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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Grief and Grace

Former Probe staffer Rick Rood, a hospital chaplain who
understands the pain of losing his beloved wife, addresses
loss, grieving and God’s grace.

Over the past eight years that I’'ve had the privilege of
serving in the hospitals, I’ve had the occasion and privilege
of interacting with thousands of grieving people, and to
become more than casually acquainted with the many aspects of
the “grieving process.” In seeking to become better able to
comfort those who are grieving, I’'ve read many books and
attended numerous seminars. But I’ve observed that while it'’s
one thing to learn about the grieving process, it’'s quite
another to experience it. Australian pastor Donald Howard
wrote in the preface to his short book entitled Christians
Grieve Too that though he was prepared for the death of his
wife from cancer at the age of forty-six, he was “ill-prepared
for grief.”

Part of me didn’t want to write this short essay. I’'ve gotten
in the habit of writing about some of the painful things in
life the past year or so (though from the perspective of
faith). And I wanted to write something happy, or even
humorous. But I guess it’'s one of the occupational hazards of
a hospital chaplain that you are constantly confronted with
the realities of life that most of us would rather forget
about (until it’s no longer possible). This past year, I
didn’'t have to go to the hospital to be confronted with this
kind of reality. So, please bear with me as I “reflect” one
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last time.

One of the things I’'ve noticed about grieving people is that
though all people do grieve their losses, everyone grieves
differently. There must be a host of factors influencing how
people grieve: the kind of relationship they had with the
loved one, and its depth, the degree of dependence of one on
the other (either the dependence of the survivor on the
deceased, or vice versa), the presence of ambivalence in the
relationship (the presence of anger as well as love), the
degree of guilt (whether real or imagined) experienced by the
survivor, the kind of loss (sudden, traumatic, preventable,
etc.), the person’s temperament and personality, gender,
ethnicity, family background, past losses and accumulated
grief, one’s world view and spirituality. Wow. That’s just the
short list! Knowing just this much has kept me from comparing
how one person grieves from another, and from making judgments
about things I know little or nothing about.

There are many excellent books and resources available on
grief and loss these days, quite a number from a Christian
perspective. But few of them take into consideration in much
detail what the scriptures tell us about grief, except for
some passing references. My work and my own personal
experience have prompted me to pay more attention to this
topic in my Bible reading than I normally would. And
especially this past year I have tried to listen more closely
to what the Lord says to us about it through his Word. Some of
what I’'ve found so far has surprised me. All of it has
encouraged me.

Grief and Loss

This first section will of necessity be a bit more somber. But
it is a necessary prelude to what will follow! The first and
most obvious thing one notices in reading the scriptures 1is
that death follows sin, like winter follows fall. God had
warned that Adam’s sin would result in death (Genesis 2:17).



And it did. The solemn refrain “and he died” appears eight
times in the list of Adam’s descendants given in Genesis 5.
Death is indeed the “wages of sin” (Romans 6:23a). Death 1is
not (as we are sometimes told) “a natural thing” or “just a
part of life.” Death was not part of the created order when
God pronounced it “very good” (Genesis 1:31). It is an
aberration, an alien invader into God’s natural order. Isaiah
describes death as a “covering which is over all peoples,” and
a “veil which is stretched over all nations” (Isaiah 25:7). It
is the great equalizer.

The second most obvious thing one notices is that God promises
that death will one day be destroyed. The day is coming when
“He will swallow up death for all time” (Isaiah 25:8), when
the sentence of death will be “abolished” (1 Corinthians
15:26), and it will “no longer be” (Revelation 21:4). For all
who are in Christ, this is our great hope!

The third thing that becomes apparent as one reads the
scriptures is that while the sentence on death awaits its
fulfillment, sorrow and grief follow death and loss as
naturally as spring follows winter. If death were just a
natural thing, it would be unnatural to grieve the resulting
loss. But since death and loss are not natural, grief and
sorrow are. They are the expression of pain resulting from the
severing of relational bonds that were originally designed by
God to be permanent. But because of sin and death, they no
longer are. And it hurts.

It’s interesting that the first person described in the Bible
as grieving is God! Scripture tell us that because of the evil
and wickedness of man. God was “grieved in His heart” (Genesis
6:6). We don’t understand everything about the emotional life
of God. It is certainly not exactly like our own. But since we
are created in his image, we should not be surprised to learn
that our emotions are in some sense a reflection of his own.
One of the most remarkable statements of scripture in this
regard appears in Isaiah 63:9, “In all their affliction, he



was afflicted.” Edward J. Young, in his commentary on Isaiah
(vol 3, p. 481) says, “God feels the sufferings of his people
as his own sufferings.” In fact, every member of the Godhead
is described in scripture as experiencing grief. Not only God
the Father, as in these passages, but also God the Son. In
reflecting on his rejection by the nation’s leaders in
Jerusalem, it is said that He “wept over it” (Luke 19:41). At
the tomb of his friend Lazarus He “was deeply moved in spirit
and was troubled,” and indeed that he “wept” (John 11:33, 35).
In the garden of Gethsemane Jesus is described as pouring out
His heart to God the Father “with loud crying and tears”
(Hebrews 5:7). The Holy Spirit is described as experiencing
grief as well. Compare Isaiah 63:10 and Ephesians 4:30, where
we are warned against “grieving the Holy Spirit” by our sins.
The psalmist says that God “remembers” our tears (Psalm 56:8).
And it is even implied that He is in some sense moved by them
(Isaiah 38:5, “I have heard your prayers, I have seen your
tears”).

The fact that God experiences grief should not be seen as
contradicting his sovereign control over all things. For it is
clear that there are many things within God’s sovereign
purpose that are nonetheless grievous to Him. In fact, there
are many things within God’s purpose that are the cause of His
anger and judgment.

If God, then, experiences grief, it should not surprise us to
find many scriptures which describe God’s people as
experiencing grief as well. Abraham is said to have “mourned
and wept” over the death of his wife Sarah (Genesis 23:2). So
Joseph at the death of his father Jacob (Genesis 50:1). The
nation Israel at the death of Moses (Deuteronomy 34:8).
Indeed, there is an entire book devoted to expressing the
“Lamentations” of the nation Israel over the fall of Jerusalem
to Babylon. True, God’s people were admonished not to mourn in
the same way that the surrounding pagan nations did at the
death of their own. Though we do not understand today the
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meaning of these practices, the Jews were forbidden to “cut
themselves” or “shave their head” for the sake of the dead, as
their pagan neighbors did (Leviticus 19:28; Deuteronomy 14:1).
Nonetheless, there were traditional mourning practices among
the Jews that were viewed as entirely appropriate (e.g., the
covering of the head in 2 Sam 15:30, the baring of the feet in
Isaiah 20:2, and the covering of the lip in Leviticus 13:45
and Micah 3:7.) The fact that Ezekiel was forbidden these
outward expressions of mourning at the death of his wife
(Ezekiel 24:16-17) as a sign to the nation concerning their
impending judgment (v. 24), indicates that such restraint was
not considered normal.

In the New Testament we find similar expressions of grief on
the part of God’s people. We’ve already noticed our Lord’s own
grief. Indeed he was called “a man of sorrows and acquainted
with grief” (Isaiah 53:3, cf. v. 10a). A curious description,
if indeed Jesus rarely wept. One aspect of our growth in
likeness to Christ is that we should be growing more
transparent about our emotions, and more empathetic with those
of others. We should also note the description of the “devout
men” who when they buried the martyred Stephen “made loud
lamentation over him” (Acts 8:2). A most interesting reference
appears in Paul’s letter to the Philippians (a letter devoted
to promoting the joy of the Lord), where he states that should
his friend Epaphroditus have died as a result of his recent
illness, he would have experienced “sorrow upon sorrow”
(2:27). Just as in the 0Old Testament, so in the New, God'’s
people have reason not to “grieve as those who have no hope”
(I Thessalonians 4:13). But there is nothing in the New
Testament which suggests that God’s people nonetheless do not
or should not grieve the temporary loss of relationship with
those they love. Theologian J. I. Packer has stated: “Grief is
the human system reacting to the pain of loss, and as such it
is an inescapable reaction” (A Grief Sanctified, p. 12).

Of particular interest to me is the fact that the removal of



grief and sorrow from human experience is tied very closely 1in
scripture with the ultimate removal of death and loss. Compare
the following statements from both 0ld and New Testaments. “He
will swallow up death for all time, and the Lord God will wipe
tears away from all faces” (Isaiah 25:8). “And He will wipe
away every tear from their eyes; and there will no longer be
any death” (Revelation 21:4). Though I believe (as we shall
shortly see) there is substantial healing available from the
Lord in our grieving now, its effects will not be entirely and
completely relieved until the old order of life is fully
replaced by the new.

With this context in mind, before moving on to a consideration
of God’s comforting grace, there is an intriguing passage in
the 0ld Testament that we ought not overlook. It’s found in
the sometimes enigmatic book of Ecclesiastes: “It is better to
go to a house of mourning than to go to a house of feasting,
because that is the end of every man, and the living take it
to heart. Sorrow is better than laughter, for when a face is
sad a heart may be happy. The mind of the wise is in the house
of mourning, while the mind of fools is in the house of
pleasure” (7:2-4 NASB). As with many of Solomon’s sayings in
this book, the italicized phrase is not easily understood. But
the RSV rendering seems to capture its meaning well when it
says, “By sadness of countenance the heart is made glad.” Or
as the NKJV puts it, “For by a sad countenance the heart is
made better.” What the writer appears to be saying is that
genuine “recovery” from grief comes not by denying it or
repressing it, but by giving appropriate expression to it.
This is obviously something that the 0ld Testament saints
understood, and practiced. And so may we. Someone well may ask
how sorrow and grief can be consistent with the joy of the
Lord. But it is interesting that St. Paul saw no contradiction
in describing himself on one occasion as “sorrowful, yet
always rejoicing” (2 Corinthians 6:10a). The former 1is the
result of experiencing painful loss; the latter the result of
contemplating the implications of the providence of



God—-simultaneously.

Few people have experienced losses greater than those that
befell Job. Perhaps his initial response to news of the death
of his children provides something of a paradigm for us. “Then
Job arose and tore his robe and shaved his head, and he fell
to the ground and worshiped” (Job 1:20). Grieving, but
worshiping. Grieving profoundly. Worshiping humbly.

Comfort and Grace

In God’s economy, if grief follows loss, then comfort follows
grief. And this is exactly what we find in many passages of
scripture. Among the things for which the Lord is said to have
anointed his Messiah is “To comfort all who mourn” (Isaiah.
61:2b). Among those upon whom Jesus pronounced God’s blessing
are those who mourn, “for they shall be comforted” (Matthew
5:4). A fact sometimes overlooked is that it is only those who
mourn, who acknowledge their grief, who place themselves in a
position of being comforted by the Lord. God’s comforting
grace is the answer to our grieving heart.

One of the most endearing descriptions of the Lord 1in
scripture is found in 2 Corinthians 1:3, “The Father of
mercies and God of all comfort.” He is merciful and
compassionate in nature. And He is the source of all genuine
comfort and encouragement. The word used here for “comfort” is
related to the word used to denote the Holy Spirit as the
“Comforter” .. one called alongside to encourage and help (John
14:16,26). He is “the divine fount of all consolation to His
people—the ‘all’ both excluding any other source of comfort
and also emphasizing the complete adequacy of that comfort for
every circumstance that may arise” (P. E. Hughes, II
Corinthians, p. 13). The following verse states that God
“comforts us in all our affliction” (v. 4a). “The present
tense of the verb shows that this God of ours comforts us
constantly and wunfailingly, not spasmodically and
intermittently; and he does so in all our affliction, not just



in certain kinds of affliction” (Hughes, p. 12). Furthermore,
God comforts us “so that we will be able to comfort those who
are in any affliction with the comfort with which we ourselves
are comforted by God” (v. 4b). “Nor is the comfort received
from God intended to terminate in the recipient: it has a
further purpose, namely, to fit the Christian for the God-like
ministry of comforting and encouraging others, whatever the
affliction they may be suffering” (Hughes, p. 12). What a rich
description of the comforting grace of God! From Him. To us.
Through us.

But how does God’s comfort come to us? One means through which
God’'s comfort comes to us has been alluded to already. And
that is that God identifies with us in our grief. We have
noted above some of the passages that state this very fact. He
“sympathizes with our weakness” (Heb. 4:15). “For He Himself
knows our frame; He is mindful that we are but dust” (Psalm
103:14).

But beyond this, God has provided his word with a view to
providing comfort in time of sorrow. “This is my comfort in my
affliction, that your word has revived me” (Psalm 119:50). “My
soul weeps because of grief; strengthen me according to your
word” (Psalm 119:28). God’'s words seem to find their way into
our heart particularly when they are set to music: “Your
statutes are my songs in the house of my pilgrimage” (Psalm
119:54). I have found great comfort in the music of praise and
worship to the Lord. St. Paul says that “through perseverance
and the encouragement of the Scriptures we might have hope”
(Romans 15:4). And concerning his teaching on our coming
reunion with the Lord and with our departed loved ones, St.
Paul says, “Therefore comfort one another with these words.”
It is in part through letting the word of God “richly dwell
within” us (Colossians 3:16) that we can gain access to God’s
comforting grace. I have found it true in my own experience
that the Word of God has been a river of grace to my heart.

We are comforted also by simply experiencing the loving acts



of God in our life. “0 may your lovingkindness comfort me,
according to your word to your servant (Psalm 119:76)." It is
for the direct experience of the faithful love of God that the
psalmist is praying here. And I believe God does comfort and
encourage us by leaving his “fingerprints” on our lives in
many ways during our days of grieving. He lets us know through
his providential acts that we are not alone. That He is with
us. That He loves us. That He has a purpose for us still (cf.
Genesis 50:24).

As indicated in the passage examined above (2 Corinthians 1),
much of God’s comfort comes to us through his people. Later in
this very letter, Paul tells us that he was comforted by God’s
sending his friend Titus. “But God, who comforts the
depressed, comforted us by the coming of Titus” (2 Corinthians
7:6). When God provided Rebekah as a bride for Isaac, it is
said that he “was comforted after his mother’s death” (Genesis
24:67). When Paul was imprisoned in Rome, he wrote that he was
“refreshed” by his friend Onesiphorus who searched for him and
found him (2 Timothy 1:16-17). It is often overlooked that
much of God’s grace comes to us, not only directly from His
Spirit or through His word, but through His people. Peter
tells us that it is as we steward the gifts God has given us
in serving one another that we administer “the manifold grace
of God” (1 Peter 4:10). The 0ld Testament people of God seemed
to put this understanding into practice in a very practical
way. It was apparently their custom to surround their grieving
neighbors with love and support by providing meals for them.
The “bread of mourning” and “cup of consolation” were biblical
terms meant to be taken in a very literal way (cf. Deuteronomy
26:14; Jeremiah 16:7; Hosea 9:4).

