages God will empty hell of all its inhabitants.
Those who hold this interpretation, however, fail to recall
that while this present age is finite in duration, it was the
common understanding among Jesus’ listeners that the “age to
come” was eternal!

In reference to the fate of Judas, Jesus said: “It would have
been better for him if he had never been born” (Mt. 26:24). If
indeed it is as terrible a fate as these words suggest, and if
it is eternal in duration, why would a loving God send people
to hell? If God is a God of love, why would He consign anyone
to an eternity as terrible as the Bible describes the fate of
those whose destiny is hell?

Perhaps the biblical doctrine of hell can begin to make more



sense to us when we reexamine our understanding of two other
teachings of Scripture: the nature of God, and the nature of
man and of sin.

One of the wonderful revelations of Scripture is that God is a
God of infinite love and grace. Who of us is not refreshed
when we read the words of the psalmist: “But Thou, O Lord, art
a God merciful and gracious, Slow to anger and abundant in
lovingkindness and truth” (86:15)? Yet it is the same God who
is also described as the One who “will by no means leave the
guilty unpunished” (Ex. 34:7)! The God who loves the sinner is
also the God whose “eyes are too pure to approve evil” and who
cannot  “look  on  wickedness  with  favor”  (Hab.  1:13).  The
psalmist quotes God at one point as saying, “You thought that
I was just like you” (50:21). But we are in need of the
realization that just as God’s love is far beyond our own, so
the purity of his holiness exceeds all our conceptions! When
Isaiah was granted a vision of the Lord on his throne, he was
shaken by his impression of his holiness (Isa. 6:3)! For sure,
God is a God of indescribable love, but He is just as much a
God of absolute holiness and righteousness! When we gain a
vision of the holiness of God as it is portrayed in the Bible,
we begin to understand the reasonableness of the doctrine of
hell.

We are also helped when we allow Scripture to more fully
inform us in our comprehension of the nature of man and of
sin. The emphasis in our generation on the value and dignity
of the human person has been a welcome corrective to a past
overemphasis on the depravity of man. Yet it is easy for us to
lose sight of the fact that though we are indeed created in
the image of God and of very special value in His eyes,
nonetheless we are also deeply and indelibly stained by sin in
every area of our being. The God who knows every thought and
motive of every human heart, said that it “is more deceitful
than all else, and is desperately sick; who can understand
it?” (Jer. 17:9). Jesus himself said that “from within, out of



the heart of men, proceed (all manner of evil)” by which we
are defiled (Mk. 7:21-23)!

When Ezra learned of the disobedience of the people of Israel
in marrying unbelievers, he said, “I tore my garment and my
robe, … and sat down appalled” (Ezra 9:3). When the Apostle
Paul saw the city of Athens filled with idols, “his spirit was
… provoked within him” (Acts 17:16)! Is it possible that we
have lost something of the sense of the seriousness of sin
that seemed to grip the heart of these two men?

Some  have  objected  that  while  sin  is  certainly  worthy  of
punishment, a “finite” sin is hardly worthy of the “infinite”
punishment of hell. But that our rebellion against God should
be considered “finite” in nature is not entirely clear.

When we consider that the One against whom we have rebelled is
the One who gave us life, who is the source of every good
thing that we know in life, and who has extended his love by
giving his own Son as payment for our sin, how can we possibly
measure the gravity of our sin or the punishment it deserves?
When we consider too that there is no indication that those in
hell will ever experience a “change of heart” in attitude
toward God, perhaps we can see that God’s judgment is entirely
just.

The  Doctrine  of  Hell:  What  Difference
Does It Make?
We  want  to  focus  on  three  areas  of  life  that  should  be
impacted by our understanding of the biblical doctrine of
hell.

The first is our attitude toward sin … particularly our own. A
number of years ago, Dr. Karl Menninger wrote a book entitled
Whatever Happened to Sin? In it he challenged the popular
notion that all of our thoughts and actions can be accounted
for by factors beyond our own personal control, that we are



rarely responsible for our own conduct. For sure, there are
“mitigating” factors in most of our lives that influence our
character and conduct to greater or lesser degree. And God is
not unaware of these things. “He knows our frame, that we are
but dust” (Ps. 103:14). He knows as well that we are born with
a sinful nature that is beyond the power of human will to
overcome (cf. Rom. 7:14-25). But He also knows that the choice
is our own as to whether we approve and condone the fruit of
our sinful nature, or whether we turn to Him for grace to hold
in check our sinful impulses and to learn to follow his will.
In his book The Screwtape Letters, C.S. Lewis said that there
are two kinds of people in the world: those who say to God,
“Thy will be done,” and those to whom God says, “Thy will be
done.” The choice is ours as to which kind of person we will
become.

When we realize that we are responsible for what we choose to
do about our sin, and that it is more than merely an act that
may result in unpleasant consequences for ourselves, but that
it  is  also  a  disposition  of  rebellion  against  God,  that
requires his holy judgment, we cannot help but become more
sensitive to its presence in our lives!

The second result of a biblical understanding of hell is a
much greater appreciation for the grace and salvation we have
received from God! Our appreciation for the immense value of
this gift is greatly enhanced when we fully comprehend the
nature  of  that  from  which  we  have  been  delivered.  Our
perception of the awesomeness of salvation is determined in
large measure by our perception of the awfulness of hell!

Finally, a biblical understanding of hell should move us to
include in our proclamation of the gospel a clear warning
about the consequence of failing to respond. We need to be
more  forthright  than  the  preacher  whom  Charles  Spurgeon
reported as saying, “If you do not love the Lord Jesus Christ,
you will be sent to the place which it is not polite to
mention.” (4) C.S. Lewis once said: “If Christianity only



means one more bit of good advice, then Christianity is of no
importance. There has been no lack of good advice for the last
four thousand years. A bit more makes no difference.” (5) If
there really is a hell, then Christianity is far more than one
more bit of good advice!

In his book Our Guilty Silence, John Stott recounts how the
seventeenth century Jesuit missionaries to China, not wanting
to offend the sensitivities of the Chinese, excluded the cross
of Christ and other details from their message. Quoting Hugh
Trevor- Roper, Stott says, “We do not learn that they made
many lasting converts by the unobjectionable residue of the
story.” (6)

There is little question that the doctrine of hell has at
times been abused. But as one writer has well put it: “May its
misuse not result in its disuse” in our efforts to lead people
to Christ.
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What images come to mind when you think of Heaven? Do you
think of a mode of life that is exciting and fulfilling? Or do
the words of the epitaph of one dear soul come nearer to
hitting the mark?

Weep not for me, friend, tho’ death do us sever, I am going
to do nothing forever and ever.{1}

Does Heaven awaken for you a sense of anticipation, or does it
evoke visions of monotonous and boring inactivity?

What is Heaven really like? Is Heaven even something we should
spend much time thinking about? Or should we relegate thoughts
of Heaven to the dusty corners of our mind, lest we render
ourselves of little earthly good?

In this essay we want to focus on what the Bible teaches about
Heaven, and how these teachings should impact the way we live.
We will note some of the foundational truths about Heaven
revealed in Scripture.

We know first of all that Heaven is the spiritual realm in
which the glory of God’s presence is manifest, and in which
dwell the angels of God, and all believers who have departed
this world (Heb. 12:22-24). The few glimpses of Heaven given
in Scripture reveal a pervading sense of the holiness of God
(Isa. 6; Rev. 4-5), which had an alarming and overwhelming
impact on those who were granted such visions (Isa. 6; Dan.
7:9-28). Isaiah, when he saw the Lord sitting on His throne,
said, “Woe is me . . . for my eyes have seen the King, the
Lord of hosts.”

We are also informed that it is a place which human words are
inadequate to fully describe. Ezekiel could only describe what
the glory of Heaven was “like” or “resembles” (Ezek. 1). In
reporting on his apparent visit to heaven, the apostle Paul
said that he “heard inexpressible words, which a man is not
permitted to speak” (2 Cor. 12:4). What he saw was not only



impermissible  but  impossible  to  describe  in  human  terms!
Heaven is certainly among those things he described elsewhere
as “things which eye has not seen and ear has not heard, and
which have not entered into the heart of man” (1 Cor. 2:9)! No
wonder  Paul  says  in  another  place  that  we  shall  be
“astonished” when we see the Lord at His coming in glory (2
Thess. 1:10)!

Third, we know that for those who belong to Christ, Heaven is
their immediate destination after death. To the thief on the
cross, Jesus said, “Today you shall be with me in Paradise”
(Luke 23:43). Paul said that “to be absent from the body (is
to be) at home with the Lord” (2 Cor. 5:8), and that should he
depart this world, he would “be with Christ” (Phil. 1:23).

Many wonder if in Heaven we will still be subject to time. But
there is really no reason to believe we will not be. To be
infinite in relation to time is an attribute only God can
possess. We know that Scripture speaks of “months” in Heaven
(Rev. 22:2) and even “ages” to come (Eph. 2:7). Certainly
also,  the  music  which  will  be  sung  in  Heaven  requires  a
temporal mode of existence. It seems apparent also that in
Heaven  we  will  be  cognizant,  to  some  degree,  of  what  is
transpiring on earth. When Moses and Elijah met the Lord on
the  Mount  of  Transfiguration,  it’s  recorded  that  they
discussed Jesus’ coming return to glory (Luke 9:30-31). And
during the coming tribulation period we are told that the
saints in Heaven will be anxiously awaiting the completion of
God’s purposes on earth (Rev. 6:10-11). Until His kingdom
comes, even in Heaven the question will be asked, “How long, O
Lord?” (as these saints are recorded as imploring).

Oswald Sanders said: “God has not told us all we’d like to
know, but He has told us all we need to know” about Heaven
{2}. So, let’s look closer now at more of what the Bible does
tell us about existence in heaven.



What  Will  Life  in  Heaven  Be  Like?
Spiritual Changes!
Mark Twain once sarcastically asserted that in Heaven, for
twelve hours every day we will all sing one hymn over and over
again.{3}  Hardly  an  inviting  thought!  The  Bible,  however,
paints a much different picture of what life in Heaven will be
like.  Consider  just  a  few  of  Heaven’s  most  significant
characteristics.

First, we know that our transition to heaven will result in a
change in our spiritual nature. Paul spoke of “the hope of
righteousness” for which we wait (Gal. 5:5); the expectation
of being made wholly righteous. In Romans chapter 7 he spoke
of  being  released  from  the  internal  struggle  against
indwelling sin, through being set free from our mortal body
(Rom. 7:23-24). John said that when Jesus appears, “we shall
be like Him, because we shall see Him just as He is” (1 John
3:2). Even now, we are told that as we behold “the glory of
the Lord” we are gradually transformed into His image (2 Cor.
3:18). One day we will see Him “just as He is.” And when we
do, there will be something about our vision of Him that will
purify our hearts from all sin and bond us eternally to Him!
One result of this transformation will be the perfecting of
our relationships with one another. On earth, even among the
most mature of us, our relationships are hindered by barriers
created by fear, pride, jealousy, and shame. But the Bible
says that “perfect love casts out fear” (1 John 4:18). When we
fully apprehend the perfect love which God has for us, and are
cleansed  from  the  sin  that  presently  indwells  us,  our
relationships  with  one  another  will  finally  be  what  God
intended them to be.

