How Do We Respond to Calls to
Discuss Justice 1in the
Church?

How do we respond to calls to discuss justice in the church?
Not only is this a hot issue right now, but it is a critical
issue to discuss. Because it is crucial, we need to address it
in the church.

Approaching the Conversation

Primarily, we need to be intentional about how we approach the
conversation (and yes it should be a conversation, not just
one person teaching or giving a monologue). First, we need to
be extra intrigued as to why others think differently than we
do. We need to let them talk and accept their reactions as
genuine. We need to stay away from rejecting what is being
told by attributing a bad intention.

Second, we need to take note of whether we are processing the
information as facts, filters, or identity{l} on our part
individually, but as well look to know where others are coming
from and why. Our goal should always be understanding, not
only of issues but also of other people’s perspectives.

Third, we need to be interested and ask questions, not to beat
the other person but to seek reciprocal knowledge regarding
why we differ or where the disagreements and pressure points
are.

Fourth, we need to learn reflective listening, to correctly
rephrase what we hear others to be saying in the tricky
moments in a manner that reassures the other person: “This 1is
what I hear you saying. Did I get it right? Do I understand
you correctly?” The importance at this point is that the other
person gets to decide whether he/she is being understood. By
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engaging in these approaches, what is hopefully conveyed to
others is that the fundamental purpose of our discussion is to
dialogue—to understand each other, not only find out who is
correct.{2}

Defining Terms

As with almost any discussion today, I think it is necessary
to define terms. This discussion especially calls for defining
the term “justice” before we can even begin. For instance,
when having this discussion are we saying merely “justice”, or
the now popular term “social justice”, or a seemingly
Christian claim to “biblical justice?” This alone takes up a
good chunk of the discussion. Read how one popular journalist
describes this dilemma: “I put on my prospector’s helmet and
mined the literature for an agreed-upon definition of social
justice. . . . What I found,” he bemoans, “was one deposit
after another of fool’'s gold. From labor unions to countless
universities to gay rights groups to even the American Nazi
Party, everyone insisted they were champions of social

justice.”{3}

The word justice in Scripture means to prescribe the right
way, {4} and the two key metaphors used in Scripture are level
scales and an even path (Deuteronomy 16:18-20; Isaiah 1:16-17;
Amos 5:21-25; Matthew 23:23). Now any variation of justice
could refer to Christian attempts to eradicate human
trafficking, help the inner-city needy, creating hospitals and
orphanages, overturn racism, and safeguard the unborn. I
propose we call this biblical justice and use a definition
provided by pastor, speaker, and author Dr. Tony Evans: “The
equitable and impartial application of the rule of God’s moral
law in society.”{5} He arrives at this definition because
God’'s ways are just (Deuteronomy 32:4) and He is the supreme
lawgiver (James 4:12), therefore His laws and judgments are
just and righteous (Psalm 19:7-9; 111:7-8). Furthermore, they
are to be applied with no partiality (Deuteronomy 1:17;



Leviticus 19:15; Numbers 15:16).

What is social justice then? Recently, social justice has
brought on an exceptionally charged political meaning. It
turned into a brandishing poster for groups like Antifa, which
finds physical aggression against persons who believe
differently as both morally justified and tactically
successful, and praises its underreported verbal beatings.
Social justice is the brandishing poster for universities
across the country where the “oppressor vs. oppressed”
narrative of Antonio Gramsci and the Frankfurt School (Note:
Oppression 1is a biblical term. The prophets precede these
authors by millennia! The term or its presence in the world is
not automatically in this area.), the deconstructionism of
Michel Foucault and Jacques Derrida, and the gender and queer
theory of Judith Butler have been inserted into the very
definition of the term.{6}

As Evans summarizes,

Social justice has become a convoluted term meaning
different things to different people. It is often used as a
catchphrase for illegitimate forms of government that
promote the redistribution of wealth as the collectivistic
illegitimate expansion of civil government, which wrongly
infringes on the jurisdictions of God’'s other covenantal
institutions (family and church).{7}

However biblical the roots of the term social justice are, it
has been hijacked (still as some might criticize what 1is going
on for other reasons). There is a concern labels can
oversimplify matters and make binary classifications. Pitting
“biblical justice” against “social justice” brands is making
binary means of seeing ideas and dangers, creating a false
dichotomy. Certainly, there are things that the “social
justice” group is doing that is other than the biblical
response to advocating justice. However, several of the
concerns that they are raising are reasonable. One of the



troubles is that they are recommending political solutions to
problems that are beyond complicated and in the end need God’s
divine change of individual hearts. But labels can also
clarify distinctions between various models. Therefore, for
the sake of clarity, I propose when we are discussing justice,
we aim for the meaning of biblical justice. After clarifying
and defining terms, we would want to check and make sure all
interested parties are on the same page.

CRT

Now I we need to address Critical Race Theory (CRT) because I
believe these ideas are a problem that infiltrate Christian
thinking and the church. Legal scholar and law professor
Richard Delgado defines CRT:

The critical race theory (CRT) movement is a collection of
activists and scholars engaged in studying and transforming
the relationship among race, racism, and power. The movement
considers many of the same issues that conventional civil
rights and ethnic studies discourses take up but places them
in a broader perspective that includes economics, history,
setting, group and self-interest, and emotions and the
unconscious. Unlike traditional civil rights discourse,
which stresses incrementalism and step-by-step progress,
critical race theory questions the very foundations of the
liberal order, including equality theory, legal reasoning,
Enlightenment rationalism, and neutral principles of
constitutional law. {8}

I think we can all agree racism is bad, and because CRT has
been pushed to the forefront and claims to deal with the issue
of racism, it has been extremely easy for Christians to adopt
a terrible framework with good intentions. This needs to be
corrected. Otherwise, it remains an elephant in the room
especially for Neo-Fundamentalist Evangelicals and Mainstream
Evangelicals (as defined by Michael Graham here).
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As pastor and theologian Dr. Voddie Baucham points out, the
movement has several qualities of a cult, including keeping
near enough to the Bible to prevent instant exposure and
concealing the truth that it has a different theology and a
novel lexicon that deviates from Christian orthodoxy. In
traditional cult style, they steal from the common and
acknowledged, then immerse it with different connotation. {9}
The worst part about this theory is there is no final solution
to the problem. CRT just offers an endless cycle of division
and racism at worst. At best, it draws attention to the sin of
racism.

There is much more that can be said on this, and I would
suggest anyone who wants to explore this more read the books
listed in my bibliography below. Most of them cover CRT 1in
some fashion.

Does Focusing on Biblical Justice Get Us
Off Mission?

I want to address the concern of whether focusing on biblical
justice gets the church off mission. I think the mission of
the church is to equip the saints and make disciples. That is
a broad vision. The question is still whether focusing on
biblical justice is part of that mission. If it is not already
clear in the definition of the term above (even the name
biblical justice supplies a hint to this answer), I would like
to clearly and explicitly answer whether this is part of the
mission of the church.

The responsibility of the church is to perform biblical
justice for the poor, orphans, widows, foreigners, enemies,
oppressed, hungry, homeless, and needy. Scripture concerns
biblical justice particularly to these parties as a main
matter; for it is these parties that best denote the powerless
in the world and take the burden of injustices. The church 1is
not to harm or ostracize the poor (James 2:15-16), or to have



status and racial prejudice (Galatians 2:11-14). Instead, the
church 1is appointed to take on the basic needs of the
disadvantaged. I would also point out (particularly for the
Evangelical Christians) this does not mean promoting reckless
handouts, which the Bible rigorously forbids (2 Thessalonians
3:10; Proverbs 6:9-11; 10:4; 13:18; 30-34).

Furthermore, Probe Ministries President Kerby Anderson made a
marvelous point (to me over email) regarding Christians in the
workforce: “ALL Christians are to be salt and light. But
believers who are CALLED to positions related to justice
(judges, lawyers, law enforcement, political leaders) are to
use their gifts to promote justice. Not only is that not OFF
MISSION, but it is exactly their mission in their job.”

Ultimately, doing justice satisfies the two highest
commandments granted to us by Jesus: to love God and love
others (Matthew 22:37-40). “Biblical justice is a foundational
part of fulfilling the purpose of the church as intimated by
the heart of God. It is a result of God’s people becoming one
through being what God has called us to be and participating
in what He has called us to do—justice.”{10}

Asians and Other Minorities

Usually, at least in our environment, the discussion about
racial friction is likely a black/white discussion, although
lately it has come to be obvious that this is not only a
black-and-white discussion. Often, people of Asian background
are not being addressed in any way. Now the COVID pandemic
ignited some racial prejudice and hatred against Chinese
individuals and other Asian individuals. What we are getting
more in the news and social media is that for Asians, issues
have shifted, and matters appear to be extremely different for
them. So, you look at these events and, I believe for certain
individuals, they are living with more concern since, whether
they have faced that sort of prejudice, they are watching it
being discussed in the news and on social media. So, for those



that are reading this and even considering this for the first
time, I want to point out what is truly a shortage of
emotional quotient in the sense we relate with each other.
Jesus speaks, “treat people the same way you want them to
treat you.” {11} One of the shifts of philosophy demands that
we manage to stop seeing people through a lens of stereotypes
that we have, and see the one we are relating with
individually. I believe it is extremely useful to think about
our longing to develop the proper sort of community in our
church. The further we take part and understand the various
types of life encounters and experiences that individuals
have, the richer we will be as we communicate with
individuals.

Recommendations for the Church

As Tony Evans says, “Theology must never be limited to
esoteric biblical conclusions void of practical strategies for
bringing God’s truth to life through our obedience and good
works.”{12} The church needs to take the lead in creating
unity through clearly showing it in our lives. What I would
recommend the church does is follow this three-point plan:

{13}
1. Assemble: Unified Hallowed Meeting

Build a community-wide pastors’ group that meets consistently
and holds a yearly sacred gathering (Isaiah 58:1-12; Ephesians
2:11-22).

a. Begin or enter a racially and denominationally varied
community of kingdom-inclined pastors in our community
region. A national group has already been formed at
letstalklive.org/.

b. Come together consistently with kingdom-inclined pastors
to improve relations, offer reciprocal support and to meet
the demands of one another.
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2. Address: Unified Caring Tone

Aggressively cultivate disciples who speak out with unified
messaging, presenting biblical truths and answers on current
social problems (John 17:13-23; Matthew 28:16-20).

a. Pursue common ground and common goals that encourage
biblical answers to current problems needing to be tackled,
instead of becoming caught on the areas of conflict.
Demonstrate grace.

b. Hold conversation groups and prayer meetings to discover
biblical responses to social problems.

3. Act: Unified Community Affect

Jointly organize our church to achieve a noticeable spirit of
continuing good works enhancing the good of underserved
neighborhoods (Jeremiah 29:5-7; Matthew 5:13-16).

a. Create a group for business leaders who would like to
help in establishing work prospects and economic growth for
underserved areas.

When we work together to Assemble, Address, and Act for God'’s
kingdom in the public, we will create a larger effect as one.
The extent of our unity will affect the extent of our
influence.
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What a Biblical Worldview
Looks Like

Sue Bohlin explores elements of a way of looking at life that
provides a biblical world and life view.

What Is a Worldview?

A young Christian couple I know married with high hopes for
the future. Within three years they were divorced; the husband
handled his hatred for his job by snapping at his wife and
retreating to online gaming, and the wife shut down her heart
to him and opened it to someone else.

In her book Total Truth, Nancy Pearcey tells of a
Christian lawyer whose job was to find loopholes in
the contracts with clients his law firm wanted to
get rid of-that is, which enabled his company to
break promises.{1l} She tells another story of a
Christian who worked at an abortion facility and never saw any
conflict between the Bible she studied and its command not to
murder.{2}

This disconnect between biblical teaching and the way it’s
lived out 1is not just an American problem. Many African
Christians go to church on Sundays and pray to Jesus for
healing or prosperity, but when He doesn’t answer the way they
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wanted, they go to the village witch doctor.

All these people profess to be Christ-followers and agree that
the Bible is the Word of God, yet they don’t view reality or
live out their lives as if Jesus were Lord and the Bible 1is
true. They don’t have a biblical worldview. They don’t “think
Christianly.”

Nancy Pearcey writes, “‘Thinking Christianly’ means
understanding that Christianity gives the truth about the
whole of reality, a perspective for interpreting every subject
matter.”{3} It means we learn to interpret everything in light
of its relationship to God. The title of Nancy’'s book, Total
Truth, reflects her premise: that Christianity is not just a
collection of religious truths, it is total truth. Thinking
Christianly—which equips us to then 1live out a biblical
worldview—means we understand that natural and supernatural
are seamlessly woven into one reality.

Our worldview is like an invisible pair of glasses through
which we see reality and life. If we have the wrong
prescription, the wrong beliefs and assumptions, what we see
will be fuzzy and undependable. If we have the right
prescription, we will see things as they are. The prescription
of these glasses consists of our beliefs and the things we
assume to be true. These beliefs and assumptions comprise the
filter through which we experience and interpret life. And we
all have a filter.

For example, let’s say you walk into a Walmart and discover
you are their zillionth customer. Balloons drop, strobe lights
go off, and you are handed a $1000 gift card, a trip to
Disneyworld, and the keys to a new car. Your worldview will
determine how you interpret that event. If you believe in
fate, you will think, “It’s my lucky day! The stars are
shining on me!” If you believe in only this physical, material
universe, you will think, “Nice, but it’s a totally random and
meaningless occurrence.” If you believe that Jesus 1is Lord



over everything, you will think, “I so do not deserve this
gift of grace, but I thank You for it, Lord. How do You want
me to be a good steward of this amazing blessing?”

Everyone has a worldview, even though most people aren’t aware
of it. We believe a biblical worldview is the right
prescription for both living and understanding life.

Creation, Fall, and Redemption

My friend Dr. Jeff Myers of Summit Ministries says, “[A]
person’s worldview is his default answers to life's most
pressing questions: Where did I come from? How should I live?
What happens when I die?, and How do I know my answers to
these questions are true?”{4}

We all buy into an overarching story that explains much of why
things are the way they are. For example, people who believe
in traditional folk religion (animism) believe there are
spirits connected to every physical item and event and place,
and this way of looking at life shapes their response to the
things that happen in life. People who embrace pantheism-a
view of life that sees everything connected as part of a
divine but impersonal force with no personal God and no
distinctions between good and evil-will respond differently.

