The Value of Suffering: A
Christian Perspective

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

This article is also available in Spanish. :]

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

Suffering Prepares Us to Be the Bride of
Christ

Among the many reasons God allows us to suffer,
this is my personal favorite: it prepares us to be
the radiant bride of Christ. The Lord Jesus has a
big job to do, changing His ragamuffin church into
a glorious bride worthy of the Lamb. Ephesians
5:26-27 tells us He is making us holy by washing us with the
Word—presenting us to Himself as a radiant church, without
stain or wrinkle or any other blemish. Suffering develops
holiness in unholy people. But getting there is painful in the
Lord’s “laundry room.” When you use bleach to get rid of
stains, it's a harsh process. Getting rid of wrinkles is even
more painful: ironing means a combination of heat plus
pressure. Ouch! No wonder suffering hurts!

But developing holiness in us 1s a worthwhile, extremely
important goal for the Holy One who is our divine Bridegroom.
We learn in Hebrews 12:10 that we are enabled to share in His
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holiness through the discipline of enduring hardship. More
ouch! Fortunately, the same book assures us that discipline 1is
a sign of God’s love (Heb. 12:6). Oswald Chambers reminds us
that “God has one destined end for mankind-holiness. His one
aim is the production of saints.”{1}

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

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

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

We usually don’t have much trouble understanding that our
Divine Bridegroom loves us; but we can easily forget how much
He longs for us to love Him back. Suffering scoops us out,
making our hearts bigger so that we can hold more love for
Him. It’'s all part of a well-planned courtship. He does know
what He’s doing . . . we just need to trust Him.



Suffering Allows Us to Minister Comfort
to Others Who Suffer

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

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

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

One of the most powerful words of comfort I received when we
were grieving our baby’s loss was from a friend who said,
“Your pain may not be about just you. It may well be about
other people, preparing you to minister comfort and hope to



someone in your future who will need what you can give them
because of what you’re going through right now. And if you are
faithful to cling to God now, I promise He will use you
greatly to comfort others later.” That perspective was like a
sweet balm to my soul, because it showed me that my suffering
was not pointless.

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

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

Suffering Develops Humble Dependence on
God

Marine Corps recruiter Randy Norfleet survived the Oklahoma
City bombing despite losing 40 percent of his blood and
needing 250 stitches to close his wounds. He never lost
consciousness in the ambulance because he was too busy praying
prayers of thanksgiving for his survival. When doctors said he
would probably lose the sight in his right eye, Mr. Norfleet
said, “Losing an eye is a small thing. Whatever brings you
closer to God is a blessing. Through all this I’'ve been
brought closer to God. I’'ve become more dependent on Him and
less on myself.”{3}



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

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

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

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

The disciples experienced two different storms out on the
lake. The Lord’s purpose in both storms was to train them to



stop relying on their physical eyes and use their spiritual
eyes. He wanted them to grow in trust and dependence on the
Father. He allows us to experience storms in our lives for the
same purpose: to learn to depend on God.

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

Suffering Displays God’s Strength Through
Our Weakness

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

Our culture disdains weakness, but our frailty is a sign of
God’'s workmanship in us. It gets us closer to what we were
created to be-completely dependent on God. Several years ago I
realized that instead of despising the fact that polio had
left me with a body that was weakened and compromised,
susceptible to pain and fatigue, I could choose to rejoice in
it. My weakness made me more like a fragile, easily broken
window than a solid brick wall. But just as sunlight pours
through a window but is blocked by a wall, I discovered that
other people could see God’s strength and beauty in me because
of the window-like nature of my weakness! Consider how the
Lord Jesus was the exact representation of the glory of the
Father—I mean, He was all window and no walls! He was



completely dependent on the Father, choosing to become weak so
that God’s strength could shine through Him. And He was the
strongest person the world has ever seen. Not His own
strength; He displayed the Father’s strength because of that
very weakness.

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

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

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



Suffering Gets Us Ready for Heaven

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

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

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

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

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

One of the effects of suffering is to loosen our grasp on this
life, because we shouldn’t be thinking that life in a fallen



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



Characteristics of Abusive Churches

The book, Churches That Abuse, 1lists eight characteristics of
abusive churches. You might compare that list to your own
church and to other churches you know.

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

2. Second, the leader of an abusive church often uses
manipulation to gain complete submission from their members.
These tactics may involve gquilt, peer pressure, and
intimidation. The leader may even suggest that divine judgment
from God will result if you question them.

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

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

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

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



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

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

Leaving an Abusive Church

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Enabling Behavior and a Biblical Response
— Part 1

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



it. You aren’t perfect.”

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

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

Jesus warned His disciples (Matthew 20:25-28) that leaders
should not exercise authority over people. Instead, whoever
wants to become great must lower himself to be a servant. Paul
even warns (2 Timothy 4:3) there will be a time when followers
“will not endure sound doctrine.” Instead, they will want “to
have their ears tickled” by eloquent speakers, who may not
even have sound doctrine.

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

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

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

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



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

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

Enabling Behavior and a Biblical Response
— Part 2

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

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



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

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

Christians should not be enabling this behavior, they should
be confronting this behavior and even condemning this
behavior. This first step should be to follow the instructions
of Jesus (Matthew 18:15-17) to go directly to a person
engaging in spiritual abuse (after prayer and reflection). If
he listens to you, “you have won your brother over. But if he
will not listen, take one or two others along.” If this 1is
happening in society, we should speak out against spiritual
abuse and abusive churches.

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

Additional Resources
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Rapids, Mich.: Zondervan Publishing, 1994.

June Hunt, Spiritual Abuse: Religion at Its Worst, Dallas:
Hope for the Heart, 2015.
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5 Things You Need to Know
About Jesus

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

The Birth of Jesus

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



Jesus’ Baptism

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

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

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

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

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



that Jesus is the kingly Messiah and the suffering servant.

Jesus’ Claims to Deity

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

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

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

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



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

Jesus’ Death and Resurrection

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

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

In verse 3, Paul states that “Jesus died for our sins.” In
Hebrews 9 and 10, the author explains that in the 01ld
Testament sacrificial system bulls, goats, and sheep had to be
sacrificed every year to purify the people. However, Jesus
only had to die once to cover the sins of all people.
Therefore, the death of Jesus for our sins is superior to the
sacrificial system and makes it obsolete.

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

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



and resurrection of Jesus, Satan and his demons are defeated
publicly. When Christians proclaim the resurrection, these
rulers and authorities are humiliated publicly for everyone to
see.

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

Jesus’ Ascension

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

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

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



When Adam and Eve were tempted in the Garden of Eden, they
failed to resist Satan’s temptation. Jesus succeeded 1in
resisting Satan.

