Cross Cultural Apologetics 1in
Uganda

For any speaker, cross-cultural teaching is challenging. So
when Pat Zukeran and I were asked to participate in two
pastors’ training conferences in Uganda, Africa, my prayer
life took on a new urgency. Although the official language of
Uganda is English, most of its citizens use one of twenty-nine
other languages. Uganda is mostly an agricultural society and
is somewhat isolated from the Western media. A majority of the
pastors had received only a limited education, and would be
fortunate to own a Bible much 1less have books for a
theological library. Pat and I realized we would have to
adjust the way we normally present our lessons to incorporate
word pictures and stories to help the Ugandan translators
effectively communicate our messages with this specialized
audience.

However, a more central question was whether or not these
pastors felt a need for the kind of apologetics information
that Probe usually provides. Did they care about arguments for
the authority of Scripture or the deity of Christ? Was
maintaining a Christian worldview something they would
understand or even be interested in? Would defenses against
religious pluralism, Mormonism, and Islam be wanted or deemed
unnecessary? I fervently prayed for wisdom and discernment as
we made our preparations. Thankfully when it came time to go,
I experienced a peace as I stepped out in faith. The Lord was
sending us and I was eager to see how He would accomplish His
plan for the Ugandan pastors!

Our time in Uganda was split into two one-week conferences.
The first conference was near the town of Jinja, not far from
the country’s eastern border with Kenya. This town is on the
shores of Lake Victoria, near the headwaters of the Nile
River. Our actual conference location was a 30 minute van ride
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to what we later discovered was the first church in Uganda,
built in the 1880s by the Anglicans. Most of the attendees
were lay pastors in area churches along with a few priests. We
later discovered that the Anglican priests were responsible
for as many as twenty churches and spent most of their time
marrying, baptizing, and burying members. Much of the work of
evangelizing and mentoring new believers fell upon the lay
workers. As a result, this group of 125 workers was essential
to energizing and equipping the Anglican movement in the
region.

Pat opened the conference with a great session on the biblical
mandate to be ready to give a reason for the hope that we have
in Christ. Some of the pastors admitted that they had never
really thought about having to defend what they believe. They
would share with their neighbors that they believed about
Jesus, but they didn’t even think about defending the faith if
questions or objections arose. We later discovered that Jinja
was the center of Mormon activities in Uganda. The pastors
were shocked to hear what Mormons believe concerning the
nature of God and specifically the person of Christ. They also
responded positively to arguments against religious pluralism
acknowledging that they were hearing them for the first time.

For the next leg of the trip, we headed out to Fort Portal to
partner with ALARM Ministries on the western border of Uganda
next to the Congo. We had received an e-mail from both the
Ugandan government and our state department warning us about
the ongoing conflict in the Congo. Fortunately, the fighting
had not spilled over into Uganda. Other than refugees entering
into the country we did not notice any problems.



It turns out that
the group of
pastors in Fort
Portal was
especially
passionate about
the apologetics
material Pat and I
covered during the
six hours each day.
They were
experiencing a
direct challenge
from Islam and had little information with which to respond.
Many of them felt the burden to defend their faith from the
rising influx of money and mosques from Libya. Libya’s ruler
Muammar Kaddafi has taken an interest in Uganda. In Fort
Portal he has built a large, gold-domed mosque and a mansion
for the local fifteen-year-old tribal king. Local Muslims have
been targeting pastors and their sons by offering money and
even cars to those who would convert to Islam. Sadly, some
have done so.

In response, Pat and I decided to change our scheduled topics
to make the last day entirely focused on Islam. I did a
session on the history of the religion and its basic beliefs
while Pat covered apologetic strategies to use when talking
with a Muslim. At the end, one pastor jumped to his feet and
began shouting in the local dialect. We wondered what we might
have said to upset him and looked to the translator.
Translated he said,

“For years the Muslims have challenged us and we’ve never
been able to answer their challenges. Today, our teachers
have provided answers and addressed the issues they bring up.
Now for the first time I feel we are equipped to answer them
when they come for their crusades here in Fort Portal!”



Another pastor agreed with him and stood up to say,

“For too long we have given bad answers or just beat around
the bush. Now we can provide solid answers!”

Then a third pastor exclaimed,

“After receiving my new Bible (given to them by the mission
trip funds) and hearing the teaching today, I love God’s Word
more than ever!”

With that, they
began celebrating by
raising their new
Bibles above their
heads, dancing and
singing a song
titled, “Heaven and
earth will pass away
but God’s Word will
endure forever.” It
was a very moving
for us to see the
joy in their hearts

because of our teaching.

Our other material also connected as well. I spoke about
temptations all Christians experience when 1life becomes
difficult. We in the U.S. tend to trust in our wealth,
technology, and entertainment when we should be turning to God
for strength and endurance. In Africa, the tendency is to
revert to the traditional African religions that include local
witch doctors and ancestor worship. We had a number of good
discussions about trusting only in God and the truth revealed
in Scripture rather than in other belief systems and
unbiblical practices.



Our time 1in Uganda reconfirmed the need for apologetics
regardless of location and culture. Although the challenges
may be different, Christians everywhere need to have
confidence in the gospel message if they are going to take it
into the world. It is our prayer that we left our brothers and
sisters in Uganda with tools that will equip them to be more
effective ambassadors for Christ.

© 2008 Probe Ministries

Gabriel’s Vision: An Angelic
Threat to the Resurrection?

An article in TIME magazine titled “Was Jesus’ Resurrection a
Sequel?” opened with the statement, “A 3-ft.-high tablet
romantically dubbed ‘Gabriel’s Vision’ could challenge the
uniqueness of the idea of the Christian Resurrection.”{1} What
exactly is this tablet and does it have any significant impact
on the teaching of the resurrection of Christ?

About a decade ago a stone tablet about three feet in height
owned by a Swiss-Israeli antiques collector received the
attention of historians. This tablet contained eighty-seven
lines in Hebrew text written, not engraved, on the stone.
Experts date the tablet to the late first century B.C. or a
little later. The origin of the tablet is unknown. Some
surmise that it came from the Transjordan region and other
scholars think this may have been a part of the Dead Sea
Scrolls collection.

The tablet contains an apocalyptic prediction of the end of
the world spoken by a person named Gabriel. Other scholars
believe the name refers to the angel Gabriel. There are
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several parts of the message that are missing or difficult to
decipher.

The connection to the resurrection of Christ is found in line
80. Jewish scholar Israel Kohl, an expert in Talmudic and
biblical languages at Jerusalem’s Hebrew University, believes
that the line begins with the words “In three days” and
includes some form of the verb “to live.”{2} He believes that
this text refers to a first century Jewish rebel named Simon
who was killed by the Romans in 4 B.C. Kohl believes the
translation reads, “In three days, you shall live. I Gabriel
command you."”{3}

Time magazine writer David Van Biema writes that if Kohl'’s
translation 1is correct, it would somehow undermine the
historicity of resurrection. He states,

This, in turn, undermines one of the strongest literary
arguments employed by Christians over centuries to support
the historicity of the Resurrection (in which they believe on
faith): the specificity and novelty of the idea that the
Messiah would die on a Friday and rise on a Sunday. Who could
make such stuff up? But, as Knohl told TIME, maybe the
Christians had a model to work from. The idea of a “dying and
rising messiah appears in some Jewish texts, but until now,
everyone thought that was the impact of Christianity on
Judaism,” he says. “But for the first time, we have proof
that 1t was the other way around. The concept was there
before Jesus.” If so, he goes on, “this should shake our
basic view of Christianity. .. What happens 1in the New
Testament [could have been] adopted by Jesus and his
followers based on an earlier messiah story.”{4}

Biema states that one of the strongest arguments for the
resurrection was that it was a unique concept introduced by
Christianity. The belief in the resurrection is based on
“faith.” The defense Christians gave for the resurrection 1is



that it was not believed by the Jews and therefore could not
have been made up by the Christians. This discovery would then
undermine one of the strongest arguments for the resurrection
of Christ.

What implications does this discovery have, and is it a
devastating blow to the resurrection as Biema asserts? First,
Kohl contends that the words of line 80 should be translated
as, “In three days you shall live.” But the exact words of
that line are not known. Hebrew scholars remain uncertain
regarding line 80 because in crucial places there are a lot of
missing words. The Israeli scholar who first worked on the
tablet is Ada Yardeni. Yardeni’s translation of the text shows
indeed there are key words missing. The English translation
reads, “..from before You, the three si[gn]s(?), three
wlw.](line 79). In three days .., I, Gabri’el ..[?], (line
80).{5} Yardeni considers the words in 1line 80 to be
indecipherable.{6}

Church history scholar Ben Witherington states that the verb
Kohl translates as rise could also mean “there arose.” So,
instead of a resurrected messiah, the text refers to the
appearing of a Messiah.{7} Since the words of line 80 are not
clear, we cannot state conclusively the text is speaking of a
messiah who dies and resurrects in three days.

Second, I do not find this discovery a threat to the
resurrection. Even if Kohl'’s translation is correct, it does
not affect the evidence for and the teaching on the
resurrection. If Kohl’'s translation is correct, it would
highlight the debate in Jewish belief regarding the Messiah.
The popular notion was teaching of a Davidic Messiah who would
overthrow the nation’s enemies and establish the Davidic
Kingdom. However, some Jewish schools although a minority,
held to a belief in a suffering Messiah. If Kohl’'s translation
is correct, this tablet would show this suffering Messiah
would rise from the dead in three days.



This would not pose a major threat to Christianity. Many
Christians have taught that the idea of a resurrected Messiah
was never taught in Judaism. However, Christians have long
taught that the 0ld Testament prophecies such as Isaiah 53
teach of a dying and resurrected Messiah. In fact, a few
people are recorded being raised from the dead in the 0ld
Testament (1 Kings 17, 2 Kings 13). Therefore, it should not
be so surprising if there was a pre-Christian Jewish belief in
a resurrected Messiah held by a minority of Jews.

Finally, Biema states that the “novelty” of the resurrection
is one of the strongest literary arguments for the historicity
of the resurrection. He also states that Christians’ belief in
the resurrection is based on “faith.” I would disagree with
Biema’'s assertions. First, the historicity of the resurrection
is not based on “faith” or belief without credible reasons.
The belief in the resurrection is based on compelling
historical evidence. Second, I do not believe the novelty of
the resurrection is one of the strongest arguments for the
resurrection. I rarely if ever have used it in an apologetic
presentation. I believe the strongest arguments come from the
historical evidence.