In what ways can God’s people administer God’'s comforting
grace? Certainly through following Jesus’ example to “weep
with those who weep” (Romans 12:15b; contra Proverbs 25:20).
By learning to be comfortable and patient with those who are
actively grieving their losses. By learning to be “quick to



hear, slow to speak” (James 1:19b). By being a “ready
listener.” I've personally found that those who have simply
“listened to my story” have greatly comforted me. I once heard
a pastor speak of this effect as “healing through the laying
on of ears.” What a great phrase! When Job’s friends first
came “to sympathize with him and comfort him” (2:11b), it is
said that “they sat down on the ground with him for seven days
and seven nights with no one speaking a word to him, for they
saw that his pain was very great” (2:13). (Oh that they would
have remained in silent mode!) Later, Job made this telling
statement: “For the despairing man there should be kindness
from his friend; so that he does not forsake the fear of the
Almighty” (6:14). The thought is that lack of kindness can
serve only to push people further from God when they are
despairing. I’'ve talked with many people in the hospital
through the years who have distanced themselves from various
churches. When I’'ve inquired about what occasioned their
departure, too often I have been told that it was during a
time of bereavement. You can fill in the rest of the story.
One way I’ve learned that we “speak the truth in love” 1is by
being sensitive to the recipient’s present ability to receive
it and absorb it. (“I have many more things to say to you, but
you cannot bear them now", John 16:12.)

Closing Thoughts

A rather obscure passage that has served to guide me in all of
this is found in 1 Samuel 30:1-6.

“Then it happened when David and his men came to Ziklag on
the third day, that the Amalekites had made a raid on the
Negev and on Ziklag, and had overthrown Ziklag and burned it
with fire; and they took captive the women and all who were
in it, both small and great, without killing anyone, and
carried them off and went their way. When David and his men
came to the city, behold, it was burned with fire, and their
wives and their sons and their daughters had been taken



captive. Then David and the people who were with him lifted
their voices and wept until there was no strength in them to
weep. Now David’s two wives had been taken captive, Ahinoam
the Jezreelitess and Abigail the widow of Nabal the
Carmelite. Moreover David was greatly distressed because the
people spoke of stoning him, for all the people were
embittered, each one because of his sons and his daughters.
But David strengthened himself in the Lord his God."”

What a great passage for summing up our thoughts in this
article. We see first the experience of sudden loss. Then the
expression of understandable sorrow and grief. They wept ‘til
there was no more strength in them to weep. But then, as he
was able, David strengthened himself in the Lord.

It’'s that last phrase that I want to emphasize in closing. And
there are two thoughts that emerge from it. First, the
strength to move through our grief comes from the Lord. We go
astray when we seek to find comfort for our grief apart from
Him. I've seen many in the hospitals who have fallen into
addictions or into unhealthy relationships due to their
attempts to find comfort apart from the Lord. We’ve seen
already some of the ways in which the Lord comforts and
strengthens us in our grief, so that we can move on with our
life and fulfill God’'s remaining purposes for us.

But second, as David did, we ourselves must take
responsibility for obtaining God'’s comfort and strength. David
strengthened himself 1in the Lord his God. Gaining God'’s
comfort involves our active participation in the process. And
if the people around us seem not to be helping us in this
direction, then we must ask God to lead us to those who will.
And seek them out. Not everyone is so equipped. A dear friend
who had previously lost his wife told me, a good while before
I lost Polly, “Rick, your recovery will be vyour
responsibility.”

The rate of recovery is unique for every person. But there 1is
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at least one passage in scripture which speaks of those who
seemed to be stuck in their grief, “refusing to be comforted”
(Jeremiah 31:15; c¢f. 2 Chronicles 15:7), in need of
“restraining their eyes from tears” (Jeremiah 31:16), and of
remembering that “there is a hope for (their) future”
(Jeremiah 31:17). We do this as we utilize the means of grace
which God provides, placing our faith in Him one day at a
time, in pursuit of his purpose for the remainder of our days.
Part of that purpose may be (probably will be) serving others
who are still on the path of grief.

Do not fear, for I am with you; do not anxiously look about
you, for I am your God. I will strengthen you, surely I will
help you, surely I will uphold you with My righteous right
hand (Isaiah 41:10).
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The Emerging Church

Introduction

The church, both local and universal, is always influenced by
the culture in which it resides. As a result, churches 1in
America have gone through changes that correspond to changes
in the American culture. Some of the changes are innocuous and
are seen as suitable by almost everyone; air conditioning and
indoor plumbing come to mind. Other changes can be more
controversial such as musical genre, the use of multimedia,
and especially preaching styles and content. The challenge for
churches is to determine what changes are acceptable and what
changes compromise the message of the gospel.

A growing list of influential thinkers and pastors argue that
the postmodern era in which we live mandates a significant
change in how believers do church. This movement has come to
be known as the emerging church and has acquired a
considerable following as evidenced both by the number of
conferences held on the subject and by the numerous Web sites
devoted to the issue. The leaders of this movement have
written and spoken at length regarding the necessity for
change and have enumerated the types of changes that the
church needs to make to survive and thrive in the years to
come.

The difficulty for outsiders trying to weigh their arguments
begins with trying to define the changes that have occurred in
our postmodern culture. Postmodernity is horribly difficult to
define. Some see it as a loss of modernity’s confidence in
science and technology; others see it as something much
deeper. One emerging church Web site uses a definition written
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by an English professor at a major university who writes that
“Postmodernism . . . doesn’t lament the idea of fragmentation,
provisionality, or incoherence, but rather celebrates that.
The world is meaningless? Let’s not pretend that art can make
meaning then, let’s just play with nonsense.”{1}

Postmodernity is primarily an argument or protest against
modernist attitudes and truth claims. The emerging church has
picked up this protest by rejecting traditional ideas of
authority, certainty, and rationality. Instead its emphasis 1is
on what it calls authenticity. Feelings and affections matter
more than logic and reason, one’s experience more than
propositional truth claims, and inclusion more than exclusion.

Brian McLaren is a leader among those who argue that radical
change must come to the church or else our culture will deem
it irrelevant. He writes, “Either Christianity itself 1is
flawed, failing, [and] untrue, or our modern, Western,
commercialized, industrial-strength version of it is in need
of a fresh look, a serious revision.”{2}

In this article we will consider what is good, what is not so
good, and what is dangerous to the gospel of Christ in this
church reform movement known as the emerging church.

What’s Good About the Emerging Church?

If the emerging church is anything, it’s sensitive to the
culture around it. Its leaders are thoughtfully engaged in
responding to what they believe are dramatic changes in our
society. These changes include the rapid increase in ethnic
and religious diversity and the arrival of instant local and
global communication. At the same time, Western civilization
has experienced a dramatic decrease in biblical literacy.

The leadership of the emerging church argues against those who
are tempted to respond to these changes by clinging to a
narrowly defined church tradition. They believe that



idealizing a past era and allowing nostalgia to replace the
hard work of contextualizing Christianity for today’s
realities would be a mistake. Instead, we should discover how
best to communicate the gospel to our increasingly postmodern
world. In his book Becoming Conversant with the Emerging
Church, D. A. Carson writes that “this is far more commendable
than a cultural conservatism that acts as if the culture with
which we are most comfortable (usually the one in which we
grew up) 1s the only culture acceptable to thinking
Christians, and perhaps to God himself.”{3}

As I noted earlier, a key emphasis of the emerging church 1is
authenticity. It argues that modernity has brought the church
an unnecessary and unhealthy desire for absolute theological
certainty which has led to an unbalanced focus on the
theological propositions held by believers rather than on
living an authentic Christian life. It has also led to a lack
of humility regarding the 1limitations of language to
communicate the mysteries of God’'s person and rule. The drive
for theological precision has left the church divided and worn
out, unable to offer the world a clear picture of the kingdom
of God.

The emerging church is responding to what it perceives to be a
lack of authenticity in our worship and Christian life 1in
general. They would agree with Carson who writes, “Sermons are
filled with clichés. There is little intensity in confession,
little joy in absolution, little delight in the gospel, little
passion for the truth, little compassion for others, little
humility in our evaluations, [and] little love in our dealings
with others.”{4}

It has also rightly stressed the importance of community.
Modernity offered a picture of human nature that highlighted
the heroic individual. However, the Bible begins with a
relational Trinity-God the Father, Jesus the Son, and the Holy
Spirit—and sets the New Testament believer within the
community of the church including all the “one another”



admonitions given by its inspired authors.

The world is watching to see this community in action. As
Stanley Grenz writes, “Members of the next generation are
often unimpressed by our verbal presentations of the gospel.
What they want to see is a people who live out the gospel in
wholesome, authentic, and healing relationships.”{5}

Concerns About the Emerging Church

Among the many concerns that have been written about the
emerging church, we will focus primarily on just two issues.
The first is its one-dimensional portrayal of the modern era,
usually seen as the time period between the Enlightenment and
the late 1900s, and the other is its teaching regarding what
we can confidently know as believers.

Some argue that the emerging church uses an incomplete
description of the modern era and its impact on the church to
build its case. D. A. Carson writes that the movement’s
“distortion of modernism extends, in the case of some emerging
church thinkers, to a distortion of confessional Christianity
under modernism.”{6} Emerging church leaders paint a picture
of the church in the modern era as having given in to the
rationalistic excesses of the times. By doing so, they argue,
it is guilty of committing the sin of absolutism, leading to
an arrogance that resulted in a cold, emotionless orthodoxy.
Drained of any passion, the church in the modern era became a
shadow of what it should be. Although there are times where
this in fact happened, the modern era is far too complex to
reduce it, or the manifestation of the church in it, to such a
simple portrayal.

Without going into too many of the names and ideas involved,
it must be noted that the modern period has not been a
monolith of science and reason. From Rousseau to Nietzsche,
many have challenged the mechanistic model presented by



Enlightenment thinkers and offered a different view of reality
and human nature. These ideas also impacted the church during
this so called “modern” era. While many sought a more
scientific faith and utilized the new tools of science to
justify Christianity, others followed the 1lead of Sgren
Kierkegaard towards a more existential Christian life.

In its attack against modernism, the emerging church has
condemned confessional Christianity as too abstract and
rationalistic. Carefully constructed theologies, and those who
build them, are set against a faith comprised of stories,
proverbs, and mystery. Often, it is presented as one or the
other, no compromise being possible. But is this necessarily
the case? C. S. Lewis 1is one example of a Christian who
defended the faith in formal, rational debates, and yet
understood the power of story and the imagination.

The Problem of Knowing

This leads us into the second area of concern regarding the
emerging church. How much knowledge about God, the human
condition and salvation can we confidently possess? This
question is directly tied to our concept of revelation. Do we
have revealed propositional truth in Scripture, truth that can
be understood and communicated, even cross-culturally, or are
we limited to the emotions and relationships that only result
from a personal encounter with God?

The most important criticism of the emerging church 1s 1its
application of postmodern epistemology. Epistemology is the
part of philosophy that asks, “How do you know that,” or “How
do we know anything at all?”. Some in the emerging church
movement have endorsed an extreme version of postmodern
epistemology that creates an either/or view of knowledge that
can be very manipulative.

First, they set the standard for knowing something to be true



unreasonably high. They claim that either we know something
exhaustively, even omnisciently as God knows it, or else our
partial knowledge can only be personal knowledge, more like an
opinion rather than something that can be binding on others as
well. Even worse, they argue that we have no means of testing
to see how close what we think is true actually corresponds
with reality itself. Since few of us would claim to have God’s
perspective or knowledge on an issue, they argue that we must
admit that everything we claim to know is only a very limited
personal perspective on the truth. In addition, what little we
think we know is highly impacted, some say completely
constructed, by the social group we participate 1in as
individuals.

What this viewpoint does is make it impossible for anyone to
claim that he or she knows something objectively, and that
this objective knowledge is true or valid for everyone
everywhere. If knowledge can only be personal knowledge, then
the phrase “it might be true for you, but not for me” becomes
reality for everyone and for every topic.

There are other ways of thinking about what we know that sets
the standard for knowing lower and yet maintains the sense of
postmodern humility that is attractive to many.

One suggestion is called the “fusion of horizons” model of
knowledge. Just like everyone’s view of the horizon is
slightly different, everyone'’s understanding of an event or
idea 1is slightly different because it'’s filtered through a
person’s experiences and perspective. For example, let'’s
consider the case of a twenty-first century biblically
illiterate person trying to understand Paul’s message 1in
Romans.{7} At first, there will be little overlap in how she
and Paul understand the world. But what if she read the rest
of the Bible, learned Greek, attended Bible studies, and read
books about the first century Roman culture? Her understanding
will never be exactly the same as Paul’s, but slowly she will
get closer and closer to his world and develop a clearer



picture of what Paul was attempting to communicate. She may
choose to disagree with Paul, but she will understand him.

If this were not true, it would make little sense when Paul
writes in 2 Corinthians, “For we do not write you anything you
cannot read or understand.” The strong postmodern view of
knowledge leaves us little hope that the knowledge of the
gospel can be heard and understood.

Summary

Leaders of the emerging church argue that Christianity must
focus more on authenticity and relationships and less on
propositional truth or it will become irrelevant and
ineffective. But 1is the focus on relationships and
authenticity necessarily antithetical to propositional truth?
Other church reform movements in America have worked to renew
the church’s emphasis on building community and authentic
worship without sacrificing truth along the way.

The Jesus People U.S.A. attracted a wide following in the 70’s
because of their emphasis on relationships, commitment to
communal living, and the rejection of what they perceived to
be an overly materialistic culture. Although the movement
included some fringe ideas, it has become part of the
evangelical mainstream over the years and given churches
another example of how to impact the culture with biblical
truth.

Another significant movement, also driven by the need for
authenticity and community, is the Fellowship Bible church
movement of the ‘80s and ‘90s. Gene Getz’s 1975 book
Sharpening the Focus of the Church gave an argument for
grounding the activities of 1local congregations on the
functions of the early church rather than on their forms. His
thesis is that while the second chapter of Acts clearly
communicates the critical functions of the church, the New



Testament allows considerable freedom regarding how those
functions are carried out. Getz'’'s attempt to discover the
purpose of the church through what he calls the threefold lens
of Scripture, history, and culture resulted in a movement that
has spanned the globe and helped to shift the focus of local
worship towards intimacy within small groups and authentic
worship. At the time, his use of various audio/visual tools
for teaching from the pulpit and meeting in non-traditional
facilities seemed quite radical. But his ultimate goal was for
believers to break away from the calcified forms of doing
church and to experience the fellowship and community that can
be generated when we take all of the “one-another’s” of
Scripture seriously.

Another important contributor to this discussion was Francis
Schaeffer. His book The Church at the End of the Twentieth
Century asked us to discern the difference between the
functions of the church that are listed in Scripture and the
forms that are used in different cultural settings. He wrote,
“In a rapidly changing age like ours, an age of total upheaval
like ours, to make non-absolutes absolute guarantees both
isolation and the death of the institutional, organized
church.”{8} Schaeffer had a huge impact on the baby boomer
generation without sacrificing the truth claims of Scripture.

Hopefully, the emerging church will find a place next to these
past reform movements as it gathers attention and matures.
However, if it continues to de-emphasize sound doctrine, it
will find itself to be irrelevant and ineffective.
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Making Moral Choices — From A
Biblical Worldview
Perspective

Kerby Anderson addresses making moral choices using the Bible
and biblical principles, using both philosophical and
practical approaches.

Love and Biblical Morality

= A Christian view of morality is based upon the assumption
that God exists and has revealed Himself to the human race. He
has chosen to reveal Himself in nature (Psalm 19, Romans 1)
and in human conscience (Romans 2:14-15). He has also revealed
Himself through the Bible (Psalm 119, 2 Timothy 3:16) and in
the person of Jesus Christ (John 10:30, Hebrews 1:1-4).

God’'s character is the ultimate standard of right and wrong.
And even though the Bible was written long before the
development of genetic engineering or modern media, it
nevertheless provides principles that can be used to evaluate
the morality of social, scientific, and technological issues.
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Biblical morality can be developed from learning to live God's
way according to biblical principles. Though the Christian
life is much more than a set of rules or principles, these
principles do provide moral boundaries for behavior.

