The Self-Understanding of
Jesus

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

Jesus and the Scholars

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

Is this true? What are we to make of all this?
Let’s begin with a deceptively simple question: How did the
early church come to believe in-and even worship—Jesus as both
Lord and Messiah, if he never actually claimed such titles for
himself? Just think for a moment about how strange this would
be. Jesus’ earliest followers were Jews. They firmly believed
that there is only one God. And yet, shortly after his
crucifixion, they began worshiping Jesus as God! As Dr.
William Lane Craig asks, “How does one explain this worship by
monotheistic Jews of one of their countrymen as God incarnate,
apart from the claims of Jesus himself?”{2} In other words, if
Jesus never made such exalted claims for himself, then why
would his earliest followers do so? After all, on the surface
such claims not only seem blasphemous, they also appear to
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contradict the deeply held Jewish conviction that there 1is
only one God.

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

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

Jesus and the Twelve

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



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

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

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



Jesus may indeed have thought of himself as Israel’s Messiah
and Lord!

Jesus and the Law

What was Jesus’ attitude toward the Law of Moses? Some
scholars say that Jesus was a law-abiding Jew who “broke
neither with the written Law nor with the traditions of the
Pharisees.” {8} Others say the issue is more complex. Ben
Witherington observes that Jesus related to the Law in a
variety of ways.{9} Sometimes he affirmed the validity of
particular Mosaic commandments (e.g. Matt. 19:18-19). At other
times he went beyond Moses and intensified some of the
commandments. In the Sermon on the Mount he declared, “You
have heard that it was said, ‘Do not commit adultery.’ But I
tell you that anyone who looks at a woman lustfully has
already committed adultery with her in his heart” (Matt.
5:27-28). We shouldn’t skip too lightly over a statement like
this. The prohibition against adultery is one of the Ten
Commandments. By wording the statement as he did, Jesus
apparently “equated his own authority with that of the
divinely given Torah.”{10} Indeed, it’'s because of sayings
like this that one Jewish writer complained: “Israel cannot

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

forever.”{11}

But Jesus went further than this! In Mark 7 he declared all
foods “clean” (vv. 14-19). That is, he set aside the dietary
laws found in Leviticus and Deuteronomy. To really grasp the
radical nature of Jesus’ declaration one must only remember
that these dietary laws had been given to Israel by God
Himself! But what sort of person believes he has the authority
to set aside the commandments of God? Ben Witherington notes,
“Jesus seems to assume an authority over Torah that no
Pharisee or 0ld Testament prophet assumed-the authority to set



it aside.”{12} And Jacob Neusner, a Jewish scholar, seems to
agree: “Jews believe in the Torah of Moses . . . and that
belief requires faithful Jews to enter a dissent at the
teachings of Jesus, on the grounds that those teachings at
important points contradict the Torah.”{13}

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

Jesus and the Demons

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

Most scholars are convinced that the historical Jesus
declared, “But if I drive out demons by the Spirit of God,
then the kingdom of God has come upon you” (Matt. 12:28).
Prior to making this declaration, the Pharisees had accused
Jesus of casting out demons “by Beelzebub, the ruler of the
demons” (12:24). Jesus responded by pointing out how absurd it



would be for Satan to fight against himself like that (v. 26).
What’'s more, the charge was inconsistent. There were other
Jewish exorcists in Jesus’ day and it was widely believed that
their power came from God. Wouldn’'t it be more reasonable,
then, to conclude that Jesus’ power also came from God?

If so, then notice the startling implications of Jesus’ claim:
“If I drive out demons by the Spirit of God, then the kingdom
of God has come upon you."” At the very least, Jesus appears to
be claiming that in himself the kingdom of God is in some
sense a present reality. But his claim may actually be even
more radical. Some scholars have observed that in ancient
Jewish literature the phrase, ‘kingdom of God,’ is sometimes
used as a roundabout way for speaking of God Himself. If Jesus
intended this meaning in the statement we are considering,
then William Lane Craig’s conclusion is fully warranted: “In
claiming that in himself the kingdom of God had already
arrived, as visibly demonstrated by his exorcisms, Jesus was,
in effect, saying that in himself God had drawn near, thus
putting himself in God’'s place.”{16}

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

Jesus and the Father

In one of the most astonishing declarations of Jesus 1in
Matthew's Gospel he states, “All things have been handed over
to Me by My Father; and no one knows the Son, except the
Father; nor does anyone know the Father, except the Son, and
anyone to whom the Son wills to reveal Him” (11:27). Many
scholars believe that this verse forms a unit with the two
preceding verses. It's clear from the context that the
“Father” referred to by Jesus is God, for Jesus begins this



section by saying, “I praise Thee, 0 Father, Lord of heaven
and earth” (11:25). So in the verse we are considering, Jesus
claims to be God’'s Son in an absolutely unique sense. He
refers to God as “My Father,” and declares that no one knows
the Father, “except the Son, and anyone to whom the Son wills
to reveal Him.” Jesus not only claims to be God’s unique Son,
he also claims to have special knowledge of the Father that no
one else can mediate to others!

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

In this brief overview of the self-understanding of Jesus,
I've attempted to show that even when we limit ourselves to
Gospel traditions that are generally considered historically
authentic by a majority of scholars, Jesus still makes
impressive claims to deity. But as Dr. Craig observes, “ :
if Jesus was not who he claimed to be, then he was either a
charlatan or a madman, neither of which 1s plausible.



Therefore, why not accept him as the divine Son of God, just
as the earliest Christians did?”{20}
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The Scandal of Blood
Atonement: “Why All the Blood
and Cross-Talk, Christian?”

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

The Bloody Cross: A Tough Thing to Handle

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

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

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

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

“Christians are obsessed with blood! They sing about it,
declare they are washed in it and even drink it! In this
book you will discover the crazy background to this
Christian obsession and the truth about the bloodthirsty God
they claim to know and serve.”{1}

In this article, we’ll discuss whether these charges are true
and fair and explain the doctrine of blood atonement.

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

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

e reconciling man to God,

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

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

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

The bottom line for all people is this: out of Christ’s death



came the hope of eternal life—and His resurrection proved
this. Our sin caused God’s Son to suffer and die. By grace,
through faith, we can benefit. Otherwise, we suffer eternally
for staying with the cosmic rebellion that started in a
perfect Garden long ago.

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

The Reason Someone Had to Die

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

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

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

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



dangerous.”

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

God's justice and holiness demand death for sin. Blood must be
shed. Detractors of the cross tend to underestimate sin and
know nothing of its offense to a holy God. Everyone wants
justice—for others.

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

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

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

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

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



one big reason:

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

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

“Crosstianity” [in the contemptuous words of one
skeptic]. The obsession with ‘our sins’ having been ‘washed
away by the Blood of the Lamb’ would be regarded as evidence
of a serious mental illness . . . but when this is an
obsession of millions of people it becomes ‘religious
faith’.”{6}

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

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

Pagan myths of savior gods who rise from the dead have only a
surface resemblance to the biblical resurrection. Such deities
are more like impetuous and tyrannical people than the one and
only Yahweh. The biblical God’s love fostered the unthinkable:
set up a sacrificial system for a one-of-a-kind people-the



Israelites—that served as a foretelling of His coup de grace:
dying in man’s place as the spotless sacrificial Lamb. What a
novel religious idea that only the true God could dream up!
Theologian Thomas 0Oden says it this way: “It was God who was
both offering reconciliation and receiving the reconciled.”{8}

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

But Why a Violent, Bloody Death?

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

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

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

The Apostle Paul summarized Christ’s entire earthly ministry
this way: He “humbled Himself and became obedient unto death”
(Philippians 2:8). At the cross, “human hate did all the
damage it could do to the only Son of God.”{10} God used the



realities available to Him, including the masterfully grim
method of crucifixion, honed to a fine art by Roman pagans who
viewed human life as dispensable.