If we draw our worldview from the story of God’s dealing with
mankind from the Bible, a helpful way to structure it is terms
of creation, fall, and redemption. They answer the big three
universal questions: Where did we come from? Why are things so
messed up? How can it be fixed? Everything that exists and
everything that happens falls into one of these categories.

Creation answers the question, where did we come from? as well
as a basic philosophical question, why 1is there something
rather than nothing at all? God created us in His image for
the purpose of having a relationship with us, and He created
the universe and our world as well. This explains the



exquisite design we see in the human body, right down to the
molecular machines inside cells. Creation explains why the
earth is so finely tuned for life—just the right distance from
just the right kind of star and the right kind of moon, just
the right temperature for liquid water, just the right kind of
atmosphere for us to breathe.

The relational God, whose very being consists of Father, Son,
and Holy Spirit, created us in His image to draw us into the
circle of divine mutual love and fellowship and delight. The
reason we are here is so God could lavish love on us by
sharing Himself with us and inviting us to participate in the
divine life. That explains why we are so relational, and why
we need and enjoy other people. It explains why we are hard-
wired to be spiritual-because He made us for Himself, and He
is spirit. He created the universe and our planet as an
expression of His love and glory, and because physical people
need a physical place to live. A beautiful God creating us in
His image explains why we love beauty in the world, in art, in
music, and in every other expression of human culture.

The Fall answers the question, what went wrong? Adam and Eve’s
rebellion against God brought sin into His marvelous creation,
resulting in brokenness, blindness, and nothing working the
way it did in the perfect, pre-fall world. The fall explains
why death feels so unnatural, why there is suffering and
sickness. It explains why there is moral evil like murder,
rape and theft, and why there is natural evil like earthquakes
and tsunamis and tornadoes. Many people are angry at God at
these things. But they are all effects of the fall. He didn’t
create the world this way; we’'re the ones who messed it up.
This fallen world breaks His heart far more than it breaks
ours.

The good news is Redemption. God is working to set things
right and restore His damaged, distorted creation. This
explains why our souls long for justice, for the wicked to
face the consequences of their evil choices, and for things to



be fair and right. A just God will fulfill our longing for
justice. He will make the wrongs right and the shattered
whole. Good will triumph over evil once and for all. God’s
promise of restoration explains why we still long for the
perfection of Eden, even while we live immersed in a world and
relationships that are far from perfect: He’'s going to bring
it back. The Lord Jesus Christ, who came to earth as fully God
and fully man, living as one of us and then dying in our
place, rising again, and ascending back to the Father’s right
hand, promises He is making all things new (Rev. 21:5). God's
got a plan and He’s working it!

Living in Two Worlds

One of my favorite things to do 1is go snorkeling in the
crystal clear waters of the Caribbean. When I'm wearing a mask
and a snorkel tube, I can float on the water’s surface and
enjoy the beautiful fish and corals that live 1in the
underwater world. But I can also breathe air from the above-
water world. When I'm snorkeling, I get to enjoy two worlds,
two spheres of life, at the same time.

This is a picture of what it looks like to live out a biblical
worldview. Paul exhorts us to focus “not [on] the things which
are seen, but at the things which are not seen; for the things
which are seen are temporal, but the things which are not seen
are eternal” (2 Cor. 4:18). We live in a physical world, but
looking at life biblically also means living in awareness of
the unseen, eternal spiritual reality that also surrounds us.
Many believers make the mistake of living as if they were
functional naturalists—as if the material, physical world were
all there is.

Thinking biblically means staying aware and focused on the
spiritual and eternal part of life, letting that guide our
interpretation of physical and temporal events. That doesn’t
mean dismissing or denying the physical, living like some sort



of ascetic who refuses to engage with the world; we just keep
it in perspective.

I believe this is what the Lord Jesus intended when He said to
“seek first the Kingdom of God” (Matt. 6:33). The physical
world is so in-your-face about its reality—-especially when we
get tired, hungry, thirsty every day-that we don’t have any
trouble being aware of this sphere of life. But focusing on
(or even just staying aware of) the unseen, eternal part of
life, like donning snorkel gear and going face-down in the
water, allows us to function in both worlds at the same time.
Next time you’'re in a group where people share prayer
requests, pay attention to how many of them are in the
physical realm: health, finances, jobs, etc. These things are
important, but according to Jesus’ priorities, the Kingdom
—the unseen realm where He is Lord-is more important. I wonder
what would happen if our prayer requests started reflecting
this priority?

The seventeenth century monk Brother Lawrence lived out an
important spiritual discipline he called “practicing the
presence of God.” When we do this, we are able to process the
heartbreak of 1living in a fallen world and the apparent
unfairness of what looks like evil winning. When we read what
the prophet Habbakuk wrote, and what Asaph recorded in Psalm
73, we see what it looks like to remember that God 1is
sovereign, and He is able to make all things work together for
good for those who love God and are called according to His
purpose (Rom. 8:28). It helps us see all people as beloved
image bearers for whom Christ died, even the jerks who cut us
off in traffic. It helps us remember that what may feel like a
bizarre random event may actually be the attack of spiritual
warfare. It helps us balance our now-fallen feelings, which
were impacted by the Fall like everything else, with the truth
of God’'s word. For example, one Christian woman filed for
divorce from her husband with no biblical grounds, claiming
that it must be okay since she didn’t feel “convicted by God.”



Thinking biblically means cultivating an awareness of the
spiritual realm: the eternally important things, and the
activity of God, angels, and demons. It’s like going through
life wearing snorkel gear!

Refusing the Sacred/Secular Split

Have you ever heard someone saying something like, “Well, I
personally oppose abortion, but I would never say that it's
wrong for anyone else because that’'s a private issue.” Or, do
you give ten percent of what you think of as your money to the
Lord because that’s His portion? Do you think of your
spiritual life as time spent reading the Bible and going to
church, but the rest of the week is yours? One of the ways
Christians fail to live out a biblical worldview is when we
buy into the false division of the sacred and the secular.

Thinking biblically means not only believing that Jesus 1is
Lord at the moment of our deaths, but He is also Lord over
every aspect of our lives and every aspect of His creation. He
created this world, He owns it, He entered it, and He redeemed
it. He created us in His image, and then commanded us to take
the salt and light of our image-bearing influence into every
aspect of life: business, science, law, education, politics,
and art, to name a few. The “Creation Mandate” 1s found in
Genesis 1:2:

God blessed them; and God said to them, “Be fruitful and
multiply, and fill the earth, and subdue it; and rule over
the fish of the sea and over the birds of the sky and over
every living thing that moves on the earth” (emphasis mine).

Let’s look at some examples:

e I've had a freelance calligraphy business for thirty
years. Beyond showing honesty and integrity in my business
dealings, there is also value in the beauty I bring into
people’s lives through my hand lettering as a reflection of
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God’s beauty.

e ALl of my husband Ray'’s education is in biology. He lives
out his biblical worldview by seeking to explore and
understand God’s creation through science, then explaining
it to others in a way that gives glory to God.

e Christian educators who express a biblical worldview are
teaching about God’s world and God’'s truths whether they
mention Him or not. Whether it’s the glorious patterns of
mathematics or the themes of great literature, the Lordship
of Christ ties it all together.

* My son’s undergraduate education was in art, and we loved
seeing how he wove his biblical worldview into his art
pieces. He suggests that a Christian artist has the
opportunity to express both the brokenness of life in a
fallen world as well as the hope and redemption found in
Christ.

e Christians in law can live out their biblical worldview by
using their knowledge of the law to create protection for
the weak and defenseless, to criminalize criminal behavior,
and to codify making restitution, all of which are biblical
values.

One element of living out a biblical worldview is refusing to
compartmentalize life into our religious activities and then
everything else, as if spiritual truth and concepts were
unrelated to how we live our lives. One of my dear friends has
lived in moral and emotional purity for three years after
repenting of her lesbian relationship. The temptation can be
strong some days, but she consistently chooses Jesus over her
feelings. One day her supervisor, who goes to a large church,
asked if she were gay. My friend replied that she used to
claim a gay identity, but she’s been emotionally and sexually
sober for three years. Her supervisor asked why, and my friend
said, “Because it’s sin! It’s not God’s design or intention.”
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“Oh, it’s not sin!” her supervisor cheerfully assured her.
“God wants you to be happy! You just need to find the right
girl and settle down.” My friend is living out a biblical
worldview; her Christian supervisor , who most definitely does
not, relegates the Bible to religious topics that don’t
intersect with where the rest of life is lived. (Not only
that: the Enemy used the supervisor’s lies and wrong beliefs
to harass my friend as part of an all-out spiritual warfare
attack.)

Jesus is Lord, and He loves and provides for His creation
through people, whether we are delivering milk or delivering
babies, serving in the military or the government, growing
corn or managing hedge funds, raising our family or even
serving in ministry. It’s all God’s work and we get to share
in it (1 Cor. 3:9). Just as we can’t divide colors into sacred
and secular, we shouldn’t do it with the rest of life either.

Processing Life Through a Biblical
Worldview

I said earlier that a worldview is like a pair of glasses that
is comprised of our beliefs and assumptions through which we
see and interpret life. My husband, Ray, and I got a chance to
put our biblical worldview into practice a few years ago when
someone ran a red light and slammed into his car. He sustained
a concussion but, miraculously, no cuts or scratches or broken
anything. It took almost a year for him to recover from both
the impact on his body and the mental fuzziness of his
concussion.

As we processed this accident and the difficulties that
unfolded from it, we experienced the wisdom that comes from
interpreting life according to the truth of God’s word.
Other worldviews would have interpreted this experience
differently:
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e Naturalism, the belief that the physical world is all
there 1is, and there 1is no spiritual or supernatural
component to life, would say, “Ray was in a car wreck, but
there’s no meaning to it. It was just another accident;
everything is an accident without purpose. Whether he
survived or had been killed, ultimately that wouldn’t make
any difference anyway since all of life is a random,
meaningless existence.”

* Pantheism, the belief that all of life is a spiritual
reality and the physical world is an illusion, would say,
“Ray, his car, the other driver, and her car, are all part
of ‘the one,’ the unifying essence of the universe. All of
these particulars are an illusion, since there 1is only one
reality where everything and everyone is divine.” And since
many pantheists also share many of Eastern mysticism’s
beliefs, we would hear, “Ray must have done something
terrible in a previous life to have experienced this trauma
in this life. He was working off his bad karma from an
earlier existence.”

e Traditional folk religion (Animism), the belief that the
spirit world is constantly manipulating life in the physical
world, because there is a spirit or spiritual force behind
every event, might say, “Ray must have made some spirit
angry with him. He needs to say some magic words or burn
some incense or build an altar or do something to get the
angry spirit to not be angry with him anymore.”

Since we seek to make the truth of God’s word the pair of
glasses through which we view life, our filter includes the
question, what does God say about this? Together, we practiced
responding to this trauma according to our Christian
worldview.

The most important truth was that God exists, and He has
revealed Himself to be all-powerful and all-knowing. That
means that getting “t-boned” was not a random accident that
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just happened. We reminded ourselves that He was still
sovereign; a loving God was in control, even though He allowed
Ray to get hit and his car totaled by a driver without
insurance. God is all-powerful and could have prevented the
accident, but for some reason He didn’t. We determined to
trust Him even though He wasn’t explaining Himself.

This was a very bad car wreck, and the witnesses couldn’t
believe he wasn’t killed instantly. Instead, he was protected
from serious injury. We have thanked God many times for His
amazing protection that resulted in 100% recovery.

Ray experienced very real pain and suffering, but we know from
the Bible where that comes from: the fall of man 1is
responsible for most pain and all suffering. He was not
troubled by the possibility that his suffering might be
meaningless because there was no one “up there” or “out there”
giving meaning to it, like the view of life that atheists and
agnostics have to face.

Ray’s car wreck had a special impact on me. At the time, I was
dealing with my fear for my son’s safety since he was about to
enter the Air Force during a war. Because Ray’s car wreck
happened just three blocks from home, God impressed on me that
His protection has nothing to do with geography. The best
place to be, the safest place to be, is in God’s hand, and He
has promised that no one can snatch us from His hand (John
8:28-29). I sensed Him impressing me that I could trust Him
with my son the same way He protected my husband from lasting
damage.

I hope this article helps you grow in your ability to think
biblically so you can see life as it really is—-one reality
comprised of both the physical and spiritual, God'’s world,
God’s life-that He invites you into.

Notes

1. Nancy Pearcey, Total Truth: Liberating Christianity from
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31.
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3. Ibid., 34.

4. Email from Dr. Jeff Myers, April 19, 2011.
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The Allure of Home

T.S. Weaver investigates ways by which one can employ cultural
methods to make the gospel appealing. He concentrates on one
piece of culture and expresses a few ideas on how it can be
used in the defense of the faith.

Is the pandemic over yet? If we can count the fact that the
U.S. has lifted COVID-19 test requirement for international
travel as an indicator, I think it’s safe to say it 1is.
Regardless, I think we have had enough time to reflect on its
impact. The pandemic was an extraordinary blow in 2020. I can
remember how it all unfolded like it was yesterday. Everything
shut down and my fiancé at the time started working from home
(at my apartment mostly because she did not have internet at
hers) and I followed suit about a week later, and the infamous
toilet paper hoarding began around the nation. Around two
years later, the pandemic acts as the backdrop to daily
living, and my now-wife is still working from home.