What are those evidences? First, the Gospels represent an
accurate historical account of the life of Christ written in
the lifetime of the eyewitnesses. The internal evidence,
archaeology, manuscript evidence, quotes from the early Church
Fathers, and ancient non-Christian historical works affirm the
first century date and historical accuracy of the gospels (See
my article on The Historical Reliability of the Gospels.)

In studying the resurrection, there are several facts agreed
upon by historians of various persuasions. First, the tomb of
Christ was known and was found empty. Second, there is the
transformation of the Apostles from cowards to men who boldly
proclaimed the resurrection of Christ in the face of their
enemies. Third, the preaching of the Resurrection originates
in Jerusalem, the most hostile place to preach such a message.
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Fourth, we have a massive Jewish societal transformation.
Thousands of Jews abandon key tenets of Jewish faith and
accept the teachings of Christ. Fifth, the origin of the
church was built on the proclamation of the resurrection. Any
explanation of the empty tomb must account for these facts,
and the resurrection remains the most reasonable explanation.
All other attempts have failed as alternative explanations
(See my article Resurrection: Fact or Fiction.)

These remain the strongest arguments for the resurrection, not
the novelty of a resurrected Messiah. Even if Kohl'’s
translation is proven to be correct, it does not affect any of
these facts. There 1is still compelling evidence for the
resurrection of Christ. Kohl’s translation would highlight the
controversy among pre-Christian Jews regarding the two
concepts of the coming Messiah. His translation would simply
add the idea that the minority view regarding the suffering
Messiah included a belief by some Jews in a Messiah who would
die and resurrect three days later.

Notes

1. David Van Biema, “Was Jesus’ Resurrection a Sequel?” TIME,
7 July 2008,
www.time.com/time/world/article/0,8599,1820685,00.html?xid=new
sletter-weekly.

2. Ibid., 1.
3. Ibid., 1.
4. Ibid., 2.
5. Ada Yardeni's translation,

www.bib-arch.org/news/dssinstone _english.pdf 6. Gary Habermas,
“‘Gabriel’s Vision’ and the Resurrection of Jesus,” July 2008,
www.garyhabermas.com/articles/gabrielsvisionl/gabrielsvision.h
tm.
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Biblical Perspective on
Giving - Giving Cheerfully
and Sacrificially

Kerby Anderson provides a balanced, biblical perspective on
how we should approach giving as Christians. 0One key point
stressed from the book of 1st Corinthians 1is that God loves a
cheerful giver and He honors those who give beyond their
perceived ability. Read this article with an open heart asking
God for His guidance on your giving habits.

The Controversy

In this article we are going to be talking about a biblical
perspective on giving. In the past, we have discussed biblical
principles concerning spending and focused primarily on the
subject of debt and credit.{l1} Here we will discuss such
issues as the 0ld Testament tithe, New Testament giving, and
related questions that often surface in the minds of
Christians.

At the outset, we should acknowledge that there 1is some
controversy surrounding a biblical perspective of giving. For
example, if you ask if a Christian should tithe, you will get
very different answers from various members in the body of
Christ.

In fact, asking the question in some churches today is likely
to start an argument. A few months ago, The Wall Street
Journal ran an article entitled The Backlash Against
Tithing.{2} More recently CBS News ran a feature, To Tithe or
Not To Tithe?{3} Even the secular media is noticing how
controversial tithing has become in some churches.
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The idea that Christians should give ten percent of their
income to the church has become quite controversial and 1is
increasingly being challenged. Church members say they should
be free to donate whatever they choose. Some are reacting
against a strong promotion of church giving that includes
sermons, flyers, and brochures. Some balk at churches that
have set up giving kiosks where church members can give using
their debit cards. They have called them Gods ATM machines.

Others are reacting to the legalism that says the 0ld
Testament law code concerning the tithe applies to the New
Testament church age. And still others want to be good
stewards of their giving and want to know more about how a
church spends its money.

The best estimates are that Christians give about two and one-
half percent of their income to the church, far below the ten
percent advocated by those teaching tithing. And it appears
that church giving is on the decline partially due to a
decline in regular attendance and also due to the fact the
Christians are giving to other charitable organizations. They
balk at the idea that the church is Gods storehouse and want
to give to other mission agencies and Christian organizations.

It isnt that Christians are stingy. Last year Americans gave
an estimated $97 billion to churches, and that 1is almost a
third of the countrys $295 billion in charitable donations.{4}

A number of church leaders and theologians have also entered
the debate. They point out that the tithe was an 0ld Testament
requirement, and that New Testament believers no longer live
under the Law but under grace.

So in this article we look at the relationship between tithing
and charitable giving while looking at the idea of giving in
both the 0ld Testament and the New Testament.



The 0ld Testament Tithe

How are the tithe and charitable giving related? In order to
answer that question we need to understand the relationship
between the 0ld Testament tithe and New Testament giving. Lets
begin with the teaching about the tithe. The 0ld Testament
principle of the tithe provides the foundation for New
Testament giving.

The word tithe means a tenth part. Once you understand that,
you realize that many people use the phrase tithe, but arent
really accurate in using it. Someone who makes $3000 a month
and gives only $100 a month is not tithing. One study found
that only three percent of households tithe their income to
their church.{5}

The principle of the tithe can be found in Leviticus 27:30
which says, A tithe of everything from the land, whether grain
from the soil or fruit from the trees, belongs to the Lord; it
is holy to the Lord. We can derive three principles from this
passage. First, the tithe was applied to everything from the
land and did not just apply to some income or wealth. Second,
the tithe belongs to the Lord and not to the people. And,
third the tithe is holy, that is, it is set apart and should
be given to the Lord.

What if a believer in the 0ld Testament did not tithe? The
answer to that question can be found in Malachi 3:8-10. It
says,

Will a man rob God? Yet you are robbing Me! But you say, How
have we robbed You? In tithes and offerings. You are cursed
with a curse, for you are robbing Me, the whole nation of
you! Bring the whole tithe into the storehouse, so that there
may be food in My house, and test Me now in this, says the
Lord of hosts, if I will not open for you the windows of
heaven and pour out for you a blessing until it overflows.



If the nation of Israel refused to pay the tithe, then they
were considered guilty of robbing God. The Israelites were to
bring the whole tithe into the storehouse, not just part of
the tithe.

In the 0ld Testament, the tithe was not voluntary but
mandatory. Two kinds of giving are taught in the Bible: giving
to the government (compulsory) and giving to God (voluntary).
Israel was not only a spiritual community but a nation. The
tithe was necessary to fund the nation. That is why many have
referred to the tithe as a precursor to taxes. Israel was a
theocracy, and the priests were the leaders of the government.
They were supported by the tithe.

There were actually three tithes. One tithe was for the
priests and Levites: A tithe of everything from the 1land,
whether grain from the soil or fruit from the trees, belongs
to the Lord (Leviticus 27:30). This was paid to the Levites,
who in turn gave a tenth of that to the priests (Number
18:26). This would be similar to the New Testament giving that
goes toward ministry.

The second tithe provided funds for the Jewish festival
(Deuteronomy 12:17-18). And a third tithe was to provide
support for the widow, orphans, and poor (Deuteronomy
14:26-28). The first two were regularly collected, while the
last one was collected every third year. Thus, the total
amount of tithe was approximately twenty-three percent each
year.

The tithe in the 0ld Testament was to be given from the first
fruits. Proverbs 3:9 says, Honor the Lord from your wealth /
And from the first of all your produce. The tithe was to be
the first and the best of the crop, not an afterthought.

The first fruits applied to the vineyard (Leviticus 19:23-25)
as well as to the production of grain and fruit trees (Exodus
23:16). It also applied to any coarse meal (Numbers 15:20-21)



and other produce (2 Chronicles 31:5).

New Testament Giving

Does the New Testament teach the tithe?

Actually, nowhere in the New Testament is there an explicit
command 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.
Christians dont need the temple and dont need priests as
intercessors. We are all priests now and no longer live under
law but under grace (Romans 6:15).

New Testament believers are never commanded to tithe. They are
instructed to pay their taxes (Romans 13:1-7). That is the
only required giving in the church age.

Christians are instructed 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 us (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).

We might note that 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). So the tithe was no longer the
mandatory requirement, but it appeared to provide a basis for
voluntary giving by believers.

Some have noted the similarity between the free will giving in
the 0ld Testament and New Testament giving. One example would
be when Moses challenged the people of Israel to give to the
tabernacle. They were so enthusiastic, that the people were
restrained from bringing any more. For the material they had
was sufficient and more than enough (Exodus 36:6-7).

Another example of this would be the free will offerings
collected when the temple was rebuilt. We read in the 01ld
Testament book of Ezra that the people were encouraged to give
a free will offering for the house of God which is 1in
Jerusalem (Ezra 1:6). So you can see that the concept of
voluntary giving did not begin in the New Testament. There are
a few examples of it in the 0Old Testament.

Biblical Principles on Giving (part one)

Given that Christians are commanded to give, the real question
we need to answer is how they should give. Not all Christians
give the same amount, and sadly many Christians do not give
anything to their church or to Christian organizations. So
lets look at a few key principles that should guide our
giving.

The first principle is that when you sow generously, you will
reap generously. 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 1in
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.

Of course a spiritual harvest may 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).

God has both blessed us materially (Acts 14:17) and
spiritually (Roman 5:17). So we can be assured that God will
increase our harvest. Now He who supplies seed to the sower
and bread for food will supply and multiply your seed for
sowing and increase the harvest of your righteousness (2
Corinthians 9:10).

A second principle is that 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. Your
giving should be a deliberate act and not just a quick
response to some emotional appeal. Certainly there is nothing
wrong with giving a freewill offering because God has moved
you to support a particular missionary or project. But we
should also have a purpose and a plan to our giving.

Many Christians have begun to give through an automatic
deduction from their checking account. This has the positive
effect to providing regular support for the church or
Christian organizations. The monthly amount 1s deducted
whether you are actively thinking about the ministry or not.
The possible negative effect is that it could become so
automatic, that you might forget about the ministry and fail
to pray for it.

A third principle is that we are to give voluntarily. We are
told in 2 Corinthians 9:7 that we are not to give under guilt



or compulsion. That admonition does not mean that we are only
to support the local church or Christian organizations when we
feel like it. In this particular passage, Paul was challenging
believers in Corinth to give to a special need (the financial
needs of the believers in Jerusalem). This was a one-time
special offering that was above and beyond providing for the
reqular needs of the church in Corinth.

Biblical Principles on Giving (part two)

Another principle taught in Scripture is that we are to give
generously. Notice that in 2 Corinthians 9:7 it says that God
loves a cheerful giver. God values not the size of the gift
(Acts 11:29; 1 Corinthians 16:2) but the heart of the giver
(not reluctantly or grudgingly) and the willingness of the
giver (a cheerful giver).