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

."{15}

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

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



conquest of Satan.

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

For my pardon, this I see,

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

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

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

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

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

Jesus Shares the Honor Given to God

Defending the deity of Christ can be a source of
anxiety for some believers. Perhaps it is because
our defense often consists only of a couple of
proof texts which are quickly challenged by
Jehovah'’s Witnesses and others. Even worse, some
Christians themselves are troubled by passages that seem to
teach that Jesus 1is something less than God, that He is
inferior to the Father in some significant way. They are fine
with Jesus being the suffering servant, the Messiah who died
for our sins, but less sure of His role in creation or as a
member of the triune everlasting “I Am” of the 0ld Testament.
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s - A recent book by Robert Bowman and Ed
]}E]SI%S: Komoszewski titled Putting Jesus in His Place
IN[HSPLXCE; is a great confidence builder for those
Loecoommninoran | wrestling with this key doctrine. The book
offers five lines of evidence with deep roots
in the biblical material. The book is organized
around the acronym H.A.N.D.S. It argues that
the New Testament teaches that Jesus deserves
the honors only due to God, He shares the attributes that only
God possesses, He is given names that can only be given to
God, He performs deeds that only God can perform, and finally,
He possesses a seat on the throne of God.
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Let’s look at the first line of evidence for the deity of
Christ, that Jesus deserves the honor that should only be
given to God. To honor someone is to acknowledge “their place
in the scheme of things—to speak about them and to behave
toward them in a manner appropriate to their status and
position.”{1} As creator of the universe God deserves the
highest level of honor and glory, since nothing can claim a
higher degree of status or position. As a result, the 0ld
Testament teaches that only God deserves the honor and glory
that is part of human worship and He will not share this honor
with anything else. In Isaiah 42 God declares that “I am the
LORD; that is my name! I will not give my glory to another or
my praise to idols” (Isaiah 42:8).

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



way that the Father is God.

Jesus Shares the Attributes of God

If Jesus is honored in the New Testament in a manner reserved
only for God, it follows that one who is given the honor and
glory reserved for God is also worthy of worship. So it’s not
surprising that the book of Hebrews tells us that Jesus is to
be worshipped by the angels or that in Matthew’'s Gospel the
apostles worshipped him when he came to them walking on water
(Hebrews 1:6; Matthew 14:33). Perhaps the most stirring image
of Jesus being worshipped is in Revelation where every
creature in heaven and on earth sing praises to the Father and
to the Lamb, giving them both honor and glory and reporting
that the four living creatures and the elders fell down and
worshipped Him (Revelation 5:13-14).

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

Jesus clearly states in John 14 that to see him is to see the
Father; both are equally God (John 14:10). In Colossians, Paul
goes to great lengths to argue that all of God’s divine
attributes are present in Christ. He writes that Jesus is “the
image of the invisible God” and that “. . .God was pleased to
have all his fullness dwell in him (Colossians 1:15, 19). He
summarizes the same idea by adding that “in Christ all the



fullness of the Deity lives in bodily form” (Colossians 2:9).
The writer of Hebrews concurs in the opening paragraph of that
book, saying that “the Son is the radiance of God’s glory and
the exact representation of his being” (Hebrews 1:3).

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

Jesus Shares the Names Given to God

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

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

The Gospel John also contains the confession by Thomas that
Jesus 1is his Lord (kurios), and God (theos). John makes sure
that we understand that Thomas was talking about Jesus by



writing “Thomas said to Him,” that is, to Jesus, “’My Lord and
my God.'”

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

All four gospels begin with John the Baptist’s ministry of
“preparing the way of the Lord” as fulfillment of Isaiah’s
prophecy in Isaiah 40:3. The prophet wrote, “In the desert
prepare the way for the LORD; make straight in the wilderness
a highway for our God.” The Hebrew word translated LORD in
this verse is the unspoken special word for God used by the
Jews consisting of four consonants called the tetragrammaton.
The New Testament Gospels are applying the word Lord to Jesus
in the same way that the 0ld Testament referred to Yahweh as
LORD.

Jesus Does the Deeds that Only God Can Do

It was universally recognized by the Jews of Jesus’ day that
“God created the heavens and the earth (Genesis 1:1; cf.
Isaiah 37:16).” So it might be surprising to some that the New
Testament also gives Jesus credit for creation. Paul teaches
in Colossians that Jesus created “all things.” To make sure
that no one misunderstands his point, he adds that “all
things” includes “things in heaven and on earth, visible and
invisible, whether thrones or powers or rulers or authorities;
all things were created by him and for him. He is before all
things, and in him all things hold together” (Colossians
1:16-17). Paul wanted to be clear: Jesus is the creator God of
the universe.
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While Jesus’ role in creation 1is enough to establish his
divine nature, He also exhibited supernatural divine power
during His ministry on earth. Unlike the 0ld Testament
prophets and New Testament apostles, Jesus did not have to
petition a higher power to heal or cast out demons. He had
inherent divine power to accomplish his will. Other than
giving thanks, Jesus did not pray before performing miracles.
In fact, the apostles reported that some demons obeyed them
only when they invoked Jesus’ name. There were a number of
occasions when Jesus realized that power had gone out from Him
even without His intention to heal (Luke 6:19; Mark 5:30; Luke
8:46).

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

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

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



Lamb!”

Jesus Has a Seat on God’s Throne

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

Jesus made this claim clear during His questioning by the high
priest Caiaphas the night of his capture. Caiaphas asked him,
“Are you the Christ, the Son of the Blessed One?” (Mark 14:61)
If Jesus wasn’t God, this would have been a great opportunity
for Him to clear up any misconceptions. But instead of denying
His divinity, Jesus says “I am,” admitting to being God’s
unique Son, and goes on to say, “you will see the Son of Man
sitting at the right hand of the Mighty One and coming on the
clouds of heaven” (Mark 14:62). The high priest’s response was
dramatic; he tore his clothes and declared that those present
had heard blasphemy from the lips of Jesus. They understood
that Jesus was making a direct claim to being God, for only
God could sit on the throne of the mighty one.

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



This kind of language can only be used to describe God.

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

The New Testament provides multiple lines of evidence to make
the case that Jesus is God. The only question remaining 1is
whether or not we will worship him as a full member of the
triune Godhead, the only eternal, self-existing, creator God
of the universe.

Note

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

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

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

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

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

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



During an eclipse, the heavens
declare the glory of God by
allowing us to see things about
the sun we wouldn’t be able to
observe any other way, beautiful
and gloriously resplendent. Just
before totality we can see
“Baily’s Beads.” Only seen during
an eclipse, bright “beads” appear
at the edge of the moon where the
sun 1is shining through lunar
valleys, a feature of the moon’s
rugged landscape. This is followed by the “diamond ring”
effect, where the brightness of the sun radiates as a thin
band around the circumference of the moon, and the last
moments of the sun’s visibility explode like a diamond made of
pure light. After the minutes of totality, the diamond ring
effect appears again on the opposite side of the moon as the
first rays of the sun flare brilliantly. These sky-jewelry
phenomena are so outside of mankind’s control that witnessing
them stirs our spirits (even on YouTube!) with the truth of
Romans 1:20-"God'’'s invisible qualities—his eternal power and
divine nature—have been clearly seen, being understood from
what has been made, so that people are without excuse.”

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




glory of God!

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

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

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

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

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

» He studied all 65 of the moons in our solar system and



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

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

These facts of the heavens declare the glory of God!

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

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

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

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

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

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

Abusive Churches

What characterizes abusive churches 1is their cultic method of
ministry. Although outwardly orthodox in their theology, these
churches use abusive and mind control methods to get their
followers to submit to the organization. In this article Dr.
Pat Zukeran covers eight characteristics of abusive churches.