We are rethinking the way we do a lot of things. As one
commentator said, “A global health crisis has exposed outdated
economic, political and social systems. For the first time
since the Industrial Revolution, we have the facility to
reimagine our world.”{1} While I am not sure what all he means
by that, and how much of it is an exaggeration, I can agree
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the crisis changed things. This same commentator, Kian
Bakhtiari, has predicted seven cultural trends “that will
shape the next decade.”{2} I would call them “cultural texts.”
According to Kevin Vanhoozer, each cultural text “has meaning
to the extent that it communicates something about our values,
our concerns, and our self-understanding.”{3} Bakhtiari lists
his observed cultural texts as:

a return to traditions
* metaverse jurisdiction
 creator inequality

e divisions in diversity
 ethical investment

* employee activism

e consumerism in crisis

Bakhtiari says,

Uncertainty has created a strong nostalgia for the good old
days and a newfound desire to be rooted in tradition. We,
humans, tell ourselves stories to make sense of the world.
Stories make us feel like we have control. They allow people
to find meaning where there is chaos. In moments of crisis,
we often choose to escape the present by seeking refuge in
the past.{4]

Has he been reading Joshua Chatraw (author of Telling a Better
Story) or Paul Gould (author of Cultural Apologetics)? Chatraw
explains the problem with the current cultural narratives that
makes even more sense of Bakhtiari:

Something’s missing. There is a shallowness that gnaws away
at the fleeting happiness these narratives offer. The
realities of life have a way of applying such pressure at
times even the cynic can’t help but peer into the secular
crevasses beneath his feet. People can’t help but feel the
existential angst when the script they’'ve assumed begins to
break down.{5}



Like Ursula Le Guin says, “There have been great societies
that did not use the wheel, but there have been no societies
that did not tell stories.”{6} Chatraw again says, “Despite
the cries of those who claim that we as modern enlightened
people should come of age and simply logic-chop our way to
truth, story still remains our lingua franca.”{7}

Bakhtiari takes this story/narrative idea in the direction of
connecting with the past via tradition. The first example he
gives 1s something I was completely unaware of and do not
understand, but I am not surprised. His example is Gen-Z's
fascination with Y2K fashion, 90s sitcoms and even wired
headphones. First, let us all just acknowledge Gen-Zs are
weird. During my internship at Probe Ministries, one of the
things I learned is that Gen-Zs drive mentors nuts because
they are so hard to understand and connect with. Second, I did
not even know there was such a thing as Y2K fashion.
Strangely, even though I do not understand the appeal with
these things other than just they are “old,” I have noticed a
similar fascination with Mason jars.

All this said, I still do not understand what Bakhtiari means
by tradition in this context. He somewhat clarifies by
pointing out how globalization attributes to the feeling of
losing “local traditions and identity.” His proposed solution
for global brands is that

They need to find ways to remain culturally relevant in
different markets—with divergent needs and values—while
maintaining global consistency. This can only be achieved by
working with local markets to produce consumer segments,
including different communities and sub-cultures.{8}

Admittedly, I wish he would have gotten more specific, but I
often find that when people talk about culture, it is usually
in broad strokes and abstract thoughts. I have deciphered what
I think he meant by tradition, how it affects culture, and how
it is charmed.



Disillusionment

But how did we get to the point that traditions or old stuff
have become so attractive to people? For C.S. Lewis there is a
“narrative embedded within the deeper structures of the
created order, which enables, shapes and moulds the
construction and narration of human stories.”{9} I believe
there is also a narrative embedded within cultural structures.
Again, Bakhtiari believes globalization is the problem. So
what story is globalization telling us? Bakhtiari thinks the
story goes something like,

Many countries and communities feel like they have lost
their local traditions and identity. The move towards
localization is further compounded by nations prioritizing
self-reliance. As demonstrated with the rise of populism in
advanced economies.{10}

Should we quit telling stories altogether? We are too
enlightened for stories, right? As Chatraw says, “Human
potentiality is reached not by giving up on stories, which we
can’t really do, but by embracing the true story of the
world—the story that elucidates all other stories.”{11} More
on that true story later.

Back to globalism and the desire to return to traditions. What
is really happening in culture, and what Bakhtiari does not
fully grasp, is that we are in a trance from materialism.
There is a collective yearning to connect with the
transcendent, a reminiscence for an enchanted universe,
something past the usual, that will not leave us. This is what
the return to tradition is about. Therefore, Gen Zs are
fascinated by Y2k fashion and things of the past.

Therefore, there is an obsession with Mason jars. Moderns
assert all is matter, while they show a profound desire to
relate to something outside the physical earth. The outcome is
a silly and eventually inadequate effort to discover meaning,



purpose, and identity in dull obsessions.

What this reveals about how our culture thinks is that we are
“sensate,” as philosopher Paul Gould has articulated.{12} We
are obsessed with the material and the physical to the
exclusion of the immaterial and spiritual. As C.S Lewis has
portrayed, we are concentrating on the “stream of
experience.”{13} Gould has said, “Our whole education system
trains us to fix our minds upon the material world.”{14} We
turn out to be obsessed with the now, with lack of thinking of
the past (hence the attempted solution to connect with the
past via Y2K fashion). The thinking of our culture 1is
superficial and absent of skill to think truly around issues
that really matter . . . just look at social media. Most
people are driven to a greater extent by emotion and want than
by good sense.

It is one thing to think thoughts, but another to live out
actions. I just heard on the news the other night an attorney
shared her favorite quote that went something like, “It is one
thing to think about your values, it is entirely different to
live them. That shows what you believe.” So how does our
culture live? What do people believe? Looking to Gould’s
analysis again, he argues we are hedonistic.{15} We go from
one craving to the next, stuffing ourselves with delights that
supply an instant carnal gratification, which turn out either
to be a passing flame or new addiction. We have a robust wish
to improve fairness, defend the weak and persecuted, and
fulfill the wants of all persons. This appeal eventually drops
short though, as we hold a disillusioned picture of life and
have adopted the parallel principles of greed, decadence, and
utilitarianism.

Allure

I hypothesize there is something deeper going on with the
desire to return to traditions. The reason Gen Zs and others
are becoming obsessed with the past is because it awakens a



desire for transcendence. 90s sitcoms take us back and ask us
to travel in the direction of the target of our yearning. In
the mystical autobiography Surprised by Joy, C.S. Lewis
recalls three initial events where he roused a yearning for
the divine.{16} His earliest event of deep yearning was “the
memory of a memory.” While he paused near a currant bush on a
summer day there unexpectedly began in him “the memory of that
earlier morning at the 0ld House—when my brother had brought
his toy garden into the nursery.”{18} Before in his biography,
Lewis had depicted the toy garden as “the first beauty I ever
knew.”{19} While Lewis remained gazing away at the scenery, a
feeling similar to “enormous bliss” swirled in him.{20} His
recollection of that previous recollection stirred inside him
a natural yearning for beauty.

Lewis’s next installment of passionate longing happened after
he read Beatrix Potter’'s Squirrel Nutkin. While he read the
tale, Lewis was unsettled “with what I can only describe as
the Idea of Autumn.”{21} Once more, his feelings and his
yearnings were taken to something lost from his life. A third
peek of inspiration arrived out of poetry. While he casually
flipped through Longfellow’s Saga of King Olaf, he fell upon
this:

I heard a voice that cried,
Balder the beautiful
Is dead, is dead{22}

Lewis writes, “I knew nothing about Balder; but I instantly
was uplifted into huge regions of northern sky, I desired with
almost sickening intensity something never to be described
(except that it is cold, spacious, severe, pale, and
remote).”{23} Every one of these events had a little 1in
common: “an unsatisfied desire which is itself more desirable
than any other satisfaction. I call it Joy.”{24} Note Lewis’s
yearning for the sublime (what he refers to as Joy) was roused
out of a recollection of a toy garden, a tale, and a poem.



These are all images of some sort, whether recalled from the
past or evoked from reading. James K.A. Smith says, “Our
orientation to the world begins from, and lives off of, the
fuel of our bodies, including the ‘images’ of the world that
are absorbed by our bodies.”{25} Frequently it 1is the
“aesthetic currency of the imagination-story, poetry, music,
symbols, and images”{26} that awaken our desire for the
transcendent. In a strange way, I think the “return to
traditions” examples Bakhtiari uses such as fashion, wired
headphones, and sitcoms represent different memories, symbols,
and images that evoke “traditional” feelings for Gen Zs, that
are a call to return home-that is the transcendent source.

We Cannot Get Home on Our Own

I think Gen Zs, by returning to traditions, are trying to find
their path home by chasing (old) possessions. This method is a
stalemate. This self-redemption proposal fails since it does
not properly identify the underlying trouble. Our trouble is
not a shortage of junk. Our trouble is transgression:
humankind is justly guilty to God and merits conviction and
accusation. The result of human transgression 1is
death—separation from God. There is no self-redemption, no
path home on our own. This is awful news.

Only God, who is wealthy in compassion, has worked out
something for man. This is great news: God’s answer to mortal
disaster—-His salvage strategy. This strategy climaxed in the
coming of Jesus, His death on the cross that paid the price of
transgression for man, and His resurrection proving He is God.
Jesus offers us a path home. Jesus declares, “I am the way,
and the truth, and the life; no one comes to the Father but
through Me.”{27} C.S. Lewis says, “The thing you long for
summons you away from self. . . . Out of our selves, into
Christ, we must go.”{28}Gould said, “Paradoxically, if we aim
for home and happiness, we won’t find it. We must instead aim
at something else—or better, someone else—-and along the way,



we will find shalom.”{29} As Jesus spoke,

If anyone wishes to come after Me, he must deny himself, and
take up his cross and follow Me. For whoever wishes to save
his 1life will lose it; but whoever loses his life for My
sake will find it. For what will it profit a man if he gains
the whole world and forfeits his soul? Or what will a man
give in exchange for his soul?{30}

You will either receive the joy and home God gives, or
perpetually go hungry. The choice is yours.
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Spiritual Disciplines and the
Modern World

The spiritual disciplines help us cooperate with God in our
transformation into the likeness of Christ. Don C(Closson
discusses disciplines of abstinence and of engagement.

This article is also available in Spanish.

Spirituality and the Body
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peimmeEE - As a seminary student I was given the assignment
to read a book on Christian spirituality called the Spirit of
the Disciplines by Dallas Willard.{1l} I obediently read the
book and either wrote a paper on it or took a test that
covered the material (I can’t recall which), but the book
didn’t have a major impact on my life at that time. Recently,
over a decade later, I have gone back to the book and found it
to be a jewel that I should have spent more time with. In the
book, Willard speaks to one of the most important issues
facing individual Christians and churches in our time: “How
does one live the Spirit-filled life promised in the New
Testament?” How does the believer experience the promise that
Jesus made in Matthew 11:29-30: “Take my yoke upon you and
learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you
will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy and my
burden is light”?

Willard argues that modernity has given us a
culture that offers a flood of self-fulfillment
programs in the form of political, scientific, and
even psychological revolutions. All promise to
promote personal peace and affluence, and yet we
suffer from an “epidemic of depression, suicide, personal
emptiness, and escapism through drugs and alcohol, cultic
obsession, consumerism, and sex and violence . . . .”"{2} Most
Christians would agree that the Christian faith offers a model
for human transformation that far exceeds the promises of
modern scientific programs, but when it comes to delineating
the methods of such a transformation there is often confusion
or silence.

Christians frequently seek spiritual maturity in all the wrong
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places. Some submit themselves to abusive churches that equate
busyness and unquestioning subservience with Christ-likeness.
Others look for spirituality through syncretism, borrowing the
spiritualism of Eastern religions or Gnosticism and covering
it with a Christian veneer.

According to Willard, Christians often hope to find Christ’s
power for living in ways that seem appropriate but miss the
mark; for example, through a “sense of forgiveness and love
for God” or through the acquisition of propositional truth.
Some “seek it through special experiences or the infusion of
the Spirit,” or by way of “the presence of Christ in the inner
life.” Others argue that it is only through the “power of
ritual and liturgy or the preaching of the Word,” or “through
the communion of the saints.” All of these have value in the
Christian life but do not “reliably produce large numbers of
people who really are like Christ.”{3}

We evangelicals have a natural tendency to avoid anything that
hints of meritorious works, works that might somehow justify
us before a holy God. As a result, we reduce faith to an
entirely mental affair, cutting off the body from the process
of living the Christian life.

In this article we will consider a New Testament theology of
human transformation in order to better understand what it
means to become a living sacrifice to God.

A Model for Transformation

Faith in Jesus Christ brings instant forgiveness along with
the promise of eventual glorification and spending eternity
with God. However, 1in between the believer experiences
something called sanctification, the process of being set
apart for good works. Something that is sanctified is holy, so
it makes sense that the process of sanctification is to make
us more like Christ.



Even though the Bible talks much of spiritual power and
becoming like Christ, many believers find this process of
sanctification to be a mystery. Since the Enlightenment, there
has been a slow removal from our language of acceptable ways
to talk about the spiritual realm. Being rooted in this age of
science and materialism, the language of spiritual growth
sounds alien and a bit threatening to our ears, but if we want
to experience the life that Jesus promised, a life of
spiritual strength, we need to understand how to appropriate
God’s Spirit into our lives.

According to Willard, “A ‘spiritual life’ consists in that
range of activities in which people cooperatively interact
with God—and with the spiritual order deriving from God’s
personality and action. And what is the result? A new overall
quality of human existence with corresponding new powers.”{4}
To be spiritual is to be dominated by the Spirit of God.
Willard adds that spirituality is another reality, not just a
“commitment” or “life-style.” It may result in personal and
social change, but the ultimate goal is to become like Christ
and to further His Kingdom, not just to be a better person or
to make America a better place to live.

The Bible teaches that to become a spiritual person one must
employ the disciplines of spirituality. “The disciplines are
activities of mind and body purposefully undertaken to bring
our personality and total being into effective cooperation
with the divine order.”{5} Paul wrote in Romans 6:13 that the
goal of being spiritual is to offer our body to God as
instruments of righteousness in order to be of use for His
Kingdom. Moving towards this state of usefulness to God and
His Kingdom depends on the actions of individual believers.

Many of us have been taught that this action consists
primarily in attending church or giving towards its programs.
As important as these are, they fail to address the need for a
radical inner change that must take place in our hearts to be
of significant use to God. The teaching of Scripture and



specifically the life of Christ tells us that the deep changes
that must occur in our lives will only be accomplished via the
disciplines of abstinence such as fasting, solitude, silence,
and chastity, and the disciplines of engagement such as study,
worship, service, prayer, and confession. These disciplines,
along with others, will result in being conformed to the
person of Christ, the desire of everyone born of His Spirit.

Salvation and Life

When I first read in the Bible that Jesus offered a more
abundant life to those who followed Him, I thought that He was
primarily describing a life filled with more happiness and
purpose. It does include these things, but I now believe that
it includes much more. Salvation in Christ promises to
radically change the nature of life itself. It is not just a
promise that sometime in the far distant future we will
experience a resurrected body and see a new heaven and new
earth. Salvation in Christ promises a life characterized by
the highest ideals of thought and actions as epitomized by the
life of Christ Himself.

Although there is no program or classroom course that can
guarantee to give us this new life in Christ, it can be argued
that in order to live a life like Jesus we need to do the
things that Jesus did. If Jesus had to “learn obedience
through the things which he suffered” (Hebrew 5:8 KJV), are we
to expect to act Christ-like without the benefit of engaging
in the disciplines that Jesus did?

