5 Things You Need to Know
About Jesus

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

The Birth of Jesus

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

To recap, we see that the birth of Jesus is God coming down to
be with us, and to save us from our sins. This salvation 1is
not only for the Jews, but is for all people.

Jesus’ Baptism

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

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

All the gospels mention that the Holy Spirit descended in the



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

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

Jesus’ baptism means that Jesus identifies with us. Jesus 1is
the beginning of new creation and begins His ministry of
atonement for our sins. God’s voice from heaven also declares
that Jesus is the kingly Messiah and the suffering servant.

Jesus’ Claims to Deity

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

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

But let’s look specifically at how Jesus claimed to be the



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

Jesus was condemned because he identified himself with the Son
of Man in Daniel 7. In this chapter the Ancient of Days, God
the Father, 1s sitting in judgment when the Son of Man comes
with the “clouds of heaven” and approaches the Ancient of
Days. The Son of Man is given dominion, glory, and a kingdom
that will not be destroyed. The Son of Man is a human and
divine figure who seems to sit in judgment alongside the
Ancient of Days. When Jesus claims to be the Son of Man he 1is
claiming to be a human and divine figure. Jesus 1is claiming
that he will be vindicated and that the Jewish authorities
will be condemned by God.{14}

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

Jesus’ Death and Resurrection

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

The narratives of this event are found in all four gospels.
However, the most important passage that helps us understand
the meaning of the resurrection is not in one of the Gospels;



it 1s in one of Paul'’s letters, 1 Corinthians 15.

In verse 3, Paul states that “Jesus died for our sins.” 1In
Hebrews 9 and 10, the author explains that in the 01ld
Testament sacrificial system bulls, goats, and sheep had to be
sacrificed every year to purify the people. However, Jesus
only had to die once to cover the sins of all people.
Therefore, the death of Jesus for our sins is superior to the
sacrificial system and makes it obsolete.

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

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

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

Jesus’ Ascension

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



cloud. But what does this mean?

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

Jesus’ ascension has other implications as well. Paul tells
us, “Christ Jesus is the one who died, but even more, has been
raised; he also sits at the right hand of God and intercedes
for us.”{20} There are two things to pay attention to in this
verse. First, Jesus now sits at the right hand of the Father.
Jesus is on His throne, which means he is ruling now. Second,
Jesus also prays for us. There are many other things that
could be mentioned in a discussion of things we need to know
about Jesus. One example is Jesus’ temptation in the desert.
When Adam and Eve were tempted in the Garden of Eden, they
failed to resist Satan’s temptation. Jesus succeeded 1in
resisting Satan.

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



of darkness and break through to the ‘age to come.’”{21}
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The Value of Suffering: A
Christian Perspective

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

This article is also available in Spanish. =]

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

Suffering Prepares Us to Be the Bride of
Christ

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

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

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

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

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



something else Oswald Chambers wrote: “Sorrow burns up a great
amount of shallowness.”{2}

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

Suffering Allows Us to Minister Comfort
to Others Who Suffer

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

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

Ray and I lost our first baby when she was born too
prematurely to survive. It was the most horrible suffering
we’'ve ever known. But losing Becky has enabled me to weep with
those who weep with the comforting tears of one who has
experienced that deep and awful loss. It’s a wound that-by
God'’'s grace—has never fully healed so that I can truly
empathize with others out of the very real pain I still feel.
Talking about my loss puts me in touch with the unhealed part
of the grief and loss that will always hurt until I see my
daughter again in heaven. One of the most incredibly
comforting things we can ever experience 1is someone else’s



tears for us. So when I say to a mother or father who has also
lost a child, “I hurt with you, because I've lost a precious
one too,” my tears bring warmth and comfort in a way that
someone who has never known that pain cannot offer.

One of the most powerful words of comfort I received when we
were grieving our baby’s loss was from a friend who said,
“Your pain may not be about just you. It may well be about
other people, preparing you to minister comfort and hope to
someone in your future who will need what you can give them
because of what you’'re going through right now. And if you are
faithful to cling to God now, I promise He will use you
greatly to comfort others later.” That perspective was like a
sweet balm to my soul, because it showed me that my suffering
was not pointless.

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

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

Suffering Develops Humble Dependence on
God

Marine Corps recruiter Randy Norfleet survived the Oklahoma
City bombing despite losing 40 percent of his blood and



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

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

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

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

As painful as it is, suffering strips away the distractions of
life. It forces us to face the fact that we are powerless to



change other people and most situations. The fear that
accompanies suffering drives us to the Father like a little
kid burying his face in his daddy’s leg. Recognizing our own
powerlessness is actually the key to experience real power
because we have to acknowledge our dependence on God before
His power can flow from His heart into our lives.

The disciples experienced two different storms out on the
lake. The Lord’s purpose in both storms was to train them to
stop relying on their physical eyes and use their spiritual
eyes. He wanted them to grow in trust and dependence on the
Father. He allows us to experience storms in our lives for the
same purpose: to learn to depend on God.

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

Suffering Displays God’'s Strength Through
Our Weakness

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

Our culture disdains weakness, but our frailty is a sign of
God’'s workmanship in us. It gets us closer to what we were
created to be—completely dependent on God. Several years ago I
realized that instead of despising the fact that polio had
left me with a body that was weakened and compromised,



susceptible to pain and fatigue, I could choose to rejoice in
it. My weakness made me more like a fragile, easily broken
window than a solid brick wall. But just as sunlight pours
through a window but is blocked by a wall, I discovered that
other people could see God’s strength and beauty in me because
of the window-like nature of my weakness! Consider how the
Lord Jesus was the exact representation of the glory of the
Father—I mean, He was all window and no walls! He was
completely dependent on the Father, choosing to become weak so
that God’'s strength could shine through Him. And He was the
strongest person the world has ever seen. Not His own
strength; He displayed the Father’s strength because of that
very weakness.

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

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



God sustain hurting people with His peace.”{4}

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

Suffering Gets Us Ready for Heaven

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

Suffering teaches us the difference between the important and
the transient. It prepares us for heaven by teaching us how
unfulfilling life on earth 1is and helping us develop an
eternal perspective. Suffering makes us homesick for heaven.

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

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

“Though outwardly we are wasting away, yet inwardly we are



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

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

Sometimes suffering literally prepares us for heaven. Cheryl’s
in-laws, both beset by 1lingering illnesses, couldn’t
understand why they couldn’t just die and get it over with.
But after three long years of holding on, during a visit from
Cheryl’'s pastor, the wife trusted Christ on her deathbed and
the husband received assurance of his salvation. A week later
the wife died, followed in six months by her husband. They had
continued to suffer because of God’s mercy and patience, who
did not let them go before they were ready for heaven.

Suffering dispels the cloaking mists of inconsequential
distractions of this life and puts things in their proper
perspective. My friend Pete buried his wife a few years ago
after a battle with Lou Gehrig’s disease. One morning I
learned that his car had died on the way to church, and I said



something about what a bummer it was. Pete just shrugged and
said, “This is nothing.” That’s what suffering will do for us.
Trials are light and momentary afflictions . . . but God
redeems them all.
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Friendship with Jesus

Dr. Michael Gleghorn draws on a work by Dr. Gail R. 0’Day,
“Jesus as Friend in the Gospel of John,”{1} to explore the
perspective of Jesus Christ as a Friend.

What a Friend We Have in Jesus{2}

In his book, The Problem of Pain, C. S. Lewis offers four
analogies of God’s love for humanity.{3} These include the
love of an artist for a great work of art, the love of a human
being for an animal, the love of a father for his son, and the
love of a man for a woman. Interestingly, he does not consider
the analogy of friendship, or love between friends. In one
sense 1it’s surprising, for Lewis would later write quite
perceptively about friendship in his book, The Four Loves.
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Of course, at this time in his career, Lewis may
not have even thought about the love of friendship
in the context of discussing analogies of God’s
love for humanity. After all, on the surface, the
Bible appears to say little about friendship between God and
human beings. But saying little is not the same as saying
nothing, and the Bible does speak about the possibility of
enjoying friendship with God. In fact, the Gospel of John
offers a great illustration of this in the life and teaching
of Jesus, whom Christians regard as God the Son incarnate.
John presents Jesus as a true friend, one who is willing to
speak the truth to those He loves and to lay down His life for
their benefit.

Consider Jesus’ words to his disciples in John 15: “This is my
commandment, that you love one another as I have loved you.
Greater love has no one than this, that someone lay down his
life for his friends. You are my friends if you do what I
command you. No longer do I call you servants, for the
servant does not know what his master is doing; but I have
called you friends, for all that I have heard from my Father I
have made known to you” (vv. 12-15).

