
Ancient  Perspectives  on
Happiness
After  examining  several  pagan  view  of  happiness  from  the
ancient world, Dr. Michael Gleghorn argues for the view of
Christian philosopher Augustine.

The Declaration of Independence says that all men “are endowed
by their Creator with certain unalienable rights,” including
“life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness.”{1} Although we
could say a lot about this statement, I want to focus on that
very last phrase: the pursuit of happiness. What exactly is
happiness? And how should we pursue it in order to have the
best chance of attaining it? These questions not only interest
us, they also interested some of the greatest thinkers from
the far-flung past.

 So what is happiness? An online dictionary says
that happiness “results from the possession . . .
of what one considers good.”{2} A good start, but
it raises another question, namely, what should we
consider  good?  Many  things  can  be  described  as
good: a cat, a job, a lover, and a book may all qualify. And
each of these things might even make us happy . . . at least,
for a while. But is there a good that offers us genuine and
lasting happiness? If so, what is it? Now we’re getting closer
to  what  the  ancients  were  interested  in  knowing  about
happiness.

Of course, as you can probably guess, many different answers
were proposed. A few thought that happiness could be found in
the  pleasures  of  the  flesh.  But  most  believed  you  needed
something a bit more . . . lofty, shall we say, in order to
experience real happiness, things like friendship, peace of
mind,  virtue,  and  even  God.  One  thing  they  virtually  all
agreed on was that a truly good and happy life ought to be
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lived with a sense of mission or purpose. Hence, the ancients
did  not  think  about  happiness  primarily  in  terms  of  just
“having  a  good  time.”  Instead,  they  thought  there  was  an
important  moral  component  to  happiness.  As  Christian
theologian Ellen Charry notes, for the ancients, happiness
“comes  from  using  oneself  consistently,  intentionally,  and
effectively, and hence it is a moral undertaking.”{3}

The link between morality and happiness has, I fear, become
rather under-appreciated in our own day. But important as it
is, many (including myself) don’t believe that this can be the
final word on happiness. So in an effort to find out what is,
we’ll spend the rest of this article looking first at some of
the most important pagan perspectives on happiness from the
ancient world before concluding with a Christian proposal by
possibly the greatest theologian in the early church, a man
named Augustine.{4}

Epicureanism
Let’s begin with Epicureanism. Epicurus lived from 341–270
B.C. and is often viewed as the poster boy for a hedonistic
lifestyle.  A  popular  gourmet  cooking  site,  epicurious.com,
creatively  plays  off  this  reputation  to  celebrate  the
pleasures of a great meal.{5} But as we’ll see, Epicurus was
not the total “party animal” that people often think.{6}

Although  he  rightly  regarded  physical  pleasure  as  a  good
thing, and believed that it was natural for us to want it, he
personally thought that friendship and mental tranquility were
even better. It was these latter sources of happiness, and not
merely the pleasures of the flesh, which Epicurus thought of
as  the  greatest  goods.  In  order  to  attain  them,  he  even
commended  a  life  of  virtue.  After  all,  it’s  the  virtuous
person, living at peace with his neighbors, who generally has
far less cause for fear and worry than someone who’s been up
to no good. Such a person is thus more likely to experience
the true joys of friendship and mental tranquility than his



non-virtuous counterpart.{7}

As you can probably see, there are aspects of Epicureanism
that even a Christian can appreciate. But there are problems
with this view as well. For example, while Epicurus did not
deny either God or the gods, he did teach that they were
rather unconcerned about human affairs, and he denied that
there would be a final judgment. For him, death was simply the
end of existence and you didn’t need to worry that God would
judge you for your deeds in an afterlife. But these ideas made
many people uncomfortable.

For  instance,  the  Roman  philosopher  Cicero  (106-43  B.C.)
reacted strongly against Epicureanism in his book The Nature
of the Gods. And Lactantius, an early Christian writer (A.D.
250-325),  believed  that  only  the  fear  of  God  “guards  the
mutual society of men.”{8} In his view, if people think they
aren’t accountable to God, society will likely be in trouble.
Hence, many thinkers worried that Epicureanism might lead to
an amoral—or even immoral—pursuit of pleasure as the highest
good of life. And unfortunately, this “can just as easily lead
to debauchery and . . . selfishness as it can to the simple,
honest life style of Epicurus.”{9}

So while the Epicurean view of happiness has some things in
its favor, there are several reasons for rejecting it.

Stoicism
Stoicism  was  another  important  school  of  thought  that
addressed the issue of human happiness. In the ancient world,
it  “was  the  single  most  successful  and  longest-lasting
movement in Greco-Roman philosophy.”{10} The Stoics’ manly,
morally  tough  philosophy  of  life  had  broad  appeal  in  the
ancient world. It attracted slaves like Epictetus (ca. A.D.
55-ca. 135) as well as the Roman emperor, Marcus Aurelius
(A.D. 121-180). Even many of the early church fathers admired
the Stoic emphasis on moral virtue and integrity.{11}



So what did the Stoics think about human happiness? According
to Ellen Charry, the Stoics viewed “the goal of life” as human
flourishing. This was understood, however, not in terms of
having a long life or being financially successful. Rather, it
was viewed “as maintaining one’s dignity and grace whatever
may  happen.”{12}  The  Stoics  understood  that  things  don’t
always work out as we want. Life throws us many curve balls
and, if we’re not prepared, we’re bound to be disappointed.

Their solution? In a statement reminiscent of the Buddha’s
teaching,  the  Stoic  Epictetus  declared,  “Demand  not  that
events happen as you wish, but wish them to happen as they do
happen, and you will get on well.”{13} We often don’t have any
control over what goes on around us. But we can control how we
react to it. By knowing the good and morally virtuous thing to
do, and by consistently choosing to do this, one attains the
highest happiness of which human beings are capable; namely,
“the enjoyment of self that comes from the conviction that one
is living a principled life of the highest integrity.”{14}
This,  in  a  nutshell,  is  the  Stoic  conception  of  human
happiness.

But  there  are  some  problems  with  this  view.  Although
Christians will readily cheer the Stoic commitment to a life
of moral virtue, they’ll nonetheless deny that such a life is
ever really possible apart from the grace of God. As the
Christian  theologian  Augustine  observed,  Stoicism  fails  to
adequately address the problem of human sinfulness. Moreover,
he thought, it holds out the false hope that one can achieve
happiness through self-effort. But as Augustine wisely saw,
only God can make us truly happy. Hence, while there’s much to
admire about Stoicism, as a philosophy of human happiness it
must ultimately disappoint.{15}

Neo-Platonism
Having now surveyed Epicureanism and Stoicism, and found each
of them wanting, we must next turn to Neo-Platonism to see if



it fares any better.

Probably the most important Neo-Platonist philosopher was a
man  named  Plotinus,  who  lived  in  the  third  century  A.D.
Plotinus believed that in the beginning was the One, “the
supreme  transcendent  principle”  and  the  “ground  of  all
being.”{16} Everything which now exists ultimately originated
from the One through a series of emanations. Since everything
proceeds from the One not by a process of creation, but rather
by a process of emanation, “Creator and creation . . . are not
sharply distinguished in Plotinus’s account.”{17}

Although this is certainly different from the biblical view,
in which there is a clear distinction between Creator and
creation,  it  would  probably  not  be  fair  to  simply  call
Plotinus a pantheist—that is, someone who believes that “all”
of reality is “Divine.” According to one scholar, Plotinus
tried “to steer a middle course” between pure pantheism (on
the one hand) and creation by God (on the other).{18} But
since everything that exists emanates or proceeds from the
One, Plotinus’s view is certainly close to pantheism. And it
is  thus  quite  different  from  the  biblical  doctrine  of
creation.

But how is this relevant to Plotinus’s perspective on the
nature  of  human  happiness?  According  to  Plotinus,  since
everything (including mankind) emanates out of the One, human
beings  can  only  truly  find  happiness  by  realizing  their
“oneness” with the One. In Plotinus’s view, “Happiness resides
in a person’s realization that she is one with divinity.”{19}
According to Plotinus, then, realizing one’s “oneness” with
the One is the key to human happiness.

Are there any problems with this view? Although there’s much
to  admire  about  Neo-Platonism,  and  while  it  was  quite
influential  in  the  early  church,  it  was  never  entirely
accepted,  and  that  for  several  reasons.  From  a  Christian
perspective, Neo-Platonism ultimately has a defective view of



God, creation, human nature, the meaning of salvation, and
what happens to a person after death. In other words, while
the system is very religious, it’s not Christianity. And thus,
while we can agree with Plotinus that happiness can only be
found in God, we must nonetheless reject his system on the
grounds that he’s not pointing us to the one true God.

Augustinianism
Having  previously  surveyed  some  of  the  most  important
perspectives on happiness from the ancient world, we’ll now
bring our discussion to a close by briefly considering the
thought of Augustine, one of the greatest theologians of the
early church. Augustine lived from A.D. 354 to 430 and was
familiar  with  the  various  perspectives  on  happiness  which
we’ve already examined.

Like the Epicureans, he believed that our happiness is at
least tangentially related to our physical well-being. Like
the Stoics, he believed that a life of integrity and moral
virtue was important for human happiness. And like the Neo-
Platonist philosopher Plotinus, Augustine thought that true
human happiness could only be found in God.

Nevertheless, Augustine views each of these perspectives as
ultimately inadequate for all who long to experience lasting
human happiness (and Augustine thinks that’s pretty much all
of us). After all, neither physical well-being nor a virtuous
life can grant us lasting happiness if our existence ends at
death. And while he agrees with Plotinus that happiness can
only  be  found  in  God,  Augustine  (like  all  Christians)  is
convinced that Plotinus ultimately has a defective view of
God.{20}

So where is true and lasting happiness to be found? Ellen
Charry sums up Augustine’s view quite nicely when she writes,
“Happiness is knowing, loving, and enjoying God securely.”{21}
In Augustine’s view, happiness is a condition in which one’s



desires are realized. Happy is he who has what” he wants,” he
writes  in  his  little  book  on  happiness.{22}  But  he  also
believed  that  what  we  all  really  want  is  the  everlasting
possession of the greatest good that can be had. That is, we
want the best that there is—and we want it forever!

But since the greatest good can only be God, the source and
foundation of every other good there is (or ever will be), it
seems that what we ultimately want, whether we realize it or
not, is God! And if we not only want the best that there is,
but want it forever, it seems that we must ultimately want the
very thing God freely offers us in Christ, namely, everlasting
life in the presence of God. The psalmist urges us to “taste
and see that the Lord is good” (Psalm 34:8). And those who do
are promised joy in His presence and “eternal pleasures” at
His right hand (Psalm 16:11).

This, then, is Augustine’s view on human happiness. In my
opinion, it’s far and away the best perspective that we’ve
examined in this article, and I hope you’ll think so, too.
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Four Killer Questions: Power
Tools  for  Great  Question-
Asking
Sue Bohlin provides helpful information for use in helping
sharpen the question-asking skills of fellow believers as well
as  in  evangelism.  These  “understanding  questions”  help
Christians  sharpen  their  biblical  worldview  and  help
unbelievers  delve  into  the  inconsistencies  of  their  own
worldview.

Dr.  Jeff  Myers  of  Bryan  College  and  Summit
Ministries shares our passion for helping others
develop a biblical worldview. One of the tools he
offers in developing critical thinking skills is
how to use the right question at the right time.

He  suggests  four  “killer  questions”  to  help  anyone  think
critically.{1} The first question is, What do you mean by
that? In other words, define your terms. The second question
is, Where do you get your information? The third is, How do
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you know that’s true?, and the fourth killer question is, What
if you’re wrong?

Dr. Myers tells this story:

“A friend took a group of third graders to the Denver Museum
of Natural History.

“Before he took them inside, he knelt down on their level and
said, ‘Kids, if anybody in this museum tells you anything, I
want you to ask them, how do you know that’s true?‘ Giving
this question to a third grader is the intellectual equivalent
of giving them a surface-to-air missile. These kids walked
into the museum; all they knew was, Ask: How do you know
that’s true?

“A paleontologist was going to show them how to find a fossil.
Apparently they had intentionally buried a fossil down in the
soil sample and she said, ‘We’re going to find it.’ Very
clever, right? No, not with this crowd. ‘Cause they started
asking questions like, ‘Well, how do you know there’s a fossil
down in there?’ ‘Well, because we just know there’s a fossil
down there.’ ‘Why do you want to find it?’ ‘Well, because we
want to study it.’ ‘Why do you want to study it?’ ‘We want to
find out how old it is.’ Well, how old do you think it is?’
‘About 60 million years old.’

“‘Lady, how do you know that is true?'”

“She  patronized  them.  She  said,  ‘Well,  you  see,  I’m  a
scientist, I study these things, I just know that.’ They said,
‘Well, how do you know that’s true?’ Anytime she said anything
at all they just asked, ‘How do you know that’s true?’ What
happened next proves that truth is stranger than fiction. She
threw down her tools, glared at these children, and said,
‘Look, children, I don’t know, OK? I just work here!'”{2}



Question #1: What do you mean by that?
The first question is, What do you mean by that? You want to
get the other person to define his terms and explain what he
is saying. If you don’t make sure you understand what the
other person means, you could end up having a conversation
using the same words but meaning very different things.

When I was a new believer, I was approached on the street by
some people collecting money for a ministry to young people. I
asked, naively, “Do you teach about Jesus?” They said, rather
tentatively, “Yesss. . . .” I gave them some money and asked
for their literature (which was in the reverse order of what I
should have done). Only later did I learn that they did indeed
teach about Jesus—that He was the brother of Satan! I wish I
had had this first killer question back then. I would have
asked, “What do you teach about Jesus? Who is He to you?”

Get the other person’s definition. Let’s say you’re talking to
a neighbor who says, “I don’t believe there is a God.” Don’t
quarrel with him: “Oh yes there is!” “No, there’s not.” Second
Timothy 2:24-25 says not to quarrel with anyone. Just start
asking questions instead. “What do you mean by ‘God’? What’s
your  understanding  of  this  God  who  isn’t  there?”  Let  him
define that which does not exist! You may well find out that
the god he rejects is a mean, cold, abusive god who looks a
lot like his father. In that case, you can assure him that you
don’t believe in that god either. The true God is altogether
different. If it were me, at this point I wouldn’t pursue the
existence of God argument, but rather try to understand where
the other person is coming from, showing the compassion and
grace of God to someone bearing painful scars on his soul.

Let’s say someone says she is for a woman’s right to choose
abortion. You can ask, “What do you mean by ‘woman’? Only
adult women? What if the baby is a girl, what about her right
to choose? What do you mean by ‘right’? Where does that right
come from?” Do you see how asking What do you mean by that?



can expose problems in the other person’s perspective?

