The Just War Tradition in the
Present Crisis

Is it ever right to go to war? Dr. Lawrence Terlizzese
provides understanding of just war tradition from a biblical
perspective.

Searching for Answers

Recent events have prompted Christians to ask moral questions
concerning the legitimacy of war. How far should we go in
punishing evil? Can torture ever be justified? On what basis
are these actions premised? These problems remain especially
acute for those who claim the Christian faith. Fortunately, we
are not the first generation to face these questions. The use
of force and violence has always troubled the Christian
conscience. Jesus Christ gave his life freely without
resisting. But does Christ’s nonviolent approach deny
government the prerogative to maintain order and establish
peace through some measure of force? All government action
operates on the premise of force. To deny all force, to be a
dedicated pacifist, leads no less to a condition of anarchy
than if one were a religious fascist. Extremes have the
tendency to meet. In the past, Christians attempted to
negotiate through the extremes and seek a limited and
prescribed use of force in what has been called the Just War
Tradition.

The Just War Tradition finds its source in several
streams of Western thought: biblical teaching, law, theology,
philosophy, military strategy, and common sense. Just War
thinking integrates this wide variety of thought through
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providing Christians with a general orientation on the issues
of war and peace. This tradition transcends denominational
barriers and attempts to supply workable answers and solutions
to very difficult moral problems. Just War has its origins 1in
Greco-Roman thinking as well as Christian theology: Augustine,
Aquinas, and Calvin have all contributed to its
development.{1}

Just War thinking does not provide sure-fire ways of fighting
guilt-free wars, or offer blanket acceptance of government
action. It often condemns acts of war as well as condones.
Just War presents critical criteria malleable enough to
address a wide assortment of circumstances. It does not give
easy answers to difficult questions; instead, it provides a
broad moral consensus concerning problems of justifying and
controlling war. It presents a living tradition that furnishes
a stock of wisdom consisting of doctrines, theories, and
philosophies. Mechanical application in following Just War
teachings cannot replace critical thinking, genius, and moral
circumspection in ever changing circumstances. Just War
attempts to approximate justice in the temporal realm in order
to achieve a temporal but lasting peace. It does not make
pretensions in claiming infinite or absolute justice, which
remain ephemeral and unattainable goals. Only God provides
infinite justice and judgment in eternity through his own
means. “‘Vengeance is Mine, I will repay,’ says the Lord”
(Deut. 32:35; Heb. 10:30).

The Clash of Civilizations

To apply Just War criteria we must first have a reasonable
assessment of current circumstances. The Cold War era
witnessed a bipolar world consisting of two colossal
opponents. The end of the Cold War has brought the demise of
strict ideological battles and has propelled the advent of
cultural divisions in a multi-polar world. Present and future
conflicts exist across cultural lines. The “Clash of



Civilizations” paradigm replaces the old model of East vs.
West.{2} People are more inclined to identify with their
religious and ethnic heritage than the old ideology. The West
has emerged as the global leader, leaving the rest of the
world to struggle either to free itself from the West or to
catch it economically and technologically. The triumph of the
West—or modernized, secular, and materialist society-has
created a backlash in Islamic Fundamentalism.

Fundamentalism does not represent ancient living traditions
but a modern recreation of ancient beliefs with a particular
emphasis on political conquest. Fundamentalists do not
hesitate to enter into battle or holy war (jihad) with the
enemies of God at a political and military level. The tragic
events of 9/11 and the continual struggle against terrorism
traces back to the hostility Islamic fundamentalists feel
towards the triumph of the West. They perceive Western global
hegemony [ed. note: leadership or predominant influence] as a
threat and challenge to their religious beliefs and
traditions, as most Christian fundamentalists and evangelicals
feel threatened by the invincible advance of modern secular
society. The error of fundamentalism lies in thinking it can
recreate the past and enforce those beliefs and conditions on
the modern world. Coercion remains at the heart of
fundamentalist practice, constituting a threat potentially
worse than modern secular society.

This cultural divide causes Christians to reconsider the basis
of warfare premised on the responsibilities of the state to
defend civil society against the encroachments of religious
extremism that fights in the name of God and for a holy cause
or crusade.

This may sound strange at first to theological ears, but an
absolute principle of Just War states that Christians never
fight for “God and Country,” but only for “Country.” There is
only a secular and civil but necessary task to be accomplished
in war, never a higher mandate to inaugurate God’s kingdom. In



this sense Just War thinking attempts to secularize war by
which it hopes to limit its horrendous effects.

Holy War or Just War

An essential distinction divides Just War from holy war. Just
War does not claim to fight in the name of God or even for
eternal causes. It strictly concerns temporal and political
reasons. Roland Bainton sums up this position: “War is more
humane when God is left out of it.”{3} This does not embrace
atheism but a Christian recognition concerning the value,
place, and responsibilities of government. The state is not
God or absolute, but plays a vital role in maintaining order
and peace (Matt. 22:21). The Epistles repeat this sentiment
(Rom.13; 1 Peter 2: 13-17; 1 Tim.2; Titus 3:1). Government
does not act as the organ or defender through which God
establishes his kingdom (John 18: 36).

Government does not have the authority to enforce God’s will
on unwilling subjects except within a prescribed and
restricted civil realm that maintains the minimum civil order
for the purpose of peace. Government protects the good and
punishes the evil. Government serves strictly temporal
purposes “in order that we may lead a tranquil and quite life
in all godliness and dignity” (2 Tim. 2:2). God establishes
civil authorities for humanity’s sake, not his own. Therefore,
holy war that claims to fight in the name of God and for
eternal truths constitutes demonic corruption of divinely
sanctioned civil authority.

The following distinctions separate holy war and Just War
beliefs. Holy war fights for divine causes in Crusades and
Jihads to punish infidels and heretics and promote a
particular faith; Just War fights for political causes to
defend liberty and religious freedom. Holy war fights by
divine command issuing from clerics and religious leaders;
Just War fights through moral sanction. Holy war employs a



heavenly mandate, Just War a state mandate. Holy war 1is
unlimited or total; anything goes, and the enemy must be
eradicated in genocide or brought to submission. The Holy War
slogan is “kill 'em all and let God sort them out!” Holy war
accepts one group’s claim to absolute justice and goodness,
which causes them to regard the other as absolutely evil. Just
War practices limited war; it seeks to achieve limited
temporal objectives and uses only necessary force to
accomplish its task. Just War rejects genocide as a legitimate
goal. Holy war fights out of unconditional obedience to faith.
Just War fights out of obedience to the state, which 1is never
incontestable. Holy war fights offensive wars of conquest;
Just War fights defensive wars, generally responding to
provocation. Holy war battles for God to enforce belief and
compel submission. Just War defends humanity in protecting
civil society, which despite its transitory and mundane role
in the eternal scheme of things plays an essential part in
preserving humanity from barbarism and allows for everything
else in history to exist.

Why Go to War?

Just War thinking uses two major categories to measure the
legitimacy of war. The first is called jus ad bellum [Latin
for “justice to war”]: the proper recourse to war or judging
the reasons for war. This category asks questions to be
answered before going to war. It has three major criteria:
just authority, just cause, and just intent.

Just authority serves as the presupposition for the rest of
the criteria. It requires that only recognized state
authorities use force to punish evil (Rom. 13:4; 1 Pet. 2).
Just War thinking does not validate individual actions against
opponents, which would be terrorism, nor does it allow for
paramilitary groups to take matters in their own hands. Just
authority requires a formal declaration. War must be declared
by a legitimate governmental authority. In the USA, Congress



holds the right of formal declaration, but the President
executes the war. Congressional authorization in the last
sixty years has substituted for formal declaration.

Just cause 1is the most difficult standard to determine in a
pluralistic society. Whose justice do we serve? Just War
asserts the notion of comparative or limited justice. No one
party has claim to absolute justice; there exists either more
or less just cause on each side. Therefore, Just War thinking
maintains the right to dissent. Those who believe a war
immoral must not be compelled against their wills to
participate. Just War thinking recognizes 1individual
conscientious objection.

Just cause breaks down to four other considerations. First, it
requires that the state perform all its duties. Its first duty
requires self-defense and defense of the innocent. A second
duty entails recovery of lost land or property, and the third
is to punish criminals and evil doers.

Second, just cause requires proportionality. This means that
the positive results of war must outweigh its probable
destructive effects. The force applied should not create
greater evil than that resisted.

Third, one judges the probability of success. It asks, is the
war winnable? Some expectation of reasonable success should
exist before engaging in war. Open-ended campaigns are
suspect. Clear objectives and goals must be outlined from the
beginning. Warfare in the latter twentieth century abandoned
objectives in favor of police action and attrition, which
leads to interminable warfare.

Fourth, last resort means all alternative measures for
resolving conflict must be exhausted before using force.
However, preemptive strikes are justified if the current
climate suggests an imminent attack or invasion. Last resort
does not have to wait for the opponent to draw “first blood.”



Just intent judges the motives and ends of war. It asks, why
go to war? and, what is the end result? Motives must originate
from love or at least some minimum concern for others with the
end result of peace. This rules out all revenge. The goals of
war aim at establishing peace and reconciliation.

The Means of War

The proper conduct in war or judging the means of war is jus
in bello [Latin for “justice in war”], the second category
used to measure conflict. It has two primary standards:
proportionality and discrimination.

Proportionality maintains that the employed necessary force
not outweigh its objectives. It measures the means according
to the ends and condemns all overkill. One should not use a
bomb where a bullet will do.

Discrimination basically means non-combatant immunity. A
“combatant” is anyone who by reasonable standard is actively
engaged in an attempt to destroy you. POW’s, civilians,
chaplains, medics, and children are all non-combatants and
therefore exempt from targeting. Buildings such as hospitals,
museums, places of worship and landmarks share the same
status. However, those previously thought to be non-combatants
may forfeit immunity if they participate in fighting. If a
place of worship becomes a stash for weapons and a safe-house
for opponents, it loses its non-combatant status.

A proper understanding of discrimination does not mean that
non-combatants may never be killed, but only that they are
never intentionally targeted. The tragic reality of every war
is that non-combatants will be killed. Discrimination attempts
to minimize these incidents so they become the exception
rather than the rule.

Killing innocent lives in war may be justified under the
principle of double effect. This rule allows for the death of



non-combatants if they were unintended and accidental. Their
deaths equal the collateral effects of just intent. Double
effect states that each action has more than one effect, even
though only one effect was intentional, the other accidental.
Self-defense therefore intends to save one’s life or that of
another but has the accidental effect of the death of the
third party.

The double effect principle is the most controversial aspect
of the Just War criteria and will be subject to abuse.
Therefore, it must adhere to its own criteria. Certain
conditions apply before invoking double effect. First, the act
should be good. It should qualify as a legitimate act of war.
Second, a good effect must be intended. Third, the evil effect
cannot act as an end in itself, and must be minimized with
risk to the acting party. Lastly, the good effect always
outweighs the evil effect.

Given the ferocity of war, it is understandable that many will
scoff at the notion of Just War. However, Just War thinking
accepts war and force as part of the human condition (Matt.
24:6) and hopes to arrive at the goal of peace through
realistic yet morally appropriate methods. It does not promote
war but seeks to mitigate its dreadful effects. Just War
thinking morally informs Western culture to limit its acts of
war and not to exploit its full technological capability,
which could only result in genocide and total war.

Notes

1. The following books are helpful sources on Just War
thinking: Robert G. Clouse, ed. War: Four Christian Views
(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1991); Paul Ramsey,
War and the Christian Conscience: How Shall the Modern War be
Conducted Justly? (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1961);
Lawrence J. Terlizzese, “The Just War Tradition and Nuclear
Weapons in the Post Cold War Era” (Master’s Thesis, Dallas
Theological Seminary, 1994).



2. Samuel P. Huntington, The (Clash of (Civilizations and the
Remaking of the World Order (New York: Simon & Schuster,
1996) .

3. Roland H. Bainton, Christian Attitudes Toward War and
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Abingdon Press, 1960), 49.
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Probe 2020 Survey Report #3:
Religious Practices and
Purpose for Living

Steve Cable explores Probe’s 2020 survey, examining the
participants’ religious practices, sense of purpose for
living, and views on tolerance vs. acceptance.

In our first two reports, we looked primarily at religious
affiliations and core religious beliefs. In this report, we
examine the level of religious activity of different religious
groups and how they relate to people with different religious
beliefs.

Some of the key results for Americans ages 18 through 39 on
religious practices are as follows:

e Only about a fourth of Born Again Christians prayed
multiple times per day and a similar number said they read
their Bible daily.

e Only about one in five Born Again Christians give 10% or
more of their income to their church and other charities.
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e Only about one in twenty Born Again Christians reported a
consistent religious life where they attended church at
least twice a month, considered their faith as strongly
important in their daily life, prayed multiple times per
day, and read their Bible daily.

* Less than one in five Born Again Christians reported a
nominal religious involvement where they attend church at
least once a month, considered their faith as important in
their daily life, prayed at least once a day, and read their
Bible at least weekly, and gave at least 5% to their church
and other charities.

* From 2010 to 2020, the percent of Born Again Christians
who reported attending church at least twice a month,
considered their faith as strongly important and read their
Bible daily dropped by one half from 40% down to 20%.

e When asked about their ultimate purpose for living,
slightly more than half of Born Again Christians selected a
purpose which included serving God which was a significant
drop from the two thirds who selected a similar purpose in
2010.

Some of the key results for Americans ages 18 through 39 on
tolerance of other religions are:

* Only about one quarter (27%) of them disagree with the
statement “. . . it is important to let people know that I
affirm as true (at least for them) their religious beliefs
and practices.”

e At the same time, almost two thirds (65%) agree that
tolerance is best defined as “Treating with respect people
with ideas or actions that you believe to be wrong or
misguided.”

e This 1is another topic where we see somewhat conflicting
results. Apparently, many Born Again Christian young adults



think that you cannot believe someone 1is “wrong or
misguided” when it comes to religion. Or they believe that
“Treating with respect” means “affirming as true (at least
for them)”.

Level of Religious Activities

We will begin by looking at two different levels of religious
activity: a Nominal Level and a Committed Level as shown in
Table 1 below.

Table 1 Defining Levels of Religious Activity

Religious Activity Nominal Committed

Level Level
How often do you attend religious Monthly Twice a
services, not including special month or

events such as a wedding more

or funeral?

My religious faith has a Agree Agree

significant impact on my daily strongly
life

How often do you pray outside of Daily Multiple
a formal religious service? per day
How often do you read or study Weekly Daily or

your Holy Book in a small group more

setting or by yourself
How much do you give to religious 5% to 10% At least
organizations and charities each of 10% of
year? income income

I think most would agree that someone doing the activities
listed at the level required for the Committed Level 1is
serious about their faith. They consider it important enough
to make it a priority in their thoughts, time and finances.
One can find specific instructions or examples in scripture
for the importance of the first four activities listed above
in the Committed Level column. Giving at least 10% of your



income is not a clear direction in the New Testament, but it
is a good metric for assessing someone’s commitment. The
nominal level probably represents someone who considers their
faith as important but not important enough to involve a
significant amount of time and money.