Second, in Heaven our comprehension of the nature of God will
be greatly expanded. The apostle Paul says that “though now we
see through a glass darkly,” then we shall “see face to face”
and “shall know fully, as we are known” (1 Cor. 13:12). It is



this  knowledge  I  am  convinced  that  will  move  us  to
spontaneously join the heavenly chorus in singing hymns of
praise to Almighty God. From the few glimpses of heavenly
worship we are granted in Scripture, we learn that our praise
of  God  will  focus  both  on  who  He  is–the  eternal,  holy,
almighty God (cf. Isa. 6:3; Rev. 4:8)–and on what He has done
(Rev. 4:11; 5:9-14). If our worship of God is muted now, it is
at least partially because we do not yet fully comprehend the
greatness of His glory and the awesomeness of His creative and
redemptive  work.  But  in  Heaven  we  will  gain  much  clearer
insight into the wisdom of God displayed in the intricacies of
His creation, and of His marvelous purposes manifest in His
redeeming work. Some have wondered how we could be happy in
heaven knowing that some of God’s creatures are enduring His
eternal judgment. It seems apparent, however, that in Heaven
we will gain a much clearer perspective on the justice of God
(cf. Rev. 18:20; 19:1-4). Perhaps the most perfect happiness
of Heaven is impossible apart from some element of sorrow over
the eternal loss of those who have rejected God’s grace. No
doubt, however, many of the mysteries of life and of God’s
ways in our individual lives will be more clearly understood,
prompting us to join in His praise.

Finally, there is every reason to believe that there will be
opportunity for growth in Heaven . . . not growth toward
perfection, but growth in perfection. As a man, Jesus was
indeed  perfect.  Yet  Scripture  tells  us  that  He  “grew  in
wisdom, in stature, and in favor with God and man.” Scripture
also tells us that one of the three virtues that will abide
forever is hope (1 Cor. 13:13). And what is hope but the
expectation of better and better things yet to come . . . the
prospect of all for whom Heaven is our eternal home!

What  Will  Life  in  Heaven  Be  Like?
Physical Changes!
George  Bernard  Shaw  one  said,  “Heaven,  as  conventionally



conceived,  is  a  place  so  inane,  so  dull,  so  useless,  so
miserable, that nobody has ever ventured to describe a whole
day in heaven, though plenty of people have described a day at
the  seashore”  {4}.  The  interesting  thing  about  Shaw’s
statement is that he was right . . . at least when it comes to
Heaven as it is “conventionally conceived!”{5} But the Bible
informs us that the life that awaits us is not only “better”
than anything we could ever dream of here, or even “much
better,” but according to the apostle Paul, “very much better”
(Phil. 1:23)! Now we want to continue our consideration of
some of these “very much better” things that await us in
Heaven.

First, once God’s purposes for life on earth are through, our
physical bodies will be resurrected to a new order of life.
Philippians 3:20 tells us that the Lord Jesus himself will
“transform the body of our humble state into conformity with
the body of His glory” (Phil. 3:21). In 1 Corinthians 15, the
relationship between our present mortal body and our future
resurrection body is likened to that between a seed and the
plant that comes to be when it is sown in the ground and
“dies” (1 Cor. 15:35-38). When a plant rises from the soil, it
brings into actuality all the potential that was packed in the
seed from which it grew. When our bodies are transformed, they
will possess in actuality all that we can now only dream of
being capable of. Not only will our bodies be freed from
illness  and  aging,  but  our  capacities  will  be  immensely
expanded and transformed! Paul describes it as a body that is
“spiritual, honorable, imperishable, and powerful!”

The second “very much better” thing that will await us is the
creation of a new heaven and earth in which we shall live with
Christ forever. Jesus referred to this transformation of the
creation as “the regeneration” (Matt. 19:28) the same term
used to describe the new birth of a believer. Paul described
it as the time when it will be “set free from its slavery to
corruption” (Rom. 8:21). In the Revelation we are told that in



the new creation there will be “no more sorrow, pain or death”
(Rev. 21:4). And in Isaiah’s prophecy we read that the glories
of the new creation will be so marvelous that “the former
things shall not be remembered or come to mind” (Isa. 65:17)!
Not only will the sufferings of this present life fade in
comparison to the glory of this new world order (Rom. 8:18),
but even the most wonderful of life’s experiences will be so
overshadowed by our new life that they will barely survive in
our memory! When the apostle John was given a vision of life
in the new creation, he was so overwhelmed that he had to be
reminded to record what he was witnessing (Rev. 21:5), and to
be assured twice that what he was beholding would really come
to pass (Rev. 21:5; 22:6)!

And how will we occupy our time in this new order of life? The
Scriptures tell us that in addition to engaging in united
worship of God, we will serve (Rev. 22:3) and reign with
Christ (Rev. 20:6; 22:5). The domain over which we will reign
will no doubt encompass all of creation, for we’re told that
for Christ “all things have been created” (Col. 1:16), and
that with Him we will inherit “all these things” (Rev. 21:7)!
Though in many respects there will be a certain continuity
between  our  present  and  future  life,  many  tasks  and
occupations of the present order will no longer be needed. The
enterprises in which we will engage will be totally creative
and productive far more fulfilling and exciting than anything
we know on earth today!

What Will Life in Heaven Be Like? The
Prospect of Heavenly Reward
So far in our discussion on Heaven we have noted aspects of
our heavenly experience that will be true for all of us who
will ultimately make it our home.

We want to focus now on the fact that there are some things
about Heaven that will not be equally enjoyed by all.



Jesus on more than one occasion stated that not all who enter
Heaven will enjoy its blessings to the same degree. Not that
there will be any judgment or punishment for those who are
heavenbound. “There is no condemnation for those who are in
Christ  Jesus”  (Rom.  8:1).  But  Jesus  did  say  that  in  His
kingdom “many who are first shall be last, and the last first”
(cf. Matt. 19:30).

The apostle John stated that it was possible for believers to
enter Christ’s presence “with confidence,” or “to shrink away
from Him in shame” (1 John 2:28). Peter wrote that it was
possible  for  us  to  enter  Heaven  triumphantly,  or  in  a
“stumbling” fashion (2 Pet. 1:10-11). The apostle Paul said
that we can either be “rewarded,” or “suffer loss”; that it is
possible  to  be  “saved,  yet  so  as  through  fire”  (1  Cor.
3:13-15). Perhaps the “fire” referred to here is a reference
to the searching gaze of the glorified Christ, whose eyes John
described as “a flame of fire” (Rev. 1:14). “We must all
appear before the judgment seat of Christ, that each one may
be recompensed for his deeds in the body, according to what he
has done, whether good or bad” (2 Cor. 5:10). The word for
“bad” in this case refers not merely to what is “evil” but to
what from God’s perspective is “worthless.” Not only will our
“works” be evaluated, but also the very motives of our heart
(1 Cor. 4:5). The Scriptures tell us that praise will come
from God to every believer (1 Cor. 4:5), but for some there
will be more, and for others less.

What is the nature of the reward that may be won or lost? Many
passages  speak  of  our  heavenly  reward  in  terms  of  the
responsibility with which we will be entrusted by God when we
reign with Christ in the new heaven and new earth. In Jesus’
parable of the talents, He spoke of rewarding those who had
been faithful by putting them “in charge of many things” in
His kingdom (Matt. 25:21 23). In another place He spoke of
putting some of us in places of authority over cities in His
kingdom (Luke 19:17,19). To those who had stood by Him in His



earthly  trials,  Jesus  promised  to  place  them  “on  thrones
judging the twelve tribes of Israel” in His future kingdom, as
well as to seat them at His side at His table (Luke 22:28-30)!
Not only would they be worthy of being entrusted with greater
responsibility,  but  also  capable  of  enjoying  the  closest
fellowship with Christ!

In many passages heavenly rewards are likened to the “crowns”
worn  by  victors  in  athletic  contests.  Whether  literal  or
metaphorical, these crowns represent different aspects of our
heavenly reward. The “crown of life” is promised to those who
persevere under trial (James 1:12; Rev. 2:10), the “crown of
righteousness” to those who long for Christ’s return (2 Tim.
4:8), an “incorruptible crown” to those who exercise self
control (1 Cor. 9:25), the “crown of rejoicing” to those who
lead others to Christ (1 Thess. 2:19), and the “crown of
glory” to those who serve unselfishly as spiritual leaders (1
Pet. 5:2-4).

The most important fact about our heavenly rewards is that
they are based not on our position or ability, but on our
faithfulness. Time and again Jesus told His followers that “he
who is faithful in a little thing, will be faithful also in
much” (Luke 16:10; 19:17).

What Difference Does Heaven Make?
Before we conclude, we want to think about just a few of the
ways in which our life on earth should be impacted by what we
believe about Heaven.

First, the hope of Heaven transforms our perspective on the
disappointments and sufferings of this life. D. A. Carson was
right  when  he  wrote:  “There  is  nothing  in  Scripture  to
encourage  us  to  think  we  should  always  be  free  from  the
vicissitudes that plague a dying world” {6}. But one thing the
hope of Heaven can do is help us to put the “dark side” of
life in perspective. Paul wrote: “For I consider that the



sufferings of this present time are not worthy to be compared
with the glory that is to be revealed to us” (Rom. 8:18). The
glory to come will be immeasurably greater than the depth of
any sorrow we may know today!

But  Scripture  also  tells  us  that  our  present  sufferings
actually play a role in preparing us for that glory to come!
As the apostle put it: “For momentary, light affliction is
producing in us an eternal weight of glory far beyond all
comparison” (2 Cor. 4:17). The very qualities and virtues that
will fit us for Heaven are today being woven into our soul
through the many afflictions of our present life . . . freeing
us from the bonds of self-indulgence, creating in us a heart
of compassion for others, and prodding us to draw ever closer
to the One whose presence we shall enjoy for eternity to come.

Second, the hope of Heaven transforms our perspective on the
true nature of success. On every side we hear the message that
the  “good  life”  consists  in  the  accumulation  of  material
possessions, the acquisition of power, or the enjoyment of
sensual pleasure. Scripture does encourage us to enjoy the
many good things of life with which we may be blessed (1 Tim.
6:17); but the hope of Heaven should remind us that this world
and all that is in it is passing away, that its glory is for
only a season (1 John 2:15 17), that we truly are “strangers
and aliens” in this world (1 Pet. 2:11).