Question  #2:  Where  do  you  get  your
information?
The  question  Where  do  you  get  your  information?  is
particularly important in today’s culture, where we drown in
information from a huge array of sources. Information is being
pumped at us from TV, radio, music, Websites, email, blogs,
billboards, movies, and conversations with people who have no
truth filters in place at all. Consider the kind of responses
you  could  get  to  the  question,  Where  do  you  get  your
information?

“I heard it somewhere.” Well, how’s that for reliable? Follow
with another killer question, How do you know it’s true?

“Everybody says so.” That may be so, but is it true? If you
say something loud enough, often enough, and long enough,
people will believe it’s true even if it isn’t. For example,
“everybody says” people are born gay. Doesn’t everybody know
that by now? That’s what we hear, every day, but where is the
science to back up that assertion? Turns out, there is none.
Not a shred of proof that there is a gay gene.

Someone else may say, “I read it somewhere.” So ask, in a
legitimate newspaper or magazine? Or in a tabloid? Elvis is
not alive, and you can’t lose twenty-five pounds in a week.
You might have read it somewhere, but there is a word for that
kind of writing: fiction.

Did  you  see  it  on  the  internet?  That  could  be  a  single
individual with great graphics abilities pumping out his own
totally  made-up  stuff.  Or  it  could  be  a  trustworthy,
legitimate  website  like  Probe.org.

Did you see it on TV? Who said it, and how trustworthy is the
source? Was it fact, or opinion? Be aware of the worldview



agenda behind the major media outlets. Former CBS reporter
Bernard Goldberg exposed the leftist leanings of the media in
his book Bias: A CBS Insider Exposes How the Media Distort the
News. Most of what you see on TV is what the Bible calls “the
world,” and we are to be discerning and skeptical of the
values and information it pumps out.

Don’t  be  fooled  by  someone  sounding  confident  and  self-
assured. Many people feel confident without any basis for
feeling that way. Ask, Where do you get your information? It’s
a great killer question.

Question #3: How do you know that’s true?
The third killer question is, How do you know that’s true?
This is probably the most powerful question of them all. It
puts the burden of proof on the other person.

Most people aren’t aware of what they assume is true; there’s
simply no other way to see the world. They often believe what
they believe without asking if it’s true, if it aligns with
reality. If you respectfully ask killer questions like How do
you know that’s true?, all of a sudden it can begin to occur
to folks that what they believe, they believe by faith. But
where is their faith placed?

Sometimes, the kindest thing we can do for people is gently
shake up their presuppositions and invite them to think.

The reigning philosophy in science today is materialism, the
insistence that the physical universe is all that exists.
Something is only real if it can be measured and quantified.
We need to ask, How do you know there is nothing outside the
matter-space-time-energy continuum? How do you know that the
instruments of physical measurement are the only ones that
matter? How do you know there isn’t something non-physical,
which cannot be measured with physical measuring tools? If all
you have is a ruler, how do you measure weight? (And if all



you have is a ruler, and someone wants to talk about weight,
it would be easy to deny there is such a thing as weight, only
height and length, a lot like the materialists’ insistence
that  since  we  can’t  measure  the  supernatural,  it  doesn’t
exist.)

At the heart of the debate over stem cell research is the
question of the personhood of a human embryo. Those who insist
that it’s not life until implantation need to be asked, How do
you know that’s true? It’s genetically identical to the embryo
ten minutes before implantation. How do you know those are
only a clump of cells and not a human being?

Postmodern  thought  says  that  no  one  can  know  truth.  This
philosophy has permeated just about every college campus. To
the professor who asserts, “No one can know truth,” a student
should  ask,  How  do  you  know  that’s  true?  If  that  sounds
slightly crazy to you, good! A teacher who says there is no
truth, or that if there is, no one can know it, says it
because he or she believes it to be true, or they wouldn’t be
saying it!

We get hostile email at Probe informing us of how stupid and
biased we are for believing the Bible, since it has been
mistranslated  and  changed  over  the  centuries  and  it  was
written by man anyway. When I ask, “How do you know this is
true?”, I don’t get answers back. Putting the burden of proof
on the other person is quite legitimate. People are often just
repeating what they have heard from others. But we have to be
ready to offer a defense for the hope that is in us as
well.{3} Of course, when we point to the Bible as our source
of information, it’s appropriate to ask the killer question,
“How do you know that’s true?” Fortunately, there is a huge
amount of evidence that today’s Bible is virtually the same as
the original manuscripts. And there is strong evidence for its
supernatural  origins  because  of  things  like  fulfilled
prophecy. Go to the “Reasons to Believe” section of Probe.org
for a number of articles on why we can trust that the Bible is



really God’s word.

There are a lot of mistaken, deceived people who believe in
reincarnation  and  insist  they  remember  their  past  lives.
Shirley MacLaine claims to have been a Japanese Geisha, a
suicide in Atlantis, an orphan raised by elephants, and the
seducer of Charlemagne.{4} Here’s where this killer question
comes in. If you lose your life memories when you die, how do
you know your past lives are real? When you’re born into a new
body and your slate is wiped clean, how do you know it’s you?

So many people have embraced a pragmatic, expedient standard
of, “Hey, it works for me.” “It works for me to cheat on my
taxes, as long as I don’t get caught.” “It works for me to
spend hours on porn sites late at night since my wife doesn’t
know how to check the computer’s history.” “It works for me to
keep God in his corner of the universe while I do my own
thing; I’ll get religious later in life.” Well, how do you
know it works? You haven’t seen the whole, big picture. You
can’t  know  the  future,  and  you  can’t  know  how  tomorrow’s
consequences will be reaped from today’s choices.

Let me add a caveat here. The underlying question behind How
do you know that’s true? is really, “Why should I believe
you?” It can be quite disconcerting to be challenged this way,
so be sure to ask with a friendly face and without an edge in
your voice.

Question #4: What if you’re wrong?
One benefit of this question is that it helps us not to “sweat
the small stuff.” There are a lot of issues where it just
doesn’t matter a whole lot if we’re wrong. If you’re agonizing
over a restaurant menu, trying to figure out the best entree,
what if you’re wrong? It doesn’t matter. You can probably come
back another time. If you can’t, because you’re traveling and
you’ll never have another chance, is it going to wreck your
life? Absolutely not.



Many of our youth (and, sadly, adults as well) believe that
having sex is just part of being social. Many of them believe
that  sex  qualifies  as  recreation,  much  like  going  to  an
amusement park. They need to be challenged: What if you’re
wrong? Besides the high probability of contracting a number of
sexually transmitted diseases, there is the ongoing heartache
of  the  discovery  that  “casual”  sex  isn’t,  because  of  its
lasting impact on the heart.

The  ultimate  question  where  this  matters  is,  What  do  you
believe about God? What do you do with Jesus’ statement “I am
the way, the truth, and the life; no one comes to the Father
except by Me”?{5} What if you believe there is no God, or that
you can live however you want and God will let you into heaven
because you’re not a mass murderer? We need to ask, What if
you’re wrong? You will be separated from God forever!

It’s only fair for Christ-followers to ask that of ourselves.
What if we’re wrong? What if we’re actually living an illusion
that there is a God and a purpose to life? I would say, “You
know what? I still lived a great life, full of peace and
purpose and fulfillment. Ultimately, if there were no God, it
wouldn’t matter—nothing would matter at all!—but I still loved
my life. Either way, if I’m right or I’m wrong, I win.”

These four killer questions are powerful to spark meaningful
conversation  and  encourage  yourself,  and  others,  to  think
critically. Use them wisely, be prepared for some interesting
conversations . . . and have fun!

Notes

1. Our fellow worldview apologist Bill Jack of Worldview
Academy (www.worldview.org) has also popularized these “killer
questions,” but they go back all the way to Socrates.
2. “Created Male and Female: Biblical Light for a Sexually
Darkened World” conference sponsored by the International
Council for Gender Studies, October 10-12, 2003.

http://www.worldview.org


3. 1 Peter 3:15.
4. www.fortunecity.com/emachines/e11/86/duncan2.html
5. John 14:6.
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Talking About the Problem of
Evil
T.S. Weaver has put together an intellectual response to the
problem  of  evil  that  includes  a  theology  of  evil  and
suffering, and a philosophical/theological series of proper
defenses of God and His righteousness considering evil.

What is Evil?

The problem of evil is famous. This problem is
personal  because  my  wife  stayed  stuck  as  an
agnostic for a long time. An agnostic, by the way,
is a person who says they don’t know if there is a
God. Like so many people, she thought that if you believe in a
God who is all good and all-powerful, then the presence of
evil and suffering creates a problem.

Atheist philosopher David Hume said, “Epicurus’s old questions
are yet unanswered. Is he willing to prevent evil, but not
able? Then he is impotent. Is he able to but not willing? Then
he is malevolent. Is he both able and willing? Whence then is
evil?”

Let’s address this. I’ll give you a roadmap of where we’re
going. First, we need to address how one can even object to
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evil. Second, I will talk about what evil is and is not. Then
I  will  talk  about  some  possible  reasons  God  allows  evil.
Finally, I’ll close with God’s solution.

To start, if this challenge were raised by an atheist, we need
to address the moral argument. If there is right and wrong,
then they are grounded in the existence of a good and moral
God. Because without an absolute Moral Law, which requires an
absolute Moral Law Giver, the atheist has no grounds for a
complaint against evil.

Former  atheist  C.S.  Lewis  summarizes  how  this  thinking
eventually guided him to Christianity: “My argument against
God was that the universe seemed so cruel and unjust. But how
had I got this idea of just and unjust? A man does not call a
line crooked unless he has some idea of a straight line. What
was I comparing this universe with when I called it unjust?”

Evil is not a “thing” that exists; and God is not the cause.
Both Augustine and Thomas Aquinas point out that evil is not a
real entity in the world. This means evil is not a material or
a phenomenon that exists by itself. It’s like darkness, which
is  not  a  created  thing;  it’s  the  absence  of  light.  Evil
describes a deficiency or denial of good. Philosophers call
this deficiency a privation. Evil is what occurs once the good
is altered or distorted. In Genesis 1 and 2, God told us all
that existed was good. Evil was not an innovation, but a
distortion. So, God is not the creator or author of evil.

The Best-of-All-Possible-Worlds
Let us consider the best-of-all-possible-worlds argument. The
place  to  start  is  God’s  omniscience.  This  allows  God  to
understand all possibilities. If God knows all possibilities,
God knows all possible worlds. Since God is also completely
good, He always wants and works out the best world and the
best way.



Leibniz (the philosopher who came up with this defense) wrote,
“The  first  principle  of  existences  is  the  following
proposition:  God  wants  to  choose  the  most  perfect.”

The power of this argument is to show that out of every world
that a good God could have produced, His decision to generate
this one means this creation is good.

There are several principles that tie into this defense.

The first major principle is centered on the truth that God
acts for worthy causes. Again, God’s omniscience presumes that
before God decides which world to produce, He understands the
value of every possible world. This also implies God always
decides on the base of sensible, stable rationales. This is
called the “principle of sufficient reason.”

To  believe  God  can  intercede  in  what  he  has  formed  with
sufficient reason, even to avoid or restrict evil, would be
like a soldier who abandons his post and knowingly allows
enemy infiltration to instead stop a colleague from drinking
while in uniform. The soldier ends up allowing a greater evil
in order to stop a lesser evil.

Another  principle  that  reinforces  this  argument  is  the
principle of “pre-established harmony.”

Leibniz describes it this way: “For, if we were capable of
understanding the universal harmony, we should see that what
we are tempted to find fault with is connected to the plan
most worthy of being chosen; in a word we should see, and
should not believe only, that what God has done is the best.”

Human Free Will
Above, we covered the principle of sufficient reason as part
of the best-of-all possible worlds. The last principle of the
best-of-all-possible-worlds is human free will. For Leibniz,
this idea was just a principle in part of his greater defense.



For  Augustine,  C.S.  Lewis,  and  Alvin  Plantinga  it  was  an
entire  defense  by  itself.  In  its  simplest  form,  it  goes
something like this: God set us up not to be machines but free
agents with the power to choose.

If God were to make us capable of freely choosing the good, He
had  to  create  us  also  able  to  freely  choose  evil.
Consequently, our free will can be misused and that is the
explanation for evil.

Jean-Paul Sartre communicates this wonderfully: “The man who
wants to be loved does not desire the enslavement of the
beloved.  .  .  .  If  the  beloved  is  transformed  into  an
automaton, the lover finds himself alone.”  God knows that a
better world is created, if human beings are infused with free
will, even if they decide to behave corruptly.

Were God to force us to make good choices, we would not be
making  choices  at  all,  but  simply  implementing  God’s
instructions  like  when  a  computer  runs  a  program.

For humans to have the capability to be ethically good, free
will is necessary. Morality hangs on our capability to freely
choose the good.

Plantinga asserts, “God creates a world containing evil, and
he has a good reason for doing so.”  John Stackhouse Jr. says,
“God, to put it bluntly, calculates the cost-benefit ratio and
deems the cost of evil to be worth the benefit of loving and
enjoying the love of these human beings.”

Stackhouse sums up Plantinga’s argument like this:

“God desired to love and be loved by other beings. God created
human beings with this in view. To make us capable of such
fellowship, God had to give us the freedom to choose, because
love, though it does have its elements of ‘compulsion,’ is
meaningful only when it is neither automatic nor coerced. This
sort of free will, however, entailed the danger that it would



be used not to enjoy God’s love and to love God in return, but
to go one’s own way in defiance of both God and one’s own best
interest.”

God created us with free will because our decision to say
“yes” to Him is only a real choice if we are also free to say
“no” to Him.

The Greater Good
To review, so far, we’ve addressed how one can even object to
evil, in the moral argument. We’ve talked about what evil is
and is not, and the idea of it being a privation. We’ve talked
about some possible reasons God allows evil, which included
the  best-of-all-possible-worlds  argument  and  the  free  will
defense. Now I want to go over the greater good principle.
While all the arguments I’ve given so far are intellectual and
do not necessarily help with the emotional side of evil and
suffering,  this  principle  is  especially  delicate.  I  say
“delicate” because this defense may not help a questioner much
if they have been a victim of a seemingly very unwarranted
evil, and/or if they are still carrying anger or bitterness.