Figure 1 Committed Level of Religious Activity by Faith Group
Ages 18 through 39
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Committed Level of Religious Activity

Those ages 18 through 39 who practice their religion at a
committed level are shown in Figure 1 at right. We have
roughly ordered these items from highest probability of
adherence to lowest.

As shown in the figure, Born Again Christians lead the way in
frequent church attendance and for strongly considering their
faith significant. For the next two, prayer and reading your
holy book, all four of the religious groups were similar.
Finally, for the giving metric, Born Again Christians show
about 20% at that level of giving while Other Protestants and
Catholics are about half of that level, or 10%.



Figure 2 Committed Level of Religious Activity — Cumulative
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And when we combine all of these metrics together (as shown in
Figure 2) to identify people who show a strong commitment to
their religious faith, we find around 3% (1 out of 33) Born
Again Christians saying they perform all five activities. 1In
fact, people of Other Religions have about 4% performing all
five metrics. However, for all practical purposes, there is
not difference between 3% and 4%. Both numbers represent a
tiny portion of the faith group.

Note that if we exclude the question on giving, the percentage
of Born Again Christians increases from 3% to 5%. Clearly,
money 1is not the primary issue driving down the number of
consistently active believers.

Also note that the entire Unaffiliated group reports less than
% on each of these practices and less than 1% who claim to do
even two of

these practices.

These survey results clearly show that a scant few Americans
of any religious persuasion take the time to be actively
involved in practices



to help them grow in their faith.

Nominal or Figure 3 At Least a Nominal Level of Religious Activity by Faith Group
Committed Ages 18 through 39
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Now let’s look at those with at least a Nominal level of
religious practice (i.e., those who select the nominal level
or the committed

level). As shown in the figure, this is a much lower bar with
all religious faiths hovering over 60% on those who
agree/strongly agree that their faith has a significant impact
on their daily lives and around half on those who pray at
least daily. The other three activities range between 30% and
50%.

We should not forget that the pastors of these religious
groups should be (and probably are) ashamed of these numbers.
Particularly so when we consider the percentage of each group
that practices all five of these relatively easy levels of
commitment. The numbers (not shown on the graph) for those who
practice all five are 16% of Born Again Christians, 13% of
Other Religions, 9% of Other Protestants and 7% of Catholics.
I must believe that pastors of those who answered the two Born
Again questions would expect those congregants to be greater
than 80% rather than hovering around 15%.

It is interesting that when we combine five different metrics,
each of which is greater than 40% for Born Again Christians,



that it drops down to 16%. Note both the metrics for reading
the Bible at least weekly and giving at least 5% of your
income to charities come in at Almost half (44%). When we
combine the two metrics to see how many Born Again Christians
affirm that they engage in both of these activities, the
number drops to about one in four (26%).

Figure 4 Number of Nominal Religious Activities
Ages 18 through 39 So let’s look and
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least three of
the activities. Only 5% of the Unaffiliated could say the
same. In fact, over 75% of the Unaffiliated did none of these
activities.

It is worth noting that Other Protestants and Catholics do not
lag far behind Born Again Christians in the percentage doing
at least three

of the activities. This difference is a significant contrast
to the Basic Biblical Worldview questions and the “who 1is
Jesus” questions where these other religious groups lagged far
behind Born Again Christians.

If I were to say to a Born Again believer, “to consistently
grow in your faith and represent the good news of Christ to
the world, I recommend that you pray to God daily, attend
church at least one a month, read your Bible at least one a
week, and give at least 5% of your income to religious
charities including your church.” I would not expect to get



much blowback. After all, it takes less than one hour a week
and no real financial hardship. Of course, what I really say
is we should all try to live at a Committed level. Not because
it is necessary for salvation, rather this level of activity
will help us live a life honoring God and making a difference
beyond the temporal into eternity.

Figure 5 Committed Level of Religious Activity for Born

Variations by Age Again Christians by Age Range
among Born Again =
Christians

20%

10%

Pray multiple / Prior plus Bible daily Prior plus give 10%+ Prior plus Basic BWV
attend often

g8 - 29 e=ge=30 -39 40 - 55

How do these religious activities vary by age among Born Again
Christians? The results are plotted in the graph on the right
for a

Committed Level of Activity. As shown, the percentage of the
youngest adults is significantly less than for the two older
groups. However, as the graph moves to the right adding more
aspects to the cumulative total, the difference becomes small.
In general, the youngest adults are less likely to practice
key components of an active faith, but regardless of age the
numbers are small.



Figure 6 At Least a Nominal Level of Religious Activity for
Born Again Christians by Age Range
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lines still trail down sharply as we move to the right, adding
more practices to the cumulative total. The fact that 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 presents a major challenge to our young adult
ministries. I would suggest that these activities are
essential to a consistently grow sanctification in our lives.

Figure 7 Comparison of Religious Practices in 2010 and 2020
Born Again Christians Ages 18 through 39
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Religious Practice from 2010 to 2020

How has the commitment to religious practices fared over the
last 10 years or so? Our survey from 2010 asked the same
questions regarding attendance, Bible reading, and the
importance of faith. The questions on prayer and giving were
different. However, we can get some good comparison data
looking at the three common questions.

In the figure at right we use two terms, 2010 Nominal and 2010
Committed, which are defined below. The 2010 Nominal attend
monthly plus, read the Bible weekly plus, and agree that their
faith is significant in their daily lives. The 2010 Committed
attend more than monthly, read the Bible weekly plus, and
strongly agree that their faith is significant in their daily
lives.

The first category shown does not include church attendance.
One unknown with the attendance question taken during the
Covid-19 pandemic is that some respondents may have replied
taking the pandemic into consideration and while other
respondents considered normal times. We see a slightly greater
drop-off between the first category and the 2010 Nominal
category which could be associated with this issue. However,
the difference is not large enough to impact the overall
conclusions.

What we see is that the drop-off in the 2010 Nominal category
is from 44% to 28% and the drop-off in the 2010 Committed
category 1is down one half from 40% to 20%. These numbers
reflect an astounding drop in the importance that Born Again
Christians place on these simple religious activities.

Combining Worldview and Church Attendance (a key metric from
our earlier book{1l})

In our prior study of Born-Again Christians, one of the key
divisions we used in looking at religious practices, religious
beliefs and cultural practices was a combination of Biblical



Worldview and Church Attendance. We found that those Born-
Again Christians with a Biblical Worldview and regular church
attendance (twice a month or more), were much more likely to
demonstrate biblical religious practices, beliefs, and
cultural practices. So, we wanted to compare those results
with the findings from our new survey.

Figure 8 Church Attendance and Expanded Biblical Worldview The figure on the
left compares the

100% findings from
2010 with those
from 2020 using
the more
stringent
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values shown are
the percent of
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Christians (so
all columns add up to 100% even though the percentage of Born
Again Christians is less in 2020). Two age ranges are used in
2020; the first one 1is basically the same age range used in
2010 (18 — 39) and the second age range (30 — 55) is very
close to the age range of the 2010 survey aged by the ten
years that have gone by.

Looking at those with regular attendance and an Expanded
Biblical Worldview we see a significant reduction among 18- to
29-year-olds in 2020 (27% down to 13%) with a lesser reduction
among 30- to 55-year-olds down to 17%. The percentage of
regular attenders without an Expanded Biblical Worldview has
remained relatively constant. But of course, that does not
mean that the people who stopped attending were those with an
Expanded Biblical Worldview. It could be that many without it
stopped attending while some decided that they did not believe
all of the positions in the worldview but kept attending on a



regular basis.

The area showing a startling high level of growth are those
attending monthly or less who do not hold to an Expanded
Biblical Worldview. This is the square that ten years ago we
wanted to drive down to a smaller number. Instead, it has
grown by about 18% (from 32% to 50%).

Now let’s examine Figure 9 Church Attendance and Basic Biblical Worldview
the same chart among Born Again Christians in 2010 and 2020
using a Basic

Biblical

Worldview. We see 75%
nearly the same

features as 50%

discussed above.
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those with ” 2010 18 - 40 202018 - 39 2020 30 -55
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Basic Biblical
Worldview coupled with a significant increase in those with
irregular attendance and no Basic Biblical Worldview.

Ultimate Purpose for Living

We wanted to explore what American young adults thought they
were living their lives for. So we asked, “Which statement
comes closest to

describing your ultimate primary purpose for 1living?” The
choices to select from were:

1. To be a good person and make others happy.

2. To serve God by living a life which proclaims Christ’s
grace.

3. To make it through each day with integrity.



4. To live at peace with all.

5. To enjoy the best life has to offer, e.g. success, money,
travel.

6. To love my family and raise loving, productive children.

Most of these answers sound like good purposes for life. But
only one of them extends into eternity and recognizes our
Creator and his “desire for all people to be saved and to come
to the knowledge of the truth.”{2} The answers to this
question help identify those who are living their life as
eternal beings rather than as temporal beings.

The results are Figure 24 My Ultimate Purpose for Living
charted in the Americans 18 through 39
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of those
selecting a purpose that focuses on good behaviors in their
personal life.

Every other religious group has very few that selected an
eternal perspective as their ultimate purpose for living.
Around forty to fifty percent of the other groups selects a
purpose reflecting good behaviors.

It is interesting that only a small percentage of each group
selected the family focused purpose for living. I would like
to know if that would have been a larger number say fifty
years ago.



Figure 25 My Ultimate Purpose for Living: 2010 and 2020
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0%

2010 2020

B Serve God proclaiming Christ's grace 2 Good person or integrity or at peace
Love my family and raise good children & Enjoy the best life has to offer
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For Born Again Christians, we can compare data from our 2010
survey with the 2020 survey as shown in the figure. The 2010
survey had the

same question as the 2020 survey, but it had more answers to
choose from. For example, there were three answers that had an
eternal perspective: to serve God and live out His will for my
life, to lead others to salvation in Jesus Christ, to praise
and glorify God. These three answers were grouped together to
align with the 2020 answer: To serve God by living a life
which proclaims Christ’s grace.

As you can see the percentage of Born Again Christians who
included God in their ultimate purpose for living dropped from
66% in 2010 to 51% in 2020, a significant drop. It appears
that in 2020 people who did not name God in their answer opted
to pick an admirable answer focused on themselves.



Relationship to a Basic Biblical Worldview

Consider the question of how many Born Again Christians accept
a Basic Biblical Worldview and an eternal perspective on their
ultimate purpose. We find that 88% of those with a Basic
Biblical Worldview selected an ultimate purpose proclaiming
God’s grace. Conversely, 43% of those selecting an ultimate
purpose proclaiming God’s grace affirmed a Basic Biblical
Worldview for their life (as compared with 25% for Born Again
Christians as a whole). Thus, we find a fairly strong
correlation between a biblical worldview and an eternal
ultimate purpose for life.

Acceptance or Tolerance

Some of the key findings on this topic summarized at the
beginning of this report are repeated below prior to going
into the details.

Looking at Born Again Christians ages 18 through 39, we find:

e Only about one quarter (27%) of them disagree with the
statement “. . . it is important to let people know that I
affirm as true (at least for them) their religious beliefs
and practices.”

e At the same time, almost two thirds (65%) agree that
tolerance is best defined as “Treating with respect people
with ideas or actions that you believe to be wrong or
misguided.”

e This is another topic where we see somewhat conflicting
results. Apparently, many Born Again Christian young adults
think that you cannot believe someone is “wrong or
misqguided” when it comes to religion. Or they believe that
“Treating with respect” means “affirming as true (at least
for them)”.

According to the Collins Dictionary, “Tolerance is the quality



of allowing other people to say and do what they like, even if
you do not agree with or approve of it.”{3} In today’s
culture, we find two conflicting understandings of the meaning
of tolerance. One, following the idea of the dictionary
meaning 1is, “treating with respect people with ideas or
actions that you believe to be wrong or misguided.” The second
one influenced by postmodern philosophy and popularized by the
secular media, is “valuing human beings equally and affirming
their 1ideas as right for them.” The second definition
basically assumes that there are no absolute truths in our
existence and therefore we have no basis to disagree with what
someone else believes.

Which of these definitions holds sway among our population
today?

To explore this question, we asked two different questions
dealing with how to treat those who have a different religious
viewpoint. The first question we asked on this topic is “What
does Tolerance mean to you?” The respondents chose from four
possible answers:

1. Treating with respect people with ideas or actions that
you believe to be wrong or misguided.

2. Not questioning another person’s moral decisions.

3. Valuing human beings equally and affirming their ideas as
right for them.

4., Don't know.

This question gives us information on how people interpret the
word, not whether they apply tolerance in their dealings with
others.



Figure 1 How 18 - 39 Year Old Americans Define Tolerance
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Now let’s look at how people apply tolerance in the area of
religious beliefs. Are they quick to say, “I will respect you
and your beliefs even though I believe them to be wrong”? Or
are they going to follow the trend saying, “They may well be
true for you.”



Figure 2 Should | tell others | affirm as true their religious beliefs )
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religious beliefs
and practices,” with the answer ranging from Agree Strongly to
Disagree Strongly. As an evangelical Christian, I would answer
that I Disagree Strongly with that statement. I want them to
know that I respect them as a person, but I believe I have
been shown the absolutely true answer as to how man can be
reconciled to our creator God. But somehow, when asked in this
manner, Born Again Christians just don’t seem to get the
importance of disagreeing as shown in Figure 1.
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As shown in the figure, only about one in four (27%) Born
Again Christians disagree with the statement. This level
tracks closely with the rest of the population. If one 1is
agreeing with the statement, one is

either saying in religion what’s not true for me can be true
for you, or there are multiple religions that are the truth,
or we should lie to others about the absolute truth of
Christianity when discussing religion with them. All three of
those options are clearly countered by the Bible which tells
us that Jesus Christ is the source of absolute truth, that
there is only one way to heaven, and that lying about the
truth is against the nature of God.

The disconnect between the definition of tolerance and



applying tolerance in our interactions with other religions 1is
striking. As noted in the initial summary, apparently many
Born Again Christian young adults think that you cannot
believe someone 1is “wrong or misguided” when it comes to
religion. Or they believe that “Treating with respect” means
“affirming as true (at least for them).” We don’t have data to
distinguish between these two options, but I suspect that both
of them contribute to the current reluctance to lift up Jesus
as God’s one true answer to the fundamental problem of
mankind.

Notes

1. Stephen Cable, Cultural Captives: The Beliefs and Behaviors
of American Young Adults, 2012

2. 1 Timothy 2:4

3. Collins English Dictionary, Tolerance definition and
meaning | Collins English Dictionary (collinsdictionary.com)
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Probe Religious Views Study
2020 — Do Christians Believe
in Christ as the Only Savior
of the World?

Steve Cable explores the results of Probe’s new 2020 survey,
examining what people believe about Jesus 1in His time on
earth, and His claim to be the only way to the Father.