That’s why it exhorts us to set our minds and hearts on Heaven
and to seek the things that are above (Col. 3:1-3). God is
urging us to turn aside from what in His eyes are “trivial
pursuits” that end only in emptiness, and to devote ourselves
to those ambitions that will yield fruit that will accompany
us into the next world. When Jesus said to “seek first His
kingdom and His righteousness,” He was encouraging us to make
these things our highest priority in life.

Finally, the hope of Heaven transforms our perspective on
death. The Scriptures nowhere teach that as believers we are



immune from or should deny the reality of the sorrow that
death can bring. But in Christ, we share in His victory over
death! We grieve, but we grieve not as those who have no hope
(1  Thess.  4:13),  rather  as  those  who  are  certain  of  our
reunion with loved ones who have gone before, of receiving a
glorious body that will never weaken or decay, of entering a
wonderful new life beyond our fondest dreams, and of forever
being with the Lord!

At the end of his beloved “Narnia Tales” C. S. Lewis describes
the events that transpire as the characters in his story enter
Heaven: “(T)he things that began to happen after that were so
great and beautiful that I cannot write them. And for us this
is the end of all the stories, and we can most truly say that
they all lived happily ever after. But for them it was only
the beginning of the real story. All their life in this world
and all their adventures in Narnia had only been the cover and
the title page: now at last they were beginning Chapter One of
the Great Story, which no one on earth has read: which goes on
for  ever:  in  which  every  chapter  is  better  than  the  one
before.”{7}
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Measuring Morality
What  makes  an  action  right  or  wrong?  The  answer  to  this
question, when asked of various ethical systems, helps sort
through the maze of beliefs that muddy the ethical waters. Lou
Whitworth  provides  a  condensation  of  Erwin  Lutzer’s  book
Measuring Morality: A Comparison of Ethical Systems.

In evaluating ethical systems we can be lost in a
maze  of  systems,  details,  and  terminology.  Such
arguments lead nowhere, shed little light on the
subject, and polarize people into opposing camps. A
helpful way to sort through this subject is to ask a
basic question which will make clear the assumptions
underlying disparate views. That question could be stated this
way: “What makes an action right or wrong in this system?”

Cultural Relativism
When the question is asked “What makes an action right or
wrong?” one category of answer will be: “Culture,” that is,
culture determines what is right or wrong whatever a cultural
group approves of is right; whatever the group disapproves of
is wrong.

This is the ethical position known as cultural relativism.
There are several key ingredients that make up this view.

1.  Culture  and  Custom  —  In  cultural  relativism,  moral
standards  are  the  result  of  group  history  and  common
experience which over time become enculturated ways of belief
and action, i.e., customs, mores, and folkways.

2. Change — Since group experiences change with the passage of
time, then naturally customs will change as a reflection of
these new experiences.

3. Relativity — What is right (or normal) in one culture may
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be wrong (or abnormal) in another, since different forms of
morality evolved in different places as a result of different
experiences  cultural  adaptation.  Thus,  there  are  no  fixed
principles or absolutes.

4. Conscience — Cultural relativism holds that our consciences
are the result of the childhood training and pressures from
our group or tribe. What our consciences tell us is what our
culture has trained them to tell us.

An Evaluation of Cultural Relativism
In trying to evaluate cultural relativism some things must be
clear. First, it is quite obvious that there are many things
we  can  all  learn  from  other  cultures.  No  culture  has  a
monopoly  on  wisdom,  virtue,  or  rationality.  Second,  just
because we may do things a certain way doesn’t mean that our
way is the best or the most moral way to do those things.

Having said this, however, there are some problems cultural
relativism faces. First, it is not enough to say that morals
originated in the world and that they are constantly evolving.
Cultural relativism needs to answer how value originated out
of non-value; that is, how did the first value arise?

Second, cultural relativism seems to hold as a cardinal value
that values change. But, if the value that values change is
itself unchanging, then this theory claims as an unchanging
value that all values change and progress. Thus, the position
contradicts itself.

Third,  if  there  are  no  absolute  values  that  exist
transculturally or externally to the group, how are different
cultures to get along when values collide? How are they to
handle such conflicts?

Fourth,  where  does  the  group,  tribe,  or  culture  get  its
authority? Why can’t individuals assume that authority?



Fifth, most of our heroes and heroines have been those who
courageously went against culture and justified their actions
by  appealing  to  a  higher  standard.  According  to  cultural
relativism such people are always morally wrong.

Finally, cultural relativism assumes human physical evolution
as well as social evolution.

Situational Ethics
When the question “What makes an action right or wrong?” is
asked  another  answer  one  hears  is  that  “love”  is  the
determining  principle.  This  is  the  basis  of  situational
ethics, a system made popular by Joseph Fletcher.

Three Types of Ethical Systems
Fletcher believes there are three approaches to making moral
decisions. The first he calls legalism which he defines as
“rules and regulations.” He rejects this system as being more
concerned with law than with people.

Fletcher  states  that  the  second  approach  to  morality  is
antinomianism, meaning “against law.” Antinomians reject all
rules, laws, and principles regarding morality and see no
basis  for  determining  whether  acts  are  moral  or  immoral.
Fletcher  rejects  antinomianism  because  it  refuses  to  take
seriously the demands of love.

The third option, Fletcher’s personal choice, is situationism.
It is often called situation ethics or the new morality. It
argues for a middle road between legalism and antinomianism.

The Three Premises of Situationism
The first premise of situationism is that love is the sole
arbiter of morality in any situation. This means that under
certain conditions doing the loving thing may require us to
break the rules or commandments of morality because they are
only contingent, whereas love is the unchanging absolute.



Second, situationism holds that love should be defined in
utilitarian  terms.  This  means  that  to  be  truly  loving  an
action should be judged by whether or not it contributes to
the greatest good for the greatest number.

Third, situationism is forced to accept the view that the end
justifies the means. The problem here is that the end in mind
is often one chosen arbitrarily by the person who acts. This
posture,  of  course,  opens  to  the  door  for  all  sorts  of
brutality and abuse.

Criticisms of Situationism
The ethical system known as situationism is subject to several
serious criticisms. The first is that love, as defined by
Fletcher, is of no help whatsoever in making moral decisions
because  everyone  may  have  a  different  opinion  of  what  is
loving or unloving in a given situation. The truth is, love
without ethical content is meaningless, and without rules (or
principles, or commandments), love is incapable of giving any
guidance on making moral decisions. In fact, it isn’t love
that guides many of the decisions in Fletcher’s system at all,
but preconceived personal preferences.

A second criticism of situationism is that in a moral system
based on the consequences of our actions, we have to be able
to predict those consequences ahead of time if we want to know
whether or not we are acting morally.

We may start out with the best of intentions, but if our
prediction of the desired consequences does not come true, we
have committed an immoral act in spite of our good intentions.
And now we begin to see the enormity of the situationist’s
dilemma: (1) calculating the myriad possible outcomes of each
and  every  ethical  possibility  before  making  the  needed
decisions,  and  then  (2)  choosing  the  very  best  course  of
action. Such calculations are impossible and thus render the
moral life impossible.



Naturalism and Behaviorism
When the question, “What makes an action right or wrong?” is
posed to the naturalist, the answer comes back “Whatever is,
is right.” To see how we came to this point, we must review
how naturalism and behaviorism arose in reaction to dualism.

Dualism’s Difficulties
the philosophy of dualism holds that there are two principal
substances  in  the  universe:  matter  and  mind  (or  soul  or
spirit). These two substances correspond to the material and
immaterial aspects of human life and reality. The belief goes
back all the way to Plato and is compatible with the Christian
worldview.

When Descartes came along, he ascribed to the concept that
matter and mind (or spirit) are different, but he eventually
came to assert that matter and mind (spirit) are so diverse
that they have no common properties and cannot influence each
other. This led to what is known as the mind-brain problem:
namely, if mind and body (matter) cannot interact, how do we
explain the fact that the mind appears to affect the body and
the body appears to affect the mind?

Naturalism Catches On
While philosophers and scientists pondered this dilemma, the
growing  implications  of  Newton’s  discovery  of  the  law  of
gravity served to further complicate things. Since observation
and  mathematical  calculations  revealed  that  all  bodies
(including human bodies) are subject to the same seemingly
unbreakable laws, the existence of the mind (or spirit) became
increasingly  difficult  to  maintain.  Consequently,  some
philosophers thought it much simpler to believe in only one
substance in the universe.

Thus dualism (meaning two substances: matter and mind) lost
popular  appeal  and  naturalism  or  materialism  (meaning  one



substance: matter) gained the ascendancy. If there is only one
substance in the universe, then all particles of matter are
interrelated in a causal sequence and the universe, human
beings included, must be a giant computer controlled by blind
physical forces. Thus, according to naturalism, humans are
mere cogs in the machine. We cannot act upon the world, rather
the world acts upon us. In such a world the mind is just the
by-product of the brain as the babbling is the by- product of
the brook. Freedom, therefore, is an illusion, and strictly
speaking there is no morality at all.

Behaviorism
Behaviorism grew out of naturalism and is an extension of it.
One form of behaviorism is called sociobiology, a theory that
morality is rooted in our genes. That is, all forms of life
exist solely to serve the purposes of the DNA code. According
to sociobiology, the ultimate rationale for one’s existence
and  behavior  is  the  preservation  or  advancement  of  the
person’s genes.

The  more  well-known  form  of  behaviorism  comes  from  B.  F.
Skinner. He stated that we are what we are largely because of
our environmental training or conditioning.

Evaluating Behaviorism
When we remember that both forms behaviorism are built on
naturalism, the implications are the same: man is a machine;
all our actions are the product of forces beyond our control,
and  we  possess  no  special  dignity  in  the  universe.  Thus,
strictly speaking, behaviorism does not propose a theory of
morality, but it results in antimorality.

Emotive Ethics
In modern ethical thought an unusual answer has been given to
the  question,  “What  makes  an  action  right  or  wrong?”  The
answer? “Nothing is literally right or wrong: these terms are



simply the expression of emotion and as such are neither true
nor false.” This is answer of emotive ethics.

This theory of morality originated with David Hume and his
belief that knowledge is limited to sense impressions. Beyond
sense impressions, our knowledge is unfounded. What difference
does such a theory make? It renders intelligent talk about
God, the soul, or morality impossible, because real knowledge
is limited to phenomena observable by our physical senses.
Discussion of phenomena not observable by our physical senses
is considered to belong to the realm of metaphysics, a realm
that cannot be touched, felt, seen, heard, nor smelled.