Again,  the  topic  we  are  examining  is  the  greater  good
principle, which argues that certain evils are needed in the
world for certain greater goods to happen. To put it another
way, certain evils in this world are called for, as greater
goods stem after them. For instance, nobody would believe a
doctor who cuts out a cancerous tumor is being evil because he
made an incision on the patient. The surgery incision is much
less evil than letting the tumor develop. The greater good is
the patient being cancer-free. Parents who penalize children
for poor conduct with the loss of toys or privileges or even
giving spankings are instigating pain (particularly from the
kid’s viewpoint). Although, without this discipline, the other
possibility is that the kid will develop into a grownup with
no discipline and would consequently face much more suffering.
We  do  not  understand  in  this  world  all  the  good  God  is



preparing; therefore, we need to trust that God is good even
when  we  can’t  see  it  and  we  can’t  understand  the  larger
picture of what He’s doing.

Plus, nearly all individuals will award some truth to the
saying ascribed to Nietzsche: “Whatever doesn’t kill me makes
me stronger.” Consequently, the principle of allowing pain in
the short term to bring about a greater contentment eventually
is legitimate and one we know and use ourselves. That implies
there  is  no  mandatory  contradiction  between  God  and  the
reality of evil and suffering.

The Cross
Finally, I end with the cross and the hope of Christianity.
Jesus  agonized  in  enduring  the  nastiest  evil  that  can  be
thrown at him: denial by His own adored people; abhorrence
from the authorities in His own religion; unfairness at the
hands of the Roman court; unfaithfulness and disloyalty from
His closest friends; the public disgrace of being stripped
nude and mocked as outrageous “King of the Jews”; anguish in
the agony of crucifixion; and the continuous weight of the
lure  to  despair  altogether,  to  crash  these  unappreciative
beings with shocks of heaven, to recommence with a new race,
to assert Himself. Instead, Jesus remained there, embracing
into  Himself  the  sins  of  the  world,  keeping  Himself  in
position as His foes wreaked their most terrible treatment.

Our faith in a good God is sensible, because Jesus suffered on
our behalf, and took the punishment we deserve. He understands
what it is to suffer. He has lived there.

The cross was a world-altering occasion where the love and
compassion of God dealt efficiently with the immensity of
human sin. His death and resurrection show evil is trounced,
and death has been slain. Contemplate the many implications of
the atonement: Jesus is the Victor, He has paid our ransom,
God’s wrath has been satisfied, and Jesus is the substitution



for the offenses we have perpetrated.

As if that is not enough, the Christian narrative ends with
faith in the future where complete justice will be done, and
all evils will be made right. When Christ returns, He will not
once more give in to mortal agencies and quietly accept evil.
He will come back to deliver justice. The Bible’s definitive
solution to the problem of evil is that evil will be dealt
with. God will create a new heaven and a new earth for persons
God has loved so long and so well. This is the core of our
faith in the middle of pain and suffering.

In conclusion, what I’ve just presented to you, and what my
wife eventually figured out, is that evil is not a thing
created by God. A valid complaint against evil cannot be made
without the existence of God. God has plausible reasons for
allowing evil. And He clearly has a plan to defeat it. All He
wants you to do is trust Him.

©2022 Probe Ministries

The Contrasting Worldviews in
‘That Hideous Strength’
Dr.  Michael  Gleghorn  demonstrates  how  C.S.  Lewis’s  ‘That
Hideous Strength’ illustrates the cosmic war of good and evil
through supernatural spiritual warfare.

A Study in Contrasts
In this article we’re concluding a three-part series examining
C.S. Lewis’s “Cosmic Trilogy.”{1} We’ve already looked at Out
of the Silent Planet and Perelandra, which you can find on our
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website at Probe.org. Now we turn to That Hideous Strength,
the third and final novel of the trilogy, originally published
in 1945. In many ways, the story is a study in contrasts
between two very different communities characterized by two
very different worldviews.{2}

On  the  one  hand  there  is  the  National  Institute  for
Coordinated Experiments (or N.I.C.E.), which might initially
appear  to  embrace  a  naturalistic  worldview,  but  which  is
actually  governed  by  a  kind  of  pragmatism  that  accepts
whatever is useful for advancing its own nefarious purposes.
On the other hand, there is the community at St. Anne’s, which
is generally animated by a Christian worldview.

Ransom, the hero of the first two novels, comes into this
story as the “Head” or “Director” of St. Anne’s, and he’s a
very different leader than the “Head” of the N.I.C.E. (as
we’ll see later). Whereas the first two novels largely took
place on Mars and Venus respectively, this story takes place
on Earth, specifically in England, sometime after World War
2.{3}

That Hideous Strength is a long novel. It covers a lot of
ground  and  deals  with  an  incredible  variety  of  ideas  and
issues.  Because  of  this,  we  can  only  hit  a  few  of  the
highlights here.

With  this  in  mind,  let’s  begin  by  noticing  two  important
statements  on  the  book’s  title  page.  First,  the  book’s
subtitle: “A Modern Fairy-Tale for Grown-Ups.” This tells us
something about the genre of the story. It’s intended as a
kind of “fairy-tale.” But this is a “fairy-tale” for grown-
ups. And indeed, much of this novel would be inappropriate for
children.

Second, there’s a quotation from the 16th century Scottish
poet, Sir David Lyndsay. In fact, the title of Lewis’s book is
taken from this quotation, for Lyndsay mentions “that hyddeous



strength”  with  reference  to  the  Tower  of  Babel,  a  story
originally told in Genesis 11. The Tower of Babel, you may
recall, was a monument to human pride and rebellion against
the Lord. In response, the Lord came down in judgment and
confused the languages of those building the tower, and they
were subsequently scattered over the face of the earth.

If we are to correctly interpret Lewis’s novel, then, we must
not lose sight of these two clues. Lewis intends this story as
a kind of modern-day “fairy-tale” that, in one way or another,
also alludes to something like the Tower of Babel.

Supernatural Influences
Above, I mentioned Lewis’s subtitle for the novel: “A Modern
Fairy-Tale for Grown-Ups.” This, I said, tells us something
about the genre of the story. Lewis intended the story as a
kind of fairy-tale. But what are fairy-tales, and how might
this help us interpret Lewis’s novel?

On the English-Studies website, we learn that fairy-tales “are
types of literature . . . featuring magical elements, mythical
creatures, and moral lessons. Characterized by simple . . .
 characters, these stories typically involve a protagonist
overcoming challenges with the help of magic or supernatural
aid.”{4} As we’ll see, this description fits Lewis’s novel
fairly well.

Consider,  for  example,  the  concluding  statement  about
“overcoming challenges with the help of magic or supernatural
aid.” In Lewis’s novel, Ransom and the community at St. Anne’s
overcome the challenges posed by the National Institute of
Coordinated Experiments (or N.I.C.E.) with help both magical
and supernatural. From the depths of Arthurian legend, Merlin
the magician returns to lend his aid to St. Anne’s. Moreover,
the community is also helped by powerful angelic authorities
who can best be described as something like a cross between
Christian archangels and Roman gods or goddesses.{5} Hence,



Mercury, Venus, Mars, Jupiter, and Saturn all descend from the
heavens to help the community in its time of need.

And this helps us see an important contrast between St. Anne’s
and the N.I.C.E., for it turns out that both are receiving a
kind of supernatural aid, though the source of that aid is
very  different.  The  Christian  community  at  St.  Anne’s  is
receiving supernatural aid from loyal, angelic, servants of
God.  The  N.I.C.E.,  however,  is  receiving  aid  from  dark
spirits, who are in rebellion against God. The leaders of the
N.I.C.E. refer to these spirits as “macrobes,” and recognize
that they are “more intelligent than Man.”{6} While the good
spirits  communicate  to  the  company  of  St.  Anne’s  through
Ransom,  the  “Head”  of  that  community,  the  evil  spirits
communicate  to  the  leaders  of  the  N.I.C.E.  through  the
decapitated  “Head”  of  a  former  criminal,  which  is  being
artificially preserved in a laboratory. We thus begin to see
how the contrasting worldviews of these two communities have
led them into very different spiritual alliances.

Science and Magic
One of the strangest aspects of C. S. Lewis’s novel, That
Hideous Strength, concerns the return of Merlin to help the
community of St. Anne’s in their battle against the National
Institute of Coordinated Experiments (or N.I.C.E.). Stranger
still is the fact that the leaders of the N.I.C.E. initially
hope to recruit Merlin to their own side in this struggle. But
isn’t  the  N.I.C.E.  a  scientific  institute?  Why  would  its
leaders want to enlist the aid of an enigmatic magician from
the days of King Arthur? It would seem that the governing
principles of the N.I.C.E. are really rather different from
what one might expect from a scientific institute.

Consider, for example, the character of William Hingest. Lewis
describes him as “a physical chemist” and one of  only two men
at his college “who had a reputation outside England.”{7}
Hingest is a true scientist. But when he visits the N.I.C.E.



to find out more about it, he quickly decides to leave. As he
tells Mark Studdock, another character in the novel, “I came
here because I thought it had something to do with science.
Now  that  I  find  it’s  something  more  like  a  political
conspiracy,  I  shall  go  home.”{8}

Hingest realizes that the N.I.C.E. is quite different from a
scientific  institute.  He  rightly  senses  that  there  is
something  dark  and  corrupt  at  the  institute’s  core.  As
readers,  we  learn  that  the  leaders  of  the  N.I.C.E.  are
actually taking orders from demonic spirits. They want to
recruit Merlin because they hope to make use of his powers to
advance their own agenda. What they fail to realize, however,
is that in the world of Lewis’s novel, Merlin is a Christian,
and he joins forces with the company at St. Anne’s.

In his book, The Abolition of Man, Lewis described the birth
of magic and applied science as “twins.” Both desired “to
subdue reality to the wishes of men,” but only science was
successful.{9} In Lewis’s novel, however, the leaders of the
Institute have stumbled upon a source of power that might
arguably  trump  that  of  science,  namely,  the  demonic
“macrobes.” They want Merlin because he will increase their
power  still  further.  The  leaders  of  the  N.I.C.E.  are  not
really interested in truth, beauty, or goodness, but only in
the power “to subdue reality” to their own wishes. Like the
ancient builders of Babel, they are in prideful rebellion
against the Lord. And this is why, in Lewis’s “fairy-tale”
novel, their work also must be destroyed.{10}

The Problem of Violence
C. S. Lewis’s novel, That Hideous Strength, has often been
criticized for its alarming depictions of violence. Near the
end of the novel, when the leaders of the National Institute
of  Coordinated  Experiments  (or  N.I.C.E.)  are  destroyed  by
Merlin and the heavenly powers, Lewis describes their deaths
in rather grisly detail. Some are trampled and torn apart by



wild  animals,  others  are  shot  or  decapitated,  and  one
character chooses to be incinerated by his own hands.{11} Why
does Lewis include such horrific scenes?

David Downing has a good discussion of this issue in his book,
Planets in Peril: A Critical Study of C.S. Lewis’s Ransom
Trilogy. He first observes that “Lewis was writing” this novel
“during the bleakest years of World War II and that he draws
explicit parallels between the leaders of N.I.C.E. and the
Nazis.”{12} He notes that, like the Nazis, the N.I.C.E. also
rely upon a “secret police” force. Like the Nazis, they too
“control the press . . . use criminals for barbaric medical
experiments” and “dream of creating a master race.” Hence,
just as it was necessary for the Allies to fight and defeat
the Nazis, so also it is necessary for Ransom, Merlin, and the
heavenly powers to fight and defeat the N.I.C.E.

But was it necessary for Lewis to describe the deaths of his
villains in such “gruesome detail”?{13} Why not simply have
the angelic-god Jupiter destroy the leaders of the N.I.C.E.
with  a  well-aimed  thunderbolt?  Why  does  Lewis  insist  on
narrating their deaths in such graphic terms? Downing argues
that Lewis was using Dante’s Inferno as a “subtext” for this
novel.{14} He shows how the journey of Mark Studdock (a major
character  in  the  novel)  into  the  heart  of  the  N.I.C.E.
parallels  Dante’s  journey  through  the  nine  circles  of
hell.{15} As Downing observes, the leaders of the N.I.C.E.
joined forces with dark spirits. They thus experience a dark
end to their earthly pilgrimage.{16}

The violence in That Hideous Strength makes more sense when we
remember the comparisons Lewis makes between the N.I.C.E. and
the Nazis, as well as the many literary connections between
his  own  story  and  Dante’s  Inferno.  Moreover,  we  must  not
forget that such violence fits in rather well with Lewis’s
description of the story as a kind of “fairy-tale.” Fairy
tales, after all, often have a dark side, and Lewis’s tale is
no exception.



Babel and the Word of God
C. S. Lewis intended the final novel of his “Cosmic Trilogy,”
That Hideous Strength, to be read as a kind of fairy tale with
allusions to the biblical Tower of Babel. We’ve mentioned
several ways in which Lewis’s novel resembles a fairy tale,
but we’ve said little about its allusions to the Tower of
Babel. Although Lewis draws several connections between the
National Institute for Coordinated Experiments (or N.I.C.E.)
and the Tower of Babel, we here have time to mention only a
couple.

The story of the Tower of Babel occurs in Genesis 11. In that
story,  all  humanity  speaks  the  same  language,  and  they
determine to build “a city and a tower with its top in the
heavens” (Genesis 11:4). They do this in order to “make a
name” for themselves. But the Lord, who has told humanity to
“fill the earth” (Genesis 9:1), comes down and confuses their
language, thus dispersing them throughout the world (Genesis
11:8-9).

Like the builders of Babel, the leaders of the N.I.C.E. also
want to “make a name” for themselves. The N.I.C.E. aims to
achieve something like the deification of humanity, though
this will only be accomplished by the destruction of virtually
everything that makes human life worthwhile (and only a few,
and  eventually  perhaps  just  one  person,  will  be  the
beneficiary of their evil schemes).{17} For this reason, God
permits some of His loyal servants, the Heavenly Powers, to
descend to earth and bring linguistic confusion to the leaders
of  the  N.I.C.E.,  thus  forcing  them  to  abandon  their
project.{18}

Merlin the magician, who has joined forces with Ransom and the
community at St. Anne’s, is the human instrument through which
the Heavenly Powers work to release the “curse of Babel” upon
the N.I.C.E. The leaders of this institute have joined forces
with  dark  spirits  to  achieve  their  ends.  Hence,  once  the



“curse of Babel” is in full force among them, Merlin 7calls
out over the din of confusion: “They that have despised the
word of God, from them shall the word of man also be taken
away.”{19} The inability of the leaders of the N.I.C.E. to
understand one another plays a significant role in ending
their  tyranny,  thus  saving  humanity  from  their  evil
intentions.

In  That  Hideous  Strength,  Lewis  has  contrasted  two  very
different  communities,  with  two  very  different  worldviews.
Presented  as  a  kind  of  fairy-tale,  with  allusions  to  the
biblical Tower of Babel, he has developed an intriguing story
about the ongoing battle between good and evil.
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How to Kill Sin: John Owen’s
The Mortification of Sin
Paul  Rutherford  provides  an  overview  of  the  Puritan  John
Owen’s classic book The Mortification of Sin.

