The Jesus Seminar

Jimmy Williams provides analysis of the Jesus Seminar findings
in light of five critical

areas: Identify purpose of the Jesus Fellows,
Presuppositisms, Canonical Gospels, Chronology and
Christological differences.

Introduction

e “Jesus did not ask us to believe that his death was a blood
sacrifice, that he was going to die for our sins.”

e “Jesus did not ask us to believe that he was the messiah.
He certainly never suggested that he was the second person of
the trinity. In fact, he rarely referred to himself at all.”

e “Jesus did not call upon people to repent, or fast, or
observe the sabbath. He did not threaten with hell or promise
heaven.”

e “Jesus did not ask us to believe that he would be raised
from the dead.”

e “Jesus did not ask us to believe that he was born of a
virgin.”

e “Jesus did not regard scripture as infallible or even
inspired.”

So says Robert W. Funk, Architect and Founder of the Jesus
Seminar, in a Keynote Address to the Jesus Seminar Fellows in
the spring of 1994.(1) The Jesus Seminar has been receiving
extensive coverage lately in such periodicals as Time,
Newsweek, U.S. News & World Report, as well as on network
television.
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Biographical

The Jesus Seminar Fellows

The Jesus Seminar is a group of New Testament scholars who
have been meeting periodically since 1985. The initial two
hundred has now dwindled to about seventy-four active members.
They initially focused on the sayings of Jesus within the four
Gospels to determine the probability of His actually having
said the things attributed to Him in Matthew, Mark, Luke, and
John. Each scholar offered his/her opinion on each “Jesus”
statement by voting with different colored beads:

* Red: Jesus undoubtedly said this or something very like 1it.

e Pink: Jesus probably or might have said something like
this.

e Gray: Jesus did not say this, but the ideas are close to
His own.

e Black: Jesus did not say this; it represents a later
tradition.

Their voting conclusions: Over 80% of the statements
attributed to Jesus in the Gospels are, by voting consensus,
either gray or black. This means that only 20% of Jesus'’
statements are likely to have been spoken by Him. The other
80% are most assuredly, they say, unlikely to have ever been
uttered by Jesus.

Their conclusions were published in 1993 in a book entitled
The Five Gospels: The Search for the Authentic Words of Jesus.
The primary author of the book, Robert W. Funk, also the
Founder and Chair of the Jesus Seminar, crafted the results of
their deliberations in a slick, color-coded format with
charts, graphics, appendices, and copious footnotes. (The
Gospel of Thomas is to be included with the traditional four



gospels, they say.)

Who are these scholars, and what are their credentials? Robert
W. Funk, former professor of the New Testament at the
University of Montana is the most prominent leader. He 1is
joined by two other major contributors, John Dominic Crossan,
of DePaul University, Chicago, who has authored several books
including The Historical Jesus: The Life of a Mediterranean
Jewish Peasant, The Essential Jesus, Jesus: A Revolutionary
Biography, and Marcus Borg of Oregon State University, also
the author of several books including: Jesus: A New Vision and
Meeting Jesus Again for the First Time: The Historical Jesus
and the Heart of Contemporary Faith.

0Of the remaining active participants, only fourteen are well-
known scholars in New Testament studies. Another twenty are
recognizable within the narrow confines of the discipline, but
they are not widely published beyond a few journal articles or
dissertations. The remaining forty are virtually unknowns, and
most of them are either at Harvard, Vanderbilt, or Claremont
College, three universities widely considered among the most
liberal in the field.

The public, exposed by the mass of publicity and attention
given to the Jesus Seminar by the media has been inclined to
assume that the theories of these scholars represent the
“cutting edge,” the mainstream of current New Testament
thought. Nothing could be further from the truth.

Nearly all of these scholars are American. European
scholarship is nearly non-existent and, that being the case,
it would be inaccurate, if not deceiving for the Jesus Seminar
participants to present themselves, their work, and their
conclusions as a broad, representative consensus of worldwide
New Testament scholarship.

While the media and the general public may tend to be gullible
and naive about the authority and findings of the Jesus



Seminar, Christians need not be intimidated.

Philosophical

Why is this movement important? Should Christians be concerned
with this? Haven’'t the gospel traditions had their skeptics
and critics for centuries? What is different about the Jesus
Seminar?

Scholars since the Enlightenment of the eighteenth century
have questioned such things as the miracles, the prophecies,
and the extraordinary claims of Christ in the Gospels.

Beginning in Germany, a separation began to occur between the
“Jesus of History” and the “Christ of Faith”; that is, it came
to be popularly believed that a man named Jesus really lived,
but that fantastic myths grew up around Him and about His
powers and claims, and thus He became for many the “Christ of
Faith” in story, symbol, and worship. Scholars promoting this
separation conclude that biblical history is not what 1is
important; but rather, one’'s personal experience, one’s search
for meaning and timeless truths. Those are of primary
importance to an individual.

The Jesus Seminar stands in this tradition. But what is most
significant about their work is that it has widened the circle
of awareness (i.e., the general public) to New Testament
studies and criticism, and a focus upon issues which up until
now have been primarily restricted to academic discussions
among New Testament scholars.

This group has brought into question the very authenticity and
validity of the gospels which 1lie at the center of
Christianity’s credibility. If what the Jesus Seminar espouses
is historically accurate, the sooner the naive Christian
community can be educated to these facts the better, according
to these scholars.

A major presupposition of the Jesus Seminar, therefore, 1is



philosophical naturalistic worldview which categorically
denies the supernatural. Therefore they say one must be wary
of the following in the Gospels:

 Prophetic statements. Predictions by Jesus of such things
as the destruction of the Temple, or of Jerusalem, or His own
resurrection are later literary additions or interpolations.
How do we know this? Because no one can predict the future.
So they MUST have been added later by zealous followers.

e Miracles. Since miracles are not possible, every recorded
miracle in the Gospels must be a later elaboration by an
admiring disciple or follower, or must be explained on the
basis of some physical or natural cause (i.e., the Feeding of
the 5,000: Jesus gave the signal, and all those present
reached beneath their cloaks, pulled out their own “sack
lunches,” and ate together!).

e Claims of Jesus. Christ claimed to be God, Savior, Messiah,
Judge, Forgiver of sin, sacrificial Lamb of God, etc. All of
these, say the Jesus Fellows, are the later work of His
devoted followers. The historical Jesus never claimed these
things for Himself, as Funk infers in his above-mentioned
statements. Reality isn’t like this. It couldn’t be true.

Therefore the Jesus Fellows assert that the Gospels could not
have been written by eyewitnesses in the mid-first century. On
the basis of this philosophical presupposition, the Jesus
Seminar considers itself personally and collectively free to
select or discard any statement of the Gospels which 1is
philosophically repugnant.

There is nothing new about this approach in New Testament
scholarship. Thomas Jefferson, a great American patriot and
president did the same thing in the late 1700s with almost
identical results. He admired Jesus as a moral man, but like
the Jesus Fellows, he assumed all supernatural and
extraordinary elements in the Gospels were unreliable and



could not be true. With scissors and paste, Jefferson cut out
of the Gospels any and everything which contravened the laws
of nature and his own reason.

When he had finished his project, only 82 columns of the four
Gospels out of his King James Bible remained from an original
700. The other nine-tenths lay on the cutting room floor.
Jefferson entitled his creation The Life and Morals of Jesus,
and his book ended with the words, “There laid they Jesus

and rolled a great stone to the door of the sepulcher and
departed.” (2)

Jefferson and the Jesus Fellows, like all skeptics, prefer
their own reason and biases over the possibility that the
Gospels are accurate in what they say about miracles,
prophecy, and the claims of Christ. They are like the man who
visited the psychiatrist and informed him of a grave problem:
“I think I'm dead!” The psychiatrist said, “That is a serious
problem. May I ask you a question? Do you believe that dead
men bleed?” The man quickly answered, “Of course not. Dead men
don’t bleed.” The psychiatrist reached forward, and taking a
hat pin, he pricked the man’s finger. The man looked down at
his bleeding finger and exclaimed, “Well, what do you know!
Dead men bleed after all!”

Canonical

The Jesus Fellows, on the basis of their naturalistic bias,
conclude that at least the Synoptic Gospels (Matthew, Mark,
Luke) could not have been written at the time tradition and
many New Testament scholars assume they were. The “Priority of
Mark” as the earliest gospel written has strong (but not
universal) support. And yet Mark 13 records Jesus’ prediction
of the destruction of the temple, something that did not
actually occur until A.D. 70.

Since the Jesus Fellows do not believe prophecy is possible,
they judge Mark, the “earliest” of the Gospels, to have been



written after the destruction of the Temple and Jerusalem in
A.D. 70 by the Romans. If Mark was written in the early 70s,
still later dates are then required for Matthew and Luke, to
say nothing of the Book of Acts which must follow them with an
even later date.

Now, this gives the Jesus Scholars a “window” of about 40
years from the time of Jesus’ death (a A.D. 32.) to the fall
of Jerusalem (A.D. 70) to look for earlier sources devoid of
miracles and extraordinary claims. They think they have found
two such primary sources which fit their assumptions. The
first of these is the “Q” source, or “Quelle.”

Synoptics/Quelle

It has long been observed that Matthew, Mark, and Luke must
have had some kind of symbiotic relationship, as if they were
aware of one another, or used the same sources, or some of the
same sources. The prevailing theory is that Mark (the shortest
of the three) was written first, and was later substantially
incorporated into both Matthew and Luke. There is a high, but
not total agreement, in the parallel accounts of Matthew and
Luke where the two reflect the book of Mark.