Biblical morality is also based upon love that has its source
in God. Jesus was asked by the teachers of the law which was
the most important commandment. “The most important one,”
answered Jesus, “is this: ‘Hear, 0 Israel, the Lord our God,
the Lord is one. Love the Lord your God with all your heart
and with all your soul and with all your mind and with all
your strength.’ The second is this: ‘Love your neighbor as
yourself.’ There is no commandment greater than these” (Mark
12:29-31).

The two most important commandments are to love God and to
love your neighbor. Essentially all biblical principles rest
upon this foundation. And these principles can be found in
God’s revelation in the Bible. God’'s character as expressed in
God’s Word should be diligently applied to every area of life.

Jesus also taught Christians to love their enemies (Matthew
5:44-45): “You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall love
your neighbor and hate your enemy.’ But I say to you, love
your enemies and pray for those who persecute you.” As his
opening phrase suggests, this was not the common practice of
the day. In fact, it was completely contrary to the concept of
love practiced in that day or even in our day.

The apostle Paul teaches that love is “the law of Christ” and
thereby supreme and sufficient (Galatians 5:14; 6:2). He also
teaches that love is the foundation of Christian obedience.
Even if we manifest the gifts of the Spirit and do good works,
they do not profit us unless they are done in love (1
Corinthians 13:1-3).

He also teaches that God shows His love to us in that Christ
died for us (Romans 5:8) and that nothing will separate us



from the love of Christ (Rom. 6:37-39). And this is not just a
theological truth, but the “love of Christ controls us” (2
Corinthians 5:14) and provides us with an ability to live the
Christian life.

Knowing God’s Will

How do we make proper moral choices based upon biblical
principles? The Bible does provide biblical guidelines on a
vast array of issues. Christians also have the liberty to make
individual moral choices in areas of moral neutrality.
Ultimately, making moral choices involves discerning the will
of God in one’s life.

Whole books have been written on how we can know the will of
God, but we can summarize a few key principles here.

First, we can know God’s will through the Bible. Before
considering any other way to discern God’s will, one should
ask whether the Bible has already provided guidance in this
area. The Bible is full of God’s specific commands and
principles.

A teenager doesn’t have to ask if he should get drunk; the
Bible has already addressed that issue (Ephesians 5:18). An
unmarried couple doesn’t need to ask if they should live
together before they marry. Again, the Bible has addressed the
topic (1 Corinthians 6:18).

The Bible provides boundaries and barriers to our moral
actions. We are to stay within those moral boundaries. Paul,
writing to the church in Corinth (1 Corinthians 4:6), told
them “Do not go beyond what is written.”

A second way we discern God’'s will is through prayer. We are
commanded to bring our requests before God. In Philippians 4:6
we are told: “Do not be anxious about anything, but in
everything, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present



your requests to God.”

If we are earnestly reading the Bible and seeking God’'s will,
He will reveal it to us, often through the work of the Holy
Spirit in our lives. We read in Romans 8:27 that “The Spirit
intercedes for the saints in accordance with God’s will.”

A third way we discern God’'s will is through our conscience.
If our conscience is troubling us about a particular action or
behavior, then we should refrain from that activity. Paul says
that each person “must be fully convinced in his own mind”
(Romans 14:5). He adds that “whatever is not from faith 1is
sin” (Romans 14:23).

The opposite is not necessarily true. In other words,
conscience 1is a good stop sign but not a green light. A
troubled conscience 1is sufficient justification to refrain,
and a guilty conscience is reason enough to stop a particular
action or behavior.

A clear conscience is no justification for proceeding. The
Bible teaches that, “The heart is deceitful above all things
and beyond cure. Who can understand it?” (Jeremiah 17:9). We
can easily deceive ourselves into sin.

Christians should strive to have a good conscience before God
and man (Acts 24:16). A troubled conscience is reason to avoid
an action, but a clear conscience may not be sufficient
justification to proceed.

Christian Liberty

What about times when the Bible does not clearly seem to speak
to a particular action? These areas of moral neutrality are
still governed by biblical principles that guide our Christian
liberty.

Even though a particular action may not be prohibited 1in



Scripture, it still may be offensive to others because of
their social, ethnic, or religious background. Another
person’s family background or spiritual maturity is also a
consideration Christians must make.

The Apostle Paul articulates the principles guiding our
liberty in Romans 14-15. The specific example that he uses
involves the eating of meat sacrificed to idols. While this
issue is of no moral concern today, it does provide key
biblical principles which we can apply in determining our
response to issues not specifically addressed in the Bible.

The first principle is that Christians are not to have a
judgmental attitude toward one another in regard to issues
that are morally neutral. Paul says in Romans 14:3 that the
“one who eats is not to regard with contempt the one who does
not eat” nor should the “one who does not eat . . . judge the
one who eats.” In other words, whether you participate in or
refrain from a morally neutral activity, you should not be
judgmental of the other person.

No one has the right to force their moral conclusions on
others when the Bible does not provide clear principles on the
matter. Paul asks in Romans 14:4, “Who are you to judge the
servant of another?” Christians are instructed to decide these
matters for themselves as they consult the Bible and their
conscience.

Second, each Christian must decide what is right or wrong for
him or her. Paul teaches that if you believe a particular
action to be wrong for you, then it 1s wrong. He says 1in
Romans 14:4, “I know and am convinced in the Lord Jesus that
nothing is unclean in itself; but to him who thinks anything
to be unclean, to him it is unclean.”

He taught that all things were clean. In other words, there
was no sin in eating meat sacrificed to idols (it was morally
neutral). But he also teaches that if a person believes it is



sinful to indulge in a practice, then it is indeed sinful for
them.

Each person “must be fully convinced in his own mind” (Romans
14:5). If there is doubt, then it is better to refrain from
participating rather than engaging in what has become a sinful
action for the person. Doubt or uncertainty is a sufficient
reason to refrain from a particular activity or behavior.

A key test of Christian obedience is whether a person can do
so “for the Lord” (Romans 14:6). Christians are to “live for
the Lord” because “we are the Lord’s” (Romans 14:8). If one
cannot participate in an activity while serving the Lord, then
he or she should refrain. Paul says that “whatever is not from
faith is sin” (Romans 14:23).

A third principle is whether a morally neutral activity would
be “an obstacle or a stumbling block” to another believer
(Romans 14:13). Christians should be aware of their actions on
the Christian walk of others around them. While we may have
liberty in Christ to participate in an action or behavior,
another believer might be offended or adversely affected by
what we do.

Paul teaches that we have a moral responsibility to other
believers. He says, “we who are strong ought to bear the
weaknesses of those without strength” (Romans 15:1). In order
to do so we may have to limit our Christian liberty.

At the same time there is a balance between enjoying our
liberty in Christ and trying not to give offense. If one
believes he or she can participate in an activity, then one
should do so with that firm “conviction before God” (Romans
14:22). But it would be wise not to participate publicly but
privately for the sake of a believer who might be hurt by
one’s actions (Romans 14:15).

A final principle is how a particular action or behavior will



affect the individual believer’s walk with the Lord. Paul says
in 1 Corinthians 6:12 that; “All things are lawful for me, but
not all things are profitable. All things are lawful for me,
but I will not be mastered by anything.”

Although these morally neutral practices are lawful, they may
not be profitable and could actually master (or enslave) a
person. There is nothing in the Bible about such things as
poor nutrition, addiction to caffeine, or watching lots of
television, yet most would agree that such behaviors are not
profitable. In fact, they are frequently debilitating to the
individual. Paul reminds us in 1 Corinthians 10:31 that
whether “you eat or drink or whatever you do, do all to the
glory of God."”

Honesty and Biblical Morality

Although the Bible admonishes us to be honest and to tell the
truth, honesty seems to be at an all-time low. One study of
high school students found that 71 percent of them admitted to
cheating on an exam at least once in the last twelve months.
And 92 percent of them said they lied to their parents in the
last twelve months while 79 percent said they did so two or
more times. So what does the Bible say about honesty and
truth?

The 0ld Testament calls upon the people of God to deal
honestly with one another. Leviticus 9:35 says “You shall do
no wrong in judgment, in measurement of weight, or capacity.”
Likewise, Proverbs 11:1 warns that “A false balance is an
abomination to the Lord.” Believers are to use honest weights
and be honest in their dealings with others.

A righteous person does not “take a bribe against the
innocent” (Psalm 15:5). Isaiah (5:23) pronounces judgment on
those “who justify the wicked for a bribe, and take away the
rights of the ones who are in the right.”



The New Testament admonishes Christians to “have a good
conscience” and desire to conduct themselves “honorably in all
things” (Hebrews. 13:18). Paul said he attempted to always
maintain “a blameless conscience both before God and before
men” (Acts 24:16). Christians should “have regard for what is
honorable, not only in the sight of the Lord, but also in the
sight of men” (2 Corinthians 8:21).

Honesty also requires telling the truth. The Ten Commandments
forbids both the swearing of false oaths and the bearing of
false testimony (Exodus 20:7, 16; Deuteronomy 5:11, 20; cf.
Leviticus 19:12; Jeremiah 7:9). In the 0ld Testament, false
witnesses were to suffer the same punishment that they had
hoped to inflict upon the others (Deuteronomy 19:16-21).

Telling the truth also involved more than false testimony in a
court. Believers are not to spread false reports (Proverbs
12:17; 14:5, 25) or report the truth maliciously or engage in
slander (Leviticus 19:16; Proverbs 26:20).

Speaking evil is prohibited (Psalm 34:13; Proverbs 24:28;
Ephesians 4:31; James 4:11; 1 Peter 3:10), and it disqualifies
a person from God’'s favor (Psalm 15:3) and from a leadership
position in the church (1 Timothy 3:8; Titus 2:3).

In the 0ld Testament, oaths and vows were used many times.
Abraham (Genesis 21:22-34), Jacob (Genesis 25:33; 28:20),
Joseph (Genesis 50:5), Joshua (Joshua 6:26), Hannah (1 Samuel
1:11), Saul (1 Samuel 14:24), David (1 Samuel 20:17), Ezra
(Ezra 10:5), and Nehemiah (Nehemiah 13:25) all swore oaths or
vows. The swearing of these oaths and vows underscores the
seriousness of telling the truth and following up on one’s
commitment.

We need truth telling today like never before. Perhaps the
greatest battle in society today is a battle over truth.
Voters are skeptical of politicians. Proponents of various
biomedical procedures (abortion, cloning) often redefine terms



and mislead the public about the true nature of the procedures
they advocate. We need Christians to set an example by being
honest and telling the truth.
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What Happens After Death? A
Christian Perspective

Dr. Pat Zukeran brings a biblical perspective to a question we
all would like to know: what happens to me after I die? He
looks to the Bible to determine what we can and cannot know
about our life after we pass out of our present bodies.

This article is also available in Spanish.

Differing Perspectives on Death

For the entire existence of mankind, we have struggled with
the question, “What happens after death?” Our answer to this
dilemma has great implications for our life here on earth.
Although many avoid the issue, we must sooner or later address
the question. There are many competing answers to this
question.

Atheists believe that at death one ceases to exist. There 1is
no afterlife or eternal soul that continues in eternity. All
there is to look forward to is our inevitable death, the
future death of mankind, and the universe. It is in the face
of this future that the atheist must seek to find meaning and
purpose for his own existence.

The Eastern and New Age religions that hold to a pantheistic
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worldview teach that one goes through an endless cycle of
reincarnation until the cycle is broken and the person becomes
one with the divine. What form a person becomes in the next
life depends on the quality of life lived in the previous
life. When one unites with the divine, he ceases to exist as
an individual, but becomes part of the divine life force, like
a drop of water returning to the ocean.

Those who hold to the animistic or tribal religions believe
that after death the human soul remains on the earth or
travels to join the departed spirits of the ancestors in the
underworld, also called the realm of the shadows. For eternity
they wander in darkness, experiencing neither joy nor sorrow.
Some of the spirits of the deceased may be called upon to aid
or torment those on earth.

Islam teaches that at the end of history, God will judge the
works of all men. Those whose good deeds outweigh their bad
deeds will enter into paradise. The rest will be consigned to
hell. The Koran teaches that in paradise men will be drinking
wine and entertained by heavenly maidens and that they may
take several of these maidens for their wives.

Most worldviews must accept their belief in the afterlife on
untested faith, but the Christian hope is sure for two
reasons; the resurrection of Christ and the testimony of God’s
Word. The Bible gives us the true view of what happens after
death. However, many Christians have a misunderstanding of the
afterlife. Some believe that they become one of the angels,
others believe they go into a state of “soul sleep,” while
others believe they will be floating on clouds playing harps.
In this article, we will examine some popular misconceptions
of what lies beyond the grave and perceive what the Bible
teaches.

Christians can be assured that death is not something to be
feared. Instead, at death we arrive home in heaven. To live
means we exist in a foreign country. Death has lost its sting



and now is a victory through the resurrection of Jesus our
Lord.

Near Death Experiences

For the past thirty years, thousands of people have reported
experiencing what are called near death experiences (NDEs).
NDEs are encounters where a person, being in full awareness,
leaves the body and enters another world. Such experiences
have resulted in life transformation in many individuals. What
are we to make of these accounts?

Let us understand that NDEs come from those who have been
clinically dead, not biologically dead. In clinical death,
external life signs such as consciousness, pulse, and
breathing cease. In such cases, biological death results if no
steps are taken to reverse the process. Biological death, on
the other hand, is not affected by any amount of attention,
for it is physically irreversible.{1}

The NDE accounts occur at various stages of clinical death.
Some occur when the patient is comatose, very close to death,
or pronounced clinically dead. Other accounts occur when the
patient’s heart stops beating. Others occur while the
patient’s brain ceases to register any activity on the EEG
monitor. There have not been any cases of biological or
irreversible death for a significant amount of time followed
by a resurrection.

What has intrigued scientists and theologians in their study
of NDEs is that many of the patients have similar experiences.
These include leaving the body and watching from above as
doctors work on it, entering a dark tunnel, seeing light,
seeing others, meeting a spirit being, experiencing peace, and
then returning to the body.

Scientists and doctors from various worldviews have sought to
explain this phenomenon. Those from an atheistic worldview



have sought to give naturalistic explanations. Their
explanations range from hallucination induced by medication,
chemical reactions the brain experiences in near death crises,
previous encounters long forgotten, and others. These fall
short of explaining NDE events.

Many NDEs have occurred without medication. Drowning victims
are one example. Also, thousands of NDE victims were able to
clearly describe places and people with exact detail while
they were clinically dead. One girl, while near dead, was able
to describe what her family did that night at home, what was
made for dinner, where everyone sat and even what was said.
Others were able to describe in detail objects in rooms nearby
and far away from them. One patient described a shoe on the
rooftop of a hospital. When the nurses looked, they found the
shoe exactly as described. A boy in an accident involving his
brother and mother told those around him moments before he
died, “They are waiting for me now.” The doctor discovered
that at that exact time in another hospital the boy’s mother
and brother had just died. Dr. Gary Habermas and J.P. Moreland
provide a comprehensive discussion of NDEs in their book
Beyond Death, arguing that naturalistic explanations cannot
satisfactorily explain the events that occur in NDEs.

NDEs may not conclusively prove there is a heaven or hell, but
they do indicate that at death the soul separates from the
body, and that a person’s spirit is conscious and coherent at
death.