In my early twenties I confessed to a friend an ongoing battle
with  sin.  He  suggested  I  read  John  Owen’s  book,  The
Mortification of Sin{1}. I wish I had read it back then. It
would have saved me so much pain in my battle against sin.

So I want to help you in that same way by sharing
some of Owen’s key insights in the battle against
sin.

Let’s begin with the title. Mortification, what does that word
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mean? Broadly speaking, it means to kill or put to death. The
Latin root from which this English word is derived, “mort-“ or
“mors” means death. Mortificare—to kill.{2} Other examples of
this root include mortuary, mortician, and mortgage.

Simply put, mortification means death, but note the dictionary
also lists “shame” and “humiliation” as definitions as well.
So mortification involves death. More to the point, Owen wants
you  to  kill  sin.  More  importantly,  he  makes  a  case  that
Scripture commands you to kill sin.

This message today is not for everyone. It’s only appropriate
if you believe in Jesus. Early in the work Owen gravely warns
those who would mortify sin, but do so without first believing
in Jesus.

I would warn you as well. Please don’t sit here and read
another minute if you have not put your faith in Jesus Christ
for your righteousness, for your salvation. If you’re reading
this right now and have never made a confession of faith, and
you’re ready, please do so now. Just talk to God and tell him
you believe that Jesus is Lord, that He died for your sins,
was buried, and raised from the dead, and you are putting your
trust in Him. Then tell someone you know who already believes.
It will be the most important thing you do, ever.

If you’re still reading, then let’s press on. Owen discusses
at length what it means to kill sin, how to do it effectively,
and why you should do it.

But before we jump in, remember John Owen was a 17th century
English pastor and theologian. This is not his first book, and
at the time he composed it, he was Vice-Chancellor at the
University of Oxford. Owen has academic credentials. But this
book  is  more  devotional  than  academic.  Owen  draws  from
personal experience. It is not merely intellectual. He meant
for it to be practiced.



What is Mortification?
John Owen wrote The Mortification of Sin in England in 1656.
Mortification means death, or in this case to kill. . .sin.
That’s what we covered in the previous section. This matters
because your life is at stake here. In chapter two, Owen warns
us with this now famous quote, “Be killing sin or it will be
killing you.” That is probably the most famous quote from that
book.

Did you catch the significance of that quote? Sin will kill
you. That’s why this is a big deal. That’s why this matters.
That’s  also  why  sin’s  presence  requires  such  a  drastic
response. It must be killed. James tells us that “[S]in when
it is fully grown brings forth death.”{3}

Your  best  option—the  most  effective  option—your  only  real
option is to kill sin. Just like John Owen said. Kill it. Or
it will kill you. Because trust me. It will kill you—in every
way:  physically,  spiritually,  emotionally,
intellectually—every  way.

Owen quickly reminds us this is impossible in a complete,
ultimate,  or  perfect  sense,  until  Jesus  comes  back,  not
before.{4} So until then we mortify sin.{5}

Now let’s talk about mortification. Let’s talk about killing
sin. What exactly does that mean? Sin is an abstract thing,
not a biological organism. How do you kill an abstract thing?
Owen’s instruction is clear: “utterly destroy it” or, make it
cease to be.

Owen defines the process of mortification three ways: sin gets
weaker, you fight against it constantly, and you have full
success over it.{6}

So then mortification means to weaken sin, or drain it of its
power.  It  means  the  desire  to  sin  decreases  in  degree,
frequency, and quality. That comes as you “crucify the flesh



with its passions and desires,” as we read in Galatians 5:24.

Mortification also means to fight sin constantly. You have an
enemy. Employ any means necessary to destroy his work. The
contest will be vigorous and hazardous.

Finally, mortification is success against sin in any given
moment. This isn’t merely resisting temptation. Owen has more
in view here; it is recognizing temptation, bringing it before
Christ, pursuing sin to its root, and conquering it in Jesus’
strength.

Before we discuss how to do this, for clarity let’s talk about
how not to mortify sin.

How NOT to Mortify Sin
Mortification means to kill, and the point of John Owen’s book
The Mortification of Sin is to kill sin. Nothing short of your
life is at stake here since sin always leads to death.{7}

Sin is not to be trifled with. It cost Jesus His life.

Owen himself covers what mortification is NOT in the book,
before he defines what it is. So now we will follow his lead.

Mortification is commonly mistaken. It is tricky to identify
properly. Four things frequently masquerade as mortification,
when they are in fact not. These four are: faking it, having a
calm disposition, cross-addiction, and behavior modification.

Faking  it,  the  first  instance  of  false  mortification,  is
making yourself look good on the outside, instances where
outward  signs  of  sin  are  obvious—compulsive  spending,  for
example. You may choose not to buy something the next time
you’re tempted, but that outward choice is not the root of
sin. The root is inside. It goes deeper.

The root is the belief that material will fill that void
inside. Owen further points out hypocrisy as a real danger



here. Not only did you not mortify the sin, you are now making
it look as if you have.

Mortification is also not simply a calm disposition. Some sins
are obvious, visible, even violent in nature. In these cases
if you become more calm, more quiet, more gentle, it could
appear on the outside as if the sin is gone. In fact it is
not. Owen reminds us that mortification is more than a simple
change in disposition.

Mortification is also not replacing one vice for another. For
example, if the presenting sin is addiction to pornography,
keeping yourself from erotic material may appear as victory
unless  you  pick  up  the  bottle.  Now  you  simply  exchanged
pornography for alcohol. You exhibit a cross-addiction. This,
too, is not mortification.

Mortification is also not mere change in behavior. Surely you
have  made  a  big  change  before—created  a  new  habit,  lost
weight, something, even a New Year’s resolution. You can force
the behavior for a while—maybe even through February! You can
make yourself do what you’ve resolved. But eventually, that
old habit creeps back; unless some real changes are made, it’s
merely a shift in behavior. This also is not mortification.

What is mortification, then? How do you do it?

How to Mortify Sin
After all this preliminary discussion, you probably want to
know how you can kill sin, conquer it, and be victorious,
because if you don’t it will kill you, as Owen himself says in
the book.

Here’s the bad news, though. You can’t mortify your sin. You
will  have  no  victory  over  sin  by  employing  any  method  I
recommend to you. Now, don’t despair! This doesn’t mean you
can’t experience victory! God forbid. Rather, it is God’s will
for you to find victory over the curse of sin. What I mean



here is that mortification is not something you do. It is
instead something God does, namely the Holy Spirit.

Only the Holy Spirit can mortify sin, kill sin in the flesh.
Only He is strong enough to put to death the old man.

So what do you do, then? Here are Owen’s words. “Set faith at
work on Christ for the killing of thy sin. His blood is the
great sovereign remedy for sin-sick souls. Live in this, and
thou wilt die a conqueror. Yea, thou wilt, through the good
providence of God, live to see thy lust dead at thy feet.”{8}

The way to mortify sin is to set faith at work. Put your faith
to work. Believe in the work Jesus did on the cross. His
sacrifice is your remedy. That’s how you kill sin—you don’t.
You believe in the power of Christ’s atoning sacrifice on the
cross, and let Christ kill it for you.

It’s freeing really. Would you want the responsibility of
killing the broken flesh within you? I don’t. Owen goes on to
add two more points of substance. First “fill your soul” with
the  provision  of  Christ.  I  might  call  that  meditation.
Meditate on Christ. Fill your mind with His provision.

The second point is to expect relief in Christ. Owen reasons
that if Christ’s blood is enough to make you righteous—and if
the Spirit is strong enough to mortify your flesh, then expect
it’s going to happen. It may not be instantaneous. Anyone
who’s been walking with Christ for some time will affirm this.
It’s  a  slow  and  difficult,  often  painful  process,  but
definitely  a  good  one.

So that is how you mortify sin. You don’t. You let the Spirit
do it. Your job is to believe by faith.

Conclusion
What have we learned so far? If you are following in the
footsteps of Jesus, you need to mortify, or put to death, sin



in your life. If you don’t it will kill you.

This is not a popular message. I admit. Sin is not a fun
topic. But Scripture is clear. Sin must be put to death.
Owen’s book, while dating over three hundred years back, could
be neither more timely nor more appropriate for you today.

Owen admonishes the sincere believer to kill indwelling sin
without delay. He warns the unbeliever this is impossible
without Jesus Christ. Jesus is absolutely essential to the
success  and  continued  process  of  mortification.  To  do
otherwise is the “soul and substance of all false religion in
the world.”{9}

If you believe in Jesus and you are stuck in your sin, maybe
you’re trapped in addiction, this book is for you. Mortify
sin.

“Set faith at work on Christ for the killing of thy sin.”{10}
You believe in His Son for salvation. Believe Him now for the
deliverance of your soul from the power of indwelling sin.

It is not easy. You will struggle every day against sin. The
bad news here is that you carry the problem with you. Your
flesh is broken. It remains unregenerate until the day of
Christ. Your soul is secure eternally by the blood of Christ,
and one day you will receive a gloriously new body. But for
now, we struggle.

But consider Jesus’ promise in that struggle: “I have told you
all this so that you may have peace in me. Here on earth you
will have many trials and sorrows. But take heart, because I
have overcome the world.”{11}

Mortification is not for the faint of heart. But it is good.
Your sin does not define you. God does. And he says you are
fearfully and wonderfully made.{12} He paid the price of your
sin. It was an awful lot. But he loves you that much.



Trust him today. Trust in his Word. And trust in the community
of saints He provided for you. Confess your sin to them today.
Do you want to fully live? Then kill sin.

Notes
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Make Your Faith Your Own
Kyle Skaggs encourages believers with practical suggestions
for growing one’s faith in Christ.

I was inspired to write this article when another believer
told  me  they  weren’t  sure  whether  they  continue  to  be  a
believer because they believe for themselves, or because of
their  parents’  faith.  It  is  that  uncertainty  I  want  to
address.

One of the first questions our students are asked at Mind
Games is, “Why are you a Christian?” Most of them can’t give a
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good answer. There can be any number of reasons for this, but
the one I am concerned with is a lack of spiritual maturity.
Knowing and communicating why you are a Christian is one of
the first steps to making your faith yours. Being able to
definitively say that your faith in Christ is yours and not
something inherited from family, friends, or culture gives you
the confidence and the fortitude to be an effective witness to
the world, which is critical these days.

The writer of Hebrews wrote, “For though by this time you
ought to be teachers, you need someone to teach you again the
basic principles of the oracles of God. You need milk, not
solid food, for everyone who lives on milk is unskilled in the
word of righteousness, since he is a child. But solid food is
for the mature, for those who have their powers of discernment
trained by constant practice to distinguish good from evil.”
(Hebrews 5:12-14)

To  make  your  faith  in  Christ  your  own  is  to  mature
spiritually. Those who have grown up in the church, yet have
not  taken  responsibility  for  their  walk  with  Christ,  are
unable  to  discern  good  from  evil  because  they  are  like
children. At some point, you need to stop waiting to be spoon-
fed by your parents or your pastor every Sunday and start
being deliberate about your relationship with God. This means
adopting a mindset that encourages spiritual growth.

To grow spiritually, we need to first desire to grow closer to
God. If you lack that desire, then doing any activity to grow
spiritually will become a chore. This requires prayer and
introspection guided by the Holy Spirit. If you ask God for
it, He will change your heart to give you that desire. Put
yourself in God’s shoes: don’t you think it would please Him
to be asked, “Lord, I want to WANT to grow closer to You.
Please give me a heart that seeks You more”?

Next, expect Him to work in your life. Trust that God will
change you. Furthermore, trust that God will not lead you



astray.  Trust  that  He  will  speak  to  you  through  the
scriptures, through other Christians, and through prayer. In
our culture it is popular to be skeptical, and that is fine so
long as that is used to discern God’s word from man’s; but we
still need to be open to the fact that God can and will reveal
His will to us. Trust that the Holy Spirit will guide your
interpretation. You still need to learn to discern truth from
falsehood. If what is said does not contradict scripture, then
it may be true and helpful. Engage in activities that will
form godly habits.

Spend more time with God. Just as you get to know someone
better by spending more time with them, you will get to know
God better as you spend more time with Him. Be deliberate
about this, planning your day around that time you have set
aside for Him. That looks like spending time in His word,
meditating on what you have read, talking to Him in prayer by
sharing your heart with Him and then listening for a response.
It can look like cultivating mindfulness of God’s presence
with you and His gracious activity in your life through giving
thanks for the ways in which He provides, protects, and shows
His love for you.

It is frustrating to ask God to change you, only to continue
to stumble over sinful habits. Stop relying on yourself to
change  your  behavior.  Don’t  simply  ask  God  for  help,  yet
change nothing about your life. The New Testament frequently
uses the word translated “repent” to describe a U-turn in
actions and direction. Repentance is something we need to
do—with God’s help, but it is still our responsibility. God
does not do it for us. Start doing things that will help you
grow spiritually. Studies have shown that when people engage
with the scriptures at least four times a week, the odds that
they  will  engage  with  sins  like  drunkenness,  marital
infidelity, gambling, and pornography decrease significantly.
Meanwhile, those who experience what researchers call “the
power of 4” more than double the odds of sharing their faith,



memorizing scripture, and discipling others.{1}

In the same way that you need to eat well in the weeks leading
up to a race, you need to fill your head with godly things.
For example, if all your music is about sex and violence, is
it any surprise your thoughts drift to those subjects? Do
whatever you can to increase the amount of godly things going
into your head through your eyes (your screens) and ears (your
playlist).

Trust that God will answer your prayers. If for example you
sprain your ankle, and a friend lays their hands on you and
prays for healing, trust that it was God who healed you. He is
in control of all things, choosing to act directly, or through
people,  or  through  the  natural  processes  He  created.  His
actions do not need to be miraculous, so do not hesitate to
give Him credit when your prayer is answered.

Remember the prayers God answers. It is in our nature to
remember the bad things that happen to us more than the good.
So  it  can  be  easy  to  allow  every  unanswered  prayer  to
overshadow those that are answered. Keep track of what you are
praying for, and as time goes on, see what prayers God has
answered. Being able to see how God has been at work in your
life  will  increase  your  faith,  which  in  turn  leads  to
spiritual  maturity.  Start  praying  and  looking  for
opportunities to act in faith. To do this, you need to be
listening to the promptings of the Holy Spirit.

Sometimes,  these  opportunities  will  seem  random.  Whether
witnessing  to  somebody,  or  helping  the  needy,  taking  the
opportunity to glorify God will increase your faith in Him.
Finally, always ask the Holy Spirit to reveal your heart to
you. It is so easy to lie to yourself, and God cannot be
pleased by the self-righteous.