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

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

Jesus and the Scholars

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

Is this true? What are we to make of all this?
Let’s begin with a deceptively simple question: How did the
early church come to believe in—-and even worship—Jesus as both
Lord and Messiah, if he never actually claimed such titles for
himself? Just think for a moment about how strange this would
be. Jesus’ earliest followers were Jews. They firmly believed
that there is only one God. And yet, shortly after his
crucifixion, they began worshiping Jesus as God! As Dr.
William Lane Craig asks, “How does one explain this worship by
monotheistic Jews of one of their countrymen as God incarnate,
apart from the claims of Jesus himself?”{2} In other words, if
Jesus never made such exalted claims for himself, then why
would his earliest followers do so? After all, on the surface
such claims not only seem blasphemous, they also appear to
contradict the deeply held Jewish conviction that there is
only one God.

But there’s another issue that needs to be considered.
Although many critical scholars don’t believe that Jesus ever
made such radical personal claims, nevertheless, they do
believe that he said and did things that seem to imply that he
had a very high view of himself. In other words, while they
might deny that Jesus ever explicitly claimed to be Israel’s
Messiah, or Lord, they acknowledge that he said and did things
which, when you get right down to it, seem to imply that
that’'s precisely who he believed himself to be! If this 1is
correct, if Jesus really believed himself to be both Israel’s
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Messiah and Lord, then notice that we are brought back once
again to that old dilemma of traditional apologetics.{3} Jesus
was either deceived in this belief, suffering from something
akin to delusions of grandeur. Or he was a fraud, willfully
trying to deceive others. Or he really was who he believed
himself to be-Messiah, Lord, and Son of God.

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

Jesus and the Twelve

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

Let’s begin with a little background information. E. P.
Sanders, in his highly acclaimed book, Jesus and Judaism,
observes that “. . . in the first century Jewish hopes for the
future would have included the restoration of the twelve
tribes of Israel.”{5} Now this hope was based on nothing less
than God'’s prophetic revelation in the Hebrew Bible. Sometimes
the primary agent effecting this restoration is said to be the
Lord (e.g. Isa. 11:11-12; Mic. 2:12). At other times it’s a
Messianic figure who is clearly a human being (e.g. Isa.
49:5-6). Interestingly, however, still other passages describe
this Messianic figure as having divine attributes, or as being
closely associated with the Lord in some way (e.g. cp. Mic.
2:13 with 5:2-4). But why 1is this important? And what does it



have to do with Jesus’ choice of twelve disciples?

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

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

Jesus and the Law

What was Jesus’ attitude toward the Law of Moses? Some
scholars say that Jesus was a law-abiding Jew who “broke
neither with the written Law nor with the traditions of the
Pharisees.” {8} Others say the issue is more complex. Ben
Witherington observes that Jesus related to the Law in a
variety of ways.{9} Sometimes he affirmed the validity of
particular Mosaic commandments (e.g. Matt. 19:18-19). At other
times he went beyond Moses and intensified some of the



commandments. In the Sermon on the Mount he declared, “You
have heard that it was said, ‘Do not commit adultery.’ But I
tell you that anyone who looks at a woman lustfully has
already committed adultery with her in his heart” (Matt.
5:27-28). We shouldn’t skip too lightly over a statement like
this. The prohibition against adultery is one of the Ten
Commandments. By wording the statement as he did, Jesus
apparently “equated his own authority with that of the
divinely given Torah.”{10} Indeed, it’s because of sayings
like this that one Jewish writer complained: “Israel cannot

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

forever.”{11}

But Jesus went further than this! In Mark 7 he declared all
foods “clean” (vv. 14-19). That is, he set aside the dietary
laws found in Leviticus and Deuteronomy. To really grasp the
radical nature of Jesus’ declaration one must only remember
that these dietary laws had been given to Israel by God
Himself! But what sort of person believes he has the authority
to set aside the commandments of God? Ben Witherington notes,
“Jesus seems to assume an authority over Torah that no
Pharisee or 0ld Testament prophet assumed-the authority to set
it aside.”{12} And Jacob Neusner, a Jewish scholar, seems to
agree: “Jews believe in the Torah of Moses . . . and that
belief requires faithful Jews to enter a dissent at the
teachings of Jesus, on the grounds that those teachings at
important points contradict the Torah.”{13}

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



Jesus and the Demons

One of the amazing feats attributed to Jesus in the Gospels 1is
the power of exorcism, the power to cast out demons from human
beings. Although this may sound strange and unscientific to
some modern readers, most critical scholars agree that both
Jesus and his contemporaries at least believed that Jesus had
such power. Of course, this doesn’t mean that the majority of
critical scholars believe that demons actually exist, or that
Jesus actually cast such spirits out of people. Many of them
do not. But they do think there is persuasive historical
evidence for affirming that both Jesus and his contemporaries
believed such things.{14} In fact, Dr. Bart Ehrman notes that
“Jesus’ exorcisms are among the best-attested deeds of the
Gospel traditions.”{15} But why is this important? And what
can it possibly tell us about Jesus’ self-understanding?

Most scholars are convinced that the historical Jesus
declared, “But if I drive out demons by the Spirit of God,
then the kingdom of God has come upon you” (Matt. 12:28).
Prior to making this declaration, the Pharisees had accused
Jesus of casting out demons “by Beelzebub, the ruler of the
demons” (12:24). Jesus responded by pointing out how absurd it
would be for Satan to fight against himself like that (v. 26).
What’s more, the charge was inconsistent. There were other
Jewish exorcists in Jesus’ day and it was widely believed that
their power came from God. Wouldn’t it be more reasonable,
then, to conclude that Jesus’ power also came from God?

If so, then notice the startling implications of Jesus’ claim:
“If I drive out demons by the Spirit of God, then the kingdom
of God has come upon you.” At the very least, Jesus appears to
be claiming that in himself the kingdom of God is in some
sense a present reality. But his claim may actually be even
more radical. Some scholars have observed that in ancient
Jewish literature the phrase, ‘kingdom of God,’ is sometimes
used as a roundabout way for speaking of God Himself. If Jesus



intended this meaning in the statement we are considering,
then William Lane Craig’s conclusion is fully warranted: “In
claiming that in himself the kingdom of God had already
arrived, as visibly demonstrated by his exorcisms, Jesus was,
in effect, saying that in himself God had drawn near, thus
putting himself in God’'s place.”{16}

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

Jesus and the Father

In one of the most astonishing declarations of Jesus 1in
Matthew's Gospel he states, “All things have been handed over
to Me by My Father; and no one knows the Son, except the
Father; nor does anyone know the Father, except the Son, and
anyone to whom the Son wills to reveal Him” (11:27). Many
scholars believe that this verse forms a unit with the two
preceding verses. It’s clear from the context that the
“Father” referred to by Jesus is God, for Jesus begins this
section by saying, “I praise Thee, 0 Father, Lord of heaven
and earth” (11:25). So in the verse we are considering, Jesus
claims to be God’s Son in an absolutely unique sense. He
refers to God as “My Father,” and declares that no one knows
the Father, “except the Son, and anyone to whom the Son wills
to reveal Him.” Jesus not only claims to be God’s unique Son,
he also claims to have special knowledge of the Father that no
one else can mediate to others!