However, NDEs do not accurately reflect what lies beyond the
grave. NDEs deal with accounts that give a short glimpse
behind the curtain of death and therefore they give us an
incomplete picture. Colossians 1:18 tells us that Jesus “is
the firstborn from among the dead, so that in everything he
might have the supremacy.” Christ overcame biological death
and lives forevermore as ruler over all creation. His
supremacy over everything was established through His
resurrection. Also, we know that Satan masquerades as an angel



of light and can produce counterfeit appearances. It 1is
imperative that we evaluate all experiences in 1light of
Scripture.

Can We Communicate with the Dead?

Do the spirits of the dead have the ability to communicate
with the living? One of the most popular current TV shows 1is
“Crossing Over,” with psychic John Edward. He, like other
psychics, claims to have the ability to communicate with the
spirits of the deceased. He amazes spectators with his ability
to reveal details about which only the deceased loved one may
have known. From this communication, people attempt to receive
comfort, advice, and encouragement.

The Bible teaches that communication with the dead is not
possible. Throughout the Bible God commands His people not to
indulge in the practice of necromancy, the art of
communicating with the dead.

Deuteronomy 18:10-11 states,

Let no one be found among you who sacrifices his son or
daughter in the fire, who practices divination or sorcery,
interprets omens, engages in witchcraft, or casts spells, or
who is a medium or spiritist or who consults the dead

The Canaanites consulted spirits and the dead in hopes of
gaining power and predicting future events. This practice is
an abomination to God and it is for this reason the Canaanites
were ejected from the land. Israel was warned not to imitate
the Canaanites or they too would suffer a similar fate.

Contacting the dead is forbidden because the spirits of the
dead cannot contact the living. In Luke 16, the rich man who
was suffering in hell sought a way to communicate with his
living family to warn them of their fate. However, he was not
able to communicate in any way nor could the 1living
communicate with him.



Who, then, are mediums and spiritists contacting? If they are
indeed contacting a spiritual being, it is most likely a
demonic counterfeit. Although the demonic spirit may
communicate some truths, the ultimate intention of the spirit
is to deceive and take one away from the Lord. This practice
can ultimately lead to demonic possession and injury to the
person.

In Acts 16:16 Paul encountered girl who could predict the
future because a spirit possessed her. Knowing this, Paul
eventually cast the spirit out of the girl. Throughout the
Bible the practice of necromancy is forbidden.

Some will try to defend necromancy by pointing to 1 Samuel 28.
Here Saul requests the Witch of Endor to call up Samuel from
the grave. The spirit of Samuel arises and delivers a
prophetic message to Saul. Bible scholars take two views on
this. Some believe it was a demonic counterfeit masquerading
as Samuel. I believe since the prophecy given came to pass,
this was indeed Samuel the prophet. Despite Saul’s
disobedience to God, God made an exception here.

Whichever view you take, it is clear this verse does not
encourage one to consult mediums. Saul at this point in his
life was out of God’s will and because the Spirit of God had
left him, he could not receive any word from God. In
desperation, he disobeyed God as was the pattern of his life
and suffered the consequence. His story teaches us a lesson
and is not an example to follow.

One Minute After Death

What happens when we breathe our final breath? The Bible
teaches what will occur.

First our immaterial soul and spirit will be separated from
our physical body. Second, we will immediately receive the
judgment that will determine our eternal destiny. Those who



have trusted in Christ’s payment on the cross for our sins
will enter into eternal life in the presence of God. 2
Corinthians 5:8 states, “We are confident, I say, and would
prefer to be away from the body and at home with the Lord.”
There will be no delay in a state of unconsciousness many call
“soul sleep.” We will immediately be in God’s presence.

Second, the soul in heaven is made perfect in holiness and our
old sin nature is eradicated. Hebrews 12:23 mentions “the
spirits of righteous men made perfect.” The spirits of the
saints are in heaven and they have been made perfect. The
struggle with sin that Paul described and all Christians fight
comes to an end forever when we, after death, enter our
glorified state.

Those who reject this gift, will receive what they have
chosen, eternity separated from God in Hell. Hebrews 9:27
states, “Just as man is destined to die once, and after that
to face judgment.” There is no second chance and there is no
cycle of reincarnation. Our eternal destiny is determined by
the decision we make for Christ here on earth.

Many assume that after receiving Christ all that remains is a
joyful entrance into heaven. Scripture teaches that Jesus will
reward us according to how we lived our life on earth. He
taught this principle in the parable of the talents in Luke
19. Each servant was entrusted to administer the talents the
master gave him. Upon the return of the master, each servant
had to give an account for his stewardship. The wise servants
were rewarded doubly while the wicked servant was removed.

The lesson for the Christian is that each of us will give an
account for our time here on earth. This is not the same as
being judged on our salvation status. Christ’s death on the
cross allows all who believe to enter God’s kingdom. We will
be judged on our works done since the time of our salvation.
This judgment of believers 1is called the Bema Seat judgment.
This event is described in 1 Corinthians 3:11-15:



No man can lay a foundation other than the one which 1is
laid, which is Jesus Christ. Now if any man builds upon the
foundation with gold, silver, precious stones, wood, hay or
straw, each man’s work will become evident; for the day will
show it, because it is to be revealed with fire; and the
fire itself will test the quality of each man’s work. If any
man’s work, which he has built upon it, remains, he shall
receive a reward. If any man’s work is burned up, he shall
suffer loss; but he himself shall be saved, yet so as
through fire.

Paul states that Christ is our foundation. Our works are the
building on this foundation. The materials of gold, silver,
and precious stones refer to works done with pure motives for
the glory of God. The works of wood, hay, and straw are works
done with the wrong motives to glorify self.

At the Bema Seat, our works will be tested with divine fire.
Those works that were done for the glory of God will endure
the flames and will be our reward. Some will regretfully see
all their works on earth burned up before their eyes and enter
heaven with little or no reward.

The unbeliever will be judged and sentenced to hell. At the
end of the age, he faces the Great White Throne judgment.
Here, all the unrighteous dead from the beginning of time are
judged based on their rejection of the Savior. They are then
thrown into the lake of fire for eternity. Revelation 20:11-15
says:

And I saw a great white throne and Him who sat upon it, from
whose presence earth and heaven fled away, and no place was
found for them. And I saw the dead, the great and the small,
standing before the throne, and the books were opened;

and the dead were judged from the things which were written
in the books, according to their deeds. . . . And if
anyone’s name was not found written in the book of life, he
was thrown into the lake of fire.



Knowing that as Christians we will one day give an account for
our lives, we should live as wise stewards over what God has
given us. Knowing the fate of the unsaved should fill us with
boldness to share Christ unashamedly, with urgency to all.
Knowing what lies beyond the grave should motivate us to live
life on earth with a mission.

What Will We Be Like in Heaven?

Upon our physical death, the soul is separated from the body
and enters immediately into the presence of the Lord. Looking
again at Paul’s words in 2 Corinthians 5:8, he says, “We are
confident, I say, and would prefer to be away from the body
and at home with the Lord.” The soul in heaven is made perfect
in holiness and our old sin nature is eradicated. As discussed
above, Hebrews 12:23 mentions “the spirits of righteous men
made perfect.” The spirits of the saints are in heaven and
they have been made perfect. The struggle that Paul and all
Christians fight with sin comes to an end forever when we,
after death, enter our glorified state.

We will not remain in heaven as a soul without a body. At
God's appointed time, there will be a final resurrection where
the spirit will be unified with the resurrected body. Although
Christians have various views on when this resurrection will
take place, we all agree on the resurrection of the body. What
will the resurrected body look like?

Philippians 3:20-21 says, “And we eagerly await a savior from
there, the Lord Jesus Christ, who, by the power that enables
him to bring everything under his control, will transform our
lowly bodies so that they will be like his glorious body.” 1
John 3:2 promises, “But we know that when he appears, we shall
be like him, for we shall see him as he is.”

From these two passages we know that our glorified bodies will
be like that of Christ. We will not be deified, but we will
have the same qualities of His resurrection body. First, our



heavenly bodies will be our glorified earthly bodies. Christ’s
body that died on the cross was the same one that was
resurrected. His glorified body was able to travel through
walls, appear suddenly, and ascend to heaven.

2 Corinthians 5:1 reads, “[W]e have a building from God, an
eternal house in heaven, not built by human hands.” The hands
of God will make the resurrected body. 1 Corinthians 15:39-40,
42b-43 tells us:

ALl flesh is not the same: Men have one kind of flesh,
animals have another, birds another and fish another. There
are also heavenly bodies and there are earthly bodies; but
the splendor of the heavenly bodies is one kind and the
splendor of the earthly bodies is another. . . . The body
that is sown is perishable, it is raised imperishable; it 1is
sown in dishonor, it is raised in glory; it 1is sown 1in
weakness, it is raised in power; it is sown a natural body,
it is raised a spiritual body.

In answering the mockers of the resurrection, Paul explains
that our heavenly bodies will possess flesh that is of a
different variety than our earthly ones. They will be bodies
of flesh, but as different from our earthly bodies as humans
are from animals.

We further conclude that, like a seed, the body will be sown
or buried and then one day be raised to life. It is buried in
death, decay, weakness, and dishonor. When it is resurrected,
it will be changed in every way. It is raised imperishable,
glorious, powerful, and spiritual. We will then have eternal,
permanent, and perfected bodies.

We will also maintain our identities. In Luke 16:23, Lazarus,
the rich man, and Abraham all retained their identity.
Imagine, one day we will no longer struggle with the weakness
of sin, sickness, and aging. A great future is in store for
those in Christ.



What Will We Do in Heaven?

What will we do in heaven for all eternity? Some envision
playing golf for eternity, while others envision saints
floating on clouds strumming harps of gold. Although great
thoughts, they fall short of the glorious future that actually
awaits those in Christ. We are told relatively little about
what activities will occur in heaven. We are only given a
brief glimpse of our life to come.

First, the moment that saints of all the ages anticipate 1is
seeing the Lord they served face to face. This will be the
first and greatest moment after physical death. From then on
we will have fellowship in His presence for all eternity.

Second, our life in heaven involves worship. A vivid picture
is found in Revelation 19:1-5:

After this I heard what seemed to be the mighty voice of a
great multitude in heaven, crying, “Hallelujah! Salvation
and glory and power belong to our God, for true and just are
his judgments. . . .” And again they shouted, “Hallelujah!
The smoke from her goes up for ever and ever.” And the
twenty-four elders and the four living creatures fell down
and worshipped God who was seated on the throne, saying,
“Amen. Hallelujah.” Then a voice came from the throne
saying: “Praise our God, all you his servants, you who fear
him both small and great.”

Like the sound of roaring waters comes the praise from the
saints of all ages. Recently the men from our church described
the experience of singing the hymn How Great Thou Art at a
Promise Keepers conference. Nothing they said could accurately
describe that majestic experience. The closest they could come
to putting it into words was, “Awesome! Just awesome!” Can you
imagine what it will be like when we sing “Holy, Holy, Holy”
along with the saints of all ages in the presence of God? Our
worship here is preparation for our future, grand worship in



heaven.

Third is the aspect of rest. Heavenly rest here does not mean
a cessation from activity, but the experience of reaching a
goal of crucial importance. In Hebrews 4:9-11 the writer,
addressing the people of God states, “There remains, then, a
Sabbath rest for the people of God; for anyone who enters
God’'s rest also rests from his own work, just as God did from
his.” Heaven is the final goal reached after our pilgrimage
here on earth. We will rest from our sufferings and struggles
against sickness, the flesh, the world, and the devil.

Fourth, we will serve the Lord. Luke 19:11-27 teaches a
parable about stewardship. The wise servants who multiplied
their master’s talents were given rule over ten and five
cities. Revelation 22:3 tells us, “The throne of God and of
the Lamb will be in the city and his servants will serve him.”
In 1 Corinthians 6:3 Paul rebukes the carnal Christians who
cannot settle their own disputes and asks them, “Do you not
know that we will judge angels?” In Revelation 3:21 the Lord
Jesus promises, “To him who overcomes, I will give the right
to sit with Me on my throne, just as I overcame and sat down
with my Father on His throne.” Apparently we will be given
authority over a sphere in God’s eternal kingdom. How much we
are given depends on our faithfulness to Him on this earth.

Fifth, we will experience fellowship with God and with one
another. One of the most painful experiences in life is to say
goodbye. Whether it 1is to see loved ones move to another
residence or because of death, farewells are a painful time.
For the Christian, there is hope in knowing, our goodbyes are
not permanent. One day we will meet again and this time we
will never say goodbye again. What awaits the believer after
death is a glorious future that cannot truly be imagined!

Notes
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The Council of Nicea

Mormons, Jehovah’s Witnesses and Muslims point to the
influence of the Emperor Constantine on the Council of Nicea
in AD 325 and argue that the secular government of Rome
imposed the doctrine of the Trinity on the Christian church.
In reality, church leaders were too resilient for such a
simple conclusion, and Constantine’s role more complex than 1is
often presented.

This article is also available in Spanish. L

The doctrine of the Trinity is central to the uniqueness of
Christianity. It holds that the Bible teaches that “God
eternally exists as three persons, Father, Son, and Holy
Spirit, and each person is fully God, and there is one
God."”{1} So central is this belief that it is woven into the
words Jesus gave the church in His Great Commission, telling
believers to ” go and make disciples of all nations,
baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of
the Holy Spirit . . .” (Matthew 28:19).

It is not surprising, then, that the doctrine of the Trinity
is one of the most denigrated and attacked beliefs by those
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outside the Christian faith. Both Mormons and Jehovah’s
Witnesses reject this central tenet and expend considerable
energy teaching against it. Much of the instruction of the
Jehovah’s Witness movement tries to convince others that Jesus
Christ is a created being, not having existed in eternity past
with the Father, and not fully God. Mormons have no problem
with Jesus being God; in fact, they make godhood available to
all who follow the teachings of the Church of Latter-day
Saints. One Mormon scholar argues that there are three
separate Gods—Father, Son, and Holy Spirit-who are one 1in
purpose and in some way still one God.{2} Another writes, “The
concept that the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost are one God 1is
totally incomprehensible.”{3}

Among the world religions, Islam specifically teaches against
the Trinity. Chapter four of the Koran argues, “Say not
‘Trinity’: desist: it will be better for you: for Allah is One
God: glory be to Him: (far Exalted is He) above having a son”
(4:171). Although Muhammad seems to have wrongly believed that
Christians taught that the Trinity consisted of God the
Father, Mary the Mother, and Jesus the Son, they reject as
sinful anything being made equivalent with Allah, especially
Jesus.

A common criticism by those who reject the doctrine of the
Trinity is that the doctrine was not part of the early church,
nor a conscious teaching of Jesus Himself, but was imposed on
the church by the Emperor Constantine in the early fourth
century at the Council of Nicea. Mormons argue that components
of Constantine’s pagan thought and Greek philosophy were
forced on the bishops who assembled in Nicea (located in
present day Turkey). Jehovah’s Witnesses believe that the
Emperor weighed in against their view, which was the position
argued by Arius at the council, and, again, forced the church
to follow.

In the remaining portions of this article, we will discuss the
impact the three key individuals—Arius, Constantine, and



Athanasius—had on the Council of Nicea. We will also respond
to the charge that the doctrine of the Trinity was the result
of political pressure rather than of thoughtful deliberation
on Scripture by a group of committed Christian leaders.

Arius

Let’s look first at the instigator of the conflict that
resulted in the council, a man named Arius.