But Matthew and Luke have additional material, some 250 verses
(i.e., the Christmas stories, greater elaboration on the
resurrection events, etc.). And there are some verses which
are common to both Matthew and Luke, but not found in Mark.
Thus many scholars conclude there was some other document or
source available to Matthew and Luke which explains why they
contain these additional 250 verses along with the corpus of
Mark. The scholars have designated this material as “Q,” or
“Quelle,” which is the German word for “Source.” Outside of
the Synoptic gospels, there is no written documentary evidence
to substantiate Quelle.

A number of New Testament scholars thus claim that Quelle must
have been an early, written document which preceded the



writing of the Synoptic gospels and was incorporated into
them. And they claim that in these 250 verses we only find a
very “normal, human” Jesus who is more likely to have been the
historical man.

The Gospel of Thomas

The second source given high priority and preference by the
Jesus Seminar Fellows is the Gospel of Thomas. In fact, they
value it so highly they have placed it alongside the four
traditional ones, giving it equal, if not superior, value and
historical authenticity.

A complete copy of The Gospel of Thomas was discovered in the
1940s at an Egyptian site called Nag Hammadi, where
archaeologists found an entire library of ancient texts
including the Gospel of Thomas. It was dated around A.D. 400
and written in Coptic, the language of the ancient Egyptian
church. This astonishing cache consisted of early Christian
and Gnostic texts.

This Gospel of Thomas has now been studied for forty years,
and the overwhelming conclusion of scholars worldwide has been
that the document carries many of the identifying marks of a
Gnostic literary genre, from a sect prominent in Egypt and the
Nile Valley during the second, third, and fourth centuries.

It has been almost universally assumed that the parallels in
Thomas to the New Testament Gospels and epistles were copied
or paraphrased (not the reverse, as the Jesus Fellows claim)
to suit Gnostic purposes, teachings which were opposed to all
ideas about a supernatural God in the flesh Who could perform
miracles, forgive sin, and rise from the dead. The Jesus
Seminar Scholars have fit Thomas nicely together with “Q” to
frame an historical portrait of Jesus based primarily upon
these two sources.

The Jesus Scholars have declared that the Gospel of Thomas and



the Q Source were written within the forty years between
Jesus’ death and the fall of Jerusalem, pushing forward the
writing of the four canonical gospels (a necessity on their
part to uphold their theory) to very late in the first
century.

Chronological

Apart from completely ignoring Paul’s epistles which were
written between A.D. 45 and his martyrdom at the hands of Nero
in A.D. 68, the Jesus Fellows have a critical problem in
fitting their theory into first century chronology.

In the last chapter of the Book of Acts (28), Luke leaves us
with the impression that Paul is in Rome, and still alive.
Tradition tells us he died in A.D. 68. In Acts, Luke shows
keen awareness of people, places and contemporary events, both
within and without the church. And he records the martyrdoms
of both Stephen and James. It is highly unlikely, if the
deaths of Paul and Peter and the fall of Jerusalem (A.D. 70)
had already occurred when Luke wrote the Acts of the Apostles,
that he would have failed to record these most important
events.

New Testament scholars are in strong agreement that whoever
wrote Acts also wrote the Gospel of Luke two volumes by one
author, both addressed to a man named “Theophilus.” And since
Luke is supposed to have incorporated Mark and the Q Source
material into the writing of his own Gospel, and Acts was
written after Luke, but before Paul’s death (A.D. 68) and the
fall of Jerusalem (A.D. 70), then Mark and Quelle must have
been written by the mid 60s. The same difficulty in Luke
exists with Mark, who is said to have written his gospel with
Peter as his source, Peter having been martyred in Rome about
the same time as Paul.

It is highly unlikely that these two obscure sources, Quelle
and the Gospel of Thomas, could have been circulating



throughout the Christian community and having such impact that
they overshadowed what Paul was at the very same time saying
about Jesus in all of his epistles.

Real church history is not kind to the Jesus Fellows at this
point. The church did not first flourish in the Nile Valley
and spread elsewhere. The clear pattern of expansion from both
biblical and the earliest patristic writings is from Jerusalem
to Antioch, Asia Minor, Greece, and finally Rome. Ironically,
the earliest of the Church Fathers, Clement of Rome (ca. A.D.
30 to ca. A.D. 100) writes from Rome at the end of the first
century an epistle to the Corinthians (1 Clement) which 1is
considered to be the oldest extant letter after the writings
of the Apostles. It had such stature in the early church that
it was initially considered by some to be a part of the Canon.
All the other early church fathers (2nd century) are scattered
around in cities within the areas mentioned above, with the
exception of Clement of Alexandria (c. A.D. 150 to c. A.D.
215) who reflects some Gnostic ideas in his teachings.

The more traditional and accepted chronology for the documents
under consideration is as follows:

Dating/chronology of First Century Authorship
(ALl dates are A.D.)

Uncontested:

End of First Century: 100

Fall of Jerusalem: 70

Martyrdom of Paul and Peter: 68
Epistles of Paul: 45-68

Some Oral Tradition: 32-70
Crucifixion of Jesus: 32

Traditional: (3)

Clement of Rome: 96
Revelation (John): 96
Epistles of John: 90-94



Gospel of John: 85-90
Acts of Apostles: 66-68
Matthew & Luke: 64-66
Gospel of Mark: 64-65

Jesus Seminar: (4)

Gospel of John: 85-90
Acts of Apostles: 80-100
Gospel of Luke: 80-100
Gospel of Matthew: 80-90
Gospel of Mark: 70-80
Gospel of Thomas: 70-100

In comparing the two chronologies, it appears there simply is
not enough time for the simple Jesus of history to evolve into
the Christ of faith. Myths and legends need time to develop.
There is none available in the first century to accommodate
the Jesus Seminar’s theory.

Christological

On the basis of the Gospel of Thomas and Quelle, the Jesus
Fellows believe the historical Jesus was simply a sage, a
spinner of one- liners, a teller of parables, an effective
preacher. This is what He was historically according to these
scholars. The “high Christology” (supernatural phenomena, the
messianic claims, the miracles, the substitutionary atonement,
the resurrection) all came as a result of a persecuted church
community which needed a more powerful God for encouragement
and worship. His suffering, ardent followers are responsible
for these embellishments which created the “Christ of Faith.”
The real Jesus was a winsome, bright, articulate peasant, sort
of like Will Rogers.

Various other portraits of Jesus have proliferated among the
Jesus Fellows, suggesting that he was a religious genius, a
social revolutionary, an eschatological prophet. He was all of
these things, we would say, but offer that He was something



more.

The Jesus Seminar assumes a “low christology” (Jesus as a
peasant sage) preceded the “high christology” created later by
the church. Is there anything that would suggest otherwise?

The Epistles of Paul

The Apostle Paul conducted his church-planting ministry
between approximately 40 to the time of his death, A.D. 68. It
was also during this time that he wrote all of his epistles.
While some New Testament scholars question the authenticity of
Paul’s authorship of a number of these epistles, virtually
all, even the most liberal, will accept Romans, 1 and 2
Corinthians, and Galatians as genuinely Pauline.

What kind of “Christology” do we find in these epistles? A
high christology. The Jesus Seminar 1is asking us to believe
that at the very same time the Gospel of Thomas and the Q
source were alleged to have been written portraying Jesus as a
wise, peasant sage, Paul was planting churches across the
Mediterranean world and ascribing to Jesus the same high
christology found later in the four gospels!

The Jerusalem Council recorded in Acts 15 clearly indicates
that Paul was aware of and connected to Jerusalem and its
church leadership (Peter and James). After the Council Paul
and Barnabas were given the express task of taking and
distributing to the churches a written document of the
Council’s instructions about how Gentiles were to be
incorporated into the church.

The Jesus Seminar simply chooses to ignore this mass of clear,
Pauline evidence almost universally accepted by New Testament
scholars. The notion that a high christology (the Gospels and
the epistles) evolved from a low christology (the Gospel of
Thomas, Quelle) is unsupportable.



Jesus the Sage

If we accept the Jesus Seminar notion that the historical
Jesus was a simple peasant later revered and deified, with
what are we left? Jesus is so stripped down that He becomes
the “Christian dummy” of the first century church! The
community is more brilliant than the leader! Even Renan, the
French skeptic said, “It would take a Jesus to forge a Jesus.”
Further, if Jesus was such a “regular guy,” why was He
crucified? Crucifixion by the Romans was used only for
deviants, malcontents, and political revolutionaries (like
Barabbas). What did this simple peasant do to create such a
stir that He would suffer such a death?

The Jesus Seminar portrayal of Jesus simply cannot explain the
explosion of Christianity in the first and second centuries.
With their view of Christ, they cannot create a cause
monumental enough to explain the documented, historical
effects that even they must accept.
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False Guilt - Refusing
Christ’s Atonement

Kerby Anderson provides an insightful look at the important
topic of false guilt. He helps us look at the sources of false
guilt, it’s consequences and the cure in Jesus Christ. If we
refuse to fully accept Christ’s atonement we can be trapped
in false qguilt, instead we should embrace His atonement and
accept what He did on the cross for us.

Introduction

Have you ever felt gqguilty? Of course you have, usually because
you were indeed gquilty. But what about those times when you
have feelings of guilt even when you didn’t do anything wrong?
We would call this false guilt, and that is the subject of
this essay.

False guilt usually comes from an overactive conscience. It’s
that badgering pushing voice that runs you and your self-image
into the ground. It nags: “You call this acceptable? You think
this is enough? Look at all you’ve not yet done! Look at all
you have done that'’s not acceptable! Get going!”

You probably know the feeling. You start the day feeling like
you are in a hole. You feel like you can never do enough. You
have this overactive sense of duty and can never seem to rest.
One person said he “felt more like a human doing than a human
being.” Your behavior 1is driven by a sense of guilt. That 1is
what we will be talking about in these pages.

