A Christian Purpose for Life – Proclaiming
the Glory of Christ
Steve Cable answers the question, Why does God leave Christians on earth after we are saved?

Misconceptions and Our Identity
Examining the beliefs and behavior of born-again emerging adults over the last few years, one
common deficiency is a misunderstanding of their relationship to eternity. Many believers either
have not thought about the question of “Why did God leave me here on earth once I was saved?” or
they harbor misconceptions about the answer. Let’s begin by considering some common
misconceptions.

The first misconception is being purposeless. These people believe that thinking about their eternal
purpose is a waste of time. Just live for the moment. My eternal destiny is secure so why bother
myself with asking, “Why am I still here? I’ll worry about the things of heaven after I die.” This
viewpoint devalues the sacrifice of Christ. He did not give His life for us so that we can be
unconcerned about what concerns Him.{1}
The second misconception is focusing on this life’s pleasures. Many young people say things like “I
don’t want Jesus to return until after I have traveled, married, had children, gotten that promotion,
etc.” They assume these things are of ultimate importance in their lives. Yet, the Bible teaches us
that this attitude will choke out God’s fruit in our lives. As Jesus said, “[T]he worries of the world,
and the deceitfulness of riches, and the desires for other things, enter in and choke the word and it
becomes unfruitful.”{2}
A third misconception is becoming prepared for heaven. Some think that God needs to get our
character up to some entrance level requirement before we are ready to move on to heaven. Most
people with this view are not really working hard to match their lifestyle to a biblical standard, but
they figure at some point they will. However, since our righteousness is not our own, but rather that
of Jesus’,{3} we don’t need to get more righteous to enter heaven. In fact, when we see Him then we
will be like Him.{4} The fastest way to make us completely mature is to take us out of this world.
One final misconception is providing for one’s family. Caring for our family is certainly part of God’s
desire for our lives. However, if our sole purpose is to provide for our own family and our children
have the same purpose and so on, the church will be limited to us and our progeny—and no one else.
These common misconceptions as to our purpose fall under the warning Paul gave us in Philippians,
For many walk, of whom I often told you, . . . that they are enemies of the cross of Christ, . . .
whose god is their appetite, and whose glory is in their shame, who set their minds on earthly
things.{5}
Paul goes on to explain, “For our citizenship is in heaven, from which also we eagerly wait for a

Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ . . .”{6}
We are to live our lives constantly aware of our heavenly citizenship, eagerly awaiting the return of
our Lord. In this article, we examine the book of 1 Peter to see what Peter has to say about our
purpose in life and how we are to live it out.

Called to a Critical Mission
Peter begins the book of 1 Peter by reminding us what Christ has done for us. Let’s read the first
few verses of this amazing letter.
According to his great mercy, [God] has caused us to be born again to a living hope through the
resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead, to an inheritance that is imperishable, undefiled, and
unfading, kept in heaven for you, who by God’s power are being guarded through faith for a
salvation ready to be revealed in the last time.
Through the resurrection of Jesus we are born again and are looking forward to an eternal
inheritance kept in heaven for us to be revealed in the last time. What a wonderful truth helping us
to realize that we are already living in eternity as we wait for our inheritance to be revealed. In the
meantime, we are living on this earth in a temporary “earthsuit” called to fulfill God’s purpose for
our lives.
In the remainder of his letter to the churches, Peter addresses what we are to do while we are living
on this earth. He first tells us that we are likely to encounter trials and suffering in this world. Then,
beginning with verse 13 of chapter 1, Peter conveys to us the importance of our mission, giving us
instructions we would expect a military commander to give before sending his team out on a
dangerous and critical mission. He tells us to:
Prepare our minds for action — we are to be action oriented, not passively waiting for our life
to pass by.
Be alert and focused on the mission — we are to keep our minds focused on God’s purpose for
our life on this earth.
Keep a long term perspective — don’t be deceived into putting your thoughts and your hope
on the temporary temptations of the world, and
Realize God has entrusted you with the priceless resource of time — Peter tells us that we are
to conduct ourselves in the fear of the Lord while we are on this earth.
In the latter parts of chapter 1, Peter reminds us that we have been redeemed at a very high cost,
the precious blood of Jesus Christ, the eternal Son of God. We owe a tremendous debt which
motivates us to desire to faithfully carry out our mission on this earth.
The calls to action listed above must be accompanied by two critical components to be effective in
this life. Specifically, Peter calls on us to purify our hearts not conforming to our former lusts and to
love other believers not only as a friend, but also with sacrificial love by which Jesus loves you. The
actions listed above are not our purpose on this earth, but rather activities we need to address if we
are fulfill our purpose.

Our Purpose: To Proclaim His Excellencies
Why does God leaves us on this earth after we are saved? In the second chapter of his letter, Peter

begins by reminding us that we are living stones, part of the holy building God is building on the
cornerstone Jesus Christ. This building made up of the lives of Christians is to be a beacon
proclaiming the glory of God and the good news of redemption in Jesus.
In verses 9 and 10 of Chapter 2, Paul clearly states the purpose of our lives and of the church when
he writes:
But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people for God’s own
possession, so that you may proclaim the excellencies of Him who has called you out of
darkness into His marvelous light; for you once were not a people, but now you are the
people of God; you had not received mercy, but now you have received mercy.
We are a special people on this earth, God’s own people. Peter uses the terms used by Yahweh of the
Israelites in the wilderness where God told them through Moses,
Now then, if you will indeed obey My voice and keep My covenant, then you shall be My own
possession among all the peoples, for all the earth is Mine; and you shall be to Me a kingdom
of priests and a holy nation.{7}
The Israelites discovered that they could not obey His voice or keep His covenant even when ruled
by kings who desired to serve the Lord. Jesus Christ had to “become sin on our behalf, so that we
might become the righteousness of God through Him.”{8} In Jesus’ righteousness, we now become
the special people of God given His purposes to accomplish on this earth.
We are left here so that we may proclaim His excellencies. We are to proclaim more than just the
general attributes of our Creator. We are to let people know that our Creator is prepared to deliver
them out of darkness and let them live in His marvelous light. God has entrusted us with His glory,
His light. We have the privilege of proclaiming His glory and offering His grace. At a basic level, we
proclaim His excellencies by obeying His commands to proclaim Christ, make disciples, and be
available for God to use us on this earth.
If we are to proclaim the glories of Christ and the gospel of redemption to eternal life, how are we to
accomplish this wonderful goal?

Fulfilling Our Purpose Through Excellent Behavior and Right Relationships
In this article we have been looking at the question, “What purpose does God have for my life as a
Christian here on planet Earth?” We have seen that God leaves us here primarily for the purpose of
bringing others into His kingdom. As Paul said, “For me to live is Christ and to die is gain . . . if I am
to remain on in the flesh if will mean fruitful labor for me.”{9} In his letter to the Colossians, Paul
stated, “We proclaim [Christ] by instructing and teaching all people with all wisdom so that we may
present every person mature in Christ.”{10} The apostle Peter put it this way, “[You are] a people of
his own, so that you may proclaim the virtues of the one who called you out of darkness into his
marvelous light.”{11}
If we are to proclaim Christ in this world, the next obvious question is, how are we to do this? Is the
best approach to rent a large electronic bull horn and drive the streets preaching the good news? Or
in today’s world perhaps we can start a Facebook page or send out a tweet with John 3:16? These
techniques may be appropriate in some circumstances, but that is not where the apostle Peter says
we should begin.
Peter follows his statement that we are called to proclaim Christ with this interesting instruction:

Beloved, I urge you as aliens and strangers to abstain from fleshly lusts which wage war
against the soul. Keep your behavior excellent among the Gentiles, so that in the thing in
which they slander you as evildoers, they may because of your good deeds, as they observe
them, glorify God in the day of visitation.{12}
Instead of following this primary purpose with instructions on how to best verbalize our faith, he
first focuses on how we live out our faith. He clearly points out that our behavior if kept excellent in
purity and good deeds will attract the attention of non-Christians, of evil doers, causing them to
consider the work of Christ in this world. We see that the reason God calls us to excellent behavior is
not so that we will be good enough to get into His heaven, but rather to convict others of their need
for a savior.
Peter continues to address ways in which we should proclaim Christ in the remainder of the second
chapter. He points out that having godly relationships is an important way of proclaiming Christ.
What types of relationships does Peter address? He specifically calls out our relationships with
unbelievers, government authorities, our bosses, our co-workers, husbands and wives, other
believers and the elders He has placed over us.
Relationships are the biggest part of life. As people observe your relationships, they can see that
they are different because you offer supernatural love, and your eternal perspective allows you to
approach them with a servant’s heart. As Christians, our relationships are not about getting what we
deserve, but rather about giving to others the same way Jesus has given to us.

Fulfilling Your Purpose Through Your Testimony and Your Prayers
Above we have seen that our post-salvation purpose of life on earth is to proclaim the excellencies of
Jesus Christ through the gospel. We also looked at the first two ways that we should use to proclaim
Christ in this world. The first way is through excellent behavior lived out before an unbelieving
world. The second is through living out right relationships with those with whom we deal in this
world. As you can see, these first two ways that Peter addresses do not require us to explain our
faith in Jesus Christ. Rather, they draw unbeliever’s attention to our lives, building up questions in
their minds.
For example, in 1 Peter 2:18-19, Peter tells us,
Servants, be submissive to your masters with all respect, not only to those who are good and
gentle, but also to those who are unreasonable. For this finds favor, if for the sake of
conscience toward God a person bears up under sorrows when suffering unjustly.
Having a good attitude toward our boss even in those times when they are unreasonable finds favor
with God and testifies to others of our different perspective.
After dealing with a comprehensive list of life relationships, from the government to our husbands
and wives, Peter brings up our spoken testimony as well. In 3:15, he says:
Sanctify Christ as Lord in your hearts, always being ready to make a defense to everyone who
asks you to give an account for the hope that is in you, yet with gentleness and reverence;
and keep a good conscience so that in the thing in which you are slandered, those who revile
your good behavior in Christ will be put to shame.
Not only are we to live our lives in ways that proclaim the glories of our Savior, we are to be
prepared to give an account for the hope that is in us. We know from the first chapter of 1 Peter that

the hope that is in us is the hope that comes from being born again and knowing that we have
obtained an eternal inheritance reserved for us in heaven. We need to be prepared to share with
others that through faith in the resurrection of Jesus Christ they too can share in this same hope that
drives our lives. The phrase in the verse, to make a defense, is a translation of the Greek world
apologia from which we obtain our English word “apologetics.”
It is important to note the context in which this call to apologetics is placed. First, it is to be done
with gentleness and reverence, not with arrogance and self-righteousness. The object is not to
demonstrate you are right, but rather to help the questioner come to grips with the truth of grace
through the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. Second, Peter reiterates his instruction found in
2:12, reminding us that we are to focus on living sanctified lives so that even those who slander us
know in their hearts of our good behavior in Christ.
Finally, in 1 Peter 4:7, we are called to be “of sound judgment and sober spirit for the purpose of
prayer.” If we are to be effective in proclaiming Christ in this world we must be consistently praying
about the people and the obstacles we face.
Peter makes it clear that our purpose as a church on this earth is to proclaim the goodness of Christ
who delivered us out of the domain of darkness and into the eternal kingdom of God. Proclaiming
Christ in this way involves our excellent behavior, our right relationships, our gentle defense of the
gospel, and a commitment to prayer. Let us examine our lives to see how this call is being lived out
in us.
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Addressing Anxiety in Tumultuous Times
Byron Barlowe connects the dots between the universal problem of anxiety, what brain science is
teaching us about our minds, and how Scripture and spiritual disciplines can help. In a world
consumed by violent riots and trauma surrounding the Covid virus, this is a timely topic that God
and science speak to well.
Millions of people worldwide are battling anxiety in a tumultuous time. The Coronavirus pandemic
response has created a new abnormal: heightened fear of sickness and death, economic damage,
and social isolation. Loneliness is the number one health crisis in America according to many
epidemiologists, psychiatrists, and social scientists.{1} While we’re all still reeling from this, racial
strife has erupted into looting, killings, and anarchy in American streets.