Arius was a popular preacher and presbyter from Libya who was
given pastoral duties at Baucalis, in Alexandria, Egypt. The
controversy began as a disagreement between Arius and his
bishop, Alexander, in 318 A.D. Their differences centered on
how to express the Christian understanding of God using
current philosophical Ulanguage. This issue had become
important because of various heretical views of Jesus that had
crept into the church in the late second and early third
centuries. The use of philosophical language to describe
theological realities has been common throughout the church
age in an attempt to precisely describe what had been revealed
in Scripture.

Alexander argued that Scripture presented God the Father and
Jesus as having an equally eternal nature. Arius felt that
Alexander’s comments supported a heretical view of God called
Sabellianism which taught that the Son was merely a different
mode of the Father rather than a different person. Jehovah’s
Witnesses argue today that the position held by Arius was
superior to that of Alexander’s.

Although some historians believe that the true nature of the
original argument has been clouded by time and bias, the
dispute became so divisive that it caught the attention of
Emperor Constantine. Constantine brought the leaders of the
church together for the first ecumenical council in an attempt
to end the controversy.



It should be said that both sides of this debate held to a
high view of Jesus and both used the Bible as their authority
on the issue. Some have even argued that the controversy would
never have caused such dissension were it not inflamed by
political infighting within the church and different
understandings of terms used in the debate.

Arius was charged with holding the view that Jesus was not
just subordinate to the Father in function, but that He was of
an inferior substance in a metaphysical sense as well. This
went too far for Athanasius and others who were fearful that
any language that degraded the full deity of Christ might
place in question His role as savior and Lord.

Some believe that the position of Arius was less radical than
is often perceived today. Stuart Hall writes, “Arius felt that
the only way to secure the deity of Christ was to set him on
the step immediately below the Father, who remained beyond all
comprehension.”{4} He adds that whatever the differences were
between the two sides, “Both parties understood the face of
God as graciously revealed in Jesus Christ.”{5}

Emperor Constantine

Many who oppose the doctrine of the Trinity insist that the
emperor, Constantine, imposed it on the early church in 325
A.D. Because of his important role in assembling church
leaders at Nicea, it might be helpful to take a closer look at
Constantine and his relationship with the church.

Constantine rose to supreme power in the Roman Empire in 306
A.D. through alliance-making and assassination when necessary.
It was under Constantine’s Edict of Milan in 313 A.D. that
persecution of the church ended and confiscated church
properties were returned.

However, the nature of Constantine’s relationship to the
Christian faith is a complex one. He believed that God should



be appeased with correct worship, and he encouraged the idea
among Christians that he “served their God.”{6} It seems that
Constantine’s involvement with the church centered on his hope
that it could become a source of unity for the troubled
empire. He was not so much interested in the finer details of
doctrine as in ending the strife that was caused by religious
disagreements. He wrote in a letter, “My design then was,
first, to bring the diverse judgments found by all nations
respecting the Deity to a condition, as it were, of settled
uniformity; and, second to restore a healthy tone to the
system of the world . . .”{7} This resulted in him supporting
various sides of theological issues depending on which side
might help peace to prevail. Constantine was eventually
baptized shortly before his death, but his commitment to the
Christian faith is a matter of debate.

Constantine participated in and enhanced a recently
established tradition of Roman emperors meddling in church
affairs. In the early church, persecution was the general
policy. In 272, Aurelian removed Paul of Samosata from his
church in Antioch because of a theological controversy. Before
the conflict over Arius, Constantine had called a small church
synod to resolve the conflict caused by the Donatists who
argued for the removal of priests who gave up sacred writings
during times of persecution. The Donatists were rebuked by the
church synod. Constantine spent five years trying to suppress
their movement by force, but eventually gave up 1in
frustration.

Then, the Arian controversy over the nature of Jesus was
brought to his attention. It would be a complex debate because
both sides held Jesus in high regard and both sides appealed
to Scripture to defend their position. To settle the issue,
Constantine called the council at Nicea in 325 A.D. with
church leaders mainly from the East participating. Consistent
with his desire for unity, in years to come Constantine would
vacillate from supporting one theological side to the other if



he thought it might end the debate.

What is clear is that Constantine’s active role in attempting
to resolve church disputes would be the beginning of a new
relationship between the empire and the church.

Athanasius

The Council of Nicea convened on May 20, 325 A.D. The 230
church leaders were there to consider a question vital to the
church: Was Jesus Christ equal to God the Father or was he
something else? Athanasius, only in his twenties, came to the
council to fight for the idea that, “If Christ were not truly
God, then he could not bestow life upon the repentant and free
them from sin and death.”{8} He led those who opposed the
teachings of Arius who argued that Jesus was not of the same
substance as the Father.

The Nicene Creed, in its entirety, affirmed belief “. . . 1in
one God, the Father almighty, Maker of all things visible and
invisible. And in one Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of God,
begotten of the Father, Light of Light, very God of very God,
begotten, not made, being of one substance with the Father; by
whom all things were made; who for us men, and for our
salvation, came down and was incarnate and was made man; he
suffered, and the third day he rose again, ascended 1into
heaven; from thence he shall come to judge the quick and the
dead. And in the Holy Ghost.” {9}

The council acknowledged that Christ was God of very God.
Although the Father and Son differed in role, they, and the
Holy Spirit are truly God. More specifically, Christ is of one
substance with the Father. The Greek word homoousios was used
to describe this sameness. The term was controversial because
it is not used in the Bible. Some preferred a different word
that conveyed similarity rather than sameness. But Athanasius
and the near unanimous majority of bishops felt that this



might eventually result in a lowering of Christ’s oneness with
the Father. They also argued that Christ was begotten, not
made. He is not a created thing in the same class as the rest
of the cosmos. They concluded by positing that Christ became
human for mankind and its salvation. The council was unanimous
in its condemnation of Arius and his teachings. It also
removed two Libyan bishops who refused to accept the creed
formulated by the Council.

The growing entanglement of the Roman emperors with the church
during the fourth century was often less than beneficial. But
rather than Athanasius and his supporters seeking the backing
of imperial power, it was the Arians who actually were 1in
favor of the Emperor having the last word.

Summary

Did Constantine impose the doctrine of the Trinity on the
church? Let’s respond to a few of the arguments used in
support of that belief.

First, the doctrine of the Trinity was a widely held belief
prior to the Council of Nicea. Since baptism is a universal
act of obedience for new believers, it 1is significant that
Jesus uses Trinitarian language in Matthew 28:19 when He gives
the Great Commission to make disciples and baptize in the name
of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. The Didache, an early
manual of church life, also included the Trinitarian language
for baptism. It was written in either the late first or early
second century after Christ. We find Trinitarian language
again being used by Hippolytus around 200 A.D. in a formula
used to question those about to be baptized. New believers
were to asked to affirm belief in God the Father, Christ Jesus
the Son of God, and the Holy Spirit.

Second, the Roman government didn’t consistently support
Trinitarian theology or 1its ardent apologist, Athanasius.



Constantine flip-flopped in his support for Athanasius because
he was more concerned about keeping the peace than in theology
itself. He exiled Athanasius in 335 and was about to reinstate
Arius just prior to his death. During the forty-five years
that Athanasius was Bishop of Alexandria in Egypt, he was
banished into exile five times by various Roman Emperors.

In fact, later emperors forced an Arian view on the church in
a much more direct way than Constantine supported the
Trinitarian view. Emperors Constantius II and Julian banished
Athanasius and imposed Arianism on the empire. The emperor
Constantius is reported to have said, “Let whatsoever I will,
be that esteemed a canon,” equating his words with the
authority of the church councils.{10} Arians 1in general
“tended to favor direct imperial control of the church.”{11}

Finally, the bishops who attended the Council of Nicea were
far too independent and toughened by persecution and martyrdom
to give in so easily to a doctrine they didn’'t agree with. As
we have already mentioned, many of these bishops were banished
by emperors supporting the Arian view and yet held on to their
convictions. Also, the Council at Constantinople in 381
reaffirmed the Trinitarian position after Constantine died. If
the church had temporarily succumbed to Constantine’s
influence, it could have rejected the doctrine at this later
council.

Possessing the freedom to call an ecumenical council after the
Edict of Milan in 313, significant numbers of bishops and
church leaders met to consider the different views about the
person of Christ and the nature of God. The result was the
doctrine of the Trinity that Christians have held and taught
for over sixteen centuries.
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The Sovereignty of God

Rick Wade helps us understand the full meaning of the
sovereignty of God highlighting 1its 1immense practical
importance. If God is truly sovereign, then what He says He
will do, He can and will bring to pass. It is the choice of
our sovereign God to endow us with free will and as sovereign
He can make it so without limiting His sovereign power. God
has promised us a glorious future and He has the power and the
resolve to make it happen.

This article is also available in Spanish. =]

What’'s the Issue?

In whom or in what do people place their trust these days?
Money? Their social group? Themselves? Some use exercise to
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improve their physical, mental, and emotional well-being and
maybe even add years to their lives. Some look to spiritual
practices, or work for a safer environment. Such things have
their proper place, but should they be our source or sources
of confidence? We all live with a basic insecurity that causes
us to look for something stable to hold onto. It is obvious
that there are forces in this world stronger than we are, some
of which have no concern for our welfare. So we latch on to
something that will see us through whatever problems might
come our way.

Although Christians are to attend to their financial,
physical, and social welfare (among other things), they are
look to God ultimately for their security. We’'re derided by
some for seeking a “crutch” or a “security blanket,” but
everyone looks for support in one place or another. The
question is, Which crutch or security blanket is true and
sufficient for our needs? Christians look to the true God Who
has promised to be our “help in times of trouble.”

Because of our different personalities and situations in life,
we look for different things in God. What do you want in a
God? What do you need in a God? Love? Justice? Mercy? No
matter what we might need in a God, if that God lacks one
particular thing, the others will do little good. That is the
power to “pull it off,” to exercise His love, justice, and
mercy, and to do all the things He says He will do without
opposition powerful enough to deter Him. We need our God to be
sovereign; to be, as Arthur Pink said, “the Almighty, the
Possessor of all power in heaven and earth, so that none can
defeat His counsels, thwart His purpose, or resist His

will.”{1}

Often when the subject of God’s sovereignty comes up among
Christians, it’s in the context of the sovereignty/free will
debate. Although I will address that matter at a later point,
my desire is that we will see the sovereignty of God as a
foundation for confidence rather than simply a topic for



debate.

God'’'s sovereignty has immense practical importance. For one
thing, it makes Him our proper object of worship. He 1s the
almighty, omnipotent God, the creator and sustainer of all
that exists. There 1is none higher, none more worthy of worship
and honor.

For another thing, that God 1is sovereign means He can be
counted on, for nothing can stand against Him. He can be
counted on for our salvation. He can be counted on to carry us
through times of difficulty such that nothing touches us that
is not in keeping with His desires for us. And He can be
counted on to keep all the promises He has made to us.

Characteristics of Sovereignty

What does the Bible say about God that causes us to believe He
is sovereign? For one thing, God is called by names that
convey the meaning of sovereignty. In the 0Old Testament, He is
called Adonay. Second Samuel 7:22 in the NIV reads: “How great
you are, 0 Sovereign Lord! There is no one like you, and there
is no God but you, as we have heard with our own ears.” In the
New Testament, God is called despotées, from which we get our
word “despot.” This word “denotes the lord as owner and master
in the spheres of family and public life.” The term is usually
used over against the word doulos or “slave.”{2} In Rev. 6:10
we read where those slain for their testimony “called out in a
loud voice, ‘How long, Sovereign Lord, holy and true, until
you judge the inhabitants of the earth and avenge our blood?"'”

Another thing we see 1in Scripture 1is that God has
characteristics that call for ascribing sovereignty to Him.

First, God exercises rightful authority. He has the right to
do with the creation what He desires because it is His
creation. He also is active in His creation, contrary to the
deistic understanding which is that God created the universe



but then left it to run according to natural laws with little
or no intervention on His part.

Second, God has the power to do what He desires with His
universe. “All the peoples of the earth are regarded as
nothing,” Daniel wrote. “He does as he pleases with the powers
of heaven and the peoples of the earth. No one can hold back
his hand or say to him: What have you done?'” (4:35).

Third, God has the knowledge required to rule over all. He
knows what’s going on, and exactly what needs to be done. He
knows the past, present, and future perfectly.

Fourth, God has the will to do what He desires. He does what
He says He will do. (Is. 46:9, 10; 55:11)

Biblical Examples

These attributes are seen in both the 0ld and New Testaments.
In the 0ld Testament, for example, God showed His sovereignty
in the experience of Moses and the Israelites in the exodus
from Egypt. He showed His authority when He simply stepped in
and told Moses what He would do for His people and later when
He overrode Pharaoh’s ruling and showed who was really 1in
charge. He demonstrated His power by turning Moses’ staff into
a serpent; by making Moses’ hand leprous and then healing it;
through sending the plagues upon the Egyptians; and then by
parting the sea before the fleeing Israelites. “By this you
shall know that I am the LORD,” He said (Ex. 7:17). God had
perfect knowledge of the plight of the Israelites (3:7, 9),
and He knew what He would do with and for them (3:12, 19, 20,
22). Finally, He was faithful to His promises; His will was
not thwarted.

God showed His sovereign rule in the New Testament as well in
the experience of Mary. He showed His authority over this
young woman when He simply stepped into her life and told her
what He was going to do (Lk. 1:26ff). He claimed to have the



power to do what He desired: “For nothing will be impossible
with God,” said the angel (v. 37). God knew Mary (v. 30), and
He knew what her future held because He had plans for Her (vv.
31, 35). And He faithfully fulfilled His promises, according
to His will, as Mary knew He would (1:42; 2:6, 7; see also her
exclamation of praise in 1:49-55).

These are only two of numerous illustrations of the sovereign
authority of God in Scripture. We can read about similar
demonstrations in the lives of other people such as Job (Job
38-41; 42:2), Nebuchadnezzar (Dan. 4:31, 32, 34-35), Joseph
(Gen. 50:20), and Jesus (Acts 2:23, 24). And that’s just a
small sampling.

But God’'s sovereign rule didn’t end with the writing of the
Bible. The God who is the same yesterday, today, and forever
is still sovereignly active in His creation. God is “the only
Sovereign, the King of kings and the Lord of lords” who will
draw history as we know it to a close with the coming of
Christ “at the proper time” (1 Tim. 6:15). He determines the
times and boundaries of nations (Acts 17:26). Not only did He
create all things, Paul writes that “in Him all things hold
together” (Col. 2:17). Notice the present tense in Eph. 1:11
which says that God is the one “who works all things after the
counsel of His will.”

Sovereignty and Free Will

The problem of the tension between God’s sovereign control and
man’'s free will is a perennial one among Christians,
especially theology students! While this is an interesting
debate (to some), it easily overshadows any discussion of the
benefits of God’'s sovereignty. Battle lines are drawn and the
debate commences, with the result that sovereignty becomes a
matter of contention rather than one of comfort. Nonetheless,
it seems inappropriate to ignore the issue in a discussion of
sovereignty. So I'll offer just a few comments, not to attempt



to settle the issue, but to bring a few points to light for
you the reader to consider.

From our previous discussion, we already have a basic
understanding of what sovereignty is. What about free will?
Note that here we aren’t talking about the freedom that comes
when we are released from the power of sin through faith in
Christ. According to Scripture, we are enslaved to whichever
master we choose to follow. But to be “enslaved” to Christ is
to be free to be and do what we were made to be and do.