Much of the material for this discussion is taken from the
book entitled False Guilt by Steve Shores. His goal is to help
you determine if you (1) have an overactive conscience and (2)
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are driven by false guilt. If these are problem areas for you,
he provides practical solutions so you can break the cycle of
false guilt. I recommend his book especially if you can
recognize yourself in some of the material we cover in this
essay.

In his book, Steve Shores poses three sets of questions, each
with some explanation. An affirmative answer to any or all of
these questions may indicate that you struggle with false
guilt and an overactive conscience.

1. Do you ever feel like this: “Something is wrong with me.
There 1is some stain on me, or something badly flawed that I
can neither scrub out nor repair”? Does this feeling persist
even though you have become a Christian?

2. Is Thanksgiving sort of a difficult time of year for you?
Do you find it hard to muster up the Norman Rockwell
spirit-you know.. Mom and Dad and grandparents and kids all
seated around mounds of food? Dad is carving the turkey with a
sure and gentle expression on his face, and everyone 1looks
so.well, so thankful? Do you find yourself, at any time of the
year, dutifully thanking or praising God without much passion?

3. How big is your dance floor? What I mean is, How much
freedom do you have? Do you feel confined by Christianity? To
you, 1is it mainly a set of restrictions? Is it primarily a
source of limits: don’t do this, and don’t do that? Does your
Christianity have more to do with walls than with windows? Is
it a place of narrowness or a place where light and air and
liberty pour in?

Usually a person driven by false guilt is afraid of freedom
because in every act of freedom is the possibility of
offending someone. Offending someone is unacceptable. Other
people are seen as pipelines of approval. If they’re offended,
the pipeline shuts down.

False guilt, along with an overactive conscience, is a hard



master. As we turn now to look at the causes and the cures for
false guilt, we hope to explain how to break down the
confining walls and tiresome chains that may have kept you or
a loved one in bondage to false guilt.

The Source of False Guilt

Next, I would like to focus on the source of false guilt: an
overactive conscience. What is an overactive conscience? How
does it function? Steve Shores says, “The mission of a
person’s overactive conscience 1is to attract the expectations
of others.”

Imagine a light bulb glowing brightly on a warm summer’s
night. What do you see in your mind’s eye? Bugs. Bugs of every
variety are attracted to that light. The light bulb serves as
a magnet for these insects. Imagine that 1light is an
overactive conscience. The expectations of others are the
“bugs” that are attracted to the “light” of an overactive
conscience.

Now imagine a light bulb burning inside a screened porch. The
bugs are still attracted, but they bounce off the screen. The
overactive conscience has no screen. But it is more than that.
The overactive conscience doesn’t want a screen. The more
“bugs” the better. Why? Because the whole purpose is to meet
expectations in order to gain approval and fill up the
emptiness of the soul. This is an overactive conscience, a
light bulb with lots of bugs and no screen.

A key to understanding the overactive conscience is the word
“active.” Someone with false guilt has a conscience that 1is
always on the go. False guilt makes a person restless,
continually looking for a rule to be kept, a scruple to
observe, an expectation to be fulfilled, or a way to be an
asset to a person or a group.

The idea of being an asset is a crucial point. When I am an



asset, then I am a “good” person and life works pretty well.
When I fear I’'ve let someone down, then I am a liability. My
life falls apart, and I will work hard to win my way back into
the favor of others.

So an overactive conscience is like a magnet for expectations.
These expectations come from oneself, parents (whether alive
or not), friends, bosses, peers, God, or distorted images of
God. False guilt makes the overactive conscience voracious for
expectations. False guilt is always looking for people to
please and rules to be kept.

'y

An overactive conscience is also seeking to keep the “carrot”
of acceptance just out of reach. This “carrot” includes self-
acceptance and acceptance from others and from God. The guilt-
ridden conscience continually says, “Your efforts are not good
enough. You must keep trying because, even if your attempts
don’t measure up, the trying itself counts as something.”

For that reason, an overactive conscience is not happy at
rest. Though rest is the birthright of the Christian, relaxing
is just too dangerous, i.e., relaxing might bring down my
guard, and I might miss signs of rejection. Besides,
acceptance is conditional, and I must continually prove my
worthiness to others. I can never be a liability if I am to
expect acceptance to continue. It is hard to relax because I
must be ever fearful of letting someone down and must
constantly work to gain acceptance.

In summary, a person with false guilt and an overactive
conscience spends much of his or her life worn out.
Unrelenting efforts to meet the expectations of others can
have some very negative consequences.

The Consequences of False Guilt

Now I would like to focus on the consequences of false guilt.
An overactive conscience can keep you in a state of constant



uncertainty. You never know if you measure up. You never know
if you have arrived or not. You are always on the alert.
According to Steve Shores there are a number of major
consequences of false guilt.

The first consequence he calls “striving without arriving.” In
essence, there is no hope in the system set up by the
overactive conscience. You must always try harder, but you
never cross the finish line. You seem to merely go in circles.
Or perhaps it would be better to say you go in a spiral, as 1in
a downward spiral. Life is a perpetual treadmill. You work
hard and strive, but you never arrive. Life is hard work and
frustration with little or no satisfaction.

The second consequence 1is “constant vigilance.” The overactive
conscience produces constant self-monitoring. You are
constantly asking if you are being an asset to other people
and to God. You are constantly evaluating and even doubting
your performance. And you never allow yourself to be a
liability to the group or to any particular individual.

A third consequence 1is “taking the pack mule approach to
life.” An overactive conscience involves a lifelong ordeal in
which you attempt to pass a demanding test and thus reveal
your worth. The test consists of accumulating enough evidences
of goodness to escape the accusation that you are worthless.
For the guilt-ridden person, this test involves taking on more
duties, more responsibilities, more roles. As the burdens pile
higher and higher, you become a beast of burden, a “pack mule”
who takes on more responsibility than is healthy or necessary.

Just as there is no forward progress (e.g., “striving without
arriving”), so there is also an ever-increasing sense of
burden. Each day demands a fresh validation of worthiness.
There 1is never a time when you can honestly say, “that’s
enough.”

Finally, the most devastating consequence of false guilt 1is



its effect not just on individuals but the body of Christ.
Christians who struggle with an overactive conscience can
produce weak, hollow, compliant believers in the church. They
are long on conformity and short on passion and substance.
They go to church not because they crave fellowship, but
because they want to display compliance. They study God’s word
not so much out of a desire to grow spiritually, but because
that is what good Christians are supposed to do. We do what we
do in order to “fit in” or comply with the rules of
Christianity.

Steve Shores says that the central question of church becomes,
“Do I look and act enough like those around me to fit in and
be accepted?” Instead we should be asking, “Regardless of how
I look and act, am I passionately worshiping God, deeply
thirsting for Him, and allowing Him to change my relationships
so that I love others in a way that reflects the disruptive
sacrifice of Christ?”

The Continuation of False Guilt

Next, I would like to talk about why people continue to feel
false guilt even though they know they are forgiven. After
all, if Christ paid the penalty for our sins, why do some
Christians still have an overactive conscience and continue to
feel guilt so acutely? Part of the compulsion comes from
feeling the noose of false guilt tighten around our necks so
that we panic and fail to think rationally about our
situation.

Steve Shores uses the example of a death-row inmate who has
just learned of an eleventh-hour stay of execution. He has
just been pardoned, but his body and emotions don’t feel like
it. He has been “sitting in the electric chair, sweaty-palmed
and nauseated, when the wall phone rings with the news of the
reprieve.” He may feel relief, but the feeling of relief 1is
not total. He is only off the hook for awhile. He will still
return to his cell.



The person with a overactive conscience lives in that death-
row cell. The reprieve comes from responding to that guilt-
driven voice in his conscience. For Bill it manifested itself
in a compulsive need to serve others. If he were asked to
teach AWANA or to teach a Sunday school class, he would have
great difficulty saying “No.” He had to say “Yes” or else he
would feel the noose of false guilt tighten around his neck.

Bill's comments were sad but illuminating. He said: “I felt as
though not teaching the class would confirm that I am a
liability. The disappointment..would inflict shame I felt as a
boy. Disappointing others always meant that there would be
some sort of trial to decide whether I really belonged in the
family.”

He went on to tell of the time he made a “C” on his report
card (the rest of the grades were “A’s” and “B’s”). His father
lectured him unmercifully. At one point, his father declared
that “it was Communist to bring home such a bad grade.” Bill
didn’'t know what a Communist was or what Communism had to do
with bad grades. But he did understand that if he didn’t bring
home good grades he was unworthy.

Bill even remembered the six agonizing weeks until the next
report card. When it arrived he received five “A’s” and one
“B.” What was his father’s response? Was it delight? Was it an
apology for his previous comments? Not at all. His father
merely said, “That’s more 1like it.” The reprieve was
halfhearted and temporary.

In essence, false guilt is a stern warden that may give a
temporary reprieve but 1s always ready to call upon you to
prove your worthiness once again. We may know that Christ died
for our sins. We may know that our sins are forgiven. We may
know that we have value and dignity because we are created in
God’s image. But we may feel unworthy and feel as if we must
prove ourselves at a moment’s notice.



The key, as we will see in the next section, is to embrace
Christ’s atonement rather than our own. We must not only know
that we are forgiven through Jesus Christ, but act upon that
reality so that we live a life through grace rather than
legalism.

A Cure for False Guilt

Finally, I would like to conclude by talking about Christ’s
atonement for us. If we are to break the chain of false guilt,
then we must embrace Christ’s atonement rather than our own.
Although that statement may seem obvious, it is difficult for
someone with an overactive conscience to truly embrace
emotionally. For such a person, perfection is the means of
achieving salvation. If I can be perfect, then I will no
longer feel shame, and I will no longer feel guilt. This 1is
the personal atonement that someone with false guilt often is
seeking.