Mental health is an increasing concern too. One study found that during the spring
2020 mass quarantine, prescriptions for anti-anxiety meds spiked.{2} A San Francisco area hospital
has seen more deaths by suicide than by Covid-19, prompting a call for an end to mass
shutdowns.{3} It’s been a perfect storm of stress.
Are there real solutions right now? Yes, brain science is confirming the truths and promises
proclaimed in Scripture in exciting ways! We have wonderfully adaptive minds—especially when
they are focused on God. These built-in mind-morphing capabilities show the genius of our design as
Image-bearers of God. Audiologist, cognitive researcher and outspoken Christian Dr. Caroline Leaf
writes, “As an individual, you are capable of making mental and emotional change in your life.
Through your thinking, you can actively recreate thoughts and, therefore, knowledge in your
mind.”{4}
And this has profound implications for true hope. Leaf continues: “Thoughts are real, physical things
that occupy mental real estate. Moment by moment, every day, you are changing the structure of
your brain through your thinking [it’s happening right now as you read]. When we hope, it is an
activity of the mind that changes the structure of our brain in a positive and normal direction.”{5}
The biblical book of Hebrews defines faith as “the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of
things not seen” (Hebrews 11:1). The thankful, attentive, willfully hopeful mind creates positive
emotions, thoughts, and acts of the will. In other words, we significantly control whether we have a
healthy soul.
Dallas Willard writes, “The transformation of the self away from a life of fear and insufficiency takes
place as we fix our mind upon God as he truly is.” As Scripture teaches, “Be transformed by the
renewing of your mind.” In this article we’ll explore this transformation.

Morphing Your Mind—It’s Mostly Up to You!
Everyday stress is hard enough—but what about work-related anxiety? Money? Riots, memories of
abuse, bullying, and abandonment? We have little control over family, culture or epidemics. But we

can make amazing internal changes through our responses. Science and Scripture agree on this.
The transforming mind-renewal encouraged by Scripture is possible for us all, especially for people
who have invited God to lead their lives. We can intentionally train our minds to reshape our
brains—we are not perpetual victims of our past or circumstances. Nor are humans mere products of
matter in motion. Dr. Caroline Leaf, author of Switch on Your Brain, claims that “Choice is real, and
free will exists. You are able to stand outside yourself, observe your own thinking, consult with God,
and [work with him to] change the negative, toxic thought or grow a healthy, positive thought. When
you do this, your brain responds with a positive neurochemical rush and structural changes that
improve your intellect, health, and peace.”{6}
Even traumatic memories can be starved, defanged, broken down, and replaced. Brought into
conscious awareness, they can become plastic enough to be recreated. Leaf explains that “Neurons
that don’t get enough signal (that is, rehearsing of the negative event) will start firing apart, wiring
apart, pulling out, and destroying the emotion attached to the trauma.” Also, desirable brain
chemicals that bond and remold chemical connections, increase focus and attention, and increase
feelings of peace and happiness begin to weaken traumatic memories even more. So bad memories,
hatred, hurt, and other negative thoughts and emotions that form toxic beliefs: “If they stop firing
together, they will no longer wire together. This leads to . . . rebuilding new ones.”{7}
Ideas have consequences and our beliefs guide our behavior. In the words of King Solomon, “As a
man thinks in his heart, so he is.”{8} That is, we construct frameworks of beliefs and then speak and
act from them.
Science seems to confirm this biblical view of self-control. Measuring magnetic fields, electrical
impulses, chemical effects, photons, vibrations, and quantum energy paints a picture of intricately
[networking] neurotransmitters, proteins, and energy—that is, signals—that change the brain’s
landscape.{9} This “neuroplasticity [seems to be] God’s design for renewing the mind.”{10}
And there’s nothing magic about it: overcoming anxiety can be helped a lot through habits of the
mind, heart, and soul.

Mindfulness & Meditation—Self-Control and Seeking God in Silent Solitude
It’s no wonder that the concept of “mindfulness” has become a “thing” these days. Meditation and
concentration are new-old survival skills. How do they work?
Dr. J.P. Moreland, noted philosopher and author of Finding Quiet: My Story of Overcoming Anxiety
and The Practices That Brought Peace, candidly shares his struggles with anxiety and the need he
had for medications. He also discovered the power of seeking God in self-directed solitude. He
emphasizes sustained habits of the praising, thankful, and self-controlled soul.
Mindful meditation is not like taking a drug, is not a quick fix, or denying the senses to rid oneself of
desire.{11} “By charting new pathways in the brain, mindfulness can change the banter inside our
heads from chaotic to calm.”{12} New habits are formed over time. When it comes to our minds,
“practice doesn’t make perfect; it makes permanent.”{13}
Remaining at rest via the practice of spiritual disciplines takes advantage of our mind’s ability to
“move into a highly intelligent, self-reflective, directed state.” And the more often we go there, the
more “we get in touch with the deep, spiritual part of who we are.” This exercise switches brain
modes in a way that can create wisdom and potential connection with God.{14} As Jesus taught his
disciples, “Keep awake (give strict attention, be cautious and active) and watch and pray, that you

may not come into temptation.”{15} We can mentor our own minds, settle our souls, habituate
our hearts, and free our spirits to respond to God. Brain science is catching up on this reality.
So, what’s going on physically when we stop to meditate in focused solitude and silence? A post at
Mindful.org claims, “The impact that mindfulness exerts on our brain is borne from routine: a slow,
steady, and consistent reckoning of our realities, and the ability to take a step back, become more
aware, more accepting, less judgmental, and less reactive. . . . Mindfulness over time can make the
brain, and thus [ourselves], more efficient regulators, with a penchant for pausing to respond to our
world instead of mindlessly reacting.”{16} How different would social media conversations
be—especially on politics and race—if more people practiced patient contemplation!
Various regions of our brains change while meditating. The “fight or flight” area actually shrinks in
size.{17} It’s a real chill pill!
God keeps “him in perfect peace whose mind is stayed on You, because he trusts in You.”{18}

Thankfulness and Happiness—Healthy Habits of the Mind & Heart
In trying times, we all want to return to happiness. It’s a God-given right to pursue it, according to
America’s founders. The biblical worldview recognizes the inherent brokenness of both creation and
human beings, so it is no surprise that confusion, discord, and tragedy—along with evil spiritual
powers—“steal, kill, and destroy”{19} our joy. What can be done?
Christian philosopher J.P. Moreland writes, “You have it in your power to begin a regimen of choices,
assuming you would choose the right things, and form a habit of this that can substantially improve
your happiness and decrease or get rid of anxiety. There really is hope.”{20} Our non-conscious
mind turns thoughts over and over. Through spiritual disciplines, we bring these into our conscious
awareness, which manipulates actual proteins, creating overhauled memories. Intentionally bringing
God to mind—His attributes, the wonder of creation and His blessings, promises, answered
prayers—such a focus leads to a cycle of good thinking, feeling, and knowing that turns into
believing real truth. Faith is a gift so we’re not alone in doing this. But it is up to us to put to use the
gifts described here to “work out [our] salvation with [reverence and proper humility].”{21}
Remember, we have a strong influence in reshaping our own brains—especially with God’s help.
Secular scientists are discovering the wonderful power of thankfulness. Scientific studies prove
seven benefits according to PsychologyToday.com. Gratitude improves relationships, physical and
mental health, sleep, self-esteem, and mental resilience. It even reduces aggression, the urge for
revenge. Scripture aligns with physical reality again when it tells us: “Don’t worry about anything;
instead, pray about everything. Tell God what you need and thank him for all he has done. Then you
will experience God’s peace, which exceeds anything we can understand. His peace will guard your
hearts and minds as you live in Christ Jesus.”{22}
Moreland jokes, “If we’re not careful, we may even come to think we were designed to flourish best
when we are thankful and grateful! Yet as exciting as these psychological studies are, we didn’t need
them to know the importance and value of expressing gratitude and thanksgiving to God. The Bible
insists on this . . . [it’s] filled to overflowing with exhortations to be grateful to God and express
thanksgiving to him.”{23} As King David famously prayed in Psalm 23, “Surely goodness and mercy
shall follow me all the days of my life”—he trusted a good God to lead, protect, and bless him. That’s
joy far beyond happiness!

Takeaways & Practical Applications
Brain networks form an inner life of the mind. We can switch between various networks constantly.
Like a mom monitoring kids running around inside several contained rooms, this enables us to
control the controllable—our reactions to events and circumstances. Brain scans confirm how we
capture and police rogue thoughts in ways prescribed in Scripture: “We . . . take every thought
captive to obey Christ.”{24}
UCLA researchers address how our habitual non-conscious thoughts can drive anxiety—negative
self-talk like:
• “I’ll be in real trouble if…”
• “What if so and so happens next week?”
• “I’ll probably fail that exam!”
“It’s what we say to ourselves in response to any particular situation that mainly determines our
mood and feelings.”{25}
“Forming a new habit requires doing things you may not want to do in the early stages of
formation,” as any coach or teacher will tell you.
For retraining our brains, experts have devised methods like The Four Step Solution:
It goes as follows:{26}
Step 1: Relabeling: call out thoughts as having no necessary connection with reality: tell yourself
“That is a destructive lie.” Call on Proverbs 4:23, “Guard your heart above all else, for it is the
source of life.”{27}
Step 2: Reframing: take the power out of the bad thoughts. Reset your perception of the deceptive
message by being mindful that it exists, its content, and how you are now feeling by correctly
categorizing the distorted message. Bad self-talk includes:
• all or nothing thinking (for example: “it was a total failure”)
• overgeneralizing
• singling out one thing to focus on
• catastrophizing (or making too big a deal out of things) and
• discounting the positive
Reframing them creates stable memories formed by repeated updating.
Step 3: Refocusing: Set your mind on anything else—distract yourself from the negative thoughts.
Stop obsessing! Get into “the flow” of something. Focus elsewhere. And don’t ruminate about the
message—analyzing it will deepen the grooves in your brain.
Step 4: Revaluing: After a while, reflect on how you did Steps 1-3. Recommit to repeat these steps
throughout the day.