To summarize, if you want to grow as a man or woman of God,
you need to take responsibility for your faith. Decide that



you  want  to  grow  spiritually.  Develop  godly  habits  that
encourage  your  faith  to  grow.  Pray  for  opportunities  to
glorify God. Trust God to reveal His will to you. Remember the
prayers He answers. As you develop these habits and learn to
make Christ the Lord over your life, your faith will grow.

Notes

1. Cole, A., & Ovwigho, P. C. (December 2009). Understanding
the Bible Engagement Challenge: Scientific Evidence for the
Power  of  4,  Center  for  Bible  Engagement.
bttbfiles.com/web/docs/cbe/Scientific_Evidence_for_the_Power_o
f_4.pdf
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Religious  Trends  Over  the
Last Decade
Probe VP Steve Cable examines some of the findings of the
Probe  Survey  2020:  The  Changing  Face  of  Christianity  in
America.

Religious  Trends  Over  the  Last  Fifty
Years
In late 2020, Probe administered a new survey{1} to over 3,000
Americans ages 18 through 55 as a follow up to our 2010
survey{2}.  Comparing  these  two  surveys  reveals  a  striking
decline in Christian religious beliefs and practice across
America  over  the  last  decade.  Before  focusing  on  these
changes, let’s begin with a foundational question.
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How have young adult religious affiliations changed
over the last five decades?

As  documented  in  the  General  Social  Surveys{3}  from  1970
through  1990,  their  religious  affiliations  remained  fairly
constant. Since then, there have been significant changes.

The most dramatic change is found in young adults under thirty
who select a non-Christian affiliation. This group grew from
about one fifth of the population in 1990 to almost half
today.  Those  non-Christians  from  other  religious  faiths{4}
such as Judaism, Islam, and Mormonism, grew slightly up to
about 10% of the U.S. young adult population. At the same
time, the Unaffiliated (i.e. Atheist, Agnostic or Nothing in
Particular) almost tripled to over a third of the population.
Among the Unaffiliated, the Nothing in Particular category had
by far the largest growth. The Pew Research surveys show an
even greater increase, growing from 27% in 1996 to 59% in
2020.

Now bringing in the data from GSS 2010 survey, we learn that
26% of those in their twenties were Unaffiliated in 2010,
growing to 30% of those in their thirties in 2018. This result
means that more people in their twenties became Unaffiliated
in their thirties. This result runs directly counter to the
supposition of many that the growth in Unaffiliated would
dissipate as young adults age and return to churches to raise
their families.

Conversely,  Christian  groups  declined  with  Other
Protestants{5} dropping by half, from about one in four down
to less than one in eight young adult Americans. Catholics
also experienced major losses, dropping by one quarter down to
less than one in five young adult Americans over this thirty-
year period.
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Although  less  affected,  the  Evangelical  affiliation  also
experienced  a  drop  in  recent  years.  GSS  reported  a  small
decline in young adult, born again Protestants, from about one
in four down to around one in five Americans. Pew Research{6}
reported a steeper decline in young adult Evangelicals, from
28% in 2007 down to 20% in 2019.

Perhaps  this  decline  is  a  winnowing  out  of  those  whose
Christian beliefs are not vital to their lives. In which case,
a greater percentage of born again Christians should hold a
strong biblical worldview now in 2020 than in 2010. In the
next section, we will explore this topic to find out the truth
of the matter.

Born Again Young Adults and a Biblical
Worldview
In  the  next  sections,  we  will  be  focusing  on  Born  Again
Christians in our Probe results. A Born Again Christian is
someone who says:

1. I have made a personal commitment to Jesus that is still
important in my life today and
2. I will go to heaven because I confessed my sins and
accepted Jesus Christ as my savior.

We can compare the responses of Born Again Christians to those
of Other Protestants and Catholics.

What  portion  of  these  three  groups  have  a  Basic  Biblical
Worldview strongly affirming that:

1. God is the all-powerful, all knowing, perfect creator who
rules the world today.{7}
2. The Bible is totally accurate in all of its teachings.
3. A person cannot be good enough to earn a place in heaven.
4. While on earth, Jesus committed no sins like other people
do.



All four concepts above are key components of God’s redemptive
plan. For example, Jesus being sinless made it possible for
his death to redeem us.{8} Or, if the Bible is inaccurate in
some of its teachings how could we know that it is correct in
teaching about redemption?

In 2020 for those ages 18 through 39, one of four Born Again
Christians, one of twenty Other Protestants and one of one
hundred  Catholics  affirmed  all  four  of  these  foundational
beliefs. The statement least likely to be affirmed by all
three groups was “a person cannot earn a place in heaven”.
Perhaps many have been influenced by the current postmodern
thinking that what’s not true for you can be true for someone
else.

Only  Born  Again  Christians  had  a  sizable  minority  of  one
fourth affirming this worldview. In contrast, nearly half of
Born Again Christians affirmed it in 2010. Clearly, this last
decade had a serious impact on the perception of what it means
to be a Christian.

We see a similar drop when comparing those ages 18 to 29 in
2010 with the same cohort now 30 to 39 in 2020, once again
belying  the  notion  that  young  adults  will  return  to  a
conservative faith in their thirties. Instead of a noticeable
increase as the cohort aged, we see a sizeable drop in those
who affirm these key Christian doctrinal statements.

As the percent of true Christians drops, the ability to reach
out with the gospel is surely reduced. However, Christians in
the Roman Empire in AD 60 were an even smaller portion. Three
hundred years later virtually the entire empire was nominally
Christian. If we “proclaim the excellencies of Him who called
us out of darkness into His marvelous light{9},” God will
bring many to repentance.



Born Again Young Adults and Pluralism
Pluralism is the belief that there are multiple ways to be
right with God. Pluralism and Christianity are not compatible.
Jesus  clearly  stated,  “No  one  comes  to  the  Father  except
through me.”{10} The
high price paid through Jesus’ life and death excludes the
possibility of Jesus being one of several options. As the
Apostle Paul wrote, “There is salvation in no other name under
heaven . . . by which we must be saved.”{11}

What  does  Probe’s  new  survey  reveal  about  pluralism?
Confronted with the statement, “Muhammad, Buddha and Jesus all
taught  valid  ways  to  God,”  how  did  American  Christians
respond?  Do  they  align  with  clear  biblical  teaching  by
strongly disagreeing? For those ages 18 through 39, we found
that about one third of Born Again Christians, one in eight
Other Protestants, and one in twenty Catholics did so. An
overwhelming majority of Christians chose to accept a belief
that devalues the death and resurrection of our Lord. Once
again, only Born Again Christians had a sizeable minority of
one third who agreed with Jesus and the New Testament.

Looking back to 2010, was there a significant change among
Born Again Christians during this decade? For the same age
group, the percent in 2010 strongly disagreeing was almost one
half, compared to the one third in 2020. So, more Christians
than ever have no reason to share their faith with people of
other religions. As the need for evangelism increases, the
number of Christians who believe evangelism is even needed by
people of other religions decreases.

The age group 18 to 29 saw 45% choosing a non-pluralist view
in 2010 with that same age cohort (now 30 to 39) dropping to
35% in 2020. Once again, we see that as Born Again Christians
are maturing, more of them are abandoning rather than clinging
to the strong truth of the gospel of Jesus Christ.



To counter this slide with the young adults we know, please:

1. Pray for the Lord to send laborers into the harvest,
opening their to the infinite value of the gospel.

2. Explain that the chasm is so great only God can make a
way of reconciliation. As Paul wrote, “God desires all men
to be saved and to come to the knowledge of the truth. For
there  is  one  God  and  one  intermediary  between  God  and
humanity, Jesus . . . who gave himself as a ransom for all .
. .”
{12}

3. Explain that your accepting pluralism will not get your
non-Christian friends into heaven. Only the truth of Christ
presented to them by willing lips has power over their
eternal destiny.

Young Adults and Jesus Our Savior
Probe’s new survey shows that professing to be born again does
not equate to orthodox biblical beliefs. In this section, we
will see this borne out in beliefs about Jesus Christ.

First, why did Jesus die on a cross? The Bible is clear Jesus
chose the cross. “He did it to redeem us by taking our sins
and our punishment upon Himself.” Close to nine out of ten 18-
to  39-year-old,  Born  Again  Protestants  selected  this
answer.{13} All Christian leaders should want their people to
know Jesus’ role in their redemption, even those with a works-
based gospel. Yet less than two thirds of Other Protestants
and Catholics selected that answer.

Many said either the Jewish or Romans leaders caused Jesus’
death. But Christians should know that prior attempts by those
groups were supernaturally thwarted.

Second, “Jesus will return to this earth to save those who
await his coming.”



This statement comes from scripture, “ . . . so Christ, having
been offered once to bear the sins of many, will appear a
second time, . . . to save those eagerly waiting for him.”{14}
As you can see, this verse answers both questions. The apostle
Paul wrote, “For the Lord himself will come down from heaven
 . . . and the dead in Christ will rise first.”{15}

Around two thirds of Born Again Protestants strongly agree
that Jesus will return to save. Apparently, the remaining
third are not sure.

For  other  Christian  groups,  only  about  one  third  of  them
strongly agreed.

The  third  question  is:  “When  he  lived  on  earth,  Jesus
committed  sins  like  other  people.”

The Bible clearly states, “God made the one who did not know
sin to be sin for us so that in Him we would become the
righteousness of God.“{16}  God laid our sins upon Jesus in
his earthly death. If Jesus were a sinner like you and I, His
death would have been for His own sin.

Once again, about one third of Born Again Protestants did not
select Disagree Strongly. Having this large group who don’t
understand biblical Christianity is disappointing.

Young adult Born Again Protestants drop down to about one half
when looking at all three questions together. It appears the
other half are trusting Jesus to save them, without a good
understanding of who Jesus is. All other Christian groups drop
to one in ten or less professing these truths about Jesus.

Finally, we find nine out of ten people with a Basic Biblical
Worldview also select a biblical answer for the three Jesus
questions. This shows a strong correlation between a Basic
Biblical Worldview and an understanding of Jesus’ purpose.



Are  the  Unaffiliated  Uncommitted
Christians?
In this section we will access Probe’s 2020 survey to learn
about those identifying as Agnostic or Nothing in Particular.
We will call them AGNIPS. Perhaps, as some have suggested, a
significant percentage are really Christians not affiliated
with any denomination.

Among those ages 18 through 39, one in five are AGNIPS. About
one third of these were Protestants as children but only three
out of one hundred profess to being born again. So, it appears
unlikely that any significant portion of the AGNIPS are latent
Born Again Christians.

Of course, many people professing to be Christians do not
qualify as Born Again. So perhaps many AGNIPS are latent Other
Protestants  or  Catholics.  Let’s  look  at  three  different
metrics to see if this proposition is supported by data.

First, look at a nominal level of religious activity: pray at
least daily and read your Bible at least weekly. I think
anyone not doing these has little interest in their faith. For
this young adult segment, 35% of Born Again Christians and
almost 30% of Other Protestants and Catholics but less than 5%
of AGNIPS perform these activities. Compared to professing
Christians, the AGNIPS have very few doing these activities.

Looking only at AGNIPS who were affiliated with a Protestant
faith as a child, we find only 3% performing these activities.

A second metric: how about those who believe God is creator
and active in the world and do not believe good works will get
them into heaven? We find: 33% Born Again Christians, 4% Other
Protestants and Catholics, around 0.5% of all AGNIPS and only
0.4% of AGNIPS with a childhood Protestant affiliation.

Finally, of those who strongly agrees with the statement, “I



believe that the only path to a true relationship with God is
through  Jesus  Christ.”  Once  again:  64%  of  Born  Again
Christians, 28% of Other Protestants and Catholics, 5% of all
AGNIPS  and  5%  of  AGNIPS  with  a  childhood  Protestant
affiliation.

All of these metrics agree that very few young adults who are
Agnostics  or  Nothing  in  Particular  appear  to  have  latent
Christian  beliefs.  Even  those  who  were  affiliated  with  a
Protestant church as a child did not have a higher level of
affiliation with Christian beliefs.

Over this last decade, among Born Again Christians, a basic
biblical worldview and understanding of Jesus is decreasing
while  pluralism  is  increasing.  And  the  growing  AGNIP
population is far removed from Christian thought. Those who
follow Christ, must respond by speaking the truth about Christ
in our churches, our neighborhoods, and the world. We cannot
expect any of these groups to just come back to a solid
Christian belief. We must reach out to them.

Notes
1. Our new 2020 survey looks at Americans from 18 through 55
from  all  religious  persuasions.  Although  still  focused  on
looking at religious beliefs and attitudes toward cultural
behaviors, we expanded the scope surveying 3,106 Americans
ages 18 through 55. Among those responses, there are 717 who
are Born Again allowing us to make meaningful comparisons with
our 2010 results while also comparing the beliefs of Born
Again Christians with those of other religious persuasions.
2. Our previous survey, the 2010 Probe Culturally Captive
Christians survey, was limited to Born Again American’s ages
18 through 40. This survey of 817 people was focused on a
obtaining a deeper understanding of the beliefs and behaviors
of young adult, Born Again Christian Americans. For a detailed
analysis of the outcomes of our 2010 survey and other surveys
from  that  decade,  go  to  our  book  Cultural  Captives:  The
Beliefs and Behavior of American Young Adults

https://probe.org/product/cultural-captives-by-steven-cable/
https://probe.org/product/cultural-captives-by-steven-cable/


3.  General  Social  Survey  data  was  downloaded  from  the
Association of Religion Data Archives, www.TheARDA.com, and
were collected by the National Opinion Research Center.
4. Note that the Other Religions category includes Christian
cults  (e.g.  Mormon,  Jehovah’s  Witnesses),  Jews,  and  other
world religions.
5. Protestants who did not profess to being born again
6.  U.S.  Religious  Landscape  Survey  2007,  U.S.  Religious
Landscape Survey 2014, Religious Knowledge Survey 2019 Pew
Forum on Religion & Public Life (a project of The Pew Research
Center). The Pew Research Center bears no responsibility for
the analyses or interpretations of the data presented here.
The data were downloaded from the Association of Religion Data
Archives,  www.TheARDA.com,  and  were  collected  by  the  Pew
Research Center.
7. Other answers to select from:

• God created but is no longer involved with the world
today.
• God refers to the total realization of personal human
potential.
• There are many gods, each with their different power and
authority.
• God represents a state of higher consciousness that a
person may reach.
• There is no such thing as God.
• Don’t know

8. See for example 2 Corinthians 5:21, Hebrews 4:15
9. 1 Peter 2:9
10. John 14:6
11. Acts 4:12
12. 1 Timothy 2:4-6
13. Other answers included:

• He threatened the Roman authority’s control over Israel.
• He threatened the stature of the Jewish leaders of the
day.