This article is also available in Spanish. T

We are all familiar with traditional cults such as
the Mormons and the Jehovah’s Witnesses. There are,
however, other groups with cultic characteristics
that do not fit the same profile as the traditional
cults. Sometimes called “abusive churches” or even
“Bible-based cults,” they appear outwardly orthodox in their
doctrinal beliefs. What distinguishes these groups or churches
from genuine orthodox Christianity is their abusive, cultic-
like methodology and philosophy of ministry.
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In his book Churches That Abuse, Dr. Ronald
(j (I{Eﬁ; Enroth carefully examines several of these
THAI

churches throughout the United States. He

reveals the cultic methods these groups use

and points out several distinguishing marks

s ety of abusive churches. At this point I will

ﬁﬁﬂﬂf briefly introduce each of these

characteristics and some of my own. Later,

RONALD M. ENROTH I'"ll discuss all these characteristics 1in
detail.

First, abusive churches have a control-oriented style of
leadership. Second, the leaders of such churches often use
manipulation to gain complete submission from their members.
Third, there is a rigid, legalistic lifestyle involving
numerous requirements and minute details for daily life.
Fourth, these churches tend to change their names often,
especially once they are exposed by the media. Fifth,
denouncing other churches is common because they see
themselves as superior to all other churches. Sixth, these
churches have a persecution complex and view themselves as
being persecuted by the world, the media, and other Christian
churches. Seventh, abusive churches specifically target young
adults between eighteen and twenty-five years of age. The
eighth and final mark of abusive churches is the great
difficulty members have in getting out of or leaving these
churches, a process often marked by social, psychological, or
emotional pain.

Those involved in a church that seems to reflect these
characteristics would be wise to evaluate the situation
thoroughly and leave the church if it is appropriate. Staying
may increase the risks of damaging your family relationships
and multiplies the likelihood of losing your perspective.
Members of such churches often develop a distorted view of
reality, distrust everyone, and suffer from stress, fear, and
depression. Some former members even continue to experience



these things after escaping from an abusing church. There are
also several documented cases in which associating with an
abusive church has led to the deaths of individuals or their
relatives.

Some of these groups have networks of many sister churches. In
some cases these groups have split off from more mainstream
denominations. Occasionally the new groups have even been
denounced by the founding denomination. Such groups often
disguise themselves by frequently changing the name of their
organization, especially following adverse publicity. This
practice makes the true nature of these organizations more
difficult to determine for the unsuspecting individual. Some
abusive churches have college ministries all across the
country. On some university campuses such student movements
are among the largest groups on their respective campuses.

It is important that Christians today know the Bible and know
how to recognize such churches so as not to fall into their
traps. In order to help people become more aware of churches
which may be abusing their members, I now want to go through
in more detail the eight characteristics I mentioned earlier.

Control-Oriented Leadership

A central feature of an abusive church is control-oriented
leadership. The leader in an abusive church is dogmatic, self-
confident, arrogant, and the spiritual focal point in the
lives of his followers. The leader assumes he 1is more
spiritually in tune with God than anyone else. He claims
insight into Scripture that no one else has. Or, he may state
that he receives personal revelations from God. Because of
such claims, the leader’s position and beliefs cannot be
guestioned; his statements are final. To members of this type
of church or group, questioning the leader is the equivalent
of questioning God. Although the leader may not come out and
state this fact, this attitude is clearly seen by the
treatment of those who dare to question or challenge the



leader. The leader of the movement often makes personal
decisions for his followers. Individual thinking 1is
prohibited; thus the followers become dependent on the leader.

In the hierarchy of such a church, the leader is, or tends to
be, accountable to no one. Even if there is an elder board, it
is usually made up of men who are loyal to, and will never
disagree with, the leader. This style of leadership is not one
endorsed in the Bible. According to Scripture all believers
have equal access to God and are equal before Him because we
are made in His image, and we are all under the authority of
the Word of God. In 1 Thessalonians 5:21 believers are
directed to measure all teachings against the Word of God.
Acts 17:11 states that even the apostle Paul was under the
authority of the Bible, and the Bereans were commended because
they tested Paul’s teachings with the Scriptures. Leaders and
laity alike are to live according to Scripture.

Manipulation of Members

Abusive churches are characterized by the manipulation of
their members. Manipulation is the use of external forces to
get others to do what someone else wants them to do. Here
manipulation is used to get people to submit to the leadership
of the church. The tactics of manipulation include the use of
guilt, peer pressure, intimidation, and threats of divine
judgment from God for disobedience. Often harsh discipline 1is
carried out publicly to promote ridicule and humiliation.

Another tactic is the “shepherding” philosophy. As practiced
in many abusive churches this philosophy requires every member
to be personally accountable to another more experienced
person. To this person, one must reveal all personal thoughts,
feelings, and discuss future decisions. This personal
information, is not used to help the member, but to control
the member.

Another means of control is isolation. Abusive churches may



cut off contact between a new member and his family, friends,
and anyone else not associated with the church.

How different this style of leadership is from the leadership
of Jesus, the Good Shepherd who lovingly, gently, humbly, and
sacrificially leads His sheep.

Rigid, Legalistic Lifestyle

The third characteristic of abusive churches is the rigid,
legalistic lifestyle of their members. This rigidity is a
natural result of the leadership style. Abusive churches
require unwavering devotion to the church from their
followers. Allegiance to the church has priority over
allegiance to God, family, or anything else.

Often members are required or pressured to attend Bible
studies five, six, or seven days a week. There 1is a
requirement to do evangelism; a certain quota of contacts must
be met, and some churches even require members to fill out
time cards recording how many hours they spent in evangelism,
etc. Daily schedules are made for the person; thus he 1is
endlessly doing the church’s ministry. Former members of one
church told me they were working for their church from 5:00 am
to 12:00 midnight five days a week.

Members of such churches frequently drop out of school, quit
working, or even neglect their families to do the work
required by the church. There are also guidelines for dress,
dating, finances, and so on. Such details are held to be of
major importance in these churches.

In churches like these, people begin to lose their personal
identity and start acting like programmed robots. Many times,
the pressure and demands of the church will cause a member to
have a nervous breakdown or fall into severe depression. As I
reflect on these characteristics I think of Jesus’ words
concerning the Pharisees who “tie up heavy loads and put them



on men’s shoulders, but they themselves are not willing to
lift a finger” (Matt. 23: 4). What a contrast from the
leadership style of Jesus who said, “Come to me, all you who
are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke
upon you. . . .For my yoke is easy and my burden is light”
(Matt. 11:28-30).

Frequent Changing of Group/Church Name

A fourth characteristic of abusive churches is a pattern of
constantly changing the name of the church or campus ministry.
Often a name change is a response to unfavorable publicity by
the media. Some abusive churches have changed their name
several times in the course of a few years.

If you are in such a church, one that has changed its name
several times because of bad publicity, or if you feel
unceasing pressure to live up to its demands, it is probably
time to carefully evaluate the ministry of the church and your
participation in it.

Denouncing All Other Churches

Let us now take a look at the fifth characteristic: abusive
churches usually denounce all other Christian churches. They
see themselves as spiritually elite. They feel that they alone
have the truth and all other churches are corrupt. Therefore,
they do not associate with other Christian churches. They
often refer to themselves as some special group such as,
“God’s Green Berets,” “The faithful remnant,” or “God’s end-
time army.” There is a sense of pride in abusive churches
because members feel they have a special relationship with God
and His movement in the world. In his book Churches That
Abuse, Dr. Ron Enroth quotes a former member of one such group
who states, “Although we didn’t come right out and say it, in
our innermost hearts we really felt that there was no place in
the world like our assembly. We thought the rest of
Christianity was out to lunch.” However the Bible makes it



clear, that there are no spiritually elite groups or churches.
Ephesians 4:36 states, “Make every effort to keep the unity of
the Spirit through the bond of peace. There is one body and
one Spirit, just as you were called to one hope, when you were
called, one Lord, one faith, one baptism; One God and Father
of all.”