Over 21 days, a “newly formed neural network” will decay in less than a month: thoughts are like
muscles that atrophy and die or get stronger with use.{28} Starve the bad, feed the good.
As Paul instructed the Philippian church, dwell on what is good and pure, true and worthy of
praise.{29}
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Is Jesus the Only Way? – Part 2
Paul Rutherford explains how reason, Christ’s resurrection, and the Bible all testify that Jesus is the
only way to heaven.
I can’t drive around town seven days straight without passing at least one car with a bumper sticker
that reads, “Coexist” on the back. You know the one. It spells the word using symbols associated
with the world’s faiths, ancient and modern.

The popularly held mantra is that “all religions are equally valid ways to heaven.” This is what’s
called pluralism. So is there room in this brave new world for the words of an ancient and
historically respected faith?
Jesus once said, “I am the way, and the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father except
through me.” (John 14:6) That sounds offensive and inflammatory today. I will remind you that Jesus
said it, not me.
Even more important is the truth question. It is perhaps even more offensive! Are Jesus’ words true?
I fully acknowledge even the question itself may strike you as antiquated, out of date. Perhaps I
sound to you like an eccentric, soured-up, fuddy-duddy. I may be. But if the words of Jesus are true,
then far more than your offended sense of style is at stake here. Far, far more.
So listen up. And take note because this crazy sounding first-century Jewish rabbi made some crazybig statements about the nature of man, the nature of reality, and how to live the good life, here,
now, and forever. Does that at least sound appealing to you? If even just for the sake of a little
controversy?
Explore with me the words of this rabbi. In this article we’ll think through three reasons you should
agree with him. And maybe you’ll even find eternal life in the process. If you’re a long-time listener
to Probe radio, or a regular listener, this may sound familiar. I have another program exploring the
position that Jesus is the only way to God. This one is part two. In this one I give you three reasons
Jesus is in fact the only way to heaven. In the previous program, I defended Jesus’ statement against
three lines of criticism. So in the next sections I’ll explain how reason, the resurrection, and the
Word all testify that Jesus is the only way to heaven.

Jesus the Only Way Because of Reason
Western culture today is more pluralistic and secular than ever before. This means at least in one
small part, that people believe multiple religions lead to heaven. Western culture has been moving
this way for some decades. Now it has reached mainstream. Pop culture increasingly accepts this. It
is therefore so much more important to consider this exclusive claim Jesus made. He said, “I am the

way, the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father except by me.” (John 14:6)
This is an increasingly unpopular teaching. Before I defend it, allow me to clarify. It was made by the
Lord Jesus himself. I didn’t make it up. I am merely defending it.
So today I want to talk about how it is reasonable to believe this statement—why it is that you should
yourself believe Jesus is the only way to heaven.
Today’s reason is logic itself. I will base this conclusion on two points: first, that the belief in one
God is more logically defensible than believing in multiple creator gods; and second, that the belief
in Jesus Christ as God is more reasonable than claims to deity made by others.
The first point is that believing in one creator God is more reasonable than believing in multiple. The
god Aristotle believed in (the unmoved mover) was eternally simple. That is, at the root of all things
is ultimately one thing—one cause, one source, one origin to which all other things owe their
existence.{1} This position beautifully avoids the difficulty of what philosophers call reductio ad
absurdum—or the problem of infinite regression—or the problem of which came first, the chicken or
the egg? The search for the first, original, or ultimate source, does not continue on and on forever.
It cannot.
The second point is that Jesus is the most reasonable candidate for divinity. I respect the Buddha.
But he never claimed to be God. Neither did Mohammad. Jesus was very clear. He claimed to be
God.
Consider His teachings. They have not been surpassed in excellence in the two millennia that have
passed since He walked the earth. Consider His actions. History’s best biographies about the man
Jesus, record Him loving His enemies, healing the sick, and showing compassion to outcasts. Jesus’
life exemplified extraordinary moral rectitude.
I conclude, therefore, that it is more reasonable to believe Jesus is the only way to God given that it
is more reasonable to believe in only one creator God, and given that Jesus has the best case for
divinity among man’s founders of faith.

Jesus the Only Way Because of the Resurrection
We have a saying in American culture that nothing is certain but death and taxes. So if the taxman
doesn’t come to call, the grim reaper will eventually. Death finds each of us, so we must face our
own mortality.
By the best historical accounts Jesus also died and was buried, just like so many of His human
brothers before Him.{2} But Jesus, on the other hand, experienced something unique, declaring
Him God above all others.
I speak, of course, of resurrection.{3} Jesus Christ is the only person ever to have raised up Himself
from the dead of his own volition, and by His own power.
This one point may be the most compelling of the three I offer this week. It is perhaps the most
intuitive case for Jesus being the only way to Heaven. If Jesus really died and raised Himself from
the dead, then His power exceeds those of any other man before Him, or after, for
that matter. Surely He must be God.
No other religious figure can make that claim. In a class by Himself, Jesus reigns over all the
founders of world religions. Muhammad’s burial site is a common tourist destination in Saudi Arabia

for contemporary pilgrims. Buddha’s cremation site is in northern India. No such site exists today in
contemporary Israel for Jesus. His body has no confirmed remains.
The tomb is empty. That much is clear. Records indicate He definitely died and was buried. The
empty tomb demands an explanation. Resurrection makes the most sense. Jesus is the only way
because He is the only one who has died and raised himself up to new life.
We have several excellent articles at our website devoted to just this topic.{4} Go check them out
for more detail. Jesus is who He said he is, “The way, the truth, and the life.” (John 14:6) So the
question is, do you want some? Believe in Jesus today by faith.

Jesus the Only Way Because the Word Declares It
Western culture today increasingly accepts the belief that multiple religions are equally valid and
they are all ways to eternal life. I propose to you today another reason to believe something
diametrically opposed to this—namely that the Jesus Christ revealed in the Bible, is the only way to
eternal life. As the gospel writer John quoted Him, He is, the way, the truth, and the life (14:6). No
one comes to the Father except through Him.
This third and final line of reasoning that Jesus is the only way to eternal life, springs from the
Bible—from the very word of God itself.
You may not accept the Bible as God’s word. That’s ok. Just hear me out. Let me explain how this
line of reasoning at least makes sense. Then after you’ve heard it, you can judge for yourself if it’s
true or not.
So first, the Bible claims to be God’s word (2 Timothy 3:16). If we therefore assume the very
commonly held conception that God is good and perfect, then that includes the words He speaks as
well. So if He speaks good words, then those words must be true. They must accurately describe
reality.
The Bible also makes this claim. Jesus in a famous prayer to the Father asks him to sanctify His
disciples with the truth before stating, “Your word is truth.” (John 17:17) It’s a profound statement.
So if God’s word is true, and God says in His word that Jesus is, in fact, the only way to God—that
none can come to Him except by Jesus, then that means it’s true. See how simple that is?
But this statement is also made in another part of the Bible, Acts 4:12. Peter and John have been
arrested and are being examined by the Jewish leaders. Peter declares Jesus to them and explains,
“There is no other name under heaven, given among men, by which we must be saved.”
I fully admit this line of reasoning rests on you acknowledging the authority of the Bible—in which
case you may not have needed to be convinced in the first place. But if you had not already been
convinced of the truth of God’s word, I am very sincerely relying on the power of the Spirit at work
in you to believe this truth. (Isaiah 55:11)

Conclusion
In this article we considered the truth of a controversial claim. It might be one of the most hotly
contested claims in religion today—that Jesus Christ is the only way to heaven.
This is not popular these days in America, Europe, anywhere in the English speaking West, or the
non-English speaking West. To hear responses to criticisms against the claim, check out part one of

this two part series.
Jesus was Himself no stranger to controversy. He died a criminal’s death at the hands of His
enemies. He was killed and buried. The Jewish and Roman leaders were smugly satisfied they’d
dispatched this unquiet voice.
But when Jesus’ enemies attempt to end his earthly ministry, they unknowingly ushered in a
spiritually unending ministry of atonement and reconciliation. By his death Jesus paid the price of
sin—death—satisfying the just wrath of God. Jesus made peace with God on your
behalf. Believe in Him by faith today and you can have peace with God. Would you like to have peace
with him? Tell Him right now. Use your voice or pray silently. But tell Him. Go ahead.
The only thing required of you to receive eternal life is to believe Jesus is Lord. One of Jesus’ most
famous sayings is, “For God so loved the world, that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in
him should not perish but have eternal life.” (John 3:16)
Confess this belief with your mouth that Jesus Christ is God and believe in your heart that God has
raised up his Son from the dead. And you can be saved. (Romans 10:9)
Jesus is the only way to God because there is no other way to get to God but by Jesus. Mankind is
imperfect. You are dead in your transgressions and sins. The only way to satisfy God’s holy wrath is
to give Him what is due: death. Jesus died that death for you. He’s the only one who could ever have
paid your debt. And He did.
Human reason leads us to this beautiful conclusion that Jesus is the only way. God has declared it
himself clearly in his divinely inspired book—the Bible. His resurrection seals it.
If you believed this for the first time today you are now heir to an eternal throne. Pick up a Bible and
read Jesus’ life story in the book of John. Tell a friend who’s a Christian. Make plans to join them at
their church Sunday. Keep praying and reading the Bible. You can discover the wonderful adventure
of life in Jesus Christ, the only way to God.
Notes
1. Metaphysics, Lambda.
2. Matthew 27; Mark 15; Luke 23; John 19
3. Matthew 28; Mark 16; Luke 24; John 20
4. Jesus’ Resurrection: Fact or Fiction? — A Clear Christian Perspective;
What Difference Does the Resurrection Make?;
The Resurrection: Fact or Fiction?
— A Real Historical Event;
The Answer Is the Resurrection
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Abusive Churches
What characterizes abusive churches is 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.

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.