Because of the radical nature of these claims, it’s hardly
surprising to learn that some critical scholars have denied
that Jesus ever really said this. Nevertheless, other scholars
have offered some very good reasons for embracing the saying’s
authenticity. Dr. William Lane Craig notes that this saying



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

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

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

The Bloody Cross: A Tough Thing to Handle

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

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

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

In fact, more and more skeptics are posting on the Internet
things like this book promotion:

“Christians are obsessed with blood! They sing about 1it,
declare they are washed in it and even drink it! In this
book you will discover the crazy background to this
Christian obsession and the truth about the bloodthirsty God
they claim to know and serve.”{1}
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In this article, we’ll discuss whether these charges are true
and fair and explain the doctrine of blood atonement.

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

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

e reconciling man to God,

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

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

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

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

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



either do-it-yourself religion, being too smart for all that,
or believing in this radical hope.

The Reason Someone Had to Die

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

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

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

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

Ok, but penalties have levels of harshness. Why is death
necessary? Scripture spells out clearly the decree that
sinners must die. In God'’'s original command He stated, “When
you eat of [the tree of the knowledge of good and evil] you
will surely die” (Genesis 2:17). In Ezekiel the same formula
appears slightly reworded: “The soul who sins is the one who
will die” (Ezekiel 18:4, 20). Paul boiled it down this way:
“For the wages of sin is death” (Romans 6:23).

God’'s justice and holiness demand death for sin. Blood must be



shed. Detractors of the cross tend to underestimate sin and
know nothing of its offense to a holy God. Everyone wants
justice—for others.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Crosstianity” [in the contemptuous words of one
skeptic]. The obsession with ‘our sins’ having been ‘washed



away by the Blood of the Lamb’ would be regarded as evidence
of a serious mental illness . . . but when this 1is an
obsession of millions of people it becomes ‘religious
faith’.”{6}

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

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

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

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



But Why a Violent, Bloody Death?

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

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

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

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

Again, why is death demanded of God to atone for sin? The
grounding for such a claim appears early in the Bible, after
the murder of Abel by his brother Cain. In Genesis 9 Yahweh
declares, “I will require a reckoning . . . for the life of
man. Whoever sheds the blood of man, by man shall his blood be
shed, for God made man in His own image.”{11} Apparently, God
has put the price of a man’s life as that of another’s life.

The highlight of Christ’s death was its substitutionary sense.



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

."{15}

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

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

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

For my pardon, this I see,

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

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



believers:

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

Maybe the revelations here are as crazy as skeptics say. The
foolishness of God. We believe they are the most glorious
story ever told.
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In His H.A.N.D.S.: How We Can
Know That Jesus 1is God

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

Jesus Shares the Honor Given to God

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

sonws - A recent book by Robert Bowman and Ed
]i:ﬁjéﬁss Komoszewski titled Putting Jesus in His Place
I\IHSPLﬂtEk is a great confidence builder for those
. wrestling with this key doctrine. The book

offers five lines of evidence with deep roots
in the biblical material. The book is organized
around the acronym H.A.N.D.S. It argues that

4§ Roberr M. Bowsas Tn, §

Iorrexewsszewss | tha New Testament teaches that Jesus deserves

the honors only due to God, He shares the attributes that only
God possesses, He is given names that can only be given to
God, He performs deeds that only God can perform, and finally,
He possesses a seat on the throne of God.

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

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

Jesus Shares the Attributes of God

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



that the four living creatures and the elders fell down and
worshipped Him (Revelation 5:13-14).

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

Jesus clearly states in John 14 that to see him is to see the
Father; both are equally God (John 14:10). In Colossians, Paul
goes to great lengths to argue that all of God’s divine
attributes are present in Christ. He writes that Jesus is “the
image of the invisible God” and that “. . .God was pleased to
have all his fullness dwell in him (Colossians 1:15, 19). He
summarizes the same idea by adding that “in Christ all the
fullness of the Deity lives in bodily form” (Colossians 2:9).
The writer of Hebrews concurs in the opening paragraph of that
book, saying that “the Son is the radiance of God’s glory and
the exact representation of his being” (Hebrews 1:3).

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



Jesus Shares the Names Given to God

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

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

The Gospel John also contains the confession by Thomas that
Jesus 1s his Lord (kurios), and God (theos). John makes sure
that we understand that Thomas was talking about Jesus by
writing “Thomas said to Him,” that is, to Jesus, “’My Lord and
my God.'”

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

All four gospels begin with John the Baptist’s ministry of
“preparing the way of the Lord” as fulfillment of Isaiah’s
prophecy in Isaiah 40:3. The prophet wrote, “In the desert



prepare the way for the LORD; make straight in the wilderness
a highway for our God.” The Hebrew word translated LORD in
this verse is the unspoken special word for God used by the
Jews consisting of four consonants called the tetragrammaton.
The New Testament Gospels are applying the word Lord to Jesus
in the same way that the 0ld Testament referred to Yahweh as
LORD.

Jesus Does the Deeds that Only God Can Do

It was universally recognized by the Jews of Jesus’ day that
“God created the heavens and the earth (Genesis 1:1; cf.
Isaiah 37:16).” So it might be surprising to some that the New
Testament also gives Jesus credit for creation. Paul teaches
in Colossians that Jesus created “all things.” To make sure
that no one misunderstands his point, he adds that “all
things” includes “things in heaven and on earth, visible and
invisible, whether thrones or powers or rulers or authorities;
all things were created by him and for him. He is before all
things, and in him all things hold together” (Colossians
1:16-17). Paul wanted to be clear: Jesus is the creator God of
the universe.

While Jesus’ role in creation 1is enough to establish his
divine nature, He also exhibited supernatural divine power
during His ministry on earth. Unlike the 0ld Testament
prophets and New Testament apostles, Jesus did not have to
petition a higher power to heal or cast out demons. He had
inherent divine power to accomplish his will. Other than
giving thanks, Jesus did not pray before performing miracles.
In fact, the apostles reported that some demons obeyed them
only when they invoked Jesus’ name. There were a number of
occasions when Jesus realized that power had gone out from Him
even without His intention to heal (Luke 6:19; Mark 5:30; Luke
8:46).

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

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

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

Jesus Has a Seat on God’s Throne

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

Jesus made this claim clear during His questioning by the high
priest Caiaphas the night of his capture. Caiaphas asked him,
“Are you the Christ, the Son of the Blessed One?” (Mark 14:61)
If Jesus wasn’t God, this would have been a great opportunity
for Him to clear up any misconceptions. But instead of denying
His divinity, Jesus says “I am,” admitting to being God’s



unique Son, and goes on to say, “you will see the Son of Man
sitting at the right hand of the Mighty One and coming on the
clouds of heaven” (Mark 14:62). The high priest’s response was
dramatic; he tore his clothes and declared that those present
had heard blasphemy from the lips of Jesus. They understood
that Jesus was making a direct claim to being God, for only
God could sit on the throne of the mighty one.