What can we know if our knowledge is limited to our sense
experience? Hume claimed that all we can know are matters of
fact. We can only make factually verifiable statements such
as, “That crow is black” or “The book is on the table.” On the
other hand, we cannot, in this system, make a statement like,
“Stealing is wrong.” We cannot even say, “Murder is wrong.”
Why? Because wrong is not a factual observation and cannot be
verified empirically. In fact, it is a meaningless statement,
and merely an expression of personal preference. We are really
just saying “I don’t like stealing,” and “I dislike murder.”
It is on the order of saying, “I like tomatoes.” Someone else
can say, “I dislike tomatoes,” without factual contradiction
because it’s just the statement of two different personal
preferences.

In summary, emotive ethics holds that it is impossible to have
a rational discussion about morals. This is because ethical
statements  cannot  be  analyzed  since  they  do  not  meet  the
criteria  of  scientific  statements;  that  is,  they  are  not
observation statements. Thus, in emotivism, all actions are
morally neutral.

An Evaluation of Emotivism
Upon reflection, emotivism is less devastating than it first



appears. For starters, emotivists can never say that another
ethical system is wrong; they can only volunteer that they
don’t like or prefer other systems. Likewise, they can’t say
that we ought to accept their views. Emotivism, therefore, by
its own principles, allows us to reject this theory.

Second, unless emotivists provide some rational criterion for
making moral choices, they must allow moral anarchy. Their
only objection to terrorist morality would be, “I don’t like
it.” The emotivist, then, is left with no reason to judge or
oppose a dictator or terrorist.

Third, the thesis of emotivism that rational discussion of
morality is impossible is false. Their assumption that the
only  meaningful  utterances  are  statements  of  factual
observation is one of emotivism’s basic philosophical flaws,
and it cannot be factually verified! It does not fit into the
“crow  is  black”  model  proposed  by  emotivists  themselves.
Morality is open to rational discussion. Emotivism’s arbitrary
limitations on language cannot be maintained.

Traditional Absolutes
Earlier  we  considered  four  systems  of  ethics  cultural
relativism, situationism, behaviorism, and emotivism that in
one way or another all self-destruct, ultimately destroyed by
their own arbitrarily chosen principles.

Now we must reexamine traditional ethics: the Judeo-Christian
ethic based on revelation, i.e., the Bible.

1. God’s moral revelation is based on His nature.

God is separate from everything that exists, is free of all
imperfections and limitations, and is His own standard. No
moral rule exists outside of Him. Holiness, goodness, and
truthfulness indeed all biblical morality are rooted in the
nature of God.



2. Man is a unique moral being.

The biblical picture of mankind differs strikingly from the
humanistic versions of mankind. We alone were created in the
image  of  God  and  possess  at  least  four  qualities  that
distinguish  us  from  the  animals:  personality,  ability  to
reason, moral nature, and spiritual nature.

3. God’s moral principles have historical continuity.

If God’s moral revelation is rooted in His nature, it is clear
that  those  moral  principles  will  transcend  time.  Although
specific commands may change from one era to another, the
principles remain constant.

4. God’s moral revelation has intrinsic value.

God’s  standards,  like  the  laws  of  nature,  have  built-in
consequences. Just as we have to deal with the laws of nature,
we  will  eventually  have  to  deal  with  the  consequences  of
violating God’s standards unless we put our faith in Christ
who took on the consequences of our disobedience by His death
on the cross.

5. Law and love are harmonized in the Scriptures.

In the biblical revelation, love and law are not mutually
exclusive, but are harmonized. Love fulfills the law. If we
love God, we will want to keep His commandments.

6. Obedience to God’s Law is not legalism.

The  Bible  speaks  strongly  against  legalism  since  biblical
morality is much more than external obedience to a moral code.
No one can live up to God’s standards without the enabling
power  of  the  Holy  Spirit,  because  we  are  judged  by  our
attitudes and motivations not just external performance.

7. God’s moral revelation was given for our benefit.



Though in the short run it may sometimes appear that biblical
moral standards are too restrictive, we can be sure that such
injunctions are for our benefit because of His love for us.
After all, in the long run God knows best since because of His
omniscience, He can calculate all the consequences.

8. Exceptions to God’s revelation must have biblical sanction.

Biblical morality is not based on calculating the consequences
since only God can do that perfectly. Our responsibility is to
obey;  God’s  responsibility  is  to  take  care  of  the
consequences.

9. “Ought” does not always imply “can.”

According to the Bible, we do not, and cannot, live up to what
we know to be right. Yet God is not mocking us because He has
left us a way out. He made provision for our weaknesses and
failures because Christ’s death on the cross in our behalf
satisfied His moral requirements.

What makes an act right or wrong then? The answer is: the
revealed will of God found in the Bible.

© 1995 Probe Ministries.

Church’s Intolerant Past Not
a  True  Representation  of
Christianity
The Southern Baptist Convention recently made headlines for
renouncing racism, condemning slavery and apologizing for the
church’s intolerant past. That laudable contrition raises a
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deeper question: Why would Christianity ever be associated
with racial oppression in the first place?

How did the faith whose founder told people to “love one
another” become linked with human bondage, social apartheid
and even today’s racist militias?

As a white baby boomer growing up in the South, I experienced
segregated schools, restrooms drinking fountains and beaches.
My parents taught and modeled equality, so I was saddened by
the injustice I saw. A CBS documentary emphasized the Ku Klux
Klan’s use of the Bible and the cross in its rituals.

During college, a friend brought an African-American student
to a church I attended in Durham, N. C. The next Sunday, the
pastor announced that because of “last week’s racial incident”
(the  attendance  of  a  Black),  church  leaders  had  voted  to
maintain their “longstanding policy of racial segregation.”
Thereafter,  any  Blacks  present  would  be  handed  a  note
explaining the policy and asked not to return. I was outraged
and left the church.

Some 19th-century ministers preached that slavery was a divine
decree. In his book, “Slavery Ordained of God,” Fred A. Ross
wrote, “Slavery is ordained of God … to continue for the good
of the slave, the good of the master, the good of the whole
American family.” Those words seem quite different from the
biblical injunction to “love your neighbor as yourself,” a
statement with equally poignant historical roots.

In  first-century  Palestine,  the  Jews  and  Samaritans  were
locked in a blood feud. Divided by geography, religion and
race,  the  two  groups  spewed  venom,  with  Jewish  pilgrims
deliberately  lengthening  their  journeys  to  bypass  Samaria.
Once, a Jewish lawyer asked Jesus of Nazareth, “Who is my
neighbor?” Jesus, who as a Jew surprised people by freely
mixing with Samaritans, told a now famous story: The Good
Samaritan aided a badly injured Jewish traveler who had been



ignored by two passers-by, Jewish religious leaders. Which of
the three was the “neighbor”? Obviously, the one who showed
mercy.

The power of true faith to reconcile enemies was driven home
to me in the’70s by Norton, Georgia state leader of the Black
Student Movement, and Bo, a prejudiced White church member.
Once during an Atlanta civil rights demonstration, Bo and his
pals assaulted Norton. The animosity was mutual. Norton later
discovered that Christianity was not a religion of oppressive
rules, but a relationship with God. As his faith sprouted and
grew, his anger mellowed, while his desire for social justice
deepened. Meanwhile, Bo chose to reject his hypocrisy and
follow  his  faith.  Three  years  after  the  beating,  the  two
unexpectedly met again at a conference on the Georgia coast.
Initial  tension  melted  into  friendship  as  they  forgave,
reconciled and treated each other like brothers.

Historical  and  contemporary  examples  abound  of  true  faith
promoting reconciliation and opposing racism. John Newton, an
18th-century British slave trader, renounced his old ways,
became a pastor and wrote the hymn “Amazing Grace.” Newton
encouraged his Christian friend William Wilberforce, who faced
scorn and ridicule, in leading a long but successful battle in
Parliament to abolish the slave trade.

In South Africa in 1988, my heart ached as I saw impoverished
Black townships and inequality falsely justified by religion.
I also saw signs of hope. At a multiracial university student
conference, Peter, a white Afrikaner, told me, “All my life,
I’ve been taught the races should be separate. But now because
of my faith, I believe we can be one.”

Sadly, his efforts to convince his friends back home were
frustrating.  “Maybe,  you  can  love  the  Black  man,”  they
reluctantly  conceded,  “but  you  can’t  associate  with  him.”
Inner  change  often  takes  time  and  hinges  on  individual
willingness.



Two years ago in Cape Town, radical Black terrorists sprayed a
multiracial congregation with automatic gunfire and grenades.
Eleven died and 53 were wounded, some horribly maimed. The
world press was astounded by the members’ reaction.

Lorenzo Smith’s wife, Myrtle, died from shrapnel that pierced
her heart as he tried to shield her. In spite of his loss, he
forgave the killers: “I prayed for those that committed the
crime.” The pastor explained, “Christian forgiveness doesn’t
mean that we condone what has happened or that we don’t wish
the law to take its course, but that we have no desire for
vengeance.  We’re  more  determined  than  ever  to  contribute
toward reconciliation and a peaceful future.”

Former Vermont Sen. George Aiken said that if one morning we
awoke to discover everyone was the same race, color and creed,
we’d find another cause for prejudice by noon. Human hearts
need changing.

A young African-American woman heard a speech on this theme in
her sociology class at North Carolina State University. “All
my  life  I’ve  been  taught  that  white  Christians  were
responsible for the oppression of my people,” she noted. “Now,
I realize those oppressors weren’t really following Christ.”

The Southern Baptists were right to renounce racism. Other
institutions  should  take  note.  Racist  policies,  laws  and
yes–militias–need  changing.  But  so  do  human  beings.  True
Christianity does not promote racism but seeks to eliminate it
by changing human hearts.

©1995 Rusty Wright. Used by permission. All rights reserved.
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The  Holocaust:  Ideas  and
Their Consequences
Former  Probe  staffer  Ray  Cotton  examines  two  conflicting
worldviews in Nazi Germany, the Christian church and atheistic
naturalism.

“Schindler’s  List,”  Steven  Spielberg’s  award-winning  film
based on a novel by Thomas Keneally, brings us a story of
great moral courage in the midst of a culture of fear and
hate. Set in World War II Europe, during the horrors of the
Jewish  Holocaust,  the  movie  chronicles  the  fanatical
determination of the Nazi regime to eliminate the Jews from
the face of the earth. Along the way, the movie teaches a
lesson about the power of a single individual to do good, in
spite of the circumstances and in the face of unbelievable
difficulties.

The movie allows us to observe the moral growth that took
place in the life of Oskar Schindler as he matured from a
greedy  war  profiteer  to  a  rescuer  of  Jewish  people.  Mr.
Schindler went from amassing a personal fortune to draining
that fortune and risking his life in the process. He saved
1,300 Jews from the Nazi death camps. But he could only save a
small percentage of the persecuted Jewish people, and the
movie re-emphasizes the horror of this tragedy.