We're talking here about freedom of the will, the ability to
choose or determine one’s actions without coercion. Because
one’'s actions are so strongly influenced by one’s upbringing,
religious beliefs, circumstances of life, etc., our situation
can never be one of complete indeterminacy. {3} Thus, the
issue at hand doesn’t pit completely free will against God'’s
control. It really is over our ability to make uncoerced,
significant choices for which we can be held responsible: it
is about God’s sovereignty and human responsibility.

Just as we read of a God in control of the history of His
creation throughout Scripture, we also observe people making
choices for which they are either rewarded or punished. It
seems clear enough in Scripture that we are able to make
uncoerced choices. Jesus bewailed the condition of Jerusalem
in His day: “How often I wanted to gather your children
together, the way a hen gathers her chicks under her wings,”
He said, “and you were unwilling” (Matt. 23:37). The Jews are
blamed for their choice—or lack of it. We'’re even commanded to
make choices: “Choose this day whom you will serve,” Joshua
commanded (24:15). Jesus told us to “repent and believe the
gospel” (Mk. 1:15) as if we could choose to do so. Abraham
received what God had promised because he chose to obey God
(Gen. 22:15-18).

But if we have this freedom to choose, how can God be truly
sovereign over the course of history? What a conundrum!



One principle that absolutely must remain paramount is that
Scripture 1is our final authority, not reason. This isn’t to
say the scriptural position is against reason; it’s merely an
affirmation that our reason is not up to fully grasping God
and His ways. We have to make do with what He tells us; all
speculation beyond that is merely-well, speculation.

What do we read in the Bible? We read that both God is in
control and that we can be legitimately held responsible for
our choices. And we don’'t have to find one verse in support of
one and another verse in support of the other! In Gen. 50: 20,
Joseph said to his brothers who sold him into slavery, “As for
you, you meant evil against me, but God meant it for good, to
bring it about that many people should be kept alive, as they
are today.” Peter rebuked the Jews at Pentecost: “This Jesus,
delivered up according to the definite plan and foreknowledge
of God, you crucified and killed by the hands of lawless men,”
he said (Acts 2:23). That the executioners bore at least some
of the guilt is clear from the fact that Jesus asked for their
forgiveness on the cross (Lk. 23:34). In Isaiah we read that
it was God who sent the Assyrians to punish Judah, but then
punished them for doing it with the wrong attitude (10:5-15)!

This issue typically arises in discussions of the matter of
election to salvation. Jesus and the apostles made the offer
as though listeners (or readers) could accept it or reject it.
God doesn’'t play games; it would make the whole call to
repentance and salvation a farce if our choice had nothing to
do with it. We’'re told to “repent and believe in the Gospel,”
(Mk. 1:15). But we’re also told that it is God who chooses
(cf. IJn. 15:16; Rom. 9:14-22).

This duality is also seen in our prayer life. We’'re taught
that all things come to pass according to God’s will, but also
that our prayers make a difference. Paul said that God “works
all things according to the counsel of his will” (Eph. 1:11).
But through Ezekiel God said, “I sought for a man among them
who should build up the wall and stand in the breach before me



for the land, that I should not destroy it, but I found none.
Therefore I have poured out my indignation upon them” (22:30,
31). Someone might say that it is God who inclines us to pray,
but that doesn’t diminish the fact that we can be scolded for
not praying as though the responsibility were ours to do so
(James 4:2).

People who spend much time thinking about this matter tend to
lean more heavily to one side than to the other. It's
important to note, however, that we do not lose a bit of
tension by emphasizing one over the other—either God’s
sovereignty or man’s free will. If we overemphasize God’s
sovereignty, there is the difficulty of understanding the
judgment of God of those who weren’t elected.{4} How does this
mesh with the scriptural teaching that God doesn’t show
favoritism, or to the command to love all people, even our
enemies? On the other hand, if we overemphasize man’s free
will, how can a man ever be saved? “An excessively narrow
Arminianism,” says Mark Hanna, “lapses into synergism (the
union of human effort or will with divine grace).” It
diminishes the enslaving power of sin, and it gives us the
power to limit God. {5}

Because of these tensions, I'm inclined to agree with Donald
Carson who says that “the sovereignty-responsibility tension
is not a problem to be solved; rather it is a framework to be
explored.”{6} It is an issue that I personally have had to let
stand without any real hopes for final resolution. Some might
consider this an “easy out,” but I'm content to see this as
one of the “secret things” spoken of in Dt. 29:29.

However, that doesn’t mean the matter of God’s sovereignty
isn’'t important. As I see it, the important question is, How
shall I live with both biblical truths in view: that God 1is
sovereign over all, and that I will be held responsible for my
choices? I think the old hymn “Trust and Obey” sums it up. I
have been given the responsibility to obey God. But I’'m
thankful that the final burden of accomplishing His will



doesn’t rest on me! For that, I am to trust Him. This is the
crux of the sovereignty-responsibility issue as far as I'm
concerned. While we have the ability and responsibility to
choose, we can have confidence that God’s plan will be
accomplished, that His promises will be fulfilled, and that in
the end, everything is going to turn out just right.

The Significance of Sovereignty for Our
Lives

Let’s wind up this brief overview with a look at some
applications of God’s sovereignty in our lives.

First, that God is sovereign makes clear who 1is to be the
focus of our worship. All glory goes to Him. To Jesus “be
glory and dominion forever and ever. Amen,” John said (Rev.
1:6). “Worthy is the Lamb who was slain, to receive power and
wealth and wisdom and might and honor and glory and blessing!”
(5:12) the angels sang. When we worship individually and
corporately, our eyes should be on the sovereign God rather
than on ourselves. Although we will share in the glories of
Christ (Rom. 8:17; 2 Thes. 2:14; 1 Pet. 5:1), God will not
give His glory away to another (Is. 42:8; 48:11). He 1is the
One who should get all the credit.

That God is sovereign means that God’s redemptive purposes
will not be thwarted. He will build His church (Matt. 16:18),
and we can know we are part of it. Nothing can separate us
from His love (Rom. 8:38-39).

It also means that all God has foretold will surely come to
pass. He is working out His plans (Is. 42:5-9), and nothing
will take away what God has for us. No one can hold back His
hand (Dan. 4:35). He is able to keep His promises, and because
He is true to His word, He can be counted on to keep them (Is.
55:11; 2 Tim. 2:13; cf. Rev. 3:14; 21:5; 22:6).



In addition to that, because the sovereign God is also the God
of love, He can be trusted in the fullest sense. The awesome
power of God is a fearful thing to His enemies (Matt. 10:28;
Heb. 10:31). But to those who love Him, the combination of His
sovereignty and love makes it possible for us to truly rest,
to live without fear. This is in stark contrast to gods of
other religions who constantly have to be appeased to avert
their anger, or even to the gods of our secular society, such
as money, power, health, and prestige, all of which can let us
down.

Finally, that God 1is sovereign means He will ultimately
triumph over evil. We’'re told that in the end the great enemy
death will be done away with (1 Cor. 15:26, 54, 55). “He will
wipe every tear from their eyes,” John writes. “There will be
no more death or mourning or crying or pain, for the old order
of things has passed away.” (Rev. 21:4).

Earlier I noted that the topic of God’s sovereignty easily
becomes a matter of contention rather than one of comfort.
Just as the doctrine of the perseverance of the saints should
serve to bring comfort to those who sometimes doubt their
ability to hold on to God, the doctrine of sovereignty should
serve to comfort those who fear, to encourage those who
understand clearly their own limitations, and to provide a
counter to the pessimism of our day. While being fully aware
of the futility of the course of this world, we should still
be optimistic people, because God has promised us a glorious
future, and He has the power and resolve to make it happen.
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The Meaning of the Cross

Mel Gibson’s film ‘The Passion of the Christ” has brought the
topic of Jesus’ suffering and death into the national
conversation. Rick Wade explores the meaning of the cross.

=] This article is also available in Spanish.

A Scandal At the Center

Mel Gibson’s The Passion of the Christ has created quite a bit
of controversy, both inside the church and out. One objection
from Christians is that the film is imbalanced for not giving
due attention to the resurrection of Jesus. There is at least
one reason I disagree. That 1is because, as theologian Alister
McGrath has pointed out, the focus today is primarily on the
resurrection, and the cross takes second place.{1} I recall
Carl Henry, the late theologian, noting in the 1980s that the
emphasis in evangelicalism had shifted from justification by
faith to the new life. We talk often about the positive
differences Christianity can make in our lives because of the
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resurrection. Gibson has forced us to focus on the suffering
and death of Christ. And that’s a good thing.

Before the foundation of the world, it was established that
redemption would be accomplished through Jesus’ death (Matt.
25:34; Acts 2:23; Heb. 4:3; 1 Pet. 1:20; Rev. 13:8). Peter
wrote that we were “ransomed . . . with the precious blood of
Christ” (1 Pet. 1:18,19). Isaiah 53:5 reads: “But he was
wounded for our transgressions; he was crushed for our
iniquities; upon him was the chastisement that brought us
peace, and with his stripes we are healed.”

But what a way to save the world! It flies in the face of
common sense! From the time of Christ, the crucifixion as the
basis of our salvation has been a major problem. “For the
message of the cross is foolishness to those who are
perishing,” Paul wrote (1 Cor. 1:18a). The Greeks saw the
cross as foolishness (literally, “moronic”), for they believed
that truth was discovered through wisdom or reason. For the
Jews it was a scandal, a stumbling block, for they couldn’t
believe God would save through a man accursed. They asked for
signs, but instead got a crucified Messiah.

In modern times the cross was a problem because it meant we
could not save ourselves through our own ingenuity. In
postmodern times, while many young people feel an affinity
with Jesus in His suffering, they have a hard time accepting
that this is the only way God saves. And the atonement was
much more than a simple identification with suffering
humanity.

It is easy for us to rush past the cross and focus on the
empty tomb in our evangelism. Think about it. How many of us
make the cross central in our witness to unbelievers? The new
life of the resurrection is a much easier “sell” than the
suffering of the cross. We want to present a Gospel that is
appealing to the hearer that grabs people’s attention and
immediately makes them want it.



In our apologetics, our arguments and evidence must be
presented in terms unbelievers understand while yet not
letting unbelievers set the standards for us. Paul was an
educated man, and he had the opportunity to show off his
intellectual abilities with the philosophers in Corinth. But
Paul wouldn’t play the game on their turf. He wouldn’t rest
the Gospel on philosophical speculation as a system of belief
more elegant and persuasive than the philosophies of the
Greeks. In fact, he unashamedly proclaimed a very unelegant,
even repulsive sounding message. He knew the scandal of the
cross better than most, but he didn’t shy away from it. He
made it central.

A key word today among Christians is “relevant.” We want a
message that is relevant to contemporary society. But in our
search for relevance, we can unwittingly let our message be
molded by what current fashion considers relevant. We become
confused between showing the relevance of the Gospel to our
true situation and making the Gospel relevant by shaping it to
fit the sensibilities of our neighbors.

Os Guinness had this to say about relevance:

By our uncritical pursuit of relevance we have actually
courted irrelevance; by our breathless chase after relevance
without a matching commitment to faithfulness, we have become
not only unfaithful but irrelevant; by our determined efforts
to redefine ourselves in ways that are more compelling to the
modern world than are faithful to Christ, we have lost not
only our identity but our authority and our relevance. Our
crying need is to be faithful as well as relevant.{2}

Guinness doesn’t deny the relevance of the Gospel. Indeed, it
is part of our task to show how it is of ultimate relevance to
our situation as fallen people. If the message of Scripture 1is
true—that we are lost and in need of a salvation we cannot
secure on our own—then there is nothing more relevant than the
cross of Christ. For that was God’s answer to our problem. But
it is relevant to our true situation as God sees it, not



according to our situation as we see it.

Sin and Guilt in Modern Times

The cross of Christ addresses directly the matter of sin. But
what does that mean? Do people “sin” anymore? What a silly
question, you think. But is it? Of course, we all agree that
people do things we call “bad”. But what is the nature of this
“badness”? Is it really sin? Or, is something “bad” just
something inconvenient or harmful to me? Or maybe a simple
violation of civil laws? Sin is a word used to describe a
violation of God’s holiness and law. While the majority of
people in our country still believe in God, the consensus
about what makes for right and wrong is that we are the ones
to decide that, that there is no transcendent law. If there is
no transcendent law, however, what are we to make of guilt? Is
there such a thing as objective guilt? What do we make of

subjective guilt—of guilt feelings?

As the battles of World War I raged in Europe, P.T. Forsyth
reflected on the question of God and evil and the meaning of
history. He reviewed the ways people had sought peace and
unity and found them all wanting. Reason, basic emotions or
sympathies, the fundamental workings of nature, and faith in
progress all were found wanting. Turning back in history he
could find no “plan of beneficent progress looking up through
man’'s career.”{3} Anytime it seemed enlightenment had come, it
would be crushed by war. In his own day, World War I dashed
the rosy-eyed hopes of progress being voiced. He said, “As we
become civilised [sic], we grow in power over everything but
ourselves, we grow in everything but power to control our
power over everything.”{4} But what if we looked to the
future? Could hope be found there? If the past couldn’t bring
in a reign of love and unity, he asked, why should we expect
the future to? What is there to make sense of the world we
know?

The problem was, and is, a moral one, Forsyth said. “All deep



and earnest experience shows us, and not Christianity alone,
that the unity of the race lies in its moral centre, its moral
crisis, and its moral destiny.” What could possibly deal
adequately with the guilt, “the last problem of the race”?{5}
Is there anything in the history of our race that offers hope?

From the beginning, the church has taught that our fundamental
problem is sin, and the cross of Christ provides hope that sin
can and will one day be overcome. In modern times, however,
the concept of “sin” seems rather quaint, a hold-over from the

days of simplistic religious beliefs. Arthur Custance writes:

The concept of sin is largely outmoded in modern secular
thinking because sin implies some form of disobedience
against an absolute moral law having to do with man’s
relationship with God, and not too many people believe any
such relationship exists. It would not be the same as social
misconduct which has to do with man’s relationship to man
and is highly relative but obviously cannot be denied. We
have reached the point where social custom has displaced the
law of God as the point of reference, where mores have
replaced morals.{6}

We seem to be caught between two poles. On the one hand, we
accept the Darwinist belief in our accidental and even
materialistic nature—really no more than organic machines. On
the other, we can’t rid ourselves of the thought that there’s
something transcendent about us, something about us which 1is
other than and even greater than our physical bodies which
relates to a transcendent realm of some kind. We recognize in
ourselves a moral nature that expresses itself through our
conscience. In short, we know we do wrong things, and we know
others do them, too. The problem is that we don’t seem to know
the nature and extent of the problem nor its solution. Many
believe that there is no God against whom we sin, or if there
is a God, He is too loving to hold our mistakes against us.

From a historical perspective, this is quite a turn-about,



says Custance:

Throughout history there has never been a society like our
own in which the reality of sin has been so generally
denied. Even in the worst days of the Roman Empire men felt
the need to propitiate the gods, not so much because they
had an exalted view of the gods but because they had a more
realistic view of their own worthiness. It is a curious
thing that even some of the cruelest of the Roman Emperors,
like Marcus Aurelius, for example, were very conscious of
themselves as sinners. We may call it superstition, but it
was a testimony to a very real sense of inward unworthiness
which was not based on man’s relationship to man but rather
man’s relationship to the gods.{7}

On the other hand, despite the contemporary dismissal of sin,
guilt is still a constant presence in the human psyche. Karl
Menninger writes:

I believe there is a general sentiment that sin is still
with us, by us, and in us—somewhere. We are made vaguely
uneasy by this consciousness, this persistent sense of
guilt, and we try to relieve it in various ways. We project
the blame on to others, we ascribe the responsibility to a
group, we offer up scapegoat sacrifices, we perform or
partake in dumb-show rituals of penitence and atonement.
There is rarely a peccavi [confession of sin or guilt], but
there's a feeling.{8}

“This is a phenomenon of our day,” writes Custance:
burden of guilt but no sense of sin.”{9}
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But to what is the nature of this gquilt? If there is no
objective moral law that stands outside and above us all, what
is guilt and who is guilty? Who judges us?