In his book Churches That Abuse, Dr. Ronald Enroth carefully examines several of
these churches throughout the United States. He reveals the cultic methods these groups use and
points out several distinguishing marks of abusive churches. At this point I will briefly introduce
each of these characteristics and some of my own. Later, I’ll discuss all these characteristics in
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 is 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 questioned; 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 is
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 is 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 is 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 is 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 is
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{1} 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, inconsistencies, 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 in magazines on the particular church under
discussion. The book that I have often quoted from, Churches That Abuse, is 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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Money Management in a Crisis
The COVID pandemic has caused a worldwide financial crisis, making stewarding God’s money more
important than ever. Kerby Anderson provides a biblical view of money, giving, debt, and savings.
A number of years ago, I wrote a book with the appropriate title, Making the Most of Your Money in
Tough Times.{1} Although there have been tough times in the past, we certainly need some biblical
wisdom about our money and how to manage it in our current circumstances. Here are some key
principles that I discuss in that book and in a more recent book on the subject of Christians and

Economics.{2}

Biblical View on Money
Let’s start by correcting a common cliché that money is the root of all evil. Actually, the biblical
passage says: “The love of money is a root of all kinds of evil, for which some have strayed from the
faith in their greediness” (1 Timothy 6:10).
Money is not evil, but the love of money can be a concern. Money can be used to promote good or
evil. Money can provide for your family, feed the poor, and promote the gospel. It can also be used to
buy drugs, engage in prostitution, and destroy individuals and society.
The real question is: What is your attitude towards money? What do you plan to do with the financial
resources God has placed into your hands? Jesus warned us that we should not love money because
we cannot serve God and Mammon (Matthew 6:24). In order to have a proper biblical perspective on
money, we need to understand what the Bible teaches about wealth and poverty.
While we are talking about money, let’s focus some attention on wealth. Within the Christian
community, we are often bombarded with unbiblical views of wealth. At one extreme are those who
preach a prosperity gospel of “health and wealth” for all believers. At the other extreme are radical
Christians who condemn all wealth and imply that a rich Christian is a contradiction in terms.
What is a biblical view of wealth? First, wealth itself is not condemned. The Bible teaches that God
gave material wealth to Abraham (Genesis 13), Isaac (Genesis 26), Jacob (Genesis 30), and Joseph
(Genesis 39). Other characters in the Old Testament were also wealthy, such as Job (Job 42) and
Solomon (1 Kings 3). In fact, we see in Job 42 that God once again blessed Job with material
possessions after his trials. In Deuteronomy, Proverbs, and Ecclesiastes, wealth is seen as evidence
of God’s blessing (Deuteronomy 8; 28; Proverbs 22:2; Ecclesiastes. 5:19).
Even though wealth might be an evidence of God’s blessing, believers are not to trust in it. Passages
in the Old Testament and the New Testament teach that the believer should not trust in wealth but
in God (Proverbs 11:4; 11:28; Jeremiah 9:23; 1 Timothy 6:17; James 1:11; 5:2).
Second, when wealthy people in the Bible were condemned, they were condemned for the means by
which their riches were obtained, not for the riches themselves. The Old Testament prophet Amos
railed against the injustice of obtaining wealth through oppression or fraud (4:11; 5:11). Micah
spoke out against the unjust scales and light weights with which Israel defrauded the poor (6:1).
Neither Amos nor Micah condemned wealth per se; they only denounced the unjust means by which
it is sometimes achieved.
Third, Christians should be concerned about the effect wealth can have on our lives. We read in
many passages that wealth often tempts us to forget about God. Proverbs 30:8-9 says: “Give me
neither poverty nor riches; Feed me with the food that is my portion, That I not be full and deny You
and say, ‘Who is the Lord?’” Hosea 13:6 says of those who were satisfied that “their heart became
proud” and ultimately forget about the Lord.

Biblical View on Giving
In order to develop a biblical point of view on money, we should first focus on the subject of giving.
The concept of the tithe in introduced in the Old Testament. The word tithe means “a tenth part.”
Once you understand that someone who, say, makes $3000 a month and gives only $100 a month is

not tithing. A number of studies have found that only 2-3 percent of households tithe their income to
their church.
There is no explicit command in the New Testament to tithe. The primary reason is that the tithe
was for the Levites and the priests. The substitutionary death of Christ for our sins did away with the
need for a temple and priests.
In the New Testament, we do see numerous verses calling for believers to give. For example, we are
to give to those who minister (1 Corinthians 16:1; Galatians 2:10). We are to give to those who trust
God to supply their needs (Philippians 4:19). We are to give as God has prospered them (1
Corinthians 16:2) and are to give cheerfully (2 Corinthians 9:7). And the Bible teaches that we will
ultimately give account of our stewardship (Romans 14:12).
The first century believers set a high standard for giving. They sold their goods and gave money to
any believer in need (Acts 2:45). They sold their property and gave the entire amount to the work of
the apostles (Acts 4:36-5:2). And they also gave generously to the ministry of Paul (2 Corinthians
8:1-5) on a continual basis (Philippians 4:16-18).
Even though the tithe was no longer required, it appears that the early believers used the tithe as a
base line for their giving. After all, a large majority of the first century believers were Jewish, and so
they gave not only the tithe but above and beyond the requisite ten percent.
Paul makes it clear that Christians are not to give “grudgingly or under compulsion” but as each
believer has “purposed in his heart” (2 Corinthians 9:7). Although the tithe was no longer the
mandatory requirement, it seems to have provided a basis for voluntary giving by believers.
There is also a correlation between sowing and reaping. 2 Corinthians 9:6 says: “Now this I say, he
who sows sparingly will also reap sparingly, and he who sows bountifully will also reap bountifully.”
Elsewhere in Scripture, we read that the size of a harvest corresponds to what we scatter. Proverbs
11:24-25 says: “There is one who scatters, and yet increases all the more, And there is one who
withholds what is justly due, and yet it results only in want. The generous man will be prosperous,
And he who waters will himself be watered.” Notice that a spiritual harvest may be different from
the kind of seed that is sown. For example, a material seed (giving to ministry) may reap a spiritual
harvest (1 Corinthians 9:9).
Finally, we are to give according to what we have purposed in our hearts. 2 Corinthians 9:7 says:
“Each one must do just as he has purposed in his heart, not grudgingly or under compulsion, for God
loves a cheerful giver.”

Biblical View on Debt – Part 1
The Bible has a number of warnings concerning debt. Proverbs 22:7 says: “The rich rule over the
poor, and the borrower is a servant to the lender.” When you borrow money and put yourself in debt,
you put yourself in a situation where the lender has significant influence over you.
Many other verses in the Proverbs also warn about the potential danger of taking on debt, especially
another person’s debt (Proverbs 17:18; 22:26-27; 27:13). While this does not mean that we can
never be in debt, it does warn us about its dangers.
If you are debt free you are free to follow the Lord’s leading in your life. If you are in debt, you are
constrained and become a servant to the lender. People who are in financial bondage are not
emotionally or spiritually free. Their financial obligations wear heavy upon their mind and spirit.

The Bible also teaches that it is wrong to borrow and not repay. Psalm 37:21 says: “The wicked
borrows and does not pay back, but the righteous is gracious and gives.”
Some have taught that Christians should never go into debt. The basis for that teaching is usually
the passage in Romans 13:8 because it says: “Owe nothing to anyone.”
Although some have argued that this verse prohibits debt, the passage needs to be seen in context.
This passage is not a specific teaching about debt but rather a summary of our duty as Christians to
governmental authority. Paul is teaching that we should not owe anything to anyone (honor, taxes,
etc.). But he is not teaching that we should never incur debt. While it is better that we are debt-free,
this passage is not commanding us to never go into debt.
The Bible is filled with biblical passages that provide guidelines to lending and borrowing. If debt
was always wrong, then these passages would not exist. After all, why have passages providing
guidelines for debt if debt is not permitted? Certainly there would be a clear prohibition against
debt. We should point out that the clear implication of Romans 13:8 is that we should pay our debts
and it would be wise if we would pay our debts off a quickly as possible.

Biblical View on Debt – Part 2
One of the consequences of debt is that we can often deny reality. In order to realistically deal with
the debt in our lives we need to get rid of some of the silly ideas running around in our heads.
For example, you are NOT going to win the lottery. Your debt problem is NOT going to go away if
you just ignore it. And a computer glitch in your lender’s computer is NOT going to accidentally wipe
out your financial records so that you don’t have to repay your debt.
Another consequence of debt is a loss of integrity. When we cannot pay, we start saying “the check’s
in the mail” when it isn’t. We not only kid ourselves but we try to mislead others about the extent of
our problem with debt.
Sometimes debt even leads to dishonesty. Psalm 37:21 says: “The wicked borrows and does not pay
back.” We should repay our debts.
A third consequence of debt is addiction. Debt is addictive. Once in debt we begin to get comfortable
with cars, consumer goods, furniture, etc. all funded through debt. Once we reach that comfort
level, we go into further debt.
A final consequence of debt is stress. Stress experts have calculated the impact of various stress
factors on our lives. Some of the greatest are death of a spouse and divorce. But it is amazing how
many other stress factors are financially related (change in financial state, mortgage over $100,000).
When we owe more than we can pay, we worry and feel a heavy load of stress that wouldn’t exist if
we lived debt free.

Biblical View on Savings

It is always important for us to get out of debt. I have written another
booklet on the subject of debt. If you are in debt or want to learn more about government debt and
personal debt, I encourage you to obtain that booklet. Email me your name and address at
kerby@probe.org and I will send it to you.
We should not merely work to get out of debt and eventually break even. Savings and investing
should be part of your budget and part of your life plan. Saving and investing are ultimately a means
to an end. You may be saving for your kids’ college or saving for your retirement.
America used to be a nation of savers. In fact, thrift was a foundational element of American society.
The architect Louis Sullivan even carved the word THRIFT over the door of his bank. Thrift was seen
as a private moral virtue that made public prosperity possible. Americans supported institutions that
encouraged savings.
The Bible encourages us to save. In Proverbs it encourages those who do not save to consider how a
lowly creature like the ant prepares for the future. “Go to the ant, you sluggard; consider its ways
and be wise! It has no commander, no overseer or ruler, yet it stores its provisions in summer and
gathers its food at harvest” (Proverbs 6:6-8).
The writer of Proverbs also talks about how wise people save in contrast to foolish people who do
not. “In the house of the wise are stores of choice food and oil, but a foolish man devours all he has”
(Proverbs 21:20).
We should always have a budget. Author and speaker, John Maxwell, has a great definition of a
budget: “A budget is people telling their money what to do instead of wondering where it went.” A
budget is a plan for saving and spending.
The book of Proverbs admonishes us to plan. Proverbs 16:3 says, “Commit your works to the LORD
And your plans will be established.” But as we develop these plans for the future, we also need to be
sensitive to the Lord’s leading. “The mind of man plans his way, but the Lord directs his steps”
(Proverbs 16:9).
The Bible promises that good things will happen when we plan. “Good planning and hard work lead
to prosperity” (Proverbs 21:5, NLT). By contrast, the Bible also teaches that your plans will fail if
these plans are not within the will of God. Isaiah 30:1 says, “’Destruction is certain for my rebellious
children,’ says the Lord. ‘You make plans that are contrary to my will. You weave a web of plans that
are not from my Spirit, thus piling up your sins.’”