Six million Jews (and five million non-Jews) went to their
deaths under the hands of the Nazi exterminators. This means
that half of all the Jews in Europe and a third of all the
Jewish  people  on  earth  perished  in  the  Holocaust.  This
historical lesson of man’s inhumanity to man must never be
forgotten and today, thanks to Holocaust museums in cities
around  the  world  and  movies  like  “Schindler’s  List,”  the
message is being kept alive.
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1994 marked the 50th anniversary of the D-day invasion of
Europe; it also marked the liberation of the first death camp,
Majdanek,  where  360,000  people,  most  of  them  Jews,  were
exterminated. The liberations continued as the Allied forces
advanced during the next six months.

Auschwitz, the most infamous death camp, was liberated on
January 27, 1945.{1} The stories of that came forth from those
who  liberated  the  camps  were  at  first  dismissed  as  too
horrible  to  be  true.  But  as  each  succeeding  camp  was
liberated, it became impossible to deny the reality of it all.
To this day the world continues to ask, how could such things
happen  in  modern  times?  Even  more  frightening  is  the
realization  that  the  same  forces  which  gave  rise  to  the
Holocaust are operating in our world today.{2}

Adolf Hitler, on the last day of his life, April 29, 1945, in
the Berlin bunker, dictated these final words to the German
people: Above all I charge the leaders of the nation and those
under them to scrupulous observance of the laws of race and to
merciless opposition to the universal poisoner of all peoples,
international Jewry.{3}

What was the overpowering idea that brought forth the paradigm
that allowed Hitler and the Nazi party to come into power? Was
it the anti-Semitism of the church or was it the ever growing
idea of atheistic naturalism?

It has been asserted that the early church said the Jews may
not live among them as Jews, that the secular society followed
by saying the Jews could not live among them, and the Nazis
ultimately said the Jews may not live. Is this a valid view of
the progression of ideas that led to the Holocaust and, if so,
how did this progression develop and what, if any, leaps of
logic or inconsistencies took place during the process?



Accounting for the Holocaust
Accounting for the Holocaust, deciphering and explaining the
social and moral conditions that led up to it, has prompted
all sorts of theories. It is more than an academic question
for if the same conditions occur again will we be able to
forestall  another  Holocaust?  Also,  how  could  one  of  the
world’s most advanced nations become the seat of such cruelty
and depravity? What ideas were in place in the German culture
that led to this tragedy? How did these ideas gain enough of a
following among the European people to produce such a hideous
atrocity? These are important questions. They deserve serious
answers, and we will now attempt to shed some light on the
issues.

The Church and Anti-Semitism
First, we need to look at the record of the early Christian
church. The early church was zealous in its efforts to convert
both Jews and Gentiles. The Jews were a major stumbling block
because of their resistance to conversion, their unwillingness
to accept Jesus Christ as their Messiah. The first anti-Jewish
policy  started  in  the  fourth  century  A.D.  in  Rome  under
Constantine. Comparing the anti-Jewish measures of the early
Catholic Church canonical law with the anti-Jewish measures of
the Nazi regime in the 1930s and early forties reveals a
striking similarity. As soon as Christianity became the state
religion of Rome, in the fourth century A.D., Jewish equality
of citizenship was ended. Over the centuries this eventually
led to expulsion of the Jews and the establishment of ghettos
in Rome in the 1800s in which the Jews were incarcerated.{4}

The Roman Catholic church deviated greatly from the teachings
of Jesus Christ as demonstrated in the parable of the good
Samaritan and other lessons from the life and ministry of
Christ found in the gospels of the New Testament. Christ’s
teaching was the ethic of love and the only individuals He



dealt with severely were those Jewish Pharisees and Scribes
who were hypocrites. The attacks of the Apostle Paul were
directed  at  the  Judaizers  (Phil.  3:2)  who  were  trying  to
oppose the spread of Christianity among the Gentiles. The
Judaizers often described the gentiles as dogs, so Paul called
the Judaizers dogs. Paul was not attacking all Jews, but only
those actively opposing the teachings of Christ.

But all the blame does not fall upon the Catholic church.
Martin Luther and some other reformers in Germany were guilty
of  communicating  an  ever  increasing  anti-Jewish
perspective.{5} Clearly, Jews were perceived as enemies of
Christendom by many church leaders, but it is a huge leap from
considering someone an enemy of your cause to seeing them as a
non-person whom you are free to dispose of at will.

In today’s culture, you may consider yourself to be anti-Nazi
or anti-skinheads. This means you avidly oppose all that they
stand for, but it does not mean you would actively pursue
their physical demise, except in just retribution for their
personal actions. In fact, if you saw one of them in physical
danger,  you  would  probably  take  action  to  protect  them,
possibly at your own personal risk. The Catholic church and
many  fathers  of  the  reformation  may  be  guilty  of  anti-
Semitism, but that does not provide the foundation necessary
to set the stage for the events to follow. The far greater
question  is  how  one  arrives  at  the  Nazi  position  of
annihilation or “the final solution” to the “Jewish Problem”?
That is, how did the German people come to the point of seeing
the Jews as non-persons whom they could dispose of at will?
What ideas came in to corrupt the thinking of a people steeped
in church culture?

The Real Culprit: Atheistic Naturalism
At this point we must bring in a completely different world
view, that of atheistic naturalism. Atheism is the doctrine
that denies or disbelieves the existence of God or divine



beings. Naturalism, which goes hand in hand with atheism, is
the belief that all truth is derived from a study of natural
processes.  All  action  is  based  on  natural  instincts  and
desires. Only the natural elements of the world are taken into
account, the supernatural or spiritual is excluded.

Machiavelli’s Evil Influence
To set the stage for a naturalistic worldview, one could go
all the way back to Niccolo Machiavelli (1469-1527), a great
voice  in  the  revival  of  the  ancient  view  of  political
naturalism or power ethics, long suppressed in the Western
world  by  the  impact  of  the  early  Christian  church.
Machiavelli’s  most  influential  work,  The  Prince,  was
significant because it helped to mold modern minds and, in
turn, modern history. His theme was plain: the ruler “who
wants to keep his post must learn how not to be good, and use
that  knowledge,  or  refrain  from  using  it,  as  necessity
requires.”{6}  In  other  words,  do  what  you  need  to  do  to
preserve your position and don’t concern yourself with what is
the ethical thing to do.

The Downward Spiral Continues
The ethical stance that whatever strengthens the state is
right had a great influence on the thinking of Thomas Hobbes
(1588-1679). Hobbes, although heavily influenced by the ideas
of Machiavelli, was also influenced by the revived Epicurean
ideas of pleasure. Epicurean philosophy is centered around the
goal of maximizing pleasure and minimizing pain. Thomas Hobbes
developed the idea of good being what we like and evil what we
dislike,  as  well  as  the  idea  that  self-preservation  is
achieved through the sovereign state. In Hobbes we can trace
the merging of Machiavelli’s power ethics philosophy with the
Epicurean philosophy of pleasure.

The teaching of Hobbes influenced others such as Friedrich
Nietzsche (1844-1900), Karl Marx (1819-1883), and Friedrich



Engels (1820-1895). From this group came the power politics of
men like Lenin, Stalin, Hitler, and Mussolini. In fact, Hitler
personally presented a copy of Nietzsche’s works to Benito
Mussolini, and Mussolini submitted a thesis on Machiavelli for
his doctor’s degree.

From  Neitzsche  to  Auschwitz  (and  the
Gulag)
There is a need to take a much closer look at the ideas
espoused by Nietzsche, since he became the primary influencer
of two divergent worldviews or paradigms, both antagonistic
toward  the  Jews  and  both  responsible  for  the  murder  of
countless millions of innocent people. One line leads to the
fascism of Hitler and Mussolini, while the other leads to the
communism of Lenin and Stalin. Nietzsche had a profound impact
upon Hitler and subsequent politicians of power.

Although  atheism  has  never  lacked  a  spokesman,  German
philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche shines forth as the one who
changed the flow of history with his eloquent presentations
leading to the “death of God.”

“There will be wars,” Nietzsche had written, “such as have
never been waged on earth. I foresee something terrible. Chaos
everywhere. Nothing left which is of any value, nothing which
commands: ‘Thou shalt!'” Nietzsche and others prefigured and
predicted the moral nihilism of the twentieth century, the
revolt  against  reason  and  the  limitless  pursuit  of  the
irrational. Nazi Germany materialized the progression toward
this chaos.{7} “Nietzsche despised religion in general, and
Christianity  in  particular.  So  profound  and  operative  was
Nietzsche’s  philosophy  upon  Hitler,  that  it  provided  the
conceptual  framework  for  his  demogogical  onslaught  to
obliterate the weak and inferior of this world.”{8} Hitler’s
hatred of Christians was second only to his hatred of Jews and
Gypsies.



Nietzsche was quick to attack the ethics of love as taught by
Christ in the Beatitudes from the Sermon on the Mount. He
believed that if mankind sought to show responsibility toward
the poor and weak, then the losers would be in control. He
predicted  that  the  twentieth  century  would  become  the
bloodiest century in history and that universal madness would
break out. Hitler and Stalin brought forth the reality of his
predictions.

In  Nietzschean  terms,  the  cause–atheism,  and  the  result–
violence  and  hedonism,  are  as  logically  connected  as  the
chronological connection between Hitler’s announcement of his
intent in Mein Kampf, and the hell ushered in by the Third
Reich.{9}  Hitler  took  Nietzsche’s  logic  and  drove  the
atheistic  worldview  to  its  legitimate  conclusion.

Even  though  there  was  anti-Semitism  both  in  the  Catholic
church and expressed by reformation leaders, it was atheistic
naturalism that provided the real power behind the Holocaust.
In seeking to blame both the church and atheistic naturalism
for providing the ideas that led to the Holocaust, how does
one reconcile the huge antithesis between the two totally
opposing worldviews?

One cannot, except to say that the weakness, or failure of the
church to maintain biblical standards allowed for the inroads
of anti-Semitism. The biblical position is totally at odds
with the actions of the Holocaust. As we address the church,
we can say the Holocaust may not have happened if the church
had maintained obedience to biblical teaching, for love is the
ultimate norm of the Christian ethic (Matt. 22:37-40).

But  to  the  atheistic  naturalists,  we  must  say,  you  have
faithfully  followed  out  both  the  ideology  and  logical
conclusions  of  your  position.

The  mass  murder  of  the  Jews  was  the  consummation  of  his
(Hitler’s) fundamental beliefs and ideological position.{10}



There is a world of difference in the lessons to be learned
from the two positions. The naturalist’s hope is in man and
looks at the world accordingly. The Christian’s hope is in God
and sees man as sinful. History bears witness to both the
sinfulness and failure of man, i.e., history validates the
Christian position and destroys the naturalist’s position. The
naturalist’s  only  hope  is  in  education.  What  hope  does
education give us for preventing another Holocaust? We will
examine the hope of education and the true nature of man.