In this brief passage, Jesus surfaces several important
elements of friendship which would have been readily
recognized by people in the ancient world. We’ll carefully
consider each of these elements in this article. For now,
however, the key point to notice is that Jesus explicitly
refers to His disciples as “friends.” Moreover, He also holds
out to them the possibility of deepening their friendship with
both Him, and one another.

In what follows, we’ll unpack many of these ideas further.
First, however, we must get a better understanding of how
friendship was viewed in the ancient world.
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Friendship in the Ancient World

0Of course, John's discussion of friendship in his gospel does
not occur in a cultural or historical vacuum. Indeed, he seems
to have been aware of other such discussions and even enters
into a dialogue (of sorts) with some of them. So how was
friendship understood in the ancient world?

The most important discussion of friendship in antiquity 1is
probably that found in Aristotle’s Ethics. As one philosopher
observes, “Aristotle’s treatise on friendship is comprehensive
and confident, as well as undeniably profound.”{4} Aristotle
views friendship as something like the glue of a community,
binding people together in relations of benevolence and love.
Such relations are indispensable for the community’s health
and well-being.{5}

Aristotle describes friendship as “reciprocated goodwill” and
claims that the highest form of friendship occurs between
“good people similar in virtue.” The primary virtue of real
friends is “loving” one another. And such love is expressed in
practical actions, for the virtuous person “labours for his
friends” and is even willing to “die for them” if necessary.

Finally, the ancients also viewed “frank speech” and
“openness” as essential elements of friendship. According to
Plutarch, “Frankness of speech . . . is the language of
friendship . . . and . . . lack of frankness is unfriendly and
ignoble.”{6} The 1language of friendship thus involves
something like “speaking the truth in love” (Ephesians 4:15).
Friendship should allow, and even encourage, frank speech. And
yet, such speech should always be characterized by love and a
genuine desire for the friend’s best interest.

Putting this all together, we can see how Jesus’ remarks about
friendship correlate with the ancient ideals expressed in the
writings of men like Aristotle and Plutarch. Just as Aristotle
viewed friendship as the glue of a community, so also Jesus



seems to envision the formation of a community of friends, who
are bound together in love by their shared allegiance to Him.
As biblical scholar Dr. Gail 0’'Day observes, “The language of
friendship provided 1language for talking about the
construction of a community of like-minded people informed by
a particular set of teachings.”{7}

Below, we’ll consider how Jesus both models and encourages the
ancient ideals of friendship in His life and teaching.

The Language of Friendship

One of the ways in which John shows Jesus demonstrating
friendship is through his frank and honest speech. We'’ve seen
that in the ancient world, open and honest speech was regarded
as one of the hallmarks of friendship. And there are several
occasions in which such speech is attributed to Jesus in the
Gospel of John (e.g., 7:206; 10:24-30; 11:14; 16:25-33;
18:19-20).{8}

Of course, this doesn’t mean that everything Jesus had to say
was easy to understand. It wasn’t, and even his disciples
often misunderstood Him. Nor does it mean that Jesus never
taught truths about God by using parables or figurative
language. Indeed, He often did. What it does mean, however, is
that throughout his Gospel, John repeatedly portrays Jesus as
speaking and teaching the truth about God openly and honestly
to all who care to listen.

For example, Jesus is described as “speaking openly” while
teaching the people in the temple at the Feast of Booths (John
7:14, 26). Moreover, after His arrest, when Jesus is being
questioned by the High Priest, He frankly declares to those
present, “I have spoken openly to the world. I have always
taught in synagogues and in the temple, where all Jews come
together. I have said nothing in secret” (John 18:20). Dr.
Gail O’'Day observes that Jesus here claims that His entire



public ministry has “been characterized by freedom of speech
throughout its duration.” She writes, “Jesus has not held
anything back in His self-revelation but has spoken with the
freedom that marks a true friend.”{9}

Finally, we must not forget what Jesus says to His disciples
in John 15: “No longer do I call you servants, for the servant
does not know what his master is doing; but I have called you
friends, for all that I have heard from my Father I have made
known to you” (v. 15). Here Jesus explicitly refers to His
disciples as “friends,” claiming that He has “made known” to
them everything that He has heard from the Father. Not only
does Jesus call His disciples “friends,” He also speaks to
them in the language of friendship, openly and honestly
revealing to them the heart and mind of the Father.

Judged by the criterion of “frank and honest speech,” Jesus
thus reveals Hmself to be a true friend to His disciples. And
as we'll see next, He is willing to do much more than this,
for Jesus is willing to lay down His life for the benefit of
others.

The Ultimate Demonstration of Friendship

In John 15 Jesus declares, “Greater love has no one than this,
that someone lay down his life for his friends” (v. 13).
Earlier we saw that Aristotle, in his writings on friendship,
maintained that the true friend, actuated by genuine goodness,
would even be willing to “die” (if necessary) for the sake of
a friend.{10} Of course, as any reader of the Gospels knows,
Jesus soon does this very thing, thus demonstrating the
greatest possible love according to the ancient ideals of
friendship. As Dr. 0’'Day observes, “Jesus did what the
philosophers only talked about—-He lay down his

life for His friends.”{11}

This event is foreshadowed by Jesus in His claim to be the
Good Shepherd in John 10. “I am the good shepherd,” He says.



“The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep” (v. 11).
This claim is one of the seven “I Am” statements of Jesus in
the Gospel of John, and it likely involves an implicit claim
to deity, for as Edwin Blum has noted, “In the 0ld Testament,
God is called the Shepherd of His people (Psalm 23:1; 80:1-2;
Ecclesiastes 12:11; Isaiah 40:11; Jeremiah 31:10)."{12} One
thinks of the way in which David begins Psalm 23: “The Lord 1is
my shepherd; I shall not want” (v. 1). The Lord Jesus, as the
Good Shepherd of His people, is willing to lay down His life
for their benefit (John 10:11).

But Jesus goes further than this, for as Paul tells us, Jesus
not only gave His life for His “friends,” but even for His
“enemies.” “For while we were still weak,” writes Paul, “at
the right time Christ died for the ungodly” (Romans 5:6).
“While we were still sinners” (Romans 5:8), and even
“enemies,” “we were reconciled to God by the death of his Son”
(Romans 5:10). If dying for one’s friends epitomizes the
ancient ideal of friendship, dying for one’s enemies far
transcends this ideal. It demonstrates the sacrificial love of
God for all humanity. While we were spiritually dead, mired in
sin and rebellion (Ephesians 2:1-3), God “sent his Son to be
the savior of the world” (1 John 4:14).

Aristotle referred to friendship as “reciprocated goodwill.”
Jesus demonstrated the greatest possible love and “goodwill”
of God by giving His life for the sins of the world (John
1:29). He commands His disciples to reciprocate His goodwill
by loving “one another” as He has loved us (John 15:12, 14).
By following His command, a community of friends is formed,
bound together in love for one another and a shared commitment
to Jesus.

A Community of Friends

Jesus calls His disciples “friends” and commands them to “love
one another” as He has loved them (John 15:12). Jesus wants



His followers to regard themselves not only as His friends,
but as friends of one another as well. He intends for them to
be a community of friends, bound together in their love for
one another because of their shared devotion to Him. The sort
of love to which Jesus calls them is a costly love, for He
desires that His people’s love for one another be an imitation
of the love that He has already demonstrated toward them. And
what sort of love is this? It’'s the kind of love that 1is
willing to give one’s life for the benefit of others, to lay
down one’s life for one’s friends (John 15:13).

Now this, I think we can all agree, is a very high calling.
Indeed, if we’re honest, I think that we must all admit that,
humanly speaking, it is frankly impossible. If some degree of
discomfort does not grip our hearts in considering this
commandment, then we probably aren’t considering it in all due
seriousness. Very few of us will probably ever reach the level
of truly loving other believers just as Jesus has loved us,
and if any of us do reach it, we probably won’t be able to
consistently maintain such love in our daily practice. But
Jesus commands us to do it, and we must at least begin trying
to do so. But how?

Dr. Gail 0’'Day, I think, strikes the right tone when she
comments: “The disciples begin with the explicit appellation,
‘friend,’ and the challenge for them is to enact and embody
friendship as Jesus has done. The disciples know how Jesus has
been a friend, and they are called to see what kind of friends
they can become. Jesus’ friendship is the model of friendship
for the disciples, and it makes any subsequent acts of
friendship by them possible because the disciples themselves
are already the recipients of Jesus’ acts of friendship.”{13}

We must remember that Jesus is our friend, that He loves us
and provides all that we need to live a holy and God-honoring
life. Indeed, He has sent the Holy Spirit to indwell and
empower His people for just this purpose. As we trust in
Jesus, giving ourselves to Him (and one another) in genuine



love and friendship, we will find that we are increasingly
obeying His commands and bearing fruit that brings Him glory.
So let’s commit ourselves to friendship with Jesus, and to
those who compose His body, the church (1 Corinthians 12:27;
Ephesians 5:23; Colossians 1:24).
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Is Jesus the Only Way? — Part
2

Paul Rutherford explains how reason, Christ’s resurrection,
and the Bible all testify that Jesus is the only way to
heaven.