The Christian church universal is united by the same God, the
same Holy Spirit, and the fundamental beliefs of the Bible
which include such things as the Trinity, authority of the
Bible, the death and resurrection of Jesus, the deity of
Christ, justification by faith alone, and so on. In these
central truths we stand united. A church which believes itself
to be elite and does not associate with other Christian
churches is not motivated by the spirit of God but by divisive
pride.

Persecution Complex

The sixth characteristic follows naturally. Because abusive
churches see themselves as elite, they expect persecution in
the world and even feed on it. Criticism and exposure by the
media are seen as proof that they are the true church being
persecuted by Satan. However, the persecution received by
abusive churches is different from the persecution received by
Jesus and the Apostles.

Jesus and the Apostles were persecuted for preaching the
truth. Abusive churches bring on much of their negative press
because of their own actions. Yet, any criticism received, no
matter what the source—whether Christian or secular—is always
viewed as an attack from Satan, even if the criticisms are
based on the Bible. This makes it difficult to witness to a
person in such a church for he will see your attempt to share
the gospel with him as persecution. Often in cases like these,
when I am accused of persecuting, I simply reply, “I am here
talking to you with the Word of God which you say you believe.
How can this be persecution?” This approach often helps in



continuing the dialogue with a member of an abusive church who
has been brainwashed to believe that all opposition 1is
persecution.

Targeting Young Adults

The seventh characteristic of abusive churches is that they
tend to target young adults ages 18-25 who are in the middle
class, well educated, idealistic, and often immature
Christians. Young adults are the perfect age group to focus on
because they are often looking for a cause to give their lives
to, and they need love, affirmation, and acceptance. Often
these churches will provide this, and the leaders frequently
take the role of surrogate parents.

Painful Exit Process

The eighth characteristic is a painful and difficult exit
process. Members in many such churches are afraid to leave
because of intimidation, pressure, and threats of divine
judgment. Sometimes members who exit are harassed and pursued
by church leaders. The majority of the time, former members
are publicly ridiculed and humiliated before the church, and
members are told not to associate in any way with any former
members. This practice is called shunning.

Many who leave abusive churches because of the intimidation
and brainwashing, actually feel they have left God Himself.
None of their former associates will fellowship with them, and
they feel isolated, abused, and fearful of the world. One
former member of a particular campus ministry said, “If you
leave without the leadership’s approval, condemnation and
guilt are heaped upon you. My pastor told me he thought it was
satanic for me to leave and wondered if I could continue my
salvation experience.”

Let me conclude this discussion by sharing some practical ways
of reaching those who are involved in abusive churches. First,



we must begin with prayer. Witnessing to those brainwashed in
abusive churches is often intimidating and difficult. Often
leaders will not allow an individual member to meet with an
outsider unless accompanied by an older, more experienced
person who is trained in debating and/or intimidation.
Therefore, we must pray (1) for a chance to speak with the
individual{l} and that he would be open to what we have to
share.{2}

Second, lovingly confront the person and surface some biblical
issues. Often, abusive churches have a bizarre teaching or a
theological error that can be pointed out. In his book
Churches That Abuse, Dr. Ron Enroth documents several examples
of this. For instance, the leader of one church had strange
teachings based on his claims of extra-biblical revelations
from God.{3} These included dietary laws, sexual behavior,
home decorations, and others. The leader of another group
called doctors “medical deities.” He also claimed medicines
had demonic names and if taken, opened a person up to demonic
influence.{4} Pointing out errors, 1inconsistencies, and
bizarre beliefs may open the individual’s mind and prompt him
to begin asking questions.

Third, share articles you may find in the newspaper or 1in
magazines on the particular church under discussion. The book
that I have often quoted from, Churches That Abuse, 1s an
excellent resource. The key is to get the individual to start
asking questions and research answers for himself. Tell him to
test everything with the Scriptures and not to be afraid to
ask questions. If the leader is afraid or hesitant to answer a
member’s honest questions, the maturity of that leadership may
be suspect.

Jesus, however, said that truth is a means of freedom, not
bondage. He said, “You shall know the truth, and the truth
shall make you free” (John 8:32).

Notes



1. Ronald Enroth, Churches That Abuse (Grand Rapids, Mich.:
Zondervan, 1992), p. 118.

2. Ibid., p. 181.
3. Ibid., p. 128.
4. Ibid., p. 170.
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Biblical Archaeology

Kerby Anderson provides an update on recent archaeological
finds that corroborate the historicity of the Bible.

One of the most important proofs for the historical accuracy
of the Bible can be found in archaeology. Ancient history and
archaeology should confirm the accuracy of this record. That
is what we find when comparing these finds with the written
record of Scripture.

My focus will be to summarize a few of the past
archaeological finds that confirm the Bible and
then provide an update on some of the newest
archaeological discoveries made in just the last
few years that are very significant. On the Probe
website, we have an excellent summary done twenty years ago of
archaeology and the 0ld Testament (probe.org/archaeology-and-
the-old-testament/) and archaeology and the New Testament
(probe.org/archaeology-and-the-new-testament/).

Archaeology not only has confirmed the historical record found
in the Bible, but it also provides additional details not
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found in the original writings of the biblical authors.
Archaeology also helps explain Bible passages by providing
context of the surrounding culture as well as the social and
political circumstances.

We must also admit the limitations of archaeology. Although
these archaeological finds can establish the historical
accuracy of the record, they cannot prove the divine
inspiration of the Bible. Also, we must admit that even when
we have an archaeological find, it still must be interpreted.
Those interpretations are obviously affected by the worldview
perspective and even bias of the historians and
archaeologists.

Even granting the skeptical bias that can be found in this
field, it is still amazing that many archaeologists
acknowledge the biblical confirmation that has come from
significant archaeological finds.

Dr. William Albright observed, “There can be no doubt that
archaeology has confirmed the substantial historicity of 01ld
Testament tradition.”{1}

Archaeologist Nelson Glueck and president of Hebrew Union
College concluded, “It may be stated categorically that no
archaeological discovery has ever controverted a Biblical
reference. Scores of archaeological findings have been made
which confirm in clear outline or exact detail historical
statements in the Bible. And, by the same token, proper
evaluation of Biblical description has often led to amazing
discoveries.”{2}

Millar Burrows, Professor of Archaeology at Yale University,
remarked that “On the whole, however, archaeological work has
unquestionably strengthened confidence in the reliability of
the Scriptural record. More than one archaeologist has found
his respect for the Bible increased by the experience of
excavation in Palestine.”{3}



Old Testament Archaeology

There are so many significant archaeological finds that
confirm the historical accuracy of the 0ld Testament. Perhaps
the most famous and most significant find 1is the Dead Sea
scrolls. A young shepherd boy found the first of them in a
cave in 1947. Eventually over 800 fragments were found. This
includes a complete scroll of the book of Isaiah.

Many of these scrolls are from before the time of Jesus
Christ. That is important because it provided a way to check
the accuracy of the transmission of the 0ld Testament. The
earliest copies of the 0ld Testament that we had before this
discovery were a thousand years later. When we compare the
Dead Sea scrolls to these later manuscripts, we can see that
there were very few variations (mostly due to changes 1in
spelling or grammar). The transmission through the scribe was
very accurate.

Another significant find was archaeological documentation of
King David. Archaeologists working at one site uncovered an
inscription that means “house of David” that dates to the
ninth century BC.

Another important archaeological find was the Hittite nation.
The Hittites are mentioned nearly 50 times in the O01ld
Testament, but there was no solid archaeological evidence they
existed until the 20th century. Some argued that the Bible
must be wrong since it mentions this nation but archaeological
evidence was lacking.