In His response to the high priest, Jesus draws from a number
of O0ld Testament passages. The book of Daniel describes this
“Son of Man” as having an everlasting dominion that will never
be destroyed (Daniel 7:13-14). The passage adds that the Son
of Man has been given authority to rule over all people and
nations, and that men of every language will worship him. He
is also described as coming with the clouds of heaven, imagery
that is used a number of times in the 0ld Testament to
indicate divine presence. Exodus describes a pillar of cloud
that designated God’s proximity to the Jews, while the book of
Psalms and the prophet Isaiah both picture God riding on
clouds in the heavens (Psalm 104:3; Isaiah 19:1). The point
here is that Jesus is connecting Himself to this “Son of Man”
who will sit at the right hand of the Father, have everlasting
dominion and authority, and will be worshipped by all men.
This kind of language can only be used to describe God.

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

The New Testament provides multiple lines of evidence to make
the case that Jesus is God. The only question remaining 1is
whether or not we will worship him as a full member of the



triune Godhead, the only eternal, self-existing, creator God
of the universe.

Note

1. Robert M. Bowman and J. Ed Komoszewski, Putting Jesus In
His Place (Grand Rapids: Kregel, 2007), 31.
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The Eclipse Declares the
Glory of God, v. 2024

Sue Bohlin 1is very excited to be the path of the upcoming
total solar eclipse, where God shows off once again.

“The heavens declare the glory of God,” Psalm 19 tells us. On
April 8, 2024, millions of Americans will have an incredible
opportunity to see His heavenly glory in a way most of us
never have: through a total solar eclipse. On a path running
from Texas to South Maine, observers on the ground will see
the moon slip in front of the sun, blocking out all its light
and dropping the temperature drastically (about 10 to 15
degrees Fahrenheit) and suddenly.

I am thrilled beyond words that by the grace of God, our home
in Dallas, Texas is in the path of totality. All I have to do
is go out in our back yard to experience this once-in-a-
lifetime event! :::doing the happy dance:::

The glory of God isn’t just seen, it’'s felt as well. Eclipse-
chasers, and even those who have only experienced one total
eclipse, report that at the moment of totality (when the moon
completely covers the sun, plunging the land into an eerie
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darkness), people break out with yells and shouts and
applause. Many report the hair on the back of their necks
standing up. And both locals and visiting astronomers are
equally in awe—and often in tears. Like one’'s first in-person
look at the Grand Canyon, it is deeply emotional to be
thrilled by something much, much bigger than oneself.

Illustra Media’'s wonderful DVD The Privileged Planet, based on
the book by the same name by Guillermo Gonzalez and Jay
Richards {1}, exposed me to the magnificence of a total solar
eclipse. I will never forget the goosebumps at learning that
the sun is 400 times farther away than our moon, but it’s also
400 times larger. This means that both of these heavenly
bodies appear to be the same size to us on Earth. This
phenomenal “coincidence” also makes a total eclipse possible.

During an eclipse, the heavens
declare the glory of God by
allowing us to see things about
the sun we wouldn’t be able to
observe any other way, beautiful
and gloriously resplendent. Just
before totality we can see
“Baily’s Beads.” Only seen during
an eclipse, bright “beads” appear
at the edge of the moon where the
sun is shining through lunar
valleys, a feature of the moon’s
rugged landscape. This 1is followed by the “diamond ring”
effect, where the brightness of the sun radiates as a thin
band around the circumference of the moon, and the last
moments of the sun’s visibility explode like a diamond made of
pure light. After the minutes of totality, the diamond ring
effect appears again on the opposite side of the moon as the
first rays of the sun flare brilliantly. These sky-jewelry
phenomena are so outside of mankind’s control that witnessing
them stirs our spirits (even on YouTube!) with the truth of




Romans 1:20-"God’s invisible qualities—his eternal power and
divine nature—have been clearly seen, being understood from
what has been made, so that people are without excuse.”

A total solar eclipse offers so much
more, though, than Baily'’s Beads and the
Diamond Ring. At the moment of totality,
the pinkish arc of the sun’s
chromosphere (the part of the sun’s
atmosphere just above the surface)
suddenly “turns on” as if an unseen hand
flips a switch. I knew God is very fond
of pink because of how He paints
glorious sunrises and sunsets in Earth’s skies, but those
fortunate enough to see a total eclipse can see how He
radiates pinkness from the sun itself! The heavens declare the
glory of God!

But wait! That’s not all! Along with the flare of the sun’s
pink chromosphere, a rainbow-like band called the “flash
spectrum” appears when the sun is viewed through a prism! (You
can google this to see pictures. The best ones are copyrighted
so I can’t show them to you here.) The heavens declare the
colorful glory of God!

For the few minutes of
totality, the naked eye
can see the sun’s lovely
corona (Latin for crown)
streaming out from the
sun. We can’t see the
corona except during an
eclipse because looking
straight at the sun for
even a few seconds
causes eye damage, and
because the sun’s ball
of fire overwhelms the (visually) fragile corona. This 1is




another way that an eclipse allows us to see how the heavens
declare the glory of God.

Astronomer Guillermo Gonzalez noticed details about eclipses
that got him excited:

= During a total solar eclipse, the moon is just large
enough to block the large photosphere (the big ball of
fiery gas), but not so large that it obscures the
colorful chromosphere.

= The moon and the sun are two of the roundest measured
bodies in the solar system. (Some moons are potato-
shaped!) So when the round disk of the moon passes in
front of the equally round disk of the sun, the shapes
match perfectly.

» He studied all 65 of the moons in our solar system and
discovered that ours are the best planet and best moon
for studying the sun during an eclipse. Because the moon
fits so perfectly over the sun, its blinding light 1is
shielded, providing astronomers with a view of the sun’s
atmosphere. We can discern finer details in 1its
chromosphere and corona than from any other planet.

» Being able to study the flash spectrum during a total
eclipse enables astro-scientists to determine the
chemical makeup of other, distant stars without leaving
Earth.

These facts of the heavens declare the glory of God!

Michael Bakich wrote of the 2017 eclipse in Astronomy Magazine
blog,

This eclipse will be the most-viewed ever. I base this
proclamation on four factors: 1) the attention it will get
from the media; 2) the superb coverage of the highway system
in our country; 3) the typical weather on that date; and 4)
the vast number of people who will have access to it from
nearby large cities.{2}



I think this is true of the 2024 eclipse as well. Whether you
are fortunate enough to be in the path of the total eclipse
like me, or will only get to see 75% of the sun’s surface
covered by the moon (with eclipse glasses, of course!), this
extremely important sky event will be proclaiming to everyone
that the heavens declare the glory of God. May it make a
lasting impression on us all that teaches us more about God'’s
glory!

1. Guillermo Gonzalez and Jay W. Richards, The Privileged
Planet (Washington, D.C.: Regnery Publishing, 2004)

2.
http://cs.astronomy.com/asy/b/astronomy/archive/2014/08/05/25-
facts-you-should-know-about-the-august-21-2017-total-solar-

eclipse.aspx

This post originally appeared at
blogs.bible.org/the-eclipse-declares-the-glory-of-god-v-2024/
on Feb. 20, 2024.

Apologetics and Spiritual
Skirmishing

Kyle Skaggs urges Christians to use the spiritual armor of
Ephesians 6 in engaging in apologetics.