We see that principle played out in the 0ld Testament. When
the temple needed to be rebuilt, Joash put an offering box out
for those who would give to this important work. 2 Chronicles
24:10 says, ALl the officials and all the people brought their
contributions gladly, dropping them into the chest until it
was full. Notice that it says they gave to the rebuilding of
the temple gladly. They were glad to give and provided a model
for what Paul calls a cheerful giver.

We are also to give sacrificially. As Paul was writing to the
church in Corinth, he told them of the sacrificial giving of
the Macedonian Christians. He said, . . .in a great ordeal of
affliction their abundance of joy and their deep poverty
overflowed in the wealth of their liberality. For I testify
that according to their ability, and beyond their ability,
they gave of their own accord (2 Corinthians 8:2-3).

Consider that on the one hand Paul is talking about their deep
poverty but then goes on to say that they still gave beyond
their ability. I dont know too many people who today are



giving beyond their ability. I know quite a few people who are
giving less than their ability. Over my years in ministry, I
have had many people tell me that they cannot afford to tithe.
In this passage, Paul challenges the believers in Corinth (and
by extension challenges us) to reevaluate our priorities and
give sacrificially.

Once again we can see this principle at work in the 0ld
Testament as well. David balked at giving a sacrifice to the
Lord that was not really a sacrifice for him to give. In 2
Samuel 24:24 David says, I will not offer burnt offerings to
the Lord my God which cost me nothing. David is reminding us
by his behavior that true sacrificial giving means being
willing to sacrifice that which we would be inclined to keep
for ourselves.

I trust this biblical perspective on giving has been helpful
to you. It has been challenging for me to research and write,
and I hope it challenges you to reconsider what you are giving
to the church and Christian ministries. May we all be found
faithful in our giving to the Lord.
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What's Happening to Our
Youth? — Christians Should Be
Concerned

You've probably heard for some time that the youth from our
churches have been having a tough time when they make the
transition from high school to adulthood, whether that is to
college, the workforce or the military. Josh McDowell
addressed this in his 1latest book, The Last Christian

Generation, where he documented that research indicates that
anywhere from 69 to 94 percent of our youth are leaving the
church after high school. And few are returning.

Other organizations suggest the figure is between 55 and 88
percent. Either way, the picture isn’t good. Our youth are in
trouble and we need a vigorous and coordinated response.
Recently I attended a meeting of national youth and college
ministry leaders to help forge a response to this growing
problem. Hosted by the folks at Youth Transition Network, YTN,
(www.youthtransitionnetwork.org) some troubling observations
emerged.

Many in our youth culture are living double lives. One life 1is
meant to be invisible at church (they know the right behaviors
and speak “Christianese” to pass as good kids). In the other
life they follow worldly pursuits in secret, away from parents
and church leaders among friends who accept them as they are.
This is motivated by what YTN director Jeff Schadt calls a
triangle of discouragement (see:
www.liveabove.com/NewsReadyText.aspx?thispage=1)

One leg of the triangle is the burdensome sense of guilt over
their moral failures coupled with a sense of isolation. They
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don’'t feel free to talk with anyone about their guilt.
Basically they feel like a spiritual failure.

The second leg of the triangle involves what they feel 1is a
disconnect between a gospel of grace and expectations of
perfection from parents and church leaders. They'’re not smart
enough, spiritual enough, attractive enough, etc. They just
don’t feel like they measure up.

The third leg brings all this together in an overall sense of
not feeling trusted, believed in or accepted, warts and all.
Thats a pretty nasty triumvirate.

Add to this the fact that 93% of graduating high school
seniors can’'t name even one college ministry. Therefore, they
mistrust what they don’t know and fail to get connected. Most
college freshman also feel unprepared for the level of freedom
college affords and are frequently overwhelmed by the level
and difficulty of work the university expects.

As Josh McDowell also points out, the majority of our
graduating youth don’t believe Jesus is the one true Son of
God, don’t believe Jesus rose from the dead, don’t believe in
Satan and don’t believe the Holy Spirit is real.

I learned a lot at this meeting. What struck me the most was
the universal reaction from both high school youth leaders and
college ministers. They all admitted that the problem was not
new, but that they didn’'t realize how large and universal it
was. One college worker asked Jeff Schadt if any of the 800
students he interviewed said anything about being motivated by
love. Without hesitation, he said “No!” This only increased my
resolve for Probe Ministries to be a part of the solution and
not part of the problem. Our week-long Mind Games Conference
will continue to prepare high school juniors and seniors for
the challenge of college-but with a greater emphasis on the
available resources and an even bigger helping of trust,
acceptance and love.
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Check out these additional resources for more information and
help in making this critical transition easier and more
fruitful:

e www.vVouthtransitionnetwork.org: Official site for Youth
Transition Network.

e www.liveabove.com offers resources for youth leaders to help
their students make the transition and offers help for
students in locating a campus ministry and even a Christian
roommate.

e collegelOlseminars.com offers informational programs for
churches and secular institutions on helping their students
make a profitable transition.

e Conversations CDthis information page introduces a tool
designed to help navigate the pitfalls of higher learning,
construct a biblical worldview, answer 1life’s toughest
questions and make great grades. The well-done sections on
making better grades hosted by Dr. Walter Bradley are worth
their weight in gold.

e www.boundless.org/college contains 1links for articles
designed to help Christians survive and thrive in college (and
beyond). “Ask Theophilus” is particularly helpful.

e TrueU.org is a general site for students of faith.
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The Tablet of Nabu: Another
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Confirmation of the Bible

This is a fantastic discovery, a world-class find.
Dr. Irving Finkel, British Museum

The Discovery

A significant discovery related to Biblical history was made
in the British Museums great Arched Room which holds nearly
130,000 Assyrian cuneiform tablets.{1} Among the tablets, some
of which date back nearly 5000 years, one tablet 1in
particular, measuring only 2.13 inches wide or about the size
of a small cigarette pack, was recently translated by
Assyriologist and Professor from the University of Vienna, Dr.
Michael Jursa. This cuneiform tablet was dated to 595 BC, or

the 10™ year of the reign of Nebuchadnezzar.

When deciphered it named a high ranking official of Babylonian
King Nebuchadnezzar named Nebo-Sarsekim. Nebo-Sarsekim is also
named in the Book of Jeremiah 39:1-3. The passage reads:

This is how Jerusalem was taken: In the ninth year of
Zedekiah king of Judah, in the tenth month, Nebuchadnezzar
king of Babylon marched against Jerusalem with his whole army

and laid siege to it. °And on the ninth day of the fourth
month of Zedekiahs eleventh year, the city wall was broken

through. °> Then all the officials of the king of Babylon came
and took seats in the Middle Gate: Nergal-Sharezer of Samgar,
Nebo-Sarsekim a chief officer, Nergal-Sharezer a high
official and all the other officials of the king of Babylon.

Jeremiah identifies Nebo-Sarsekim as a chief officer of
Nebuchadnezzar who was with the King at the siege of Jerusalem
in 587 B.C. Jeremiah records that several of Nebuchadnezzars
top officials took seats in the Middle Gate once they broke
through the walls of Jerusalem.
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The Assyrian tablet identifies Nebo-Sarsekim as the chief
eunuch of Nebuchadnezzar, thus confirming Jeremiahs reference.
The full translation of the tablet reads:

(Regarding) 1.5 minas (0.75 kg or 1.65 pounds) of gold, the
property of Nabu-sharrussu-ukin, the chief eunuch, which he
sent via Arad-Banitu the eunuch to [the temple] Esangila:
Arad-Banitu has delivered [it] to Esangila. In the presence
of Bel-usat, son of Alpaya, the royal bodyguard, [and of]
Nadin, son of Marduk-zer-ibni. Month XI, day 18, year 10 [of]
Nebuchadnezzar, king of Babylon.{2}

The tablet is the financial record of Nebo-Sarsekims gift of
gold given to the Temple of Esangila, which was located in the
fabled Hanging Gardens of Babylon.{3} This financial
transaction took place in the 10th year of the reign of
Nebuchadnezzar while Nabu-Sarsekim was serving as the chief
officer to Nebuchadnezzar. This was nine years before the
siege of Jerusalem. Dr. Jursa states, “It’'s very exciting and
very surprising. Finding something like this tablet, where we
see a person mentioned in the Bible making an everyday payment
to the temple in Babylon and quoting the exact date, is quite
extraordinary.”{4}

The Significance of the Discovery

The significance of this discovery is that the Tablet of Nabu
is a text outside of the Bible that confirms Jeremiahs record
of Nebo-Sarsekim as a historical figure. Nebo-Sarsekim is not
a prominent figure, but the fact that Jeremiah was accurate on
details such as these adds considerable credibility to the
Book of Jeremiah. If a writer is accurate on minor details
like this, we can be confident that other recorded events
which may not have archaeological confirmation are also true.
Dr Irving Finkel, assistant keeper in the Department of the
Middle East stated, “This is a fantastic discovery, a world-
class find. If Nebo-Sarsekim existed, which other lesser



figures in the 0ld Testament existed? A throwaway detail in
the 0ld Testament turns out to be accurate and true. I think
that it means that the whole of the narrative [of Jeremiah]
takes on a new kind of power.”{5}

This discovery of the Tablet of Nabu is yet another among
thousands of archaeological findings that confirm characters,
places, and events mentioned in the Bible. Not only are major
historical figures confirmed, but so have many minor
characters such as Nebo-Sarsekim and others also been
confirmed. Dr. Geza Vermes, the eminent emeritus professor of
Jewish studies at the University of Oxford, said that such a
discovery revealed that “the Biblical story is not altogether
invented.” He added, “This will be interesting for religious
people as much as historians.”{6} When a work has so much
historical and archaeological confirmation, particularly when
it comes to minor details, we can be confident that it 1is
indeed a very accurate historical document. Discoveries such
as this tablet continue to confirm the Bibles historical
accuracy. Therefore, we can have greater confidence in the
historical nature of the events where we may not have extra-
biblical corroboration.

Notes

1. Nigel Reynolds, “Tiny Tablet Provides Proof for O0Old

Testament,” Telegraph.co.uk., 13 July 2007,
tinyurl.com/2bbcac.
2. Ibid.

3. Dalya Alberge, “Museum’s tablet lends new weight to
Biblical truth,” The London Times 11 July 2007,
www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/comment/faith/article2056362.ece

4. Ibid.

5. Nigel Reynolds, “Tiny Tablet.”

6. Dalya Alberge, “Museum’s tablet.”
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The Gospel of Thomas - A
Christian Evaluation

Don Closson looks at the Gospel of Thomas, considering 1its
relationship to the four gospels included in the New
Testament. His Christian evaluation of this text demonstrates
that it is a later work written in the fourth century after
Christ and 1inconsistent with the original first century
writings. Some of the ideas presented in this document were
rejected by the early church of the first century.