Our 2020 survey reveals a striking decline in evangelical
religious beliefs and practices over the last ten years. In


https://www.collinsdictionary.com/us/dictionary/english/tolerance
https://www.collinsdictionary.com/us/dictionary/english/tolerance
https://probe.org/probe-religious-views-study-2020-do-christians-believe-in-christ-as-the-only-savior-of-the-world/
https://probe.org/probe-religious-views-study-2020-do-christians-believe-in-christ-as-the-only-savior-of-the-world/
https://probe.org/probe-religious-views-study-2020-do-christians-believe-in-christ-as-the-only-savior-of-the-world/
https://probe.org/probe-religious-views-study-2020-do-christians-believe-in-christ-as-the-only-savior-of-the-world/

our first article, we saw a significant degradation in the
percentage of American young adults who are born again{l} and
profess a biblically informed worldview{2}. Perhaps a biblical
worldview, as defined by the set of questions we used, is not
an accurate gauge of an orthodox Christian belief.

In this article, we will look at several other areas designed
to identify those people who closely align their thoughts with
the teaching of the Bible. We will look at two areas of belief
for all American young adults and for Born Again Protestants
in greater detail:

1. Do you believe in some critical aspects of Jesus Christ
and His time on earth?

2. Do you believe that Jesus was right in saying “No one
comes to the Father except by Me”?

We will look at these two areas alone and then see how those
with a biblical worldview align with these questions.

Topic 1: What About Jesus and His Time on
Earth?

In our survey, we asked three questions specifically about
Jesus. The first question was about what caused Jesus to die
on a cross as given below.

1. Why did Jesus die on a cross?

a. He threatened the Roman authorities’ control over Israel.
b. He threatened the stature of the Jewish leaders of the
day.

c. To redeem us by taking our sins and our punishment upon
Himself.

d. He never died on a cross.

e. He failed in his mission to convert the Jewish people
into believers.

f. I don’t know.



The responses for a ges 18 Figure 1 Why Did Jesus Die on a Cross?
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through 39 are shown in Figure
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was for their redemption. Yet, less than two thirds of each
group selected that answer. Note that the answer to this
question did not say that salvation was through grace alone.
So even those with a works-based gospel should still select
that answer.
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A fair number of Other Protestants and Catholics (about 20% of
each group) said that either the Jewish leaders or the Romans
caused Jesus’ death on the cross. But any Christian should
realize that Jesus had to choose crucifixion. Prior attempts
by authoritative groups demonstrated that they could not lay a
hand on him otherwise.

Interestingly, about 40% of Other Religions and 30% of the
Unaffiliated say Jesus died to redeem us. They understand this
is what Christians say about Jesus’ crucifixion. It 1is the
best answer for them because it doesn’t say that Jesus’ death
actually worked to redeem us, only that He did

it to redeem us. Also note that roughly one third of the Other
Religion category is made up of people who affiliate with
Christian cults, e.g. Mormons and Jehovah’s Witnesses.

The second question is:

2. Jesus will return to this earth to save those who await His
coming.

a. Answers ranging from Strongly Agree to Strongly Disagree.



This question is almost a quote of Hebrews 9:27-28 ESV, “And
just as it is appointed for man to die once, and after that
comes judgement, so Christ, having been offered once to bear
the sins of many, will appear a second time, not to deal with
sin but to save those who are eagerly waiting for him.” As you
can see, this verse answers question 1 and question 2. The
apostle Paul writing in 1 Thessalonians 4:16 says, “For the
Lord himself will come down from heaven with a shout of
command, with the voice of the archangel, and with the trumpet
of God, and the dead in Christ will rise first.” He makes it
clear that the Lord Jesus will return to the earth to call us
to Himself.

Figure 2 Jesus Will Return to Save Us The results for this question
il follow a similar pattern to

those for the first question

above with a little less surety

. shown among Christians. As
I l shown, just over two thirds of

: I == Born Again Protestants strongly
il i agree that Jesus will return to

save. Meaning that almost one
third of them are not absolutely sure of Jesus’ return.

For other Christian groups, only about one third of them
strongly agree with this statement. Almost one third say they
Disagree or Don’t Know about this statement.

Once again, over half of those affiliated with Other Religions
affirm what they believe to be taught by the Christian
religion. At the same time, the Unaffiliated continue to show
that very few of them affirm any Christian beliefs.

The third question (also used for determining a Basic Biblical
Worldview) is:

3. When He lived on earth, Jesus committed sins like other
people.



a. Answers ranging from Agree Strongly to Disagree Strongly

The Bible clearly states that Jesus lived a sinless life. For
example, Hebrews 4:15 ESV states, “For we do not have a high
priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but
one who in every respect has been tempted as we are, yet
without sin.” And again in 2 Corinthians 5:21, “God made the
one who did not know sin to be sin for us so that in Him we
would become the righteousness of God.” As indicated in this
verse, God laid our sins upon Jesus in His earthly death.
Jesus did not sin but He carried our sins to the cross and the
grave to redeem us. If Jesus were a sinner like you and me,
His death would have been for His own sin rather than for the
sins of the world.

Figure 3 Jesus Committed Sins Like Other People Young adult American beliefs
sl bl bl about this statement follow a
similar pattern as the first two
guestions. Once again, about one
third of Born Again Protestants
either Don’t Know or Agree with
. . . s this statement. Having this
i e S T large a number of Born Again
Protestants who don’t accept a

primary belief of Biblical Christianity is disappointing.

However, four out of five respondents who affiliated with
Other Protestant or Catholic beliefs do not strongly believe
that Jesus lived a sinless life. The Unaffiliated group
continues to show their aversion to accepting any Christian
religious doctrines.

Accepting a Doctrinally Consistent Set of Beliefs



What happens when we look at how Figure 4 A Biblical Position on Jesus Christ
many Born Again Protestants take
a biblically consistent view on
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Consider the results shown in
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questions down to about one half when looking at all three
questions. It appears that about one half of those categorized
as Born Again Protestants are trusting Jesus to save them but
do not have a good understanding of biblical teaching on
Jesus.

As you can see, all other religious groups drop to around one
in ten or less with a good understanding of Jesus. The
Unaffiliated drop to a level that is basically zero. In toto,
about one out of six Americans age 55 and under have an
understanding of who Jesus really is 1in these three
fundamental areas.

Does Having a Basic Biblical Worldview Equate to Having a
Biblical Understanding of Jesus?

For most people it does. Approximately 90% of people with a
Basic Biblical Worldview have a biblical understanding of
Jesus, i.e. answer the three Jesus questions from a biblical
perspective. This finding (especially if true across other
questions where many Born Again Christians ascribe to an
unbiblical viewpoint) is important because the four simple
questions which define a Basic Biblical Worldview identifies a
set of people who also take a biblical view of Jesus’ purpose.

Topic 2: Are there multiple ways to



heaven?

Pluralism is the belief that there are multiple ways to obtain
a right relationship with God, including most if not all world
religions. The Bible is very clear on how people can be
reconciled to God and obtain eternal life. First, we cannot
receive it through our own efforts at righteous living. This
truth 1is addressed throughout the New Testament including
Romans 3:23, “For there is no distinction, for all have sinned
and fall short of the glory of God.” And Titus 3:5, “He saved
us not by works of righteousness that we have done but on the
basis of his mercy . "

Second, we cannot receive it by placing our faith in some
other person or deity. If we try, we are still weighed down by
our sin, and that other person or deity has no standing before
the living God. Even an angel of the living God has no
standing on which to intercede for our salvation as we
see in Hebrews 2:5, “For He did not put the world to come,
about which we have been speaking, under the control of
angels.”

The only way God could redeem us was through the sacrifice of
Jesus, fully God and fully man. As Romans goes on to say in
3:24, “But they are justified freely by His grace through the
redemption that is in Christ Jesus.” And Titus 3:5 continues,
“[T]hrough the washing of the new birth and

the renewing of the Holy Spirit, whom he poured out on us in
full measure through Jesus Christ our savior.”

Jesus clearly stated, “No one comes to the Father except
through me.” The high price of degradation and suffering paid
through Jesus’ 1life and death excludes the possibility of
Jesus being just one of several options offered by God.

What do Americans believe about multiple ways to heaven? And,
especially what do Born Again Christians believe? To determine
who was a pluralist, we asked what the respondents thought



about the following two statements:

1. Muhammad, Buddha and Jesus all taught valid ways to God.
Answers from Disagree Strongly to Agree Strongly

2. I believe that the only way to a true relationship with
God is through Jesus Christ. Answers from Disagree Strongly
to Agree Strongly

Who Believes in Multiple Ways to God

First 1let’s 1look at just  riguresmuhammad, Buddha and Jesus are All Valid Ways
question number one across the sy
various religious groups,
looking for the answer Disagree
strongly as shown in Figure
5{3}. If someone disagrees with . I m -h | B
this statement, they could be a e -
Christian or a Muslim or a
Buddhist, etc. The first thing you may notice is that all
religious groups other than Born Again Christian all
congregate around 5% to 15%. So, for all these groups, around
one in ten people take a strong non-pluralistic view. Or
turning it around, about 9 out of 10 of them are pluralists.

The real shocker jumping from this page is that over 60% of
Born Again Christians are also pluralists. Apparently, a
majority of Born Again Christians are ignorant about the basic
teachings of their faith. Also, it is interesting and
disturbing that the percentage of Born Again Christians who
are not pluralistic is almost flat across the ages from 18 to
55. A strong majority of Born Again Christians are pluralists
across that entire age range.

Who Believes Jesus is the Only Way

Now to narrow the question even further, we could have stated
“Only Jesus taught valid ways to God.” The percentage of
people strongly agreeing with this statement should be a



subset of the people who disagreed strongly with the question
above, “Muhammad, Buddha and Jesus all taught valid ways to
God.”

Instead, we asked this second rigure 6 esus is the only Way to a True Relationship with God
question in a slightly different
way but with the same intent: “I ..
believe that the only way to a
true relationship with God 1is

v N |

through Jesus Christ.” We I I I =
thought that this question would s el e e e
be m1E-39 an- 39 LIRS -]

equivalent to the first one in
the prior paragraph. But as we will see, people’s brains allow
them to give answers that contradict each other.

Comparing this chart with the prior one, we see that Born
Again Christians are at least 25 percentage points higher for
this second question. And, the other Christian religious
groups are higher by about 25 percentage points as well. And
even Other Religions are up by over ten percentage points.
Only the Unaffiliated drop from the first question to the
second, dropping by almost half from ten percentage points
down to about five percentage points.

An Inconsistent Worldview Among Many Born Again Christians

The results outlined above are disconcerting in that if the
answers to the two questions were consistent, we would see
Figure 6 reporting lower numbers than Figure 5 which 1is
clearly not the case. Logically, one could say that Mohammad,
Buddha, and Jesus are not all valid ways to God while still
saying that Jesus is not the only way to God. You could
believe, for example, that Buddha is the only one who taught a
valid way to God. But, if you say that Jesus is the only way
to a true relationship with God, then it follows that you
believe that Mohammad, Buddha, and Jesus cannot all be valid
ways to God.
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In Figure 7, we look at what the Born Again Christians who
stated that Jesus is the only way to a true relationship with
God said when responding to the question about Mohammad,
Buddha and Jesus. First note that the total height of each
column is the same as the Born Again Christian columns 1in
Figure 6. As shown, almost half of each column represents
those who did not strongly disagree with the pluralistic view.
For the youngest adults, that upper portion is about evenly
split between those who Don’t Know and those who Agree or
Strongly Agree that the three men taught valid ways to God.
For those ages 40 through 55, we see that a significantly
higher percentage affirm that all three men taught valid ways
to God.

Based on these results, about one third of Born Again
Christians appear to have a consistent biblical view toward
pluralism. Another third appear to be totally in line with the
pluralist position. The last third are those who want to say
that Jesus is the only true path to God AND that Mohammad and
Buddha also taught valid ways to God. In church, they may say
that Jesus in the only way, but out in the world they act as
if Muslims and Buddhists don’t need to know this critical
truth. These individuals have an incoherent worldview.

Changes over the Last Decade



How have the statistics on Born  Figure 8 Born Again Christians Who Are Not Pluralists
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Of course, we need to remember that the percentage of BACs 1in
the population has dropped as well. So, when we look at the
percentage of Born Again Christians who are definitely not
pluralists in our country the drop off is greater. As shown
the number of those age 30 to 39 drops from 17% in 2010 to
less than half of that number at 8% in 2020 (a drop of 54%).

Over the last decade, Born Again Christians in America have
continued to grow in the number who are pluralists.

Figure 9 Born Again Christians with a Basic What about that smaller subset

of people who have a Basic

Biblical Worldview? Do a
7% majority of them also have a
pluralistic worldview? The
answer 1is no. As shown, between
i 75% and 85% of them are not
0% pluralists.
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This result is not a surprise since the Basic Biblical
Worldview questions do not align well with a pluralistic view.
However, the result that about one in four of Born Again
Christians with a Basic Biblical Worldview appear to be
pluralists 1is unsettling.



Countering the Negative Slide

If you are reading this, you may want to do something to help
reverse this trend among Born Again Christians to
misunderstand who Jesus is and His unique ability to redeem us
and restore into a relationship with our Creator. Here a
several suggestions that can help in this reversal.

Faithful prayer. Daily pray for the lost and against the
forces of darkness so visibly arrayed against them. Pray for
the saved, that they may take up the true gospel and cling to
the eternal truth of Jesus.

Preach, teach and speak OFTEN about the events of the cross
and the tomb.

e Explain that only someone perfectly sinless could
undertake the task of reconciling us before a holy God. Make
sure they understand that “God made him who knew no sin to
be sin on our behalf in order that we may become the
righteousness of God in him.” 2 Corinthians 5:21

e Explain that only God, in the person of Jesus Christ,
could be that sinless sacrifice. God had to undergo the pain
and suffering of separating Himself from His Son on the
cross. “Though he existed in the form of God, he did not
regard equality with God as something to be grasped, but
emptied himself by taking on the form of a slave, by looking
like other men, and by sharing in human nature. He humbled
himself by becoming obedient to the point of
death—even death on a cross!” Philippians 2:6-8

* Explain that the cost was so high, no other way to God is
possible for sinful man. No one can come to the Father
except through the Son and anyone may come through Him. “God
desires all men to be saved and to come to the knowledge of
the truth. For there is one God and one intermediary between
God and humanity, Christ Jesus, himself human, who gave



himself as a ransom for all, revealing God’s purpose at his
appointed time.” 1 Timothy 2:4-6

« Explain that Jesus’ return 1is delayed only by the loving
patience of God who is waiting for all to come to Jesus who
will. “The Lord is not slow concerning his promise, as some
regard slowness, but is being patient toward you because he
does not wish for any to perish but for all to come to
repentance.” 2 Peter 3:9

e Explain that accepting pluralism will not automatically
get your non-Christian friends into heaven. Only the truth
of Christ presented to them by willing lips has the power to
change their eternal destiny. If you care about them, you
will share with them.

It is critical that every teenager, young adult, and older
adult who crosses our path needs to have these truths
reiterated for them. Use different techniques and different
word pictures as you strive by the power of the Holy Spirit to
continually make this message clear. We know God desires to
work in their life.