As I was working towards my degree at Dallas Baptist
University I did volunteer work with an online ministry.
There, I encountered people from all walks of life; all of
them having questions about Christ and Christianity. For a
while, I was doing well. I found joy in encouraging and
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counseling other believers. I also learned to tell the
difference between non-believers who were willing to listen
and those who were only there to argue.

Around a week from graduation I logged to the ministry’s
website feeling confident. I’'d spent hours reviewing various
arguments and counterarguments, I was certain I would use what
I had learned over four years to lead the conversation to the
Gospel. This was not what happened. Instead, the people I
talked to became either confused or frustrated before leaving.
Figuring I was just having one of those bad days, I thought
nothing of it. The same thing happened the next day. Now I was
conflicted. I wondered why I was ineffective, because
everything I said was supported by Scripture, so I logged off
and puzzled over what I was doing wrong. While I was lost in
my thoughts, a very clear voice in my head said, “You cannot
lecture people into the Kingdom of God.” I had forgotten 1
Peter 3:15; “Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone
who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have.
But do this with gentleness and respect..” That rebuke from the
Holy Spirit sent me on a journey of reflection on the
spiritual skirmishes that we so easily lose sight of in our
daily routine.

Spiritual Warfare

“Enemy-occupied territory—-that 1is what this world is.
Christianity is the story of how the rightful king has landed,
you might say landed in disquise, and is calling us all to
take part in a great campaign of sabotage.” {1} Our
adversaries are the rulers, authorities, and the powers of
this dark world. (Ephesians 6:12) Every ideology, philosophy,
and worldview not of the Gospel is controlled by the spiritual
forces of darkness.

The devil knows his time is short (Revelation 12:12), so he is
intent on dragging as many souls down with him as he can. To
his annoyance, if you have already been saved by grace through



faith, and are now saved, you are called to make disciples of
all nations (Matthew 28:19). He is resourceful, and if he
can't stop you from having a relationship with God, then he
will use every trick to make you as ineffective as possible in
your walk with Christ, and in evangelisnm.

The Devil and his forces are relentless. Whenever we attempt
to evangelize, every gap in our defenses can and will be
exploited. How are we Christians to contend with these forces
of darkness? Paul tells us to put on the full armor of God so
that we can take our stand against the Devil’'s schemes. Let's
take a look at the parts of the spiritual armor God provides.

The Belt of Truth

First, we must remain grounded in the truth. Ephesians 6:14
refers to the Belt of Truth, which holds our equipment within
easy reach. When we face an enemy whose only weapons are lies
and deceptions, we have the advantage. We have nothing to
hide! All we need to do is tell the truth!

To wear the belt is to be ready. There has been increasing
pressure to ignore fundamental Christian teachings for the
sake of convenience. Do not do this. Know your scripture and
gird yourself in the truth of the Gospel.



The Helmet of Salvation and the
Breastplate of Righteousness

Second, we must wear the helmet of salvation (Ephesians 6:17)
and the breastplate of righteousness (6:14) to turn aside any
attacks that slip through our defenses. In those days, just as
it is now, the helmet and breastplate are essential equipment
to protect the head and the heart, and just one of the things
separating the true soldier from the levy and the ad hoc
militia.

In the same way, the certainty of our salvation and the
righteousness of Christ are key pieces of our armor. As I have
said before, Satan is ruthless. He will use every sin you have
committed to shift your focus away from those who need Christ,
and onto yourself. Being assured of our salvation and our
righteousness before God is our greatest defense against these
attacks.

The Gospel of Peace

What made the Romans such a formidable
force? Discipline and adaptability.
Being able to march long distances and
maneuver across a variety of terrain.
Timing and distance determine the
victor of any confrontation. To do
this, they needed shoes that were
durable and able to grip the ground
firmly.

With the readiness that comes from the Gospel of Peace
(Ephesians 6:15), we can rapidly move to where the Lord needs
us. “[God’s Soldier’s] movements are dictated by the needs of
the Gospel witness.”{2}



The Shield of Faith

We are also told to take up
the Shield of Faith
(Ephesians 6:16) to
extinguish the flaming
arrows of the evil one. The
favored shield in the time
Ephesians was written was
the Roman scutum, a large
shield that protected most
of the soldier’s body,
enabling the Romans to protect both themselves and each other
in tight formations without sacrificing their defense when
fighting in looser formations. Most deaths in ancient battles
occurred after, during, and after a rout. Therefore
projectiles were used to disrupt and to instill fear before
the two sides met in melee. Standing firm against hails of
projectiles was key to surviving the battle.

It is the same with all believers. Our faith is our primary
defensive and offensive tool. People who have faith in Christ
are willing to risk being made to look foolish. They are
confident in the hope they have in Christ, and are therefore
enabled to do great things. People who act out of faith
inspire others to do the same. Our faith also protects us from
the feelings, falsehoods, and ideas the Devil likes to use to
discourage us. If we are discouraged from our walk, then we
have already lost.

The Sword of the Spirit



Finally, Ephesians 6:17 refers
to the Sword of the Spirit, or
the word of God. In conjunction
with the scutum was the gladius,
a short sword primarily used for
thrusting and short cuts. It was
the legionary’s primary weapon.
After throwing their pila
(specialized javelins) to
disrupt the enemy formation, the
Romans drew their swords and
closed the distance to engage 1in
hand-to-hand fighting. Their armor and discipline enabled them
to weather the brutal melee far better than their opponents.
Ideally, this caused the enemy to rout.

There is a good reason the word of God is described as a sword
in other passages. It is absolute truth. Revelations 9:15 and
Hebrews 4:12 describe God'’'s word as a double-edged sword. In
Hebrews, Paul says “it penetrates even to dividing soul and
spirit, joints and marrow; it judges the thoughts and
attitudes of the heart.” Like a sword, learning to use God's
word effectively requires constant training. Christians should
therefore study and seek to live according to the word so they
can stand firm when confronted by the Enemy.

By being willing to close in, to deliver the word of God
straight into the heart of the matter, shrewdly providing an
answer for our faith with gentleness and respect, we can
establish common ground with those who do not know Christ,
thus opening the way for them to hear the gospel. We do this
knowing full well that friends and even family may hate us for
confronting the world. Because we are willing to push through,
we are able to form relationships with people and show what it
means to walk with Christ! As with Roman equipment in Jesus’
day, the armor of God is tailor made to allow us to safely
close the distance with the enemy, and with the word of God,



drive them from the field.
All we have to do is put it on.

Notes

1. Lewis, C.S. Mere Christianity, 1952.

2. Ellicott, C. J. (1970). Ellicott’s commentary on the Whole
Bible Volumes VII-VIII: Acts to Revelation. Zondervan
Publishing House. 1959.
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Faith Trends in America: How
Is Christianity Faring as We
Enter the Third Decade of the
21st Century

In looking at the state of American Christianity, Steve Cable
examines how handling data inaccurately can produce wildly
varying conclusions.