, ® T I can’'t drive around town seven

‘1@55 I‘é:k"“" days straight without passing at
— : i'.. least one car with a bumper
sticker that reads, “Coexist” on

the back. You know the one. It spells the word using symbols
associated with the world’'s faiths, ancient and modern.

—
—
—

The popularly held mantra is that “all religions are equally
valid ways to heaven.” This is what’'s called pluralism. So 1is
there room in this brave new world for the words of an ancient
and historically respected faith?

Jesus once said, “I am the way, and the truth, and the life.
No one comes to the Father except through me.” (John 14:6)
That sounds offensive and inflammatory today. I will remind
you that Jesus said it, not me.
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Even more important is the truth question. It is perhaps even
more offensive! Are Jesus’ words true?

I fully acknowledge even the question itself may strike you as
antiquated, out of date. Perhaps I sound to you like an
eccentric, soured-up, fuddy-duddy. I may be. But if the words
of Jesus are true, then far more than your offended sense of
style is at stake here. Far, far more.

So listen up. And take note because this crazy sounding first-
century Jewish rabbi made some crazy-big statements about the
nature of man, the nature of reality, and how to live the good
life, here, now, and forever. Does that at least sound
appealing to you? If even just for the sake of a little
controversy?

Explore with me the words of this rabbi. In this article we’ll
think through three reasons you should agree with him. And
maybe you’ll even find eternal life in the process. If you're
a long-time listener to Probe radio, or a regular listener,
this may sound familiar. I have another program exploring the
position that Jesus is the only way to God. This one is part
two. In this one I give you three reasons Jesus is in fact the
only way to heaven. In the previous program, I defended Jesus’
statement against three lines of criticism. So in the next
sections I’'ll explain how reason, the resurrection, and the
Word all testify that Jesus is the only way to heaven.

Jesus the Only Way Because of Reason

Western culture today is more pluralistic and secular than
ever before. This means at least in one small part, that
people believe multiple religions lead to heaven. Western
culture has been moving this way for some decades. Now it has
reached mainstream. Pop culture increasingly accepts this. It
is therefore so much more important to consider this exclusive
claim Jesus made. He said, “I am the way, the truth, and the
life. No one comes to the Father except by me.” (John 14:06)


https://probe.org/is-jesus-the-only-way/

This 1s an increasingly unpopular teaching. Before I defend
it, allow me to clarify. It was made by the Lord Jesus
himself. I didn't make it up. I am merely defending it.

So today I want to talk about how it is reasonable to believe
this statement—-why it is that you should yourself believe
Jesus is the only way to heaven.

Today'’s reason is logic itself. I will base this conclusion on
two points: first, that the belief in one God is more
logically defensible than believing in multiple creator gods;
and second, that the belief in Jesus Christ as God is more
reasonable than claims to deity made by others.

The first point is that believing in one creator God is more
reasonable than believing in multiple. The god Aristotle
believed in (the unmoved mover) was eternally simple. That 1is,
at the root of all things is ultimately one thing—one cause,
one source, one origin to which all other things owe their
existence.{1} This position beautifully avoids the difficulty
of what philosophers call reductio ad absurdum—or the problem
of infinite regression—or the problem of which came first, the
chicken or the egg? The search for the first, original, or
ultimate source, does not continue on and on forever. It
cannot.

The second point 1is that Jesus is the most reasonable
candidate for divinity. I respect the Buddha. But he never
claimed to be God. Neither did Mohammad. Jesus was very clear.
He claimed to be God.

Consider His teachings. They have not been surpassed 1in
excellence in the two millennia that have passed since He
walked the earth. Consider His actions. History's best
biographies about the man Jesus, record Him 1loving His
enemies, healing the sick, and showing compassion to outcasts.
Jesus’ life exemplified extraordinary moral rectitude.

I conclude, therefore, that it is more reasonable to believe



Jesus 1is the only way to God given that it is more reasonable
to believe in only one creator God, and given that Jesus has
the best case for divinity among man’s founders of faith.

Jesus the Only Way Because of the
Resurrection

We have a saying in American culture that nothing is certain
but death and taxes. So if the taxman doesn’t come to call,
the grim reaper will eventually. Death finds each of us, so we
must face our own mortality.

By the best historical accounts Jesus also died and was
buried, just like so many of His human brothers before Him.{2}
But Jesus, on the other hand, experienced something unique,
declaring Him God above all others.

I speak, of course, of resurrection.{3} Jesus Christ is the
only person ever to have raised up Himself from the dead of
his own volition, and by His own power.

This one point may be the most compelling of the three I offer
this week. It is perhaps the most intuitive case for Jesus
being the only way to Heaven. If Jesus really died and raised
Himself from the dead, then His power exceeds those of any
other man before Him, or after, for
that matter. Surely He must be God.

No other religious figure can make that claim. In a class by
Himself, Jesus reigns over all the founders of world
religions. Muhammad’s burial site is a common tourist
destination in Saudi Arabia for contemporary pilgrims.
Buddha’s cremation site is in northern India. No such site
exists today in contemporary Israel for Jesus. His body has no
confirmed remains.

The tomb 1is empty. That much is clear. Records indicate He
definitely died and was buried. The empty tomb demands an



explanation. Resurrection makes the most sense. Jesus is the
only way because He is the only one who has died and raised
himself up to new life.

We have several excellent articles at our website devoted to
just this topic.{4} Go check them out for more detail. Jesus
is who He said he is, “The way, the truth, and the life.”
(John 14:6) So the question is, do you want some? Believe in
Jesus today by faith.

Jesus the Only Way Because the Word
Declares It

Western culture today increasingly accepts the belief that
multiple religions are equally valid and they are all ways to
eternal life. I propose to you today another reason to believe
something

diametrically opposed to this—namely that the Jesus Christ
revealed in the Bible, is the only way to eternal life. As the
gospel writer John quoted Him, He is, the way, the truth, and
the life (14:6). No one comes to the Father except through
Him.

This third and final line of reasoning that Jesus is the only
way to eternal life, springs from the Bible—from the very word
of God itself.

You may not accept the Bible as God’s word. That’s ok. Just
hear me out. Let me explain how this line of reasoning at
least makes sense. Then after you’ve heard it, you can judge
for yourself if it’s true or not.

So first, the Bible claims to be God’'s word (2 Timothy 3:16).
If we therefore assume the very commonly held conception that
God is good and perfect, then that includes the words He
speaks as well. So if He speaks good words, then those words
must be true. They must accurately describe reality.



The Bible also makes this claim. Jesus in a famous prayer to
the Father asks him to sanctify His disciples with the truth
before stating, “Your word is truth.” (John 17:17) It'’s a
profound statement.

So if God’'s word is true, and God says in His word that Jesus
is, in fact, the only way to God-that none can come to Him
except by Jesus, then that means it’s true. See how simple
that 1s?

But this statement is also made in another part of the Bible,
Acts 4:12. Peter and John have been arrested and are being
examined by the Jewish leaders. Peter declares Jesus to them
and explains, “There is no other name under heaven, given
among men, by which we must be saved.”

I fully admit this 1line of reasoning rests on you
acknowledging the authority of the Bible—in which case you may
not have needed to be convinced in the first place. But if you
had not already been convinced of the truth of God’s word, I
am very sincerely relying on the power of the Spirit at work
in you to believe this truth. (Isaiah 55:11)

Conclusion

In this article we considered the truth of a controversial
claim. It might be one of the most hotly contested claims in
religion today—that Jesus Christ is the only way to heaven.

This is not popular these days in America, Europe, anywhere in
the English speaking West, or the non-English speaking West.
To hear responses to criticisms against the claim, check out
part one of this two part series.

Jesus was Himself no stranger to controversy. He died a
criminal’s death at the hands of His enemies. He was killed
and buried. The Jewish and Roman leaders were smugly satisfied
they’d dispatched this unquiet voice.
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But when Jesus’ enemies attempt to end his earthly ministry,
they unknowingly ushered in a spiritually unending ministry of
atonement and reconciliation. By his death Jesus paid the
price of sin-death-satisfying the just wrath of God. Jesus
made peace with God on your

behalf. Believe in Him by faith today and you can have peace
with God. Would you like to have peace with him? Tell Him
right now. Use your voice or pray silently. But tell Him. Go
ahead.