• He never died on a cross.
• He failed in his mission to convert the Jewish people into
believers.
14. Hebrews 9:27-28 ESV
15. 1 Thessalonians 4:16
16. 2 Corinthians 5:21 NET
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Spiritual  Life  and  the
Kingdom of God
Tom Davis explores how recovering the practice of classic
spiritual disciplines can enhance believers’ relationship with
God and our impact on the world around us.

There  is  a  loss  of  spiritual  knowledge  of  the  truth  of
Christianity and how we live in light of that truth. This loss
of spiritual knowledge is the result of shifts in cultural
attitudes  toward  faith,  happiness,  ethics,  freedom,  and
tolerance. The answer to the loss of spiritual knowledge is a
return  to  the  practice  of  spiritual  disciplines.  After
examining the benefits of suffering and the disciplines of
study, prayer, and fasting, I will show how these disciplines
restore spiritual knowledge in society.

Loss of Spirituality
Today’s society is in spiritual turmoil. Most people are not
knowledgeable about spiritual things. The National Study of
Youth and Religion indicates that the Church has become less
influential in the lives of people. The effects of modernity
and post modernity have created a popular culture that is

https://probe.org/spiritual-life-and-the-kingdom-of-god/
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suspicious of any claim to objective religious knowledge and
any idea of an authoritative source of information concerning
spiritual issues. Christian Smith writes, “In this culture
religion lost, at least in theory, any remaining principled,
authoritative  standing  to  make  truth  claims  that  it  has
enjoyed in previous eras of history.”{1}

Basically, this means that most people have adopted a mindset
that says, “You can’t know anything for sure about religion.
And if you think you do, you’re an arrogant bigot.”

Five Steps to Spiritual Death
In his book, Kingdom Triangle, Biola professor and theologian
J.P. Moreland claims that there are five cultural shifts that
have  contributed  to  today’s  state  of  spirituality  in  the
culture. The first shift separates knowledge from faith.{2}
All spiritual beliefs are considered valid because they are
not real knowledge. Many people think that all religions lead
to the same God. They say that we should not criticize other
religions because they call God by a different name or hold
different theological beliefs. These things are a matter of
faith, not knowledge. This kind of attitude relegates all
things spiritual to the subjective arena of faith. The things
of the spirit are relegated to the “upper story” of faith.
Real  knowledge  only  exists  in  the  “lower  story”  of  the
academic disciplines.{3} The result of this view of faith is
that spirituality becomes something that is neither true nor
false. Separating faith and knowledge ultimately leads to a
denial of spiritual truth.

The second shift is the definition of happiness.{4} In the
Bible happiness is portrayed as part of a right relationship
with God. To live the good life meant that a person had
intellectual and moral virtue. God created people to live well
according  to  what  they  were  created  to  be.  J.P.  Moreland
explains,  “So  understood,  happiness  involves  suffering,
endurance, and patience because these are important means to



becoming a good person.”{5} The pressure of modernism and
postmodernism  has  changed  this  view.  Happiness  is  now
associated with pleasure. Television commercials promise to
deliver happiness through the next fad diet that will increase
your sex appeal. Male enhancement drugs promise to give men
happiness by giving them back their youth and an increased sex
drive. Happiness can be achieved by buying the newest car,
toy, accessory, or a trip to an exotic place or amusement
park. The good life now means having fun and collecting things
so that you can feel good.

The third shift that Moreland notes is a shift from duty and
virtue  in  morality  to  a  minimalist  view  of  ethics.{6}
Previously, moral knowledge was viewed as an objective set of
propositions about right or wrong, or good and evil. It used
to be that everyone would agree it was always wrong to torture
and kill small children. Now moral knowledge is viewed as
subjective feelings or opinions. This change can be seen if we
look at the language we use when making moral statements.
People used to say things like, “I know,” or “I think that
this is the right thing to do.” Now we say, “I felt that it
was right for me to do this.”

Duty to one’s society used to be viewed as an essential part
of a moral life. People were expected to help their neighbor.
If an old lady was trying to cross the street, young men were
expected to help her. Now, as long as they do not push the old
lady into traffic, or rob her, the young men are considered to
be moral. This change is the result of culture. People are no
longer expected to contribute to their society. As long as
people are not hurting anyone else, they are now considered to
be moral. This view of morality changes a person’s view of
life. Life is now about having the most fun without harming
anyone. Life used to be about living for something bigger than
the individual. People used to live for God and country. Now
people live for themselves and their own pleasure.

The fourth shift is in how people view freedom.{7} Freedom



used to mean that people could live the way they ought to
live. People were free to do what was right without government
interference. Now freedom means the right of people to do what
they want, when they want. Popular culture says that as long
as you do not hurt anyone you can do what you want.

The last shift that Moreland notes is a shift in the meaning
of tolerance.{8} Classic tolerance is when people will allow
others to be, do, or believe differently than they do, even
though one person thinks that the view of another person is
wrong. People were allowed to critique the views of other
people, but respect for the other person was still maintained.
Contemporary tolerance is the view that people are not allowed
to critique another person’s beliefs. People are no longer
allowed to say that someone is wrong. This attitude ends all
public discussion. Every idea must be tolerated, except ideas
that claim that other ideas are wrong. Ironically, the new
tolerance fails its own definition of tolerance because they
do not tolerate intolerance.

Returning to Spiritual Health
The popular culture has raised five strongholds against the
knowledge of God: separation of faith and knowledge, a self-
centered view of happiness, a minimal view of ethics, a new
view  of  freedom,  and  a  new  view  of  tolerance.  How  are
Christians to respond to this? Paul writes, “For the weapons
of our warfare are not of the flesh but have divine power to
destroy  strongholds.  We  destroy  arguments  and  every  lofty
opinion raised against the knowledge of God and take every
thought  captive  to  obey  Christ”  (2  Corinthians  10:4-5).
Christians must recapture our spiritual disciplines.

Theology, the Intellect, and Spirituality
The first thing that needs to be addressed is that Christians
need  a  renewed  interest  in  theology.  J.  I.  Packer,  while
discussing the influence of the Puritans in his life, writes,
“All theology is also spirituality, in the sense that it has



an  influence,  good  or  bad,  positive  or  negative,  on  its
recipient’s relationship or lack of relationship to God.”{9}
Theology comes from two Greek words. Theos is the Greek word
for God; logos is the Greek word for logic. Theology can be
understood as the logic, or science of God.{10} Spirituality,
in the Christian context, is a person’s relationship with God.
In order to claim to have a relationship with God a person has
to have knowledge of who God is. It would be odd to have a man
talk about having a relationship with a woman and then say he
does not know her and has never met her. The concept of a
relationship presupposes that each party in the relationship
has knowledge of the other party.

The Bible and Books
An  essential  step  to  gaining  spiritual  knowledge  is  a
disciplined  approach  to  reading  the  Bible.  Billy  Graham
addresses  the  importance  of  studying  the  Bible:  “Your
spiritual life needs food. What kind of food? Spiritual food.
Where do you find this spiritual food? In the Bible, the Word
of God.”{11} Paul writes, “All Scripture is inspired by God
and is useful for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and
for training in righteousness, so that the person of God may
be  proficient,  equipped  for  every  good  work”  (2  Timothy
3:16-17). God gave the Bible to people so that people can
learn about God. By studying the Bible a person will gain
knowledge about God and strengthen that person’s relationship
with God.

Christians should also read other books. The Bible contains
essential information for salvation and knowing God. However,
the Bible is not exhaustive in its knowledge. Christians can
grow intellectually and spiritually by gaining knowledge about
God’s  creation.  David  Naugle,  head  of  the  philosophy
department at Dallas Baptist University, sums up the impact of
books on his life: “I have sought and still seek to be a
person of the Book and of books, that I might know God and
more and more about his world in the context of faith.”{12}



The study of the disciplines of theology, philosophy, the
humanities, and the sciences helps people develop a coherent
worldview. A worldview gives people the ability to understand
the world through the corrective lens of the knowledge of God.

The medieval priest Thomas à Kempis advises, “If you would
profit from it, therefore, read with humility, simplicity, and
faith, and never seek a reputation for being learned. Seek
willingly and listen attentively to the words of the saints;
do not be displeased with the saying of the ancients, for they
were not made without purpose.”{13} We grow intellectually and
spiritually when we read the books of others. We gain insight
to their wisdom. We should humbly read the books written by
the ancient teachers. They left their wisdom in writing so
that we can learn from them.

Suffering
Contemporary society thinks that suffering should be avoided
at all costs. However, suffering can have a good outcome. Paul
writes, “More than that, we rejoice in our suffering, knowing
that  suffering  produces  endurance,  and  endurance  produces
character, and character produces hope” (Romans 5:3-4). When
we suffer, we can learn to endure. Our endurance produces
character–that is, we mature and learn to trust God. God is
the only hope that will never fail. Matthew Henry writes, “He
who, being thus tried, comes forth as gold, will thereby be
encouraged  to  hope.”{14}  When  soldiers  train,  they  punish
their body; they suffer. Their suffering in training makes
them better soldiers in combat because their suffering has
made them stronger and given them more endurance. As a Navy
veteran, I know this is true personally.

Prayer
Prayer is the spiritual discipline of talking to God. God
speaks to us in the Bible like the way people communicate
through writing letters; the communication is one way. Praying
is more like a discussion between two people. In prayer we get



to talk with God.

Paul told the church at Thessalonica to “pray without ceasing”
(1 Thessalonians 5:17). The best way to start a disciplined
prayer life is to pray every day. This is easier if we begin
each day with prayer. J. P. Moreland writes, “When you get up
in the morning, start off with praise and thanksgiving to God
for  the  things  you  honestly  appreciate  about  him  and  his
dealings with you. Then lift your burdens to him until you
have a sense of rest before the Lord.”{15} By beginning each
day with prayer we turn our minds and our hearts toward God
and His will. Each day is a new opportunity to minister to
someone  in  need.  Our  prayers  will  give  us  spiritual
discernment so that we can recognize those in need. Our minds
will also be turned towards God and the things of heaven, and
we can continue to keep these things in our minds throughout
the day.

John Calvin used four rules for prayer. First, we must “have
our heart and mind framed as becomes those who are entering
into converse with God.”{16} We must prepare ourselves to
pray.  Minds  that  are  distracted  do  not  make  for  good
conversation. This is no ordinary conversation. People prepare
themselves for meeting with important people. We should be
prepared to open our hearts and minds to God when we pray. We
should be aware that we are praying to our God, but that this
God loves us and wants to bring our concerns to Him. Paul
writes, “Do not be anxious about anything, but in everything
by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your request
be made known to God” (Philippians 4:6). We should not be
anxious when praying because we know that God cares for us and
can do all things. We should pray about all our concerns. Our
prayers should be full of worship, thanking God for all that
He has done.

One way to prepare to pray is to remember what David Naugle
calls the “Three P’s.” These are “(1) my purpose, or what I
would live my life for, (2) my profession, or what I would



spend my life doing, and (3) my partner, or who I would spend
my life with.”{17} David Naugle’s “Three P’s” cover the most
important decisions we will make in our lives. Our purpose
fills our life with purpose. We should pray for purpose so
that God will align what we want our purpose in life to be
with what He wants our purpose in life to be. Our profession
is where we fulfill our purpose. A car mechanic can glorify
God in fulfilling his purpose to be God’s representative in
the auto shop. Our spouse is our ministry partner. Husbands
and wives are not separated from each other. They share each
other’s joys and burdens. Praying for these things will focus
our minds on what is important and orient our hearts toward
living a life pleasing to God.

John Calvin’s second rule is “That in asking we must always
truly feel our wants, and seriously considering that we need
all the things which we ask, accompany the prayer with a
sincere,  no,  ardent  desire  of  obtaining  them.”{18}  Our
requests should be things that we truly want or need. When we
pray for the wants and needs of others, we should try to feel
their desire for the request so that we can better minister to
them through prayer. James tells us, “Is anyone suffering? Let
him pray. Is anyone cheerful? Let him sing praise” (James
5:13). We should be honest and sincere in our requests and in
our thanksgiving. A sincere prayer would be praying for a
loved one to get well when they are sick. An insincere prayer
might look like praying for a job promotion when you know that
you have not been putting your best effort into the job.

Third, “discard all self-confidence, humbly giving God the
whole glory.”{19} When we pray, we should realize who we are,
and who God is. Jesus said, “And when you pray, you must not
be  like  the  hypocrites.  For  they  love  to  stand  in  the
synagogues and at the street corners so that they may be seen
by others” (Matthew 6:5). The hypocrites’ motivation to pray
in the street corners was so that people would see them and
think that these people were righteous. Jesus makes this point



with more clarity in the parable of the Pharisee and the tax
collector:

Two men went up into the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and
one  a  tax  collector.  The  Pharisee,  standing  by  himself
prayed thus: “God, I thank you that I am not like other men,
extortionist, unjust, adulterers, or even like this tax
collector. I fast twice a week; I 9give tithes of all that I
get.” But the tax collector, standing far off, would not
even lift up his eyes to heaven, but beat his breast,
saying, “God, be merciful to me, a sinner!” (Luke 18:10-13)

The  Pharisee  came  to  God  in  prayer  thinking  that  he  was
righteous and better than other men. He even pointed out his
fasting and tithing as if God should be impressed with these
things. The tax collector was humbled in the presence of God.
He would not look up to heaven because he understood that he
was guilty before God. The tax collector prayed sincerely for
mercy. Asking God for mercy gives God glory and humbles the
person.

John Calvin’s fourth rule of prayer is, “We should be animated
to p-ray with the sure hope of succeeding.”{20} God is all
powerful, able to meet our every need. Jesus teaches this same
principle, “Ask, and it will be given to you; seek, and you
will find; knock, and it will be opened to you. For everyone
who asks receives, and the one who seeks finds, and to the one
who knocks it will be opened” (Matthew 7:7-8). By grace we
have been made children of God. If we ask, God will give us
what we need. When we humble ourselves before God, He will be
merciful. God knows what we need and will give us what is good
for us. Jesus said, “If you then, who are evil, know how to
give good gifts to your children, how much more will your
Father who is in heaven give good things to those who ask him”
(Matthew 7:11).

Through our prayer life we should conform to the image of God
revealed in Jesus. Andrew Murry taught:



And of all the traits of a life like Christ there is none
higher and more glorious than conformity to Him in the work
that  now  engages  Him  without  ceasing  in  the  Father’s
presence His all-prevailing intercession. The more we abide
in Him, and grow unto his likeness, will His priestly life
work in us mightily, and our life become what His is, a life
that ever pleads and prevails for men.{21}

Our prayers should make us more Christlike. By praying, we
conform  to  God’s  will.  Christ  makes  intercessions  to  the
Father for us. We have the privilege of making intercessions
to Christ for others.