What Is It, and Why Is It Important?

Anyone who has visited the Wikipedia web site, the online
encyclopedia with almost two million entries, knows that while
the information is usually presented in a scholarly style, it
can be a bit slanted at times. So when I recently read its
entry for the “Gospel of Thomas,” I was not surprised to find
it leaning towards the view that this letter is probably an
early document, earlier than the other four Gospels of the New
Testament, and an authentic product of the apostle known as
Didymus or Thomas. The two Wikipedia sources most mentioned in
support of this position are Elaine Pagels, professor of
religion at Princeton, and the group of scholars known as the
Jesus Seminar. Both are known for their distaste for
evangelical theology and traditional views on the canon in
general.

What I found more interesting, though, 1is the
background discussion on the article. Wikipedia includes a
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running dialogue of the debates that determine what actually
gets posted into the article, as well as what gets removed,
and here the discussion can be a bit more emotional. One
contributor argues that no Christian should be allowed to
contribute because of their bias and commitment to the canon
of the New Testament. He adds that only atheists and Jews
should be allowed to participate (no bias here). The
discussion also reflects the idea that as early as the
beginning of the second century, the Catholic Church was
conducting a massive conspiracy to keep certain texts and
ideas out of the public’s hands and minds.

For those who have never heard of the Gospel of Thomas, let me
provide some background. A copy of the Gospel of Thomas was
found among thirteen leather-bound books in Egypt in 1945 near
a town called Nag Hammadi. The books themselves are dated to
be about A.D. 350 to 380 and are written in the Coptic
language. The Gospel of Thomas contains one hundred fourteen
sayings that are mostly attributed to Jesus. Parts of Thomas
had been uncovered in the 1890s in the form of three Greek
papyrus fragments. The book opens with a prologue that reads,
“These are the secret words that the living Jesus spoke and
Judas, even Thomas, wrote,” which is followed by the words
“the Gospel according to Thomas.”{1}

Why should Christians take the time to think about this book
called by some “the fifth gospel”? Mainly, because the Gospel
of Thomas is one of the oldest texts found at Nag Hammadi, and
because it is being offered by some scholars as an authentic
form of early Christianity that competed with the traditional
Gospels but was unfairly suppressed.

Dating and Canonicity

Elaine Pagels of Princeton University argques that there was an
early competition between the Gospel of John and the Gospel of
Thomas, and that it was mishandled by the early Church



Fathers. As a result, Christianity may have adopted an
incorrect view of who Jesus was and what his message actually
taught.

A key component in this debate is the question of when the
Gospel of Thomas was written. Pagels defends a date earlier
than the Gospel of John, which would put it before A.D. 90.
She and others support this idea by arguing that Thomas 1is
different in both form and content than the other gospels and
that it has material in common with an early source referred
to as Q. Many New Testament scholars argue that there existed
an early written text they call Q and that Matthew and Luke
both drew from it. Since Q predated Matthew and Luke, it
follows that it is earlier than John’s Gospel as well.

However, most scholars believe that Thomas is a second century
work and that it was written in Syria.{2} Thomas may contain
sayings going back to Jesus that are independent of the
Gospels, but most of the material is rearranged and restated
ideas from Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John.

An argument against an early Thomas is called the criterion of
multiple attestations.{3} It goes something like this. The
many early testimonies that we have regarding the teachings of
Jesus contain material on the end times and a final judgment.
These early testimonies include Mark, what is common to
Matthew and Luke (i.e., what is in Q), what is unique to
Matthew, and what is unique to Luke. All include end times
teaching by Jesus. Thomas does not. Instead, Thomas seems to
teach that the kingdom has already arrived in full and that no
future event need occur. The Gospel of Thomas shows the
development of later ideas that rejected Jewish beliefs and
show the inclusion of pagan Greek thought.

Craig Evans argues that the Gospel of Thomas was not written
prior to A.D. 175 or 180.{4} He believes that Thomas shows
knowledge of the New Testament writings and that it contains
Gospel material that is seen as late. Evans adds that the



structure of Thomas shows a striking similarity to Tatian’s
Diatessaron which was a harmonization of the four New
Testament Gospels and was written after A.D. 170. This late
date would exclude Thomas from consideration for the canon
because it would be too late to have a direct connection to
one of the apostles.

Gospel Competition

Was there a marketplace of widespread and equally viable
religious ideas in the early church, or was there a clear
tradition handed down by the apostles and defended by the
Church Fathers that accurately and exclusively communicated
the teachings of Jesus Christ?

A group of Scholars sometimes known as the “New School”
believe that the Gospel of Thomas is an alternative source for
understanding who the real Jesus 1is and what he taught. As
noted earlier, Elaine Pagels and the Jesus Seminar are two of
the better known sources that defend the authenticity and
early date of the Thomas letter. They believe that orthodoxy
was up for grabs within the early Christian community, and
that John’s Gospel, written around A.D. 90, was unfairly used
by Irenaeus in the late second century to exclude and suppress
the Thomas material.

Pagels writes that Irenaeus, in his attempt to “stabilize”
Christianity, imposed a “canon, creed, and hierarchy” on the
church in response to “devastating persecution” from the pagan
and Jewish population, and in the process he suppressed other
legitimate forms of spirituality.{5} Pagels admits that by
A.D. 200 “Christianity had become an institution headed by a
three-rank hierarchy of bishops, priests, and deacons, who
understood themselves to be the guardians of the one ‘true
faith’.”{6} But it is not entirely clear to Pagels that the
right people and ideas won the day; we could be missing an
important aspect of what Jesus taught.



Because of this she believes that we need to rethink what
orthodoxy and heterodoxy mean. Just because Irenaeus labeled a
set of ideas as heretical or placed a group of writings
outside of the inspired canon of the New Testament doesn’t
necessarily mean that he was right. Pagels adds that
Christianity would be a richer faith if it allowed the
traditions and ideas that Irenaeus fought against back into
church.

Evangelicals have no problem with the idea that there were
competing beliefs in the early church environment. The
biblical account mentions several: Simon the magician in Acts,
Hymenaeus and Philetus in 1 Timothy, and the docetists, who
believed that Jesus only “appeared to be in the flesh,” are
referred to in John’s epistles. However, they do not agree
with Pagels’ conclusions.

The various religious ideas competing with the traditional
view were rejected by the earliest and most attested to
sources handed down to us from the early church. They were
systematically rejected even before Irenaeus or the emergence
of the canon in the third and fourth centuries.

Contents

Attempts to classify the contents of the Gospel of Thomas have
been almost as controversial as dating it. Those who support
it being an early and authentic witness to the life and
ministry of Jesus argue that it offers a form of Christianity
more compelling than the traditional view. For instance, 1in
her book Beyond Belief, Elaine Pagels explains how she
discovered an unexpected spiritual power in the Gospel of
Thomas. She writes, ‘It doesn’t tell you what to believe but
challenges us to discover what lies hidden within ourselves;
and, with a shock of recognition, I realized that this
perspective seemed to me self-evidently true.”{7} This
statement comes after a time in her 1life when she had



consciously rejected +the teachings of evangelical
Christianity. It also coincides with the height of the self-
actualization movement of psychologists Carl Rogers and
Abraham Maslow which would have made the Jesus of the Gospel
of Thomas seem very modern. Pagels argues that just because
Thomas sounds different to us, it is not necessarily wrong,
heretical, or Gnostic.

So what does Thomas teach? On a spectrum between the
traditional gospel on one end and full blown Gnosticism of the
late second century on the other, Thomas is closer to the four
traditional Gospels of Matthew Mark, Luke, and John. It
includes comments about the kingdom of God, prophetic sayings,
and beatitudes, and doesn’t contain Gnostic elements regarding
the creation of the world and multiple layers of deity.
However, its one hundred fourteen sayings portray Jesus as
more Buddhist than Jewish.

According to Darrell Bock, professor of New Testament at
Dallas Theological Seminary, “the bulk of the gospel seems to
reflect recastings of the synoptic material, that is, a
reworking of material from Matthew, Mark, and Luke.” In doing
so, Jesus comes across more as a wise sage turning his
followers inward for salvation rather than towards himself as
a unique atonement for sin. For 1instance, Saying Three
includes the words, ‘When you come to know yourselves, then
you will become known, and you will realize that you are sons
of the living father. But if you do not know yourselves, you
dwell in poverty and it is you who are that poverty.'” Bock
concludes that ‘In Thomas, the key to God’s kingdom is self-
knowledge and self-understanding. Spiritual awakening produces

life.”{8}

Even if the Gospel of Thomas is a first century document, it
is offering a different gospel. Early church leaders compared
the teachings of Thomas with the oral tradition handed down
from the apostles and with the traditional gospels and
rejected Thomas.



Summary

Although the focus here has been the Gospel of Thomas, our
discussion is part of a larger debate. This larger question
asks which ideas and texts present in the first and second
century should be considered Christian and included in what we
call the canon of Scripture. In other words, are there ideas
and texts that were unfairly suppressed by individuals or the
organized church in the early days of Christianity?

In his book The Missing Gospels, Darrell Bock lists three
major problems with the view held by those who think that we
should include the Gospel of Thomas and other so called
“missing gospels” into the sphere of orthodox Christianity.

First, this group undervalues the evidence that the
traditional sources are still “our best connection to the
Christian faith’s earliest years.”{9} Elaine Pagels and others
work hard to show that all religious ideas during this time
period are human products and have equal merit. They also
claim that we know little about who wrote the four Gospels of
the NT, often implying that they too could be forgeries.

While there is a healthy debate surrounding the evidence
supporting the traditional works, Bock asserts that, “the case
that the Gospels are rooted in apostolic connections either
directly by authorship or by apostolic association is far
greater for the four Gospels than for any of the other
alternative gospels,” including Thomas.{10} He adds that “the
Gospels we have in the fourfold collection have a line of
connection to the earliest days and figures of the Christian
faith that the alternatives texts do not possess. For example,
the Church Father Clement, writing in A.D. 95 states, ‘The
apostles received the gospel for us from the Lord Jesus
Christ; Jesus the Christ was sent forth from God. So Christ 1is
from God, and the apostles are from Christ. . . . Having
therefore received their orders and being fully assured by the
resurrection of our Lord Jesus Christ and full of faith in the



Word of God, they went forth.”{11}

Secondly, supporters of these alternative texts fail to admit
that the ideas taught by the “missing gospels” about the
nature of God, the work and person of Christ, and the nature
of salvation were immediately rejected from the mid-first
century on.{12}

Finally, those who support Thomas are wrong when they claim
that “there simply was variety in the first two centuries,
with neither side possessing an implicit right to claim
authority.”{13} Instead, there was a core belief system built
upon the foundation of the 0ld Testament Scriptures and the
life of Jesus Christ.