If you do not have anything in savings, you need to begin by putting aside a cash reserve for
emergencies. Proverbs 22:5 says, “The prudent sees danger and hides himself, but the simple go on
and suffer for it.” Everyone needs a cash reserve for major emergencies (fire, tornado, earthquake)
and even for small emergencies and inconveniences (broken appliance, car repair, flat tire).
Most financial advisors suggest that you have six months’ worth of income set aside for an
emergency or unexpected expense. You may not have that set aside right now, but today is a good
time to start setting aside some money. Make your first goal to set aside one month’s worth of
income.
This has been a brief overview of money management. I encourage you to read books{3} and visit
websites that will give you even more direction on how to use your money. The Bible provides
insight in giving, savings, and debt. Apply these principles and allow God to bless you.
Notes
1. Kerby Anderson, Making the Most of Your Money in Tough Times *Eugene, OR: Harvest House),
2009.
2. Kerby Anderson, Christians and Economics (Cambridge, OH: Christian Publishing House), 2016).
3. Randy Alcorn, Money, Possession and Eternity (Wheaton, IL: Tyndale House), 2003.
Kerby Anderson, Christians and Economics (Cambridge, OH: Christian Publishing House), 2016.
Kerby Anderson, Making the Most of Your Money in Tough Times. (Eugene, OR: Harvest House),
2009.
Larry Burkett, How to Manage Your Money: An In-Depth Bible Study on Personal Finances (Chicago,
IL: Moody), 2002.
Jay Richards, Money, Greed, and God (NY: Harper One), 2009.
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Digging Our Own Grave: The Secular
Captivity of the Church
Rick Wade provides an overview of how the Christian church has become captive to the godless
values and perspective of the surrounding culture, based on Os Guinness’ book The Last Christian
on Earth.

Our Real Enemy

If memory serves me correctly, it was my introduction to such concepts as
secularization and pluralization. I’m speaking of the book The Gravedigger Files written by Os
Guinness in the early 1980s. The subtitle of The Gravedigger Files is Papers on the Subversion of the

Modern Church. The book is a fictional dialogue between two members of a council which has as its
purpose the undermining of the Christian church. The Deputy Director of the Central Security
Council gives one of his subordinates advice on how to accomplish their goal in his area.
In 2010, Guinness published a revised and updated version of Gravedigger Files. He gave it the new
title The Last Christian on Earth. The titled was inspired in part by Luke 18:8: “When the Son of Man
comes, will he find faith on the earth?”

What Guinness wanted to do in Gravedigger and the updated version was
to show how the church in America is being undermined from within. We concern ourselves so much
about outside enemies without realizing that we are at times our own worst enemies. He wrote: “The
Christian faith contributed decisively to the rise of the modern world, but it has been undermined
decisively by the modern world it helped to create. The Christian faith has become its own
gravedigger.”{1}
The primary focus of Probe Ministries now is what’s been called the cultural captivity of the church.
All too many of us are influenced more by our culture than by the Bible. It’s impossible to separate
oneself from one’s surrounding culture, to be sure, but when there is conflict, we are called to follow
Christ. Cultural captivity is subtle. It slowly creeps up on us, and, before we know it, it has soaked
into our pores and infected much of what we think and do. “Subversion works best when the process
is slow and subtle,” Guinness’s Deputy Director says. “Subtle compromise is always better than
sudden captivity.”{2}
This book is helpful for seeing ourselves in a clearer light, and for understanding why some of the
things we do, which seem so harmless, are really very harmful to our own Christian lives and to the
church.

Stages of Subversion
Rather than directly attacking the church, the enemy finds it more profitable to try to undermine it.
“Subversion” is the word Os Guinness’s Deputy Director uses in the book The Last Christian on
Earth. How does this happen?
This process of undermining comes in various stages. Three of them are demoralization, subversion,
and defection.{3}
Demoralization is the softening up of the church through such things as hypocrisy and public
scandals. Morale drops, and our ability to resist the devil’s advances decreases.
Subversion comes about from winning over key church leaders who begin to trumpet “radical” and

“daring” ideas (better words for this, Guinness says, may be “revisionist” and “unfaithful”{4}).
Defection comes when prominent members abandon the church, such as when former
fundamentalists publicly deny the divine authority of the Bible.
Faithfulness, which once was understood as being committed to God, now has a new focus. The
desire to be “in the world but not of the world” is realigned. The church’s commitment to the world
turns into attachment, and worldliness settles in. “Worldliness” is a term once used by
fundamentalists to describe being too attached to the world, but it went out of favor because of the
excesses of separationism. It was a word to be snickered at by evangelicals who were adept—or
thought they were adept—at being in the world without becoming its servant. This snickering,
however, doesn’t hide the fact that the evangelical sub-culture exhibits a significant degree of being
of the world, or worldly.
Moving through these stages, the Deputy Director says, has led the church deeper and deeper into
cultural captivity. The church becomes so identified with the culture that it no longer can act
independently of it. Then it finds itself living with the consequences of its choices. Says the Deputy
Director, “Our supreme prize at this level is the complete devastation of the Church by getting the
Adversary [or God] to judge her himself. “Here, in a stroke,” he continues, “is the beauty of
subversion through worldliness and its infinite superiority to persecution. . . . if the Adversary is to
judge his own people, who are we to complain?”{5}

Forces of Modernism
In The Last Christian, Os Guinness describes three challenges of modernity which aid in the
subversion of the church. They are secularization, privatization, and pluralization. These forces work
to squeeze us into the mold of modernistic culture. To too great an extent, they have been
successful.
Secularization is the process of separating religious ideas and institutions from the public sphere.
Guinness’s Deputy Director speaks of society being “freed” from religious influence.{6} This is how
secularists see the separation. Religion is seen as restrictive and oppressive and harmful, and the
public square needs to be free of it. All ideas and beliefs are welcome as long as they aren’t explicitly
grounded in religious belief. Because of the influence of the public arena in our lives, Guinness
points out that “Secularization ensures that ordinary reality is not just the official reality but also the
only reality. Beyond what modern people can see, touch, taste and smell is quite simply nothing that
matters.”{7}
If religion is removed from the public square, the immediate result is privatization, the restriction of
religion to our private worlds. This can be the small communities of our churches or it can mean our
own individual lives. Guinness writes that “today, where religion still survives in the modern world,
no matter how passionate or committed the believer, it amounts to little more than a private
preference, a spare-time hobby, and a leisure pursuit.”{8}
The third force is pluralization. With the meeting of many cultures comes the awareness that there
are many options with regard to food, dress, relationships, entertainment, religion, and other
aspects of life. The number of options multiplies in all areas, “especially,” notes Guinness, “at the
level of worldviews, faiths and ideologies.”{9} Choosing isn’t a simple matter anymore since it’s so
widely believed that there is no truth in such matters. In fact, choosing is what counts. Guinness
writes, “what matters is no longer good choice or right choice or wise choice, but simply
choice.”{10}

Some Characteristics of Subversion
What are some characteristics of a subverted church? Os Guinness discusses several in his book The
Last Christian on Earth.
One result of being pushed into our own private worlds by secularization is that we construct our
own sub-culture and attempt to keep a distance. But then we turn around and model our sub-culture
after the wider culture. For example, it’s no secret that evangelical Christianity is heavily
commercialized. Our Christianity becomes our style reflected in plenty of Christian kitsch and in
being surrounded by the latest in fashions. The depth of our captivity to things—even Christian-ish
things—becomes a measure of the shallowness of our Christianity. Compared to what Jesus and the
apostles offered, which included sacrifice and suffering, says Guinness, “today’s spiritual diet . . . is
refined and processed. All the cost, sacrifice and demand are removed.”{11}
Another pitfall is rationalization, when we have to weigh and measure everything in modernistic
ways. We’re guided by “measurable outcomes” and “best practices” more than by the leading of the
Spirit.{12}
Feeling forced to keep our Christian lives separate from the wider culture—the sacred/secular split,
it’s been called—reduces Christianity in size. We don’t know how to apply it to the larger world
(apart from excursion-style evangelism). “Many Christians,” Guinness writes, “have so personal a
theology and so private a morality that they lack the criteria by which to judge society from a
Christian perspective.”{13} Lacking the ability to even make sound judgments about contemporary
issues from a distinctly Christian perspective, we’re unable to speak in a way that commands
attention. Christianity is thought at best to be “socially irrelevant, even if privately engaging,” as
someone said.{14}
A really sad result of the reshaping of Christianity is that people wonder why they should want it at
all. The church is the pillar of truth, Paul says (1 Tim. 3:15). The plausibility of Christianity rises and
falls with the condition of the church. If the church is weak, Christianity will seem weak. Is this the
message we want to convey?