Notes

1. A Born Again person in our survey results is someone who 1)
has made a personal commitment to Jesus Christ that is still
important in their life today and 2) when asked what will
happen to you after you die, they answer I will go to heaven
because I confessed my sins and accepted Jesus Christ as my
savior.

2. See our first article: Introducing Probe’s New Survey:
Religious Views and Practices 2020 for a description of the
biblical worldview questions used.

3. Born Again Christians include Catholics who answered the
born again questions to allow comparison with the 2010 survey,
but in the Catholic category we include all Catholics
including those who are born again. About 20% of Catholics



affirm the two born again questions.

Tradition and Scripture

While many evangelical Christians treat tradition with
suspicion if not hostility, Dr. Michael Gleghorn makes a case
for the value of tradition in understanding and supporting our
faith.

Understanding Tradition

In this article we’ll be thinking about tradition and its
relationship to Scripture. Now I realize that some of you may
already be asking, “Tradition! Can anything good come from
there?” The answer of course is “yes”—for if it were not, then
I wouldn’t bother writing about it. Indeed, it’s actually an
important topic to address, for in our day many evangelicals
seem to harbor an attitude of suspicion-if not outright
hostility—toward the very notion of tradition.{1} In support
of this attitude, some might point to what Jesus said to the
religious leaders of his day: “You have a fine way of setting
aside the commands of God in order to observe your own
traditions” (Mark 7:9 NIV). And if this is what Jesus said,
then aren’t we better off to simply dismiss tradition and
focus solely on the teaching of Scripture?

sl

Before we jump to that conclusion, we must first
determine what we mean when we use the word “tradition.” After
all, in other passages Scripture speaks very favorably of

tradition. Paul told the Corinthians, “Now I praise you
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because you . . . hold firmly to the traditions, just as I
delivered them to you” (1 Cor. 11:2 NASB). Traditions, it
seems, can sometimes be good-and sometimes bad. And this 1is
true even of the Christian tradition. But in order to talk
intelligently about our subject, we must first understand
precisely what we’re talking about. What, then, is the meaning
of “tradition”?

When theologians speak about the Christian tradition, they are
typically referring to the ways in which the faith has been
understood by previous generations of Christians. For example,
what understanding did our Christian forbears have of worship
and theology, and how did they express their understanding
through creeds, confessions, sermons, and books? Stanley Grenz
and John Franke describe the Christian tradition “as the
history of the interpretation and application of canonical
scripture by the Christian community, the church, as it
listens to the voice of the Spirit speaking through the
text.”{2} And Richard Lints describes it as “the faith
transmitted by the community of interpreters that has preceded

us.”{3}

Defined in this way, we must candidly admit that the Christian
faith has been understood somewhat differently from one time
and place to another. How are we to think about such
differences? Should they always be viewed negatively, as a
corruption of the original faith deposit? Or might they
sometimes be seen as a positive and healthy development of
this deposit?

Tradition: A Metaphor

In a fascinating discussion of these issues, Colin Gunton asks
us to think of tradition as an organism.{4} He notes that just
as a child or plant may grow larger and stronger over time, so
too the content of Christian doctrine can become more
elaborate and enriched with the passage of time. He then



observes, “If revelation 1s something given in the
beginning—as undoubtedly one dimension of it is, the faith
once for all delivered to the saints—-then it may be argued
that through tradition what began as a seed or a seedling 1is
enabled to expand without falsifying its beginnings.”{5} This
comment helps us see the interconnectedness of tradition and
revelation—an issue which we will return to later.

For now, it’'s important to notice what this metaphor does for
us. It enables us to see tradition, like the growth of a child
or a plant, as something natural and healthy—indeed, something
to be hoped for, encouraged, and expected. This 1is an
important reminder for those of us who might be tempted to
view tradition solely in negative terms.

At the same time, however, Gunton is aware that things can
always go wrong. He writes, “The organism might become
diseased, and require surgery; or it might simply grow too
many branches, or branches in the wrong places, and require
pruning.”{6} In this case, instead of the tradition developing
in a natural and healthy way from the original revelation, it
develops in an unnatural and unhealthy way. We might identify
this latter situation with the unpleasant possibility of
heresy—something which needs to be corrected or even
surgically removed so that the organism doesn’t die or mutate
into a completely different, unrelated life-form. If that were
to happen, then while we might still have tradition of a sort,
it could no longer be properly thought of as Christian
tradition.{7} It will be helpful for us to keep this metaphor
in mind as we continue to reflect on the role of tradition and
its relationship to Scripture, particularly because we must
now deal with a problem that this discussion inevitably
raises.

Scripture and Tradition: A Problem

Stanley Grenz and John Franke view tradition as a “source or



resource” of the Christian church, which can aid 1in the
church’s task of both theological construction and lived
performance.{8} Some of the specific elements of the Christian
tradition which they see as especially valuable in informing
how we accomplish these tasks are the histories of worship,
liturgy, and theology, as well as the “classic” theological
formulations of the church, such as creeds and confessions. Of
course, they are careful to point out that while these
resources are extremely valuable, they “must always and
continually be tested by the norm of canonical scripture.”{9}

In a similar way, Richard Lints describes the “goal of
theology” as bringing “the biblical revelation into a position
of judgment on all of life,” including tradition.{10} But this
raises a bit of a problem, for in order to bring tradition
under the authority of Scripture, Scripture must first be
interpreted. And many scholars maintain that the Christian
tradition primarily consists of the scriptural interpretation
and application of faith communities from the past. Indeed,
this is basically how Lints himself defines the term. “In the
discussion that follows,” he says, “tradition will signify the
faith transmitted by the community of interpreters that has
preceded us.”{11}

Moreover, Lints rightly believes that we neglect this
tradition at our peril. For in banishing past interpretations
of Scripture from our present consideration in doing theology,
we can easily become ensnared “in a web of subjectivism”
regarding our own interpretation of the Bible.{12} And this
would be an incalculable loss to the church in her ongoing
task of preaching and teaching the Bible. The fact of the
matter is that these past interpretations are a necessary aid,
both in revealing our own biases and blind spots, and in
helping us avoid “what C. S. Lewis aptly called ‘chronological
snobbery’—the conceit that we are necessarily wiser than our
forbears.”{13}

But this leads to the following problem: If Scripture is to be



brought into a position of judgment over all of life
(including the Christian tradition), it must first be properly
interpreted. But it would be irresponsible to engage in this
interpretative task without the aid of the very tradition of
past interpretation over which Scripture 1is to sit 1in
judgment. How can this difficulty be resolved? Does Scripture
occupy a place of authority over tradition, or does tradition
rather occupy a place of authority over Scripture?

Scripture and Tradition: A Solution

Before we attempt to respond to this question, we should first
take time to remember just how it was that Scripture came into
being in the first place. As Grenz and Franke remind us,

[T]he community precedes the production of the scriptural
texts and is responsible for their content and for the
identification of particular texts for inclusion in an
authoritative canon to which it has chosen to make itself
accountable. Apart from the Christian community, the texts
would not have taken their particular and distinctive shape.
Apart from the authority of the Christian community, there
would be no canon of authorized texts. In short, apart from
the Christian community the Christian Bible would not

exist.{14}

It might now be interesting to ask what the Christian
community and the Christian Bible have in common. According to
Grenz and Franke, it is the work of the Holy Spirit-a work
that grants to each one its respective authority. They write,

In this conception, the authority of both scripture and
tradition is ultimately an authority derived from the work
of the Spirit. Each is part of an organic unity, so that
even though scripture and tradition are distinguishable,
they are fundamentally inseparable. . . . The authority of
each—tradition as well as scripture—-is contingent on the



work of the Spirit, and both scripture and tradition are
fundamental components within an interrelated web of beliefs
that constitutes the Christian faith. To misconstrue the
shape of this relationship by setting scripture over against
tradition or by elevating tradition above scripture 1is to
fail to comprehend properly the work of the Spirit.{15}

Does this mean, then, that there is no sense in which all of
life (including tradition) should be brought under the
judgment of Scripture? This does not seem to be what Grenz and
Franke are saying. Although they do contend that the triune
God “is disclosed in polyphonic fashion through scripture, the
church, and even the world,” they then qualify this by noting,
“albeit always normatively through scripture.”{16} In their
view, Scripture is still theology’s “norming norm,” but since
Scripture must always be interpreted, it cannot be easily
separated from tradition. Scripture still holds the place of
prominence in doing theology, but in a carefully nuanced and
qualified way that gives appropriate weight to God'’s other
mediums of revelation, such as tradition, creation, and the
church.

Tradition in Scripture and Theology

In one of his 1993 Warfield Lectures, the late Colin Gunton
observed that two of the narrative sections in Paul’s first
letter to the Corinthians contain possibly the most easily
recognizable accounts of “the working of tradition in the New
Testament.”{17} In both 1 Corinthians 11, where Paul discusses
the Lord’s Supper, and 1 Corinthians 15, where he refers to
Jesus’ death and resurrection as the heart of the gospel, Paul
specifically declares that he is delivering to the Corinthians
certain traditions about Jesus which he himself had previously
received. In other words, the biblical writings themselves are
seen to be “part of a tradition of interpretation of that
which is in certain respects prior to them.”{18}



The unique revelation of God in the person of Jesus Christ is
prior to the traditions about Him which Paul had received. And
the traditions which Paul had received, including the meaning
given them by the early church and Paul himself, are also
prior to his deliverance of them to the Corinthians (as well
as those of us who have subsequently read this letter).
Tradition, it seems, cannot always be so easily separated from
the Bible itself.

Of course, very few Christians would disagree that traditions
like those passed on by the Apostle Paul to the Corinthians
are “authoritative for the faith and life of the church.”{19}
The problem rather arises with how the original revelation “is
interpreted and handed on by those who follow the
apostles: the way in which revelation 1is mediated by
tradition.”{20} How should we understand this relationship?

For one thing, we should probably grant a certain degree of
freedom, in response to the Spirit’s guidance, to the way in
which the tradition is articulated in different cultural and
historical contexts. This allows the tradition to grow in a
healthy way which, at the same time, 1is still amenable to
correction when necessary. Granted, we are speaking of the
development of tradition in something like an ideal setting,
and the world in which we now live is certainly not ideal. But
if tradition is one of the means which God has chosen for
mediating revelation from one generation to another, then for
better or worse, it will (and should) continue to play an
important role in the life of the church. As Gunton wisely
concludes, “although we may and must be critical of tradition,
as the action of fallible and sinful human beings, we may not
lay aside the means which God has himself chosen.”{21}

Notes

1. Stanley J. Grenz and John R. Franke, Beyond
Foundationalism: Shaping Theology in a Postmodern Context
(Louisville, Ky.: Westminster John Knox Press, 2001), 109.



2. Ibid., 118.

3. Richard Lints, The Fabric of Theology: A Prolegomenon to
Evangelical Theology (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1993),
84.

4. Colin E. Gunton, A Brief Theology of Revelation (Edinburgh:
T& T Clark, 1995), 85-87.

5. Ibid., 85.

6. Ibid., 86.

7. Ibid., 87.

8. Grenz and Franke, Beyond Foundationalism, 120-29.

9. Ibid., 124.

10. Lints, The Fabric of Theology, 82.

11. Ibid., 84.

12. Ibid., 93.

13. Ibid., 96.

14. Grenz and Franke, Beyond Foundationalism, 115.

15. Ibid., 117.

16. Ibid., 117-18.

17. Gunton, A Brief Theology of Revelation, 93.

18. Ibid., 95.

19. Ibid.

20. Ibid.

21. Ibid., 102-03.

© 2008 Probe Ministries

Introducing Probe’s New
Survey: Religious Views and
Practices 2020
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of biblical beliefs in America 2020, and the news is not good.

Our 2020 survey reveals a striking decline in evangelical
religious beliefs and practices over the last ten years. From
a biblical worldview to doctrinal beliefs and pluralism to the
application of biblical teaching to sexual mores, the number
of Americans applying biblical teaching to their thinking has
dropped significantly over this period. Unfortunately, the
greatest level of decline is found among Born Again
Protestants.

Our previous survey, the 2010 Probe Culturally Captive
Christians survey{l}, was limited to Born Again Americans’
ages 18 through 40. This survey of 817 people was focused on a
obtaining a deeper understanding of the beliefs and behaviors
of young adult, Born Again Christian Americans.

Our new 2020 survey looks at Americans from 18 through 55 from
all religious persuasions. Although still focused on looking
at religious beliefs and attitudes toward cultural behaviors,
we expanded the scope, surveying 3,106 Americans ages 18
through 55. Among those responses, there are 717 who are Born
Again{2}, allowing us to make meaningful comparisons with our
2010 results while also comparing the beliefs of Born Again
Christians with those of other religious persuasions.

Two questions were used in both surveys to categorize people
as Born Again{3}. Those questions are:

1. Have you ever made a personal commitment to Jesus Christ
that is still important in your life today? Answer: YES

2. What best describes your belief about what will happen to
you after you die? Answer:
I will go to heaven because I confessed my sins and accepted
Jesus Christ as my savior.

In our 2020 survey, we delve into what American’s believe
regarding biblical worldview, basic biblical doctrine,



pluralism and tolerance, religious practices, applications of
religious beliefs to cultural issues, and more. In this first
release, we lay the groundwork by explaining the trends in
religious affiliation over time using a number of different
surveys. Then we look deeper, examining how many of those of
each religious faith group adhered to a biblical worldview in
2010 and now in 2020.

Laying the Groundwork: American Religious
Affiliations Over Time

How have the religious affiliations of American young adults
changed over the years? We have examined data over the last
fifty years{4} to answer this question. From 1972 through the
early 1990’'s, the portion of the population affiliated with
each major religious group stayed fairly constant. But since
then, there have been significant changes. As an example,
looking at data from the General Social Survey (GSS){5}
surveys of 1988, 1998, 2010, and 2018 and our 2020 Religious
Views survey, we see dramatic changes as shown in Figure 1.
Note that the GSS survey asks, “Have you ever had a “born
again” experience?” rather than the two questions used in the
Probe surveys (see above). Looking at the chart it appears
that the question used in the GSS surveys is answered yes more
often than the two questions used by Probe.

As shown, the most dramatic change is the increase in the
percentage of those who do not select a Christian affiliation
(i.e., Other Religion and Unaffiliated). Looking at GSS data
for those age 18-29, the percentage has grown from 20% of the
population in 1988 to over 45% of the population in 2018. Most
of this growth is in the number of Unaffiliated (those who
select Atheist, Agnostic or Nothing in Particular). In fact,
those from other religious faiths{6} grew from 7% to 10% over
this time period while the Unaffiliated almost tripled from
13% to 35% of the population.



The Pew Research data (not shown in the graph) shows an even
greater increase, growing from 27% in 1996 to 59% in 2020. The
Probe data from 2020 tracks the GSS data, supporting the
overall growth trend shown in the figure.