The only thing required of you to receive eternal life is to
believe Jesus 1is Lord. One of Jesus’ most famous sayings 1is,
“For God so loved the world, that he gave his only Son, that
whoever believes in him should not perish but have eternal
life.” (John 3:16)

Confess this belief with your mouth that Jesus Christ is God
and believe in your heart that God has raised up his Son from
the dead. And you can be saved. (Romans 10:9)

Jesus 1is the only way to God because there is no other way to
get to God but by Jesus. Mankind is imperfect. You are dead in
your transgressions and sins. The only way to satisfy God'’s
holy wrath is to give Him what is due: death. Jesus died that
death for you. He’s the only one who could ever have paid your
debt. And He did.

Human reason leads us to this beautiful conclusion that Jesus
is the only way. God has declared it himself clearly in his
divinely inspired book—the Bible. His resurrection seals it.

If you believed this for the first time today you are now heir
to an eternal throne. Pick up a Bible and read Jesus’ life
story in the book of John. Tell a friend who’s a Christian.
Make plans to join them at their church Sunday. Keep praying
and reading the Bible. You can discover the wonderful
adventure of life in Jesus Christ, the only way to God.

Notes
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Satan Loses—Every Single Time

Someone commented on one of our articles about Satan. They
said that many people, both believers and non-believers, feel
that Satan holds the upper hand in life over Christ. Many
reasons exist that could lead one to believe the devil has the
world in his hands. Nothing could be further from the truth.
What humanity witnesses on a day-to-day basis as Satan
winning, I’ll provide some additional proclamations that would
challenge the notion. I wouldn’t say he’'s winning by any
means. He'’s not even losing.

In fact, Satan lost. When? First, he lost when he rebelled
against the Living God. That's the first “L.” The second huge
loss took place through Jesus Christ, when He died on the
cross at Calvary. Jesus snatched the keys of death and Hades
from Satan. With that, people now have a way to access God’s
peace and intimacy through the risen Savior. Then why does it
seem like the devil has the upper hand in life? It seems that
way because (1) he knows he has little time left (Revelation
12:12) in influencing this side of eternity, and (2) the devil
remains consistent on his path of destruction (John 10:10; Job
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1:7, 2:2).

Some may ask, “Why doesn’t God do something about what'’s
happening in the world?” He did. First, let’s remember that
Jesus Christ reigns as Lord over all things. Second, after His
death and resurrection, Jesus sent the world His Holy Spirit.
The Holy Spirit, or God the Spirit, the third Person of the
Triune Godhead, holds a distinct function on earth. So today,
Jesus lives among us through the Holy Spirit, but only through
faith in Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior does His Spirit live
in us. The Living God sometimes chooses to work through
people, sometimes alongside people, and other times outside of
the influence of people.

For example, a Christian, having the Holy Spirit living 1in
them, can demonstrate God’'s love and forgive the same way
Jesus did. The Lord can then empower or work upon this same
Christian (because teaching and preaching are spiritual gifts)
to preach a sermon on love and forgiveness. The Holy Spirit,
through the Christian, then convinces listeners (by working
upon the heart) to come to faith in Christ by allowing Him in
their hearts to believe. Yet, the Lord, in His omnipotence,
works self-sufficiently to wake the Christian and the
listeners up, who depend on God to see the new day. Only then
can the Christian love and forgive like Jesus, preach the
Gospel, and the listeners hear the message to consider eternal
life.

With that said, God provided enough to the world to ensure the
world looks the way it should, despite the existence of Satan
and His influence in the world. The Lord God gave us Himself.
In the book of Genesis, the Lord told Cain to do and live
right, while exposing a tactic of sin. God told Cain that sin
“crouches” at his door (Genesis 4:7). Sin doesn’t display
itself as a loud and formidable opponent. Comparable to 1
Peter 5:8, sin, like Satan, takes a clandestine approach to
trap and devour the lives of people. It desired to control
Cain’'s life, but God commissioned Cain to master and control



sin’s advances. The Bible also tells us to resist and flee
from sin (1 Corinthians 10:13, 2 Timothy 2:22, James 4:7).
Today, sin holds an attractive appeal to the eye of those
mastered by sin. Rejecting Jesus Christ and the Bible also
holds significant popularity. Society encourages sin. The
media aims to normalize it. People make excuses for it. The
world embraces it.

Sin seems and feels good until it leaves you empty, left to
address the dire consequences or irreparable damage, ones that
can take years to repair if even possible. But that does not
matter to those who have handed their calling from God to take
dominion on the earth over to Satan. What Jesus rejected in
the wilderness, the world has freely accepted. Those 1in
submission to the flesh and its desires can only crave the
wrath placed on the flesh after the Fall in Eden-to surely die
and return to the dust (Genesis 2:17, Genesis 3:19).

So, when we see a world that seems like Satan is winning-he’s
not. The world continues and aims to find value in digging
itself into the same hellhole that Satan and his demons put
themselves in and will not get out of. Satan isn’t winning.
For every prince answers to a king—and Satan still answers to
the King of kings. Yet, despite Jesus giving us everything we
need to master sin and overcome Satan, the world,
unfortunately, has decided that it’'s best that they, not
Christ, surrender and bow to this defeated foe. Remember,
Satan always broadcasts a counterfeit reality. Jesus Christ
has the victory now and forevermore.

©2025 Probe Ministries



Is Jesus the Only Way?

Paul Rutherford explains why Jesus is the only way to know
God.

n

5 " light and I saw a bumper sticker
letters on the bumper sticker
place of the letter “o,” and some of the other symbols

I was sitting in my car at a red
-*",——‘__. - 4]
F 1@9 \é:""" on the car in front of me that
< S <SP || said, “Coexist.” Only, the
are religious symbols. A
crescent stands in place of the letter “c,” a peace symbol in
included a cross, a Star of David, and a yin-yang, all used to
create the word “coexist.”

Perhaps you’ve seen an image just like this bumper sticker,
but on a t-shirt or tattoo. It represents a common sentiment
in our culture that everyone should get along, or coexist
peacefully. And I love that sentiment. We should get along. In
fact, I'm grateful to God I live in a country in which an
unprecedented number of people from all different religions,
backgrounds, and ethnicities do, in fact, coexist every day,
and for the most part without violent protest. The life we
enjoy in the United States is historically unprecedented.

But the coexistence advocated in this bumper
sticker is something more subtle. It’s a way of getting along
that is more than meets the eye. It frequently calls for a
peaceable lifestyle free of conflict between faiths. People
hope that we can all unite in a single brotherhood and
celebrate our differences, particularly religious ones. They
don’t understand why we bicker over who’s right and who's
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wrong.

The call to coexist is a reaction to the exclusive truth
claims of religion, especially Christianity. In fact, 1its
exclusivism is the most offensive aspect of Christianity
today. “Repent. Believe. Come to Jesus. He's the only way!”
These are phrases easily associated with Christianity,
especially street preaching. What should we do with
Christianity’s exclusivism in a twenty-first century
cosmopolitan society? Haven’t we progressed beyond such
narrow-mindedness in these modern times? Isn’t claiming Jesus
as the only way intolerant of other faiths? Don’t those
Christians know all religions are equally valid paths to
heaven? They shouldn’t force their beliefs on others!

Claiming Jesus is the only way to heaven is exclusive, I
admit. It says there is no other way to God except by trust in
Jesus Christ. Jesus most famously says this Himself in the
Bible: “I am the way, and the truth, and the life; no one
comes to the Father but through Me” (John 14:0).

Even though it’s offensive, I believe Jesus really is the only
way to God. In this article we’'re going to explore that
question by discussing objections to it, and discover why He
really is the only way.

Tolerance

As believers, when we claim Jesus is the only way, you often
hear people give some variation of, “That’s so intolerant!” In
doing so, they reject the claim. Often implied, but not said
straight out, is the demand that the Christian “tolerate”
others’ beliefs, or take back what he just said.

It'’s worth pointing out that claiming Christianity to be
intolerant is itself an intolerant claim. But the notion of
tolerance is complex and has a long history. And rather than
elaborate that contradiction, let’s begin by exploring the
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complexity of tolerance.

What’'s usually meant by tolerance these days is including
beliefs that include all others. This position generally
rejects Jesus as the only way because diversity and equality
are now celebrated as the highest values. “Tolerance”
celebrates differences of religions and equality of
opportunity to practice them. To claim Jesus is the only way
squelches both equality and diversity by claiming only one
religion is right. Since squelching diversity and equality are
socially wunacceptable, the exclusivity of Jesus 1isn’t
tolerated.

But this issue is complex. (That might be apparent already.)
Truth and tolerance are actually linked. In fact, tolerance
relies on truth. In the book The Truth about Tolerance, David
Couchman says, “If there is no real truth, there is no reason
for me to be tolerant. Without some kind of beliefs which
cause me to value you as a person, even though I disagree with
you, why should I be tolerant towards you?”{1} For tolerance
to exist at all, it relies upon a framework of truth. That
resonates with an idea mentioned earlier, how intolerance
contradicts itself.