Recent reports on the current state of Christianity
in America could create emotional whiplash, making
one feel elated one moment and depressed the next.
People are quick to comment on survey results and
their own experiences. Within the last year, we
have run the gamut from Glenn Stanton’s book, The Myth of the
Dying Church: How Christianity is Actually Thriving in America
and the World,{1l} to a Pew Research article, In U.S. Decline
of Christianity Continues at Rapid Pace.{2}

These titles appear to represent two very different
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viewpoints. Which is it? Are we thriving or declining at a
rapid pace?

Finding the answer requires one to thoughtfully articulate
your question in at least two ways:

1. What do you mean by Christianity? Are you referring to
all potential Christians both Protestant and Catholic or are
you focused on a subset, such as Evangelicals? And,

2. Is anything beyond affiliation with a church necessary to
be considered an active Christian? Examples might include a
biblical understanding of how one gets to heaven and belief
in the Bible.

You also need to thoroughly understand the available survey
data that might throw light on your question. You need to
understand what questions are asked and how they are worded.
Then you analyze the responses to the set of relevant
guestions to gain insight on your topic of interest. Remember,
no survey asks the exact questions you would ideally use. That
sounds like more work than most of you want to attempt.
Unfortunately, most of the pundits writing today do not
attempt to do that work either. Generally, they take
fragmented data and attempt to draw intelligent
inferences.

In this article, I have done this work for you, drawing
primarily on data from the Pew Research Group and the General
Social Survey. We will look at which groups are growing as a
percent of our population and which groups are not. Both Pew
and the GSS have taken surveys over an extended period of
time, helping us identify trends in religious affiliation and
beliefs.

As you will see, the picture 1is certainly not rosy, but
perhaps better than you expect. Although the growth of non-
Christian segments is continuing at a fairly rapid pace,
Evangelical Christianity is only declining slightly as a



percentage of the population. However, I will point out how
some data has been misunderstood to paint either a rosier
picture or a gloomier picture than the actual current state of
affairs.

Evangelicals: Thriving or Declining

All surveys we have reviewed covering this century show the
same general result: the percent of people claiming an
affiliation with a Protestant or Catholic church has been
declining.

GSS surveys{3} found across all ages the percentage who
identify as Protestant or Catholic has dropped from 84% of the
population in 1988 down to 69% in 2018. Looking only at
Protestants (both Evangelical and Mainline), the drop was from
58% down to 46%. Considering those who are Millennials now,
that is ages 18 to 34, we find a decline from 53% down to 36%
over this thirty-year period. And the data does not show any
leveling off in the rate of decline.

But we may ask, “Are Evangelicals participating in this
general decline or are they thriving as some authors claim?”

The bottom-line answer is that Evangelicals are declining as a
percent of the overall population but at a much slower rate.
Across all ages, the percentage who identify as Evangelical
has dropped from 30% to 28% over this twenty-year period. For
those aged 18 to 34 the drop was from 29% to 25%. In October
2019, Pew released a report showing that from 2009 to 2018,
the percentage of Evangelicals of all ages dropped from 28% to
25%, a significantly faster rate of decline.

Even with a slow rate of decline, if Evangelicals make up
around 25% of the population, they can have a significant
impact on American culture and life and perhaps begin to grow
again.

However, does Evangelical affiliation equate to an active



Evangelical practice? We need to know how many who affiliate
with an Evangelical church are active Christians as opposed to
just being affiliated if we want to truly assess the strength
of the American Evangelical movement.

Using the GSS surveys, we can look for people who:

. Know God really exists

Pray multiple times per day

Attend church at least twice a month

Believe the Bible is the inspired word of God, and
. Call themselves a strong Christian
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I think an active, evangelical Christian would have these
basic beliefs and practices.

The percentage of the population who meet these criteria has
dropped from about 9% down to just over 7% of the population
over the last twenty years. This result is a large enough
group to have some impact but not enough to crow about the
growing Evangelical presence. We can say that Evangelical
Christianity 1is certainly not thriving but clinging to a
position of some relevance.

What’s Happening with the Nones

Nones are people who state their religious affiliation is
either atheist, agnostic or nothing at all.{4} The dramatic
growth of the Nones has been an ongoing headline story.

Surveys{5} indicate the Nones were 8% of the population in
1988. By 2018 they had grown to over 23% of the population.
For ages 18 through 29, they tripled from 13% to 35% of the
population. No one denies this growth, but some question the
importance of this trend.

For example, Glenn Stanton states, “(The Nones) are simply
reporting their actual faith practices in more candid ways,
largely due to new ways in which polling questions have been



asked in the last ten years or so.”{6} 0ddly enough, he
primarily relies on data from GSS for long term trends and
they have asked exactly the same question regarding Nones
since 1972.{7}

Some suggest Nones are primarily Christians who will return to
the fold as they move into marriage and child rearing. Is
there any indication that this is happening?

Well, in 2007, among those aged 18 to 32, 24% of them are
classified as Nones. In 2014, for this same group now seven
years older, 32% of them are Nones. As this group began
rearing children, a significantly larger percentage of them
were Nones than when they were younger. Also, instead of
attending church, only 4% of these Nones attend church more
than once a month.

Instead of emerging adult Nones turning into church-attending
Christians as they age, more of them are becoming Nones. It
appears that the cultural pressures against Christianity are
outweighing the tendency of prior generations returning to
seek religious training for their children.

The Barna Group has found that there are genuine differences
between Millennials and older generations that will not be
removed as they age. As Dave Kinnaman, President of the Barna
Group, states in his book, UnChristian, {8} “I would caution
you not to underestimate the widening gap between young people
and their predecessors. Those who think that in due time
Mosaics . . . will ‘grow up’ and look like everyone else
should prepare to have unfulfilled expectations.” Dave'’s
comment 1is based on their analysis of multiple surveys
covering thousands of individuals and a large number of in-
depth interviews with young adults.

Are the Nons THE Major Growth Story?

Is the growth of nondenominational Christians a more important



trend than the Nones? Glenn Stanton states, “Growth of
nondenominational churches has been many times larger than the
nones. . . it 1s not the rise of the nones that is the major
story . . . It’s the “nons” and not the nones that are
mushrooming.”{9}

This condition would be an amazing finding if true. However,
it is not true for three major reasons which we will discuss
today:

1. The percentage growth of the “nons” is not many times
larger. From 2007 to 2014, “nons” grew their percentage of
the population by 44%. But, Nones grew by almost the same
rate at 42%. Looking at absolute growth, the “nons” grew by
four million people versus the Nones’ 19 million—almost five
times the number of “nons.” The growth of the “nons” 1is
relegated to a minor factor when compared to the Nones.

2. The “nons” are a subset of the Evangelicals. And Stanton
states, “Evangelicals have benefited more from these
ecclesiastical exoduses than anyone else. They even
outpaced the nones.”{10} In fact, most of the “nons” growth
came as a result of switching between evangelical
denominations. Thus, any growth by the “nons” is offset by
declines in other evangelical groups, resulting in an
overall decline of about 1%. Evangelicals have not even come
close to outpacing the Nones.