As Bock argues, Irenaeus and others who rejected the ideas
found in the Gospel of Thomas were not the creators of
orthodoxy, they were created by it.
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Is This the Last Christian
Generation? — The Future of
American Christianity

Steve Cable joins Josh McDowell in asking about the future of
the American church. Do Christians have the will to turn
around the degradation of biblical beliefs and restore the
church to a state of vibrant belief in Christ touching the
lives of everyone 1in the country? According to Josh’s
research, we need to change the trends to have a chance of
growing the church.

The Concern

Is this the last Christian generation in America? Mark
Oestreicher of Youth Specialties stated recently 1in
Christianity Today, “There are a lot of people who’ve had this
nagging sense that we’re missing the mark somehow . . . kids
seem happy and willing to attend, and engage in our
ministries, but five years from now, when they’re in college
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or post-college, they just really aren’t connecting with real
faith, let alone church.”

I know what you are thinking: “This is not new.” Of course, I
agree. For over thirty years, Probe Ministries has worked to
create a strong foundation for Christian teens.

However, some believe it has reached a dangerous new level.
This upswing has prompted Josh McDowell to co-write a new book
with Dave Bellis. Josh states, “the decision to call this
[book] The Last Christian Generation was not made lightly nor
was 1t done for sensationalism. I sincerely believe unless
something is done now to change the spiritual state of our
young people — you will become the 1last Christian
generation!”{1}

Is Josh’s concern justified? Will this trend correct itself or
will we follow in the secular footsteps of Western Europe?

S Over half of college
A sfudents will walk away
from their fzith by the
time they graduate.

How are we doing at converting church involvement by teens
into a lifelong relationship with Christ? A 2006 study
indicates that over eighty percent of today’'s teens attend
church for a period of at least two months during their
teenage years. What an opportunity! The bad news is that only
one out of four of those churched youth are still spiritually
engaged by age twenty-nine;{2} that is, they are still
actively attending church, reading the Bible, or praying. In
comparison, roughly twice as many adults in their forties are
spiritually engaged.
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An earlier study looked at the beliefs of teens involved in
evangelical churches. Over two-thirds of these young people
believe

ethat there is no absolute moral truth,

e that Christianity is about showing bad people how to live
better,

 that there is no way to tell which religion is true,
 that Jesus is not the Son of the one true God.

And, over half believe
e that Jesus did not rise from the dead.

Is it any wonder that these young people readily abandon their
Christian involvement when confronted with a hostile culture?

The Causes

Let’s consider some potential causes three out of four
churched teens become disengaged from Christianity during
their twenties.

One cause may be the way we define and measure youth ministry.
As adults abdicate their training responsibility, our youth
are isolated as their own congregation. The measure of success
is numerical attendance rather than instilling a life long
discipline for spiritual growth. Church becomes a series of
fun activities interspersed with encouragement to avoid risky
behaviors.

A second factor is primarily teaching topical lessons on
Christian rules rather than laying a strong foundation of
truth. As our teens move into college, professors, peers, and
the popular media all portray authentic Christianity in a
negative light. It takes a strong foundation to



choose to endure hostility when one can adopt a so-called
“private faith” and avoid the confrontation. As you know,
soldiers participate in exercises simulating the most
effective tactics of their opponents before being sent onto
the battlefield. Yet, in training our teens, we often avoid
exposing them to the tough questions lest some of them are put
off by the experience.

A third factor is allowing teens to be content with a second-
hand faith. In Joshua, we learn that “Israel served the LORD
all the days of the elders who survived Joshua, and had
known all the deeds of the LORD” (24:31). After these elders
who had personally experienced the Lord died, most in Israel
fell away from serving God. More recently, during the Welsh
revival of 1904, over 100,000 conversions were recorded in
less than five months. The impact was so pervasive that police
duties were reduced to providing quartets for prayer meetings.
A century later, church attendance in Wales is at an all-time
low. Only nineteen percent of UK teenagers say they had a
religious faith (as compared to over seventy percent for US
teens). Luis Palau summed up the Welsh experience by noting,
“God has no grandchildren.” Teens who attend church to live
out their parents’ faith find it easy to leave the faith to
conform to the expectations of their new authority figures.

These three factors have been around since the inception of
Probe. A new factor, somewhat unique to today’s culture is a
“distorted worldview filter” unwittingly adopted by our youth
and adults. This filter tells them:

e Truth is relative, not absolute.

Science and spirituality are at odds.

Science confirms that I am nothing but insignificant dirt.

An irrational, spiritual tradition can help me cope with
this harsh reality.



e However, I am in no position to critically evaluate
someone else’s tradition.

With this distorted filter in place, even solid biblical
teaching can leave teens unprepared to stand firm in their
faith.

The Last Christian Generation lists some of the concepts
distorted by this filter, for example:{3}

e Truth now means whatever is right for you.

e Tolerance means accepting that each individual’s values
and lifestyles are equally valid.

e Moral judgments mean bigoted attitudes we have no right to
hold.

Many teens are synthesizing Christian teaching and popular
culture into a new personal religion. In their 2005 book, Soul
Searching: The Religious and Spiritual Lives of American
Teenagers, {4} the authors found that religious teens tend to
hold a vague group of functionally religious beliefs the
authors termed “moralistic therapeutic deism.”{5} Its key
tenets are:

e God is distant and uninvolved in daily life.

e But I can call on God as a “cosmic therapist” when I have
a problem.

My purpose is to be happy and feel good about myself.

If I avoid being an intolerant jerk, I will go to heaven.

Although these beliefs could be considered theistic, they
definitely are not evangelical Christianity.

What happens when these beliefs are put to the test? I've
known Julie{6} all her life. Julie consistently attended youth
group. She was also tuned into the popular culture. When her



circumstances disappointed her, she turned to God as her
“cosmic therapist.” When He did not change her circumstances
to suit her, she decided that God was not worth her time.
Instead, she chose to escape her circumstances through drugs.
She had distorted the truth into a perversion that prevented
her from having a solid relationship with her Creator.

The Correction

How should we respond to this disturbing trend?

Historically, much of youth ministry has been about getting
the crowd in the door and keeping them involved. Recent
studies show we are doing a good job at this function.{7} But
we are not doing well if we measure success by how many are
still actively involved through their twenties. If the problem
is not getting them in the door, it must be in what 1is
happening once they are involved.

Josh McDowell suggests that we need to readjust both what is
being taught and how it is being taught.{8} We need to train
our youth in a “relational apologetic,” meaning knowing and
defending a belief in God as absolute reality revealed through
the Bible and experiencing this truth lived out in their lives
and through the example of others.

What should we teach? Although we should not ignore behavioral
issues such as sex, drugs, etc., McDowell calls us to help our
teens see the reality of God. If there is a God, it is of
paramount importance that we seek to know absolute Truth with
a capital T. Consistent with everything the tools of modern
science can observe about our universe, they have rational
reasons to believe that God has revealed Himself to us through
His Word.

McDowell and Bellis suggest teens must learn to know Him as
the God of redemption, relationships, and restoration.{9} A
clear understanding of each of these aspects serves an



important role in countering the tenets of today’s teen
religion which we defined above as “moralistic therapeutic
deism”:

* Knowing the God of redemption tells them that good people
don’t go to heaven; redeemed people go to heaven. Our
definition of good is so shallow compared to a transcendent,
holy God. We must rely on Him for redemption.

* Knowing the God of relationships tells them God is not a
cosmic therapist, but a

personal heavenly Father, intimately involved in all aspects
of life.

* Knowing the God of restoration highlights that our earthly
life is a brief precursor to eternity. This truth changes
our central goal to creating eternal value in Christ.

Youth who can articulate these truths have taken a big step to
repairing their distorted worldview filter.

Laying a Firm Foundation

McDowell points out that it is not only what we teach but how
we teach it that is important.{10} In America, we have adopted
a Hellenistic [Greek] teaching model focused on communicating
information and testing whether the student can regurgitate
it. In addition, Christianity is often communicated as a set
of behavior rules covering one topic at a time, rather than as
a deep relationship emulating the character of our heavenly
Father. Bits of knowledge and rules for behavior are not a
comprehensive worldview.

In contrast to the Hellenistic model, the Hebrew model of
Deuteronomy and Proverbs uses a set of ongoing object lessons,
applying the character of God to each life situation. The
entire inter-generational community is modeling their faith
and articulating their biblical worldview. For this model to



work, parents and youth leaders must continually express their
reasons for believing that Jesus is the truth in a world that
says there is no truth. Teens must experience a community of
faith willing to trade in a life purpose of being happy and
avoiding pain for a life purpose of building eternal value
through serving Jesus.

This may sound like a daunting task, but there are ministries
that want to come alongside and help in this process. Josh
McDowell’s ministry is developing study materials and training
events specifically designed to fill this need. More
information is available at truefoundations.com. Probe
Ministries offers the Student Mind Games Conference, a week-
long camp designed to equip students to stand firm in their
faith through college and beyond.{11} In addition, Probe
offers speakers, curricula and other materials to help
parents, youth leaders and students to articulate and live a
relational apologetic. You can visit our website at Probe.org.

We know the church will survive and ultimately triumph at the
return of Jesus, but there is no promise that America will
continue to have a high percentage of evangelical Christians.
Four out of five youth in America are giving us a chance to
influence the future. I believe God has called all of us to be
a part of responding to that challenge.
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Forgiveness, Reconciliation,
and You

Forgiveness Can Be Good for Your Health

Have you ever been cheated or mistreated? Got any lingering
grudges you're holding onto? Is there any “unclear air”
between you and a family member, neighbor, or coworker
regarding a dispute, a slight, an offense? Could those
situations use some forgiveness?

More and more medical doctors and social scientists are
extolling the benefits of forgiveness and reconciliation,
benefits both to individuals and to society. This article
examines some of these benefits and presents several inspiring
case studies, stories of forgiveness in action.
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Would you believe that forgiveness can be good for your
health? Lingering anger, stress, or high blood pressure could
indicate that you need to forgive someone (or to be forgiven
yourself). Many religions—including, of course, the Christian
faith—have long held that forgiveness 1is an important
component of a fruitful life. Now secular research supports
its value.{1}

In the early 1980s, Kansas pschologist Dr. Glenn Mack Harnden
searched in vain to find studies on forgiveness in the
academic digest Psychological Abstracts. Today there exist an
International Forgiveness Institute and a ten-million-dollar
“Campaign for Forgiveness Research” (Jimmy Carter and Desmond
Tutu have been among the ringleaders). The John Templeton
Foundation awards grants in the field.