The Bible clearly teaches that Christ’s atonement was for our
sins. Sin is “any attitude, belief, or action that constitutes
rebellion against or transgression of God’s character.”
Clearly sinful man is incapable of making restitution because
our best works are as filthy rags before a holy and omnipotent
God (Isaiah 64:6). Our atonement must be made by someone with
clean hands and a sinless life. Christ, of course, fulfilled
that requirement and died in our place for our sins.

Nevertheless, someone with false guilt seeks a form of self-
atonement. Why? Well, there are at least two reasons:
indiscriminate shame and doubt about the character of God. The
first is indiscriminate shame. We should feel guilty and we
should feel shame for sinful behavior. The problem comes when
we feel guilt and shame even when a sinful action or attitude
is not present. Steve Shores believes that the “weeds of
shame” can begin to sprout even when we have a legitimate
need. We then tend to use the machete of false guilt to trim
these weeds back. We say, “If I can do enough things right, I



can control this and no one will know how bad and weak I am.”
This performance-oriented lifestyle is a way of hacking at the
weeds that grow in the soil of illegitimate shame.

The second reason for false guilt is a stubborn propensity to
doubt the character of God. Many Christian psychologists and
counselors have argued that the reason we may question our
Heavenly Father’s character is because we question our earthly
father’s character. And for those who have been abused or
neglected by their fathers, this is an adequate explanation.
But we even see in the Garden of Eden, Adam and Eve doubting
God and they did not even have earthly fathers. So I believe
it is more accurate to say that our sin nature (not our family
of origin) has a lot to do with our tendency to doubt God's
character.

This is manifested by two tendencies: blaming and hiding. When
we feel false guilt, we tend to want to blame others or blame
ourselves. If we blame others, we manifest a critical spirit.
If we blame ourselves, we feel unworthy and don’t want others
to see us as we are and we hide emotionally from others. The
solution is for us to embrace Christ’s atonement and accept
what He did on the cross for us. Christ died once for all
(Romans 6:10) that we might have everlasting life and freedom
from guilt and the bondage to sin.

©1996 Probe Ministries.

Angels: The Good, the Bad,
and the Ugly — The Range of


https://probe.org/angels-the-good-the-bad-and-the-ugly/
https://probe.org/angels-the-good-the-bad-and-the-ugly/

Angelic Activity

Sue Bohlin presents accounts of angelic activity in our world
today consistent with the biblical account of angels and their
actions. From a biblical worldview perspective, she considers
both the involvement of good angels and bad angels in the
circumstances of life. A good understanding of angelic
activity will aid us in understanding the full world around
us, both the seen and the unseen.

This article is also available in Spanish. =]

I was about thirteen years old when I had my first encounter
with an angel. I was going upstairs to my room, pulling my
entire weight on the handrail, when it suddenly came off in my
hand. I fell backwards, head first. Halfway into a terrible
fall, I felt a strong hand on my back push me upright. There
was nobody there—well, nobody visible!

Angel stories are always fascinating, and in this essay I
address angels: the good, the bad, and the ugly. The good
angels are the holy ones, the bad angels are the evil ones,
which the Bible calls demons, and the ugly angels are demons
disguising themselves as good angels. These ugly angels have
deceived many people in a culture that has embraced “angel
mania.”

The Good Angels

The book of Hebrews calls angels “ministering spirits sent to
serve those who will inherit salvation” (Hebrews 1:14). Angels
minister in many ways to us, and I'd like to look at some of
their ministries with examples from the scriptures as well as
some modern anecdotes.
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Provision

The Lord uses His angels to physically provide for His own. It
was an angel who brought Elijah bread and water while fleeing
from Jezebel after his victory on Mt. Carmel (1 Kings 19:5-6).

In 1944, the penniless wife of a pastor and evangelist in
Switzerland, Susie Ware prayed, “God, I need five pounds of
potatoes, two pounds of pastry flour, apples, pears, a
cauliflower, carrots, veal cutlets for Saturday, and beef for
Sunday.” A few hours later, someone knocked on the door, and
there was a young man carrying a basket, who said, “Mrs. Ware,
I am bringing what you asked for.” It was precisely what she’d
prayed for—down to the exact brand of pastry flour she wanted.
The young man slipped away, and even though Rev. and Mrs. Ware
watched at the window to their building, the man never exited.
He just disappeared.{1l}

Guidance

Sometimes, angels give guidance so God’s people will know what
He wants us to do. An angel appeared to Joseph in a dream and
instructed him to take Mary as his wife and to name her baby
Jesus. (Matthew 1:20-21)

And it was an angel who told Philip where to go in his travels
so that he could meet the Ethiopian eunuch and lead him to
Christ. (Acts 8:26)

My friend Lee experienced the comfort of guidance from an
angel when the other men in his army unit were pressuring him
to visit a red-light district. As he prayed for strength, an
invisible messenger came to him and said, quite audibly from
about ten feet away, “Have no fear of them. Do not succumb. I
will sustain you and deliver you.”



Encouragement

Angelic ministry to us can include powerful encouragement.
When Paul and his shipmates were caught in a horrible storm
and faced shipwreck, an angel appeared to him, assured him
that not a life would be lost, and that he would live to stand
trial before Caesar. (Acts 27:23)

One mother of a young girl told me that the night after her
daughter’s cancer surgery, a very tall nurse with long braids,
a real Amazon, ministered to her all night long. She was
caring for the girl with a strong but gentle tenderness, and
talking with the mom about how good God is. After they went
home, the mother decided to write a thank-you note to the
nurse, and called the hospital to ask for her name.
Everyone—even the head of nursing—insisted that there was no
nurse with that description working at the hospital. She
believes God sent an angel to encourage her through that dark
night.

Protection

This world is a dangerous place, and angels can provide
supernatural protection. Daniel 6 tells the story of how an
angel shut the mouths of the lions when he was thrown into
their den.

A young lady named Myra worked in the inner-city ministry of
Teen Challenge in Philadelphia. One neighborhood gang liked to
terrorize anyone who tried to enter the Teen Challenge
building, and they harassed Myra as well. One night, when she
was alone in the building with the gang banging on the door,
she felt she should continue to try to reach out to them with
the gospel of Jesus. As she opened the door, she breathed a
prayer for protection. The boys suddenly stopped their
shouting, looked at each other, turned and left quietly. Myra
had no idea why.



Later on, as the staff people were able to build relationships
with the gang members, the ministry director asked them why
they dropped their threats against Myra and left her alone
that night. One young man spoke up, saying, “We wouldn’t dare
touch her after her boyfriend showed up. That dude had to be
seven feet tall.” The director said, “I didn’t know Myra had a
boyfriend. But at any rate, she was here alone that night.”
Another gang member insisted, “No, we saw him. He was right
behind her, big as life in his classy white suit.”{2}

Another young woman walking home from work in Brooklyn had to
go past a young man loitering against a building. She was
fearful; there had been muggings in the area recently, and she
prayed for protection. She had to go right by him, and
although she could feel him watching her, he didn’t move. A
short time after she reached home, she heard sirens and saw
police lights. The next day her neighbor told her someone had
been raped, in the same place and just after she had passed by
the young man.

She wondered if the man she’d passed was the rapist, because
if it were, she could identify him. She called the police and
discovered they had a suspect in custody. She identified him
in a lineup and asked the policeman, “Why didn’t he attack me?
I was just as vulnerable as the next woman who came along.”
The policeman was curious too, so he described the woman and
asked the suspect about her. He said, “I remember her. But why
would I have bothered her? She was walking down the street
with two big guys, one on either side of her.”{3}

Rescue

Sometimes, angels rescue people in danger. It was an angel-if
not the Angel of the Lord, who is the pre-incarnate Christ—who
joined Meshach, Shadrach and Abednego in the fiery furnace,
rescuing them from the flames (Daniel 3).

My friend John told me that he and a friend were walking



through a rough neighborhood one night when 12 or 15 gang
members jumped them. John took two punches and sank to the
ground. He expected to be robbed and severely beaten, but he
wasn’t. Instead, he heard a voice from about six feet up:
“It's okay, they’re gone.” He looked up and saw his friend who
mysteriously was now about 25 feet away, leaning against a
wall with his fists still clenched as if he were ready to
fight. But there was no gang. They just disappeared. And there
was nobody next to John.

Warrior Angels

The ministry of warrior angels catches the imagination in a
special way. The prophet Elisha prayed that the Lord would
open the eyes of his servant so he could see the mighty
angelic army of God protecting them.

In Nazi Germany, one mother took her little boy, who was
unchurched, to a shelter run by nuns that had become known as
a safe place because nothing bad ever seemed to happen there.
His first night, while everyone else was praying that God
would protect them, this little boy kept his eyes open. After
the “amen,” he told his mother, “It came up to here on them!”
and pointed to his breastbone. When asked what he meant, he
said, “The gutter came up to here on them!” A nurse asked,
“What are you talking about?” and he told her that he saw men
filled with light guarding each corner of the shelter, so tall
that they towered above the roof. The shelter was protected by
huge warrior angels that only a little boy could see.{4}

Guardian Angels

Do we have guardian angels? The Bible doesn’t give a
definitive answer on that, although the Lord Jesus did say,
“See that you do not look down on one of these little ones.
For I tell you that their angels in heaven always see the face
of my Father in heaven.” (Matthew 18:10) And Psalm 91:11
promises, “For He will command His angels concerning you to



guard you in all your ways.”

One day, when my son was a baby, I tripped while I was holding
him, and he went flying headlong toward a brick wall. There
was nothing I could do to protect him, but I watched as he
inexplicably stopped an inch from the wall and fell gently to
the carpet. I knew immediately that an angel’s hand had been
his bumper pad.