But the rabbit hole goes even deeper. Truth also relies upon
tolerance. “[I]t is also the case that truth as a reflective
goal for individuals and communities. . .needs a context of
right-minded toleration to flourish in.”{2} Without tolerance,
truth likewise becomes the hammer of oppression. We find then
that truth and tolerance go hand in hand.

Nevertheless, tolerance is the hammer of choice in culture
today. Too often suppression of Christians sharing the truth
that Jesus is the only way of salvation is justified in the
name of tolerance. Don’t be taken captive by this distortion.
Genuine tolerance acknowledges all positions, even those that
are exclusive. A biblical worldview holds only one truth,
Jesus is the only path to heaven, while maintaining respect



and dignity for those who disagree. That’s genuine tolerance.

Absolutes Don’t Exist

Here is another objection you might hear: Christians can’t
claim Jesus is the only way because there are no absolutes.
What Christians claim is an absolute truth. And there simply
are no absolute truths.

Their justification goes like this. We know from study, from
reason, from the postmodern era, that society has moved beyond
absolutes. There is no absolute truth. There is no overarching
metanarrative (or idea of truth) which can transcend culture,
nation, or time. Truth is a construct created by each man,
each culture, and bound by the strictures of the time in which
it was created.

This objection shares a similar weakness to the tolerance
objection. Denying absolutes is also self-defeating. It
contradicts itself. If we were to ask this objector if she
really believed what she was saying was true, we could ask
her, “You believe no absolute truth exists, right? Are you
absolutely sure of that?” This objector would have to agree.
That's what the position holds, thus contradicting her own
claim.

This objection often comes out of the postmodern school of
thought, which says there is no such thing as objective truth,
such as 2 + 2 always equals 4. Postmodern thought also denies
the meaningfulness of history along with the ability to
interpret literature in a unified and meaningful way. The
unfortunate consequence 1is that we’'re left with a bleak
reality stripped of purpose or meaning, which frankly, isn’t
very appealing. Without truth, meaning, history, or purpose,
what’s the point?

The great irony of it all is that postmodern thought arrives
at its conclusions by way of reason, which it then concludes
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isn’t true, and then holds it in contempt. It calls into
question reason itself and the whole Enlightenment project
along with it. So there’'s a healthy dose of despair that
frequently accompanies adherents to postmodern thought,
including our friends who don’t believe Jesus can be the only
way to God because there are no absolutes. But that'’s the lie
to which I don’t want you to be taken captive. Jesus really 1is
the only way. He’'s the only way to find peace in a wrecked
world. He is meaning for a confused life. And He leads us home
to heaven out of a world where we don’t belong. The remedy to
that despair 1s Jesus.

Despair at the failure of reason to improve mankind is the sad
but ultimate end of every god which usurps the rightful place
of the one true God: Jesus Christ. The truth is, all gods
fail, disappoint, and leave us desperate. The only one who is
faithful is Jesus. (cf. Deut. 7:9; 2 Thess. 3:3) But we won't
find that satisfaction until we rest assured in the truth that
Jesus really is the only way.

Pluralism

There 1s another category of objectors to Christ’s claim to
exclusivity. A difficult but less in-your-face objection 1is
pluralism. Pluralism is the belief that any variety of beliefs
and values are all equally true and valid.

When I claim Jesus is the only way, some calmly object.
Pluralists tend to be more laid-back. Typically they affirm my
right to follow Christ, even celebrate it. These folks calmly
share their belief that all religions are right: they all lead
to god. Often they cite the Eastern proverb that there are
many paths to the top of the mountain.

First, I'd like to point out that pluralism is intellectually
lazy. It doesn’t take seriously the law of non-contradiction.
(This law says that two opposite things cannot both be true at
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the same time and in the same way.) When a Christian claims
the path is exclusive, that Jesus 1is the only way, the
pluralist might think, “That’s nice, but actually, I know that
all religions lead to heaven.” He doesn’t accept the
Christian’s position as true. He says he believes Christianity
is true while at the same time denying its central tenet,
which is that Jesus is the only way.

But this response 1is not unique to Christianity. A
conservative Jew sincere about his faith won’t say any path
leads to heaven; neither will a Sunni Muslim. Pluralism
attempts to make peace where there is none, and only succeeds
in agreeing with no one.

Second, Christians who hold to exclusivism are sometimes
falsely accused of pushing their beliefs on others. 1In
condemning the exclusivist claims of Christianity, the
pluralist imposes her beliefs on the Christian. It contradicts
the very intended principle.

We all have beliefs or actions we want others to take
seriously. There’s nothing wrong with that. From my
experience, pluralism is wusually based on fear, which is
completely understandable. The other person disagrees but
fears conflict. They fear the relationship might be at stake
if they express their true belief. As believers we still
accept and honor people even if they don’t agree with us. This
is how we alleviate fear, demonstrating acceptance for those
with whom we disagree. (And that’'s the true meaning of
tolerance, by the way.)

When someone throws up this smokescreen in conversation, it
can feel scary—alarming. Suddenly, the person you'’re talking
to gets defensive. We can wonder, “Where did this come from?”
In that moment it’s probably not wise to press. Ask them why
they believe that way, or affirm them. Certainly no one has a
right to force compliance on another unwillingly. Communicate
that we don’t have to agree to be accepted. Further, don’t



fall prey to this area where culture takes many believers
captive. Jesus is the only way. Stand fast.

The Only Way

Is Jesus the only way? Yes. Multiple scriptures teach this
truth. Let’s consider a few.

Matthew 11:27 says, “All things have been handed over to Me by
My Father; and no one knows the Son except the Father; nor
does anyone know the Father except the Son, and anyone to whom
the Son wills to reveal Him.” Jesus is claiming that God his
Father has handed everything over to Him. This is an indirect
claim to be God Himself. But Jesus also makes it clear He 1is
the only one, since no one knows the Father but the Son.

Let’s also consider John’s gospel. Before Jesus even began his
ministry John the Baptist responds to Jesus’ identity. “The
next day he saw Jesus coming to him and said, “Behold, the
Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world!” (John 1:29)
In Hebrew culture at the time, calling someone the Lamb of God
was a claim to the Messiah who was prophesied (Isaiah 53:7).
Further, only God has the power to take away sin. This was an
unmistakable claim to divinity. It'’s interesting also that
Jesus doesn’t correct him, or deny Godhood. On the contrary, a
short time later, Jesus picks up his first two disciples and
encourages them, saying, “Come and you will see” (John 1:39).

It’s one thing to claim divinity and yet another to claim to
be the only divinity. So, where does the Bible say Jesus 1is
the only way? As we mentioned earlier, by Jesus’ own admission
He is the only way to God in John 14:6-"1 am the way, the
truth and the life; no one comes to the Father but through
Me."” Peter also explains the meaning of Jesus’ exclusivity in
Acts 4:12, “Salvation is found in no one else, for there is no
other name under heaven given to men by which we must be
saved.”



Believers, take heart. Jesus Christ is the one and only way.
Questioning Jesus’ exclusivity 1s a recent historical
phenomenon. That question is commonly asked in the 20th
century West, a culture increasingly influenced by postmodern
thinking and multiculturalism. Take courage. We who accept the
exclusivity of Christ are in a historical majority.
Repudiation for Christians as being intolerant, exclusive, or
uneducated is a recent occurrence. These are the current
trends of our culture. Don’t be taken captive. Jesus is the
only way.

Notes

1. David Couchman, quoted in The Truth about Tolerance, Brad
Stetson and Joseph G. Conti, (InterVarsity Press, 2005), 75.

2. Brad Stetson and Joseph G. Conti, The Truth about
Tolerance, (InterVarsity Press, 2005), 75.
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Satan: The Opposition, Not
the Equal Opponent

Terrence Harris reminds us why Satan and Jesus are not
equally-matched enemies.

My heart goes out to people who believe Satan is the equal
opposite of Jesus Christ.

He 1is not.

The Lord God created Lucifer along with all the angels in
heaven.{1} Lucifer became


https://probe.org/satan-the-opposition-not-the-equal-opponent/
https://probe.org/satan-the-opposition-not-the-equal-opponent/

Satan through his own pride, when he opposed God with the very
gifts God gave him. Satan was so impressed with his own beauty
and wisdom, I guess in his mind that made him a qualifying
contender for God’s throne.{2} But obviously (well, not as
obvious to demons, apparently), Satan was no match for the
Almighty. A third of the angels followed him in his rebellion,
while two-thirds remained loyal to the Lord.{3}

So the Lord stripped Lucifer of his glory, along with the
other rebel angels, and threw them out of heaven down to the
earth.{4} Since then, Satan and his demons have wreaked havoc.
Now, the media often portrays them as having more authority
than they truly possess. You see these movies showing a priest
fidgeting with a cross and holy water facing a demon-possessed
person that boldly declares, “You have no authority over me.”
To that point, scripture actually gives a similar example. In
Acts 19:13-16, the sons of Sceva tried to cast out demons “in
the name of Jesus whom Paul preaches.” The Bible says the
demon replied, “Jesus I know, and Paul I know, but who are
you?” Then the possessed man overpowered them, beating them

and sending them away naked and wounded.