A Wrong Way to Respond
In the face of the pressures of the modern world on us, the conservative church has responded in
varying ways in the wider culture.
Os Guinness describes what he calls the push and pull phases of public involvement by
conservatives. The push phase comes when conservatives realize how much influence they have lost.
For much of the nineteenth century, evangelical Christianity was dominant in public life. Over the
last century that has been stripped away, and conservatives have seen what they held near and dear
taken away. This loss of respect and position in our society has resulted in insecurity.{15}
In response, conservative Christians push for power by means of political action and influence in
education and the mass media. “But, since the drive for power is born of social impotence rather
than spiritual authority,” Guinness writes, “the final result will be compromise and disillusionment.”
They fall “for the delusion of power without authority.”{16}
When they recognize the loss of purity and principles in their actions, they begin to pull back and
disentangle themselves from the centers of power. There is a return to the authority of the gospel
without, however, a sense of the power of the gospel. Standing on the outside, as it were, they resort

to “theologies stressing prophetic detachment, not constructive involvement.”{17} This is the phase
of “hypercritical separatism.”
Then comes a third phase, the enemies’ coup de grâce. Standing back to view all this, some
Christians experience what Guinness’s Deputy Director gloatingly describes as “a fleeting moment
when they feel so isolated in their inner judgments that they wonder if they are the last Christian
left.” There is left “a residue of part self-pity, part discouragement, and part shame that unnerves
the best of them.”{18} But these are the few. The many are simply kept asleep, the Director is
happy to report, unaware of what has happened.
This article has given only a taste of Os Guinness’s message to us. The hope for the church is a
return to the gospel in all its purity and power. I invite you to read The Last Christian on Earth and
get a fuller picture of the situation and what we can do to bring about change.
Notes
1. Os Guinness, The Last Christian on Earth: Uncover the Enemy’s Plot to Undermine the Church
(Ventura, Calif.: Regal, 2010), 11.
2. Ibid., 51, 52.
3. Ibid., 28.
4. Ibid.
5. Ibid., 32-34.
6. Ibid., 57.
7. Ibid., 63.
8. Ibid., 72.
9. Ibid., 92.
10. Ibid., 97.
11. Ibid., 159.
12. Ibid., 138.
13. Ibid., 155.
14. Theodore Roszak, Where the Wasteland Ends (New York: Doubleday, 1973,), 449; quoted in
Guinness, Last Christian, 79.
15. Guinness, Last Christian, 166.
16. Ibid., 213.
17. Ibid., 214.
18. Ibid.
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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,{1} to a Pew Research article, In U.S. Decline of Christianity Continues at Rapid Pace.{2}
These titles appear to represent two very different 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 questions 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 is 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:
1. Know God really exists
2. Pray multiple times per day
3. Attend church at least twice a month
4. Believe the Bible is the inspired word of God, and
5. Call themselves a strong Christian
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 is 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} Oddly 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 is 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 is 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” is 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 in 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 is 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
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God Space: Where Spiritual Conversations
Happen Naturally
Dr. Michael Gleghorn offers an introduction and overview of Doug Pollock’s book by the same title.
Those who want to learn more about how to have natural and effective spiritual conversations are
encouraged to read (and apply) Pollock’s book for themselves.

Creating God Space

If you’re a Christian, you probably wrestle from time to time with how best to share your faith with
non-Christian friends and family. I mean, let’s face it. We often want to share our faith. But we’re a
bit confused (maybe even overwhelmed) with how to go about it in a natural and non-threatening
way. Is there a way to have spiritual conversations naturally?
According to Doug Pollock, the answer is “Yes”—and it all begins with something he calls “God
Space.” “I often wonder,” he says, “what would happen if . . . the body of Christ could create lowrisk, high-grace places for people to pursue their need to have spiritual conversations.”{1} But Doug
not only wonders about it, he’s also spent the better part of his adult life actually doing it—and
training others to do it too. Although he’s had many roles, he’s probably best known for his work as
an author, speaker, and evangelism trainer for Athletes in Action.{2} His passion, however, is
pointing people to Christ through spiritual conversations in which people have the freedom to simply
be themselves.

You see, Doug believes that people actually want (and even need) to have such conversations.
Moreover, they’re often even willing to have them. The problem, of course, is that such
conversations can often seem intimidating—even threatening—to both Christian and non-Christian
alike. So Doug advocates creating a “safe space” in which to have such conversations. But he warns
us that for many non-Christians in our world today, the church is often not perceived as safe.{3}
Hence, he says, if we want to reach people for Christ, then we’ve got to go to them—and help create
a “safe space” for spiritual conversations right where they are.
Doug calls it “God Space” —a space where “God is . . . encountered in . . . ways that address the
longings and cries of the heart.” In God Space “the ‘unworthy’ feel safe enough to bring their real
selves . . . into the light, and to journey, one step at a time, toward the magnetic pull they sense deep
in their souls.” It’s a space where “spiritual curiosity is aroused, and the message of Christianity
becomes plausible.”{4}
Does this sound like something you’d be interested in learning more about? Then keep reading as we
consider Doug’s book in more detail.

Spiritual Conversation-Killers
Doug Pollock offers some great advice about how to have natural, non-threatening spiritual
conversations with those who don’t know Christ. Before discussing this advice in more detail,
however, we first need to pause and consider some of the ways in which we might unintentionally
shut-down, or “kill,” a spiritual conversation before it even has a chance to get going.
Doug describes ten “spiritual conversation-killers” in his book. Although we can’t discuss them all,
we’ll at least mention a few of them. To get started, think of the non-Christian people you know and
interact with on a somewhat regular basis. How many of them would be interested in having a “lowrisk, high-grace” spiritual conversation with you? If your answer is few to none of them, then you
might be guilty of the most basic spiritual conversation-killer of them all: “an unbelieving heart.”{5}
If we assume that the non-Christians we know aren’t interested in talking about spiritual
things, then we probably won’t have many spiritual conversations with them.
And Doug says this is a big mistake. “I’ve had spiritual conversations with people all over the world,”
he writes, “including the supposed ‘tough places.’ I think it’s because the Holy Spirit has given me a
conviction that if God has put eternity in every person’s heart, which is what Ecclesiastes 3:11 tells
us, then all people were made for spiritual conversations.”{6} So let’s not “kill” an opportunity for
spiritual conversations because of unbelief. Instead, let’s assume that if we approach such
conversations wisely, we’ll find people eager to talk with us.
Okay, so how do we approach such conversations wisely? In my opinion, the best way to have good
spiritual conversations is simply to apply some of the very same principles that go into having good
conversations of any sort.{7} For example, how well would my conversation go if I was disrespectful
of the other person’s beliefs or opinions? Or what if I came across as harsh, combative, or
domineering? Would such conversations be successful? Probably not. And if that’s the case with
everyday conversations, then it’s probably the case with spiritual conversations too. So if we want to
have good spiritual conversations, we need to be humble, gracious, kind and polite. If not, we’ll
probably “kill” whatever spiritual conversations we might otherwise have had. And when that
happens, no one wins.

Wondering Your Way Into Spiritual Conversations
In God Space: Where Spiritual Conversations Happen Naturally, Doug has four great chapters on

noticing, serving, listening, and wondering your way into spiritual conversations. For our purposes,
let’s direct our attention to that final chapter, which involves “wondering” our way into spiritual
conversations. “Of all the things you’ll read in this book,” Doug tells us, “this chapter holds the most
promise if you truly want to see the quality and quantity of your spiritual conversations
increase.”{8}
So how does it work? How do we wonder our way into spiritual conversations? As Doug lays it out
for us, there are essentially two steps. First, we have to be really good listeners.{9} If we’re
not actively listening to what people are telling us, then we’re not going to have much to wonder
about. That’s because we wonder our way into spiritual conversations by asking good questions
about what another person is telling us. That’s step two. After listening carefully to what the other
person is saying, we begin to wonder “out loud” by asking questions that are relevant to the
conversation we’re having.{10}
According to Doug, “good wondering questions” will “flow naturally out of your context and . . .
conversations.” They reveal “that you have listened thoughtfully.” They “are open-ended and
promote more dialogue and reflection.” They “probe sensitively and reflectively into someone’s
belief systems.” And finally, such questions encourage “others to investigate the Christian life” for
themselves.{11}
So by listening carefully and asking good “wondering” questions about what you’re being told, you
can open the door to all sorts of spiritual conversations. Doug even offers some examples of “good
ways to start wondering.”{12} Suppose your conversation partner has made an interesting claim or
expressed an intriguing perspective on some issue. You might respond by saying, “That’s an
interesting perspective; I’m wondering how you arrived at that conclusion?”{13} Notice how such a
question not only demonstrates an interest in, and respect for, the other person and their views—it
also serves to keep the conversation moving forward in a positive direction. Indeed, once you get a
knack for listening carefully and asking good wondering questions, who knows how many
spiritual conversations you might find yourself having!

Bringing the Bible Into Your Conversations
Let’s now discuss Doug’s advice about bringing the Bible into our conversations.{15}
The word of God is powerful. Paul describes it as “the sword of the Spirit.”{16} And the author of
Hebrews tells us it can “judge the thoughts and intentions of the heart.” {17} Indeed, it’s partly
because the Bible is so powerful, that we need to be careful about the way in which we bring it into
our conversations.
As Doug reminds us, “If people sense you’re trying to use the Bible as an authoritative ‘crowbar’ to
beat them into submitting to your viewpoint, your conversation is likely over. However, if you
humbly ask for permission to introduce the Scriptures into your dialogue, ‘deep spiritual magic’
begins to happen.”{18} The key point here, of course, is asking for permission. This is important and
Doug encourages us to always make a habit of it.{19} After all, if the person has given you
permission to share something from the Bible, then they won’t feel awkward or threatened when you
do so. And if they haven’t given you permission, then it’s probably better just to wait and pray for a
more opportune time.
Okay, that sounds good. But how can we know when it’s right to ask for permission? Here we need a
measure of wisdom and even plain common sense. In general, however, when the person expresses
an interest in some issue about which the Bible speaks, it might be a good time to ask for
permission to share what the Bible says. Doug gives the example of talking with some non-

Christian college students about the meaning of love.{20} The students were intensely interested in
this topic, but they were having a hard time defining what the word even meant. After discussing the
issue for a bit, Doug asked for permission to share what the Bible has to say about love.
Having gotten their permission, he directed them to the famous love passage in 1 Corinthians 13.
Primed and ready, the students eagerly listened to what the Bible had to say. Its message had
suddenly become relevant to them, for it spoke directly to an issue about which they cared deeply.
If we could learn how to introduce the Bible like that, our non-Christian friends might be more eager
to hear what it says. In the next section we’ll conclude our discussion of Doug’s book by considering
“missed opportunities” and “burned bridges.”{21}

Missed Opportunities and Burned Bridges
We’ve considered several ways to improve our conversations, but it’s easy to make mistakes. So now
we’ll consider Doug’s advice about “missed opportunities” and “burned bridges.” Can “missed
opportunities” be reclaimed and “burned bridges” be rebuilt? And if so, then how do we do it?
Let’s first consider missed opportunities. Suppose you had a conversation with a neighbor who made
a comment that left a wide-open door for spiritual conversation—and you said . . . nothing. We’ve
probably all had conversations like this. Maybe the comment caught us off guard, and we
just weren’t sure how to respond. Or maybe we felt too tired, or scared, or something else. Whatever
the reason, we can “reclaim” such missed opportunities. It’s often not even that hard. Doug tells of
missing out on a great opportunity because he just wasn’t sure what to say. About a month
later, however, he got another opportunity. He told the person that he’d been thinking a lot about a
comment which they had previously made. Intrigued, the person asked what it was—and almost
immediately they were right back where they had left off a month earlier!{22}
Okay, that’s the easy one. But what if we didn’t remain silent. What if we said the wrong thing— and
now feel like we’ve burned our bridges with another person? Granted, this is more difficult. But
Doug throws down a challenge. For once we recognize and admit our mistake to ourselves, we can
then confess it to God and bring the issue before Him in prayer. After praying about it, Doug says,
we can actually go to the person and let them know that we’ve been thinking about how we “come
across” in spiritual conversations. We can even ask if they’d be willing to give us “some honest
feedback” about how others might perceive us in this area. And if so, then we can listen carefully
and apologize for any mistakes we might have made. Of course, we can’t predict how the other
person will respond. But by taking this approach, we can go a long way toward restoring the
relationship.{23}
If you’d be interested in creating some “God Space” for your own conversations, then I encourage
you to get (and read) Doug’s book for yourself. I think you’ll be really glad you did.
Notes
1. Doug Pollock, God Space: Where Spiritual Conversations Happen Naturally (Loveland, CO: Group,
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9. See Doug’s chapter, “Listening Your Way Into Spiritual Conversations,” in Pollock, God Space,
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16. Ephesians 6:17.
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19. Ibid., 93.
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The Rise of the Nones – Reaching the Lost in
Today’s America
Steve Cable addresses James White’s book The Rise of the Nones in view of Probe’s research about
the church.