These are only a few of the stories of thousands about angels
who protected and rescued people, both Christians and non-
Christians. But a nagging question continues to arise: where
are the angels when girls are raped, and drunk drivers crash
headlong into a car of teenagers, and evil people blow up
buildings with hundreds of innocent people in them?

The angels are still there, continuing to minister in pain and
death. We usually don’t realize the role of angels in the
midst of horrible circumstances because their work 1is unseen
and often unfelt.

Behind the question of, “Where are the angels?” is the very
difficult problem of why a good God would allow pain and
suffering. The book of Job gives us two important insights
into the problem of pain: first, when disasters and suffering
assail us in the physical realm, there may be something bigger
and more important going on in the unseen spiritual realm.{5}
Second, God never gives Job an answer to his demand to know
the “why”: He just says, “I am the sovereign Lord, acting in
ways you cannot understand. You just need to trust Me, that I
know what I'm doing.” The fact that God is in control, that He
allows all pain and suffering for a reason, 1is the great
comfort that we need to remember when it seems like the angels
have forsaken us. They haven’t, because God hasn’t.

The Bad Angels

There are good angels, and there are bad angels. All of them



were created as holy angels, but about a third of them
rebelled against God and fell from their sinless position.
Satan, the leader of these demons or unholy angels, is a liar,
a murderer, and a thief. (John 10:10) He hates God and he
passionately hates God’s people. The Bible tells us that he
prowls around like a roaring lion, seeking whom he may devour
(1 Peter 5:8). We need to remember that Satan and all the
demons are supernaturally brilliant, and Satan disguises
himself as an angel of light (2 Corinthians 11:14).

It’'s this masquerade as a holy angel that is behind the
current angel craze in our culture. While there are a number
of wonderful Christian books available that relate stories of
holy angels helping people, there are many books,
publications, and seminars that are filled with demonic
deception of the ugliest kind. Because when you start talking
to angels, you end up dealing with demons.

The Ugly Angels

The enemy of our souls 1s using a new twist on an old lie,
exploiting the current interest in angels to attract the
untaught and the undiscerning. Much of the current angel mania
is simply New Age philosophy, which is actually old-fashioned
pantheism. Pantheism 1is the belief that everything-an
impersonal God as well as every part of the creation-is one
big unity. All is one, God is one, we are God-and New Age
philosophy throws reincarnation into the mix as well.

n

You know you're around “ugly angels,” or demons masquerading
as angels of light and holiness, when you see or hear these
terms:

1. Contacting or communing with angels.

There are now books available with titles like Ask Your
Angels{6} and 100 Ways to Attract Angels{7}. But the Bible
gives neither permission nor precedent for contacting angels.



When people start calling on angels, it’s not the holy angels
who answer. They’'re demons, disguising themselves as good
angels to people who don’t know how to tell the difference.

2. Loving our angels, praying to our angels.

Some self-styled “angel experts” instruct their followers to
love their angels and call upon them for health, healing,
prosperity, and guidance. But angels are God'’'s servants, and
all this attention and emphasis and glory should go to God,
not His servants. God says, “I will not share my glory with
another” (Isaiah 42:8). Scripture makes no mention of loving
angels—only God, His word, and people. And it never tells us
to pray to angels, only to the Lord Himself.

3. Instruction, knowledge, or insight from angels,
particularly ones with names.

Some angel teachers are proclaiming that angels are trying
very hard to contact us, so they can give us deeper knowledge
of the spiritual{8}. Invariably, this “angel knowledge” is a
mixture of truth and lies, and never stands up to the absolute
truth of Scripture.

There are four angel names that keep popping up in the angel
literature: Michael, Gabriel, Uriel, and Raphael. Michael and
Gabriel are the only angels mentioned by name in the Bible.
The other two show up in the apocryphal First Book of Enoch,
which includes a fanciful account of the actions of these four
beings. [Note: it has been brought to my attention that there
are actually two other named angels in the Bible: Apollyon,
the angel of the abyss in Revelation 9:11, and Satan, who 1is
an evil, fallen angel.] Those who report modern day angel
teachings are actually channeling information from demons.

4. Special knowledge or teachings from angels.

Naomi Albright distributes teachings about the deep meanings
of colors, and numbers and letters of the alphabet which she



claims is “knowledge given from above and brought forth in
more detail by the High Angelic Master Sheate, Lady Master
Cassandra, and Angel Carpelpous, and the Master Angel, One on
High.”{9} These same beings told Mrs. Albright to stress two
main teachings: first, that God accepts all religions, and
second, Reincarnation.{1l0} These two teachings keep showing up
in much of the New Age angel literature, which shouldn’t be
surprising since they are heretical lies that come from the
pit of hell, which is where the demons feeding these lies to
the teachers are from.

Other angel teachings are that all 1is a part of God
(pantheism); the learner 1is set apart from others by the
“deep” knowledge that the angels give (this is a basic draw to
the occult); and that eventually, the one who pursues contact
with these angels will be visited by an Ascended Master or a
Shining Angel (which is a personal encounter with a demon).

We need to remember that God’s angels are not teachers. God'’s
word says they are messengers—that’s what “angel” means—and
they minister to us. God has revealed to us everything we need
for life and godliness (2 Peter 1:3), so any hidden knowledge
that spirit beings try to impart is by nature occultic and
demonic.

5. Human divinity

The message of the ugly angels is that we need to recognize
that we are one with the divine, we are divine . . . we are
God. In Karen Goldman’s The Angel Book: A Handbook for
Aspiring Angels, she says things like, “Angels don’t fall out
of the sky; they emerge from within.”{11} And, “The whole
purpose in life is to know your Angel Self, accept it and be
it. In this way we finally experience true oneness.”{12}

The following bit of heretical garbage was channeled from a
demon posing as an angel named Daephrenocles: “The wondrous
light of the Angels, from the elohim to the Archangels to the



Devas and Nature Spirits, are all bringing to you the
realization that you are magnificent-you are divine now and
divine first.”{13}

Much of the angel literature refers to “the angel within.” But
angels are a separate part of the creation. They were created
before man as a different kind. They are not within us. The
movie “It’s a Wonderful Life” notwithstanding, when we hear a
bell ring it does not mean that an angel is getting his wings.
Nor do good people, especially children, become angels when
they die. We remain human beings—not angels, and certainly not
God.

What our culture needs in response to the angel craze 1is
strong discernment built on the foundation of God’s word. We
need to remember, and share with others, three truths about
angels:

1. The ministry of holy angels will never contradict the
Bible.

2. The actions of holy angels will always be consistent with
the character of Christ.

3. A genuine encounter with a holy angel will glorify God, not
the angel. Holy angels never draw attention to themselves.
They typically do their work and disappear.

It’s very true that many have “entertained angels unaware”
(Hebrews 13:2). But we need to make sure we’re entertaining
the right kind of angels!
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Is There Really a Hell?

Rick Rood discusses the biblical teaching on hell, as well as
the practical effects of this belief for
Christians.

This article is also available in Spanish.

The story has been told of C. S. Lewis listening to a young
preacher’s sermon on the subject of God’s judgment on sin. At
the end of his message, the young man said: “If you do not
receive Christ as Savior, you will suffer grave eschatalogical
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ramifications!” After the service, Lewis asked him the
question, “Do you mean that a person who doesn’t believe in
Christ will go to hell?” “Precisely,” was his response. “Then
say so,” Lewis replied. (1)

This story illustrates something that most Christians know,
but few articulate: that of all the doctrines of the Christian
faith, the one we feel most uncomfortable discussing is the
doctrine of eternal punishment or hell. And it is not
difficult to understand why this is so. The doctrine of hell
is offensive to unbelievers, and contradicts the emphasis on
tolerance and on human potential that dominates our times. Who
of us enjoys alienating our friends by speaking of eternal
judgment for sin? For many of us, the doctrine of hell is also
difficult to reconcile with the the love and grace of God.
Furthermore, we are well aware of Christians who have misused
the doctrine of hell by using it to manipulate and control
other people. In seeking to distance ourselves from the abuse
of this doctrine, and to avoid appearing intolerant and
uncaring, many of us have eliminated the word “hell” entirely
from our vocabulary (making our belief an entirely personal
matter).

Recent surveys have revealed some very interesting facts about
current attitudes toward hell. A survey conducted by George
Gallup in 1990 revealed that just under 60% of Americans
believe there is a hell (down over 10% from 1978), though only
% believe that hell was their own personal destination. A
survey in the mid-1980s of American evangelical college and
seminary students revealed that only one in ten believed that
the first step in influencing unbelievers for Christ should be
to warn about hell. 46% of seminary students believed that to
emphasize to non-believers that eternal judgment would be a
consequence of rejecting Christ was “in poor taste.” A survey
conducted in 1981 revealed that 50% of theology faculty
believe in the existence of hell (61% of Roman Catholics, and
34% of Protestants)! (2)



In spite of the prevailing current attitudes toward hell
revealed by these surveys, however, it is still apparent to
most Christians that the doctrine of hell is firmly grounded
in the teaching of Scripture. All but one of the letters of
the Apostle Paul mention the wrath or judgment of God on sin.
And of the twelve uses of the word gehenna (the strongest word
for hell) in the New Testament, eleven come from the lips of
Jesus himself! In fact, the Savior taught more about hell than
He did about heaven! Of the more than 1850 verses recording
the words of Christ, 13% pertain to the topics of judgment and
hell. Of the 40 or so parables uttered by Jesus, more than
half relate to God’s eternal judgment on sin. Surprisingly,
the much beloved “Sermon on the Mount” contains some of Jesus’
most straightforward words about hell!

What Does the Bible Teach About Hell?