This is a reminder: It’s not enough to just know about Jesus;
Satan and his demons know about Jesus. Satan and demons can
read the Bible too. Satan tempted Jesus with a Bible verse in
the wilderness, one that many Christians may not even know
where to find. However, the true authority is in knowing Jesus
and Jesus knowing you. Knowing Christ—instead of just knowing
about Him or just knowing scripture—the intimacy with the Word
of God—gives birth to godliness that pleases the heart of the
Father. Apart from Christ, humanity is “dead in trespasses and
sins” and follows “the prince of the power of the air.”{5} But
for the blood-bought believer, the story 1is entirely
different. Those who are filled with God’s Spirit, who confess
Jesus Christ as Lord, who believe He died for their sins, rose
by the power of the Holy Spirit, and now sits at the right
hand of the Father{6}-these are the ones who stand in the



Lord’s authority and victory.

So the believer doesn’t face the demonic realm alone. We stand
in and by the authority of Christ Jesus. Scripture assures us
that “Greater is He Who is in you than he who is in the
world.”{7} Through Christ, we are more than conquerors.{8}
Satan is the opposition, but never the equal opponent. The
living God dwells within His people, and by His Spirit, they
walk in victory and authority over the powers of darkness.

Notes

1. Ezekiel 28:13-15

2. Isaiah 14:12-15

3. Revelation 12:4

4. Luke 10:18

5. Ephesians 2:1-2

6. Romans 8:11; Hebrews 1:3
7. 1 John 4:4

8. Romans 8:37
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The Truth About Satan and
Demons

Terrence Harris exposes the growing influence of Satan and the
demons in the world today.

Today we live in a world that gravitates more and more toward
demonic influences, particularly what we hear from the
entertainment industry: the media, the music, and everything
else in between. We see these ritual-like performances and
symbolic messages by artists and entertainers showing up
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everywhere that give antichrist vibes,{1} encouraging society
to live for themselves, worship themselves, and telling people
they can “do and live however they want.”{2}

As Christians, we must ask: why would anyone choose to live in
submission to demons and Satan himself?{3} From Scripture, we
clearly see the habits and motives of these fallen and
corrupted beings. We learn what they think of humanity, {4}
what their possession of people looks like.{5} They oppress
and seek to destroy anything that reflects God’s image and the
work of His hands.{6} The Bible also tells us where they come
from,{7} their methods,{8} and that their end is coming—praise
be to God.{9}

So why would anyone make allegiance to something that hates
them? The demonic realm hates God, including His creation.
They cannot destroy the Living God, so people are the next
viable option.

Some may say, “Well, I have a good life, I have everything I
need, never prayed to anyone nor begged for anything. I did
the work to get to where I am. That tells me that I never
needed God.” And this is the position the devil wants you
in.{10} Like Peter and Judas, Satan aims to expose and exploit
our weaknesses{ll}-to kill, steal, and destroy our
lives{1l2}—-at an opportune time.{13} God owns the breath in our
bodies.{14} Our pride regarding life can blind us to this
truth, taking God’s grace, love, and patience for granted.{15}
Satan banks on us declaring that we are “the masters of our
fate and the captains of our own souls”{16}-minimizing Jesus
to a non-essential.

And just like the devil and his angels, the messaging from the
entertainment and media worlds tempts humanity to sin against
God-right along with them.{17} How? Disguising sin and 1its
consequences with things that entice the natural senses.{18}

Some want fame and fortune, some desire success, power, and
influence. Having only the natural desires of humanity in



mind, they presume to offer people these in exchange for our
God-given thoughts, talents, gifts, resources, etc. Everything
the Living God gives us, Satan wants for his purposes, {19}
while excluding the One who gave us life from our lives.{20}

My goal is not to glorify demons but to expose them.{21} It’s
time for Christians to pull back the veil and expose the
truth: people who want to live in submission to Satan and his
demons are literally asking for the same coming judgment of
God—a judgment not originally meant for people.{22}

Every believer must understand these biblical truths
concerning Satan and demons in order to navigate a world where
demonic influence seems both rampant yet clandestine. But more
importantly, I want to point to the greater reality: victory,
true life, and authority belong only to those who place their
faith in the Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ.{23} Jesus holds
all power and authority over every created being-—forever and

ever.{24}
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C.S. Lewis as Evangelist

Dr. Michael Gleghorn provides an insightful examination of how
legendary Christian author C.S. Lewis used his writing to
invite his readers to put their faith in Jesus Christ.

Lewis and Evangelism

“C. S. Lewis never invited unbelievers to come to Jesus. He
was a very successful evangelist.” So begins Michael Ward’s
essay “Escape to Wallaby Wood: Lewis'’'s Depictions of
Conversion.” Ward follows up this provocative comment with
others like it. For example, “Einstein failed his entrance
exam to the Federal Polytechnic. He was a very successful
physicist.”{1} What is Ward wanting us to see here?

While he recognizes that his initial statement about Lewis
needs some qualification, he’s nonetheless put his finger on
something very important about Lewis’s evangelistic style. For


https://probe.org/c-s-lewis-as-evangelist/
http://www.ministeriosprobe.org/mp3s/cs-lewis-evangelist.mp3

while Lewis had a heart for evangelism, and desired to see men
and women surrender their lives to Christ, he’'s not the sort
of person one would typically think of when hearing the term
“evangelist.” One might readily describe Lewis as a Christian
apologist or imaginative storyteller, a literary scholar or
skillful debater, but “evangelist” would probably not top the
list. Nevertheless, it’'s important to remember that Lewis
engaged in evangelistic activity in a variety of ways. While
he was certainly not a “preaching” or “revivalistic” sort of
evangelist, he was a “very successful evangelist” all the
same.

Philip Ryken has helpfully described Lewis as a “teaching
evangelist,” a “praying evangelist,” and a “discipling
evangelist.” Most important of all, however, he refers to
Lewis as a “writing” or “literary evangelist.” And this 1is
surely correct, for Lewis'’'s greatest “evangelistic impact” has
been felt through his books and essays.{2}

Not long before his death, Lewis was interviewed by Sherwood
Wirt of the Billy Graham Evangelistic Association. When asked
if the aim of Christian writing (including his own writing)
was to bring about an encounter between the reader and Jesus
Christ, Lewis responded by saying, “That is not my language,
yet it is the purpose I have in view.”{3} Moreover, in his
“Rejoinder to Dr. Pittenger,” Lewis frankly confesses that
most of his popular Christian books “are evangelistic” in
character, and addressed to those outside the Christian
faith.{4}

Of course, Lewis was not merely a “literary evangelist.” While
such terminology captures the fundamental way in which Lewis
shared his faith, it was certainly not the only way. Moreover,
evangelism was not something Lewis did simply because he
enjoyed it. He felt an obligation, even a burden, to make
Christ known to others.{5} And as we’ll see later, these
evangelistic concerns and motivations came with a very real
cost to Lewis in terms of his professional career and



friendships.{6}

The Significance of Lewils’s Conversion

If there’s one thing Lewis makes clear about his own
conversion, first to theism and then to Christianity, it'’s
that he felt himself to have been pursued by God and drawn
into relationship with Him. While in one sense he saw his
conversion as arising from a “wholly free choice” on his part,
he also saw it as resulting from a kind of Divine
necessity.{7} Lewis makes this clear in his spiritual
autobiography, Surprised by Joy.

Consider the description of his conversion to Theism: “You
must picture me alone in that room in Magdalen, night after
night, feeling, whenever my mind lifted even for a second from
my work, the steady, unrelenting approach of Him whom I so
earnestly desired not to meet.” Eventually, Lewis tells us, he
“gave in, and admitted that God was God, and knelt and
prayed,” describing himself as “perhaps, that night, the most
dejected and reluctant convert in all England.”{8}

Interestingly, before this, Lewis had described God as
offering him “a moment of wholly free choice”—an opportunity
to either “open the door or keep it shut.” He tells us that he
chose to open it, but almost immediately relates that “it did
not really seem possible to do the opposite.” He goes on to
speculate that perhaps “necessity” is not “the opposite of
freedom.”{9} ALl of this reveals how significant Lewis found
God’s involvement in his conversion to actually be.