In The Spirit of the Disciplines, Willard argues that there is
a direct connection between practicing the spiritual
disciplines and experiencing the salvation that is promised in
Christ. Jesus prayed, fasted, and practiced solitude “not
because He was sinful and in need of redemption, as we are,
but because he had a body just as we do.”{6} The center of
every human being’s existence 1is his or her body. We are



neither to be neo-Platonic nor Gnostic in our approach to the
spiritual life. Both of these traditions play down the
importance of the physical universe, arguing that it is either
evil or simply inferior to the spiritual domain. But as
Willard argues, “to withhold our bodies from religion is to
exclude religion from our lives.”

Although our spiritual dimension may be invisible, it is not
separate from our bodily existence. Spirituality, according to
Willard, is “a relationship of our embodied selves to God that
has the natural and irrepressible effect of making us alive to
the Kingdom of God-here and now in the material world.”{7} By
separating our Christian life from our bodies we create an
unnecessary sacred/secular gulf for Christians that often
alienates us from the world and people around us.

The Christian faith offers more than just the forgiveness of
sins; it promises to transform individuals to live in such a
way that responding to events as Jesus did becomes second
nature. What are these spiritual disciplines, and how do they
transform the very quality of life we experience as followers
of Jesus Christ?

The Disciplines of Abstinence

Although many of us have heard horror stories of how spiritual
disciplines have been abused and misused in the past, Willard
believes that “A discipline for the spiritual life is, when
the dust of history is blown away, nothing but an activity
undertaken to bring us into more effective cooperation with
Christ and his Kingdom.”{8} He reminds us that we discipline
ourselves throughout life in order to accomplish a wide
variety of tasks or functions. We utilize discipline when we
study an academic or professional field; athletes must be
disciplined in order to run a marathon or bench press 300 1lbs.
Why, then, are we surprised to learn that we must discipline
ourselves to be useful to God?



Willard divides the disciplines into two categories:
disciplines of abstinence, and disciplines of engagement.
Depending on our lifestyle and past personal experiences, we
will each find different disciplines helpful in accomplishing
the goal of living as a new creature in Christ. Solitude,
silence, fasting, frugality, chastity, secrecy, and sacrifice
are disciplines of abstinence. Given our highly materialistic
culture, these might be the most difficult and most beneficial
to many of us. We are more familiar with the disciplines of
engagement, including study, worship, celebration, service,
prayer, and fellowship. However, two others mentioned by
Willard might be less familiar: confession and submission.

Abstinence requires that we give up something that 1is
perfectly normal-something that is not wrong in and of itself,
such as food or sex—because it has gotten in the way of our
walking with God, or because by leaving these things aside we
might be able to focus more closely on God for a period of
time. As one writer tells us, “Solitude is a terrible trial,
for it serves to crack open and burst apart the shell of our
superficial securities. It opens out to us the unknown abyss
that we all carry within us . . .”{9} Busyness and superficial
activities hide us from the fact that we have little or no
inward experience with God. Solitude frees us from social
conformity, from being conformed to the patterns of this world
that Paul warns us about in Romans 12.

Solitude goes hand in hand with silence. The power of the
tongue and the damage it can do is taken very seriously in the
Bible. There is a quiet inner strength and confidence that
exudes from people who are great listeners, who are able to be
silent and to be slow to speak.

The Disciplines of Engagement

Thus, the disciplines of abstinence help us diminish improper
entanglements with the world. What about the disciplines of



engagement?

Although study is not often thought of as a spiritual
discipline, it is the key to a balanced Christian walk. Calvin
Miller writes, “Mystics without study are only spiritual
romantics who want relationship without effort.”{10} Study
involves reading, memorizing, and meditation on God’s Word. It
takes effort and time, and there are no shortcuts. It includes
learning from great Christian minds that have gone before us
and those who, by their walk and example, can teach much about
the power available to believers who seek to experience the
light burden that abiding in Jesus offers.

Few Christians deny the need for worship in their weekly
routines, even though what constitutes worship has caused
considerable controversy. Worship ascribes great worth to God.
It is seeing God as He truly is. Willard argues that we should
focus our worship through Jesus Christ to the Father. He
writes, “When we worship, we fill our minds and hearts with
wonder at him—the detailed actions and words of his earthly
life, his trial and death on the cross, his resurrection
reality, and his work as ascended intercessor.”{11}

The discipline of celebration is unfamiliar to most of us, yet
Willard argues that it is one of the most important forms of
engagement with God. He writes that “We engage in celebration
when we enjoy ourselves, our life, our world, in conjunction
with our faith and confidence in God’s greatness, beauty, and
goodness. We concentrate on our life and world as God’s work
and as God’'s gift to us.”{12} Although much of the scriptural
argument for holy celebration is found in the festivals of the
0Old Testament and the book of Ecclesiastes, Jesus was accused
of being a glutton and a drunkard because he chose to dine and
celebrate with sinners.

Christian fellowship and confession go hand in hand. It is
within the context of fellowship that Christians build up and
encourage one-another with the gifts that God has given to us.



It is also in this context that we practice confession with
trusted believers who know both our strengths and weaknesses.
This level of transparency and openness is essential for the
church to become the healing place of deep intimacy that

people are so hungry for.

Walking with Jesus doesn’t mean just knowing things about Him;

it means living as He lived.

This includes practicing the

spiritual disciplines that Jesus practiced. As we do, we will
be changed through the Spirit to be more like Him and
experience the rest that He has offered to us.
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The Best of

A1l Possible
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Worlds?

T.S. Weaver makes a case for 18th-century philosopher
Leibniz’s contention that this fallen world is still the best
of all possible worlds.

This world is just as embedded with pain and suffering as it
is with beauty and joy. Can this world possibly be the best of
all possible worlds?

18th-century philosopher Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz contended
that it is.

In his book Theodicy (published in 1710{1}), he makes the very
distinctive defense for the existence of God in view of the
problem of evil.{2} (“Theodicy,” combining the Greek words for
God and justice, is the theological term for addressing the
problem of how a good and just God can allow evil in His
creation.)

One of the strengths of Leibniz’s theodicy 1is how
straightforward and precise it is. It is also traditionally
recognized as one of his highly essential contributions to
philosophy of religion. The place to start is God’s
omniscience (not evil). This allows God to understand all
possibilities. {3} If God knows all possibilities, God knows
all possible worlds. God is likewise completely good and so
constantly aspires the best and continuously performs in the
best way. Leibniz writes, “The first principle of existences
is the following proposition: God wants to choose the most
perfect.” {4} The power of the best-of-all possible-worlds
theodicy is to show God'’s decision to generate this world out
of every world that he could have produced, for this creation

is good. {5}

Leibniz ties in several principles to the theodicy. The first
major principle is centered on the truth that God acts for
worthy causes. Again, God’s omniscience presumes God
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understands the value of every world possible prior to
deciding which one to produce. This also implies God always
decides on the base of sensible, stable rationales. This 1is
called the “principle of sufficient reason.”{6} Leibniz
purports,

Now this supreme wisdom, united to a goodness that is no
less infinite, cannot but have chosen the best. For a lesser
evil is a kind of good, even so a lesser good is a kind of
evil if it stands in the way of a great good; and there
would be something to correct in the actions (so, the
omnipotence) of God if it were possible to do better.{7}

To believe God can intercede in what He has formed with
sufficient reason, even to avoid or restrict evil, would be
akin to a soldier who abandons his post during a war to stop a
colleague from perpetrating a slight violation.{8} In other
words, when we sometimes think God should have restricted a
certain evil, the argument is that He could actually be
guarding against a greater evil we are unaware of instead.

Leibniz does not leave the principle of sufficient reason to
fend for itself. Instead, he reinforces the best-of-all-
possible-worlds theodicy with the principle of “pre-
established harmony.” He 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 1is
the best.” {9} In other words, God performs corresponding to
divine perfection and liberty, decides to produce, commands
creation corresponding to this nature, and then can choose a
world that includes evil. Living in the best of all possible
worlds entails the world comprising the best goods out of any,
with the greatest harmony. Jill Graper Hernandez states, “The
mere existence of humans in creation requires that humans may
choose certain evil acts, and this is harmonious with God’s
perfection of intellect and will.”{10}



This hints at the one last, ethical, principle of Leibniz’s
best-of-all-possible-worlds theodicy: God'’s creation includes
human free will. For Leibniz, human freedom is vital to grasp
how God’s permission of evil is coherent with divine
flawlessness and to grasp how God avoids ethical condemnation
for letting evil into the best possible world.

Free or intelligent substances possess something greater and
more marvelous, in a kind of imitation of God. For they are
not bound by any certain subordinate laws of the universe,
but act by a private miracle as it were, on the sole
initiative of their own power.{11}

A better world is created, if human beings are infused with
free will, even if they decide to behave corruptly. While free
will can ensue in evil (the risk), for humans to have the
capability to be ethically good, or to build virtues, or to
develop spiritually, free will 1is necessary. Human ethical
integrity hangs on our capability to freely choose the good.
His generosity makes freedom conceivable and makes it possible
for His creation to pursue Him. By wanting the best, God gives
the prospect some creatures will decide to behave corruptly.

Yet, since its publication over three hundred years ago,
Leibniz’s theodicy has had enduring condemnation. Two of the
most troubling are about the existence of “natural evil”
(suffering from catastrophes in nature) and whether God could
have formed a world with less powerful evils and less free
will. The first 1is insidious because in most cases, seemingly
only God could avoid natural catastrophes and the suffering
that comes from them. Yet I think Leibniz would argue, given
the understanding of his theodicy, we must trust that God has
given us the best despite natural evils.

The second critique is obvious on its face to nearly everyone.
One cannot help but wonder if this world is the best there
could be, and if this is the best God could do. It appears
there might be cases in which God should intercede to avoid



suffering from atrocious evil, for example the Holocaust. As
difficult as it is to accept, this critique interferes with
the coherence of the principle of free will. This thinking
does not declare we cannot imagine a world in which there is
no Holocaust, or no evil at all. Even Leibniz concedes that
point, but he argues, “It is true that one may imagine
possible worlds without sin and without unhappiness, and one
could make some like Utopian romances: but these same worlds
again would be very inferior to ours in goodness.”{12}

In summary, our world is the consequence of the merging of
God’s flawlessness and liberty, though the world includes
flaws. Although this established world is not flawless, it is
the best possible, and so it would be unfeasible for God to
build a better world or to intercede in the world to avoid or
restrict pain. A great God would produce only the best.
Because this is the world God formed, this is the best. This
theodicy has stayed philosophically persuasive for several
reasons, starting with its genuine logical and practical
influence. The theodicy protects theistic flawlessness despite
evil in the world because the problem of evil does not prove
the theist keeps conflicting ideas that God is omniscient,
omnibenevolent and omnipotent and makes a world where his
creatures morally fall. Additionally, Leibniz’s theodicy
protects free will, which is crucial for theists who think
love and worship are needed to have freedom. This too 1is
important for Leibniz to show God cannot be ethically
responsible when people choose what is evil. Also, we
understand the best of all possible worlds involves the
ultimate extermination of sin and suffering (achieved through
Christ’s earthly work in the past and in His return and rule
in the future).

Leibniz’s theodicy proves the steadiness of God forever
selecting the best with this world really being the best of
all possible worlds, whilst meeting the atheist’s challenge
that a great God must be kept ethically accountable for the



existence of evil. I argue the theodicy is helpful to inspire
individuals to love God, to take solace from His divine
providence and to urge them to use their free will to choose
to pursue God. Leibniz magnifies this point:

Whether one succeeds or not in this task, one 1is content
with what comes to pass, being resigned to the will of God
and knowing what he wills is best. When we are in this
benevolent state of mind, we are not disheartened by
failure, we regret only our faults, and the ungrateful way
of men causes no relaxation in the exercise of our kindly
disposition.{13}

Taking all this into account, we can trust God is giving us
His very best with this world, and in our individual
existential 1lives, even when we can 1imagine better
circumstances or outcomes. This ought to give us a sense of
peace and gratitude knowing our Heavenly Father is not giving
us the short end of the stick in any way. He loves us and
cares for us. And that free will He gave us—if we are not
using it to worship Him, we need to reconsider what we’'re
using it for.
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Dealing with Doubt in Our
Christian Faith

Dr. Michael Gleghorn points out that it is not having doubts
about our Christian faith that is an issue, but rather how we
respond to that doubt. Attacking this issue from a biblical
worldview perspective, Michael helps us understand our doubts
and respond to them as an informed Christian.

Help! My Doubts Scare Me!

Have you ever doubted your faith? We all have
doubts from time to time. We may doubt that our
boss really hit a hole-in-one at the golf course
last weekend, or that our best friend really caught
a fish as big as the one he claimed to catch, or that the
strange looking guy on that late night TV show was really
abducted by alien beings from a distant galaxy! Sometimes the
things we doubt aren’t really that important, but other times
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they are. And the more important something is to us, the more
personally invested we are in it, the scarier it can be to
start having doubts about it. So when Christians begin to have
doubts about something as significant as the truth of their
Christian faith, it’s quite understandable that this might
worry or even frighten them.

Reflecting on this issue in The (Case for Faith, Lee Strobel
wrote:

For many Christians, merely having doubts of any kind can be
scary. They wonder whether their questions disqualify them
being a follower of Christ. They feel insecure because
they're not sure whether it’s permissible to express
uncertainty about God, Jesus, or the Bible. So they keep
their questions to themselves—and inside, unanswered, they
grow and fester . . . until they eventually succeed in
choking out their faith.{1}

So what can we do if we find ourselves struggling with doubts
about the truth of Christianity? Why do such doubts arise? And
how can we rid ourselves of these taunting Goliaths?

First, we must always remember that sooner or later we’ll
probably all have to wrestle with doubts about our faith. As
Christian philosopher William Lane Craig observes, “Any
Christian who is intellectually engaged and reflecting about
his faith will inevitably face the problem of doubt.”{2}
Doubts can arise for all sorts of reasons. Sometimes they’re
largely intellectual. We might doubt that the Bible is really
inspired by God or that Jesus was really born of a virgin. But
doubts can take other forms as well. If a person has
experienced great sorrow or disappointment, such as personal
wounds from family or friends, the loss of a job, a painful
divorce, the death of a loved one, or the loss of health, they
may be seriously tempted to doubt the goodness, love, and care
of their heavenly Father.{3}



Whenever they come and whatever form they take, we must each
deal honestly with our doubts. To ignore them is to court
spiritual disaster. But facing them can lead ultimately to a
deeper faith. As Christian minister Lynn Anderson has said, “A
faith that’s challenged by adversity or tough questions

is often a stronger faith in the end.”{4}

It’s Not A1l in Your Head!