In his book simply titled “Inferno,” Dante Alighieri describes
in great detail his imaginary tour through nine levels of
hell. Dante’s book makes for fascinating reading. But to learn
what hell is really like, we must turn to another source: the
Bible.

As we begin reading through the 0ld Testament, we find
frequent references to “sheol” (the world of departed spirits)
as the abode of all the dead (cf. Deut. 32:22). As we continue
reading, we find also that a day will come when the bodies of
all who are in sheol will be resurrected: some to “everlasting
life” but others to “everlasting contempt” (Dan. 12:2).

The common belief of godly rabbis during the intertestamental
era that sheol was divided into two sections 1is reflected in
the New Testament, which refers to the abode of the righteous
as “Paradise” (Lk. 23:43) or “Abraham’s bosom” (Lk. 16:22),
and the abode of the unrighteous as “Hades” (Lk. 16:23). After
Christ’s resurrection, it appears that those who resided in
Paradise were ushered into the presence of God in heaven where
they await the future resurrection of their bodies. But those



who are 1in Hades awalt a resurrection to a different
destination— hell.

The word that is used most frequently in the New Testament for
hell 1is Gehenna. Gehenna is a reference to the Valley of
Hinnom located on the south side of Jerusalem, which served as
the city’s “garbage dump” during Jesus’ time. The fires that
burned here never went out.

As did his contemporaries, Jesus referred to Gehenna as the
place where “the fire is not quenched” and where “their worm
does not die” (Mk. 9:48). Whether He implied a literal flame
and a literal worm is not of great importance. Jesus also
described hell as a place of “outer darkness” (Mt. 22:13). But
it is clear that He meant us to understand that hell is a
place of continual deterioration and suffering for those who
inhabit it! Jesus also referred to those who were cast into
hell as being “cast outside” (Mt. 8:12), or as Paul simply
puts it “away from the presence of the Lord” (II Thess. 1:9).
Hell is a place of exclusion and loss of every blessing that
comes from God. Hell is described as a place of “contempt” by
the prophet Daniel (Dan. 12:2)-where every person is despised
by every other inhabitant. As one writer has put it: “Sinners
in hell will have company but no sympathy” (3)

Jesus said hell will be a place of “weeping and gnashing of
teeth” (Mt. 13:42). The weeping no doubt speaks of terrible
remorse and grief. But the gnashing of teeth speaks of intense
anger—anger at oneself, anger at Satan, anger at God. Paul
speaks of hell’s inhabitants as experiencing “wrath and anger
. trouble and distress” (Rom. 2:8-9).

The Bible also tells us that in hell not all will be judged
alike. Jesus made it clear that there will be degrees of
judgment in hell. He said that the one “who knew his master’s
will and did not .. act in accord with his will, shall receive
many lashes, but the one who did not know it, and committed
deeds worthy of a flogging, will receive but few” (LK.



12:47-48). But though not all will be judged equally, all will
be judged with certainty. Exodus 34:7 tells us that though the
Lord is “compassionate and gracious, .. yet He will by no means
leave the guilty unpunished.”

Why Would a Loving God Send People to
Hell?

Does the Bible teach that hell is a place of eternal conscious
punishment for sin? One alternative proposal is that for many
(if not all) a second opportunity will be given after death to
respond to the grace of God. Appeal is usually made to the
statement in Peter’s first letter that “the gospel .. has been
preached even to those who are dead” (4:6). William Barclay
states that in this passage we find a “glimpse of nothing less
than the gospel of a second chance” (Commentary on the
Epistles of Peter). Yet, the context makes clear that he 1is
speaking of those to whom the gospel was preached during their
lifetime, but who now were deceased! There is no indication at
all that a “post-mortem” opportunity to repent exists.

In John 8, Jesus says that for those who “die in their sins”
there 1is no possibility of joining Him in heaven (vv. 21,24).
In contrasting the expectation of the believer of being
reunited with loved ones in heaven, he says that unbelievers
“have no (such) hope” (I Thess. 4:13). These statements are
difficult to reconcile with the belief that the deceased are
offered a second opportunity after death. Hebrews 9:27 says
that “it is appointed for men to die once and after this comes
judgment.”

Another proposal, that is gaining a wider acceptance today, is
that unbelievers will simply be snuffed out of existence or
“annihilated.” Support for this belief 1is often sought in
statements throughout Scripture that describe sinners as
“perishing” or being “destroyed.” The psalmist says, “May the
wicked perish before God” (68:2). The same word, however, is



used in Isaiah 57:1 to refer to the righteous: “The righteous
perish and no one ponders it in his heart.” It is clear that
in the latter case, the word implies “severe suffering.” It
could not possibly mean that the righteous are “extinguished.”
There is, therefore, no reason to believe that the opposite is
the case when the word is used to describe the fate of
sinners. To “perish” or be “destroyed” means to “suffer ruin,”
not to be “annihilated.”

That the Bible teaches eternal conscious punishment for sin in
hell, is the only deduction that can be reached from the fact
that the most emphatic words available to the biblical writers
were consistently used to describe hell’s endless duration, as
well as to describe the duration of heaven, and even the
eternal existence of God! Just as Jesus described the destiny
of the righteous as “eternal life,” so He described the
destiny of the unrighteous as “eternal punishment” (Mt.
25:46). Just as John described God as the one who “lives
forever and ever” (Rev. 15:7), so He described the fire of
hell as lasting “forever and ever” (Rev. 14:11).

Sometimes it is said that the Greek word for eternal (aionios)
really means “age lasting,” implying that at the end of a
series of ages God will empty hell of all its inhabitants.
Those who hold this interpretation, however, fail to recall
that while this present age is finite in duration, it was the
common understanding among Jesus’ listeners that the "“age to
come” was eternal!

In reference to the fate of Judas, Jesus said: “It would have
been better for him if he had never been born” (Mt. 26:24). If
indeed it is as terrible a fate as these words suggest, and if
it is eternal in duration, why would a loving God send people
to hell? If God is a God of love, why would He consign anyone
to an eternity as terrible as the Bible describes the fate of
those whose destiny is hell?

Perhaps the biblical doctrine of hell can begin to make more



sense to us when we reexamine our understanding of two other
teachings of Scripture: the nature of God, and the nature of
man and of sin.

One of the wonderful revelations of Scripture is that God is a
God of infinite love and grace. Who of us is not refreshed
when we read the words of the psalmist: “But Thou, O Lord, art
a God merciful and gracious, Slow to anger and abundant in
lovingkindness and truth” (86:15)?7 Yet it is the same God who
is also described as the One who “will by no means leave the
guilty unpunished” (Ex. 34:7)! The God who loves the sinner is
also the God whose “eyes are too pure to approve evil” and who
cannot “look on wickedness with favor” (Hab. 1:13). The
psalmist quotes God at one point as saying, “You thought that
I was just like you” (50:21). But we are in need of the
realization that just as God’s love is far beyond our own, so
the purity of his holiness exceeds all our conceptions! When
Isaiah was granted a vision of the Lord on his throne, he was
shaken by his impression of his holiness (Isa. 6:3)! For sure,
God is a God of indescribable love, but He is just as much a
God of absolute holiness and righteousness! When we gain a
vision of the holiness of God as it is portrayed in the Bible,
we begin to understand the reasonableness of the doctrine of
hell.

We are also helped when we allow Scripture to more fully
inform us in our comprehension of the nature of man and of
sin. The emphasis in our generation on the value and dignity
of the human person has been a welcome corrective to a past
overemphasis on the depravity of man. Yet it is easy for us to
lose sight of the fact that though we are indeed created in
the image of God and of very special value in His eyes,
nonetheless we are also deeply and indelibly stained by sin in
every area of our being. The God who knows every thought and
motive of every human heart, said that it “is more deceitful
than all else, and is desperately sick; who can understand
it?” (Jer. 17:9). Jesus himself said that “from within, out of



the heart of men, proceed (all manner of evil)” by which we
are defiled (Mk. 7:21-23)!

When Ezra learned of the disobedience of the people of Israel
in marrying unbelievers, he said, “I tore my garment and my
robe, .. and sat down appalled” (Ezra 9:3). When the Apostle
Paul saw the city of Athens filled with idols, “his spirit was
. provoked within him” (Acts 17:16)! Is it possible that we
have lost something of the sense of the seriousness of sin
that seemed to grip the heart of these two men?

Some have objected that while sin is certainly worthy of
punishment, a “finite” sin is hardly worthy of the “infinite”
punishment of hell. But that our rebellion against God should
be considered “finite” in nature is not entirely clear.

When we consider that the One against whom we have rebelled is
the One who gave us life, who is the source of every good
thing that we know in life, and who has extended his love by
giving his own Son as payment for our sin, how can we possibly
measure the gravity of our sin or the punishment it deserves?
When we consider too that there is no indication that those in
hell will ever experience a “change of heart” in attitude
toward God, perhaps we can see that God’s judgment is entirely
just.

The Doctrine of Hell: What Difference
Does It Make?

We want to focus on three areas of life that should be
impacted by our understanding of the biblical doctrine of
hell.

The first is our attitude toward sin .. particularly our own. A
number of years ago, Dr. Karl Menninger wrote a book entitled
Whatever Happened to Sin? In it he challenged the popular
notion that all of our thoughts and actions can be accounted
for by factors beyond our own personal control, that we are



rarely responsible for our own conduct. For sure, there are
“mitigating” factors in most of our lives that influence our
character and conduct to greater or lesser degree. And God 1is
not unaware of these things. “He knows our frame, that we are
but dust” (Ps. 103:14). He knows as well that we are born with
a sinful nature that is beyond the power of human will to
overcome (cf. Rom. 7:14-25). But He also knows that the choice
is our own as to whether we approve and condone the fruit of
our sinful nature, or whether we turn to Him for grace to hold
in check our sinful impulses and to learn to follow his will.
In his book The Screwtape Letters, C.S. Lewis said that there
are two kinds of people in the world: those who say to God,
“Thy will be done,” and those to whom God says, “Thy will be
done.” The choice is ours as to which kind of person we will
become.