Looking at the Unaffiliated for the 30-39 age group, we see
the same growth trend growing from 9% to 30%. Comparing the
18-29 data with the 30-39 data, we can determine that more
people are transitioning to Unaffiliated as they mature. For
example, we see that 26% of those in their twenties were
Unaffiliated in 2010, growing to 30% of those in their
thirties in 2018. This result means that more of the people in
their twenties became Unaffiliated in their thirties. This
result runs directly counter to the supposition of many that
the growth in Unaffiliated will dissipate as young adults age
and return to churches to raise their families.{7}

Considering the other religions shown in Figure 1, we see that
the group seeing the greatest decline is Other Protestants,
i.e. Protestants who did not profess to being born again. As
shown, this group dropped by half (from 26% down to 13%) from
1988 to 2018. Similarly, those professing to be Catholics
dropped by one quarter (from 24% to 18%) over the same time
period.

In the GSS data, Born Again Protestants are remaining a
relatively constant percent of the population. There has been
a steady decline in those ages 18-29, but those in their
thirties have not declined over this time period. This data
appears to indicate that some young adults in their late
twenties and early thirties are undergoing a “born again”
experience.

However, while Born Again Protestants have remained stable,
those who say they are affiliated with an Evangelical church
have begun to decline somewhat. Pew Research surveys{8} of at
least 10,000 American adults do show a decline in young adult
Evangelicals from 28% in 2007 to 25% in 2014 to 20% in 2019.



Is a Christian Biblical Worldview Common
Among Young Americans?

In assessing the worldview of people, we were not able to sit
down and talk to them to fully understand their worldview. So,
our 2010 and 2020 surveys include specific questions which
help us identify someone with a Christian biblical worldview.
A set of four questions is used to assess what we call a Basic
Biblical Worldview. Two additional questions are added to get
to a fuller assessment first used by the Barna Group. We use
the six questions together to assess what we call an Expanded
Biblical Worldview. The questions are as follows:

Basic Biblical Worldview

1. Which of the following descriptions comes closest to what
you personally believe to be true about God: God is the all-
powerful, all knowing, perfect creator of the universe who
rules the world today.{9}

2. The Bible is totally accurate in all of its teachings:
Strongly Agree

3. If a person is generally good enough or does enough good
things for others during their life, they will earn a place
in heaven: Disagree Strongly

4, When He lived on earth, Jesus Christ committed sins Llike
other people: Disagree Strongly

Additional Beliefs for an Expanded Biblical Worldview

5. The devil or Satan is not a real being, but is a symbol
of evil: Disagree Strongly

6. Some people believe there are moral truths (such as
murder is always wrong) that are true for everyone,
everywhere and for all time. Others believe that moral truth
always depends upon circumstances. Do you believe there are



moral truths that are unchanging, or does moral truth always
depend upon circumstances: There are moral truths that are
true for everyone, everywhere and for all time.

First, how do different Christian groups respond to these
questions? In Figure 4, we show the percentage of each group
in 2020 who have either a Basic Biblical Worldview or an
Expanded Biblical Worldview. We wuse three groups of
affiliations: Born Again Christians, Other Protestants, and
Catholics.{10} On the left half of the chart, we indicate the
percentage with a Basic Biblical Worldview by affiliation and
age group. Those in the Born Again Christian group are at
about 25% (about 1 out of 4) for those under the age of 40 and
then jump up to 35% (about 1 out of 3) for those between 40
and 55. For those in the Other Protestant group, much less
than 10% (1 out of 10) possess a Basic Biblical Worldview.
Almost no Catholics possess a Basic Biblical Worldview. For
both the Other Protestant group and the Catholics, the concept
the vast majority do not agree with is that you cannot earn
your way to heaven via good works. The other three questions
are also much lower for Other Protestants and Catholics than
for Born Again Christians.

Adding in the questions on Satan and absolutes for an Expanded
Biblical Worldview, we see each group drop significantly. The
Born Again Christian group runs about 15% below age 40 and 25%
(or 1 in 4) from 40 to 55. The other two groups drop from
almost none to barely any.

Figure 5 Born Again Christian Worldview Beliefs Across 10 Year Now let’s compare these 2020
=== results with the results from

s our 2010 survey. Figure 5 shows
the results across this decade
. for Born Again Christians
= looking at the percent who agree
' with the worldview answers
above. As shown, there has been

a dramatic drop in both the



Basic Biblical Worldview and the Expanded Biblical Worldview.

If we compare the 18-29 result from 2010 with the 30-39 result
from 2020 (i.e., the same age cohort 10 years later), we see a
drop from 47% to 25% for the Basic Biblical Worldview and from
32% to 16% for the Expanded Biblical Worldview. So, the
percentage of Born Again Christians with a Biblical Worldview
(of either type) has been cut in half over the last decade.
This result is a startling degradation in worldview beliefs of
Born Again Christians over just 10 years.

However, because the percent of B B i A i s i 16 i
the population who profess to —

being born again has dropped

over the last ten years as well,

the situation is even worse. We

need to look at the percent of

Americans of a particular age

range who hold to a Biblical i

Worldview. Those results are

shown in Figure 6. Once again, comparing the 18-29 age group
from 2010 with the same age group ten years later now 30-39,
we find an even greater drop off. For the Basic Biblical
Worldview, we see a drop off from 13% of the population down
to 6%. For the Expanded Biblical Worldview, the decline is
from 9% down to just over 3% (a drop off of two thirds).

The drop off seen over this ten-year period is more than
dramatic and extremely discouraging. In 2010, we had about 10%
of the population modeling an active biblical worldview.
Although small, 10% of the population means that most people
would know one of these committed Christians. At between 6%
and 3%, the odds of impacting a significant number of
Americans are certainly reduced.

However, we cannot forget that the percent of biblical
worldview Christians in the Roman Empire in AD 60 was much
less than 1% of the population. Three hundred years later



virtually the entire empire was at least nominally Christian.
If we will commit ourselves to “proclaiming the excellencies
of Him who called us out of darkness into His marvelous
light,”{11} God will bring revival to our land.

Second, how do various religious groups stack up against these
questions?

Figure 7 Number of Biblical Worldview Topics Affirmed Rather than look at the two

il ol biblical worldview levels
discussed above, we will look at
how many of the six biblical

- worldview questions they
- answered were consistent with a
i . biblical worldview. In the

chart, we look at 18- to 39-
year-old individuals grouped by
religious affiliation and map what portion answered less than
two of the questions biblically, two or three, four, or more
than four (i.e., five or six).

You can see that there are three distinct patterns. First,
Born Again Christians where almost half of them answered four
or more questions from a biblical perspective (the top two
sections of each bar). Then, we see Other Protestants,
Catholics{12}, and Other Religions{l3} chart about the same,
with over half answering zero or one and very few answering
more than three.

Finally, we see that the Unaffiliated have over 85% who answer
zero or one. This result is one of many we have identified
over the years, clearly showing that the Unaffiliated are not
active Christians who do not want to affiliate with a
particular group. Some have suggested this possibility, but
the data does not support that hopeful concept.

Third, what do they say about God and His relationship to the
world?



People have many different views of God or gods in this life.
In this chart, we look at how 18-to 39-year old respondents
define God across the different religious affiliations used in
the prior chart. Our respondents were asked: Which of the
following descriptions comes closest to what you personally
believe to be true about God? They were given the following
answers to choose from (without the titles).

1. God Rules: God is the all-powerful, all-knowing, perfect
creator of the universe who rules the world today.

2. Impersonal Force: God refers to the total realization of
personal human potential OR God represents a state of higher
consciousness that a person may reach.

3. Deism: God created but is no longer involved with the
world today.

4. Many gods: There are many gods, each with their different
power and authority.

5. No God: There is no such thing as God.
6. Don’t Know: Don’t know

Once again, the answers fall into three groups. A vast
majority of Born Again Christians (~80%) believe in a creator
God who is still active in the world today. It is somewhat
surprising that over 20% ascribe to a different view of God.
The second group consists of Other Protestants who do not
claim to be born again, Catholics and Other Religions. These
groups are remarkably similar in their responses with around
40% who believe in an active, creator God. So, the remaining
60% have a different view. The third group are the
Unaffiliated with less than 10% professing belief in an
active, creator God. Over 50% believe in no God or they just
don’'t know. Overall, only about one third of Americans 55 and
under believe in an active, creator God. We must admit that
America is not a Judeo-Christian nation as the belief in God



is central to Judeo-Christian views. From an evangelistic
viewpoint, one needs to be prepared to explain why someone
should believe in a creator God. The Probe Ministries website,
www.probe.org, 1is an excellent place to explore the topic.{14}

Summary

This document begins the process of understanding the status
and trends of religious beliefs and behaviors in the America
of this third decade of the twenty first century. Several
findings addressed above are worth highlighting in summary.

e Unaffiliated Americans continue their growth toward one
half of the population which began before the turn of this
century. The current number of young adults (under the age
of 40) who are unaffiliated ranges between one third and one
half of our population.

« The percentage of young adult Americans who claim to be
Born Again Protestants has declined slightly among the
youngest group (18-29) but has remained fairly constant
during this century.

* Other Protestants and Catholics have seen marked declines
during this century. The percentage of young adult Other
Protestants has dropped by one half (from about one quarter
of the population to about one eighth) since 1988.

e Born Again Christians are the only group to have a
significant number of adherents who profess to having a
Basic Biblical Worldview. This worldview is measured by the
answers to four very basic questions at the heart of
Christian doctrine. Even among this group, only about one in
four (25%) of them hold to a Basic Biblical Worldview.

* Over the last ten years, the number of young adult (18-39)
Born Again Christians with a Basic Biblical Worldview has
dropped by two thirds from almost 15% of the population down
to about 5%. This is a remarkable and devastating drop in



one decade.

e Just under one half of Born Again Christians agree with
more than three of the six worldview questions. Amongst
other Christian groups and the population as a whole less
than one in ten do so.

e Overall, only about one third of Americans 55 and under
believe in an active, creator God.

In our next release, we will look at how American young adults
e react to the doctrine of Jesus Christ,
 believe that Jesus is the only path to heaven, and
 have a classic view of tolerance.

In the meantime, be in prayer about what you can do in your
sphere of influence to stem the trends listed above.

Notes

1. For a detailed analysis of the outcomes of our 2010 survey
and other surveys from that decade, go to our book Cultural
Captives: The Beliefs and Behavior of American Young Adults.

2. The 717 respondents equated to 747 equivalent people when
weighted to adjust for differences between those surveyed and
the distribution of gender, ethnicity, ages, and location as
given by the United States Census Bureau.

3. Our 2010 survey was facilitated by the Barna Group and I
would presume they commonly use these two questions in other
surveys to identify born again Christians.

4. We have looked at religious affiliation from Pew Research,
GSS, PALS, Barna Group and others.

5. General Social Survey data was downloaded from the
Association of Religion Data Archives, www.TheARDA.com, and
were collected by the National Opinion Research Center.

6. Note that the Other Religions category includes Christian
cults (e.g. Mormon, Jehovah'’s Witnesses), Jews, and other
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world religions.

7. In future releases, we will also see that the Unaffiliated
are very unlikely to hold to basic Christian beliefs.

8. U.S. Religious Landscape Survey 2007, U.S. Religious
Landscape Survey 2014, Religious Knowledge Survey 2019 Pew
Forum on Religion & Public Life (a project of The Pew Research
Center). The Pew Research Center bears no responsibility for
the analyses or interpretations of the data presented here.
The data were downloaded from the Association of Religion Data
Archives, www.TheARDA.com, and were collected by the Pew
Research Center.

9. Other answers to select from: God created but is no longer
involved with the world today; God refers to the total
realization of personal human potential; there are many gods,
each with their different power and authority; God represents
a state of higher consciousness that a person may reach; there
is no such thing as God; and don’t know.

10. Born Again Christians include Catholics who answered the
born again questions to allow comparison with the 2010 survey
but in the Catholic category we include all Catholics
including those who are born again.

11. 1 Peter 2:9

12. Catholics here include about 20% who profess to be born
again. That subset is included in both the BA Christian column
and the Catholic column in Figure 7 and Figure 8.

13. One of the reasons that Other Religions include some that
answer more than three worldview questions is that Mormons and
other Christian cults are included in that category.

14. Articles on our website addressing this topic include
Evidence for God's Existence, There is a God, Does God Exist:
A Christian Argument from Non-biblical Sources, The Impotence
of Darwinism, Darwinism: A Teetering House of Cards, and many
others.
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Atheism 2.0? Talking Back to
a TED Talk

In 2011, atheist Alain de Botton gave a now-famous TED talk
“Atheism 2.0.” As part of a seminary class on apologetics,
Probe intern T.S. Weaver was assigned to write a response to
it, which we are honored to publish. First, here is a video of
that TED talk:

Dear Mr. de Botton,

First, I want to say I admire your courage to share these
ideas publicly and I do think you are a gifted orator. I am a
Christian seminary student and have both many things I agree
with and disagree with from your talk. I will try to touch on
them in the order you bring them up in your talk.

To start with when you say, “Of course there’s no God
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now let’s move on. That’s not the end of the story. That’'s the
very very beginning,” I can respect that because I agree that
a truth claim regarding the existence of God is just the
beginning. This truth claim informs our entire worldview and
how we live. To me, knowing there is a God (the same
conclusion to which avowed atheist Sir Antony Flew came) gives
me meaning, purpose, knowledge of where we came from, where we
are going, and how to live. I wonder from your perspective,
though, how without a God, any of these key issues in life can
be addressed. Without a God, where do we come from? What does
life really mean? How do we differentiate between good and
evil? What happens when we die?

Going further in your talk, I must say I too love Christmas
carols, looking at churches, and turning the pages of the 0ld
Testament. We have common ground here, so again, we do not
disagree on everything.

However, evaluating your view again, I do not see how you can
be attracted to the “moralistic side” of religion without the
existence of God. You say you are “stealing from religion;”
that I agree with as well. I wonder if you have thought, if
you are truly an atheist, how can there even be such things as
morals? How can you define good? In relation to what? Where
does this come from? If there is some moral law, have you
thought about where it comes from? Do you think that implies
there must be some sort of law giver? In the atheistic
worldview what is the moral law and who is the law giver?

You go on to say, “There’s nothing wrong with picking out the
best sides of religion.” That sounds nice, but I disagree. You
must either adopt it all or nothing, otherwise you do not have
a worldview that makes sense. There will be self-
contradictions all throughout your view. A perfect example as
I touched on above is your idea of “Atheism 2.0."” It 1is
impossible to adopt a moralistic side because without God
there are no morals. There is no reason to have a moralistic
side. This is a contradiction. Have you considered this?
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As your talk goes on, you say some remarkably interesting
things I have not heard before, even from an atheist. Your
claim the church in the early nineteenth century looked to
culture to find morality, guidance, and sources of consolation
is new to me. I would like to know how you came to this
conclusion. Which denomination? Which church? What was your
source of information? It is noticeably clear to me that the
practice of the (Christian) church is to find all those things
from Scripture and God. In fact, the Bible tells us in several
places not to conform to culture. Here is one example from my
favorite verse: “Do not conform to the pattern of this world,
but be transformed by the renewing of your mind.” (Romans
12:2) So, your claim is the exact opposite of what I as a
Christian know presently and have learned about church
history.