In fact, for the first time, we have the total number of
nones exceeding the number of Evangelicals in America.

3. Stanton says, “It’s the evangelical churches identifying
as nondenominational that have been growing faster than any
others including the nones and the atheists.”{11} Taking a
look at percentage growth, the atheists and agnostics have
shown the most explosive growth by far, growing their
numbers from 9 million in 2007 to 17.4 million in 2014-a
growth of 92%—while the “nons” grew from 8 million to 12



million over the same time period, a growth of 56%. So
perhaps Stanton meant to say, “It’s the non-believers and
not the Nones that are mushrooming.”

In summary, the growth of the “nons” may be of interest to
those who study the relative make-up of Evangelicals 1in
America. But to those interested in how Evangelicals are doing
as a whole it is not relevant. The fact that the “nons” are
increasing just reflects some churning of affiliations within
the Evangelical realm. On the whole, Evangelicals are
decreasing at a slow, but steady pace.

Confusing Expansion with Same-Store
Growth

A commercial enterprise may report sales growth. But the savvy
investor wants to know why. Opening new stores may increase
sales. But if it masks lower sales per existing store, it is a
red flag. They are actually losing market share.

Similarly, with parachurch ministries, their number of
locations gives little indication as to the health of
Christianity. However, their growth rate per location can
signal increased interest in Christianity.

Unfortunately, this distinction is often overlooked. For
example, one pundit points to impressive growth by two
respected student ministries in adding new locations as
evidence to support an optimistic projection of Evangelical
growth. However, they are not reporting an increased impact on
a per site basis.

Looking at their annual reports,{12}{13} we see that one of
them reports per location attendance declining at a rate of
almost 1% per year over the last decade.{14} The other 1is
declining even faster, reporting a growth rate of negative 3%

per year.{15}



These declines could be caused by several different factors
such as lower attendance at new locations, competition with
other student groups, lower interest in their Christian
message, etc. But we can be sure that these two ministries do
not indicate an overall growth trend for Evangelicals.

Surveys and statistics can be very helpful in understanding
the status of a ministry. However, we can be seriously misled
by listening to those who do not know how to interpret the
data contained in these sources.

Wrapping up our look at faith trends, in this article we saw:

1. American Evangelicals are declining slightly in the
overall population with actively engaged Evangelicals
holding about 7% of the population.

2. The Nones continue to grow and now exceed Evangelicals.
Their growth clearly reflects the unimportance of religious
affiliation among a large percentage of Americans.

3. The growth of Non-denominationals (although interesting)
made no impact on the overall size of American Evangelicals
and is less than the growth of atheists and agnostics.

4. Looking at growth per location of parachurch ministries
is more important than growth in number of locations in
assessing the growth of Christianity.

We live in a challenging time but Evangelical churches are
strong enough to make a huge difference in America if we will
follow the Holy Spirit’s lead and present the eternal truth of
the gospel in ways that communicate to today’s “nothing in
particular” culture.

Notes
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2. Pew Research Center, In U.S., Decline of Christianity
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3. General Social Surveys from 1988, 1998, 2018.
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Reaching the Lost in Today’s
America

Steve Cable addresses James White’s book The Rise of the Nones
in view of Probe’s research about the church.

Probe Ministries is committed to updating
you on the status of Christianity 1in

“HalphA, atarmatied, COMUMEIRE. AN Ny,
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THE America. In this article, we consider
RISE James White's book, The Rise of the Nones,
OF THE Understanding and Reaching the Religiously

ZNONES Unaffiliated. {1} His book addresses a

critical topic since the fastest-growing
el Ry religious group of our time is those who
- e check “none” or “none of the above” on
religious survey questions.

Let’s begin by reviewing some observations about
Christianity in America.

From the 1930’'s{2} into the early 1990’'s the percentage of
nones in America{3} was less than 8%. But by 2012, the number
had grown to 20% of all adults and appears to be increasing.
Even more alarming, among those between the ages of 18 and 30
the percentage grew by a factor of three, from 11% in 1990 to
nearly 32% in 2012.

Another study reported Protestantism is no longer the majority
in the U.S., dropping from 66% in the 1960’'s down to 48% in
2012.

The nones tend to consider themselves to be 1liberal or
moderate politically, in favor of abortion and same-sex
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marriage being legal, and seldom if ever attend religious
services. For the most part, they are not atheists and are not
necessarily hostile toward religious institutions. However,
among those who believe in “nothing in particular,” 88% are
not even looking for a specific faith or religion.

One report concludes, “The challenge to Christianity

does not come from other religions, but from a rejection of
all forms of organized religions. They'’re not thinking about
religion and rejecting it; they are not thinking about it at
all.”{4} In fact, the 2011 Baylor survey found that 44% of
Americans said they spend no time seeking “eternal wisdom,”
and a Lifeway survey found that nearly half of Americans said
they never wonder whether they will go to heaven.

As White notes, these changes in attitude come in the wake of
a second major attack on traditional Christian beliefs. The
first set of attacks consisted of:

1. Copernicus attacking the existence of God
2. Darwin attacking God’s involvement in creation, and
3. Freud attacking our very concept of a creator God.

The second storm of attacks focuses on perceptions of how
Christians think in three important areas.

1. An over entanglement with politics linked to anti-gay,
sexual conservatism, and abrasiveness

2. Hateful aggression that has the church talking in ways
that have stolen God’s reputation, and

3. An obsession with greed seen in televangelist
transgressions and mega-pastor materialism, causing distrust
of the church.

These perceptions, whether true or not, create an environment
where there is no benefit in the public mind to self-



identifying with a Christian religious denomination.

Living in a Post-Christian America

A 2013 Barna study{5} shows America rapidly moving into a
post-Christian status. Their survey-based study came to this
conclusion: over 48% of young adults are post-Christian, and
“The influence of post-Christian trends is likely to increase
and 1s a significant factor among today’s youngest
Americans.”{6}

White suggests this trend is the result of “three deep and
fast-moving cultural currents: secularization, privatization,
and pluralization.”{7}

Secularization

Secularization teaches the secular world is reality and our
thoughts about the spiritual world are fantasy. White states:
“We seem quite content to accept the idea of faith being
privately engaging but culturally irrelevant.”{8} In a society
which is not affirming of public religious faith, it is much
more difficult to hold a vibrant, personal faith.

Privatization

Privatization creates a chasm between the public and private
spheres of life, trivializing Christian faith to the realm of
opinion. Nancy Pearcy saw this, saying, “The most pervasive
thought pattern of our times is the two-realm view of
truth.”{9} In it, the first and public realm is secular truth
that states, “Humans are machines.” The second and private
realm of spirituality states, “Moral and humane ideals have no
basis in truth, as defined by scientific naturalism. But we
affirm them anyway.”{10}

Pluralization

Pluralization tells us all religions are equal in their lack



of ultimate truth and their ability to deliver eternity.
Rather speaking the truth of Christ, our post-modern ethic
tells us we can each have our own truth. As reported in our
book, Cultural Captives{l1ll}, about 70% of evangelical,
emerging adults are pluralists. Pluralism results in making
your own suit out of patches of different fabrics and patterns
and expecting everyone else to act as if it were seamless.