Is Education Really Our Best Hope?
The philosophy of atheistic naturalism can logically lead to
the excesses of the Nazi and Communist regimes. Since this is
true, howare we to prevent such horrors from happening again?

Many today believe the answer lies in education. Education
does an excellent job of teaching us how to best do what we
already believe in, but it does a dismal job of helping us see
what it is that we should believe. It is at this very point
that we realize the need for transcendent truth.

Man’s Greatest Need
Man’s greatest need is for a redemptive truth beyond himself.
The murder of millions has been perpetuated by some of the
most  educated,  cultured  people  in  the  world.  While  up  to
12,000 people a day were being obliterated at the Auschwitz
camps, the builders of those state of the art camps were
enthralled  by  the  music  of  Wagner.  They  had  the  best  of
education and of culture. The Bible tells us that the nature
of man is flawed and that without help from beyond ourselves
we are doomed to eternal death. Even Bernard Shaw recognized
this problem as sin when he wrote:

The first prison I ever saw had inscribed over it “Cease to do
evil, learn to do well”: but as the inscription was on the
outside, the prisoners could not read it. It should have been



addressed to the self-righteous free spectator in the street,
and should have read, “All have sinned and fallen short of the
glory of God.”{11}

We all stand naked and guilty before God. Romans 3:10 says
that “There is none righteous, no not one.” If the Holocaust
did nothing else, it did strip away all illusions about the
refined nature of man. Only when we are prepared to come
humbly before God and confess our sin and ask for forgiveness
and deliverance can we have a hope for the future. Speaking to
the Jewish people, God said in 2 Chronicles 7:14, “If my
people, who are called by my name, shall humble themselves,
and pray, and seek my face, and turn from their wicked ways;
then will I hear from heaven, and will forgive their sin, and
will heal their land.” This is a promise that all those who
belong to the kingdom of God can apply and claim.

Conclusion
In conclusion, we are drawn to say that the Nazi’s “final
solution” was the untimely child of the union of Christian
anti- Semitism and German nationalism,{12} but Christian anti-
Semitism is an oxymoron and is the product of an disobedient
church, be it Catholic or Protestant. Jesus Christ, the One we
adore was a Jew, the Apostles from whom we have the New
Testament Scriptures were Jews, and all the teaching of the
New  Testament  is  built  upon  the  foundation  of  Jewish  Old
Testament Scriptures. In contrast, the anti-Semitism of Nazi
Germany was the logical conclusion to the ideology that German
nationalism was built upon, that of atheistic naturalism.

Therefore,  the  anti-Semitism  of  the  church  became  the
convenient, albeit invalid, excuse while the real reason for
the  Holocaust  was  the  atheistic  anti-Semitism  of  German
nationalism based on a naturalistic worldview.

Notes
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The Angel Quiz

Origin and Background of the Angels and
Demons
The subject of this essay is angels. The material is presented
in a quiz format because we have learned that many people
enjoy testing their biblical knowledge in this way. Before
going to the quiz, however, a few introductory observations
about angels are in order.

Angels are referred to in 34 of the 66 books of the Bible.
They are mentioned 108 times in the Old Testament and 165
times in the New Testament.{1}

The  presence  of  good  angels,  and  evil  ones  (demons),  are
recognized  in  most  of  the  world’s  religions.  Angels  are
important  figures  in  Christianity,  Judaism,  Islam,  many
Christian cults, and in the occult. “The history of various
religions from the earliest times shows belief in Satan and
demons to be universal….The great ethnic faiths of India,
China, and Japan major in demonism, as well as the animistic
religions of Africa, South America, and some islands….To an
amazing  degree,  the  history  of  religion  is  an  account  of
demon-controlled religion, particularly in its clash with the
Hebrew faith and later with Christianity.”{2}

Currently  interest  in  angels  is  very  high  in  the  United
States, and many books and seminars are being offered on the
subject in an attempt to meet this heightened curiosity about
angels.

Unfortunately most of these books and seminars are naive, at
best, and more often than not, occultic in orientation. Now
let’s turn to the quiz.

1. What does the word angel mean?
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The basic meaning of the word angel is “messenger.” This is
significant because a messenger is given a message by a higher
person. Much of the contemporary romance with angels sees them
as somewhat independent, if not totally autonomous, but a
messenger is on a mission from someone higher, in this case
from God…or Satan.

2. What are some of the other names used of angels?

Other terms used to describe angels are: ministers, hosts (the
armies of God), chariots, watchers, sons of the mighty, sons
of God, elohim (or sons of Elohim), holy ones, and stars.{3}

3. Are angels created or have they always been with God?

They were created by Christ (Col. 1:15-17; John 1:3).

4. When were they created?

They were created some time prior to the creation of the earth
because Job 38:4-7 says that the sons of God (angels) sang
with joy when the earth was created.

5. What about their appearance? How do angels look?

When angels appear on earth, they usually have the appearance
of adult human males and are often described in the same
passage both as men and as angels (Genesis 18:1-2). In Mark
16:5 an angel is described as a young man.

6. What do angels wear?

They are often reported to wear white (Acts 1:10), white robes
(Mark 16:15), garments white as snow (Matt. 28:3), dazzling
apparel (Luke 24:4), and shining garments (Acts 10:30).

7. Is it possible to encounter angels and not recognize them
as angels?

Yes, in Hebrews 13:2 we are warned to show hospitality to
strangers  because  “some  have  entertained  angels  without



knowing it.”

8. Do angels really have wings?

Some  angels  don’t  have  wings,  or,  at  least,  they  don’t
manifest wings. Some clearly do. Cherubim are pictured as
having four wings in Ezek. 1:5-12; 10:15; 11:22) and seraphim,
as having six wings in Isaiah 6:2.

9. How do people react upon encountering angels?

The  reaction  varies.  Sometimes  the  people  are  calm,  but
usually  they  experience  fear,  anxiety,  emotional  upheaval,
terror, or the desire to worship the angels. Mary was greatly
troubled at first (Luke 1:28-29); armed soldiers at the tomb
shook with fear and became like dead men (Matt. 28:4); John,
the author of Revelation, fell at the feet of the angel to
worship (Rev. 19:10; 22:8-9).

Angels in the Old Testament
10. What caused the fall of the angels?

Satan, the leader of the fallen angels, was before his fall
the highest of all created beings, but he was consumed with
pride  and  rebelled  against  God  (Ezek.  28:12-19;  Isa.
14:12-14). He seduced a third of the angels to follow him in
his rebellion (Rev. 12:4). These treacheries brought about his
condemnation by God (1 Tim. 3:6) and the condemnation of the
other rebelling angels.

11. When did they fall?

They fell some time after their own creation and before the
temptation of Eve in the Garden of Eden (Gen. 3).

12. Does Satan make his first appearance in the Garden of Eden
in Genesis 3?

No, a close reading of the account of man’s fall in Genesis 3



reveals that Satan doesn’t appear in the Garden of Eden though
his influence is felt. Though his name isn’t mentioned in the
passage,  he  clearly  inspired  the  actions  of  the  serpent.
Later, when God curses the serpent in verse 15, the last part
of the curse is directed at Satan.

13. What do the opening verses of Genesis 6 have to do with
angels?

There the sons of God took wives from among the daughters of
men. One interpretation of the passage takes the sons of God
to mean “angels” as the term is normally used. If this is so,
then these angels are the evil angels who, in a very unique
occurrence, cohabited with human females and produced unusual
offspring.  For  this  heinous  sin  these  angels  are  kept  in
eternal bonds under darkness for the judgment of the great day
(Jude 6). See also 2 Peter 2:4-12.

14. How would evil angels profit by these actions?

Aside from sensual pleasure, the purpose seems to be that they
intended to pollute and pervert the human line. Since Christ
needed to be born into the human family and be fully human as
well as fully God, a degenerate hybrid-humanity would have
prevented Him from being our authentic representative on the
cross. This is the reason, some hold, for God’s sending the
world-wide flood: to wipe out the polluted line and start over
with Noah’s family.

15. Do angels marry?

No, this is clearly stated in Mark 12:25. It is commonly
believed that angels do not procreate and are not a race.{4}
(See  also  Matt.  22:30.)  Generally  they  are  portrayed  as
sexless apart from the difficulties mentioned in question 13.

They are probably sexless in their basic nature but possibly
able to assume a variety of forms, just as they are normally
invisible but able to manifest themselves when they desire.



(See also 2 Cor. 11:14-15.)

Angels are referred to in the Scriptures by masculine word
forms though neuter forms were available. They appear on earth
as human males, but there is the possibility of a female angel
in Zechariah 5:9.

16. What news did the Lord and two angels give Abraham?

The Lord and two angels (also described as three men and the
Lord and two men) announced that Sarah would have a son and
that Sodom would be destroyed.

17. What happened when the two angels left and went to Sodom?

The men of that city, not knowing that they were angels, asked
Lot to send them outside so they could have sexual relations
with them. The angels blinded the men and warned Lot and his
family  to  leave  the  city  because  Sodom  was  about  to  be
destroyed (Gen. 19:1-29).

18. What famous incident involved Jacob and many angels?

In Genesis 28 Jacob had a dream of a ladder stretching from
earth into heaven, and he saw angels ascending and descending
on the ladder. In the dream God gave the land around Jacob to
him and to his descendants and proclaimed “in you and in your
descendants shall all the earth be blessed” (Gen. 28:10-22).

19. What is the meaning of this dream and promise?

It  was  a  reconfirmation  of  the  Abrahamic  covenant  and
indicated that the covenant would go through Jacob’s line (not
Esau’s), that his descendants would be innumerable, and that
wherever Jacob went God would be with him. It also looked
forward to the coming of Christ through Jacob (Matt. 1:2).

20.  What  famous  event  involved  Jacob  and  one  angel?  What
happened?



Jacob, while fleeing from his brother Esau, wrestled all one
night with an angel and persisted until the angel blessed him.
The angel blessed him by changing his name from Jacob, meaning
“trickster,” to Israel, which means “he who persists with
God.” The angel also crippled one of Jacob’s legs as evidence
that the struggle had really occurred and was not merely a
dream. The wrestling figure is described as a man and as God
in Genesis 32:24-30 and as an angel in Hosea 12:4. So, the
angel was probably the preincarnate Christ.

21. What Old Testament character was greeted by the angel of
the Lord by this statement, “The Lord is with you, O valiant
warrior”?

Gideon (Judges 6:11-12).

Angels in the Earthly Life of Christ
22. Angels were involved in Jesus birth in several ways. Can
you identify all these events?