Sometimes people have sincere doubts about the truth of
Christianity, intellectual obstacles that hinder them from
placing their trust in Christ. In such cases, Christians have
an obligation to respond to the person’s doubts and make a
humble and thoughtful defense for the truth of Christianity.
Nevertheless, as Craig observes, it'’s important to realize
that “doubt is never a purely intellectual problem.” Like it
or not, there’'s always a “spiritual dimension to the problem
that must be recognized.”{5} Because of this, sometimes a
person’s objections to Christianity are really just a
smokescreen, an attempt to cover up the real reason for their
rejection of Christ, which is often an underlying moral or
spiritual issue.

I once heard a story about a Christian apologist who spoke at
a university about the evidence for Christianity. Afterward, a
student approached him and said, “I honestly didn’t expect
this to happen, but you satisfactorily answered all my
objections to Christianity.” The apologist was a bit startled
by such a frank admission, but he quickly recovered himself
and said, “Well that'’s great! Why not give your life to Christ
right now, then?” But the student said, “No. I'm not willing
to do that. I would have to change the way I'm living, and I'm
just not ready to do that right now.”

In this case all the student’s reasons for doubting the
Christian faith had, by his own admission, been satisfactorily
answered. What was really holding him back were not his doubts



about the truth of Christianity, but a desire to live life on
his own terms. To put it bluntly, he didn’t want God meddling
in his affairs. He didn’'t want to be morally accountable to
some ultimate authority. The truth 1is that a person’s
intellectual objections to Christianity are rarely the whole
story. As Christian scholar Ravi Zacharias observed, “A man
rejects God neither because of intellectual demands nor
because of the scarcity of evidence. A man rejects God because
of a moral resistance that refuses to admit his need for

God."”{6}

Unfortunately, Christians aren’t immune to doubting their
faith for similar reasons. I know of a young man who had
converted to Christianity, but who’s now raising various
objections to it. But when one looks beneath the surface, one
sees that he’s currently involved in an immoral lifestyle. In
order to continue living as he wants, without being unduly
plagued by a guilty conscience, he must call into question the
truth of Christianity. For the Bible tells him plainly that
he’s disobeying God. Of course, ultimately no one is immune to
doubts about Christianity, so we’ll now consider some ways to
guard our hearts and minds.

I Believe, Help My Unbelief!

As He came down the mountain, Jesus was met by a large crowd
of people. A father had brought his demon-possessed son to
Jesus’ disciples, but they were not able to cast the demon
out. In desperation the father appealed to Jesus, “If You can
do anything, take pity on us and help us!” Jesus answered, “If
You can! ALl things are possible to him who believes.” The
father responded, “I do believe; help my unbelief.”{7}

Can you identify with the father in this story? I know I can.
Oftentimes as Christians we find that our faith is in
precisely the same state as this father’s. We genuinely
believe, but we need help with our unbelief. It’s always been



an encouragement to me that after the father’s admission of a
faith mixed with doubt, Jesus nonetheless cast out the demon
and healed the man’s son.{8} But of course no Christian should
be content to remain in this state. If we want to grow in our
faith and rid ourselves of doubts, what are some positive
steps we can take to accomplish this?

Well, in the first place, it’'s helpful to be familiar with the
“principle of displacement.” As Sue “Archimedes” Bohlin, one
of my colleagues, has written:

The Bible teaches the principle of “displacement.” That is,
rather than trying to make thoughts shoo away, we are told
to replace them with what is good, true, and perfect (Phil.
4:8). As the truth comes in the lies are displaced—much like
when we fill a bathtub too full of water, and when we get
in, our bodies displace the water, which flows out over the
top of the tub.{9}

Once we grasp this principle, a number of steps for dealing
with doubt quickly become evident. For one thing, we can
memorize and meditate upon Scripture. We can also listen
attentively to good Christian music. Paul speaks to the
importance of both of these in Colossians 3:16: “Let the word
of Christ dwell in you richly as you teach and admonish one
another with all wisdom, and as you sing psalms, hymns and
spiritual songs with gratitude in your hearts to God.”

In addition, we can read good Christian books that provide
intelligent answers to some of the questions we might be
asking. Great Christian scholars have addressed almost every
conceivable objection to the truth of Christianity. If you
have nagging doubts about some aspect of your faith, there’s
almost certainly a work of Christian scholarship that speaks
to it in detail. Finally, we must never forget that this is a
spiritual battle. So let’s remember to put on the full armor
of God so we can stand firm in the midst of it!{10}



Faith and Reason

How can we know if Christianity is really true? Is it by
reason, or evidence, or mystical experience? Dr. Craig has an
answer to this question that you might find a bit
surprising.{11} He distinguishes between knowing Christianity
is true and showing that it'’s true. Ideally, one attempts to
show that Christianity 1is true with good arguments and
evidence. But Craig doesn’t think that this is how we know our
faith is true. Rather, he believes that we can know our faith
is true because “God’s Spirit makes it evident to us that our
faith is true.”{12}

Consider Paul’s statement in Romans 8:16, “The Spirit himself
testifies with our spirit that we are God’s children.” Since
every believer is indwelt by God’s Spirit, every believer also
receives the Spirit’s testimony that he is one of God’s
children. This 1is sometimes called the “assurance of
salvation.” Dr. Craig comments on the significance of this:

Salvation entails that God exists, that Christ atoned for
our sins . . . and so forth, so that if you are assured of
your salvation, then you must be assured of . . . these
other truths as well. Hence, the witness of the Holy Spirit
gives the believer an immediate assurance that his faith is

true.{13}

Now this 1is remarkable. For it means we can know that
Christianity is true, wholly apart from arguments, simply by
attending to the witness of the Holy Spirit. And this is so
not only for believers but for unbelievers, too. For the
Spirit convicts the unbelieving world of sin, righteousness,
and judgment, particularly the sin of unbelief.{14} So when
we’'re confronted with objections to Christianity that we can’t
answer, we needn’t worry. First, answers are usually available
if one knows where to look. But second, the witness of the
Spirit trumps any objections we might encounter.
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Consider an illustration from the Christian philosopher Alvin
Plantinga. Suppose I'm accused of stealing a document out of a
colleague’s office. Suppose I have a motive, an opportunity,
and a history of doing such things. Suppose further that
someone thought they saw me lurking around my colleague’s
office just before the document went missing. There’s much
evidence against me. But in fact, I didn’t steal the document.
I was on a walk at the time. Now should I doubt my innocence
since the evidence is against me? Of course not! For I know
I'm not guilty!{15

Similarly, writes Dr. Craig, “I needn’t be shaken when
objections come along that I can’t answer.”{16} For my faith
isn’t ultimately based on arguments, but on the witness of
God’s Spirit.

Stepping into the Light

We’ve seen that both Christians and non-Christians can have
doubts about the truth of Christianity. We’ve also seen that
such doubts are never just an intellectual issue; there’s
always a spiritual dynamic that’s involved as well. But since
we’'ll probably never be able to fully resolve every single
doubt we might experience, I would like to conclude by
suggesting one final way to make our doubts flee before us,
much as roaches flee to their hidden lairs when one turns on
the light!

In John 7:17 Jesus says, “If anyone chooses to do God’'s will,
he will find out whether my teaching comes from God or whether
I speak on my own.” Here, Jesus frankly encourages us to put
His teachings to the test and see for ourselves whether He
really speaks for God or not. As biblical scholar Merrill
Tenney comments, “Spiritual understanding is not produced
solely by learning facts or procedures, but rather it depends
on obedience to known truth. Obedience to God’s known will
develops discernment between falsehood and truth.”{17} Are we



really serious about dealing with our lingering doubts? If so,
Jesus says that if we resolutely choose to do God’s will, we
can know if His teaching is really from God!

Sadly, however, many of us will never take Jesus up on His
challenge. No matter how loudly we might claim to want to rid
ourselves of doubt, the truth is that many of us just aren’t
willing to do God’s will. But if you are, then Jesus says that
“you will know the truth, and the truth will set you
free.”{18} In other words, we can know by experience that
Jesus is from God, that His teachings are true, and that He
really is who He claimed to be!

As Christian philosopher Dallas Willard observes, the issue
ultimately comes down to what we really want:

The Bible says that if you seek God with all your heart,
then you will surely find him. Surely find him. It’s the
person who wants to know God that God reveals himself to.
And if a person doesn’t want to know God-well, God has
created the world and the human mind in such a way that he
doesn’t have to.{19}

The psalmist encourages us to “taste and see that the Lord 1is
good.”{20} If we do, we can know not only that God is good,
but also that He exists. And even if we still have some
lingering doubts and unanswered questions in the back of our
minds, as we surely will, they’ll gradually fade into utter
insignificance as we become more intimately acquainted with
Him who loves us and who reconciled us to Himself through the
death of His Son!{21}
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The Apologetics of Peter — A
Logical Argument for the
Deity of Christ

Steve Cable explains how the apostle Peter showed himself to
be a master apologist, not the bumbling, brash fisherman he
used to be.

Peter — A Leader in Apologetics

How many times have you heard the Apostle Peter portrayed as
the brash fisherman whose mouth was always several steps ahead
of his brain? According to many sermons, Peter’s 1life motto
may have been “Open mouth, insert foot!” Certainly Peter did
not hesitate to speak his mind which sometimes landed him in
trouble and sometimes resulted in commendation (Matthew 16:23;
Matthew 16:17). I suspect we often focus on Peter’s foibles
because we feel that if Jesus could love and use Peter then
perhaps there is hope for us as well. Others have been known
to say, “I guess I take after Peter” as an excuse for
thoughtless words or actions which dishonor Christ.

However, if we look at Peter’s entire life journey
as recorded in Scripture, we see a life that set an incredible
example of love, zeal, compassion, courage and effective
apologetics. Wait a minute! Peter, a leader in apologetics?
That field is only for egghead theologians, not an uneducated
fisherman like Peter, right?

Yes, absolutely Peter was a leader in this area. Here are
several reasons why we can be sure that Peter was a leading
apologist for Christianity.
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1. Peter recognized the evidence pointing to Jesus as the
Christ early on. When others doubted Jesus’ teaching, Peter
declared, “To whom shall we go, you (Jesus) have the words
of eternal life” (John 6:68). As an eyewitness of Jesus’
teaching, signs and miracles, Peter, through the Father’s
revelation of His Son, went on to declare, “You are the
Christ, the Son of the Living God” (Matthew 6:16).

2. Beginning at Pentecost, Peter took on the role as the
primary spokesperson presenting a reasoned argument for the
gospel before the Jewish masses, the Jewish authorities and
the first Gentile converts.

3. It appears that Peter was the one Paul approached to
discuss his theology and arguments for the gospel before
Paul began sharing them with the entire Roman world
(Galatians 1:18). In his second epistle, Peter equates the
letters of Paul with the “rest of Scripture,” giving them
his approval as “God breathed” (2 Peter 3:15-16; 1:20-21).

4. Peter is the one that commanded us to be prepared to give
an effective, reasoned argument for our faith, introducing
the term “apologetics” to our vocabulary as important for
every believer as he told the believers in Asia, “always
being ready to make a defense to everyone who asks you to
give an account for the hope that is in you, yet with
gentleness and reverence” (1 Peter 3:15-16).

Peter was never shy about taking the lead. If we are to obey
this command to be prepared with a reasoned defense, it
behooves us to look at the example and teaching of Peter.

In this article, we will examine the apologetics of Peter to
help us grow in our ability to give a reasoned defense. Peter
was following the example and instruction of his Teacher,
Jesus.{1l} (For a detailed discussion on Jesus’ example, check
out “The Apologetics of Jesus” probe.org/apologetics-of-jesus
and other resources at probe.org.)
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Peter’s Defense — Credible Witnesses for
the Gospel

Peter commands each of us to be prepared to give an effective
reasoned argument for our hope in Christ. Is it possible that
this uneducated fisherman was a master at this craft? Let’s
begin our examination of how Peter went about making an
argument for the gospel.

I have been greatly blessed by studying Peter’s sermons and
testimony in Acts and his letters to the churches in Asia.
From that study, we find that Peter focused on five aspects in
his comprehensive defense of the gospel:

Credible witnesses

Compelling evidence

Confronting objections with consistent reasoning
Changed lives

Clear conclusion
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Let’s look at each of these aspects in turn to see what we can
learn to make us better at giving a reasonable explanation for
our faith in Christ.

First, Peter based his argument on the basis of credible
witnesses. He pointed his audience to four primary witnesses:

. The eyewitnesses to Jesus’ life

The audience’s own personal knowledge of Jesus
. The testimony of Scripture

. The Holy Spirit
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Peter and the other apostles were eyewitnesses of Jesus’ life,
death, resurrection and ascension. Speaking to a crowd in the
temple shortly after Pentecost, he said, “[Jesus’ resurrection
is] a fact to which we are witnesses” (Acts 3:15). 1In
Caesarea, he told the Gentile Cornelius, “We are witnesses of
all the things He did both in the land of the Jews and in



Jerusalem” (Acts 10:34-48). Much later, writing to the
believers in Asia, Peter explains, “For we did not follow
cleverly devised tales when we made known to you the power and
coming of our Lord Jesus Christ, but we were eyewitnesses of
His majesty” (2 Peter 1:16-17). Multiple eyewitness accounts
of an event provide credibility, so Peter points to “we,” not
just “me,” in each occasion.

Peter also called upon the experience of his listeners. In his
sermon at Pentecost, he points to the signs Jesus did stating,
“just as you yourselves know” (Acts 2:22). In other words,
your own experience supports what I am telling you about
Jesus.

Peter uses the Scriptures as an important expert witness. In
Acts, Peter refers to the witness of the Scriptures nine
different times, explaining how the scriptural prophecies are
fulfilled in Jesus. He told his listeners, “But the things
which God announced beforehand by the mouth of all the
prophets, that His Christ would suffer, He has thus fulfilled”
(Acts 3:18).

Addressing a Jewish audience, Peter did not have to defend the
credibility or accuracy of the Scriptures as you may be
compelled to do today. But when he addressed the church in
Asia, he wrote, “So we have the prophetic word made more sure,
to which you do well to pay attention as to a lamp shining in
a dark place” (2 Peter 1:19). He pointed out that his
eyewitness experience with Jesus gives him even greater
confidence in the Scriptures.