White sums up today’s situation this way: “They forgot that
their God was . . . radically other than man . . . They
committed religion functionally to making the world better in
human terms and intellectually to modes of knowing God fitted
only for understanding this world.”{12}

This combination of secularization, privatization and
pluralization has led to a mishmash of “bad religion”
overtaking much of mainstream Christianity. The underlying
basis of the belief systems of nones is that there is a lot of
truth to go around. In this post-modern world, it 1is
considered futile to search for absolute truth. Instead, we
create our own truth from the facts at hand and as necessary
despite the facts. 0Of course, this creates the false (yet
seemingly desirable) attribute that neither we, nor anyone
else, have to recognize we are sinners anymore. With no wrong,
we feel no need for the ultimate source of truth, namely God.

If You Build It, They Won’'t Come

We've been considering the beliefs and thinking of the nones.
Can we reach them with the gospel, causing them to genuinely
consider the case for Christ?

We are not going to reach them by doing more of the same.
Statistics indicate that we are not doing a good job of
reaching the nones.

As James White notes, “The very people who say they want
unchurched people to . . . find Jesus resist the most basic



issues related to building a relationship with someone
apart from Christ, . . . and inviting them to an open,
winsome, and compelling front door so they can come and

see.”{13}

Paul had to change his approach when addressing Greeks 1in
Athens. In the same way, we need to understand how to speak to
the culture we want to penetrate.

In the 1960’'s, a non-believer was likely to have a working
knowledge of Christianity. They needed to personally respond
to the offer of salvation, not just intellectually agree to
its validity. This situation made revivals and door-to-door
visitation excellent tools to reach lost people.

Today, we face a different dynamic among the nones. “The goal
is not simply knowing how to articulate the means of coming to
Christ; it is learning how to facilitate and enable the person
to progress from [little knowledge of Christ], to where he or
she is able to even consider accepting Christ.”{14}

The rise of the nones calls for a new strategy for
effectiveness. Today, cause should be the leading edge of our
connection with many of the nones, in terms of both arresting
their attention and enlisting their participation.

Up through the 1980s, many unchurched would respond for
salvation and then be incorporated into the church and there
become drawn to Christian causes. From 1990 through the 2000s,
unchurched people most often needed to experience fellowship
in the body before they were ready to respond to the gospel.
Today, we have nones who are first attracted to the causes
addressed by Christians. Becoming involved in those causes,
they are attracted to the community of believers and gradually
they become ready to respond to the gospel.

We need to be aware of how these can be used to offer the good
news in a way that can penetrate through the cultural fog.
White puts it this way, “Even if it takes a while to get to



talking about Christ, (our church members) get there. And they

do it with integrity and . . . credibility. . . Later I've

seen those nones enfolded into our community and before long
the waters of baptism.”{15}

Relating to nones may be outside your comfort zone, but God
has called us to step out to share His love.

Combining Grace and Truth in a Christian
Mind

Every day we are on mission to the unchurched around us. James
White suggests ways we can communicate in a way that the nones
can understand.

We need to take to heart the three primary tasks of any
missionary to an unfamiliar culture. First, learn how to
communicate with the people we are trying to reach. Second,
become sensitized to the new culture to operate effectively
within it. Third, “translate the gospel into its own cultural
context so that it can be heard, understood, and

appropriated.”{16}

The growth of the nones comes largely from Mainline
Protestants and Catholics, right in the squishy middle where
there is little emphasis on the truth of God’s word. How can
we confront them with truth in a loving way?

The gospel of John tells us, “Grace and truth came through
Jesus Christ.”{17} Jesus brought the free gift of grace
grounded in eternal truth. As we translate the gospel 1in
today’s cultural context for the nones, this combination needs
to shine through our message. What does it look like to
balance grace and truth?

e« If we are communicating no grace and no truth, we are
following the example of Hinduism.



e If we are high on grace — but lacking in truth, we give
license to virtually any lifestyle and
perspective, affirming today’s new definition of tolerance.

e On the other hand, “truth without grace: this is the worst
of legalism . . . — what many nones

believe to be the hallmark of the Christian faith.” The real
representative of dogma without grace is Islam.” In a survey
among 750 Muslims who had converted to Christianity, they said
that as Muslims, they could never be certain of their
forgiveness and salvation as Christians can.

e Grace is the distinctive message of Christianity but never
remove it from the truth of the high cost Christ paid. Jesus
challenged the religious thought of the day with the truth of
God’s standard. Recognizing we cannot achieve that standard,
we are run to the grace of God by faith.

To communicate the truth, we need to respond to the new
questions nones are asking of any faith. As White points out,
“I do not encounter very many people who ask questions that
classical apologetics trained us to answer . . . Instead, the
new questions have to do with significance and meaning.”
Questions such as, “So, what?” and “Is this God of yours
really that good?”

We need to be prepared to “give a defense for the hope that is
within us” in ways that the nones around us can resonate with,
such as described in our article The Apologetics of Peter on
our website.

Opening the Front Door to Nones

The nones desperately need the truth of Jesus, yet it is a
challenge to effectively reach them. “Reaching out to a group
of people who have given up on the church, . . . we must
renew our own commitment to the very thing they have rejected
— the church.”{18} The fact that some in today’s culture have



problems with today’s church does not mean that God intends to
abandon it.

The church needs to grasp its mandate “to engage in the
process of ‘counter-secularization’. . . There are often
disparaging quips made about organized religion, but there was
nothing disorganized about the biblical model.”{19} We all
have a role to play in making our church a force for the
gospel in our community.

It must be clear to those outside that we approach our task
with civility and unity. Our individual actions are not
sufficient to bring down the domain of darkness. Jesus told us
that if those who encounter the church can sense the unity
holding us together they will be drawn to its message.

How will the nones come into contact with the unity of Christ?
It will most likely be through interaction with a church
acting as the church. As White points out, “If the church has
a “front door,” and it clearly does, why shouldn’t it be
strategically developed for optimal impact for . . . all nones
who may venture inside?”{20} Surveys indicate that 82 percent
of unchurched people would come to church this weekend if they
were invited by a friend.

One way we have a chance to interact with nones is when they
expose their children to a church experience. Children’s
ministry is not something to occupy our children while we have
church, but is instead a key part of our outreach to the lost
nones in our community. “What you do with their children could
be a deal breaker.”

In today’'s culture, we cannot overemphasize the deep need for
visual communication. Almost everyone is attuned to visually
receiving information and meaning. By incorporating visual
arts in our church mainstream, “it has a way of sneaking past
the defenses of the heart. And nones need a lot snuck past

them.” {21}



We need to keep evangelism at the forefront. “This is no time
to wave the flag of social ministry and justice issues so
single-mindedly in the name of cultural acceptance and the hip
factor that it becomes our collective substitute for the clear
articulation of the gospel.”{22}

White clearly states our goal, “Our only hope and the heart of
the Great Commission, is to stem the tide by turning the nones
into wons."”{23}
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