The Hittites were a major force against the Jews. Israel
needed to conquer them in order to enter the Promised Land
(Joshua 11:3-4). King David had Uriah the Hittite killed
because of his adultery with his wife, Bathsheba (2 Kings
11:3-21). Fortunately, archaeologists did uncover abundant
evidence of the Hittites in Turkey. They found a temple,
sculptures, a storeroom with 10,000 clay tablets. Later they



even uncovered the Hittite capital city of Hattusha.

Archaeologists with the Israel Antiquities Authority digging
at Tel Lachish found an ancient toilet that confirms 01ld
Testament history. To understand its significance, we need to
look at the record of King Hezekiah. We read in 2 Kings that
he removed the Asherah poles from the high places and smashed
the sacred stones that were used in the Canaanite cultic
worship.

Archaeologists discovered large rooms that appear to be a
shrine where four-horned altars were destroyed. They also
found a seat carved in stone with the hole in it that was used
as a toilet. It was mostly likely placed there as a form of
desecration for the whole room.{4} This correlates with the
biblical description in 2 Kings 10:27 that Jehu and his
followers “demolished the pillar of Baal, and demolished the
house of Baal, and made it a latrine to this day.”

New Testament Archaeology

Jesus spent much of his time in Capernaum by the Sea of
Galilee. It is mentioned 16 times in the New Testament.
Archaeologists have uncovered evidence of the fishing industry
there (anchors, fishhooks), which would have been used by many
of the disciples. The houses were one-story buildings, with
roofs of wooden beams or branches. This explains how men
carried a man to the roof and let him down in front of Jesus
(Mark 2:1-4). Jesus taught in the synagogue in Capernaum (Mark
1:21-22, Luke 4:31-36). The remains of a synagogue built in
the 4th century sits atop the black basalt foundations of this
synagogue that existed at the time of Jesus.

In Jerusalem are many archaeological discoveries from the time
of Jesus. That includes the remains of the temple as well as
the pool of Bethesda (John 5:1-15) and the pool of Siloam
(John 9:1-7).



Archaeology (as well as history) verifies the existence of
many political leaders mentioned in the New Testament. A
Denarius coin shows a portrait of Tiberius Caesar. This 1is
also significant because Jesus asked the people whose likeness
was on the coin (Mark 12:17). The name Pontius Pilate was
found in an inscription at Caesarea Maritima.

Sometimes archaeology can shed light on what seems like a
sharp disagreement in the Bible. In Paul’s letter to the
Galatians, he recounts what he said to Peter who stopped
eating meals with gentile Christians. He argued that Peter
lived like a Gentile even though he was a Jew.

The answer lies in the fact that Paul was a devout Pharisee,
who took kosher food laws and purity very seriously. Peter,
though Jewish, was not a Pharisee and grew up in Bethsaida on
the north shore of the Sea of Galilee. Archaeological
excavations uncovered some non-kosher evidence. Some were
eating wild boar and catfish, which were considered unclean
and not to be eaten by Jew following the Torah.{5}

Archaeological finds at Corinth include the city’s bema seat,
where Paul stood trial (Acts 18:12-17) and an inscription with
the name Erastus, a city administrator who was an associate of
Paul (Acts 19:22; 2 Timothy 4:20; Romans 16:23).

Critics have challenged the historical record of Luke because
of alleged inaccuracies. Classical scholar Colin Hemer
documents that Luke 1is a very accurate historian.{6} He
identifies 84 facts in the Book of Acts that have been
confirmed by historical and archaeological research. This
includes nautical details, names of gods, designation of
magistrates, and proper names and titles.

These are just a few of the archaeological discoveries in the
past that have confirmed the 0ld Testament and the New
Testament. In the next section we will look at some of the
most recent archaeological discoveries.



Recent Archaeological Discoveries

Within the 1last few years, there have been major
archaeological discoveries that further confirm biblical
history. An article in Christianity Today provides a list of
the top ten archaeological discoveries.{7} Here are just a few
of these important discoveries.

The Israel Antiquities Authority announced the discovery of a
limestone column on which the world “Jerusalem” was spelled
out in Aramaic. This is the oldest inscription of this nature
found so far. You might expect that there would be lots of
such inscriptions, but that turn out to be very rare.

The inscription was found in an ancient potter’s village that
must have served pilgrims making their way to the Temple in
Jerusalem. A potter’s field calls to mind the one bought by
the priests (Matthew 27:7) with the money Judas returned.

The Jewish tabernacle and the Ark of the Covenant were located
for a time in Shiloh. Excavation there produced a clay
pomegranate. In the Bible, the pomegranate was a common temple
decoration (1 Kings 7:18; 2 Kings 25:17). Small pomegranates
embroidered with blue, purple, and scarlet yarns hung from the
hems of the priestly robes (Exodus 28:33). This discovery
affirms the sacredness of Shiloh.

Scientists and archaeologists believe they made have found the
site of the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah. They found
evidence that a “high-heat” explosive event north of the Dead
Sea wiped out all civilization in the affected area. It killed
all the people within a 25-kilometer circular area. The
fertile soil would have been stripped of nutrients by the high
heat. Waves of briny salt would have washed over the
surrounding area and spread through hot winds.

The scientists suggest that a cosmic airburst event from a
meteor was the reason for the disappearance from the site. It



apparently took 600 years for the region to recover before it
could once again be inhabited. This fits with the description
in Genesis 19, which says that burning sulfur rained down on
Sodom and Gomorrah and killed all the people and all the
vegetation of the land.

Archaeologist Dr. Stephen Collins says that there was a
violent conflagration that ended occupation at the site. There
is “melted pottery, scorched foundation stones, and several
feet of ash and destruction debris churned into a dark gray
matrix as if in a Cuisinart.” He and another author in a joint
paper conclude that all of this provides “signs of a highly
destructive and thermal event that one might expect from what
1s described in Genesis 19."”{8}

Recent Archaeological Discoveries

Above we looked at a few of the most recent archaeological
discoveries that confirm the historical accuracy of the Bible.
Most of them were found in an article in Christianity Today.
Here are a few more significant discoveries.

An inscribed piece of limestone discovered in a tomb along the
west bank of the Nile was revealed to be a Semitic abecedary
(alphabet in ABC order). It dates back to the time of Moses
and fits with the statement that “Moses wrote down everything
the Lord had said” (Exodus 24:4). It turns out he wasn’t the
only one writing in a Semitic script in Egypt at that time.

When ISIS terrorists captured Mosul, they blew up the tomb of
the prophet Jonah. This uncovered the remains of a palace of
the Assyrian King Esarhaddon. Previous archaeological teams
stopped digging in certain sites in Iraq for fear of
destroying them. That was a case of the traditional tomb of
Jonah, until ISIS started digging beneath it to find artifacts
to sell. As one article put it, “ISIS Accidentally
Corroborates the Bible.”{9} The tunnels they dug revealed a



previously untouched Assyrian palace in the ancient city of
Ninevah. Inscriptions found in the old city of Nineveh give an
order of Assyrian kings that matches perfectly with the
biblical order.

Extra careful processing of dirt from an archaeological dig in
the southwest corner of the Temple Mount provided a beka
weight. This was used (Exodus 38:6) to measure the silver in
the half-shekel temple tax that was collected from each member
of the Jewish community.

Another seal impression seems to be (a letter is missing) the
name “Isaiah the prophet.” It was found near the Temple Mount
near another seal impression that says “King Hezekiah of
Judah” that was uncovered two years earlier. Hezekiah and the
prophet Isaiah are mentioned in the same verse 17 times. This
clay seal gives the impression that Isaiah had access to the
king’'s palace as his adviser.

A ring with the name “Pontius Pilate” on it was excavated
decades ago but only could be read recently due to advanced
photographic techniques. Of course, this is not the first time
that his name has surfaced in archaeology, but it is still a
significant find. The ring is not fancy enough to have been
worn by Pilate. It was probably worn by someone authorized to
act on his authority and would use it to seal official
communications.