Harnden says forgiveness “releases the offender from prolonged
anger, rage, and stress that have been linked to physiological
problems, such as cardiovascular diseases, high blood
pressure, hypertension, cancer, and other psychosomatic
illnesses.”{2}

He’s big on this theme. When I ran into him in Washington, DC,
a while back, he spoke enthusiastically about attending an
international gathering in Jordan that saw forgiveness between
traditional individual enemies like Northern Irish and Irish
Republicans, Israelis and Palestinians.

George Washington University medical professor Christina
Puchalski cites forgiveness benefits supported by research
studies. Writing in The Yale Journal for Humanities 1in
Medicine, she says, “The act of forgiveness can result in less
anxiety and depression, better health outcomes, increased
coping with stress, and increased closeness to God and
others.” {3}

Daily life brings many sources of conflict: spouses, parents,
children, employers, former employers, bullies, enemies. If



offense leads to resentment and bitterness, then anger,
explosion, and violence can result. If parties forgive each
other, then healing, reconciliation, and restoration can
follow.

Startling Contrition

Robert Enright is an educational psychology professor at the
University of Wisconsin—-Madison and president of the
International Forgiveness Institute. He laments the fact that
despite society’s conflicts, “almost never do we hear public
leaders declaring their belief that forgiveness can bring
people together, heal their wounds, and alleviate the
bitterness and resentment caused by wrongdoing.”{4}

The year 2006 brought a startling example of contrition by
Adriaan Vlok, former Law and Order Minister under South
Africa’s apartheid regime. During the 1980s, racial conflict
there boiled.

In 1998, Adriaan Vlok confessed to South Africa’s Truth and
Reconciliation Commission that ten years earlier in 1988 he
had engineered the bombing of the headquarters of the South
African Council of Churches, a prominent opposition group. The
bombing campaign also included movie theaters showing “Cry
Freedom,” an anti-apartheid film.{5} I had tickets to see “Cry
Freedom” in Pretoria the night it opened, but the screening
was cancelled. The next morning, a bomb was discovered in the
theater I would have attended.

You can imagine my interest when BBC television told of Vlok’s
2006 attempt to reconcile personally with Rev. Frank Chikane,
former head of the South African Council of Churches, the
group whose headquarters Vlok had bombed. Chikane, now
director general of the South African president’s office,
reports that Vlok visited his office and gave him a Bible with
these words inscribed: “I have sinned against the Lord and
against you, please forgive me (John 13:15)."” That biblical



reference is Jesus’ Last Supper admonition that his disciples
follow his example and wash one another’s feet.

Chikane tells what Vlok did next: “He picked up a glass of
water, opened his bag, pulled out a bowl, put the water in the
bowl, took out the towel, said ‘you must allow me to do this’
and washed my feet in my office.” Chikane gratefully accepted
the gesture.{6}

Vlok, a born-again Christian, later told BBC television it was
time “to go to my neighbor, to the person that I’'ve wronged.”
He says he and his compatriots should “climb down from the
throne on which we have been sitting and say to people, ‘Look,
I'm sorry. I regarded myself as better than you are. I think
it is time to get rid of my egoism . . . my sense of
importance, my sense of superiority.'”{7}

Startling contrition, indeed.

Strength to Forgive

Have you ever unexpectedly encountered someone who has wronged
you? There you are, suddenly face-to-face with your nemesis.
How do you feel? Frederic Luskin, director of the Stanford
Forgiveness Project, says, “Our bodies react as if we’re in
real danger right now to a story of how someone hurt us seven
years ago. . . . You're feeling anger, your heart rhythm
changes . . . breathing gets shallow.”{8}

Corrie ten Boom and her Dutch family hid Jews from the Nazis
during World War II. For this she endured Ravensbruck, a
concentration camp. Her inspiring story became a famous book
and film, The Hiding Place.

In 1947 in a Munich church, she told a German audience that
God forgives. “When we confess our sins,” she explained, “God
casts them into the deepest ocean, gone forever.”{9} After her
presentation, she recognized a man approaching her, a guard
from Ravensbruck, before whom she had had to walk naked.



Chilling memories flooded back.

“A fine message, Fraulein!” said the man. “How good it is to
know that, as you say, all our sins are at the bottom of the
sea!” He extended his hand in greeting.

Corrie recalled, “I, who had spoken so glibly of forgiveness,
fumbled in my pocketbook rather than take that hand. He would
not remember me. . . . But I remembered him and the leather
crop swinging from his belt. I was face to face with one of my
captors, and my blood seemed to freeze.”

The man continued: “You mentioned Ravensbruck in your talk.

I was a guard there. . . . But since that time . . . I
have become a Christian. I know that God has forgiven me for
the cruel things I did there, but I would like to hear it from
your lips as well, Fraulein.” He extended his hand again.
“Will you forgive me?”

Corrie stood there, unable to forgive. As anger and vengeance
raged inside her, she remembered Jesus’ death for this man.
How could she refuse? But she lacked the strength. She
silently asked God to forgive her and help her forgive him. As
she took his hand, she felt a “healing warmth” flooding her
body. “I forgive you, brother!” she cried, “With all my
heart.”

“And so,” Corrie later recalled, “I discovered that it is not
on our forgiveness any more than on our goodness that the
world’s healing hinges, but on [God’'s]. When He tells us to
love our enemies, He gives, along with the command, the love
itself.”

“My Father, the Town Alcoholic”

When Stanford education and psychology professor Carl Thoresen
and his colleagues began recruiting adult subjects for the
Stanford Forgiveness Project, they had trouble signing up
males. When they started using the terms “grudge” and “grudge



management” in the recruiting, the men came. Thoresen thinks
some men felt “forgiveness” was a feminine activity, but a
“grudge” was something they probably should deal with.{10}

Consider a guy who had a longstanding grudge involving a
family member. And aren’t family conflicts often causes of
intense stress?

As a teenager on the family farm, Josh McDowell loved his
mother but despised his father “more than anyone else in the
world.”{11} His friends would joke about his dad being drunk.
It tore him up inside. “I hated my father for the
embarrassment and shame his alcoholism caused my family,”
McDowell relates. “I also resented what it caused him to do to
my mother. I'd go out in the barn and see my mother beaten so
badly she couldn’t get up, lying in the manure behind the
cows.” Eventually his mother lost the will to live and died,
Josh says, “of a broken heart.”

In college, Josh met some followers of Jesus whom he liked.
Skeptical about Christianity’s validity, he accepted their
challenge to examine evidence regarding Jesus’ claims and
found it convincing.{12} He thanked Jesus for dying for him,
admitted his flaws to God, and asked Christ to enter his life
and take over. Soon he realized he no longer hated his father.

Josh says, “I had confessed to God my feelings for my dad,
asked God to forgive me, and prayed that I could forgive. And
it happened as quickly as I asked. No longer was my dad a
drunk to be hated. Now I saw him as a man who had helped give
me life. I called him and told him two things I had never told

him before: ‘Dad, I've become a Christian and . . . I love
you. rn
“But how . . . how can you love a father like me?” Josh’s dad

asked on another occasion. Josh explained how to place his
faith in Christ and his father made that decision, too. About
fourteen months later, his alcohol-ravaged body gave out and



he died. But the changed life of the town alcoholic influenced
scores of people to place their lives in God’'s hands. “My
dad’s life was brand new those last 14 months,” recalls Josh.
“His relationship with me and with God were both reconciled.
Jesus Christ is a peacemaker.”

Forgiveness, Reconciliation, and You

Secular research supports the value of forgiveness, a concept
at the core of Christian faith. You might wonder, “How does
all this relate to me personally?” May I offer some
suggestions?

As a starting point, become forgiven yourself. The late and
renowned ethicist Lewis Smedes wrote, “Forgiving comes
naturally to the forgiven.”{13} Josh McDowell says once he was
forgiven by God, he could forgive his alcoholic father. If
you’'ve never known for sure that God is your friend, I
encourage you to ask Him to forgive you. You might say
something like this to Him right now:

Jesus, I need you. Thanks for dying for my flaws and rising
again. I ask you to forgive me and enter my life. Please help
me to become good friends with you.

If you asked Jesus to forgive you and enter your life, He did.
Tell another believer about your decision. Contact this radio
station or the Web site Probe.org and ask how you can grow in
your faith.

If you’ve already come to faith in Christ, keep short accounts
with God. One early follower of Jesus wrote, “If we confess
our sins to [God], he is faithful and just to forgive us and
to cleanse us from every wrong.”{14} The proverbial country
preacher said, “I ‘fesses 'em as I does ’em.

n

Ask God to give you the strength to forgive others and love
them as He does. Lewis Smedes mentions three components of
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forgiving others: “First, we surrender our right to get even.
Second, we rediscover the humanity of our wrongdoer .

. that the person who wronged us is a complex, weak, confused,

fragile person, not all that different from us. . . . And

third, we wish our wrongdoer well.”

Contact the person you’ve wronge&dash;or who has wronged
you—and seek to make peace if appropriate and possible. The
biblical prescription is that the offender and the offended
should run into each other as each is en route to contact the
other.{15} Of course, not everyone will want to reconcile, but
you can try.

Realize that forgiving may take time. Shortly before his
death, Oxford and Cambridge scholar C. S. Lewis wrote, “I
think I have at last forgiven the cruel schoolmaster who so
darkened my youth. I had done it many times before, but this
time I think I have really done it.”{16}

Forgiveness and reconciliation can be contagious. They can
make an important difference in families, neighborhoods,
workplaces, and nations. A good relationship takes two good
forgivers.

Is there anyone with whom you need to reconcile?
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Problems and Promises of
Petitionary Prayer

Experimenting With Prayer

We pray for all sorts of reasons. When we’ve done something
wrong, we may unburden our conscience by confessing our sin to
God. When we’'re grateful for some blessing, we may offer up a
prayer of thanksgiving. When we’re contemplating God’s work in
creation, we may offer up a prayer of worship or adoration.
But one reason that almost all of us pray is to ask God for
something. Granted, we may often do this selfishly, or
foolishly, or with all manner of wrong motives. But the thing
itself, our making requests of God, is a perfectly legitimate
thing to do. Indeed, when Jesus taught his disciples to pray,
he taught them (among other things) to make requests, such as
“Give us each day our daily bread” (Lk. 11:3).