Furthermore, does not this refute how you opened your talk
when you said, “We have done secularism bad”? You even say the
church replacing Scripture with culture is “beautiful” and
“true” and “an idea that we have forgotten.” This is the very
description of how atheists “have done secularism,” is it not?
From my understanding, atheism replaces Scripture with
culture. Is this true, or am I missing something? If it 1is
true, you have already done the reflection on how it 1is
working and concluded it is “bad.” Yet you want to “steal from
religion.” So, if your claim about church history is true,
this is how it falls out: You think secularism has been done
bad and want to instead steal morality from religion. And yet,
religion (according to you) has gotten morality from culture
(i.e., secularism). So, the very thing you would be stealing
is what you yourself already called bad and would end up stuck
with in the end anyway. Nothing has changed. Do you see how
this is incoherent if it were true? Have you thought about
this?

I do like your thoughts about the difference between a sermon
(wanting to change your life) and a lecture (wanting to give



you a bit of information). I also agree we need to get back to
“that sermon tradition,” and we are in need of morality,
guidance, and consolation, because like you said, “We are
barely holding it together.” And I do mean “we” to cover both
the atheist and the Christian alike. This is exactly what
Christianity is about. We cannot “hold it together” on our
own. That is why we have a Savior, and we live dependently on
God, the moral law giver. Now again, you cannot have morality
without the moral law giver. Furthermore, if you get guidance
from atheists preaching sermons are you not facing the same
problem I wrote of in the earlier paragraph? Where is the
guidance coming from? Culture? Have you considered this to be
the blind leading the blind?

I also agree with your point about the value of repetition. I
have so much information coming at me so fast that if I do not
revisit it enough, almost none of it sticks. That is another
reason I am repeating some of my points.

Now you mentioned one of the things you like about religion is
when someone 1is preaching a rousing part of a sermon, we shout
“Amen,” “Thank you Lord,” “Yes Lord,” “Thank you Jesus,” etc.
Your idea of atheists doing this when fellow atheists are
preaching passionate points is both clever and funny. However,
as Rebecca McLaughlin (a Christian) pointed out in her book,
Confronting Christianity, your examples of secular audiences
saying, “Thank you Plato, thank you Shakespeare, thank you
Jane Austen!” falls flat because of the examples you chose.
McLaughlin writes, “One wonders how Shakespeare, whose world
was fundamentally shaped by Christianity, would have felt
about being cast as an atheist icon. But when it comes to Jane
Austen, the answer is clear: a woman of deep, explicit, and
abiding faith in Jesus, she would be utterly appalled.”

Your point on art is amazingly fascinating. You say if you
were a museum curator, you would make a room for love and a
room for generosity. While this sounds beautiful, there is a
problem. This will sound repetitive (helping us both learn and



remember), but it is just like the morality dilemma you have
presented earlier. If no God exists, what is love? What 1is
generosity? How do you define it? Where does it come from? Why
is it valuable? Why is anything valuable?

To beat the dead horse one more time (apologies) . . . In your
closing statements you again you say all these things are
“very good.” Well, what is good? How do you define it? In
relation to what? Where does it come from? How do you know
that? As you earlier confessed, you are stealing from
religion. These stolen values have no grounding if atheism is
true.

I know some of the issues I raised were not necessarily the
purpose of your talk, but in all, I wonder if you have
considered how the facts and implications you presented
correspond to reality. Do you think all the assertions you
made cohere? Do you find your idea of Atheism 2.0 logically
consistent and rational? If you could give a follow up talk,
could you offer any way to verify your claims empirically?
Could you supply answers to the questions of origin, meaning,
morality, and destiny?

Sincerely,

A Christian — T.S. Weaver

Atheist Myths and Scientism

Steve Cable exposes some atheist myths and the false ideology
of scientism, all designed to destroy people’s faith.
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A Two-Pronged Attack Against Christianity

Atheist attacks against American Christianity are gaining more
traction in our society. Their success can be readily seen in
the growth of the number of American young adults who do not
profess to be Christians. Tracking recent trends, around 50%
of American Millennials fall in this category, with most of
those identifying as atheist, agnostic or nothing in
particular. More identify as nothing in particular than as
atheist, but the atheist attacks certainly have a role to play
in their ambivalent feelings about Christianity.

What have atheists done to create a cultural milieu that 1is
drawing more and more young Americans away from Christianity?
In this article, we will focus on two prominent prongs of the
attack against Christianity. Those prongs are:

1. Fabricating myths around the premise that Christianity
and modern science are enemies of one another and have been
so since the advent of modern science, and

2. Promoting the philosophy of scientism as the only way to
view science.

First, the myths are an attempt to cause people to believe
that the Christian church and a Christian worldview were and
are anti-science. They want us to believe that the findings of
science are counter to the make-believe teachings of
Christianity and the Bible. They want us to look back at
history and believe that the church was actively opposing and
trying to suppress scientific knowledge. As Michael Keas tells
us in his 2019 book Unbelievable, “These stories are nothing
but myths. And yet some leading scientists . . . offer these
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stories as unassailable truth. These myths make their way into
science textbooks . . . (and) enter into popular culture,
whereby the myths pass as accepted wisdom.”{1}

However, many historians and philosophers have correctly
pointed out that the Christian worldview of an orderly
universe created by an involved God produced the mindset that
gave birth to the scientific revolution. In his book How the
West Won, sociologist Rodney Stark states, “Christianity was
essential to the rise of science, which is why science was a
purely Western phenomenon . . . science only arose 1in
Christian Europe because only medieval Europeans believed that
science was possible and desirable. And the basis of their
belief was their image of God and his creation.”{2} In this
article, we consider the key figures who propagated this myth
and some of the falsified stories they have foisted upon us.

Second, they want us to accept scientism as the only valid way
to view the role of science in our understanding of the
universe. What is scientism? In his 2018 book Scientism and
Secularism, professor of philosophy J. P Moreland defines it
this way: “Scientism is the view that the hard sciences

provide the only genuine knowledge of reality. . . . What 1is
crucial to scientism is . . . the thought that the scientific
is much more valuable than the non-scientific. . . . When you

have competing knowledge claims from different sources, the
scientific will always trump the non-scientific.”{3}

But scientism “is not a doctrine of science; rather it is a
doctrine of philosophy . . . (In fact,) scientism distorts
science.”{4} This philosophical doctrine came into favor among
the public not because of scientific results, but rather as
the result of proponents presenting it in popular ways as if
it were the undisputable truth. As Moreland points out, “It is
not even a friend of science but rather its enemy.”{5}



Myths about Christianity and Science

Atheists want to create stories to demonstrate that Christians
are and have been the enemies of scientific exploration and
discovery. Why this drive to recreate the past? They want to
encourage people to turn away from Christianity as an enemy of
science and weaken the faith of believers.

As Michael Keas makes evident in Unbelievable, this thinking
is not based on reality. Instead, historical myths have been
created to bolster their position either as a result of
ignorance of the actual history or intentional deceit. After
creating these myths, they use the educational system and mass
media to ingrain these myths into the thinking of the masses.

Keas specifically looks at seven myths used for this purpose
which we find embedded in our textbooks and proclaimed by
popular television programs. To understand the nature of these
myths, let’'s consider two of the ones discussed by Keas.

Many of you learned of the Dark Ages, a period of time between
A.D. 500 and 1500 where textbooks have claimed that science
and the arts were stifled by the control of the church which
opposed scientific understanding. In truth, this view is not
supported by historical evaluations of that time. As reported
in Stark’s revealing book, How the West Won, “Perhaps the most
remarkable aspect of the Dark Ages myth is that it was imposed
on what was actually “one of the great innovative eras of
mankind.” During this period technology was developed and put
into use on a scale no civilization had previously known.{6}
Keas found that this myth first appeared in textbooks in the
1800s but did not surface with an anti-Christian slant until
the 1960s. Carl Sagan, and later Neal deGrasse Tyson, would
help promulgate this myth on television through their Cosmos
series.

Another myth exploded by Keas is that “Copernicus demoted
humans from the privileged ‘center of the universe’ and



thereby <challenged religious doctrines about human
importance.”{7} In fact, Copernicus as a Christian did not
consider his discovery that the earth orbited the sun a
demotion for earth or humans. What Copernicus saw as unveiling
the mysteries of God’s creation over time began to be pictured
as a great humiliation for Christians. In the 1950s some
scientific writers began using the term “the Copernican
principle” to refer to the idea “that the Earth is not in a
central, specially favored position”{8} in the cosmos. As one
Harvard professor has noted, “This is the principle of
mediocrity, and Copernicus would have been shocked to find his
name associated with it.”{9}

Keas also documents how this atheist strategy also pretends
that many early scientists were not Christians. Johannes
Kepler, known for his discovery of the three laws of planetary
motion, 1s cited by Sagan in Cosmos as someone who “despaired
of ever attaining salvation,”{10} implying that Kepler always
felt this way. Sagan leads one to believe that in his
astronomical discoveries Kepler was somehow freed from this
concern. Yet from Kepler’'s own writing it is very clear that
he was a Christian, telling people shortly before his death
that he was saved “solely by the merit of our savior Jesus
Christ.” And speaking of his scientific endeavors he wrote,
“God wanted us to recognize them [i.e. mathematical natural
laws] by creating us after his own image so that we could
share in his own thoughts.”{11}

Much of the reported relationship between science and
Christianity is a myth made up to strengthen the atheist
position that science repudiates Christianity and makes it
superfluous and dangerous in today’s enlightened world.
Nothing could be further from the truth, as a Christian
worldview was foundational for the development and application
of the scientific method.



Methodological Naturalism: A Farce

What about the prevalence of scientism, a belief system
claiming that the hard sciences provide the only genuine
knowledge of reality?

When considered carefully, the whole concept of scientism is a
farce. Why? Because as philosopher J. P. Moreland points out,
“Strong scientism is a philosophical assertion that claims
that philosophical assertions are neither true nor can be
known; only scientific assertions can be true and known.”{12}
So the premise is self-refuting. They are saying that only
scientific facts can be objectively true. Thus, the statement
that only scientific facts can be true must be false because
it is a philosophical assertion, not a scientific fact.

Another example of the faulty philosophy behind scientism
comes 1in their insistence on adopting methodological
naturalism as a criterion for science. Methodological
naturalism is “the idea that, while doing science, one must
seek only natural causes or explanations for scientific
data.”{13} This idea immediately demotes science from being
the search for the truth about observable items in this
universe to being the search for the most plausible natural
cause no matter how implausible it may be.

Although they appear to be unsure as to whether to apply the
concept uniformly to all forms of science, its proponents are
sure that it definitely should be applied to the field of
evolutionary science. They make the a priori assumption that
life as we know it originated and developed by strictly
impersonal, unintelligent forces. No intelligence can be
allowed to enter the process in any way. This approach to
trying to understand the current state of life on earth is
certainly an interesting exercise leading to a multitude of
theories and untestable speculations. It is a challenging
mental exercise and is valuable as such. However, scientism
does not stop there. They declare that their unsupported (and



I would say unsupportable) theories must be the truth about
our origins, at least until replaced by another strictly
naturalistic theory.

This approach seems to be an odd (and unfruitful) way to go
after the truth due to at least three reasons. First, many
other areas of science which include intelligent agents in
their hypotheses are respected and their results generally
accepted, common examples being archaeology and forensic
science. Second, the current state of evolutionary science
primarily appears to be tearing holes in prior theories, e.qg.
Darwinian evolution, rather than closing in on a plausible
explanation. And, third, scientists are continuing to find
evidence supporting a hypothesis that intelligent actions were
involved in the formulation of life on earth.

If the sum of the available evidence is more directly
explained by the involvement of some intelligent agent, then
it would be reasonable to accept that potential explanation as
the leading contender for the truth until some other answer is
developed that is more closely supported by the available
evidence. This is the attitude embraced by the intelligent
design community. They embrace it because so much of the
evidence supports it, including

1. the inability of other hypothesis to account for the
first appearance of life,

2. the complexity of the simplest life forms with no chain
of less complex forms leading up to thenm,

3. the relativity sudden appearance of all types of life
forms in the fossil record,

4. the fine tuning of the parameters of the universe to
support life on earth, and

5. the emergence of consciousness within humans.

In contrast, those supporting theistic evolution appear to do
so in order to conform to the methodological naturalism of
their peers. They claim to believe that God does intervene in



nature through acts such as the miracles of Jesus and His
resurrection. But they claim that God did not intervene in the
processes leading up to the appearance of mankind on this
planet. In my opinion, they take this stance not because the
evidence demands it, but because methodological naturalism
does not allow it. As Moreland opines, “Methodological
naturalism is one bad way to put science and Christianity
together.”{14}

Things Science Cannot Explain / God of
the Gaps

As we have seen, scientism is a philosophy that says the only
real knowledge to be found is through application of the hard
sciences and that no intelligence can be involved in any of
our hypotheses. So, they believe hard science must be capable
of explaining everything (even if it currently doesn’t).

In this section we will consider some very important things
that science cannot now nor ever be able to explain. In his
book, Scientism and Secularism, J. P. Moreland lists five such
things for us.

First, the origin of the universe cannot be explained by
science. Why? Science has been able to identify that the
universe most likely had a beginning point. But as Moreland
points out, “Science can provide evidence that the universe
had a beginning; it cannot, even in principle, explain that
beginning; that is, it cannot say what caused it. . . No real
thing can pop into existence from nothing.”{15} He points out
three specific logical reasons science cannot address this
issue:

1. A scientific explanation cannot be used to explain the
universe because scientific explanations presuppose the
universe.



2. Science cannot explain the origin of time and without
time no explanation can be considered.

3. Coming-into-existence 1is not a process which can be
reviewed and explained because it is an instantaneous event.
Something either does or does not exist.

Second, the origin of the fundamental laws of nature. All
scientific explanations presuppose these laws. We can conceive
of a universe where these laws might be different resulting in
a different reality, but we cannot explain how our universe
came into being with the laws we see active around us.

Third, the fine-tuning of the universe to support life. As far
as science 1s concerned the parameters of the forces within
this universe can be observed but we cannot know what caused
them to assume the values they do. However, in recent years it
has been discovered that our universe “is a razor’s edge of
precisely balanced life permitting conditions.”{16} Over one
hundred parameters of this universe, such as the force of
gravity, the charge of an electron, the rate of expansion of
the universe, etc., must be precisely balanced or there could
be no life in the universe. Science cannot answer the question
of why our universe can support life.

Fourth, the origin of consciousness. In this context
consciousness 1is the ability to be aware of oneself and
entertain thoughts about things which are outside of oneself
and possibly outside of one’s experience. From a naturalist
point of view, “the appearance of mind 1s utterly
unpredictable and inexplicable.”{17} However, God may choose
to create conscious beings; beings that are capable of asking
about and discovering the works of their creator.