The angel Gabriel (Luke 1:19) announced the coming birth of
John the Baptist who would prepare the way for Jesus (Luke 1:
5-25). Gabriel also announced to Mary, who was a virgin, the
miraculous coming birth of Jesus (Luke 1:26-38). An angel
appeared to Joseph in a dream and told him not to put Mary
away but to marry her because the child she was carrying was
conceived by the Holy Spirit. He was also told to name the
child Jesus. When he woke up he did as the angel commanded him
(Matt.  1:18-25).  On  the  night  of  Jesus’  birth,  an  angel
announced the good news to shepherds keeping watch over their
flocks.  Then  “suddenly  there  appeared  with  the  angel  a
multitude of the heavenly host praising God” (Luke 1:8-15).

23. Name the ways angels were involved in Jesus’ life and
teachings?

After the coming of the magi, an angel warned Joseph in a
dream to flee to Egypt to avoid Herod’s search for the child.



After Herod’s death an angel again appeared to Joseph. He told
Joseph to return to Israel (Matt. 2:19-20). When Christ was in
the wilderness for 40 days, Satan was tempting Him and the
angels were ministering to Him (Luke 4:1-2; Mark 1:13). Jesus
taught  about  angels  (Luke  16:22)  and  about  Satan  and  his
demons (Luke 10:17-20). He cast out demons, and He gave the
disciples power over demons (Luke 9:1, 37-42). Christ was
strengthened by an angel in Gethsemane the night He was taken
prisoner (Luke 22:43).

24. Immediately after He stilled the storm on the Sea of
Galilee, Christ was met at the shore by a man who claimed to
be demon possessed. What evidence was there that the man was
demon- possessed?

He had been bound, but had superhuman strength and had broken
away from all human restraints, even chains; he was naked and
lived among the tombs, constantly gashing himself with stones
while screaming and crying (Mark 5).

25. How many demons did he have? What happened to the demons?

He said he had a legion, meaning literally several thousand.
This was probably a figure of speech, but he doubtless had
many demons. The demons begged not to be sent out of the
country; Christ then sent them into some pigs grazing on a
nearby mountainside, and the pigs ran over the cliff into the
sea. This is one more evidence of Christ’s total control over
the demonic world (Mark 5).

26. How were angels involved after Christ’s death?

On the first day of the week, Mary Magdalene and the other
Mary came to visit the grave. Before they got there, “a severe
earthquake  had  occurred,  for  an  angel  of  the  Lord  had
descended from heaven and rolled away the stone and sat upon
it” (Matt. 28:2). Angels at the tomb announced that Christ was
risen (Luke 24:4). Immediately after He ascended, two angels
appeared and told the disciples that Jesus would return in the



same manner that He had departed (Acts 1:10).

Angels in the Rest of the New Testament
27. What person was described as having the face of an angel?

Stephen, a young man full of faith and of the Holy Spirit, was
taken before the Sanhedrin and charged with blasphemy. He
began to preach. Then “fixing their gaze on him, all who were
sitting in the Council saw his face like the face of an angel”
(Acts 6:15). His sermon, however, so angered the Council that
they stoned him (Acts 7:1-60).

28. Who was taken by an angel on a missionary journey? What
happened?

Philip was preaching in the villages of Samaria on his way to
Jerusalem when an angel spoke to him and told him to go south
on a road that leads from Jerusalem to Gaza. When he arrived
the angel told him to approach an Ethiopian eunuch sitting in
his chariot reading the book of Isaiah. Philip explained the
passage  to  the  eunuch  and  baptized  him  upon  hearing  his
statement of faith in Christ. After they come out of the
water, the angel snatched Philip away and set him down in
another city where he continued preaching the gospel (Acts
8:25-40).

29. What is the attitude of the heavenly angels toward God’s
plan of salvation?

There is great joy in heaven among the angels of God when a
sinner repents and accepts Christ as Savior (Luke 15:10). They
are clearly intrigued by what God is doing and long to know
more (1 Pet. 1:10- 12). They observe with great interest the
behavior of the church. In fact in a passage about orderliness
in the worship (Christ submitting to God, men submitting to
Christ,  and  wives  submitting  to  their  husbands),  Paul
concludes by writing that women in church should have a symbol
of authority on their heads because of the angels (1 Cor.



11:1-10). There are different theories about what all this
means,  but  it  seems  clear  that  our  behavior  is  to  be
respectful to the angels present and perhaps even instructive
to them. Remember that the sin of the fallen angels began with
Satan’s pride, his unwillingness to submit and his desire for
prominence.

30. What individual was freed from prison by an angel?

Simon Peter (Acts 12:3-10).

31. What did the angel do to free Peter?

He appeared in the cell, struck Peter’s side to wake him,
caused his chains to fall off his hands, then told him to get
up and get dressed, and to follow him. They passed several
guards without being seen, then they came to the gate of the
city, and it opened by itself. Then the angel vanished.

32.  Is  it  possible  for  an  angel  to  say  or  teach  things
contrary to the Scriptures or to God’s will?

Yes, in Galatians 1:8 Paul writes “Even though we, or an angel
from heaven, should preach to you a gospel contrary to that
which we have preached to you, let him be accursed.”

33. Can angels be deceptive in other ways as well?

Yes, 1 Timothy 4:1 states: “in later times some will fall away
from the faith, paying attention to deceitful spirits and
doctrines of demons (fallen angels).”

34. What Gentile man was told by an angel to send for Simon
Peter?

Cornelius, a righteous, god-fearing Centurion who gave alms to
the Jews (Acts 10).

35. Why did the angel direct Cornelius to send for Simon Peter
come to Cornelius?



So Peter could tell Cornelius and his relatives and friends
about salvation through Christ. And, so Simon Peter could see
further evidence of how God was beginning a great wave of
conversions among the Gentiles (Acts 9:32-11:30).

36. What happened?

The Holy Spirit fell upon Cornelius and all those listening to
Simon Peter’s sermon. They began speaking with tongues and
exalting God. Then Peter had them all baptized.

Future State of the Angels and Demons
37. What future roles will the good angels have?

They are sometimes involved in punishing unbelievers (Acts
12:23). They will act as reapers toward the end of the age
(Matt. 13:39), be involved in the judgments of the Tribulation
(Rev. 8, 9, 16), and live forever with the believers of all
ages in the New Jerusalem.{5}

38. Will the good angels judge the actions of their former
comrades, the fallen angels?

No, believers in their glorified state will judge the fallen
angels (1 Cor. 6:2-3). Christ will rule and the believers will
rule under Him. Hebrews 2:5 states, “For He did not subject to
angels the world to come.”

39. What happens to the evil angels and Satan?

The evil angels and Satan will finally be judged by God who
will cast them into the lake of fire that burns forever (Luke
20:36; Matt. 25:41; Rev. 20:10).

Notes
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Hermeneutics:  Accurately
Interpreting Bible Teaching
Don Closson provides a good understanding of hermeneutics, the
ways  in  which  one  interprets  the  Bible  with  accuracy  and
integrity. He provides a step by step guide to understanding
and interpreting Scripture in a consistent way. He helps us
understand  how  to  deal  with  the  cultural,  historical  and
language barriers we face in dealing with a text written in a
different language and culture than our own.

Understanding the Bible
If you have ever had a prolonged discussion with a Jehovah’s
Witness, Mormon, or New Ager over a passage of Scripture, you
might relate to an experience that I had recently. I sat down
with someone who had obviously spent considerable time in the
Bible, who stated a desire to know God’s truth and was willing
to work diligently to please God, sacrificing both time and
money. However, when it came to determining what the Bible
taught concerning how we might please Him and what we must do
to be saved, we found little we could agree upon. At times it
felt as if we were reading two completely different texts.

The problems I encountered were the result of different rules
of interpretation. These rules are part of a discipline known
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as hermeneutics, which many consider to be both an art and a
science. The rules that one uses to interpret Scripture play a
vital role in determining the meaning of a passage, and thus,
our understanding of God and ourselves. Does John 1:1 refer to
Jesus as the co- creator of the universe, existing with God
the Father eternally, indeed, being of the same essence as the
Father? Or is Jesus’ divinity somehow inferior to the divinity
of God the Father, a view that Jehovah’s Witnesses hold? The
way we interpret this passage will be determined by the rules
of interpretation we bring to our study. It is obvious that
both interpretations cannot be correct. When John wrote the
words for his Gospel, and specifically for the first chapter,
he had one meaning in mind. He may not have understood all of
the implications of what he was writing, nor could he have
imagined all of the applications possible in future contexts.
However, via the inspiration of the Holy Spirit John’s words
were to communicate a specific truth about God.

There  are  three  good  reasons  why  we  have  difficulty
understanding the biblical text. First, we are separated from
the historical events written about by thousands of years of
history. Second, we live in a dramatically different culture,
and  third,  the  biblical  texts  were  written  in  foreign
languages. These obstacles to understanding can be daunting to
those who want quick and easy comprehension of the Bible. They
also make it possible for others to place their own agenda
over the text, knowing that few will take the time to uncover
what the writer’s original intent might have been.

Our  goal  should  be  to  exegete,  or  draw  meaning  from  the
Scriptures, rather than to impose meaning onto them. Jehovah’s
Witnesses have decided that Jesus cannot be God; they claim
that it is an irrational doctrine. As a result, they have
worked hard at interpreting direct references to His deity as
something else. In Hebrews 1:6 the angels are told to worship
Jesus. Since the Witnesses at one time taught that Jesus was
an angel, they translate the word found in the passage as



obeisance rather than worship. More like a gesture of respect
than the worship of the one true God. Unfortunately, they have
to  misquote  a  reference  work  in  order  to  justify  their
translation. Their New World Translation has changed numerous
passages in order to keep their doctrines intact.

In  this  essay  we  will  review  some  of  the  principles  of
hermeneutics  that  have  been  accepted  by  the  majority  of
conservative Protestants for many years. Our goal in doing so
is that we may be able to rightly divide the Word of truth.

God’s Communication Link
One of the first steps to correctly interpreting Scripture is
being  aware  of  what  the  Bible  says  about  itself  and
understanding  how  it  has  come  down  to  us  through  the
centuries.

Rather than causing a complete text about Himself and His
creation to simply appear, God chose to use many individuals,
over thousands of years to write His words down. God has also
revealed something of Himself in nature. General revelation,
in the world around us, gives us an indication of God’s glory
and power. However, without special revelation, the specific
information  found  in  the  Bible,  we  would  be  lacking  the
redemptive plan that God has made available through Jesus
Christ. The Bible clearly claims to have revealed information
about God. Deuteronomy 29:29 declares that, “The secret things
belong to the LORD our God, but the things revealed belong to
us and to our children forever, that we may follow all the
words of this law.” In 1 Corinthians 2:12-13 the writer adds
that, “We have not received the spirit of the world but the
Spirit who is from God, that we may understand what God has
freely given us. This is what we speak, not in words taught us
by human wisdom but in words taught by the Spirit, expressing
spiritual truths in spiritual words.”