This is an exciting time for archaeological investigation. New
finds provide even more evidence of the historical accuracy of
the 0ld Testament and the New Testament. Archaeology has
provided abundant confirmation of the Bible.
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Apologetics and Spiritual
Skirmishing

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

As I was working towards my degree at Dallas Baptist
University I did volunteer work with an online ministry.
There, I encountered people from all walks of life; all of
them having questions about Christ and Christianity. For a
while, I was doing well. I found joy in encouraging and
counseling other believers. I also learned to tell the
difference between non-believers who were willing to listen
and those who were only there to argue.
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Around a week from graduation I logged to the ministry’s
website feeling confident. I’'d spent hours reviewing various
arguments and counterarguments, I was certain I would use what
I had learned over four years to lead the conversation to the
Gospel. This was not what happened. Instead, the people I
talked to became either confused or frustrated before leaving.
Figuring I was just having one of those bad days, I thought
nothing of it. The same thing happened the next day. Now I was
conflicted. I wondered why I was 1ineffective, because
everything I said was supported by Scripture, so I logged off
and puzzled over what I was doing wrong. While I was lost in
my thoughts, a very clear voice in my head said, “You cannot
lecture people into the Kingdom of God.” I had forgotten 1
Peter 3:15; “Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone
who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have.
But do this with gentleness and respect..” That rebuke from the
Holy Spirit sent me on a journey of reflection on the
spiritual skirmishes that we so easily lose sight of in our
daily routine.

Spiritual Warfare

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

The devil knows his time is short (Revelation 12:12), so he is
intent on dragging as many souls down with him as he can. To
his annoyance, if you have already been saved by grace through
faith, and are now saved, you are called to make disciples of
all nations (Matthew 28:19). He is resourceful, and if he
can’t stop you from having a relationship with God, then he



will use every trick to make you as ineffective as possible in
your walk with Christ, and in evangelism.

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

The Belt of Truth

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

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



The Helmet of Salvation and the
Breastplate of Righteousness

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

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

The Gospel of Peace

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

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



The Shield of Faith

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

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

The Sword of the Spirit



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

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

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



drive them from the field.
All we have to do is put it on.
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Faith Trends in America: How
Is Christianity Faring as We
Enter the Third Decade of the
21st Century

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

Evangelicals: Thriving or Declining

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

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

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

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

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

However, does Evangelical affiliation equate to an active



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

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

. Know God really exists

Pray multiple times per day

Attend church at least twice a month

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

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

What’s Happening with the Nones

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

Are the Nons THE Major Growth Story?

Is the growth of nondenominational Christians a more important



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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

Confusing Expansion with Same-Store
Growth

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

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

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

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

per year.{15}



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Notes

1. Glenn Stanton, The Myth of the Dying Church (Franklin TN:
Worthy Publishing), 2019.

2. Pew Research Center, In U.S., Decline of Christianity
Continues at Rapid Pace, October 17, 2019.

3. General Social Surveys from 1988, 1998, 2018.



4. Terms used in the Pew Research Surveys; the GSS survey uses
None to capture all of those responses and other surveys use
variations of these approaches.

5. Ibid.

6. Stanton, p. 54.

7. General Social Surveys, 1972-2018: Cumulative Codebook,
March 2019.

8. Dave Kinnaman and Dave Lyons, Unchristian: What a New
Generation Really Thinks About Christianity . . . And Why It
Matters, Baker Books, 2007, p. 22.

9. Stanton, p. 30-31.

10. Stanton, p. 28.

11. Stanton, p. 31.

12. Young Life Annual Reports 2009 and 2017;
https://www.younglife.org/ResourcelLibrary/Documents/2017 Annua
%20Report.pdf
https://www.younglife.org/ResourcelLibrary/Documents/AR2009fina

1.pdf

13. Intervarsity Annual Reports 2007 and 2017;
https://intervarsity.org/news/bringing-new-life-every-corner-e
very-campus;
https://intervarsity.org/news/2006-2007-annual-report;
https://intervarsity.org/about-us/2016-2017-annual-report

14. The years looked at were 2009 and 2017.

15. For Intervarsity, we looked at 2007 and 2017.

©2020 Probe Ministries

Prophecies of the Messiah

Dr. Michael Gleghorn argues that the Bible contains genuine
prophecies about a coming Messiah that were accurately
fulfilled in the life, ministry, death and resurrection of
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Jesus.

The Place of His Birth

Biblical prophecy is a fascinating subject. It not only
includes predictions of events that are still in the future.
It also includes predictions of events that were future at the
time the prophecy was given, but which have now been fulfilled
and are part of the past. This latter category includes all
the prophecies about a coming Messiah that Christians believe
were accurately fulfilled in the life, ministry, death, and
resurrection of Jesus. If the Bible really does contain such
prophecies, then we would seem to have evidence that'’s at
least consistent with the divine inspiration of the Bible. One
can see how an all-knowing God could accurately foretell the
future, but it’s not clear how a finite human being could do
so. Thus, if there are accurately fulfilled prophecies in the
Bible, then we have yet another reason to believe that the
biblical worldview is true.

Let’s begin with a prophecy about the Messiah’s
birthplace. “Messiah” 1is a Hebrew term that simply means
“anointed one.” When translated into Greek, the language of
the New Testament, the term becomes “Christ.” Christians
believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Messiah promised in the
Hebrew Scriptures (see Mark 14:61-62).

In Micah 5:2 we read, “But you, Bethlehem Ephrathah, though
you are small among the clans of Judah, out of you will come
for me one who will be ruler over Israel, whose origins are
from of old, from ancient times.” This prophecy was given in
the eighth century B.C., more than seven hundred years before
the birth of Jesus!
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Notice, first, that it refers to a future ruler who will come
from the town of Bethlehem. When King Herod, shortly after
Jesus’ birth, asked the Jewish religious leaders where the
Christ (or Messiah) was to be born, they told him that he was
to be born in Bethlehem and cited this verse from Micah as
support (Matt. 2:1-6). Both Matthew and Luke confirm that
Jesus was born in Bethlehem (Matt. 2:1 and Luke 2:4-7). So He
clearly meets this necessary qualification for being the
promised Messiah.

But that’'s not all. Micah also says that the origins of this
ruler are “from of old, from ancient times.” How should we
understand this? One commentator notes, “The terms ‘old’

and ‘ancient times’ . . . may denote ‘great antiquity’ as well
as ‘eternity’ in the strictest sense.”{1l} Dr. Allen Ross
states, “At the least this means that Messiah was pre-

existent; at the most it means He is eternal.”{2} Micah's
prophecy thus suggests that the Messiah will be a
supernatural, perhaps even divine, person. And this
astonishing conclusion is precisely what Jesus claimed for
Himself!{3}

The Time of His Appearing

Let’s now consider a fascinating prophecy that, in the opinion
of many scholars, tells us when the Messiah would make His
appearance. It’s found in Daniel 9.

Daniel was one of the Jewish captives who had been brought to
Babylon by King Nebuchadnezzar. The prophecy in Daniel 9 was
given in the sixth century B.C. While much can be said about
this passage, we must focus on a few important points.

To begin, verse 24 gives us the time parameters during which
the prophecy will unfold. It reads, “Seventy f‘sevens’ are
decreed for your people and your holy city to finish
transgression, to put an end to sin,” and so on. Although we



can’t go into all the details, the ‘seventy ‘sevens'” concern
seventy distinct seven-year periods of time, or a total of 490
years.