Fasting
Dietrich Bonhoeffer writes, “Strict exercise of self-control
is an essential feature of the Christian’s life.”{22} One way
to  exercise  self-control  is  by  abstinence  (saying  no  to
ourselves by not doing something we want). Fasting is one of
the  most  difficult  abstaining  disciplines.  Calvin  defines
fasting as “when we retrench somewhat from our accustomed mode
of  living,  either  for  one  day  or  a  certain  period,  and
prescribe to ourselves a stricter and severer restraint in the
use  of  that  ordinary  food.”{23}  In  short,  fasting  is
abstaining  from  food  for  a  short  period  of  time.

Jesus taught:

When you fast, do not look gloomy like the hypocrites, for
they disfigure their faces that their fasting may be seen by
others. Truly, I say to you, they have their reward. But
when you fast, anoint your head and wash your face, that
your fasting may not be seen by others but by your Father
who is in secret. And your Father who sees in secret will
reward you (Matthew 6:16-18).

Fasting is to be done in secret. Again, Jesus points to the
hypocrite, who wants to gain a reputation from his spiritual
discipline. Jesus taught that people would be rewarded by not



making a spectacle out of their spirituality.

What is the goal of fasting?  Augustine taught, “While we live
in the temporal order, we must fast and abstain from the
enjoyment of what is temporal, for the sake of the eternity in
which we desire to live.”{24} Fasting reminds Christians that
they do not depend on temporal things. God wants Christians to
rely on Him to supply our needs. In a world where tight
schedules are kept and frivolous distractions are available
everywhere, it can be easy to forget God. Fasting emphasizes
the  importance  of  a  right  relationship  with  the  world  by
abstaining from the sustenance of food. John Calvin lists
three goals for fasting: “We use it either to mortify and
subdue the flesh, that it may not wanton, or to prepare the
better for prayer and holy meditation; or to give evidence of
humbling ourselves before God, when we would confess our guilt
before him.”{25} Many times the flesh (the part of us that
operates independently from God, either in active rebellion or
passive indifference) will want to rebel against the spirit.
Fasting deprives the flesh of sustenance and weakens it. The
spirit  can  then  rule  the  flesh.  There  are  times  when  a
Christian  will  need  to  place  special  focus  on  prayer  and
meditation. Fasting is one way to prepare the spirit for these
activities.

Reversing the Shifts
In  our  contemporary  culture  faith  is  viewed  as  being
completely  separate  from  knowledge.  This  faulty  view
originates  within  Christianity  with  the  ideas  of  some
Christian philosophers and theologians. Soren Kierkegaard saw
faith  as  “the  highest  passion  in  a  human  being.”{26}  He
applies  this  view  to  Jesus:  “The  proofs  which  Scripture
presents for Christ’s divinity—His miracles, His resurrection
from the dead, His ascension into heaven–are therefore only
for  faith,  that  is,  they  are  not  ‘proofs,’  they  have  no
intention of proving that all of this agrees perfectly with
reason: on the contrary they would prove that it conflicts



with  reason  and  therefore  is  an  object  of  faith.”{27}
Kierkegaard believed that Jesus lived and died and rose from
the dead. But he thought that Jesus was unknowable through
knowledge and reason. One could only know Jesus through faith,
and that meant that faith was opposed to knowledge and reason.

When writing to Theophilus, Luke says, “Just as those who from
the beginning were eyewitnesses and ministers of the word have
delivered them to us, it seemed good to me also, to write an
orderly account for you” (Luke 1:2-3). John writes “That which
we have seen and heard we proclaim to you” (1 John 1:3). The
New Testament authors were writing about what they knew. These
men walked, talked, and ate with Christ for three years. These
men  knew  Christ  face  to  face.  Wayne  Grudem  addresses  the
harmony  of  faith  and  reason:  “Rather,  saving  faith  is
consistent  with  knowledge  and  true  understanding  of
facts.”{28} Faith is not separate from knowledge, it is trust
in knowledge.

Once the facts of the Bible are known, faith in those facts
will affect how we experience happiness. Happiness defined as
satisfaction  of  desires  is  an  empty  pointless  feel-good
emotion that lasts only for a moment. But the joy of God does
not fade. Jesus said, “These things I have spoken to you, that
my joy may be in you, and that your joy may be full” (John
15:11). Christians get joy through meditating on the things of
God. Neal Anderson and Robert Saucy state that “Meditation on
the Word should produce thoughts that reach our emotions.”{29}
A relationship with God produces happiness, a deep well-being
of the soul, that lasts. The Psalmist writes, “Let the words
of my mouth and the meditations of my heart be acceptable in
your sight” (Psalm 19:14). What we study and put into our
minds  affects  our  relationship  with  God.  When  we  have
knowledge of God then we can meditate on God. It is impossible
to  meditate  on  an  object  that  you  have  no  knowledge  of.
Meditation on the things of God brings joy.

The  cultural  shift  to  a  minimalist  ethic,  the  idea  of



contemporary freedom, and the meaning of tolerance are the
result of relativism’s effect on the culture. Relativism is
the  idea  that  there  are  no  objective  moral  values,  and
morality is either decided by each person or each community.
There are many problems with this view. Relativism makes it
impossible to criticize others. If moral truths are subjective
then each person gets to decide for himself what is right or
wrong. Relativism cannot place blame for wrong doings. What
people do is neither right nor wrong. Right or wrong is up to
each individual. Why should we expect each person to reach the
same conclusion? Relativists cannot promote tolerance because
any definition of tolerance is an objective definition that,
if true, applies to everyone.{30} But if morality is objective
(meaning that there are things that are right and wrong for
all people at all times), then freedom cannot mean that people
can  do  what  they  want  when  they  want.  People  will  have
responsibilities. They will be free to do what is right, and
they will be free to do what is wrong. Being free means that
we make choices of our own volition.

Conclusion
The loss of spiritual knowledge has caused a fractured society
and people who lead fractured lives. The cultural shifts are a
result of people not taking spiritual knowledge seriously.
Spiritual knowledge must have absolutes to provide meaning for
life. Francis Schaeffer observes, “we need absolutes if our
existence is to have meaning–my existence, your existence,
man’s existence.”{31} Absolutes are learned by practicing the
spiritual disciplines. A careful study of the Bible will bring
knowledge  ABOUT  God;  heart-surrender  to  Him,  coupled  with
learning to abide in Him, will bring knowledge OF God. Prayer
will keep people in touch with God. Fasting will break down
the resistance of the flesh to living a spiritual life. The
five shifts of contemporary culture mean death. The spiritual
disciplines bring people spiritual life. True spirituality can
only be found in Christ. Only meditation and learning about



Christ  can  return  wonder  to  life.  I  pray  that  through
spiritual disciplines we may retain the wonder of a life given
to us by God.
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Biblical Worship
Kyle Skaggs provides a look at what constitutes worship that
pleases God.

What is worship? Is it attending church service on Sundays? Is
it singing hymns or praise songs? What does good worship look
like?

https://probe.org/biblical-worship/


It is generally understood that worship is an activity not
limited to hymns or offerings on Sunday. Despite this, it is
all too common that we find ourselves viewing it in just such
a way. Worse, we find ourselves going through the motions of
worship, but find ourselves treating it more and more like a
chore.

The source of this problem is that we either do not have a
biblical understanding of worship, or that we don’t know how
to apply it. We need to define what constitutes worship in a
biblical worldview, what worship is pleasing to the Lord, and
what worship is not pleasing to the Lord.

Worship is any honor rendered to God that would be sinful to
give to anything else. Worship is more than hymns and prayers.
Worship can be rendered in every moment of our waking lives.
It is worship when we learn and meditate on the Scriptures.
The  act  of  talking  to  God  when  we  offer  prayers  of
thanksgiving, intercession, or even when we pour our hearts
out  in  grief,  is  also  worship.  When  we  give  back  our
firstfruits. When we clothe and feed the needy in Christ’s
name. When we proclaim the gospel to those who do not know
Christ. All of these activities and more are part of worship.

Worship That Pleases God
With worship defined, we can now jump to what worship is
pleasing to God. The passage I am focusing on, to break down
the components of what kind of worship God wants, is the burnt
offering of Leviticus 1. Why the burnt offering? Because the
themes and narrative techniques point towards proper worship.

The first things which stand out in this passage are recurring
themes  found  in  the  rest  of  Leviticus.  These  themes  are
atonement and purification. God has made a covenant with the
Israelites, saying, “Be holy, because I, the Lord your God am
holy” (Leviticus 19:2). A theme more specific to chapter 1,
yet still present throughout, is goodwill from God and from



man.

The first repeated instruction is that the sacrifice must be
without blemish. This occurs three times. The second is the
sprinkling  or  pouring  of  blood,  which  also  -occurs  three
times. The third is the laying of hands on the offering at the
Tabernacle before killing it. The fourth is an instruction to
skin and divide the offering on the altar. The last repeated
instruction is to wash the offering. Some key words and ideas
that are repeated include the need for one’s sacrifice to be
“without  defect,”  atonement,  the  head  and  the  fat  of  the
offering,  that  all  of  the  animal  (except  any  explicitly
described parts) is to be burnt, and finally, the idea that
the smoke from the offering makes “an aroma pleasing to YHWH.”

The  sprinkling  of  blood,  as  translated  in  the  New
International Version, is technically correct, but there may
be  better  choices  of  translation.  The  root  word  is
[zaraq]זהָנָ  meaning  to  spurt,  splatter,  or  sprinkle.  Some
translations have the word “cast” or “throw.”{1} There is
nothing gentle in this act. Blood is life, and from dietary
laws, it is clear that life is highly valued. The implication
is that the loss of something as precious as life is required
for atonement. Sanctification is conveyed through the shedding
of blood on behalf of the person who gives the offering.{2}

The reasons for laying one’s hand on the offering’s head are
threefold. First, that it may be accepted as an offering on
the person’s behalf. Second, there must be a cost to this
offering, and the act of laying hands declares ownership{3},
so the owner takes responsibility for that cost. Third, the
hands are laid so that the animal may atone for one’s sin.{4}

The innards and the legs of the offering are to be washed with
water. Water and fire are both purifying agents in Jewish
rituals. The innards contain excrement, and the legs gather
dirt as the animal walks around. For birds, the crop and
feathers are to be thrown down the eastern side of the altar



with the ashes. Therefore, the act of washing the guts and
legs of the bull and ram, as well as dumping the feathers and
crop from an offering of
turtle doves into the ashes, is a final act of purification
before the offering is burnt and the smoke goes up to the
Lord.

An “aroma pleasing to the Lord” is a recurring phrase. One
translator writes that the Hebrew equivalent to “pleasing” is
“placating,” “tranquilizing,” “quieting,” and “soothing.”{5}
Another  translates  the  word  to  mean  “sweet,”  “pleasant,”
“restful,” and “delightful.” Some translations even use the
word “savory.”{6} Both translations work well in conveying the
meaning of the text: that the sacrifice is pleasing to the
Lord, so “a sweet aroma” or “a placating aroma” seems to be
the best fit among the other meanings.

As  you  read  through  this  passage,  note  how  the  offering
provides atonement for sin. The burnt offering in chapter 1 is
different from the sin offering found in chapter 4, which is
for the atonement of accidental sins. The Hebrew word used in
this  passage, קָרְבָּ֖ן   (qarban),  can  translate  directly  to
“offering,” but when we compare the offering of Leviticus 1 to
those in later chapters, we find different words used for
offering.  For  example,  Leviticus  4:1-34  uses  the  word
הַֽחַטָּ֔את  (haḥaṭṭāṯ),  which  translates  roughly  to  “sin
offering.” The offering in Leviticus 1 is קָרְבָּ֖ן (qarban),
which simply refers to an offering in general. It is also used
to mean “gift.”{7} So, the offering of Leviticus 1 is a casual
affair compared to the sin offering and offerings for holidays
like Passover.

Both the gift and the giver must undergo purification. It also
reveals bits of our nature relative to God’s early on, despite
it being a freewill offering; the sinful nature of humanity
necessitates that one receive atonement simply to worship God!
From this, we gather that God demands reverence even in the
most  casual  forms  of  worship.  As  previously  stated,  the



purpose of the burnt offering was to provide atonement, to
make oneself acceptable to God, and to please Him with one’s
gift. It shows that God is merciful and patient, allowing for
sin to be covered by the application of a sacrifice. It shows
that He is just, He will not tolerate sin. The wages of sin
are  death  (Romans  6:23),  and  something  must  die  for  any
transgressions to be covered up. While the laying of hands on
the sacrifice does not quite translate well to English, it
shows responsibility and a willingness to give from one’s own
possessions. This in turn shows that God desires whole-hearted
worship.

Unpleasing Worship: Pagan Practice
As you can see, the most important part of worship is one’s
attitude  towards  God.  This  in  turn  requires  a  correct
understanding of who God is, and His nature in relation to our
worship. The sacrificial system in Leviticus is similar to
that  of  the  pagan  cultures  in  the  Middle  East  and  the
Mediterranean. By contrasting the nature of their gods and
worship with that of the one true God, we can gain insight on
what our attitude should be toward Him.

In the pagan myths of the Mediterranean and the Middle East
like the Enuma Elish, humanity was frequently created as an
afterthought. They were made to do tasks the gods couldn’t be
bothered to do themselves, or were made to pay tribute since
they happened to exist. They are never made in God’s image.
For example, the Sumerian gods created humanity out of the
blood and bones of an evil primordial being to serve them so
they could focus on other tasks. In the Greek myths, man is
created by the titan brothers, Epimetheus and Prometheus, to
provide the gods with entertainment, and is only given the
ability to walk upright like the gods because all other gifts
had been foolishly given to all the animals.

Our God, on the other hand, deliberately created mankind in
His own image. He told man (male and female) to fill the earth



and  have  dominion  over  all  in  it.  God  made  humanity  the
crowning jewel of His creation.

The pagan gods needed sacrifices like food offerings. They
depended on humans to feed them with their offerings, and they
gained strength from their worship, as can be seen in Elijah’s
showdown with the prophets of Baal who conducted increasingly
desperate rituals in the hope that Baal would send fire down
from heaven.

Our God has no such needs. He does not need us to provide
sustenance  for  Him  because  He  needs  nothing.  He  is  the
ultimate power and authority whether we worship him or not.

In  contrast  to  the  gods  of  the  Canaanites,  who  were  as
sexually immoral, violent, and greedy if not more so than the
culture that created them, God is wholly good. It can be seen
from the emphasis of purity throughout Leviticus that God will
not accept impurity in His people or in their offerings.