When we realize that we are responsible for what we choose to
do about our sin, and that it is more than merely an act that
may result in unpleasant consequences for ourselves, but that
it is also a disposition of rebellion against God, that
requires his holy judgment, we cannot help but become more
sensitive to its presence in our lives!

The second result of a biblical understanding of hell is a
much greater appreciation for the grace and salvation we have
received from God! Our appreciation for the immense value of
this gift is greatly enhanced when we fully comprehend the
nature of that from which we have been delivered. Our
perception of the awesomeness of salvation is determined in
large measure by our perception of the awfulness of hell!

Finally, a biblical understanding of hell should move us to
include in our proclamation of the gospel a clear warning
about the consequence of failing to respond. We need to be
more forthright than the preacher whom Charles Spurgeon
reported as saying, “If you do not love the Lord Jesus Christ,
you will be sent to the place which it is not polite to
mention.” (4) C.S. Lewis once said: “If Christianity only



means one more bit of good advice, then Christianity is of no
importance. There has been no lack of good advice for the last
four thousand years. A bit more makes no difference.” (5) If
there really is a hell, then Christianity is far more than one
more bit of good advice!

In his book Our Guilty Silence, John Stott recounts how the
seventeenth century Jesuit missionaries to China, not wanting
to offend the sensitivities of the Chinese, excluded the cross
of Christ and other details from their message. Quoting Hugh
Trevor- Roper, Stott says, “We do not learn that they made
many lasting converts by the unobjectionable residue of the

story.” (6)

There is little question that the doctrine of hell has at
times been abused. But as one writer has well put it: “May its
misuse not result in its disuse” in our efforts to lead people
to Christ.
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What images come to mind when you think of Heaven? Do you
think of a mode of life that is exciting and fulfilling? Or do
the words of the epitaph of one dear soul come nearer to
hitting the mark?

Weep not for me, friend, tho’ death do us sever, I am going
to do nothing forever and ever.{1}

Does Heaven awaken for you a sense of anticipation, or does it
evoke visions of monotonous and boring inactivity?

What is Heaven really like? Is Heaven even something we should
spend much time thinking about? Or should we relegate thoughts
of Heaven to the dusty corners of our mind, lest we render
ourselves of little earthly good?

In this essay we want to focus on what the Bible teaches about
Heaven, and how these teachings should impact the way we live.
We will note some of the foundational truths about Heaven
revealed in Scripture.

We know first of all that Heaven is the spiritual realm in
which the glory of God’'s presence is manifest, and in which
dwell the angels of God, and all believers who have departed
this world (Heb. 12:22-24). The few glimpses of Heaven given
in Scripture reveal a pervading sense of the holiness of God
(Isa. 6; Rev. 4-5), which had an alarming and overwhelming
impact on those who were granted such visions (Isa. 6; Dan.
7:9-28). Isaiah, when he saw the Lord sitting on His throne,
said, “Woe is me . . . for my eyes have seen the King, the
Lord of hosts.”

We are also informed that it is a place which human words are
inadequate to fully describe. Ezekiel could only describe what
the glory of Heaven was “like” or “resembles” (Ezek. 1). In
reporting on his apparent visit to heaven, the apostle Paul
said that he “heard inexpressible words, which a man is not
permitted to speak” (2 Cor. 12:4). What he saw was not only



impermissible but impossible to describe in human terms!
Heaven is certainly among those things he described elsewhere
as “things which eye has not seen and ear has not heard, and
which have not entered into the heart of man” (1 Cor. 2:9)! No
wonder Paul says in another place that we shall be
“astonished” when we see the Lord at His coming in glory (2
Thess. 1:10)!

Third, we know that for those who belong to Christ, Heaven is
their immediate destination after death. To the thief on the
cross, Jesus said, “Today you shall be with me in Paradise”
(Luke 23:43). Paul said that “to be absent from the body (is
to be) at home with the Lord” (2 Cor. 5:8), and that should he
depart this world, he would “be with Christ” (Phil. 1:23).

Many wonder if in Heaven we will still be subject to time. But
there is really no reason to believe we will not be. To be
infinite in relation to time is an attribute only God can
possess. We know that Scripture speaks of “months” in Heaven
(Rev. 22:2) and even “ages” to come (Eph. 2:7). Certainly
also, the music which will be sung in Heaven requires a
temporal mode of existence. It seems apparent also that in
Heaven we will be cognizant, to some degree, of what 1is
transpiring on earth. When Moses and Elijah met the Lord on
the Mount of Transfiguration, 1it’s recorded that they
discussed Jesus’ coming return to glory (Luke 9:30-31). And
during the coming tribulation period we are told that the
saints in Heaven will be anxiously awaiting the completion of
God’s purposes on earth (Rev. 6:10-11). Until His kingdom
comes, even in Heaven the question will be asked, “How long, O
Lord?” (as these saints are recorded as imploring).

Oswald Sanders said: “God has not told us all we’d like to
know, but He has told us all we need to know” about Heaven
{2}. So, let’s look closer now at more of what the Bible does
tell us about existence in heaven.



What Will Life in Heaven Be Like?
Spiritual Changes'!

Mark Twain once sarcastically asserted that in Heaven, for
twelve hours every day we will all sing one hymn over and over
again.{3} Hardly an inviting thought! The Bible, however,
paints a much different picture of what life in Heaven will be
like. Consider just a few of Heaven’s most significant
characteristics.

First, we know that our transition to heaven will result in a
change in our spiritual nature. Paul spoke of “the hope of
righteousness” for which we wait (Gal. 5:5); the expectation
of being made wholly righteous. In Romans chapter 7 he spoke
of being released from the internal struggle against
indwelling sin, through being set free from our mortal body
(Rom. 7:23-24). John said that when Jesus appears, “we shall
be like Him, because we shall see Him just as He is” (1 John
3:2). Even now, we are told that as we behold “the glory of
the Lord” we are gradually transformed into His image (2 Cor.
3:18). One day we will see Him “just as He is.” And when we
do, there will be something about our vision of Him that will
purify our hearts from all sin and bond us eternally to Him!
One result of this transformation will be the perfecting of
our relationships with one another. On earth, even among the
most mature of us, our relationships are hindered by barriers
created by fear, pride, jealousy, and shame. But the Bible
says that “perfect love casts out fear” (1 John 4:18). When we
fully apprehend the perfect love which God has for us, and are
cleansed from the sin that presently indwells us, our
relationships with one another will finally be what God
intended them to be.

Second, in Heaven our comprehension of the nature of God will
be greatly expanded. The apostle Paul says that “though now we
see through a glass darkly,” then we shall “see face to face”
and “shall know fully, as we are known” (1 Cor. 13:12). It 1is



this knowledge I am convinced that will move us to
spontaneously join the heavenly chorus in singing hymns of
praise to Almighty God. From the few glimpses of heavenly
worship we are granted in Scripture, we learn that our praise
of God will focus both on who He is—-the eternal, holy,
almighty God (cf. Isa. 6:3; Rev. 4:8)—and on what He has done
(Rev. 4:11; 5:9-14). If our worship of God is muted now, it is
at least partially because we do not yet fully comprehend the
greatness of His glory and the awesomeness of His creative and
redemptive work. But in Heaven we will gain much clearer
insight into the wisdom of God displayed in the intricacies of
His creation, and of His marvelous purposes manifest in His
redeeming work. Some have wondered how we could be happy in
heaven knowing that some of God’s creatures are enduring His
eternal judgment. It seems apparent, however, that in Heaven
we will gain a much clearer perspective on the justice of God
(cf. Rev. 18:20; 19:1-4). Perhaps the most perfect happiness
of Heaven is impossible apart from some element of sorrow over
the eternal loss of those who have rejected God's grace. No
doubt, however, many of the mysteries of life and of God'’s
ways in our individual lives will be more clearly understood,
prompting us to join in His praise.

Finally, there is every reason to believe that there will be
opportunity for growth in Heaven . . . not growth toward
perfection, but growth in perfection. As a man, Jesus was
indeed perfect. Yet Scripture tells us that He “grew 1in
wisdom, in stature, and in favor with God and man.” Scripture
also tells us that one of the three virtues that will abide
forever 1is hope (1 Cor. 13:13). And what is hope but the
expectation of better and better things yet to come . . . the
prospect of all for whom Heaven is our eternal home!

What Will Life in Heaven Be Like?
Physical Changes!

George Bernard Shaw one said, “Heaven, as conventionally



conceived, is a place so inane, so dull, so useless, so
miserable, that nobody has ever ventured to describe a whole
day in heaven, though plenty of people have described a day at
the seashore” {4}. The interesting thing about Shaw’s
statement is that he was right . . . at least when it comes to
Heaven as it is “conventionally conceived!”{5} But the Bible
informs us that the life that awaits us is not only “better”
than anything we could ever dream of here, or even “much
better,” but according to the apostle Paul, “very much better”
(Phil. 1:23)! Now we want to continue our consideration of
some of these “very much better” things that await us in
Heaven.

First, once God’'s purposes for life on earth are through, our
physical bodies will be resurrected to a new order of life.
Philippians 3:20 tells us that the Lord Jesus himself will
“transform the body of our humble state into conformity with
the body of His glory” (Phil. 3:21). In 1 Corinthians 15, the
relationship between our present mortal body and our future
resurrection body is likened to that between a seed and the
plant that comes to be when it is sown in the ground and
“dies” (1 Cor. 15:35-38). When a plant rises from the soil, it
brings into actuality all the potential that was packed in the
seed from which it grew. When our bodies are transformed, they
will possess in actuality all that we can now only dream of
being capable of. Not only will our bodies be freed from
illness and aging, but our capacities will be immensely
expanded and transformed! Paul describes it as a body that is
“spiritual, honorable, imperishable, and powerful!”