The unique nature of the Bible is made clear by Paul in 2



Timothy 3:16. Paul tells Timothy that “All Scripture is God-
breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and
training in righteousness.”

None of the original writings, or autographa, still exist.
Nevertheless,  textual  criticism  has  confirmed  that  the
transmission of these writings have been very accurate. The
accuracy of the Old Testament documents are attested to by the
Dead Sea Scrolls which gives us copies of parts of the Old
Testament almost a thousand years closer to the original texts
than  previously  available.  The  dependability  of  the  New
Testament is confirmed by the availability of a remarkable
volume of manuscripts which were written very near the time of
the original events.

Once we appreciate what God has done to communicate with us,
we may begin to apply the principals of interpretation, or
hermeneutics, to the text. To be successful this process must
take  into  account  the  cultural,  historical,  and  language
barriers  that  limit  our  understanding  of  the  original
writings. There are no shortcuts to the hard work necessary to
accomplish this task.

Some have wrongly argued that knowledge of the culture and
languages of biblical times is not necessary, that the Holy
Spirit will interpret the text for us. The role of the Holy
Spirit is to illumine the believer in order to accept and
apply what is found in Scripture. The Bible says that the
natural man does not accept the things of the Spirit (1 Cor
2:14). The Greek word for “accept” means “to take something
willingly and with pleasure.” The key role of the Spirit is
not to add information to the text, or to give us special
translating abilities, but to soften our hearts in order to
receive what is there.

The goal of this process is to be mature in Christ. The Bible
is not an end, it is a means to becoming conformed to the
image or likeness of Christ.



What Is a Literal Interpretation?
Prior to the Protestant Reformation in the 1500s, biblical
interpretation was often dominated by the allegorical method.
Looking back to Augustine, the medieval church believed that
every biblical passage contained four levels of meaning. These
four levels were the literal, the allegorical, the moral, and
the eschatological. For instance, the word Jerusalem literally
referred to the city itself; allegorically, it refers to the
church of Christ; morally, it indicates the human soul; and
eschatologically it points to the heavenly Jerusalem.(1) Under
this  school  of  interpretation  it  was  the  church  that
established what the correct meaning of a passage was for all
four levels.

By the time of the reformation, knowledge of the Bible was
scarce. However, with a new emphasis on the original languages
of Hebrew and Greek, the fourfold method of interpretation was
beginning  to  fade.  Martin  Luther  argued  that  the  church
shouldn’t determine what the Scriptures mean, the Scriptures
should govern what the churches teach. He also rejected the
allegorical method of interpreting Scripture.

Luther argued that a proper understanding of what a passage
teaches comes from a literal interpretation. This means that
the  reader  must  consider  the  historical  context  and  the
grammatical structure of each passage, and strive to maintain
contextual consistency. This method was a result of Luther’s
belief that the Scriptures are clear, in opposition to the
medieval church’s position that they are so obscure that only
the church can uncover their true meaning.

Calvin agreed in principle with Luther. He also placed great
importance  on  the  notion  that  “Scripture  interprets
Scripture,” stressing that the grammar, context, words, and
parallel passages found in the text were more important that
any meaning we might impose on them. He added that, “it is the
first business of an interpreter to let the author say what he



does say, instead of attributing to him what we think he ought
to say.(2)

Another approach to interpretation is letterism. While often
ignoring context, historical and cultural setting, and even
grammatical  structure,  letterism  takes  each  word  as  an
isolated truth. A problem with this method is that it fails to
take into account the different literary genre, or types, in
the Bible. The Hebrew poetry of the Psalms is not to be
interpreted in the same way as is the logical discourse of
Romans. Letterism tends to lead to legalism because of its
inability to distinguish between literary types. All passages
tend to become equally binding on current believers.

If we use Jesus as our model for interpreting Scripture we
find that He treated the historical narratives as facts. Old
Testament characters and events are talked about as if they
actually existed and happened. When making applications from
the Old Testament text, Jesus used the normal, rather than
allegorical  meaning,  of  the  passage.  Jesus  condemned  the
Scribes and Pharisees for replacing the original intent of the
Scriptures with their own traditions. Jesus took a literal
approach  to  interpretation  which  took  into  account  the
literary type of the passage.

Paul tells Timothy that he is to do his “best to present
himself to God as one approved, a workman who does not need to
be  ashamed  and  who  correctly  handles  the  word  of  truth.”
Having  the  right  method  of  interpretation  is  a  critical
precursor to accomplishing this admonition.

Applying the Hermeneutic Process
Next, we will look at how one might approach a specific text.
A first step should be to determine the literary genre of the
passage. A passage might be legal, narrative, polemic, poetry,
wisdom, gospel, logical discourse, or prophetic literature,
each having specific guidelines for proper interpretation. For



instance, the wisdom literature found in Proverbs is to be
seen as maxims or general truths based on broad experience and
observations. “They are guidelines, not guarantees; precepts,
not promises.(3)

Now, it would be helpful to identify the use of figurative
language  in  the  passage.  Various  forms  of  Hebrew  poetry,
simile, metaphor, and hyperbole need to be recognized if the
reader is to understand the passage’s meaning. Hyperbole, for
example, uses exaggeration to make a point. John says that the
whole world would not have room for the books that would be
written if everything about Jesus’s life was written down
(John 21:25). John is using figurative speech. His point is
that  there  were  many  things  that  Jesus  did  that  weren’t
recorded.

The  Hebrew  language  of  the  Old  Testament  is  filled  with
examples of figurative text. Judges 7:12 claims that “The
Midianites, the Amalekites and all the other eastern peoples
had settled in the valley, thick as locusts. Their camels
could no more be counted than the sand on the seashore.” Were
there actually billions of camels in the valley, or is this an
overstatement for the sake of making the point that there were
many camels present? Interpreting a passage begins by looking
for the plain literal meaning of the text, but if there are
obvious contradictions of known facts we look for a figure of
speech. Clues for interpreting a figure of speech are usually
found in the immediate context.

After a passage’s literary type is determined and figures of
speech are identified, we can begin to focus on the content of
a section of Scripture. Four levels of study are recommended.
Word studies come first. Words are the building blocks of
meaning, and by looking at the root origin or etymology of a
word; its historical development over time; and the meaning of
the word at the time of its use in Scripture we can gain
insight into a passage’s meaning.



Much is to be gained by focusing on the verbs and conjunctions
within a text. In the Greek language, verbs have a tense, a
mood, a voice, and a person. For instance, Ephesians 5:18 says
to not get drunk with wine, for that is dissipation, but be
filled with the Spirit. Does “be filled” mean a one time
event? Do we accomplish this via hard work? Actually, the
passive  voice  and  present  tense  of  the  Greek  word  used
translates better as “be kept being filled in Spirit.” It
implies an ongoing process that God performs as a result of
our  submission  to  Him,  not  as  a  result  of  our  personal
efforts.

Connective  words  like  “and”  or  “for”  are  important  when
reading long or difficult passages. The word “for” introduces
a reason for a preceding statement. In Romans 1:15-17 Paul
says that he is eager “to preach the gospel . . . for I am not
ashamed . . . for it is the power of God for salvation . . .
for in it the righteousness of God is revealed.” And, in
Romans 8, “for” occurs 15 times.

Other  techniques  for  studying  words  include  looking  at
synonyms,  antonyms,  and  cross  references.  Cross-references
might  be  verbal,  parallel  (using  the  same  words),  or
conceptual  (using  the  same  idea).

Continuing the Hermeneutic Process
Syntax is the way in which words are grouped together within
phrases, clauses, and sentences. Two types of phrases are
prepositional, like “in Christ” and “from God our Father,” and
participial, such as “speaking the truth in love” or “making
peace.” There are dependent clauses like “when we pray for
you” and independent clauses such as “we always thank God.”
There are simple and compound sentences, simple ones having
only one independent clause, compound ones having at least
two.

Why do we need to know about syntax? Because without it we



have no valid assurance that our interpretation is the meaning
God intended to convey. Since God used languages that function
within  normal  grammatical  rules,  knowing  these  rules  is
necessary in order to discern the meaning of a text.

The next level of study should be context. First locate the
beginning of an idea and its topic sentence. Start with the
paragraph, and then consider the chapter and the entire book.
Determine who is being addressed, who is speaking, and what
the occasion is. Hebrews chapter six has been interpreted in a
number of different ways depending on how one answers these
questions. Since the book was written to Jewish believers,
deals with Christian maturity, and begins by exhorting the
reader to leave elementary teachings and press on to maturity,
many feel that the passage deals with Jewish believers tempted
to return to Temple worship and the Jewish community. It warns
not of the loss of salvation, but the negative impact on their
Christian life if they return to the Jewish community and
worship. In other words, they cannot start over if they ruin
their testimony among the Jews.

Finally, ignoring the cultural context of a passage is one of
the greatest problems in Bible interpretation. By culture we
mean the behavior of a people as reflected by their thoughts,
beliefs,  social  forms,  speech,  actions,  and  material
artifacts. If we ignore culture, we often wrongly read into
the  Bible  our  twentieth  century  ideas.  Knowledge  of  the
religious, economic, legal, agricultural, architectural, and
domestic  practices  of  biblical  times  will  decrease  the
likelihood of misinterpreting difficult passages.

God’s  plagues  on  Egypt  is  one  example  of  how  cultural
knowledge  can  help  us  to  understand  a  text.  The  specific
plagues sent by God spoke directly against the Egyptian gods.
Turning the Nile into blood invalidated the protection of
Isis, a goddess of the Nile, as well as Khnum, a guardian god
of the Nile. The plague of frogs defied the Heqet, the goddess
of birth who had the head of a frog. The plague of gnats



ridiculed Set, god of the desert. Other plagues mocked Re, a
sun god; Hathor, goddess with a cows head; Apis, the bull god;
Sekhmet, goddess with power over disease, as well as others.
God was communicating very clearly with the Egyptian people
concerning  His  role  as  the  creator  and  sustainer  of  the
universe.

Reference works like Bible dictionaries, concordances, word
study books, and commentaries are available to assist us in
our study of the Bible. The goal of this process is to apply
God’s Word to our lives, but we must first have accurate
knowledge of what God’s Word means. Understanding precedes
application.

As Psalm 19:1 explains, “The heavens declare the glory of God;
the skies proclaim the work of his hands.” Paul, in Romans
1:20 says, “…since the creation of the world God’s invisible
qualities–his  eternal  power  and  divine  nature–have  been
clearly seen, being understood from what has been made, so
that men are without excuse.”
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