Finally Peter highlighted the critical testimony of the Holy
Spirit in explaining the miracle of Pentecost and in front of
the Jewish leaders. As he told those leaders, “And we are
witnesses of these things; and so is the Holy Spirit whom God
has given to those who obey Him” (Acts 5:32).

At this point, you may be thinking, “I don’t have the



advantages Peter had. I am not an eyewitness, the person I am
sharing was not around when Jesus was performing signs and
miracles, and they also think the Bible is full of myths. I am
zero for three when it comes to pointing to credible
witnesses.” You may be right, but the principles still apply
to us today. Even though you are not an eyewitness, you
possess written testimony from eyewitnesses who would not
change their testimony even under the threat of death. The
Gospels and the letters of Peter and John are eyewitness
accounts. And, you are an eyewitness of what faith in Jesus
has meant in your own life.

I have a friend who is a retired teacher and volunteer
hospital chaplain. A number of years ago, his late wife was in
the hospital recovering from a severe internal infection which
nearly took her life. When the attending physician came by her
room to arrange for her release, she thanked him for her
recovery. The physician replied, “Don’t thank me. Thank God.”
She responded, “How am I supposed to thank God? I don’t even
believe in God.” The physician said, “To find the answer to
that question, I would like to give you a prescription. When
you get home, read the first three chapters of the Gospel of
John.”

When she got home, she was surprised to discover that John was
located in the middle of the Bible. She told her husband,
“This is strange; shouldn’t I start with Genesis?” But you
see, this physician had been asked to give a defense for the
hope that was in him and he began by pointing her to an
eyewitness. Shortly, after reading these chapters in John, she
placed her faith in Christ. Her husband told me that he
personally knows of at least thirty people who are now
Christians because this physician said, “Don’t thank me. Thank
God,” and introduced her to the eyewitness John.

We can also point out that no one refuted Peter when he told
this large crowd that they were well aware that God had
performed many miraculous signs through Jesus, and the Jewish



authorities did not refute it either. We can also call upon
the listeners’ own experience with life. They were not around
to see Jesus perform miracles, but they did have experience
with the futility of sin and the struggle with hopelessness.

In our defense of the gospel, we can point out that there is
universal agreement that all of these prophecies fulfilled by
Jesus were written hundreds of years before Jesus’ life. The
fact that Jesus fulfilled those prophecies lends credence to
both the Scriptures and to Jesus’ claim to be the Messiah.{2}

Peter’s Defense — Compelling Evidence for
the Gospel

Of course, credible witnesses are not sufficient to make a
convincing argument. If the evidence they report 1is
circumstantial or inconclusive the argument is undermined. The
testimony of Honest Abe Lincoln would not be very helpful if
all he had to say was, “It was dark and I couldn’t really see
what happened.” Peter made his argument by honing in on the
following compelling evidence for the gospel:

1. Jesus did not live an ordinary life. God attested to
Jesus’ special position “with miracles and wonders and
signs.”

2. Jesus suffered a highly public death by crucifixion.
3. God raised Him up again.

First, the signs Jesus performed lend credence to the
possibility of the resurrection. As Peter wrote to the
Christians in Asia, “For when He received honor and glory from
God the Father, such an utterance as this was made to Him by
the Majestic Glory, ‘This is My beloved Son with whom I am
well-pleased’ — and we ourselves heard this utterance made
from heaven when we were with Him on the holy mountain” (2
Peter 1:17-18).



I have the opportunity to share the gospel with international
students who have little prior knowledge about Jesus and
Christianity. As we look together at the accounts of Jesus’
miracles, I ask them, “What would your response be if you
witnessed these events? What would you think about Jesus?”
Usually the response is, “I would want to find out more about
him. How is he able to do these things? He is not a normal
person.”

The second piece of evidence is essential to the argument. If
Jesus did not actually die on the cross, His resurrection is a
farce. In every defense, Peter states that we know that Jesus
was put to death on a cross (Acts 2:23; 3:15; 4:10; 5:30;
10:39; 1 Peter 1:3; 3:18). Jesus’ crucifixion resulted in real
physical death. Jesus did not escape death; he experienced
death to pay for our sins. The Jewish leaders did not try to
refute Peter’s assertion that Jesus had died on that cross.

The crowning piece of evidence is that “God raised Jesus from
the dead” (Acts 3:15). Peter wants his audience to know that
this is an indisputable fact. Peter told Cornelius and his
household, “[we] ate and drank with Him after He arose from
the dead” (Acts 10:41).

Jesus’ resurrection is the heart of the gospel and of any
defense of the gospel. Consequently, it is the central theme
of Peter’s message.{3}

Peter’s Defense — Confronting Objections
with Consistent Reasoning

Some Christian speakers suggest that being “fools for Christ”
(1 Corinthians 4:10) means that we do not need to address
objections with logical arguments. This is odd since the
person they are quoting, Paul, based his ministry and his
letters on giving a rational argument for the Christian faith.
Perhaps even more compelling is that the uneducated fisherman,
Peter, also confronted objections using logical reasoning. He



knew that a good argument addresses both the evidence clearly
supporting the conclusion and also any evidence which appears
to counter the conclusion.

Let’s look at three specific objections on the minds of his
listeners that Peter addressed in Acts and his letters.

The first objection he addressed is the popular notion that
the Messiah would come in triumph and in power; certainly not
in suffering and death. In his arguments, Peter reminds the
listeners that the prophets clearly state that the one who
will bring healing and restoration will suffer (Acts 2:23;
3:18; 4:11; 1 Pet. 1:10-11; 2:21-24). He told the crowd in the
temple, “God announced beforehand by the mouth of all the
prophets, that His Christ would suffer” (Acts 3:18). He
pointed the rulers and the elders to Psalm 118 when he
declared, “[Jesus is] the stone which was rejected by you the
builders, but which became the chief corner stone” (Acts
4:11).

The second objection is that the Scriptures do not teach the
resurrection of the dead. The Jews were looking for a
descendant of David who would reign forever as the Messiah.
Peter used Psalms written by David to show that the God had
revealed that the Messiah would die but not be abandoned to
Hades or suffer decay and be raised to sit at the right hand
of God (Psalm 16:8-11; 132:11; 110:1).

Later in his life, Peter took on a new objection which was not
an issue in his early defense. This third objection was that
Jesus had not returned to the earth as He promised. Peter knew
that some scoffers were saying, “Why should we believe that
Jesus 1is going to return? It has been years since His death
and the world just keeps going along just as it always has.”
Peter responds by

1. identifying the false assumption in the scoffers’
argument,



2. providing an important perspective on the question, and
3. explaining the rationale for delaying Jesus’ return.

The false assumption is that God has not dramatically
intervened in the past. Peter reminds them that God destroyed
human civilization through the flood and the scoffers of that
time did not believe God would act against them either.

The important perspective 1is that God does not view time in
the way humans do. “But do not let this one fact escape your
notice, beloved, that with the Lord one day is like a thousand
years, and a thousand years like one day” (2 Peter 3:8-9).

The rationale is God’s mercy as Peter wrote: “The Lord is not
slow about His promise, as some count slowness, but is patient
toward you, not wishing for any to perish but for all to come
to repentance” (2 Peter 3:9).

Although you may need to address one of these three specific
topics at sometime, the important point is that Peter did not
gloss over the objections. He did not just say, “I am an
eyewitness. Jesus 1is the resurrected Messiah. Repent and
believe.” He addressed the concerns he knew were on the minds
of his audience with consistent rational arguments.

Peter’'s Defense — The Testimony of
Changed Lives

Peter knew that an effective argument for the gospel, for our
hope, needs to include visible as well as oral arguments.
Peter emphasized current evidence that his audience could
experience or observe at that time.

For example, at Pentecost his sermon is in response to the
crowd drawn to the spectacle of the disciples praising God in
many different languages. He points out that this event is the
fulfillment of the prophecy in Joel. Then the body of his
message leads to the point that “[Jesus] has poured forth this



which you both see and hear” (Acts 2:33).

Similarly, in the temple he points to the healing of the lame
man as evidence that Jesus is the resurrected Prince of Life
(Acts 3:15-16).

In his first letter to the churches in Asia, Peter explains
that our purpose as God'’'s special people is to “proclaim the
excellencies of Him who called you out of darkness into His
marvelous light” (1 Peter 2:9). One way we fulfill our purpose
is by always being ready to give a reasoned argument for our
faith. However, Peter teaches us that it is much more than a
verbal or written argument. According to the body his letter,
we proclaim Jesus’ excellencies by

. our excellent behavior,

. our loving relationships,
. our response to suffering,
. our servant’s heart, and

. our devotion to prayer.
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These living arguments are essential elements supporting any
effective argument explaining our living hope in Jesus. Peter
put it this way: “always being ready to make a defense to
everyone who asks you to give an account for the hope that is
in you, yet with gentleness and reverence; and keep a good
conscience so that in the thing in which you are slandered,
those who revile your good behavior in Christ will be put to
shame (1 Peter 3:15-16). A good conscience and good behavior
are directly tied to the effectiveness of our defense. Peter
also highlights the importance of presenting our argument with
gentleness and a genuine concern and respect for the other
person as someone created in the image of God and loved by
Jesus.

Peter’s Defense - A Clear Conclusion

Sometimes we get so enthused about the argument that we forget



the purpose. We always want to point people to the fact that
they can receive a living hope through faith in the
resurrection of Jesus. Peter always kept his conclusion in
mind. Let’s look at how he presented the conclusion.

To the crowd at Pentecost, he said, “Therefore let all the
house of Israel know for certain that God has made Him both
Lord and Christ — this Jesus whom you crucified. . . Repent,
and each of you be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ for
the forgiveness of your sins; and you will receive the gift of
the Holy Spirit” (Acts 2:36-39).

To the crowd in the temple, he said, “Therefore repent and
return, so that your sins may be wiped away” (Acts 3:19).

To the Jewish leaders, he proclaimed, “And there is salvation
in no one else; for there is no other name under heaven that
has been given among men by which we must be saved” (Acts
4:12).

To Cornelius and his household, he concluded, “through His
name everyone who believes in Him receives forgiveness of
sins” (Acts 10:43).

To the church in Asia, he reminded, “Blessed be the God and
Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who according to His great
mercy has caused us to be born again to a living hope through
the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead” (1 Peter 1:3).

Peter wanted them to understand the importance of Jesus life,
death, and resurrection to their eternal future. His clear
conclusions invited a response from each individual.

Our examination of the preaching and teaching of Peter has
shown him to be a master apologist for the gospel. If we want
to follow in his footsteps, we study his example preparing
ourselves to give an effective argument consisting of

1. credible witnesses



compelling evidence

confronting objections with consistent reasoning
changed lives, and a

clear conclusion.
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Then when people say that you are acting like Peter, it should
be a testimony to your effective witness for our Lord Jesus
Christ.

Notes

1. For a detailed discussion on Jesus’ example, check out Pat
Zukeran's “The Apologetics of Jesus,” probe.org/apologetics-
of-jesus) and other resources at probe.org.

2. For more resources explaining our confidence in the Bible
as a reliable witness, check out Pat Zukeran’s “Authority of
the Bible” (probe.org/authority-of-the-bible) and other
resources by going to probe.org/radio.

3. To find out more information on the compelling evidence for
the Resurrection and its importance in making a reasoned
argument for the gospel, see Steve Cable’s, “The Answer is the
Resurrection” (probe.org/answer-is-the-resurrection) and other
resources available at probe.org/radio.
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Why Bible Study Matters

Tom Davis builds a case for why we should study the Bible,
drawing on both the 0ld Testament and New Testament
scriptures.

Does it matter if we study the Bible?

I recently encountered an article claiming it doesn’t. The
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author claimed that Christians are not feeding the poor,
helping the downtrodden, seeking justice for the persecuted,
or evangelizing people, because we are too busy studying our
Bibles. (Interestingly, the article has since been removed,
but the question remains.)

Is his concern valid? Approximately 16% of people in the
United States read their Bible most days during the week.{1} A
2014 article in Christianity Today states, “The average length
of time spent studying the Bible was between 10 and 20 minutes
per session.”{2} According to Probe’s 2020 religion survey,
“Only one out of five Born Again Christians ages 18 through 29
pray daily, attend church at least monthly, and read the Bible
at least weekly.”{3} The statistics indicate that the average
amount of time Christians spend reading their Bible cannot be
what is keeping Christians from sharing their faith, helping
those in need, or helping the homeless.

Another issue that the author raised is that the early church
did not have an authoritative list of New Testament books for
more than three hundred years after Jesus’ resurrection. I am
unsure how these historical facts show that anyone today is
spending too much time reading their Bible. Are we better off
when we have all the books of the Bible? Would these early
Christians have preferred having all the books of the Bible?
Would they want to stick with having parts of the 0ld
Testament, a Gospel or two, and a few of the epistles? I think
they would be confused why this pastor thinks that Christians
are spending too much time studying their Bible.

What the 0ld Testament Says About Reading
the Bible

One way we can figure out the role that studying the Bible
should play in the life of the Christian is to look at what
the Bible says about reading the Scriptures. We should start
with the 0ld Testament. The first passage to examine is:



These words I am commanding you today must be kept in mind,
and you must teach them to your children and speak of them
as you sit in your house, as you walk along the road, as you
lie down, and as you get up. You should tie them as a
reminder on your forearm and fasten them as symbols on your
forehead. Inscribe them on the doorframes of your houses and
gates. (Deuteronomy 6:6-9 NET)

God is preparing to lead the Hebrews into the promised land.
He tells the people that they are to remember the covenant,
teach the covenant to their children, and place inscriptions
from the covenant in prominent places in their homes. Knowing
and teaching the commands of God is so important that this
charge is repeated in Deuteronomy 11:18-23.

Peter Cousins states, “Not only is it to be upon the heart

it must take first place in training children, 1in
conversation (at home and outside) from the beginning to the
end of the day; it should govern the senses, control behavior,
and direct life in the home and community.”{4} The words of
the covenant between God and the Hebrew people are so
important that the words have to be known and understood. That
requires study. Knowing the covenant is so important that the
Hebrew people are commanded to decorate their walls,
doorframes, and gates. The people are even commanded to have
the words of the covenant on their clothes. All of this
indicates that God intends for His people to know and follow
His commands, and that this 1is done by studying them. Even the
people who could not read would memorize the law. (Ancient
cultures operated from an oral tradition; people were used to
hearing, memorizing, and repeating stories and passages from
verbal input alone.) To be fair, few Jews would have been able
to recite the first five books of the Bible from memory, but
they would have been able to recite long passages of
Scripture.