Fifth, the existence of moral laws. As the late atheist
philosopher Mackie admitted, the emergence of moral properties
would constitute a refutation of naturalism and evidence for
theism: “Moral properties constitute so odd a cluster of



properties and relations that they are most unlikely to have
arisen in the ordinary course of events without an all-
powerful god to create them.”{18}

These five important questions can never be answered if
scientism’s flawed premise were true. However, Christian
theism answers each of these questions and those answers are
true if God is the real creator of the universe.

Integrating Christianity and Science

Scientism claims that you cannot integrate Christianity and
science. Instead, they claim all theology is nonsense and only
science exists to give us the truth. As Moreland points out,
“One of the effects of scientism, then, 1s making the ridicule
of Christianity’s truth claims more common and acceptable
(which is one of scientism’s goals).”{19}

If this view is clearly wrong, how should we as Christians
view science and its relationship with Christianity and the
Bible? First, we need to understand that the topics addressed
by science are in most cases peripheral to the topics covered
in the Bible. The Bible is primarily concerned with God’s
efforts to restore people from their state as enemies of God
back into eternal fellowship with Him.

One area of significant interaction is the question of how
this universe came to exist in its current state. How one
views that interaction (i.e. as adversarial or as
complementary) depends on whether they are clinging to the
unsupported myth of unguided evolution or to the new science
of intelligent design. As Moreland states, “Science has done
more to confirm the Christian God’'s existence than to
undermine it, and science has provided little or no evidence
against belief of theism. Science has, however, raised
challenges to various biblical texts, and Christians need to
take those challenges seriously.”{20}



Moreland suggests there are five ways to relate issues 1in
science and Christian philosophy. Let’s consider two of those
methods. One is the complementarity model. In this model, two
disciplines are addressing the same object or feature but from
different, essentially non-overlapping perspectives. “Neither
one purports to tell the whole story, but both make true
claims about reality.”{21} This is the model used by advocates
of theistic evolution who take as gospel the latest claims of
evolutionary science while saying of course God kicked off the
whole process including us in His plan for the universe.

Another way to interact is called the direct interaction
model. In this model, theories from theology and from science
may directly interact with one another on some topic, either
positively or negatively. One area might raise rational
difficulties for the other. This approach has the most
potential for bringing information from different fields
together into a fuller picture of truth. Intelligent design 1is
an area where this model is applied as it questions the
validity of eliminating intelligence from the options
considered in understanding the development of life on earth.

Since scientism swears that science is the only source of
truth, even when scientists cannot agree as to what that
scientific truth is, they want to discount inputs from any
other source no matter how helpful. So the direct interaction
model is a difficult road to take. What are the rational
criteria for going against the experts? Moreland suggests
there are four criteria for Christian theologians to decide to
take this road.

1. Make sure there is not a reasonable interpretation of the
Bible that resolves the tension.

2. There is a band of academically qualified scholars who
are unified in rejecting the view held by a majority of the
relevant experts. In this way, we know that there are people
who are familiar with the details of the majority view, who



do not believe that it 1is true.

3. There are good non-rational explanations for why the
expert majority holds the problematic view. For historical,
sociological, or theological reasons, the majority is not
ready to abandon their position rather than because their
evidence is overwhelming. “For example, the shift from
creationism to Darwinism was primarily, though not
exclusively, a shift in philosophy of science.”{22}

Given the large amount of evidential support for a Christian
worldview, any view that is counter to central components of a
Christian worldview should be rejected precisely for that
reason. Any view meeting the first three criteria that also
attempts to undermine key parts of a Christian worldview will
be overwhelmed by the significant rational support for a
Christian worldview.

As followers of the God of real truth, Christians need to
realize that the so-called truths being taught to justify
science over theology are in fact myths and/or self-refuting
statements. Every Christian needs to be able to address these
fallacies in today’s popular science culture. Equip your young
adults with this understanding and more by attending our
summer event called Mind Games Camp. More information can be
found at probe.org/mindgames.
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Historical Criticism and the
Bible

Historical criticism of the Bible often threatens believers’
faith. Dr. Michael Gleghorn explains that it is often grounded
in false assumptions.

What Is Historical Criticism?

Throughout the history of Christianity, students of the Bible
have used many different methods of interpreting the text. But
since the Enlightenment, one particular method (or rather,
family of methods) has been quite influential, especially in
the academy.{1l} I'm speaking of what 1is often called


https://probe.org/historical-criticism-and-the-bible/
https://probe.org/historical-criticism-and-the-bible/

historical criticism, or the historical-critical method of
biblical interpretation.

So what is historical criticism, you ask? Although
the term gets used in different ways, I will here be using it
to refer to a method of biblical interpretation which attempts
to read the Bible as a purely human document from the distant
past. In other words, the historical-critical method does not
typically regard the Bible as divinely inspired. It is merely
a human book, like any other, and should thus be read like any
other book."”{2}

In the past (and to some extent even today) scholars liked to
portray this method as “scientific” in character, able to
obtain “assured” and “objective” interpretive results. But
critics tell a different story. For example, Eta Linnemann,
who before her conversion to Christianity was a well-respected
scholarly advocate of historical-criticism, claims that in
practice the so-called “scientific” character of this method
is grounded in a prior assumption of naturalism, perhaps even
atheism. As Linnemann observes, “Research 1s conducted

if there were no God.'"”{3}

Another critic of this method is the renowned Christian
philosopher Alvin Plantinga. After rehearsing certain
principles of historical investigation, which many historical
critics would endorse, Plantinga notes that these principles
are understood “to preclude” God’'s direct involvement in the
world. {4} Because of this, he notes, such principles “imply
that God has not in fact specially inspired any human authors
in such a way that what they write is really divine speech
addressed to us; nor has he . . . performed miracles of any
other sorts.”{5}
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As I'm sure you can see, at least some of the results of this
method come about simply because of assumptions the
interpreter brings to the text. The problem, however, is that
the assumptions are biased against Christianity in favor of
naturalism. We must thus think rather critically about the
historical-critical method. But first, we need a bit of
background on how and when this method originated.

The Origins of Historical Criticism

Although many scholars helped develop the historical-critical
method, Johann Salomo Semler, an eighteenth-century
theologian, is widely regarded as its “father.”{6} Semler was
primarily interested in “critical work” on the canon of
biblical writings.{7} For our purposes, the “canon” can simply
be thought of as the books of the 0ld and New Testaments. The
Church regards these books as the divinely inspired Word of
God and, hence, completely authoritative for Christian faith
and practice.

Semler, however, considered these books (especially those of
the 0ld Testament) to be largely of merely historical
interest. They might give us some interesting information
about the religion of ancient Israel or (in the case of the
New Testament) the beliefs of the early church, but they could
not be regarded, at least in their entirety, as the divinely
inspired Word of God.{8} Hence, Semler was led to make a
distinction between “the Scriptures and the Word of God.”{9}
Although the Church had always considered the Scriptures to be
the Word of God, Semler made a distinction between them. In
his opinion, “some books belong in the Bible through
historical decisions of past ages, but do not make wise unto
salvation.”{10} Books of this sort, he reasoned, can still be
called “Scripture” (for they are part of the biblical canon),
but they are not the Word of God (for in his view, they are
not divinely inspired).
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Although historical criticism continued to be developed after
Semler, it’s easy to see why many consider him to be this
method’s “father.” In his own study of the Bible, Semler
generally disregarded any claims that either it or the Church
might make regarding its divine inspiration and authority and
attempted instead to read the Bible like any other book. In
the opinion of theologian Gerhard Maier, it’s “the general
acceptance” of Semler’s view which “has plunged theology into
an endless chain of perplexities and inner
contradictions.”{11} Before we examine such difficulties,
however, we must first consider why so many scholars see value
in the historical-critical method.

Some Proposed Benefits of Historical
Criticism

To begin, virtually everyone agrees that when you're
attempting to understand a book of the Bible, it can be
helpful to know something about the origin of the book. Who
was the author? When did he live? What sorts of things were
happening at the time the book was written? Was the author
influenced by any of these things, or attempting to respond to
them in some way? Who was he writing for? How might they have
understood him? Answering such questions can often clarify
what the author may have been trying to communicate in his
book. Historical critics are right to see this as an important

part of understanding the books of the Bible. And most
everyone agrees on this point.{12}

More controversial would be the principles of historical
investigation originally proposed by Ernst Troeltsch in an
essay written in 1898.{13} These principles are still
generally embraced (though with some modifications) by
historical critics today.{14} Briefly stated, Troeltsch
proposed three principles that can simply be called the
principles of criticism, analogy, and correlation.{15}



Although there’s no universal agreement about how these
principles should be used in actually doing historical
research, historical-critical scholars have generally regarded
these principles as helpful guides in critically evaluating
what is written in the Bible in their effort to determine what
really happened. This 1is considered a great benefit of
historical criticism. For, rather than simply accepting the
claims of a biblical author wuncritically, Troeltsch’s
principles provide some help in critically evaluating such
reports in order to assess their believability.{16}

Now in one sense this is commendable, for it is good to search
for truth about what the Bible is trying to teach us. But
there’s a problem with how these principles are typically
understood by historical-critical scholars. As the Christian
philosopher Alvin Plantinga reminds us, such scholars
generally take these principles to exclude any “direct divine
action in the world.”{17} That is, such principles forbid us
to believe that God has ever directly intervened in the world
which He has made. And for Christians, this presents a real
difficulty with historical criticism.

Some Problems with Historical Criticism

According to Christian scholars Norman Geisler and William
Nix, a fundamental problem with historical criticism is that
“it is based on an unjustified antisupernatural bias which it
superimposes on the biblical documents.”{18} This can easily
be seen by examining some of the things which have been
written by proponents and advocates of this method.

For example, Rudolf Bultmann, who was interested 1in
“demythologizing” the New Testament, famously wrote, “It is
impossible to use electric light . . . and to avail ourselves
of modern medical . . . discoveries, and at the same time to
believe in the New Testament world of spirits and
miracles.”{19} Similarly, another theologian has written that



whatever the biblical authors may have believed about such
things, “we believe that the biblical people lived in the
same” world we do, that is “one in which no divine wonders
transpired and no divine voices were heard.”{20}

Now if we ask such scholars why it is that we’re to think that
miracles are either unbelievable or impossible, we’ll usually
notice rather quickly that the responses are generally short
on arguments and long on assumptions. That is, such scholars
typically just assume that God is not directly involved in the
world and that miracles never occur. But if a personal Creator
of the universe exists (and there are good reasons to think
that one does), then why should we simply assume that He would
never directly intervene in the world which He has made? Such
intervention would hardly seem impossible. And if it produced
an effect which would not have come about had nature been left
to itself, then this could quite properly be regarded as a
miracle.

So it seems to me that if a personal God exists, then miracles
are possible. And if miracles are possible, then it is nothing
more than “an unjustified antisupernatural bias” (as Geisler
and Nix assert) to simply assume that the Bible’'s reports of
miracles are all false and unbelievable. And since historical
criticism of the Bible often begins with just such an
assumption, it appears to offer us an inadequate method for
correctly reading the Bible.

An Alternative to Historical Criticism

Having looked at some problems with historical criticism, we
can now consider a preferable alternative, namely, theological
interpretation. {21}

So what is theological interpretation? As I’'m using the
terminology here, it’s a method of reading the Bible like a
Christian, with the aim “of knowing God and of being formed
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unto godliness.”{22} Theological interpretation takes a sober
and serious account of what Christianity is, believes, and
teaches. It then attempts to read and interpret the Bible as
“a word from God about God.”{23}

It’'s a radically different way of reading the Bible from that
practiced by historical critics. Of course, as theologian
Russell Reno reminds us, “There is obviously a historical
dimension” to the truth found in the Bible. “Nevertheless,” he
continues, “to be a Christian is to believe that the truth
found in the Bible is the very same truth we enter into by way
of baptism, the same truth we confess in our creeds, the same
truth we receive in the bread and wine of the Eucharist.”{24}

But historical criticism attempts to read the Bible in the
same way one would read any other book from the ancient world.
It assumes that the Bible is merely a human book. The only way
to really understand a book of the Bible, then, is to try to
understand how it originated and what the original author was
trying to say.

Theological interpretation, on the other hand, does not view
the Bible as a merely human book. Of course, it realizes that
each of the biblical books has a human author. But it also
insists, along with the consensual teaching of the Christian
community, that each of these books also has a Divine
author.{25} It thus views the Bible as a divinely-inspired
document.

Is this a legitimate way to read the Bible? Alvin Plantinga
has written extensively on the theory of knowledge.{26}
According to him, the biblical scholar who is also a Christian
“has a perfect right to assume Christian belief in pursuing
her inquiries.” Doing so, he says, is just as legitimate as
assuming the principles of historical criticism.{27} Indeed,
for the Christian it is arguably better—for it allows us to
read the Bible in continuity with the tradition and faith we
profess and believe.
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Lessons from C.S. Lewis

Two issues which vex Christians today are moral subjectivism
and the origin of the world. Through a couple of his recorded
lectures, C.S. Lewis provides helpful insights and answers to
the challenges we face.

The Poison of Subjectivism

C.S. Lewis was both a serious scholar who could tangle with
the great minds of his day and a popular author who had the
wonderful ability to write for children. Lewis, who died in
1963, is still an intellectual force who is well worth
reading.
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I want to dig into Lewis’s thinking on a few
subjects which are still applicable today. Studying
writers like Lewis helps us love God with our
minds.

Are Values Created by Us?

Let’s begin with a very pertinent issue today, that of
subjectivism. Subjectivism 1is the belief that individual
persons—or subjects—are the source of knowledge and moral
values. What is true or morally good finds its final authority
in people, not in an external source like God. Today there is
more of an emphasis on groups of people rather than
individuals. However, truth and morality arise from our own
ideas or feelings.

Over the last few hundred years there have been many attempts
to work out ethical systems that are grounded in our
subjective states apart from God but somehow provide universal
moral values. That project has been a failure. The individual
is now left to his or her own devices to figure out how to
live, except, of course, for laws of the state.

”n

In a lecture titled “The Poison of Subjectivism,” Lewis
scrutinizes subjectivist thinking with a special focus on what
he calls “practical reason.” Practical reason 1is our capacity
for deciding what to do, how to act. It has to do with
judgments of value. It is different from theoretical reason
which deals with, well, theories. Practical reason answers the
question, What should I do?

It sounds odd today to talk about moral values as matters of
reason since people tend more to go with what they feel is the
right thing to do. But this is just the problem, Lewis says.
“Until modern times,” he wrote, “no thinker of the first rank
ever doubted that our judgements of value were rational
judgements or that what they discovered was objective.”{1} In
other words, matters of value have not always been separated
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from the realm of reason.
Lewis continues:

Out of this apparently innocent idea [that values are
subjective] comes the disease that will certainly end our
species (and, in my view, damn our souls) if it is not
crushed; the fatal superstition that men can create values,
that a community can choose its ‘ideology’ as men choose
their clothes.{2}

Just as we don’t measure the physical length of something by
itself, but rather use a measuring instrument such as a
yardstick, we also need a moral “instrument” for deciding what
is good or bad. Otherwise, what we do isn’t good or bad, it'’s
just . . . what we do.