Probe Ministries is committed to updating you on the status of
Christianity in America. In this article, we consider James White’s book, The Rise of the Nones,

Understanding and Reaching the Religiously Unaffiliated.{1} His book addresses a critical topic
since the fastest-growing religious group of our
time is those who check “none” or “none of the above” on religious survey questions.

Let’s begin by reviewing some observations about Christianity in America.
From the 1930’s{2} into the early 1990’s the percentage of nones in America{3} was less than 8%.
But by 2012, the number had grown to 20% of all adults and appears to be increasing. Even more
alarming, among those between the ages of 18 and 30 the percentage grew by a factor of three,
from 11% in 1990 to nearly 32% in 2012.
Another study reported Protestantism is no longer the majority in the U.S., dropping from 66% in
the 1960’s down to 48% in 2012.
The nones tend to consider themselves to be liberal or moderate politically, in favor of abortion and
same-sex marriage being legal, and seldom if ever attend religious services. For the most part, they
are not atheists and are not necessarily hostile toward religious institutions. However, among those
who believe in
“nothing in particular,” 88% are not even looking for a specific faith or religion.
One report concludes, “The challenge to Christianity . . . does not come from other religions, but
from a rejection of all forms of organized religions. They’re not thinking about religion and rejecting
it; they are not thinking about it at all.”{4} In fact, the 2011 Baylor survey found that 44% of
Americans said they spend no time seeking “eternal wisdom,” and a Lifeway survey found that
nearly half of Americans said they never wonder whether they will go to heaven.
As White notes, these changes in attitude come in the wake of a second major attack on traditional
Christian beliefs. The first set of attacks consisted of:
1. Copernicus attacking the existence of God
2. Darwin attacking God’s involvement in creation, and
3. Freud attacking our very concept of a creator God.
The second storm of attacks focuses on perceptions of how Christians think in three important areas.
1. An over entanglement with politics linked to anti-gay, sexual conservatism, and abrasiveness
2. Hateful aggression that has the church talking in ways that have stolen God’s reputation, and
3. An obsession with greed seen in televangelist transgressions and mega-pastor materialism,
causing distrust of the church.
These perceptions, whether true or not, create an environment where there is no benefit in the
public mind to self-identifying with a Christian religious denomination.

Living in a Post-Christian America
A 2013 Barna study{5} shows America rapidly moving into a post-Christian status. Their surveybased study came to this conclusion: over 48% of young adults are post-Christian, and “The
influence of post-Christian trends is likely to increase and is a significant factor among today’s
youngest Americans.”{6}
White suggests this trend is the result of “three deep and fast-moving cultural currents:
secularization, privatization, and pluralization.”{7}
Secularization
Secularization teaches the secular world is reality and our thoughts about the spiritual world are
fantasy. White states: “We seem quite content to accept the idea of faith being privately engaging
but culturally irrelevant.”{8} In a society which is not affirming of public religious faith, it is much
more difficult to hold a vibrant, personal faith.
Privatization
Privatization creates a chasm between the public and private spheres of life, trivializing Christian
faith to the realm of opinion. Nancy Pearcy saw this, saying, “The most pervasive thought pattern of
our times is the two-realm view of truth.”{9} In it, the first and public realm is secular truth that
states, “Humans are machines.” The second and private realm of spirituality states, “Moral and
humane ideals have no basis in truth, as defined by scientific naturalism. But we affirm them
anyway.”{10}
Pluralization
Pluralization tells us all religions are equal in their lack of ultimate truth and their ability to deliver
eternity. Rather speaking the truth of Christ, our post-modern ethic tells us we can each have our
own truth. As reported in our book, Cultural Captives{11}, about 70% of evangelical, emerging
adults
are pluralists. Pluralism results in making your own suit out of patches of different fabrics and
patterns and expecting everyone else to act as if it were seamless.
White sums up today’s situation this way: “They forgot that their God was . . . radically other than
man . . . They committed religion functionally to making the world better in human terms and
intellectually to modes of knowing God fitted only for understanding this world.”{12}
This combination of secularization, privatization and pluralization has led to a mishmash of “bad
religion” overtaking much of mainstream Christianity. The underlying basis of the belief systems of
nones is that there is a lot of truth to go around. In this post-modern world, it is considered futile to
search for absolute truth. Instead, we create our own truth from the facts at hand and as necessary
despite the facts. Of course, this creates the false (yet seemingly desirable) attribute that neither we,
nor anyone else, have to recognize we are sinners anymore. With no wrong, we feel no need for the
ultimate source of truth, namely God.

If You Build It, They Won’t Come
We’ve been considering the beliefs and thinking of the nones. Can we reach them with the gospel,
causing them to genuinely consider the case for Christ?

We are not going to reach them by doing more of the same. Statistics indicate that we are not doing
a good job of reaching the nones.
As James White notes, “The very people who say they want unchurched people to . . . find Jesus
resist the most basic . . . issues related to building a relationship with someone apart from Christ, . .
. and inviting them to an open, winsome, and compelling front door so they can come and see.”{13}
Paul had to change his approach when addressing Greeks in Athens. In the same way, we need to
understand how to speak to the culture we want to penetrate.
In the 1960’s, a non-believer was likely to have a working knowledge of Christianity. They needed to
personally respond to the offer of salvation, not just intellectually agree to its validity. This situation
made revivals and door-to-door visitation excellent tools to reach lost people.
Today, we face a different dynamic among the nones. “The goal is not simply knowing how to
articulate the means of coming to Christ; it is learning how to facilitate and enable the person to
progress from [little knowledge of Christ], to where he or she is able to even consider accepting
Christ.”{14}
The rise of the nones calls for a new strategy for effectiveness. Today, cause should be the leading
edge of our connection with many of the nones, in terms of both arresting their attention and
enlisting their participation.
Up through the 1980s, many unchurched would respond for salvation and then be incorporated into
the church and there become drawn to Christian causes. From 1990 through the 2000s, unchurched
people most often needed to experience fellowship in the body before they were ready to respond to
the gospel. Today, we have nones who are first attracted to the causes addressed by Christians.
Becoming involved in those causes, they are attracted to the community of believers and gradually
they become ready to respond to the gospel.
We need to be aware of how these can be used to offer the good news in a way that can penetrate
through the cultural fog. White puts it this way, “Even if it takes a while to get to talking about
Christ, (our church members) get there. And they do it with integrity and . . . credibility. . . Later I’ve
seen those nones enfolded into our community and before long . . . the waters of baptism.”{15}
Relating to nones may be outside your comfort zone, but God has called us to step out to share His
love.

Combining Grace and Truth in a Christian Mind
Every day we are on mission to the unchurched around us. James White suggests ways we can
communicate in a way that the nones can understand.
We need to take to heart the three primary tasks of any missionary to an unfamiliar culture. First,
learn how to communicate with the people we are trying to reach. Second, become sensitized to the
new culture to operate effectively within it. Third, “translate the gospel into its own cultural context
so that it can be heard, understood, and appropriated.”{16}
The growth of the nones comes largely from Mainline Protestants and Catholics, right in the squishy
middle where there is little emphasis on the truth of God’s word. How can we confront them with
truth in a loving way?

The gospel of John tells us, “Grace and truth came through Jesus Christ.”{17} Jesus brought the free
gift of grace grounded in eternal truth. As we translate the gospel in today’s cultural context for the
nones, this combination needs to shine through our message. What does it look like to balance grace
and truth?
• If we are communicating no grace and no truth, we are following the example of Hinduism.
• If we are high on grace – but lacking in truth, we give license to virtually any lifestyle and
perspective, affirming today’s new definition of tolerance.
• On the other hand, “truth without grace: this is the worst of legalism . . . – what many nones
believe to be the hallmark of the Christian faith.” The real representative of dogma without grace is
Islam.” In a survey among 750 Muslims who had converted to Christianity, they said that as
Muslims, they could never be certain of their forgiveness and salvation as Christians can.
• Grace is the distinctive message of Christianity but never remove it from the truth of the high cost
Christ paid. Jesus challenged the religious thought of the day with the truth of God’s standard.
Recognizing we cannot achieve that standard, we are run to the grace of God by faith.
To communicate the truth, we need to respond to the new questions nones are asking of any faith.
As White points out, “I do not encounter very many people who ask questions that classical
apologetics trained us to answer . . . Instead, the new questions have to do with significance and
meaning.” Questions such as, “So, what?” and “Is this God of yours really that good?”
We need to be prepared to “give a defense for the hope that is within us” in ways that the nones
around us can resonate with, such as described in our article The Apologetics of Peter on our
website.

Opening the Front Door to Nones
The nones desperately need the truth of Jesus, yet it is a challenge to effectively reach them.
“Reaching out to a group of people who have given up on the church, . . . we must renew our own
commitment to the very thing they have rejected – the church.”{18} The fact that some in today’s
culture have problems with today’s church does not mean that God intends to abandon it.
The church needs to grasp its mandate “to engage in the process of ‘counter-secularization’. . .
There are often disparaging quips made about organized religion, but there was nothing
disorganized about the biblical model.”{19} We all have a role to play in making our church a force
for the gospel in our community.
It must be clear to those outside that we approach our task with civility and unity. Our individual
actions are not sufficient to bring down the domain of darkness. Jesus told us that if those who
encounter the church can sense the unity holding us together they will be drawn to its message.
How will the nones come into contact with the unity of Christ? It will most likely be through
interaction with a church acting as the church. As White points out, “If the church has a “front
door,” and it clearly does, why shouldn’t it be . . . strategically developed for optimal impact for . . .
all nones who may venture inside?”{20} Surveys indicate that 82 percent of unchurched people
would come to church this weekend if they were invited by a friend.
One way we have a chance to interact with nones is when they expose their children to a church
experience. Children’s ministry is not something to occupy our children while we have church, but is

instead a key part of our outreach to the lost nones in our community. “What you do with their
children could be a
deal breaker.”
In today’s culture, we cannot overemphasize the deep need for visual communication. Almost
everyone is attuned to visually receiving information and meaning. By incorporating visual arts in
our church mainstream, “it has a way of sneaking past the defenses of the heart. And nones need a
lot snuck past them.”{21}
We need to keep evangelism at the forefront. “This is no time to wave the flag of social ministry and
justice issues so single-mindedly in the name of cultural acceptance and the hip factor that it
becomes our collective substitute for the clear articulation of the gospel.”{22}
White clearly states our goal, “Our only hope and the heart of the Great Commission, is to stem the
tide by turning the nones into wons.”{23}
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Spiritual Disciplines and the Modern World
The spiritual disciplines help us cooperate with God in our transformation into the likeness of Christ.
Don Closson discusses disciplines of abstinence and of engagement.