The most common passage that was most often recited was the
Shema, “Hear, 0 Israel: the Lord is our God, the Lord is one!



You must love the LORD your God with your whole mind, your
whole being, and all your strength” (Deuteronomy 6:4-5). Jesus
said this 1is God’'s greatest commandment (Matthew 22:36-40).
Jews would pray the Shema several times a day. This is the
passage most often found on doorposts and in houses 1in
archaeological digs.

As the people prepare to enter the land promised to them, God
makes provisions for a future King. The responsibilities and
conduct of the king are:

When he sits on his royal throne he must make a copy of this
law on a scroll given to him by the Levitical priests. It
must be with him constantly, and he must read it as long as
he lives, so that he may learn to revere the Lord his God
and observe all the words of this law

and these statutes and carry them out. (Deuteronomy 17:18-19
NET)

Here we can see that the king does not make the law. God gave
the law to Moses. The Levitical priests were to copy the law
and teach it to the people. The priests were also tasked with
giving the king a copy of the law so that the king could carry
out God’'s law. The King is under the authority of the priests
and of God. The king is not allowed to make his own law, he
must be obedient to God.{5}

As Joshua leads the people into the promised land God tells
him, “This law scroll must not leave your lips. You must
memorize it day and night so you can carefully obey all in it.
Then you will prosper and be successful” (Joshua 1:8 NET).
Even before a king was installed over the people, the leaders
of Israel were to lead God’'s people according to the law so
they could be successful in following God.

As Israel moved into the land God had promised them, they
became corrupt. The priests did not teach the kings or the
people. God sent prophets to the people to call them back to



living faithfully to the covenant. The people would not keep
the covenant they made with God, and the priests would not
teach the law to the people. God, in the book of Hosea, tells
the priests:

My people are destroyed for lack of knowledge.
Because you have rejected knowledge,

I will reject you from serving as my priest.
Since you have forgotten the law of your God,
I will also forget your sons. (Hosea 4:6 CSB)

Despite all of these warnings, Israel was not faithful in
following God. David Allan Hubbard summarizes the situation,
“The collapse of the priests and prophet, key ministers of law
and word, leads inevitably to the disastrous destruction.”{6}
The priests were not teaching the people or the kings. This
led to God sending the people into exile and the destruction
of the Temple in Israel. As a result of a lack of faithfulness
and a lack of knowledge of God’s law, Israel was separated
from God.

What the New Testament Says About Reading
the Bible

The Gospels tell us that after his baptism Jesus has a 40-day
fast followed by a confrontation with Satan. This involved
Satan tempting Jesus by quoting scripture, and Jesus rebukes
him by quoting Scripture (Matthew 4:1-11; Luke 4:1-13). New
Testament Scholar Craig Keener gives the following
description: “This text also shows that Jesus does not just
use Scripture to accommodate contemporary views of 1its
authority; he uses it as his authority and the final word on
ethics even when dealing with a supracultural adversary.”{7}
While the Bible was written by people living in cultures that
existed in real places and real times in the past, the
morality taught within scripture is not restricted by those
historical and cultural settings. As Jesus’ followers, we need



to understand what is expected of us morally. In order to know
Christian morality, we must study the Bible.

The Gospels also show that Jesus had debates concerning what
was taught in the Scriptures. These debates often included not
just morality, but the identity of the Messiah, and the power
of God. In one debate Jesus tells the Sadducees, “You are
deceived because you don’t know the scriptures or the power of
God” (Matthew 22:29 NET). The Sadducees did not know the
scriptures because they only studied the first five books of
the Bible. They didn’'t know the power of God because they
rejected the resurrection. Stanley Horton writes, “Those who
do not really know what the scriptures teach, nor God’s
omnipotent power cannot avoid going astray.”{8}

In another debate with the Pharisees Jesus said, “You study
the scriptures thoroughly because you think in them you
possess eternal life, and it is these same scriptures that
testify about me, but you are not willing to come to me so
that you may have life” (John 5:39, 40 NET). The Pharisees
rejected Jesus because they saw him as a threat. Jesus had
undermined their authority and threatened their position in
the culture, so they were obstinate. Keener states, “They
believed that one had eternal life through the scriptures; but
Jesus says that the Scriptures witness to him, hence to reject
him is to disobey the Scriptures.”{9} By rejecting Jesus, the
Pharisees wunintentionally rejected the Scriptures. By
rejecting Jesus, they could not possess eternal life.

In the book of Acts, we see Jesus’ disciples proclaiming to
everyone who will listen that Jesus is the Messiah and was
raised from the dead. This led to debates and conflicts with
the Jewish authorities. In Acts chapter seven Stephen accuses
the Jewish council that they failed to follow the scriptures.
In chapter eight Philip leads an Ethiopian eunuch to faith by
starting with a passage in Isaiah and telling him about the
gospel of Jesus. Later in Acts Paul met repeatedly with a
group of Jews. Acts



describes the Bereans as “more open-minded than those 1in
Thessalonica, for they eagerly received the message, examining
the scriptures carefully every day to see if these things were
so” (Acts 17:11 NET). The reaction of the Bereans 1is not
emotional. They investigated the scriptures intellectually to
see what was true.{10}

In his letters Paul addresses why God gave us the scriptures.
In Romans Paul writes, “For everything that was written in
former times was written for our instruction, so that through
endurance and through encouragement of the scriptures we may
have hope” (Romans 15:4). John Murray comments, “In Paul’s
esteem Scripture in all its parts is for our instruction, that
the O0ld Testament was designed to furnish us in these last
days with the instruction necessary for the fulfillment of our
vocation to the end, and that it is as written it promotes
this purpose.”{11} Part of being on fire for Christ 1is
fulfilling our vocation. The primary way we know what our
vocation is and how we can fulfill it is through studying our
Bible.

In his second letter to Timothy, Paul doubles down on the
benefits of studying scripture. Paul reminds Timothy that he
was taught the scriptures while he was a child. Then Paul
writes, “Every scripture is inspired by God and useful for
teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in
righteousness, that the person dedicated to God may be capable
and equipped for every good work” (2 Timothy 3:16-17). Paul is
reminding Timothy that scripture has authority because it
comes from God. Scripture is good for learning about God and
ethics. The Jews have this benefit, but the Christians have a
better understanding because Jesus taught the Apostles, which
gave them a better understanding of the scriptures that that
of the Jews.{12}

The last passage that I would like to examine 1is 1in
Revelation. “Blessed is the one who reads the words of this
prophecy aloud, and blessed are those who hear and obey the



things written in it, because the time 1is near!” (Revelation
1:3). While this verse is speaking specifically about people
who read Revelation, by logical extension we are blessed any
time we read any part of the scripture. ALl scripture 1is given
by God, therefore when you read any part of scripture you will
be blessed. What does it mean to be blessed by reading
scripture? Earl F. Palmer answers, “It does not express
superficial sentiment but instead the rugged and tested
assurance that it is a good thing to be walking in the pathway
of God’s will.”{13} Our obedience to scripture brings
blessing. We cannot be obedient to scripture without studying
the Bible.

Conclusion

In one sense the author of the article I mentioned was
correct. If we spend so much time studying the Bible that
Christians never feed the hungry, help the poor, make
disciples for Christ, or work to bring justice to the
downtrodden then we are neglecting part of what we were
commanded to do. But how can we even know that Christ commands
us to do those things if we do not study the Bible?

In the examination of what the Bible says about Bible study,
we can see that Bible study is an indispensable part of the
Christian life. We can see in Deuteronomy that God commanded
the Hebrews to memorize and obey the Law. When they failed to
do this, they were ultimately exiled by God. Jesus reprimanded
the Sadducees and the Pharisees for not knowing and believing
the scriptures. Paul and John taught that Christians would be
blessed by studying the scriptures.

The reason we are blessed when we study the Bible is that when
we study, we develop and form a Christian worldview. The story
shapes our values, our morals, and the way we live. The way we
think about the people and the world around us is changed by
studying scripture. One other aspect is that when we study the
Bible, we enter into the glory of God. When we study the



Bible, we are in God’s presence in the same way as when we are
praying. Studying the Bible is an act of worship.{14}

Finally, studying the Bible is how we obey the command in
Ephesians 5:10 to “find out what pleases the Lord.” Since the
greatest commandment is to love God (Matthew 22:37) as noted
above, how can we love Him without knowing what pleases Him?
And since we find that God’s love language is obedience (John
14:15), how can we discern what to obey without studying His
word? How can we avoid sin if we have never studied the Bible
to find out what sin is?

How can Christians implement Bible study into a busy 40-hour
work week and taking care of kids and spending time with their
spouse? You do not have to spend hours a day studying. Spend
ten or fifteen minutes in the morning or at night to read the
Bible. Take five minutes of your lunch break to read a
chapter. If you are so busy that you cannot study during the
work week, find fifteen minutes to study on your day off.
Whatever amount of time you spend studying the Bible, God will
honor and bless you for

that time.
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Secularization and the Church
in Europe

Christian beliefs and church attendance are playing a much
smaller role in Europeans’ lives 1in general than in the past.
Rick Wade gives a snapshot of the place and nature of
Christianity 1in Europe.
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At the end of a talk about the state of the evangelical mind
in America, the subject turned to Europe, and a man said with
great confidence, “The churches in Europe are all empty!” I've
heard that said before. It makes for a good missions sermon;
however, it doesn’t quite do justice to the situation. Not all
the churches in Europe are empty! The situation isn’t like in
Dallas, Texas, where churches dot the landscape, but there are
thriving churches across the continent.

That said, however, there is more than just a
grain of truth in the claim. Church attendance in
Europe is down. Traditional Christian beliefs are
less widely held.

It's important to know what the situation is in Europe for a
few reasons.

First, we have a tendency to write Europe off in a way we
don’t other parts of the world. The church 1is struggling
there, but it isn’t a lost cause by any means! Maybe we can
even learn from the thinking and life’'s experience of
believers across the Atlantic.

Second, learning about the church around the world is good
because it broadens our understanding of the interaction of
Christianity and society. This should be of interest to us
here in America.

Let’s look at a few numbers in the area of church attendance.
To provide a contrast with the situation today, the best
estimate for church attendance in Britain in the mid-
nineteenth century was between forty and sixty percent of the
adult population.{1} By contrast, in 2007, ten percent
attended church at least weekly. About a quarter of those
(about two million people) self-identify as evangelicals.{2}
Although there has been large growth in so-called “new
churches,” that growth hasn’t offset the loss across other
denominations, especially the Church of England.
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What about some other countries? In 2004, Gallup reported that
“weekly attendance at religious services 1is below 10% 1in
France and Germany, while in Belgium, the Netherlands, [and]
Luxembourg . . . between 10% and 15% of citizens are regular
churchgoers. . . . Only in Roman Catholic Ireland do a
majority of residents (54%) still go to church weekly.”{3}

As we'll see later, reduced numbers in church doesn’t mean all
religious belief—even Christian—is lost.

The Golden Age of Faith

There is a story of the prominence and demise of religion in
Europe that has become standard fare for understanding the
history of Christianity in the modern world. The story goes
that Europe was once a Christian civilization; that everyone
was a Christian, and that the state churches ensured that
society as a whole was Christian. This was the so-called
“golden age of faith.” With the shift in thinking in the
Enlightenment which put man at the center of knowledge, and
which saw the rise of science, it became clear to some that
religion was really just a form of superstition that gave pre-
modern people an explanation of the world in which they lived
and gave them hope.{4}

This story has come under a lot of fire in recent decades.{5}
Although the churches had political and social power, there
was no uniform religious belief across Europe. In fact, it’s
been shown that there was a significant amount of paganism and
folk magic mixed in with Christian beliefs.{6} Many priests
had the barest notions of Christian theology; a lot of them
couldn’t even read.{7} Sociologist Philip Gorski says that
it’s more accurate to call it an Age of Magic or an Age of
Ritual than an Age of Belief.{8}

On the other side of this debate are scholars such as Steve
Bruce who say that, no matter the content or nature of



religious belief in the Middle Ages, people were still
religious even if not uniformly Christian; they believed in
the supernatural and their religious beliefs colored their
entire lives. “The English peasants may have often
disappointed the guardians of Christian orthodoxy,” Bruce
writes, “but they were indubitably religious.”{9}

So what changed? Was there a loss of Christianity or a loss of
religion in general, or just some kind of shift? Historian
Timothy Larson believes that what has been 1lost 1is
Christendom.{10} The term Christendom is typically used to
refer to the West when it was dominated by Christianity. The
change wasn’t really from religion to irreligion but from the
dominance of Christianity to its demise as a dominant force.

Religion has come back with significant force in recent
decades even in such deeply secular countries as France,
primarily because of the influx of Muslims.{11} Although the
state Christian churches are faltering, some founded by
immigrants are doing well, such as those founded by Afro-
Caribbean immigrants in England. It seems that critics sounded
the death knell on religion too soon.

European Distinctives

Although Christian belief is on the demise in general in
Europe, the institutional <church—-the state church
specifically—-still has a valuable place in society.

In Europe’s past, the church was a major part of people’s
lives. Everyone was baptized, married, and buried in the
church. That tradition 1is still such a part of the social
psyche that people fully expect that the church will be there
for them even if they don’'t attend. Sociologist Grace Davie
describes the church in this respect as a public utility. “A
public utility,” she writes, “is available to the population
as a whole at the point of need and is funded through the tax



system.”{12} Fewer people are being married in churches now,
and far fewer are being baptized. However, there’s still a
sense of need for the church at the time of death along with
the expectation that it will be there for them.

Another term that characterizes religion in Europe 1is
vicarious religion. Vicarious religion is “religion performed
by an active minority but on behalf of a much larger number,
who . . . understand [and] approve of what the minority is
doing.” Church leaders are expected to believe certain things,
perform religious rituals, and embody a high moral code.
“English bishops,” Davie writes, “are rebuked . . . if they
doubt in public; it is, after all, their ‘job’ to believe.”
She reports an incident where a bishop was thought to have
spoken derogatorily about the resurrection of Jesus. He was
“widely pilloried” for that, she writes. Soon after his
consecration as bishop, his church was struck by lightning.
That was seen by some as a rebuke by God!'{13}

Another indicator of the importance of the church in European
life is the fact that, in some countries, people still pay
church tax, even countries that are very secular. Germany 1is
one example. People can opt out, but a surprisingly high
number don’t, including some who are not religiously
affiliated. Reasons include the possibility of needing the
church sometime later in life, having a place to provide moral
guidance for children, and the church’s role in positively
influencing the moral fabric of society in general.{14}

From Doctrine to Spirituality

I described above two concepts that characterize religious
life in parts of Europe: public utility and vicarious
religion. There’s a third phrase sociologists use which points
to the shift in emphasis from what one gets through the
institutional church to personal spiritual experience. The
phrase is “believing without belonging.”