Although heaven undoubtedly receives millions of requests each
day, there’s possibly none more common than that which asks
God for healing. While I was writing this article, my father
was admitted to the critical care unit of a local hospital.
Each day, I (along with many other Christians) prayed that he
might be healed. But after two weeks, he went to be with the
Lord. Naturally, this raises a very serious question. Do our
prayers really make any difference, or are we just wasting our
time?

Recently the New York Times ran a story with an intriguing
title: “Long-Awaited Medical Study Questions the Power of
Prayer”.{1} “Prayers offered by strangers,” the story began,
“had no effect on the recovery of people who were undergoing
heart surgery. . . . And patients who knew they were being
prayed for had a higher rate of post-operative complications
like abnormal heart rhythms.” What are we to make of this? Are
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prayers for healing to no avail? Might they even be
counterproductive?

In a fascinating essay titled “The Efficacy of Prayer,” C. S.
Lewis questioned the value of such experiments. He realized,
of course, that one could set up such an experiment and ask
people to pray. But he doubted the wisdom of it. “You must not
try experiments on God, your Master,” he wrote. He also
observed:

Simply to say prayers 1s not to pray; otherwise a team of
properly trained parrots would serve as well as men for our
experiment. . . . You are not doing it 1in order that
suffering should be relieved; you are doing it to find out
what happens. The real purpose and the nominal purpose of
your prayers are at variance. . . . The experiment demands an
impossibility.{2}

Although on one level such experiments with prayer might be
Iinteresting, nevertheless, for those who have witnessed
dramatic answers to their prayers, such studies aren’t likely
to be convincing. But can we know whether or not prayer is
really effective?

Providence or Coincidence?

A few years ago I was traveling to Kansas to attend a friend’s
wedding. The sun was just about to set for the evening when I
suddenly got a flat tire. I pulled to the side of the road,
got out, and prepared to change the flat. I soon realized,
however, that this was going to be a bit tricky. Although I
had a spare tire, I had no tools to change it!

Now there have been many times when this would have really
made me angry. But on this occasion, I simply bowed my head in
prayer and asked God for his help. I then sat down on the hood



of my car to wait. I was a bit concerned because I knew it
would soon be dark. But since there wasn’t anything that I
could do about that, I simply determined to trust the Lord.

In less than a minute, a friendly looking guy with two kids
pulled to the side of the road. I explained my situation, and
before I fully understood what was happening, he had his tools
out and began to change my tire for me. Within about five
minutes I was back on the road, praising God for his help in
my time of need!

Now understandably, I looked upon this incident as a direct
answer to my prayer. But can I really know 1if this
interpretation is correct? Was it really God who helped me, in
response to my prayer? Or would that man have stopped and
changed my tire anyway? Unfortunately, apart from God telling
me one way or another, there just doesn’t seem to be any way
to know for sure.

But I don’t think we should be troubled by this. The fact that
we can’'t prove a strict causal connection between what we ask
God for in prayer and what actually happens in the world
shouldn’t really surprise us. After all, we can’t always prove
a causal connection between what we ask our neighbor for and
what actually happens! Your neighbor may feed your cat while
you’'re away on vacation because you asked. Then again, “Your
neighbor may be a humane person who would not have let your
cat starve even 1f you had forgotten to make any
arrangements.”{3}

Of course, it may sometimes be possible to prove a causal
connection between what I ask my neighbor and what he actually
does. But this isn’t always the case. “Thus in some measure
the same doubt that hangs about the causal efficacy of our
prayers to God hangs also about our prayers to man. Whatever
we get we might have been going to get anyway.”{4} On the
other hand, the Bible also assures us that sometimes we don't
have because we don’'t ask (James 4:2). So in the end, we may



just have to learn to live with a bit of mystery about our
prayers.

Whatever We Ask?

The most radical promises about prayer found anywhere 1in
Scripture occur on the lips of Jesus. The nature of these
promises is nothing short of staggering. Just listen to what
Jesus tells his disciples: “And I will do whatever you ask in
my name . . . . You may ask me for anything in my name, and I
will do it” (John 14:13-14). Or again, “I tell you the truth,
my Father will give you whatever you ask in my name” (John
16:23).

What are we to do with such incredible promises? 0On the
surface, Jesus seems to be saying that he or the Father will
do whatever the disciples ask. But is this really what Jesus
meant? If so, it seems to raise a very serious problem. After
all, do we always get what we ask for? And would it really be
good if we did?

If my own experience can be trusted, then it seems to me that
Christian philosopher William Lane Craig is quite correct when
he writes, “If we are ruthlessly honest with ourselves, every
one of us knows that sometimes God does not answer our
prayers.”{5} Indeed, he continues, sometimes God “cannot
answer our prayers because Christians are praying for
contradictory things.”{6} He asks us to imagine “two Christian
athletes playing on opposite sides in the Super Bowl .
Each would naturally be disposed to pray that his team would
win, and yet both prayers could not be answered, for the two
athletes would be praying for contradictory results.”{7}

In addition, it’s not very hard to think of examples in which
it might be unwise for God to give us whatever we ask. After
all, finite and fallible human beings are often inclined to
ask God for rather foolish things. It wouldn’t always be best
for God to give us whatever we requested. For example, suppose



a godly young man who desperately wants to serve the Lord as a
foreign missionary 1is praying that God will grant him a
particular young lady to be his wife. But suppose that this
young lady has a passion to serve the Lord here in some way.
Finally, suppose that they would both be miserable and
spiritually unproductive if they married each other, but they
would both be deeply satisfied and productive in the work of
the Lord if they each married someone else. Would it really be
wise for God to grant this young man’s request? It sure
doesn’t seem like it. Sometimes, as Garth Brooks observed, we
can all thank God for unanswered prayers!

Qualifying Christ’s Promises, Pt. 1

But if all this is so, then what’'s become of Jesus’ radical
promise to do whatever we ask in his name? It seems to me,
quite simply, that Jesus’ promise must be qualified somehow.
But is it really wise to tamper with Scripture this way?

Let me suggest two responses to this. First, I think that when
his words are properly interpreted, Jesus himself qualifies
his promises right from the start. Second, the other
qualifications I will mention are all firmly rooted in the
Scriptures. In other words, we won’t be tampering with the
Bible. We’ll rather be looking at its teachings to see if
there are any qualifications expressed elsewhere in its pages
that might qualify Jesus’ promises in some way.

But let’s go back to that first point. Notice what Jesus says
in John 14:13: “And I will do whatever you ask in my name, soO
that the Son may bring glory to the Father.” Immediately we
see that Jesus hasn’t really given a blanket promise to do
whatever we ask. Rather, he’s qualified his promise to do
whatever we ask in his name, so that the Son may bring glory
to the Father.

What does it mean to ask for something in Jesus’ name? Many
people treat this phrase as something akin to a magical



formula. By saying the right words, in the proper sequence,
they think that God is somehow obligated to give them what
they’'ve asked for. But this is certainly not what Jesus had in
mind! Instead, to pray for something in Jesus’ name is to pray
for something that’s consistent with the character and
purposes of Christ in the world. As Merrill Tenney observes,
“In prayer we call on him to work out his purpose, not simply
to gratify our whims. The answer is promised so that the Son
may bring glory to the Father.”{8} So when Jesus promises to
do whatever we ask in his name, He's not promising to do
whatever we ask—-period! He’'s qualified his promise to do
whatever we ask that’s consistent with his character and
purposes in the world.

But there’s more. As we search the Scriptures we find yet
other principles that appear to qualify Jesus’ promise. Dr.
Craig mentions several of these in his book Hard Questions,
Real Answers.{9} For instance, our requests might be denied
because of unconfessed sin in our lives. The psalmist wrote,
“If I had cherished sin in my heart, the Lord would not have
listened” (Ps. 66:18). Further, our requests might also be
denied if they arise from impure motives. James states quite
pointedly, “When you ask, you do not receive, because you ask
with wrong motives” (4:3).

Qualifying Christ’s Promises, Pt. 2

What are some more reasons why our requests to God might
sometimes be denied?

First, our prayers may sometimes not be granted because of our
lack of faith. Jesus told his disciples, “Whatever you ask for
in prayer, believe that you have received it, and it will be
yours” (Mk. 11:24). This verse makes it clear that the Lord
expects our prayers to be joined with faith in his ability to
grant them.

Second, as William Lane Craig observes, “Sometimes our prayers



are not answered because, quite frankly, we don’t really care
whether they are.”{10} This was certainly not the pattern of
the great prayers recorded in Scripture. Consider the example
of Hannah, who prayed out of “great anguish and grief” for a
son (1 Sam. 1:16). Or Daniel, who upon learning from the
writings of Jeremiah the prophet “that the desolation of
Jerusalem would last seventy years . . . turned to the Lord

and pleaded with him in prayer and petition, in fasting,
and in sackcloth and ashes” (Dan. 9:2-3). If we’'re honest,
many of us would probably have to admit that our own prayers
are often just a pale reflection of the earnest examples we
find in Scripture.

So too with perseverance in prayer. We tend to give up far too
quickly and easily. Apparently, things weren’t much different
in Jesus’ day. Indeed, he told his disciples the parable of
the persistent widow “to show them that they should always
pray and not give up” (Luke 18:1).

These are a few more reasons why our prayers to God might not
be granted. But what if none of these reasons applies in our
case? What if we’'ve confessed all known sin, our motives are
pure, and we’ve prayed earnestly, with perseverance, and in
faith, and still our heartfelt requests to God are denied?
What should we conclude then? That God doesn’t really care? Or
that he doesn’t even exist?

Although we might be tempted to doubt God in such times, it’s
important to remember one last qualification that the Bible
puts on our requests to God; namely, they must be consistent
with his will. The apostle John wrote that “if we ask anything
according to his will . . . . we have what we asked of him” (1
Jn. 5:14-15). But sometimes our requests to God just aren’t
consistent with his will. In cases like these, although it may
not be easy, we need to trust that our loving heavenly Father
really does know what’s best and that he can be counted on to
do it. In other words, we may not always know his mind, but we
can always trust his heart.
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Did Jesus Really Perform
Miracles?

Former Probe intern Dr. Daniel Morais and Probe staffer
Michael Gleghorn argue that Jesus’ miracles have a solid
foundation in history and should be regarded as historical
fact.
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What Do Modern Historians Think?

“I can believe Jesus was a great person, a great teacher. But
I can’t believe He performed miracles.” Ever hear comments
like this? Maybe you’ve wondered this yourself. Did Jesus
really perform miracles?