Spirituality and the Body

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

Willard argues that modernity has given us a culture that offers a flood of selffulfillment programs in the form of political, scientific, and even psychological revolutions. All
promise to promote personal peace and affluence, and yet we suffer from an “epidemic of
depression, suicide, personal emptiness, and escapism through drugs and alcohol, cultic obsession,
consumerism, and sex and violence . . . .”{2} Most Christians would agree that the Christian faith
offers a model for human transformation that far exceeds the promises of modern scientific
programs, but when it comes to delineating the methods of such a transformation there is often
confusion or silence.
Christians frequently seek spiritual maturity in all the wrong places. Some submit themselves to
abusive churches that equate busyness and unquestioning subservience with Christ-likeness. Others
look for spirituality through syncretism, borrowing the spiritualism of Eastern religions or
Gnosticism and covering it with a Christian veneer.
According to Willard, Christians often hope to find Christ’s power for living in ways that seem
appropriate but miss the mark; for example, through a “sense of forgiveness and love for God” or
through the acquisition of propositional truth. Some “seek it through special experiences or the
infusion of the Spirit,” or by way of “the presence of Christ in the inner life.” Others argue that it is

only through the “power of ritual and liturgy or the preaching of the Word,” or “through the
communion of the saints.” All of these have value in the Christian life but do not “reliably produce
large numbers of people who really are like Christ.”{3}
We evangelicals have a natural tendency to avoid anything that hints of meritorious works, works
that might somehow justify us before a holy God. As a result, we reduce faith to an entirely mental
affair, cutting off the body from the process of living the Christian life.
In this article we will consider a New Testament theology of human transformation in order to better
understand what it means to become a living sacrifice to God.

A Model for Transformation
Faith in Jesus Christ brings instant forgiveness along with the promise of eventual glorification and
spending eternity with God. However, in between the believer experiences something called
sanctification, the process of being set apart for good works. Something that is sanctified is holy, so
it makes sense that the process of sanctification is to make us more like Christ.
Even though the Bible talks much of spiritual power and becoming like Christ, many believers find
this process of sanctification to be a mystery. Since the Enlightenment, there has been a slow
removal from our language of acceptable ways to talk about the spiritual realm. Being rooted in this
age of science and materialism, the language of spiritual growth sounds alien and a bit threatening
to our ears, but if we want to experience the life that Jesus promised, a life of spiritual strength, we
need to understand how to appropriate God’s Spirit into our lives.
According to Willard, “A ‘spiritual life’ consists in that range of activities in which people
cooperatively interact with God–and with the spiritual order deriving from God’s personality and
action. And what is the result? A new overall quality of human existence with corresponding new
powers.”{4} To be spiritual is to be dominated by the Spirit of God. Willard adds that spirituality is
another reality, not just a “commitment” or “life-style.” It may result in personal and social change,
but the ultimate goal is to become like Christ and to further His Kingdom, not just to be a better
person or to make America a better place to live.
The Bible teaches that to become a spiritual person one must employ the disciplines of spirituality.
“The disciplines are activities of mind and body purposefully undertaken to bring our personality and
total being into effective cooperation with the divine order.”{5} Paul wrote in Romans 6:13 that the
goal of being spiritual is to offer our body to God as instruments of righteousness in order to be of
use for His Kingdom. Moving towards this state of usefulness to God and His Kingdom depends on
the actions of individual believers.
Many of us have been taught that this action consists primarily in attending church or giving
towards its programs. As important as these are, they fail to address the need for a radical inner
change that must take place in our hearts to be of significant use to God. The teaching of Scripture
and specifically the life of Christ tells us that the deep changes that must occur in our lives will only
be accomplished via the disciplines of abstinence such as fasting, solitude, silence, and chastity, and
the disciplines of engagement such as study, worship, service, prayer, and confession. These
disciplines, along with others, will result in being conformed to the person of Christ, the desire of
everyone born of His Spirit.

Salvation and Life
When I first read in the Bible that Jesus offered a more abundant life to those who followed Him, I
thought that He was primarily describing a life filled with more happiness and purpose. It does
include these things, but I now believe that it includes much more. Salvation in Christ promises to
radically change the nature of life itself. It is not just a promise that sometime in the far distant
future we will experience a resurrected body and see a new heaven and new earth. Salvation in
Christ promises a life characterized by the highest ideals of thought and actions as epitomized by
the life of Christ Himself.
Although there is no program or classroom course that can guarantee to give us this new life in
Christ, it can be argued that in order to live a life like Jesus we need to do the things that Jesus did.
If Jesus had to “learn obedience through the things which he suffered” (Hebrew 5:8 KJV), are we to
expect to act Christ-like without the benefit of engaging in the disciplines that Jesus did?
In The Spirit of the Disciplines, Willard argues that there is a direct connection between practicing
the spiritual disciplines and experiencing the salvation that is promised in Christ. Jesus prayed,
fasted, and practiced solitude “not because He was sinful and in need of redemption, as we are, but
because he had a body just as we do.”{6} The center of every human being’s existence is his or her
body. We are neither to be neo-Platonic nor Gnostic in our approach to the spiritual life. Both of
these traditions play down the importance of the physical universe, arguing that it is either evil or
simply inferior to the spiritual domain. But as Willard argues, “to withhold our bodies from religion
is to exclude religion from our lives.”
Although our spiritual dimension may be invisible, it is not separate from our bodily existence.
Spirituality, according to Willard, is “a relationship of our embodied selves to God that has the
natural and irrepressible effect of making us alive to the Kingdom of God–here and now in the
material world.”{7} By separating our Christian life from our bodies we create an unnecessary
sacred/secular gulf for Christians that often alienates us from the world and people around us.
The Christian faith offers more than just the forgiveness of sins; it promises to transform individuals
to live in such a way that responding to events as Jesus did becomes second nature. What are these
spiritual disciplines, and how do they transform the very quality of life we experience as followers of
Jesus Christ?

The Disciplines of Abstinence
Although many of us have heard horror stories of how spiritual disciplines have been abused and
misused in the past, Willard believes that “A discipline for the spiritual life is, when the dust of
history is blown away, nothing but an activity undertaken to bring us into more effective cooperation
with Christ and his Kingdom.”{8} He reminds us that we discipline ourselves throughout life in
order to accomplish a wide variety of tasks or functions. We utilize discipline when we study an
academic or professional field; athletes must be disciplined in order to run a marathon or bench
press 300 lbs. Why, then, are we surprised to learn that we must discipline ourselves to be useful to
God?
Willard divides the disciplines into two categories: disciplines of abstinence, and disciplines of
engagement. Depending on our lifestyle and past personal experiences, we will each find different
disciplines helpful in accomplishing the goal of living as a new creature in Christ. Solitude, silence,
fasting, frugality, chastity, secrecy, and sacrifice are disciplines of abstinence. Given our highly
materialistic culture, these might be the most difficult and most beneficial to many of us. We are

more familiar with the disciplines of engagement, including study, worship, celebration, service,
prayer, and fellowship. However, two others mentioned by Willard might be less familiar: confession
and submission.
Abstinence requires that we give up something that is perfectly normal–something that is not wrong
in and of itself, such as food or sex–because it has gotten in the way of our walking with God, or
because by leaving these things aside we might be able to focus more closely on God for a period of
time. As one writer tells us, “Solitude is a terrible trial, for it serves to crack open and burst apart
the shell of our superficial securities. It opens out to us the unknown abyss that we all carry within
us . . .”{9} Busyness and superficial activities hide us from the fact that we have little or no inward
experience with God. Solitude frees us from social conformity, from being conformed to the patterns
of this world that Paul warns us about in Romans 12.
Solitude goes hand in hand with silence. The power of the tongue and the damage it can do is taken
very seriously in the Bible. There is a quiet inner strength and confidence that exudes from people
who are great listeners, who are able to be silent and to be slow to speak.

The Disciplines of Engagement
Thus, the disciplines of abstinence help us diminish improper entanglements with the world. What
about the disciplines of engagement?
Although study is not often thought of as a spiritual discipline, it is the key to a balanced Christian
walk. Calvin Miller writes, “Mystics without study are only spiritual romantics who want relationship
without effort.”{10} Study involves reading, memorizing, and meditation on God’s Word. It takes
effort and time, and there are no shortcuts. It includes learning from great Christian minds that have
gone before us and those who, by their walk and example, can teach much about the power available
to believers who seek to experience the light burden that abiding in Jesus offers.
Few Christians deny the need for worship in their weekly routines, even though what constitutes
worship has caused considerable controversy. Worship ascribes great worth to God. It is seeing God
as He truly is. Willard argues that we should focus our worship through Jesus Christ to the Father.
He writes, “When we worship, we fill our minds and hearts with wonder at him–the detailed actions
and words of his earthly life, his trial and death on the cross, his resurrection reality, and his work
as ascended intercessor.”{11}
The discipline of celebration is unfamiliar to most of us, yet Willard argues that it is one of the most
important forms of engagement with God. He writes that “We engage in celebration when we enjoy
ourselves, our life, our world, in conjunction with our faith and confidence in God’s greatness,
beauty, and goodness. We concentrate on our life and world as God’s work and as God’s gift to
us.”{12} Although much of the scriptural argument for holy celebration is found in the festivals of
the Old Testament and the book of Ecclesiastes, Jesus was accused of being a glutton and a
drunkard because he chose to dine and celebrate with sinners.
Christian fellowship and confession go hand in hand. It is within the context of fellowship that
Christians build up and encourage one-another with the gifts that God has given to us. It is also in
this context that we practice confession with trusted believers who know both our strengths and
weaknesses. This level of transparency and openness is essential for the church to become the
healing place of deep intimacy that people are so hungry for.
Walking with Jesus doesn’t mean just knowing things about Him; it means living as He lived. This

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