In the film, A Walk on the Moon, Pearl begins to have an
affair with a traveling salesman. Pearl’s husband, Marty, is a
good man, but a bit of a square. It's 1969; Woodstock is about



to make the news. And Pearl, who got pregnant by Marty when
she was 17, is feeling a need to experiment, to capture what
she missed by having to get married and starting the family
life so early. When Pearl’s affair is discovered, her husband
is distraught. So is her daughter, Alison, who saw Pearl with
her lover at Woodstock behaving like the teenagers around
them. She’s broken up that her mother might leave them.

But in all that happens following Pearl’s confession, there is
no mention of her affair being morally wrong. When she
confessed, she told Marty she was sorry. Later, she told him
she was sorry she’d hurt him. But her deed was at least
somewhat excusable because there were things Pearl wanted to
try, and her husband was too square, he didn’t listen, he made
jokes when she tried to suggest experimenting, especially
sexually. Even in her interactions with others, there is no
mention of her act being morally wrong. When Alison told Pearl
she had seen her at Woodstock, her complaint was that she was
the teenager, not Pearl (implying it would be okay for Alison
to go wild at Woodstock but not Pearl). Pearl’s mother-in-law
pointed out what the early marriage cost Marty: a college
education promised by Marty’s boss, who withdrew the offer
when Pearl got pregnant. “Do you think you’re the only one
with dreams that didn’t come through?” she asked.

So the affair was understandable given Marty’s old-fashioned
ways (which he shows to be shedding by switching the radio
from a big band station to rock station, and when he’s shown
dancing to Jimi Hendrix on the stereo). The problem was the
hurt Pearl cost a good man and a teenage girl. And that'’s
about all there is to sin and guilt anymore.

According to one modern view, guilt is nature’s way of
teaching us what not to do in the future that has caused us
problems in the past. Dr. Glenn Johnson, clinical psychologist
and psychotherapist, said “Guilt seems to be a very primitive
mental mechanism that was programmed into us to protect us in
the future from mistakes we made in the past.” It is a “simple



debriefing and rehearsal process that the mind engages 1in
after perceiving that something negative has taken place and
has caused painful and/or anxious feelings. . . . By forcing
repeated reviews of a painful experience and the behaviors and
elements leading up to it and associated with it, gquilt
essentially burns into our brains the connection between our
behavior and the uncomfortable feelings we feel.”{10}

What can we do about gquilt? According to Dr. Johnson, the
issue is behavior and what might need to be changed to prevent
future problems for us. “When guilt is appropriate,” says Dr.
Johnson, “tell yourself that. You might modify intensity with
anti-anxiety medications or relaxation exercises—but if the
bulk of the guilt feelings are avoided, so will the learning
be.” In other words, learn from your mistakes. Inappropriate,
excessive guilt, says Dr. Johnson, can be dealt with using
“hypnosis, meditation, guided imagery, NLP, Reiki, etc. .

The focus of the self-help stuff should be on letting one’s
self grow from experience,” he says, “trusting in one’s own
ability to be a better person, allowing one’s self permission
to make mistakes and go through losses, trusting in some form
of higher power, etc.”

People come up with all kinds of ways to rid themselves of
guilt feelings. One of the strangest I found on the internet,
one with a New Age flavor, was Aromatherapy Angelic Bath Kits
provided by Guru and Associates Wellness, Inc.{11} All one
needs to do is pour some special herbs and oils in the tub,
climb in, and read some prescribed meditations to “foster
positive thoughts and reinforcements.”{12} One of these Kkits
is a “ritual to clear feelings of gquilt.” We’re asked, “Who
hasn’t felt guilty in their lives? Who doesn’t still feel
guilty about something? There are two kinds of guilt: good
guilt and bad guilt. Good guilt is when you have truly done
something that you feel remorse for. Bad gquilt is for the
rest.” The forgiveness kit includes “special mixtures [which]
help wash the guilty feeling away.” Notice that “good guilt”



n

has to do with things “you feel remorse for,” not necessarily
for things that are truly wrong. It’s your feelings about such
things that matter.{13} This may seem silly to you. Who would
even bother with such a thing? we wonder. But people do.

Somehow, such remedies don’t seem to be working. Maybe 1it'’s
because we can’t rid ourselves of the knowledge Paul said we
have by nature: a knowledge of the law written on our hearts
(Rom. 2:15).

Sin and Guilt According to God

What does God say about sin and quilt? Briefly put, God has
declared us guilty of violating His holy law by our sin and
deserving of eternal banishment from His presence. Contrary to
current opinion, there is transcendent law that has been
broken and for which there must be payment.

Imagine that someone has done something to offend you, and his
reaction to your complaint is something like, “Yeah, that
really bothered me, too. But I've forgiven myself of that, and
I'm fine with it now.” This is only a slight caricature of the
mentality we all encounter today. The person clearly has
missed the point that there was a real, objective violation
against you!

The message of the cross is that there is a very real fracture
in our relationship with God. We’'re told in Scripture that
there 1is nothing we can do to make up for what we’ve done. Is
there anything to offer us hope?

There is: the cross of Christ, “the race’s historic crisis and
turning-point,” says Forsyth.{14} The cross dealt with our
greatest need, namely, redemption. Humanists of a secular
stripe who trumpeted the inevitable progress of humanity saw
our fundamental nature as one of ordered process. The truth,
though, is that it is “tragic collision and despair.” All of
man’s efforts have been unable to reach down into the depths



of our sinfulness and bring about fundamental change. All
except that of the God-man Jesus Christ, who attacked the
moral problem head on to the point of dying on the cross and
came out victorious.

Several wunderstandings of the atonement—-what Jesus
accomplished on the cross—have been offered through history,
and several of them have some truth in them. The key aspect of
Christ’s cross work was that it satisfied the demand for
punishment for our sin. This 1s called substitutionary
atonement: Jesus was substituted for us, so He took the
punishment for sin in being separated from God and dying, thus
paying the penalty for us. “God made Him who had no sin to be
sin for us.” (2 Cor. 5:21) Paul wrote to the Romans that “what
the law was powerless to do in that it was weakened by the
sinful nature, God did by sending his own Son in the likeness
of sinful man to be a sin offering.” (Romans 8:3) And to the
Galatian church he said that “Christ redeemed us from the
curse of the law by becoming a curse for us, for it 1is
written: Cursed 1s everyone who 1is hung on a tree.'” (Gal.
3:13)

By His death on the cross, Jesus, the one who “knew no sin,
became sin for us.” This was done because of His love for us:
“Christ loved us and gave Himself up for us.” (Eph. 5:2; Rom.
5:8) Jesus’ sacrifice 1s appropriated by faith: “It is by
grace you have been saved through faith,” Paul wrote (Eph.
2:8). By putting our faith in Him, we participate in the
payment He made. It counts for those who believe it and who
receive Him.

I should note quickly, however, that the reality of our
objective guilt isn’t dependent upon our subjective guilt. In
other words, whether we feel guilty or not, we are. And
because we are guilty of violating God’'s law, we must do more
than just forgive ourselves as we’'re taught today. We must,
and may, participate in God’s solution through Christ.



The Moral Triumph of the Cross

What I’'ve been talking about is the judicial aspect of the
cross work of Christ. Jesus paid the penalty for our sin.

However, this payment isn’t to be thought of like making a
payment to the utility company for electricity. All that
matters 1s that the money gets there. What it takes to get it
there isn’t really significant. The cross, by contrast, was a
triumph over sin; it was a moral victory in itself. Jesus
overcame evil through His perfect obedience and righteousness;
“through one act of righteousness there resulted justification
of life to all men,” Paul wrote (Rom. 5:18). His death on the
cross was the capstone of a life of moral victories over sin
and Satan.

We’'re so used to thinking about Jesus as God and as sinless
that we don’t often think about His obedience. He said and did
the things the Father told Him (Jn. 5:19, 30; 8:28). To the
Jews he said, “When you have lifted up the Son of Man, then
you will know that I am He, and that I do nothing on my own
authority, but speak just as the Father taught me” (Jn 8:28).
In His high priestly prayer recorded in John 17, Jesus said,
“I glorified You on the earth, having accomplished the work
which You have given Me to do.” (v. 4) Before He gave up His
spirit on the cross, Jesus knew that “all things had already
been accomplished.” (Jn 19:28) He fulfilled the law perfectly
(Matt. 5:17), and thus put the basis of our salvation on our
faith in him as the one who did so, thus robbing the law of
its power to encourage us to sin (cf. Rom. 8:2-4; Gal. 3:13; 1
Cor. 15:55-57). Jesus had defeated Satan; He had not given in
to any temptation to not give up His life. He was obedient to
death. (Phil. 2:8). And by His obedience He was made perfect
or complete and able to be the source of eternal salvation to
all who obey Him (Heb. 5:9; see also 2:10; 5:8; and Rom.
5:19).

P.T. Forsyth wrote that the cross “is the moral victory which



recovered the universe. The Vindicator has stood on the
earth,” he said. “It is the eternal victory in history of
righteousness, of holiness, of the moral nature and character
of God as Love.”{15} He continued:

The most anomalous thing, the most poignant and potent
crisis that ever happened or can happen in the world, is the
death of Christ; the whole issue of warring history is
condensed there. Good and evil met there for good and all.
And to faith that death is the last word of the holy
omnipotence of God.{16}

What 1is the significance of Jesus’ cross work—indeed, His
whole life—as a moral victory? Forsyth said that in creating
the world, God revealed His omnipotence, His absolute power.
In the new creation inaugurated through the cross, He revealed
His moral power, His ability to triumph over His worst enemy,
Satan, and the sin that infects His creation. God’s power has
been revealed as “moral majesty, as holy omnipotence” said
Forsyth. “The supreme power in the world is not simply the
power of a God but of a holy God.”{17}

In the cross and resurrection, we see that good can triumph
over evil now, and we have the promise that one day that
triumph will be complete. Not only us but all of creation will
be set free from the bondage of sin (Rom. 8:18-24).

But this isn’t just a promise for the future. Because, like
Jesus, we have the Spirit living in us, we can live 1in
obedience to God; we can stand firm in the presence of the
evil that wages war against us (Heb. 2:14-18; Gal. 2:19-20).
The cross bears witness to that.

The secular humanism and new spiritualism of our day have no
resources for affecting us so deeply on the moral level.
Christianity does—the cross of Christ—-and it is this that
makes it relevant for our day and for all time.



A Fully-Engaged God

It's easy to think of God as remote from us, as a judge way up
there making His laws and wreaking vengeance on anyone who
violates them. We hear about the love of God, but how does
love fit in with a God of judgment? And if God does love us,
how does He show it? Love comes near; it isn’t afraid to get
its hands dirty. Is God willing to come near? To get His hands
dirty with us?

In the cross of Jesus we see both the judgment of God and His
love. Herein lies its beauty. In the cross we find a God who
does not stand afar off, but takes on the worst of what His
own law requires! He has pronounced judgment, but He so much
wants us saved that He is willing to take on the burden of
paying for it Himself. “For God so loved the world that He
gave His Son,” says John (3:16).

In all the brouhaha surrounding the release of Mel Gibson'’s
The Passion of the Christ, one complaint heard several times
was that a God who would put His Son through that isn’t a God
to be worshipped.{18} But Jesus did this freely. “No one takes
[my life] from me,” He said, “but I lay it down of my own
accord” (Jn.10:18). And He did this knowing that as He laid
His life down, so also would He take it up again (Jn.10:17).
For the joy set before Him, He took up the cross (Heb. 12:2).

We wonder if God can reach us in the messiness of our lives.
But God is no stranger to mess. The Bible reveals a God who
isn’t afraid to get dirty, who engages life even with all
kinds of difficulties it may bring. This message 1is appealing
in our day especially, to GenXers who have suffered the
fallout of the excesses of earlier generations. The optimism
Boomers inherited from their parents fizzled out for a lot of
their children. Regarding that generation, Tom Beaudoin says
this:

I have witnessed a sadness and anger about the generation’s



suffering and dysfunction, a suffering that—-whatever its
economic reasons may be—expresses itself in psychological
and spiritual crises of meaning. Clothing styles and music
videos suggest feelings of rage, with the videos expressing
this 1in apocalyptic images. Despair 1is common and
occasionally leaps overboard into nihilism. Xers’ relation
to suffering lays the groundwork for religiousness.
Suffering is a catalyst for GenX religiosity.{19}

While they often reject the form of religion their parents
embraced, many GenXers have a fascination and respect for
Jesus, for his suffering didn’t make sense, and yet it was
redemptive. {20}

Here the true awesomeness of the cross is made plain. God, who
deserves all glory and is so far above us in holiness and
purity, became man, and endured horrific torture at the hands
of people He created . . . for their benefit! The life and
death of Christ make plain that God was willing to roll up his
sleeves and engage life on earth fully, even accepting the
worst it had to offer.

But, one might wonder, since Christ took on evil and won,
shouldn’t we be done with suffering? Eventually it will end.
In the meantime we, too, learn obedience through what we
suffer. If that was Jesus’ way of learning, and the servant
isn’t above his master (Matt. 10:24), can we expect anything
else? Furthermore, we mustn’t lose sight of the fact that
hardship isn’t just an 1inconvenience on the road of
discipleship. Redemption wasn’t brought about in spite of the
cross but through it.{21} Likewise, our growth comes not in
spite of hardship but through it.

Someone who has suffered for many years might complain that
Jesus’ suffering doesn’t compare. Jesus’ sufferings and
resurrection spanned a short period of time. But what He
suffered was the experience of the weight of the guilt of the
whole world on the shoulders of one who was sinless. It isn’t



anything new for us to feel guilt; we can become somewhat
hardened to it. But Jesus felt it to the fullest extent
imaginable. This isn’t to mention the hurt of the betrayal of
Judas (and to a lesser extent, of Peter). Worse yet, He
experienced separation from the Father, the worst thing that
can happen to anyone. Jesus knew suffering.

In the cross and resurrection we see what God has promised to
do for us in a compressed timeframe. But what happened to
Jesus will happen for all who believe. He suffered . . . and
He arose. We suffer . . . and we will rise.

Jesus allowed people to see what God is like. He not only
taught truth, he lived it. People could touch Him, and feel
Him touch them. They could see how He lived and how He died.
The cross was a real, live illustration of love.

In Jesus, people saw goodness and love demonstrated even
toward those who persecuted Him. That should be no surprise,
because it was just that kind of person Jesus came to die for!
Sin was overcome through a love that gave all. This is the
meaning and the message of the cross, the message we, too, are
to take to our world.
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Abusive Churches: Leaving
Them Behind - A Biblical
Perspective

Dr. Pat Zukeran looks at positive steps one can take to
recover from an abusive church situation. Looking at the
problem from a biblical perspective, he considers recovery
from abusive churches and abusive leaders. He also looks at
how abusive churches can begin the process of changing into an
affirming, positive congregation.