Finally, the worship of the Canaanites could not be separated
from magical practice. Words had power, and thus prayers were
formulaic  in  order  to  properly  evoke  the  powers  of  the
deity.{8} A worshiper who said the right words and presented a
suitable sacrifice in just the right way may receive blessings
in  return,  like  a  magical  sword  or  a  good  harvest.  The
Scriptures condemn this: “And when you pray, do not keep on
babbling  like  pagans,  for  they  think  they  will  be  heard
because of their many words.”(Matthew 6:7) The Lord is nothing
like this; He knows the desires of our heart. He cannot be
influenced by our worship, but blesses the obedient according
to His good pleasure.

Unpleasing Worship: Cain’s Offering
As we can see from the nature of God, how He prescribed the
burnt offering in Leviticus, and how worship as practiced by
the pagans is offensive to Him, the core of good worship is



found in one’s attitude towards God. Where the pagans did not
have the benefit of a special revelation of God’s word (though
they are without excuse, Romans 1:20), those who did know the
Lord also gave offerings that displeased Him. When we look at
the next kind of offering that displeases God, we again see
that one’s worship is determined by the inclination of the
heart.

In Genesis 4, Cain and Abel both offered sacrifices to the
Lord, but one was loved and the other was spurned because his
works  were  evil  and  he  treated  the  Lord’s  offering  with
contempt. Able offered the fat portions from the first of the
flock, while Cain only offered some of his produce. When God
rejected his offering, Cain became angry, and when God warned
him to do what is right. Cain was unwilling to change his
ways. That is why Cain murdered his brother, “because his own
actions were evil and his brother’s were righteous” (1 John
3:12). Therefore, to respect God and His offering we must, as
John puts it, abide in love. If we do not love God, then we
cannot love the people around us who are made in His image.
Rather, we easily come to hate them, even to the point of
murder.

The self-righteous do not approach God with humility. They
give only what they want when they want, live like the rest of
the world, don’t spend any time with God, and then wonder why
they can’t hear the Holy Spirit!  It is impossible for the
self-righteous to present a pleasing offering to the Lord.

This self-righteous offering appears again and again in the
Old and New Testaments. This is why the prophets frequently
decry the people’s sacrifices. What they say concerning the
offering shows just how much the offering was disrespected.

“When  you  offer  blind  animals  for  sacrifice,  is  that  not
wrong? When you sacrifice lame or diseased animals, is that
not wrong? Try offering them to your governor! Would he be
pleased  with  you?  Would  he  accept  you?”  says  the  Lord



Almighty.  (Malachi  1:8)

Again in Isaiah, “These people come near to me with their
mouth and honor me with their lips, but their hearts are far
from me. Their worship of me is based on merely human rules
they have been taught.” (Isaiah 29:13)

In the New Testament, we have the example of Ananias and his
wife Sapphira, who lied about the portion of their offering
and were struck dead. In the gospels, we have the Pharisees
whom  Jesus  called  hypocrites.  Their  actions  appear  to  be
righteous, but the inclination of their hearts render their
worship worthless.

Application
So what does this mean for us? The foundation of God-pleasing
worship is the inclination of our heart. It is our attitude
towards  our  relationship  with  God  that  determines  how  we
worship. Pagan-style worship approaches God as if He were
inattentive, finite, and uncaring. If we can evoke His name
just right, if our offerings are good, then we have an ‘in’
with God. Ultimately, we are trying to bribe God.

Cain’s  worship  was  characterized  by  apathy  and  self-
righteousness. Outside of church, one dedicates no time to
God. In finance, in time, in prayer, and in actions people
offer up the scraps from the prosperity God has given them.
They say that Christ is Lord, yet are too self-righteous and
self-reliant to listen to the Holy Spirit.

We are obligated to worship God simply because He is. He
doesn’t need it, but He desires it. As a personal God, worship
is a part of His relationship with us. God is good. Therefore,
we must approach Him with humility. Good worship is giving Him
the  respect  He  deserves  as  our  creator  and  ruler  of  the
universe.

What we offer in worship needs to be pure. Our hearts need to



be  reconciled  to  God,  and  we  need  to  approach  Him  with
humility and the respect He deserves as our creator. The key
to God-pleasing worship is the inclination of the heart.

Furthermore, worship is tied to everything we do day to day.
Jesus said, “Whatever you did for one of the least of these, .
. . you did for me.” (Matthew 25:40). So even when we are not
singing praises, praying, or meditating on God’s word, we can
still be worshiping, because our deeds are a kind of offering.
This means we need to consistently choose to abide in love, or
we will stumble over Cain’s sin. Whatever we do, even if it is
just a morning devotional, we should examine the state of our
heart and ask the Holy Spirit to align it with God’s.
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Digging  Our  Own  Grave:  The
Secular  Captivity  of  the
Church

 

Rick Wade provides an overview of how the Christian church has
become captive to the godless values and perspective of the
surrounding  culture,  based  on  Os  Guinness’  book  The  Last
Christian on Earth.

Our Real Enemy
If  memory  serves  me  correctly,  it  was  my
introduction to such concepts as secularization and
pluralization.  I’m  speaking  of  the  book  The
Gravedigger Files written by Os Guinness in the
early 1980s. The subtitle of The Gravedigger Files
is Papers on the Subversion of the Modern Church. The book is
a fictional dialogue between two members of a council which
has as its purpose the undermining of the Christian church.
The Deputy Director of the Central Security Council gives one
of his subordinates advice on how to accomplish their goal in
his area.

In 2010, Guinness published a revised and updated version of
Gravedigger Files. He gave it the new title The Last Christian

https://probe.org/digging-our-own-grave-the-secular-captivity-of-the-church/
https://probe.org/digging-our-own-grave-the-secular-captivity-of-the-church/
https://probe.org/digging-our-own-grave-the-secular-captivity-of-the-church/
http://www.ministeriosprobe.org/mp3s/digging-grave.mp3


on Earth. The titled was inspired in part by Luke 18:8: “When
the Son of Man comes, will he find faith on the earth?”

What Guinness wanted to do in Gravedigger
and the updated version was to show how the church in America
is being undermined from within. We concern ourselves so much
about outside enemies without realizing that we are at times
our  own  worst  enemies.  He  wrote:  “The  Christian  faith
contributed decisively to the rise of the modern world, but it
has been undermined decisively by the modern world it helped
to  create.  The  Christian  faith  has  become  its  own
gravedigger.”{1}

The  primary  focus  of  Probe  Ministries  now  is  what’s  been
called the cultural captivity of the church. All too many of
us are influenced more by our culture than by the Bible. It’s
impossible to separate oneself from one’s surrounding culture,
to be sure, but when there is conflict, we are called to
follow Christ. Cultural captivity is subtle. It slowly creeps
up on us, and, before we know it, it has soaked into our pores
and infected much of what we think and do. “Subversion works
best when the process is slow and subtle,” Guinness’s Deputy
Director says. “Subtle compromise is always better than sudden
captivity.”{2}

This book is helpful for seeing ourselves in a clearer light,
and for understanding why some of the things we do, which seem
so harmless, are really very harmful to our own Christian
lives and to the church.
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Stages of Subversion
Rather than directly attacking the church, the enemy finds it
more profitable to try to undermine it. “Subversion” is the
word Os Guinness’s Deputy Director uses in the book The Last
Christian on Earth. How does this happen?

This process of undermining comes in various stages. Three of
them are demoralization, subversion, and defection.{3}

Demoralization is the softening up of the church through such
things as hypocrisy and public scandals. Morale drops, and our
ability to resist the devil’s advances decreases.

Subversion comes about from winning over key church leaders
who begin to trumpet “radical” and “daring” ideas (better
words  for  this,  Guinness  says,  may  be  “revisionist”  and
“unfaithful”{4}).

Defection comes when prominent members abandon the church,
such as when former fundamentalists publicly deny the divine
authority of the Bible.

Faithfulness, which once was understood as being committed to
God, now has a new focus. The desire to be “in the world but
not of the world” is realigned. The church’s commitment to the
world  turns  into  attachment,  and  worldliness  settles  in.
“Worldliness”  is  a  term  once  used  by  fundamentalists  to
describe being too attached to the world, but it went out of
favor because of the excesses of separationism. It was a word
to be snickered at by evangelicals who were adept—or thought
they were adept—at being in the world without becoming its
servant. This snickering, however, doesn’t hide the fact that
the evangelical sub-culture exhibits a significant degree of
being of the world, or worldly.

Moving through these stages, the Deputy Director says, has led
the church deeper and deeper into cultural captivity. The
church  becomes  so  identified  with  the  culture  that  it  no



longer  can  act  independently  of  it.  Then  it  finds  itself
living with the consequences of its choices. Says the Deputy
Director, “Our supreme prize at this level is the complete
devastation of the Church by getting the Adversary [or God] to
judge her himself. “Here, in a stroke,” he continues, “is the
beauty  of  subversion  through  worldliness  and  its  infinite
superiority to persecution. . . . if the Adversary is to judge
his own people, who are we to complain?”{5}

Forces of Modernism
In The Last Christian, Os Guinness describes three challenges
of modernity which aid in the subversion of the church. They
are  secularization,  privatization,  and  pluralization.  These
forces  work  to  squeeze  us  into  the  mold  of  modernistic
culture. To too great an extent, they have been successful.

Secularization is the process of separating religious ideas
and institutions from the public sphere. Guinness’s Deputy
Director  speaks  of  society  being  “freed”  from  religious
influence.{6}  This  is  how  secularists  see  the  separation.
Religion is seen as restrictive and oppressive and harmful,
and the public square needs to be free of it. All ideas and
beliefs are welcome as long as they aren’t explicitly grounded
in religious belief. Because of the influence of the public
arena in our lives, Guinness points out that “Secularization
ensures that ordinary reality is not just the official reality
but also the only reality. Beyond what modern people can see,
touch,  taste  and  smell  is  quite  simply  nothing  that
matters.”{7}

If religion is removed from the public square, the immediate
result is privatization, the restriction of religion to our
private  worlds.  This  can  be  the  small  communities  of  our
churches or it can mean our own individual lives. Guinness
writes  that  “today,  where  religion  still  survives  in  the
modern  world,  no  matter  how  passionate  or  committed  the
believer, it amounts to little more than a private preference,



a spare-time hobby, and a leisure pursuit.”{8}

The third force is pluralization. With the meeting of many
cultures comes the awareness that there are many options with
regard to food, dress, relationships, entertainment, religion,
and other aspects of life. The number of options multiplies in
all areas, “especially,” notes Guinness, “at the level of
worldviews, faiths and ideologies.”{9} Choosing isn’t a simple
matter anymore since it’s so widely believed that there is no
truth  in  such  matters.  In  fact,  choosing  is  what  counts.
Guinness writes, “what matters is no longer good choice or
right choice or wise choice, but simply choice.”{10}

Some Characteristics of Subversion
What  are  some  characteristics  of  a  subverted  church?  Os
Guinness discusses several in his book The Last Christian on
Earth.

One result of being pushed into our own private worlds by
secularization is that we construct our own sub-culture and
attempt to keep a distance. But then we turn around and model
our sub-culture after the wider culture. For example, it’s no
secret  that  evangelical  Christianity  is  heavily
commercialized. Our Christianity becomes our style reflected
in plenty of Christian kitsch and in being surrounded by the
latest in fashions. The depth of our captivity to things—even
Christian-ish things—becomes a measure of the shallowness of
our Christianity. Compared to what Jesus and the apostles
offered,  which  included  sacrifice  and  suffering,  says
Guinness,  “today’s  spiritual  diet  .  .  .  is  refined  and
processed.  All  the  cost,  sacrifice  and  demand  are
removed.”{11}

Another pitfall is rationalization, when we have to weigh and
measure  everything  in  modernistic  ways.  We’re  guided  by
“measurable outcomes” and “best practices” more than by the
leading of the Spirit.{12}



Feeling forced to keep our Christian lives separate from the
wider  culture—the  sacred/secular  split,  it’s  been
called—reduces Christianity in size. We don’t know how to
apply  it  to  the  larger  world  (apart  from  excursion-style
evangelism).  “Many  Christians,”  Guinness  writes,  “have  so
personal a theology and so private a morality that they lack
the  criteria  by  which  to  judge  society  from  a  Christian
perspective.”{13}  Lacking  the  ability  to  even  make  sound
judgments  about  contemporary  issues  from  a  distinctly
Christian perspective, we’re unable to speak in a way that
commands attention. Christianity is thought at best to be
“socially irrelevant, even if privately engaging,” as someone
said.{14}

A really sad result of the reshaping of Christianity is that
people wonder why they should want it at all. The church is
the pillar of truth, Paul says (1 Tim. 3:15). The plausibility
of Christianity rises and falls with the condition of the
church. If the church is weak, Christianity will seem weak. Is
this the message we want to convey?

A Wrong Way to Respond
In the face of the pressures of the modern world on us, the
conservative church has responded in varying ways in the wider
culture.

Os Guinness describes what he calls the push and pull phases
of public involvement by conservatives. The push phase comes
when conservatives realize how much influence they have lost.
For much of the nineteenth century, evangelical Christianity
was dominant in public life. Over the last century that has
been stripped away, and conservatives have seen what they held
near and dear taken away. This loss of respect and position in
our society has resulted in insecurity.{15}

In response, conservative Christians push for power by means
of political action and influence in education and the mass



media. “But, since the drive for power is born of social
impotence rather than spiritual authority,” Guinness writes,
“the final result will be compromise and disillusionment.”
They fall “for the delusion of power without authority.”{16}

When they recognize the loss of purity and principles in their
actions, they begin to pull back and disentangle themselves
from the centers of power. There is a return to the authority
of the gospel without, however, a sense of the power of the
gospel. Standing on the outside, as it were, they resort to
“theologies stressing prophetic detachment, not constructive
involvement.”{17}  This  is  the  phase  of  “hypercritical
separatism.”

Then comes a third phase, the enemies’ coup de grâce. Standing
back  to  view  all  this,  some  Christians  experience  what
Guinness’s Deputy Director gloatingly describes as “a fleeting
moment when they feel so isolated in their inner judgments
that they wonder if they are the last Christian left.” There
is left “a residue of part self-pity, part discouragement, and
part shame that unnerves the best of them.”{18} But these are
the few. The many are simply kept asleep, the Director is
happy to report, unaware of what has happened.

This article has given only a taste of Os Guinness’s message
to us. The hope for the church is a return to the gospel in
all its purity and power. I invite you to read The Last
Christian on Earth and get a fuller picture of the situation
and what we can do to bring about change.
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