His conversion to Christianity is similarly, if less
dramatically, narrated. He writes of feeling “a resistance
almost as strong as” his “previous resistance to Theism.”{10}
But having been through something similar already, the
resistance was “shorter-lived.” While being driven to
Whipsnade Zoo, Lewis came to believe “that Jesus Christ is the



Son of God.” He once again speculates about whether this
momentous event resulted from freedom or necessity and
concludes that maybe the difference in such a case 1is
inconsequential.{11}

But why is this important for a discussion of Lewis and
evangelism? Because it helps us understand how Lewis (on the
one hand) could work tirelessly for the salvation of others,
while also (on the other) recognizing that God was so
powerfully involved in the conversion of a human soul that he
(i.e., Lewis) need never worry that such weighty matters
depended solely on him. He could thus be a relaxed evangelist,
using his gifts to point others to Christ, while also
recognizing that salvation is ultimately a work of God.

The Importance of “Translation” 1in
Lewis’s Evangelistic Work

So far, we’ve seen that the most important of Lewis'’s
evangelism was through his writings. Indeed, the first book
Lewis wrote, after becoming a Christian, was The Pilgrim’s
Regress. Published in 1933, the book bears the rather lengthy
subtitle: “An Allegorical Apology for Christianity,
Romanticism, and Reason.” And as with so many of the books
that followed Lewis’s conversion, it was concerned to commend
Christianity to others.

In 1938, Lewis published the first volume of his “Cosmic
Trilogy,” titled Out of the Silent Planet.{12} In this book,
Lewis communicates elements of Christian theology within the
context of a science-fiction adventure story. In 1940, he
published The Problem of Pain, a work of Christian apologetics
concerned to address the problem of evil and suffering. As
I've noted elsewhere, this book “attracted the attention of
James Welch, the Director of Religious Broadcasting for the
BBC.”{13} Welch wrote to Lewis, asking if he might be
willing to compose a series of broadcast talks for the BBC.



Lewis accepted the invitation, and the talks he composed
eventually became the first book of his now classic statement
of basic theology, Mere Christianity.{14} These influential
talks were delivered during the years of World War II.

In addition to these now-famous “broadcast talks,” Lewis also
spoke to the men and women of the Royal Air Force during the
war. Such experiences helped teach Lewis the importance (and
even necessity) of “translating” Christian doctrine into terms
the average layperson could readily understand. Lewis wanted
to communicate Christian truth to his audience, and he
realized that to do so effectively, he needed to learn their
language.{15} He thus described his task as “that of a
translator—-one turning Christian doctrine . . . into language
that wunscholarly people would attend to and could
understand.” {16}

It was Lewis’s skill as a “translator” that made him so
successful as a “literary evangelist.” Few writers have been
so effective at communicating the essential truths of
Christianity to a broad, general, and often unbelieving
audience, as C. S. Lewis. Indeed, Lewis placed so much
importance on “translating” Christian truth into the language
of the average layperson that he thought every ordination exam
ought to require that the examinee demonstrate an ability to
do it.{17} And in Mere Christianity (along with other works),
we get a glimpse of Lewis doing this very thing.

Evangelism in Lewis’s Fiction

In discussing the evangelistic work of C. S. Lewis, we’'ve seen
how Lewis’s evangelistic concerns impacted his work as a
popular Christian apologist. Now it’s time to consider how
these same concerns find expression in his fiction. In his
essay, “Sometimes Fairy Stories May Say Best What's to be
Said,” Lewis discusses a major motivation for his fictional
work. He tells us:



“I wrote fairy tales because . . . I thought I saw how
stories of this kind could steal past a certain inhibition
which had paralysed much of my own religion in childhood.
Why did one find it so hard to feel as one was told one
ought to feel about God or about the sufferings of Christ? I
thought the chief reason was that one was told one ought to.
An obligation to feel can freeze feelings. And reverence
itself did harm. The whole subject was associated with
lowered voices; almost as if it were something medical. But
supposing that by casting all these things into an imaginary
world, stripping them of their stained-glass and Sunday
school associations, one could make them for the first time
appear in their real potency? Could one not thus steal past
those watchful dragons? I thought one could (00w, 37).{18}

Through his fiction, Lewis helps his readers personally
experience the potency of Christian truth. Consider The Lion,
the Witch, and the Wardrobe. In that story, Edmund (one of the
four Pevensie children who enter Narnia through the wardrobe)
initially sides with the White Witch against the great lion
Aslan. The Witch has all Narnia under her spell, making it
“always winter and never Christmas.”{19} In his desire to one
day be king of Narnia, Edmund betrays his brother and sisters.
According to the Deep Magic that governs Narnia, he thus
deserves to die.{20}

But Aslan, the true king of Narnia, intercedes for Edmund, and
the Witch renounces her claim on his life. The catch is that
Aslan must give his own life in place of Edmund’s. This he
willingly does. But like Jesus in the Gospels, death cannot
hold him in its power, and he returns to life again. According
to one scholar, “the desired response” to this is not so much
“to believe in the vicarious suffering of Christ, but to taste
it.”{21} Lewis thus used his fiction as a vehicle for
evangelism, helping his readers to “taste” Christian truth in
powerful (and even delightful) ways.



The “Cost” of Lewis’s Evangelistic
Witness

Although Lewis was not the sort of person one would typically
think of when hearing the term “evangelist,” he nonetheless
had a heart for evangelism and was motivated to labor for the
conversion of others. In fact, Christopher Mitchell has
observed that “Lewis perceived evangelism to be his lay
vocation, and the means by which he expressed this
evangelistic impulse were his speaking and writing.”{22}

While Lewis was not the sort of person to preach a
conventional “Come to Jesus” sort of evangelistic sermon, he
was nonetheless (as Michael Ward has noted) “a very successful
evangelist.”{23} When one considers the vast literary output
of Lewis, so much of which had evangelistic intentions,
combined with his speaking, preaching, and debating on issues
of vital concern to the Christian faith, along with his many
prayers for the conversion of others, and generous financial
assistance rendered for the cause of Christ, it is clear that
the whole tenor of Lewis’s post-conversion life was driven by
a strong evangelistic impulse for the salvation of souls. And
this in spite of the very costly nature of this witness.

According to Mitchell, Lewis’s evangelistic commitments
fostered “ridicule and scorn . . . among his non-Christian
colleagues” at Oxford.{24} Indeed, even some of Lewis'’s
closest friends occasionally felt embarrassed by his “zeal for
the conversion of unbelievers.”{25} Many of his colleagues
were scandalized by the fact that Lewis used his academic
training to write popular-level books in theology and
Christian apologetics. No doubt some were also jealous of his
ever-increasing popularity with the general public, for Lewis
had an uncanny ability to write one book after another that
people actually wanted to buy and read.

So why did Lewis do it? That’s the question Mitchell asks near



the end of his essay on this topic.{26} Why did Lewis persist
in evangelistic writing and speaking that aroused such scorn
from academic colleagues, and occasional embarrassment from
friends? Mitchell suggests that it likely had something to do
with Lewis’s conviction that “There are no ordinary
people.”{27} Hence, while his evangelistic activities created
difficulties for him, difficulties that might easily have been
avoided, Lewis was convinced that bringing glory to God
through the saving of human souls was “the real business of
life.”{28} And whatever abuse, scorn, or discomfort this might
cause him personally, he was apparently willing to endure it
in order to be found faithful.
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Why Study Church History?

James Detrich provides five reasons to study church history
and allow our knowledge to build our confidence in our faith.

When I was in college, we had to do what was called
“evangelism night.” It was a night in which a group of us
would pile into someone’s old, broken-down car (we were all
poor back then) and skirt downtown to the city’s walking
bridge, a large half-mile overpass extending over the
Chattanooga River. We were always sure that plenty of people
would be there that needed our message. One night I began
talking to a man about Christ and he quickly cut me off, “I am
a Christian,” he exclaimed. “Great,” I replied. As we continue
talking, though, I soon discovered that he was a “different”
Christian than me. He said he believed in an expansive New
Testament that contained many more books than the twenty-seven
I was accustomed to, and he had six or seven Gospels, where I
only had four. When I told him that I didn’t think he was
right, that the New Testament only contained twenty-seven
books and four Gospels, he asked me an important question,
“How do you know that there are only four Gospels? Maybe there
are more books to the Bible than you think!” I stood there,
knowing that he was wrong. But I didn’t know why he was wrong.
I had no idea of how to combat him-I didn’t know church
history well enough in order to provide, as 1 Peter 3:15 says,
an account of the assurance that lies within me.
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This 1s one of the great reasons why we as
Christians need to study church history. In this article I am
going to make a passionate plea for the study of church
history and give five reasons why I believe it is essential
for every follower of Christ. Alister McGrath said that
“Studying church history . . . 1is like being at a Bible study
with a great company of people who thought about those
questions that were bothering you and others.”{1l} These
bothering questions, much like the one I could not answer on
the walking bridge, oftentimes can be answered through
learning the stories and lessons of history. It was Martin
Luther, the great reformer, who cried out: “History 1s the
mother of truth.” This is the first reason why Christians need
to study history, so that we can become better skilled to
answer the nagging questions that either critics ask or that
we ourselves are wrestling with. It would have been a
tremendous help that day on the bridge to know that in the
second and third centuries, the time right after Jesus and the
apostles, that church pastors and theologians were exclaiming
and defending the truth that we only possess four Gospels:
Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John. If I had only known of this
rich tradition, if I had only known my church history, I would
have been able to give a reasonable account of that hope that
lies within me.