Marcus Borg, a prominent member of the Jesus Seminar{l}, has
stated, “Despite the difficulty which miracles pose for the
modern mind, on historical grounds it 1is wvirtually
indisputable that Jesus was a healer and exorcist.”{2}
Commenting on Jesus’ ability to heal the blind, deaf, and
others, A. M. Hunter writes, “For these miracles the
historical evidence is excellent.”{3}

Critical historians once believed that the miracles attributed
to Jesus in the Bible were purely the product of legendary
embellishment. Such exaggerations about Jesus’ life and deeds
developed from oral traditions which became more and more
fantastic with time until they were finally recorded in the
New Testament. We all know how tall tales develop. One person
tells a story. Then another tells much the same story, but
exaggerates it a bit. Over time the story becomes so fantastic
that it barely resembles the original. This is what many
scholars once believed happened to Jesus’ 1life, as it'’s
recorded in the Gospels. Is this true? And do most New
Testament historians believe this today?

The answer is no. In light of the evidence for the historicity
of Jesus’ miracles in the Gospels, few scholars today would
attempt to explain these events as purely the result of legend
or myth. In fact, most New Testament scholars now believe that
Jesus did in fact perform healings and exorcisms.{4} Even many
liberal scholars would say that Jesus drew large crowds of
people primarily because of his ability to heal and “exorcise
demons.”{5} But because many of these liberal scholars don’t
believe in spiritual beings, they also don’t believe that
these healings should be attributed to the direct intervention



of God in the world. Instead, they believe that Jesus’
miracles and healings have a purely natural explanation. Many
of them think that Jesus only healed psychosomatic
maladies.{6} The term psychosomatic means mind-body, so
psychosomatic maladies are mind-body problems. The mind can
have a powerful impact on the health of the body. Under
extreme distress people can become blind, deaf or even suffer
paralysis. Since psychosomatic problems typically go away on
their own, many liberal scholars think that faith in Jesus’
ability to heal might help to heal some people suffering from
these conditions. But is there good reason to believe that
Jesus could cure real sicknesses?

Could These Miracles Be Legendary?

Often, historians who tried to explain away stories of Jesus’
miracles as purely the result of legendary developments
believed that the “real” Jesus was little more than a good man
and a wise teacher. The major problem with this theory is that
legends take time to develop. Multiple generations would be
needed for the true oral tradition regarding Jesus’ life to be
replaced by an exaggerated, fictitious version. For example,
many historians believe that Alexander the Great’s biography
stayed fairly accurate for about five hundred years. Legendary
details didn’t begin to develop until the following five
hundred years.{7} A gross misrepresentation of Jesus’ life
occurring one or two generations after his death is highly
unlikely. Jesus was a very public figure. When He entered a
town, He drew large crowds of people. Jesus is represented as
a miracle worker at every level of the New Testament
tradition. This includes not only the four Gospels, but also
the hypothetical sayings source, called Q, which may have been
written just a few years after Jesus’ death. Many eyewitnesses
of Christ would still have been alive at the time these
documents were composed. These eyewitnesses were the source of
the oral tradition regarding Jesus’ life, and in light of his



very public ministry, a strong oral tradition would be present
in Israel for many years after his death.

If Jesus had never actually performed any miracles, then the
Gospel writers would have faced a nearly impossible task in
getting anyone to believe that He had. It would be like trying
to change John F. Kennedy from a great president into an
amazing miracle worker. Such a task would be virtually
impossible since many of us have seen JFK on TV, read about
him in the papers, or even seen him in person. Because he was
a public figure, oral tradition about his life is very strong
even today. Anyone trying to introduce this false idea would
never be taken seriously.

During the second half of the first century, Christians faced
intense persecution and even death. These people obviously
took the disciples’ teaching about Jesus’ life seriously. They
were willing to die for it. This only makes sense if the
disciples and the authors of the Gospels represented Jesus’
life accurately. You can’t easily pass off made-up stories
about public figures when eyewitnesses are still alive who
remember them. Oral tradition tends to remain fairly accurate
for many generations after their deaths.{8}

In light of this, it’s hard to deny that Jesus did in fact
work wonders.

Conversion from Legend to Conversion
Disorder

It might be surprising to hear that Jesus is believed by most
New Testament historians to have been a successful healer and
exorcist.{9} Since His miracles are the most conspicuous
aspect of his ministry, the miracle tradition found in the
Gospels could not be easily explained had their authors
started with a Jesus who was simply a wise teacher. Prophets
and teachers of the law were not traditionally made into



miracle workers; there are almost no examples of this in the
literature available to us.{10} It’'s especially unlikely that
Jesus would be made into a miracle worker since many Jews
didn’t expect that the Messiah would perform miracles. The
Gospel writers would not have felt the need to make this up
were it not actually the case.{11}

Of course, most liberal scholars today don’t believe Jesus
could heal any real illnesses. But such conclusions are
reached, not because of any evidence, but because of prior
prejudices against the supernatural. Secular historians deny
that Jesus cured any real, organic illnesses or performed any
nature miracles such as walking on water.{12} They believe He
could only heal conversion disorders or the symptoms
associated with real illnesses.{13} Conversion disorder 1is a
rare condition that afflicts approximately fourteen to twenty-
two of every 100,000 people.{14} Conversion disorders are
psychosomatic problems in which intense emotional trauma
results in blindness, paralysis, deafness, and other baffling
impairments.

Many liberal scholars today would say that Jesus drew large
crowds of people primarily because of his ability to heal. But
if Jesus could only cure conversion disorders, then it'’s
unlikely He would have drawn such large crowds. As a
practicing optometrist, I’'ve seen thousands of patients with
real vision loss due either to refractive problems or
pathology. But only one of them could be diagnosed with
blindness due to conversion disorder. Conversion disorders are
rare. In order for Jesus to draw large crowds of people He
would have had to be a successful healer. But if He could only
heal conversion disorders, thousands of sick people would have
had to be present for him to heal just one person. But how
could He draw such large crowds if He could only heal one
person in 10,0007 Sick people would have often needed to
travel many miles to see Jesus. Such limited ability to heal
could hardly have motivated thousands of people to walk many



miles to see Jesus, especially if they were sick and feeble.
If Jesus was drawing large crowds, He must have been able to
heal more than simply conversion disorders.

Did Jesus Raise the Dead?

“Did Jesus ever raise the dead? Is there any evidence to back
this up?” Many secular historians, though agreeing that Jesus
was a successful healer and exorcist, don’t believe that He
could perform nature miracles. Due to prior prejudices against
the supernatural, these historians don’t believe it’'s possible
for anyone to raise the dead, walk on water, or heal true
organic diseases. These historians believe Jesus’ healings
were primarily psychological in nature.{15} Is there any
evidence that Jesus had the power to work actual miracles such
as raising the dead?

Yes. It almost seems that the more fantastic the miracle, the
more evidence is available to support it. In fact, the most
incredible miracle recorded in the Gospels is actually the one
which has the greatest evidential support. This miracle 1is
Jesus’ resurrection.{16} Is there any reason to believe that
Jesus may have raised others from the dead as well?

There is compelling evidence to believe that He did. In John
11 there’s the story of Jesus raising Lazarus from the
dead.{17} A careful reading of this text reveals many details
that would be easy for anyone in the first century to confirm
or deny. John records that Lazarus was the brother of Mary and
Martha. He also says that this miracle took place in Bethany
where Lazarus, Mary, and Martha lived, and that Bethany was
less than two miles from Jerusalem. John’s gospel is believed
to have been written in AD 90, just sixty years after the
events 1t records. It’'’s possible that a few people who
witnessed this event, or at least had heard of it, would still
be alive to confirm it. If someone wanted to check this out,
it would be easy to do. John says this took place in Bethany,



and then He tells us the town’s approximate location. All
someone would have to do to check this out would be to go to
Bethany and ask someone if Lazarus, the brother of Mary and
Martha, had ever been raised from the dead. Villages were
generally small in those days and people knew each other’s
business. Almost anyone in that town could easily confirm or
deny whether they had ever heard of such an event. If John
just made this story up, he probably wouldn’t have included so
much information that could be easily checked out by others to
see if he was lying. Instead, he probably would have written a
vague story about Jesus going to some unnamed town where He
raised some unnamed person from the dead. This way no one
could confirm or deny the event. John put these details in to
show that he wasn’t lying. He wanted people to investigate his
story. He wanted people to go to Bethany, ask around, and see
for themselves what really happened there.

What Did Jesus’ Enemies Say?

“Sure, Jesus’ followers believed He could work miracles. But
what about his enemies, what did they say?” If Jesus never
worked any miracles, we would expect ancient, hostile Jewish
literature to state this fact. But does such literature deny
Jesus’ ability to work miracles? There are several
unsympathetic references to Jesus in ancient Jewish and pagan
literature as early as the second century AD. But none of the
ancient Jewish sources deny Jesus’ ability to perform
miracles.{18} Instead, they try to explain these powers away
by referring to him as a sorcerer.{19} If the historical Jesus
were merely a wise teacher who only later, through legendary
embellishments, came to be regarded as a miracle worker, there
should have been a prominent Jewish oral tradition affirming
this fact. This tradition would likely have survived among the
Jews for hundreds of years in order to counter the claims of
Christians who might use Jesus’ miraculous powers as evidence
of his divine status. But there’s no evidence that any such



Jewish tradition portrayed Jesus as merely a wise teacher.
Many of these Jewish accounts are thought to have arisen from
a separate oral tradition apart from that held by Christians,
and yet both traditions agree on this point.{20} If it were
known that Jesus had no special powers, these accounts would
surely point that out rather than reluctantly affirm it. The
Jews would likely have been uncomfortable with Jesus having
miraculous powers since this could be used as evidence by his
followers to support his self-proclaimed status as the unique
Son of God (a position most Jews firmly denied). This is why
Jesus’ enemies tried to explain his powers away as sorcery.

Not only do these accounts affirm Jesus’ supernatural
abilities, they also seem to support the ability of his
followers to heal in his name. In the Talmud, there’s a story
of a rabbi who is bitten by a venomous snake and calls on a
Christian named Jacob to heal him. Unfortunately, before Jacob
can get there, the rabbi dies.{21} Apparently, the rabbi
believed this Christian could heal him. Not only did Jews seem
to recognize the ability of Christians to heal in Christ’s
name, but pagans did as well. The name of Christ has been
found in many ancient pagan spells.{22} If even many non-
Christians recognized that there was power to heal in Christ’s
name, there must have been some reason for it.

So, a powerful case can be made for the historicity of Jesus’
miracles. Christians needn’t view these miracles as merely
symbolic stories intended to teach lessons. These miracles
have a solid foundation in history and should be regarded as
historical fact.
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