Sociologist Peter Berger believes that, as America is less
religious than it seems, Europe is less secular than it seems.
“A lot goes on under the radar,” he writes.{15}

A phrase often heard there is heard more and more frequently
in the States: “I'm not religious, but I'm spiritual.” This
could mean the person 1is into New Age thinking, or 1is
interested in more conventional religion but doesn’t feel at
home in a church or in organized religion, or just prefers to
choose what to believe him- or herself. A term some use to
characterize this way of thinking is “patchwork religion.”

One frequently finds a greater acceptance of religion in
Europe when religion in general 1is the subject and not
particular, creedal religions. Davie notes that “[generally
speaking] if you ask European populations . . . do you believe
in God, and you’'re not terribly specific about the God in
question, you’ll get about 70 percent saying yes, depending
where you are. If you say, do you believe that Jesus Christ is
the son of God, you’'ll get a much lower number. In other
words, if you turn your question into a creedal statement, the
percentages go down.” A “cerebral” kind of belief doesn’t hold
much appeal to the young. The essence of religious experience
isn’t so much what you learn as it is simply taking part.
“It’'s the fact that you're lifted out of yourself that
counts.”{16}

The loss of authority in the state church hasn’t resulted in
the triumph of secular rationalism among young people, which
is rather surprising. They experiment with religious beliefs.
“The rise occurred right across Europe,” Davie notes, “but is
most marked in those parts of Europe where the institutional
churches are at their weakest.” This isn’t seen, however,
“where the church is still strong and seen as a disciplinary
force and is therefore rejected by young people.”{17}



Some Closing Thoughts

Allow me to make some observations about the subject of
secularization and the church in Europe.

Here are a few things to keep in mind as we face a Western
culture that is increasingly hostile to the Gospel. First, we
routinely hear the charge from people that religious people
are living in the past, that they need to catch up to modern
times. Such people simply assume as obviously true the long-
held theory that secularization necessarily follows from
modernization. This theory is sharply disputed today. Europe’s
history isn’t the history of the rest of the world.
Modernization appears in different forms around the world,
including some that have room for religious belief and
practice. America is a prime example. It isn’t the backward
exception to the rule, as haughty critics would have us
believe. Some say it's Europe that is the exception with its
strong secularity.{18} In fact, I think a case can be made
that the modern propensity to separate our spiritual side from
our material one is artificial; it violates our nature. But
that’s a subject for another time. What we can be sure of is
that the condescending attitude of people who want Christians
to catch up to modern times is without basis. There is no
necessary connection between modernity and secularity.{19}

A second thing to keep in mind 1is that the church doesn’t
require a Christian society around it in order to grow.
Christianity didn’'t have 1its beginnings in a Christian
society, but it grew nonetheless. The wide-spread social
acceptance of Christian beliefs and morality is not the power
of God unto salvation. It is the word of the cross.

Third, religion per se will not disappear because we are made
in God’'s image and He has put eternity in our hearts (Eccl.
3:11). Christianity in particular will not die either, for the
One who rose from the dead said even the gates of hell won't
prevail against it (a much more serious adversary than the new



atheists!).

What should we do? The same things Christian have always been
called to do: continue in sound, biblical teaching, and learn
and practice consistent Christian living. It is the way we
live that, for many people, makes our beliefs plausible in the
first place. And proclaim the gospel. Despite any constraints
society may put on us, the Word of God is not bound.
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Influential Intellectuals

Kerby Anderson examines four famous intellectuals—Rousseau,
Marx, Russell and Sartre, looking for reasons they are worth
following and not finding much.

Over the last two centuries, a few intellectuals
have had a profound impact on Western Culture.
British historian Paul Johnson writes about many of
these influential intellectuals in his book,
Intellectuals: From Marx and Tolstoy to Sartre and
Chomsky. In this article, we will look at four of the better-
known intellectuals whose influence continues to this day.

Paul Johnson reminds us that over the past two centuries, the
influence of these secular intellectuals has grown steadily.
He believes it is the key factor in shaping the modern world.
In fact, this is really a new phenomenon. It was only the
decline of clerical power in the eighteenth century that
allowed these men to have a more significant influence 1in
society.

Each secular intellectual “brought to this self-appointed task
a far more radical approach than his clerical predecessors. He
felt himself bound by no corpus of revealed religion.”{1} For
the first time, these intellectuals felt they alone could
diagnose the ills of society and cure them without a need to
refer to religion or past tradition.

One 1important characteristic of these new secular
intellectuals was their desire to subject “religion and its
protagonists to critical scrutiny.” And they pronounced harsh
verdicts on priests and pastors about whether they could live
up to their precepts.
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After two centuries in which the influence of religion has
declined and secular institutions have had a greater
influence, Paul Johnson believes it is time to examine the
record and influence of these secular intellectuals. In
particular, he focuses on their moral and judgmental
credentials. Do they have the right to tell the rest of us how
to run our lives? How moral and just were they in their
financial dealings and their sexual relationships? And how
have their proposed systems stood up to the test of time?

I will give you a preview. These secular intellectuals lived
decadent lives and mistreated so many people in their lives.
Their proposed systems of politics, economics, and culture
have been a failure and devastated

millions of lives.

What a contrast to the Christian message. Jesus lived a
sinless life (1 John 3:5) even though He was tempted as we are
(Hebrews 4:15). Jesus called on His disciples to follow Him
(Matthew 4:19). Even the Apostle Paul encouraged Christians to
follow his example as he followed the example of Christ (1
Corinthians 11:1).

Paul Johnson concludes his book with a number of examples of
how some of these secular intellectuals addressed current
political and social issues. He also points out that these
intellectuals saw no incongruity in moving from their own
discipline (where they are masters) to public affairs (where
they have no expertise). In the end, we discover that they
“are no wiser as mentors, or worthier as exemplars, than the
witch doctors or priests of old.”{2}

Jean-Jacques Rousseau

Jean-Jacques Rousseau is a very influential intellectual. Many
of our modern ideas of education were influenced to some
degree by his treatise Emile. And even to this day many



indirectly refer to some of his ideas found in the Social
Contract that encapsulated his political philosophy.

Rousseau rejected the biblical narrative and instead believed
that society was the reason we humans are defective. He
argued, “When society evolves from its primitive state of
nature to urban sophistication, man is corrupted.”{3}

Rousseau believed that you could improve human behavior (and
even completely transform it) by changing the culture and the
forces that produced it. In essence, he believed you can
change human beings through social

engineering.

He was, no doubt, a difficult person to be around and very
egotistical. Paul Johnson explains that “part of Rousseau’s
vanity was that he believed himself incapable of base
emotions.”{4} He also had a great deal of self-pity for his
circumstances and had “a feeling that he was quite unlike
other men, both in his sufferings and his qualities.”{5}

Paul Johnson also reminds us that Rousseau “quarreled,
ferociously and usually permanently, with virtually everyone
with whom he had close dealings, and especially those who
befriended him; and it is impossible to study the painful and
repetitive tale of these rows without reaching the conclusion
that he was a mentally sick man.”{6}

Apparently, he cared little for those around him. For example,
his foster-mother rescued him from destitution at least four
times. But later when he did much better financially, and she
became indigent, he did little for her.{7} His five children
born to his mistress were abandoned to the orphanage hospital.
He did not even know the dates of their births and took no
interest in thenm.

Rousseau even acknowledged “that brooding on his conduct
towards his children led him eventually to formulate theory of
education he put forward in Emile. It also clearly helped to



shape his Social Contract,
published the same year.”{8}

The only woman who ever loved Rousseau summed him up this way:
“He was a pathetic figure, and I treated him with gentleness
and kindness. He was an interesting madman.”{9}

In this article we are studying some of these secular
intellectuals because they have had such a profound impact on
our world even today. But as we can already see from the life
of Rousseau and will see from some of the other men we will
discuss below, they lived decadent lives. They really had no
business telling the rest of us how to live our lives.

Karl Marx

Paul Johnson concludes that Marx “has had more impact on
actual events, as well as on the minds of men and women, than
any other intellectual in modern times.”{10}

Marx claimed that his philosophy was scientific. Paul Johnson
disagrees and says it was not scientific. “He felt he had
found a scientific explanation of human behavior in history
akin to Darwin’s theology of evolution.”{11} Although Marx
obtained a doctorate in philosophy he really wasn’t a scholar,
at least in the traditional sense. He actually spent more time
organizing the Communist League and collecting material.

Paul Johnson says there were three strands in Marx: the poet,
the journalist, and the moralist. He used poetic imagery which
actually became part of his political vision. He was also a
journalist and fairly good one at that. He also made use of
aphorisms. Many of the most famous were borrowed from others.
Two of the best known are: “The proletarians have nothing to
lose but their chains,” and “Religion in the opium of the
people.”

The moral impulse of Marx began with “his hatred of usury and



moneylenders.”{12} He believed that Jews had corrupted
Christianity. His solution, therefore, was to abolish the
Jewish attitude toward money. Ultimately, the Jews and the
corrupted version of Christianity would disappear. Later Marx
broadened his critique to blame the bourgeois class as a
whole.

How did Marx treat others? “Marx quarreled with everyone with
whom he associated” unless “he succeeded in dominating them
completely.”{13} He also collected elaborate dossiers about
his political rivals and enemies.”{14} Also, Marx “did not
reject violence or even terrorism when 1t suited his
tactics.”{15} Later Lenin, Stalin, and Mao would practice such
violence on an enormous scale.

Central to his hatred of capitalism was probably his
incompetence in handling money. He never seriously attempted
to get and hold down a job. Instead, Engels became the primary
source of income for Marx and his family. In fact, Engels
nearly ended the relationship when he once received a letter
from Marx that virtually ignored the death of a woman Engels
loved and focused the rest of the letter asking for money.

Life for his wife Jenny and their children was a nightmare. In
time her jewelry ended up at the pawnshop. “Their beds were
sold to pay the butcher, milkman, chemist and baker.”{16} He
even denied his daughters a satisfactory education. After his
wife's death, the family nursery-maid became his mistress and
conceived a child whom Marx would never acknowledge. Once
again, we see the decadent 1lives of these secular
intellectuals.

Bertrand Russell

Paul Johnson says that “No intellectual in history offered
advice to humanity over so long a period as Bertrand
Russell.”{17} His first book was published when Queen Victoria



was still alive, and his last book came out the year Richard
Nixon resigned because of Watergate. He also wrote countless
newspaper and magazine articles. He wrote so much because he
found writing to be so easy, and he was well paid for it.

Russell was an orphan, but his parents (who were atheists)
left instructions for him to be brought up on the teaching of
John Stuart Mill.His grandmother, however, would have none of
it and raised him in an atmosphere

of Bibles and Blue Books, taught by governesses and tutors.
Nevertheless, he rejected religion as a teenager and remained
an unbeliever the rest of his life.

“No man ever had a stronger confidence in the power of
intellect, though he tended to see it almost as an abstract,
disembodied force.”{18} For much “of his life he spent in
telling the public what they ought to think and do, and this
intellectual evangelism completely dominated the second half
of his long life.”{19} On a number of occasions, he found
himself in trouble with the law, being sued and fined for
articles he wrote.

Paul Johnson remarked that “No one was more detached from
physical reality than Russell. He could not work the simplest
mechanical device or perform any of the routine tasks which
even the most pampered man does without thinking.”{20}

He said that the First World War caused him to revise the
views he held about human behavior, in part because he could
not understand how people’s emotions function in wartime.
Reading him produced “a sense of wonder in the normal reader
that so clever a man could be so blind to human nature.”{21}

Bertrand Russell believed “that the ills of the world could be
largely solved by logic, reason, and moderation.” But here was
his inconsistency. “When preaching his humanist idealism,
Russell set truth above any other consideration. But in a
corner, he was liable-indeed likely-to try to lie his way out



of it.”{22}

As we have documented with other secular intellectuals,
Russell also exploited women (especially his wives) as well as
others who worked with him. This does seem to be a pattern.
When students are required to read the works of many these
men, they are never told about their lives. Although we are
supposed to respect their intellect, once we study their lives
we find that there was very little to respect.

Jean-Paul Sartre

Paul Johnson concludes that “no philosopher this century has
had so direct an impact on the minds and attitudes of so many
human beings, especially young people, all over the
world.”{23} Existentialism was a popular philosophy for
decades. His plays were hits. His books sold in the millions.

He grew up as a spoiled child (his father dying when he was
fifteen months), with his grandfather giving him the run of
his library and his mother providing for him a childhood
“paradise.” He enjoyed one of the best educations

and had a habit of reading three hundred books a year.

In some ways, World War II made Sartre, though the people
around him found little use for him. He “was notorious for
never taking a bath and being disgqustingly dirty. What he did
was write.”{24} He didn’t do anything to save the Jews.
Instead, he “concentrated relentless on promoting his own
career. He wrote furiously, plays, philosophy and novels,
mainly in cafés.”{25}

Sartre is known for the philosophy of existentialism, though
the word was not his. The press invented it, and he came to
embrace it. He proposed his philosophy of human freedom at a
time when people were hungry for it. But he also meant that
the existentialist individual must live without excuses. That
is the why he wrote that “Man is condemned to be free.”



Sartre’s companion through life was Simone de Beauvoir, who
was a brilliant writer and philosopher. But he treated her “as
a mistress, surrogate wife, cook and manager, female
bodyguard, and nurse.”{26} He was “the archetype of what in
the 1960s became known as a male chauvinist.”{27} He had
numerous sexual liaisons that came and went with some
regularity.

Paul Johnson concludes that “Sartre, like Russell, failed to
achieve any kind of coherence and consistency in his views on
public policy. No body of doctrine survived him."”{28}
Apparently he stood for very little other than to be linked to
the liberal Left.

In this article we have taken a brief look at the lives of
some of the secular intellectuals who have had an influence in
the world. They still have some influence, and so it is worth
asking if we should accept their prescriptions.

These men all lived decadent lives. Most of them mistreated
people in their lives. But even more disturbing is the fact
that they proposed systems of politics, economics, and culture
that have been a failure and devastated millions of lives.
They do not deserve the prominence they are often given in our
universities today. We are expected to revere them, but there
is little in their lives to respect.
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