Next, verse 25 tells us that from the issuing of a decree to
rebuild Jerusalem until the coming of the Messiah, there will
be a total of sixty-nine “sevens,” or 483 years. There are two
views we must consider. The first holds that this decree was
issued by the Persian ruler Artaxerxes to Ezra the priest in
457 B.C.{4} Adding 483 years to this date brings us to A.D.
27, the year many scholars believe Jesus began His public
ministry! The second view holds that the reference is to a
later decree of Artaxerxes, issued on March 5, 444 B.C.{5}
Adding 483 years to this date takes us to A.D. 38. But
according to this view, the years in question should be
calculated according to a lunar calendar, consisting of twelve
thirty-day months.{6} If each of the 483 years consists of
only 360 days, then we arrive at March 30, 33 A.D. Dr. Allen
Ross says “that is the Monday of the Passion week, the day of
the Triumphal entry of Jesus into Jerusalem.”{7} The views
thus differ on the date of Jesus’ death, but each can
comfortably fit the evidence.{8}

Finally, verse 26 says that after the period of sixty-nine
“sevens” the Messiah will be “cut off” and have nothing.
According to one scholar, “The word translated ‘cut off’ 1is
used of executing . . . a criminal.”{9} All of this fits quite
well with the crucifixion of Jesus. Indeed, the accuracy of
this prophecy, written over five hundred years before Jesus’
birth, bears eloquent testimony to the divine inspiration and
truth of the Bible.

The Nature of His Ministry

In Deuteronomy 18:15 Moses told the Israelites, “The LORD your
God will raise up for you a prophet like me from among your
own brothers. You must listen to him.” This verse promised a



succession of prophets who would speak God’s words to the
people. Ultimately, however, it refers to Jesus Christ. One
commentator notes that the Messianic interpretation of this
passage is mentioned not only in the New Testament, but also
among the Essenes, Jews, Gnostics, and others.{10} Peter
explicitly applied this passage to Jesus in one of his sermons
(Acts 3:22-23).

But not only was the Messiah to be a great prophet, it was
also foretold that he would be a priest and king as well. The
prophet Zechariah was told to make a royal crown and
symbolically set it on the head of Joshua, the high priest.
The Lord then said, “Here is the man whose name is the Branch

he will . . . sit and rule on his throne. And . . . be a
priest on his throne. And there will be harmony between the
two” (Zechariah 6:12-13). ‘The title “Branch” 1s a messianic
title.”{11} So the scene symbolizes the future Messiah, here
referred to as “the Branch,” uniting the offices of king and
priest in one person.

But why is it important that the Messiah be a priest? As a
prophet he speaks God’s word to the people. As a king he rules
from his throne. But why must he also be a priest? “Because
priests dealt with sin,” says Michael Brown, a Christian
scholar who is ethnically Jewish. “Priests bore the iniquities
of the people on their shoulders.”{12} And this, of course, 1is
precisely what Jesus did for us: “He . . . bore our sins in
his body on the tree” (1 Pet. 2:24).

Dr. Brown points to a tradition in the Talmud that says that
on the Day of Atonement there were three signs that the animal
sacrifices offered by the high priest had been accepted by
God. According to this tradition, in the forty years prior to
the temple’s destruction in A.D. 70, all three signs turned up
negative every single time.{13} Dr. Brown comments, “Jesus
probably was crucified in A.D. 30, and the temple was
destroyed in A.D. 70."{14} So during this forty-year period
God signaled that he no longer accepted these sacrifices. Why?



Because final atonement had been made by Jesus!{15}

The Significance of His Death

Without any doubt, one of the most astonishing prophecies
about the promised Messiah 1is found in Isaiah 52-53. The
verses were written about seven hundred years before the birth
of Jesus. They largely concern the death of the Lord’s
“Suffering Servant.” According to many scholars, a careful
comparison of this passage with the Gospels’ portrayal of
Jesus’ suffering and death reveals too many similarities to be
merely coincidental.

In some of the most-cited verses from this intriguing passage
we read: “He was pierced for our transgressions, he was
crushed for our iniquities; the punishment that brought us
peace was upon him, and by his wounds we are healed. We all,
like sheep, have gone astray, each of us has turned to his own
way; and the Lord has laid on him the iniquity of us all”
(Isa. 53:5-6). Here we have a vivid depiction of
substitutionary atonement. The Lord lays upon His servant “the
iniquity of us all” and punishes him “for our transgressions.”
In other words, God’'s servant dies as a substitute in our
place. This 1is precisely what Jesus claimed for himself,
saying, “the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to
serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many” (Mark
10:45).

The parallels between Isaiah’s “Suffering Servant” and Jesus
are certainly impressive. But some scholars have suggested
that Isaiah’s “servant” is actually the nation of Israel and
not the Messiah. Dr. Michael Brown dismisses this notion
however, insisting that ‘nowhere in the . . . foundational,
authoritative Jewish writings do we find the interpretation
that this passage refers to the nation of Israel. References
to the servant as a people actually end with Isaiah
48:20."{16} What’'s more, he says, “Many . . . Jewish



interpreters . . . had no problem seeing this passage as
referring to the Messiah . . . By the sixteenth century, Rabbi
Moshe Alshech said, ‘Our rabbis with one voice accept and
affirm . . . that the prophet is speaking of the Messiah, and
we shall . . . also adhere to the same view.'”{17}

For his part, Dr. Brown is so convinced that this passage
prophetically depicts the suffering and death of Jesus that he
feels “as if God would have to apologize to the human race and
to the Jewish people for putting this passage into the
scriptures” if Jesus is not the one in view!{18} Although this
is a strong statement, it’s not unjustified. For Isaiah 53 not
only foretells the death of God’s servant for the sins of the
people, it also implies his resurrection!

The Mystery of His Resurrection

In the opinion of many scholars, Isaiah 53 not only foretells
the death of God’s servant; it also implies his resurrection
from the dead!

It’s important to notice that Isaiah 53 makes it absolutely
clear that the Messiah is put to death. It says that “he was
cut off from the land of the living” (v. 8), and that ‘he
poured out his life unto death” (v. 12). On the other hand,
however, it also says that ‘he will see his offspring and
prolong his days” (v. 10), and that after his suffering “he
will see the light of life and be satisfied” (v. 11). So the
text teaches both that the Messiah will die and that he will
live again. And although the passage doesn’t explicitly teach
the Messiah’'s resurrection, it’'s certainly consistent with it.
This is really staggering in 1light of the compelling
historical evidence for the death and resurrection of

Jesus!{19}

Let’s now pause to consider what we’ve learned in this brief
article. Micah 5:2 teaches that the Messiah would come out of



Bethlehem, the birthplace of Jesus. Also, by teaching the
preexistence, or even eternality, of the Messiah, the prophecy
suggests that he’ll be a supernatural, possibly even divine,
figure. In Daniel 9:24-27 we saw that the Messiah would appear
to Israel sometime around A.D. 27 — 33, precisely the time of
Jesus’ public ministry! Deuteronomy and Zechariah teach that
the Messiah would minister as prophet, priest, and king. As a
prophet, Jesus spoke God’s word to the people. As a priest, he
offered himself as a perfect sacrifice for our sins. And while
he didn’'t reign as king during his first advent, he was called
“the king of the Jews” (Matt. 27:11, 37). And Christians
believe that he’s in some sense reigning now from heaven and
that he’ll one day reign on earth as well (Luke 1:32-33).
Finally, Isaiah 53 teaches that the Messiah would die for our
sins—and then somehow live again. This is consistent with the
New Testament’s record of Jesus’ substitutionary death and
bodily resurrection.

Of course, we’'ve not been able to consider all the prophecies.
But hopefully enough has been said to conclude with Dr. Brown
that if Jesus isn’t the Messiah, “there will never be a
Messiah. It’s too late for anyone else. It’'s him or no
one.”{20} Well, you’ve now heard the evidence; the verdict 1is
up to you.
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Truth You Can Sing About -
Part 3

Probe radio producer Steven Davis provides spiritual truth in
five Christmas carols, backed by new music written and
performed by his son Jon (Clive Davis.