Church History Provides Comfort

The first reason why Christians should study church history 1is
that it helps Christians provide a more reasonable account of
what we believe. The second reason is that Christians, just
like any other people, go through many times of loneliness and
despair. The book of Psalms reveals multiple times where
various psalmists reveal that they feel as though God has left
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them, that their enemies are closing in, and that no one,
including God, really cares. Suffice it to say that this often
leads to a crisis of faith. Many of us suffer that same crisis
from time to time, and the one thing that usually helps to be
encouraged is to get around God’s people. When we are with
others who believe as we do, it helps to stabilize, and to
build, our faith. There is a sense in those moments of being
with other Christians that our faith is bigger and more
expansive—that it is communal, not merely individual.

Studying church history is about being with the community of
faith. Reading the stories, learning the truths, examining the
insights of these faithful men and women down through the
centuries gives to us the sense that our faith is not shallow,
but as the song used to say, it is “deep and wide.” Church
historian John Hannah claims that studying Christian heritage
“dispels the sense of loneliness and isolation in an era that
stresses the peripheral and sensational.”{2} It breaks us away
from this modern culture that emphasizes the glitz and the
glamour of the here and now, and helps us to establish
confidence in the faith by examining the beliefs central to
our faith that have been developed over a long period of time.
Christian theology does not invent beliefs; it finds beliefs
already among Christians and critically examines them. The
excavation site for Christian theology is not merely in the
pages of Scripture, though that is the starting point, but it
expands from there into the many centuries as we find the Holy
Spirit leading His church. For us today, it gives us the
ability to live each day absolutely sure that what we are
believing in actually is true; to know and understand that for
over 2000 years men and women have been worshipping, praising,
and glorifying the same God that we do today.

It’'s similar to those grand, majestic churches, the cathedrals
that overwhelm you with the sense of transcendence. The
expansive ceilings, high walls, and stained glass leaves the
impression that our faith, our Christian heritage, is not



small but large. Entering into a contemplation of our faith’s
history is like going into one of those churches. It takes
away the loneliness, the isolation, and reminds us of the
greatness of our faith.

Church History Solidifies Our Faith

The third reason for studying church history takes us to the
task of theology. Have you ever wondered if something you
heard being preached in church was essential? Maybe you'’ve
asked, Is this really so important to my faith? Understanding
and articulating what is most important to Christianity is one
of the crucial tasks that theology performs. This task 1is
developed from a historical viewpoint. It asks the question,
What has always been crucially important to Christians in each
stage of church history? Over the centuries, Christian
theologians have developed three main categories for Christian
beliefs: dogma, doctrine, and opinion.{3} A belief considered
as dogma is deemed to be essential to the gospel; rejecting it
would entail apostasy and heresy. Doctrines are developed
within a particular church or denomination that help to guide
that group in belief. What a church believes is found in its
doctrine. Lastly, beliefs relegated to opinion are always
interesting, but they are not important in the overall faith
of the church. But dogma is important and history tells the
story of how the church receives these important truths. It
tells the story of how the church came to understand that God
is three and one, the received truth of the Trinity; or how
they came to understand that Jesus was both human and divine,
the received truth of the Person of Christ. In examining these
things, you begin to understand what is most essential and
what is less important.

This is the same question that was being asked in the early
fourth century. Some folks calling themselves Christians were
going around proclaiming that Jesus Christ was different from
God the Father, that even though He was deserving of worship,



there was a time when He was created by the Father. Other
Christians rose up and declared that to be heretical. They
claimed that the words and actions of Christ as recorded in
the Scripture clearly affirms Him to be equal with the Father.
The Council of Nicaea in A.D. 325 sided with the latter group,
claiming that Jesus was indeed equal with His Father. The
exact wording of the council’s conclusion is that Jesus is “of
the same substance” with His Father. That dogmatic decision is
reflected in the church’s doctrinal beliefs and it
demonstrates its crucial importance for Christianity.

History is indeed the treasure chest of truth. Open it up.
Discover the riches within it. Find out what is there and what
is not—what 1is important and what 1is not!

Church History Helps Us Interpret the
Bible

Why should we study church history? The answers already given
are that it provides perspective in answering tough questions,
gives a sense that our faith has gravitas, delineates that
which 1s important; the fourth reason is that the study of
church history helps us to interpret the Bible. You might been
inclined to say, “We don’t need church history, all we need is
the Bible.” But we must remember that people interpret the
Bible in many and various ways. For instance, do you know that
the largest meeting in North America that discusses the Bible
is called the Society of Biblical Literature. It meets every
year and boasts of having thousands of members. Among those
within the society, only an astonishing 30% of them are
evangelicals, or people who would have a more conservative
interpretation of Scripture. People all over are reading the
Bible, but they are reading it in different ways.

So, how do we know how to interpret the Bible? We believe that
a certain interpretation or tradition of the text goes all the
way back to Jesus and His apostles. Thus, Scripture must be



interpreted in light of this tradition-the way that the early
community of believers read the various texts of Scripture as
they recognized its authority in matters of faith and
practice. They recognized that these texts supported,
explained, and gave evidence to the belief system that they
held dear. For us, going back and reading the early church
fathers is profitable for our understanding of the broader
cultural and theological framework so that we can better
understand what Scripture 1s saying. For instance, as we
discovered above, the Trinity is a crucial dogma of the
church. Therefore, any interpretation of the Bible that
contradicts that basic belief would be inadequate. History
helps to paint the lines that we must stay within and it helps
to construct the boundaries for a faithful reading of the
text. Examining what was important to the apostles, and the
generation that followed, and then the next generation, gives
a basic tradition, a framework, of values and beliefs, that
must guide our faith today. The study of church history helps
us to develop that basic framework.

It was a second-century pastor that complained that the
heretics of his day read the same Bible as he did, yet they
twist it into something else. He equated it someone taking a
beautiful picture of a king constructed with precious jewels
and rearranging those jewels so that the picture now resembles
a dog.{4} We would contest ruining such a beautiful piece of
art! This is exactly what happens when the beauty of the Bible
1s misinterpreted. To keep that from happening, we must study
church history and find out what the precious jewels actually
are that construct the beauty of the Bible.

Church History Demonstrates the Working
of God

We have listed four reasons to study church history: it helps
answering questions, it presents a faith that is deep and



wide, it delineates what is important, and it helps us to
interpret the Bible. The fifth reason why we should study
church history 1is that it demonstrates the working of God.
More specifically, it gives evidence that the Holy Spirit 1is
working through and among His people, the church of God. It is
the same Spirit that was working in that early Christian
community that 1is still at work today in the community of
faith. In other words, history provides a further resource for
understanding the movement of God in the entire community of
faith. We affirm that there is continuity between the early
Christian community and the community today, because we serve
one God and are the one people of that God. Hence, every
sector of church history is valuable, because it is the same
Spirit moving through every stage of history. Church history
is His story and it tells of God’'s faithfulness to the
community of believers as they have carried forth His truth
and have given animation to His character. Just as Christ 1is
the image of the invisible God, the church, through the Son
and by the Spirit, is also the image of the invisible God.
Church history is the story of how the community reflects that
invisible God.

This 1is the concept that brings all the others into a
connected whole. The reason why studying church history can
provide answers to crucial questions of faith is due to the
fact that the Spirit has been moving in the hearts of men and
women down throughout history, aiding them in their questions
of faith and the fruit of that work has been preserved for us
today. The reason why studying church history can show us what
is important to the faith is because the Spirit has been at
work guiding the church into truth. The reason why studying
church history can help us interpret the Bible is because the
Spirit has illuminated the path for understanding the Bible
for centuries. This 1is what is fascinating about church
history: it is a study of His Story. He 1is there, just as
Jesus said He would be. Remember it was Jesus who said that He
was going away, but that He would send a Comforter. And this



One would guide us in all truth. Church history is the story
of that illuminated path where the God of the church guides
His people into all truth. History is where He is.
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