Cultural Relativism

A prominent form of moral relativism today is cultural
relativism. This 1is the belief that each culture chooses its
own values regardless of the values other cultures choose.
There is no universal moral norm. This idea is supposed to
come from the observation that different cultures have
different sets of values. A leap is made from there to the
claim that that is how things should be.

We're often tempted to counter such a notion with the simple
answer that the Bible says otherwise. Lewis provides a good
lesson in doing apologetics by subjecting the belief itself to
scrutiny. Cultural relativism is based on the assumption that
cultures are very different with respect to values. Lewis
claims that all the supposed differences are exaggerated. The
idea that “cultures differ so widely that there is no common
tradition at all” is a 1lie, he says; “a good, solid,
resounding lie.” He elaborates:

If a man will go into a library and spend a few days with



the Encyclopedia of Religion and Ethics he will soon
discover that massive unanimity of the practical reason 1in
man. From the Babylonian Hymn to Samos, from the Laws of
Manu, the Book of the Dead, the Analects, the Stoics, the
Platonists, from Australian aborigines and Redskins, he will
collect the same triumphantly monotonous denunciations of
oppression, murder, treachery and falsehood, the same
injunctions of kindness to the aged, the young, and the
weak, of almsgiving and impartiality and honesty. He may be
a little surprised . . . to find that precepts of mercy are
more frequent than precepts of justice; but he will no
longer doubt that there is such a thing as the Law of
Nature. There are, of course, differences. . . . But the
pretence that we are presented with a mere chaos . . . 1is
simply false.{3}

Someone might ask whether the Fall of Adam and Eve made us
incapable of knowing this law. But Lewis insists that the Fall
didn’t damage our knowledge of the law as much as it did our
ability to obey it. There is impairment, to be sure. But as he
says, “there is a difference between imperfect sight and
blindness.”{4}

We still have a knowledge of good and evil. The good that we
seek 1s not found within the subject, within us. It 1is rooted
in God. It is neither above God as a law He has to follow, nor
is it a set of rules God arbitrarily made up. It comes from
His nature. And, since we are made in His image, it suits our
nature to live according to it.

Is Theology Poetry?

In 1944, Lewis was invited to speak at a meeting of the
University Socratic Club at Oxford. The topic was, “Is
Theology Poetry?”{5}

Lewis defines poetry here as, “writing which arouses and in



part satisfies the imagination.” He thus restates the question
this way: “Does Christian Theology owe its attraction to its
power of arousing and satisfying our imagination?”{6}

Why would this question even be raised? This was the era of
such scholars as Rudolph Bultmann who believed the message of
the Bible was encrusted in supernatural ideas unacceptable to
modern people. Bultmann wanted to save Christian truth by
“demythologizing” it.

Some Problems

It has been assumed by some critics that until modern times
people didn’t know the difference between reality and fantasy.
But this is a condescending attitude. People know the
difference for the most part, even premodern people—and even
Christians! In fact, Lewis believes there are elements 1in
Christian theology which work against it as poetry. He says,
for example, that the doctrine of the Trinity doesn’t have the
“monolithic grandeur” of Unitarian conceptions of God, or the
richness of polytheism. God’s omnipotence, for another
example, doesn’'t fit the poetic image of the hero who 1is
tragically defeated in the end.{7}

Critics point out that the Bible contains some of the same
elements found in other religions—creation accounts, floods,
risings from the dead-and conclude that it is just another
example of ancient mythology. Lewis says there are notable
differences. For example, in the pagan stories, people die and
rise again either every year or at some unknown time and
place, whereas the resurrection of Christ happened once and in
a recognizable location.

However, we shouldn’t shy away from the fact that our theology
will sometimes resemble mythological accounts. Why? Because we
cannot state it in completely non-metaphorical, nonsymbolic
forms. “God came down to earth” is metaphorical language, as
is “God entered history.” “All language about things other



than physical objects is necessarily metaphorical,” Lewis

says.{8}

Did early Christians believe the metaphorical language of
Scripture literally? Lewis says “the alternative we are
offering them [between literal and metaphorical] was probably
never present to their minds at all.”{9} While early
Christians would have thought of their faith wusing
anthropomorphic imagery, that doesn’t mean their faith was
bound up with details about celestial throne rooms and the
like. Lewis says that once the symbolic nature of some of
Scripture became explicit, they recognized it for what it was
without feeling their faith was compromised.

The Myth of Evolution

Lewis had a wonderful way of turning criticisms back on the
critics. So they believe Christian doctrine is mythological
because of its language? They should look to their own
beliefs! These critics, Lewis says, believe “one of the finest
myths which human imagination has yet produced,” the myth of
blind evolution. This is how he describes this myth.{10}

The story begins with infinite void and matter. By a tiny
chance the conditions are such to produce the first spark of
life. Everything is against it, but somehow it survives. “With
infinite suffering, against all but insuperable obstacles,”
Lewis says, “it spreads, it breeds, it complicates itself,
from the amoeba up to the plant, up to the reptile, up to the
mammal. We glance briefly at the age of monsters. Dragons
prowl the earth, devour one another, and die. . . . As the
weak, tiny spark of life began amidst the huge hostilities of
the inanimate, so now again, amidst the beasts that are far
larger and stronger than he, there comes forth a little naked,
shivering, cowering creature, shuffling, not yet erect,
promising nothing, the product of another millionth millionth
chance. Yet somehow he thrives.” He becomes the Cave Man who



worships the horrible gods he made in his own image. Then
comes true Man who learns to master nature. “Science comes and
dissipates the superstitions of his infancy.” Man becomes the
controller of his fate.

Zoom into the future, when a race of demigods rules the
planet, “for eugenics have made certain that only demigods
will be born, and psychoanalysis that none of them shall lose
or smirch his divinity, and communism that all which divinity
requires shall be ready to their hands. Man has ascended to
his throne. Henceforward he has nothing to do but to practice
virtue, to grow in wisdom, to be happy.”

The last scene in the story reverses everything. We have the
Twilight of the Gods. The sun cools, the universe runs down,
life is banished. “All ends in nothingness, and ‘universal
darkness covers all."'”

“The pattern of the myth thus becomes one of the noblest we
can conceive,” Lewis says. “It is the pattern of many
Elizabethan tragedies, where the protagonist’s career can be
represented by a slowly ascending and then rapidly falling
curve, with its highest point in Act IV.”

“Such a world drama appeals to every part of us,” Lewis says.
However, even though he personally found it a moving story,
Lewis said he believed less than half of what it told him
about the past and less than nothing of what it told him about
the future.{11}

This kind of response to the critic of Christianity doesn’t
prove that the critic is wrong. Just to show that he has his
own mythology doesn’t prove he is wrong about Christianity.
That’s called a tu quoque argument, which means “you too.” It
serves, however, to make the critic hesitate before making
simplistic charges against Christians. What is important about
a belief system isn’t first of all whether it contains
poetical elements. It’s whether it is true.



Naturalism and Reason

Having pointed out that the critic has his own mythology,
Lewis examines another aspect of the issue, that of the
reliability of reason, the primary tool of science.

Critics were purportedly looking at Christian doctrine from a
scientific perspective. They believed that the findings of
science made religious belief unacceptable. Lewis was no
outsider to the atheistic mentality often found among
scientists; he had been an atheist himself. Yet even as such,
he didn’t have a triumphal vision of science as being the
welcomed incoming tide that overtook the old mythological view
of the world held by Christians. Lewis had accepted as truth
the “grand myth” of evolution which I recounted previously,
but he came to see a serious problem with it quite apart from
any religious convictions. “Deepening distrust and final
abandonment of it,” Lewis wrote, “long preceded my conversion
to Christianity. Long before I believed Theology to be true I
had already decided that the popular scientific picture at any
rate was false.”{12} There was “one absolutely central
inconsistency” that ruined it. This was the inconsistency of
basing belief in evolution on human reason when the belief
itself made reason suspect!{13}

What Lewis calls “the popular scientific view” or “the
Scientific OQutlook” is based on naturalism, the view that
nature is all there 1is; there is no supernatural being or
realm. Everything must be explained in terms of the natural
order; the “Total System,” Lewis calls it.{14} If there’s any
one thing that cannot be given a satisfactory naturalistic
explanation, then naturalism falls.

Lewis contends that reason itself is something that can’t be
explained in naturalistic terms. This 1is an especially
pertinent matter, because reason is one of the primary tools
of science, and science 1s the great authority for
evolutionists.



Science, Lewis says, depends upon logical inferences from
observed facts. Unless logical inference is valid, scientific
study has no basis. But if reason is “simply the unforeseen
and unintended by-product of mindless matter at one stage of
its endless and aimless becoming,” how can we trust it? How do
we know our thoughts reflect reality? How can we trust the
random movement of atoms in our brain to reliably convey to us
knowledge of the world outside us? “They ask me at the same
moment to accept a conclusion,” Lewis says, “and to discredit
the only testimony on which that conclusion can be based.”{15}

In short, then, if reason is our authority for believing in
naturalistic evolution, but the theory of evolution makes us
question reason, the whole theory is without solid foundation.

The science of the evolutionist cannot explain reason.
Christianity, however, can. In fact, it explains much more
than that. Lewis ends the lecture with one of his famous
guotations, one that is hanging on my office door: “I believe
in Christianity,” he says, “as I believe that the Sun has
risen: not only because I see it, but because by it I see
everything else.”{16}
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What Does It Mean To Live
With an Eternal Perspective?

Sue Bohlin, who has been working on developing an eternal
perspective for decades, provides some examples of how to do
that.

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

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

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

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

But how do we get an eternal perspective?
Seeing the Unseen

As I've grown older, 2 Corinthians 4:16-18 has become my new
life verse:

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

We have to work at seeing the unseen and eternal. We do that
with the eyes of our hearts. We do that by training ourselves
to view everything through the lens of God’s word.

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

I look at earthly things and wonder, “How does this connect to
the spirit realm? How does this connect to what is unseen and
eternal?” (For examples, look at Glorious Morning Glories,
Back Infections and Heart Infections, Cruise Ships, Roller
Coasters and Attitudes, and Blowing Past Greatness.)

Jesus’ parables are the world’s best examples of using the
physical to provide understanding of the eternal. He was
always connecting the dots between the things He was
surrounded by-different types of soil, lost coins and sheep
and sons, a wedding banquet—and explaining how these things
related to the Kingdom of Heaven.
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Another aspect of seeing the unseen is staying aware of the
fact that we live in a permanent battle zone of spiritual
warfare. We have an enemy who hates us because He hates God,
and is continually attacking us with lies and deceptions. When
we forget that we live in a culture barraging us with anti-God
anti-truth, it’s like going out in our underwear, needlessly
exposing ourselves. Living with an eternal perspective means
staying vigilant, donning our spiritual armor (Ephesians
6:10-18) and using it to fight back against the lies of the
enemy.

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

One final aspect of seeing the unseen is to remind ourselves
that everything we can see, 1s going away. Everything we can
see and measure 1is temporary and passing. So we need to think
about what’s around us that is permanent and eternal, and
invest in those things.

God.

People.

God’s word.

God’'s work in people’s lives.

And the things we do to honor God and bless others. Randy
Alcorn writes, “With eternity in view, nearly any honest
activity-whether building a shed, driving a bus, pruning
trees, changing diapers or caring for a patient-can be an
investment in God’s kingdom.”
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One of my friends is a TSA agent. She diligently reminds
herself daily that every traveler who comes through the
security line is infinitely valuable because they are made in
the image of God, and Jesus died for them. She showers
kindness on them because they are so important. One of her co-
workers, for whom work is just a job where he punches a time
clock, told her, “In two years you’ll stop being nice to
everyone.” We don’t think so. She works at maintaining an
eternal perspective, seeing the unseen, to the glory of God.

Remembering the Long View

Another aspect of living with an eternal perspective 1is
focusing on the reality that our time on earth is short,
especially compared to the never-ending life on the other side
of death.

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

A the scope of

what do¢s this
mattery?

Several years ago I wrote a blog post about one of the power
tools for our “life tool belt” that remains an essential part
of my eternal perspective: passing everything through the grid
of the great question, “In the scope of eternity, what does
this matter?”


https://probe.org/in-the-scope-of-eternity/

In the decades since I started asking that question, it'’s
still the best filter for deciding what’'s worth getting upset
about, and what to let go, and what to just roll over into the
Lord’s hands.

Moses was very helpful for helping us develop an eternal
perspective. He writes in Psalm 90:10, “Our days may come to
seventy years, or eighty, if our strength endures.” So we need
to be sober about how much time we actually have. Then he
writes a great prayer in verse 12 that helps us remember the
long view: “Teach us to number our days, that we may gain a
heart of wisdom.”

So I did.

As of today, I have lived 24,500 days.

If I live to be 70, I have only 1,050 days left.
If I live to be 80, I have only 4,700 days left.

Oh my word, I have so much earthly work to do in a very short
time, before my life continues on the other side! And I so
want to grow older well.

One way to do that is to pre-decide now that we will use our
earthly days fully, engaged in ministry, as long as God gives
us breath.

Years ago, my view of living with an eternal perspective was
shaped by a lady who decided to start college in her 70s. When
they asked her why she would do such a thing when her life was
basically over, she said, “Oh no! It’s not over! I'm preparing
for the next part of my life in heaven! The more equipped I
can get on earth, the more ready I'll be for what the Lord has
for me on the other side!”

Another lady was homebound because she was so disabled. She
got the word out that every afternoon, her home was open for
anyone who needed prayer. Some days it was like there was a



revolving door, so many coming and going! She had a vibrant
ministry in the waning days of her life because she was
determined to use her remaining earthly days fully, to the
glory of God.

In the time you have now, live well. To the glory of God. Keep
reminding yourself that everything we do now has an eternal
impact. Our choices, our behaviors, our words, ripple into
eternity. Which is why we need to seek to do everything for
the glory of God.
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I lettered this calligraphy and put it in a frame in my
kitchen next to the coffee maker so I see it and recite it to
myself every morning.

Two great questions to consider: “Lord, in order to live well,
in order to live to Your glory, with an eternal perspective,
what do You want me to do less of in the time I have left? And
what do You want me to do more of?”

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

“My friend turned to me with a beautifully wrapped package,
and said, ‘I brought you this.’ It was a book on the great
cathedrals of Europe. I wasn’t exactly sure why she’d given it
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to me until I read her inscription: ‘With admiration for the
greatness of what you are building when no one sees.’

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

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

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

3) They made great sacrifices and expected no credit.

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

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

“And the workman replied, ‘Because God sees it.'”

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

But every “next faithful step” of the tasks in your life, 1is
building something. The things you do that no one sees but
God—the unseen and eternal-they matter!

This blog post originally appeared at blogs.bible.org/what-
does-it-mean-to-live-with-an-eternal-perspective/ on March 17,
2021.



https://blogs.bible.org/what-does-it-mean-to-live-with-an-eternal-perspective/
https://blogs.bible.org/what-does-it-mean-to-live-with-an-eternal-perspective/