Coventry Carol

Songs about Jesus’ birth have been close friends
with Christmas for generations, but when’s the last
time you thought about the great truth found in
these Christmas hymns and carols? In this article
we're highlighting five Christmas songs, and first
up is Coventry Carol.

Herod the King in his raging charged he hath this day,
His men of might in his own sight all children young to slay..

Following a star, Magi arrive in Jerusalem, and ask Herod
where they can find this new born King of the Jews. Herod
rouses his biblical scholars to research this, and they find
in Micah (5:2):

But as for you, Bethlehem . . . too little to be among the
clans of Judah,

from you One will go forth for Me to be ruler in Israel.

His goings forth are from long ago, from the days of
eternity.

This King was a much bigger deal than Herod ever would be.
Still, Herod chooses to inform the Magi, encouraging them to
return and tell him where they found this King, so that he too
could “Worship Him (Matthew 2:8).”
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But God knowing his heart, warns the Magi to return home
another way. When Herod found out he was furious, and
instructed his soldiers to kill all the baby boys two years
old and younger. A second prophecy is fulfilled from Jeremiah:
“A voice was heard in Ramah, weeping and great mourning,
Rachel weeping for her children; and she refused to be
comforted, because they were no more.” (31:15)

It was this event which stirred the writing of the hauntingly
beautiful Coventry Carol. Even though this is a dark and
tragic theme, we need to know and to feel the entire context
surrounding the birth of Christ.

One child born, and who knows how many dozens, if not
hundreds, were slaughtered.

2000 years later, few would respond to Christ as Herod did;
but to even do something as “harmless” as ignore Him, places
you at eternal risk. So, how do you respond to the Christ?

In the Bleak Midwinter

Enough for Him, whom Cherubim worship night and day,
a breastful of milk and a mangerful of hay;

Enough for Him, whom Angels fall down before,

the ox and ass and camel which adore.

The third verse speaks to something we often forget,
especially when it comes to applying it. The Christmas
narratives from the Gospels, prophecies and subsequent
teaching speak plainly and forcefully to the deity and
humility of Christ. The Apostle Paul explains it well:

Though he was God, he did not think of equality with God as
something to cling to. Instead, he gave up his divine
privileges; he took the humble position of a slave and was
born as a human being. When he appeared in human form, he
humbled himself in obedience to God and died a criminal’s
death on a cross. (Philippians 2: 6-8 NLT)



Jesus Christ gives us the greatest example of a life of
humility, first by laying aside His “divine privileges,” then
humbled Himself further by dying for our sins on the cross.
Going from the non-stop worship of the cherubim to mother’s
milk and a bed of hay was entirely within His character. As
was the stark contrast between angels falling prostrate before
Him to simple barnyard beasts adoring Him.

Perhaps God’'s greatest goal for your life and for mine is to
make us like Jesus. Paul tells us in Romans: “For those whom
he foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the image
of his Son.” (Romans 8:29) So do you think humility would be
part of that process for us? Of course.

The author of the song Christina Rossetti wraps up her verses
with an application:

Yet what I can I give Him, give my heart.

Humility is what brings us to Christ. Will you give your heart
to Him this Christmas?

God Rest Ye Merry, Gentlemen

God rest ye merry, gentlemen, let nothing you dismay,

Remember Christ our Savior was born on Christmas Day,

To save us all from Satan’s power when we were gone astray.

0 tidings of comfort and joy, comfort and joy, 0 tidings of
comfort and joy.

Even though this is one of the oldest Christmas Carols still
being sung today, it offers a unique blending of historic and
contemporary perspectives.

The first and last verses are for us (the contemporary
perspective), while the middle verses are about shepherds,
angels, the Christ Child, and His mother Mary. Let’s look at
the verses which apply to you and me.



The first line tells us how we are to rest merry and are not
to dismay. How can we do that? Because Christ was born to
save. The angel said: “Do not be afraid” (Luke 2:10). In other
words, don’t be dismayed. And, “there has been born for you a
Savior” (Luke 2:11), which allows us to rest merry. We learn
more from Matthew 1:21, “He will save His people from their
sins.” So not just saved-but saved from our sins.

The next line talks about how “we were gone astray.” Isaiah 53
shows us how far we’ve gone astray, listing the things Christ
has done for us: bore our griefs, carried our sorrows, was
pierced for our transgressions, crushed for our iniquities;
chastised for our peace, and His wounds healed us. And after
all Christ has done for us, it says: “All we like sheep have
gone astray; we have turned-everyone—to his own way.” Despite
this, the Lord “Laid on him the iniquity of us all.”

What typically is the last verse, with the contemporary
perspective, says:

Now to the Lord sing praises, all you within this place.

That’'s what you do when the Son of God has come into the
world, to save you from your sins.

While Shepherds Watched

While shepherds watched their flocks by night, all seated on
the ground,

An angel of the Lord came down, and glory shone around.

“Fear not,” said he for mighty dread had seized their troubled
mind

“Glad tidings of great joy I bring to you and all mankind.”

Well, there’s no doubt from the title it’s all about the
shepherd’s perspective of what happened the night Christ was
born.

When you compare the lyrics of the carol with Luke 2, you



discover that the shepherd’s perspective in this song 1is
extremely Biblical. Examine all the main points from the
Gospel narrative, and you find them in the song: the cast, the
location, angelic appearance, fear, angelic announcement, new
location, signs, chorus, praise.

Now a word about the cast, and their perspective. They were
shepherds! But wait, wasn’t this the birth of the Son of God?
King of kings and Lord of Lords? Why would God make such a
stellar announcement to the working class? Two reasons:

The first reason 1is found in both Luke 2 and the first verse
of the song. Here’s Luke’s account: “And the angel said to
them, ‘Fear not, for behold, I bring you good news of great
joy that will be for all the people.'” This good news was for
ALL the people.

The second reason the shepherds were the recipients of such
good news was pride. Had the message been brought to the
elite, the royal, the upper class, do you think they would
have shared such a great message with those of us less
fortunate? Probably not. We wouldn’t have access to their
social circles. Why would they seek us out to share this good
news? Pride would have cut the Good News off from the rest of
the world.

God did not want this message to miss anyone. Christ came
humbly, and his announcement came humbly. After all, God so
loved the world.

0 Holy Night

0 holy night! The stars are brightly shining
It is the night of the dear Savior’s birth!
Long lay the world in sin and error pining
Till he appeared and the soul felt its worth.
A thrill of hope, the weary world rejoices,
For yonder breaks a new and glorious morn.



Long lay the world in sin and error pining. Although one
rarely “pines” anymore, as I read this line, I feel the
hopelessness and helplessness pressing in. In the seventh
chapter of Paul’s letter to the Romans, he said: “And I know
that nothing good lives in me, that is, in my sinful nature. I
want to do what is right, but I can’t. I want to do what is
good, but I don’t . . . I am a slave to sin.” Yeah, that'’s
hopeless.

Speaking of slavery, the third verse declares: Chains shall He
break for the slave is our brother; and in His name all
oppression shall cease. In 1847, when the lyrics were written,
slavery was rampant, especially in these United States. And a
century and a half later, oppression still hasn’t ceased. Why?

Well, Paul said it in the previous passage: “I am a slave to
sin.” We are all slaves to sin . . . until Christ breaks those
chains.

The result of Christ breaking the chains of oppression is
found in the choruses:

Fall on your knees;
and
Behold your King! Before Him lowly bend!

Christ humbled Himself to embrace our human weaknesses, and
humbled Himself even further, unto death on the cross. And our
response is to fall on our knees in humility and praise. I
wonder 1if humility has a place in breaking the chain of
oppression. Seems to work for Jesus.

This program’s scripts were written by the producer of Probe
Radio, Steven Davis. The music was composed and performed by
his son and Mind Games Camp alumnus Jon Clive Davis. May your
Christmas be filled with praise!
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