This article is also available in Spanish. :]

Painful Exit Process

In a previous article Abusive Churches, I discussed the
characteristics of abusive churches.{1} As a result of the
questions and feedback I have received, I felt it might be
helpful to share some positive steps to recovery from an
abusive church experience.
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process. Those who leave an unhealthy church CHURCHE

situation suffer isolation, bitterness, AL

embarrassment, grief, and anger. This 1is
coupled with confusion and wondering how God
could let this happen. They also chide
themselves for getting into such a group and RLENEIBIESN{EsE:
staying in the organization as long as they
did.
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One man who left an unhealthy situation stated, “I am confused
over the emotions I feel. At times, I am glad to have left the
organization. I enjoy the new freedoms I have in Christ and
relief from the burdens I was carrying for many years. At
other times I suffer the pain over the lost years and lost
friendships. It’s like experiencing a death in the family.”
The Ryans, who left an abusive situation, state, “Spiritual
abuse 1s a kind of abuse which damages the central core of who
you are. It leaves us spiritually disorganized and emotionally
cut off from the healing love of God.”{2}

Since so much of their identity was based on their status and
relationships in the church, many exiting members have
difficulty readjusting to daily life in society. Many suffer
from what sociologists label “role exit.” Their purpose was so
connected to the church that many suffer from the anxiety of
not knowing where they fit in or what their future will be.
They are in a “vacuum.” In severe cases, former members were
so dependent on the church that they even had to relearn daily
tasks like opening and managing their own bank accounts.

Many end up forsaking the church or religion. One ex-member
wrote, “I know that when people finally decide on their own to
leave, they are so beaten down and confused that they don’t
know what is true to hold on to versus what is false to
discard. Many quit seeking God and give up on the church all
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together.”{3}

In his book, Recovering from Churches that Abuse, Dr. Ronald
Enroth states that victims of church abuse suffer post-
traumatic stress disorder.{4} Many are unable to trust
anyone—including God—which complicates the process, since
developing healthy relationships is essential to the recovery
process.

Although exiting is difficult, recovery 1s not impossible.
There is hope! Keep in mind the healing process is not the
same for each person. For some, healing may take years; for
others it may happen in a few months. Some will be able to
recover through the help of a mature Christian community while
others may need professional Christian counseling.

Discerning Good from Abusive

How do we discern a healthy church from an abusive church?
Unfortunately, abusive churches can exist in evangelical and
mainline denominations. They are not just fringe churches on
the outer circle of evangelicalism. Churches that can be
labeled “spiritually abusive” range from mildly
abusive—churches with sporadic abusive practices—to the severe
cases of being manipulative and controlling. Here are some
questions that can help show if you are in an unhealthy
situation.

First, does the 1leadership invite dialogue, advice,
evaluation, and questions from outside its immediate circle?
Authoritarian pastors are threatened by any diverse opinions
whether from inside or outside the group. Group members are
discouraged from asking hard questions. The rule is, don’t ask
qguestions and don’t make waves. A healthy pastor welcomes even
tough questions, whereas in an unhealthy church disagreement
with the pastor is considered disloyalty and is virtually
equal to disobeying God. Spiritual language is used to



disqguise the manipulation that is going on. Questioners are
labeled rebellious, insubordinate, and disruptive to the
harmony of the body. Attempts are made to shut them down. The
only way to succeed is to go along with the agenda, support
the leaders, scorn those who disagree.

Second, is there a system of accountability or does the pastor
keep full control? Authoritarian pastors do not desire a
system of accountability. They may have a board but it
consists of yes-men whom he ultimately selects.

Third, does a member’'s personality generally become stronger,
happier, and more confident as a result of being with the
group? The use of guilt, fear, and intimidation is likely to
produce members with low self-esteem. Many are beaten down by
legalism, while assertiveness is a sign that one 1is not
teachable and therefore not spiritual.

Fourth, are family commitments strengthened? Church
obligations are valued more than family ones. Although many
may verbally acknowledge the family as a priority, in practice
they do not act like it. My colleagues at Probe, Don and
Deanne, know of a mother who needed to gain special permission
from her church to attend her son’s wedding because it
conflicted with a church event. The church made her feel
guilty because she was choosing family over God. In another
case, I know of women who missed their son and daughter’s prom
night to attend a church meeting which was held twenty minutes
from their homes. The mindset is loyalty to God means loyalty
to his church. One’'s spiritual quality is determined by one’s
allegiance to the church.

Fifth, does the group encourage independent thinking,
developing discernment skills, and creation of new ideas?
Abusive churches resort to using pressure to have followers
conform, and there is a low tolerance for any kind of
difference in belief (of a non-essential nature) and behavior.
There is a legalistic emphasis on keeping the rules, and a



need to stay within set boundaries. Unity is defined as
conformity. These leaders evaluate all forms of Christian
spirituality according to their own prescribed system.

Sixth, 1is the group preoccupied with maintaining a good public
image that does not match the inner circle experience?

Seventh, does the leadership encourage members to foster
relations and connections with the larger society that are
more than self-serving? Abusive churches thrive on tactics
that create total dependence on the church while protecting
and isolating themselves from the “sinful” world.

Finally, is there a high rate of burnout among the members? In
order to gain approval or prove you are a “true disciple,”
abusive churches require levels of service that are very
taxing.

If these are character traits of the group you are attending,
you may be in an abusive church and should consider leaving
the organization.

Profile of an Abusive Leader

Philip Keller gave us a stern warning in his book, Predators
in Our Pulpits: “The greatest threat to the church today 1is
not from without but from our own leadership within.” {5} Often
an abusive church is built around the leader who practices
some unhealthy forms of shepherding. Many such leaders come
from churches that were abusive or have an unmet need for
significance. Many may have begun with noble intentions, but
their unresolved personal issues cause them to become
dependent on their ministry to meet their needs. In his book,
Healing Spiritual Abuse, Ken Blue does an outstanding job
identifying unhealthy leadership. Here are a few
characteristics of an abusive leader.

Abusive leaders use their position to demand loyalty and
submission. Ken Blue states, “I have heard many pastors say to



their congregations, ‘Because I am the pastor, you must follow
me.’ Their demand was not based on truth or the God-
directedness of their leadership but on their title. That is a
false basis of authority . . . any appeal to authority based
on position, title, degree or office is false. The only
authority God recognizes and to which we should submit to is
truth.” {6} Other leaders use titles such as “God’s man” or
“the Lord’s anointed” so that others will treat them with
special reverence and keep themselves above accountability
that others in the congregation are held to. “If by appealing
to position, unique claims or special anointings, leaders
succeed in creating a hierarchy in the church, they can more
easily control those beneath them. They can also defend
themselves against any who might challenge them.”{7}

One of the lessons from the Bible is that all men and women
are fallible. Therefore, all people, especially leaders, need
some form of accountability. Although pastors are called to
lead their congregations, they are under the authority of
God’s Word. When they act in a manner contrary to Scripture
they need to be confronted, and improper behavior needs to be
corrected. In 2 Samuel 22, the prophet Nathan confronted King
David about his sin. In Galatians 2, Paul confronted Peter,
the leader of the Apostles, for not acting in line with the
truth. “Paul declared by this action that the truth always
outranks position or title in the church. Truth and 1its
authority are not rooted in personality or office. It 1is
derived from the word of God and the truth it proclaims.”{8}
Blue continues: “Paul taught that the body of Christ is a
nonhierarchical living organism.”{9}

Instead of feeding and caring for the flock, these pastors
feed off the flock and use them to meet their needs for
significance. Ken Blue gives an example of a “pastor whose
church has not grown numerically in twelve years. Frustrated
by his manifest lack of success, he turned to the congregation
to meet his need. He has laid on them a building program in



hopes that a new, larger, more attractive facility will draw
more people. The congregation has split over this issue. Many
have left the church, and those who remain are saddled with
the debt.”{10}

I know of other pastors who have chastised their staff and
congregation when they did not show up at a church function.
Many members were busy with family commitments, work, and
needed personal time for rest, but were pressured to attend
the numerous church events. These leaders saw their success in
the numbers that attended their functions and needed their
turnout to satisfy their sense of worth.

True spiritual leaders are defined by Christ’s example.
“Whoever wants to be great among you must become the servant
of all” (Matt. 20:26). Christ-like leadership is servanthood.

True leaders gain the loyalty of the sheep because of the
quality of their character and their attitude of servanthood.
The members freely submit to Christ-like leadership and do not
have to be coerced to follow. Good shepherds lighten the load
of the sheep while false leaders add to the load on the sheep.

Should you find yourself in such a situation, the first thing
to do is pray for the leader. Second, in a loving and graceful
way confront the leader, addressing what you see as unhealthy
practices in his leadership. It may take a while for your
words to sink in, so be patient. However, as in many cases,
the leader may get defensive and reject your advice and in
turn make accusations against you. In such cases realize you
were obedient to God, and now you must let the Lord work on
the leader’s heart. James 3:1, Ezekiel 34, and other passages
bring stern warnings that God will judge shepherds who use the
sheep to fulfill their needs and not shepherd God’s flock as a
steward. It is best to leave the situation and let God deal in
His way with the leader and his organization.



The Road to Recovery

As we discussed earlier, exiting an abusive or unhealthy
church situation is a very painful process, but recovery and
healing is possible. Dr. Ronald Enroth in his book, Recovering
from Churches that Abuse, and Stephen Arterburn and Jack
Felton in their book, Toxic Faith, provide some very helpful
steps to recovery.

When you realize you are in an authoritarian church, it is
best to leave and make a complete break. Many members remain,
thinking their presence will help change the situation, but
this is highly unlikely. In fact, remaining may perpetuate the
existence of the organization.

Acknowledge that abuse has taken place. Denying this will only
stall the recovery.

Next, develop relationships with mature Christians who will
listen to your story and support you in the healing process.
In a safe and supporting environment you will be able to share
your feelings, experiences, hopes, and struggles. Although it
may be difficult, understand that recovery rarely happens 1in
isolation. You must learn to trust again, even if it is in
small, tentative stages.

Expect to wrestle with some difficult emotions. Recognize that
you will go through a grieving process-grief for lost years,
lost friends, and the loss of innocence. You may also feel
guilt, shame, and fear. It is natural to feel foolish and
experience self-doubt. These are actually healthy emotions
that should not be bottled up inside. Regret over poor
decisions is a sign of growth, and you will eventually leave
those emotions behind. Therefore, it is crucial to find people
who will be supportive and help you address hard feelings. For
some people, professional Christian counseling 1s necessary.
Seek out a counselor who understands the dynamics of abusive
systems and can provide the care and warmth needed.



Renew your walk with God again. Admit that you acquired a
distorted picture of Him, and focus on regaining the proper
biblical understanding of His attributes and character. Don’t
give up on the true church despite its imperfections. In fact,
I encourage you to visit numerous healthy churches. It 1is
refreshing to see how diverse the body of Christ is, and that
there are many different ways to express our love and
commitment to Christ.

Then, relax! Enjoy your new-found freedoms. Take time for
physical recreation, art, music, and just plain fun. After
leaving, ex-members may feel guilty for not serving God in a
church but this is incorrect. The Lord knows that we need time
to grieve, reflect, and heal from our loss.

Finally, remember forgiveness 1is crucial to recovery.
Forgiveness is often more for the benefit of the one giving it
than for the one receiving it. Healing takes time, so be
patient with the process you are going through.

Becoming Stronger Through the Experience

Although exiting an abusive church can leave us scarred
mentally and emotionally, there is hope for recovery and
wholeness. In fact, this fiery process can strengthen our
faith and understanding of God and what it means to walk with
Him. Here is some counsel that may help you overcome the past
experience of spiritual abuse.

One of the ways we can grow from this experience has to do
with a proper understanding of God’s character. While in an
authoritarian organization, our view of God becomes distorted.
God becomes viewed as one who loves us because of what we are
doing for Him. Anytime we miss a Bible study or fail to win
converts, God somehow becomes displeased and we must work
harder to regain His approval.

In contrast to this false image, 1 John 4:8 states that “God
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is love.” In other words, God accepts us unconditionally. He
only asks that we receive the gift of grace He has provided
for us, His Son Jesus Christ. Once we receive His Son, our
acceptance is never based on our works but on our position as
His sons and daughters. For many who have lived under a false
image of God, coming to grips with God’s grace and love can be
a renewing experience.

Related to this is the addiction to church activities. Many
equate business at church with spiritual maturity. However,
this business actually keeps us from dealing with the pain and
real issues in our lives. Our addiction to religious activity
becomes a barrier to an authentic relationship with God.

Another valuable lesson to learn is that our identity is in
Christ, not the organization or relationships in the group.
Many of us find our significance in our ministry, our church
status, the dependence others have on us, or the respect we
gain from others we minister to. Once these are taken away, we
feel empty, even without purpose. This is an opportune time to
realize that our value and self-worth is secure because of our
relationship with Christ. This helps us become more dependent
on Christ and less on others.

Finally, the Bible teaches that God can bring good out of a
bad situation. Romans 8:28 states that “in all things God
works for the good of those who love him, who have been called
according to his purpose.” This promise applies even for those
who have been spiritually abused. Through the pain and healing
process, God can mold us to become more like Him. In Genesis
50, despite all the evil that Joseph’s brothers did to him, he
is able to say in the end, “You intended to harm me, but God
intended it for good.” If we draw closer to God in our time of
need, we can be healed and overcome our painful past.



Can Abusive Churches Change?

Those who find themselves in authoritarian churches often
remain despite the difficulties because there is an underlying
hope that the church can change. Even after they leave they
often remain keenly interested in the affairs of the former
church because they hope restoration will still occur.

Can abusive churches change? Although with God all things are
possible, it is my opinion that it is highly unlikely that
this will happen. Although a few have, they are the
exceptions.

Why is change in these organizations so difficult? One reason
is that change usually begins in the leadership. However, the
leadership structure is designed so that the leader has
control over the personnel. Although there may be a board, the
individuals on the board are ultimately selected by the
authoritarian leader. He selects men and women loyal to him,
who do not question him, or hold him accountable. Therefore,
he insulates himself from dealing with difficult issues or
addressing his unhealthy practices.

Dysfunctional leaders also resist change because it is an
admission of failure. In order for a genuine change of heart,
leaders must first acknowledge a problem and repent. However,
a leader who considers himself “God’s man” or the spokesman
for God will rarely humble himself to confess his
shortcomings. Spiritual wholeness and renewal cannot be
achieved until unhealthy behavior is recognized and dealt
with. Unless this behavior is confronted, the likelihood of
real change is diminished.{11}

In most cases, the leadership focuses the blame on others.
Those who left the church were not committed, were church
hoppers, etc. Stephen Arterburn writes, “Anyone who rebels
against the system must be personally attacked so people will
think the problem is with the person, not the system.”{12} It



is often useless to point out flaws because an abusive church
lives in a world of denial. Many of the leaders are themselves
deceived. Although sincere in their efforts, they may have no
idea their leadership style is unhealthy and harmful. They are
usually so narcissistic or so focused on some great thing they
are doing for God that they don’t notice the wounds they are
inflicting on their followers.{13} These leaders often twist
Scripture to justify their unhealthy behavior. Most members
will go along with this because they assume their pastors know
the Bible better than they do.

Lastly, authoritarian churches make every effort to ensure
that a good name and image is preserved. Therefore, the
leadership often functions in secrecy. Disagreeing members are
threatened and told to remain silent or are quietly dismissed.

For these reasons, it is my opinion that it is best to leave
an abusive or unhealthy church. Learn to let go and let God
deal with that group. Only He can bring people to repentance.
Although painful, leaving an unhealthy church and joining a
healthy body of believers will begin the healing process and
open new doors of fellowship, worship, and service for you.
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