The second “very much better” thing that will await us 1is the
creation of a new heaven and earth in which we shall live with
Christ forever. Jesus referred to this transformation of the
creation as “the regeneration” (Matt. 19:28) the same term
used to describe the new birth of a believer. Paul described
it as the time when it will be “set free from its slavery to
corruption” (Rom. 8:21). In the Revelation we are told that in



the new creation there will be “no more sorrow, pain or death”
(Rev. 21:4). And in Isaiah’s prophecy we read that the glories
of the new creation will be so marvelous that “the former
things shall not be remembered or come to mind” (Isa. 65:17)!
Not only will the sufferings of this present life fade in
comparison to the glory of this new world order (Rom. 8:18),
but even the most wonderful of life’s experiences will be so
overshadowed by our new life that they will barely survive in
our memory! When the apostle John was given a vision of life
in the new creation, he was so overwhelmed that he had to be
reminded to record what he was witnessing (Rev. 21:5), and to
be assured twice that what he was beholding would really come
to pass (Rev. 21:5; 22:6)!

And how will we occupy our time in this new order of life? The
Scriptures tell us that in addition to engaging in united
worship of God, we will serve (Rev. 22:3) and reign with
Christ (Rev. 20:6; 22:5). The domain over which we will reign
will no doubt encompass all of creation, for we’re told that
for Christ “all things have been created” (Col. 1:16), and
that with Him we will inherit “all these things” (Rev. 21:7)!
Though in many respects there will be a certain continuity
between our present and future life, many tasks and
occupations of the present order will no longer be needed. The
enterprises in which we will engage will be totally creative
and productive far more fulfilling and exciting than anything
we know on earth today!

What Will Life in Heaven Be Like? The
Prospect of Heavenly Reward
So far in our discussion on Heaven we have noted aspects of

our heavenly experience that will be true for all of us who
will ultimately make it our home.

We want to focus now on the fact that there are some things
about Heaven that will not be equally enjoyed by all.



Jesus on more than one occasion stated that not all who enter
Heaven will enjoy its blessings to the same degree. Not that
there will be any judgment or punishment for those who are
heavenbound. “There 1is no condemnation for those who are in
Christ Jesus” (Rom. 8:1). But Jesus did say that in His
kingdom “many who are first shall be last, and the last first”
(cf. Matt. 19:30).

The apostle John stated that it was possible for believers to
enter Christ’s presence “with confidence,” or “to shrink away
from Him in shame” (1 John 2:28). Peter wrote that it was
possible for us to enter Heaven triumphantly, or in a
“stumbling” fashion (2 Pet. 1:10-11). The apostle Paul said
that we can either be “rewarded,” or “suffer loss”; that it is
possible to be “saved, yet so as through fire” (1 Cor.
3:13-15). Perhaps the “fire” referred to here is a reference
to the searching gaze of the glorified Christ, whose eyes John
described as “a flame of fire” (Rev. 1:14). “We must all
appear before the judgment seat of Christ, that each one may
be recompensed for his deeds in the body, according to what he
has done, whether good or bad” (2 Cor. 5:10). The word for
“bad” in this case refers not merely to what is “evil” but to
what from God’'s perspective is “worthless.” Not only will our
“works” be evaluated, but also the very motives of our heart
(1 Cor. 4:5). The Scriptures tell us that praise will come
from God to every believer (1 Cor. 4:5), but for some there
will be more, and for others less.

What is the nature of the reward that may be won or lost? Many
passages speak of our heavenly reward in terms of the
responsibility with which we will be entrusted by God when we
reign with Christ in the new heaven and new earth. In Jesus’
parable of the talents, He spoke of rewarding those who had
been faithful by putting them “in charge of many things” in
His kingdom (Matt. 25:21 23). In another place He spoke of
putting some of us in places of authority over cities in His
kingdom (Luke 19:17,19). To those who had stood by Him in His



earthly trials, Jesus promised to place them “on thrones
judging the twelve tribes of Israel” in His future kingdom, as
well as to seat them at His side at His table (Luke 22:28-30)!
Not only would they be worthy of being entrusted with greater
responsibility, but also capable of enjoying the closest
fellowship with Christ!

In many passages heavenly rewards are likened to the “crowns”
worn by victors in athletic contests. Whether literal or
metaphorical, these crowns represent different aspects of our
heavenly reward. The “crown of life” is promised to those who
persevere under trial (James 1:12; Rev. 2:10), the “crown of
righteousness” to those who long for Christ’s return (2 Tim.
4:8), an “incorruptible crown” to those who exercise self
control (1 Cor. 9:25), the “crown of rejoicing” to those who
lead others to Christ (1 Thess. 2:19), and the “crown of
glory” to those who serve unselfishly as spiritual leaders (1
Pet. 5:2-4).

The most important fact about our heavenly rewards is that
they are based not on our position or ability, but on our
faithfulness. Time and again Jesus told His followers that “he
who is faithful in a little thing, will be faithful also in
much” (Luke 16:10; 19:17).

What Difference Does Heaven Make?

Before we conclude, we want to think about just a few of the
ways in which our life on earth should be impacted by what we
believe about Heaven.

First, the hope of Heaven transforms our perspective on the
disappointments and sufferings of this life. D. A. Carson was
right when he wrote: “There is nothing in Scripture to
encourage us to think we should always be free from the
vicissitudes that plague a dying world” {6}. But one thing the
hope of Heaven can do is help us to put the “dark side” of
life in perspective. Paul wrote: “For I consider that the



sufferings of this present time are not worthy to be compared
with the glory that is to be revealed to us” (Rom. 8:18). The
glory to come will be immeasurably greater than the depth of
any sorrow we may know today!

But Scripture also tells us that our present sufferings
actually play a role in preparing us for that glory to come!
As the apostle put it: “For momentary, light affliction 1is
producing in us an eternal weight of glory far beyond all
comparison” (2 Cor. 4:17). The very qualities and virtues that
will fit us for Heaven are today being woven into our soul
through the many afflictions of our present life . . . freeing
us from the bonds of self-indulgence, creating in us a heart
of compassion for others, and prodding us to draw ever closer
to the One whose presence we shall enjoy for eternity to come.

Second, the hope of Heaven transforms our perspective on the
true nature of success. On every side we hear the message that
the “good life” consists in the accumulation of material
possessions, the acquisition of power, or the enjoyment of
sensual pleasure. Scripture does encourage us to enjoy the
many good things of life with which we may be blessed (1 Tim.
6:17); but the hope of Heaven should remind us that this world
and all that is in it is passing away, that its glory is for
only a season (1 John 2:15 17), that we truly are “strangers
and aliens” in this world (1 Pet. 2:11).

That’s why it exhorts us to set our minds and hearts on Heaven
and to seek the things that are above (Col. 3:1-3). God 1is
urging us to turn aside from what in His eyes are “trivial
pursuits” that end only in emptiness, and to devote ourselves
to those ambitions that will yield fruit that will accompany
us into the next world. When Jesus said to “seek first His
kingdom and His righteousness,” He was encouraging us to make
these things our highest priority in life.

Finally, the hope of Heaven transforms our perspective on
death. The Scriptures nowhere teach that as believers we are



immune from or should deny the reality of the sorrow that
death can bring. But in Christ, we share in His victory over
death! We grieve, but we grieve not as those who have no hope
(1 Thess. 4:13), rather as those who are certain of our
reunion with loved ones who have gone before, of receiving a
glorious body that will never weaken or decay, of entering a
wonderful new life beyond our fondest dreams, and of forever
being with the Lord!

At the end of his beloved “Narnia Tales” C. S. Lewis describes
the events that transpire as the characters in his story enter
Heaven: “(T)he things that began to happen after that were so
great and beautiful that I cannot write them. And for us this
is the end of all the stories, and we can most truly say that
they all lived happily ever after. But for them it was only
the beginning of the real story. All their life in this world
and all their adventures in Narnia had only been the cover and
the title page: now at last they were beginning Chapter One of
the Great Story, which no one on earth has read: which goes on
for ever: in which every chapter is better than the one
before.”{7}
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Church’s Intolerant Past Not
a True Representation of
Christianity

The Southern Baptist Convention recently made headlines for
renouncing racism, condemning slavery and apologizing for the
church’s intolerant past. That laudable contrition raises a
deeper question: Why would Christianity ever be associated
with racial oppression in the first place?

How did the faith whose founder told people to “love one
another” become linked with human bondage, social apartheid
and even today’s racist militias?

As a white baby boomer growing up in the South, I experienced
segregated schools, restrooms drinking fountains and beaches.
My parents taught and modeled equality, so I was saddened by
the injustice I saw. A CBS documentary emphasized the Ku Klux
Klan's use of the Bible and the cross in its rituals.

During college, a friend brought an African-American student
to a church I attended in Durham, N. C. The next Sunday, the
pastor announced that because of “last week’s racial incident”
(the attendance of a Black), church leaders had voted to
maintain their “longstanding policy of racial segregation.”
Thereafter, any Blacks present would be handed a note
explaining the policy and asked not to return. I was outraged
and left the church.

Some 19th-century ministers preached that slavery was a divine
decree. In his book, “Slavery Ordained of God,” Fred A. Ross
wrote, “Slavery is ordained of God .. to continue for the good
of the slave, the good of the master, the good of the whole
American family.” Those words seem quite different from the
biblical injunction to “love your neighbor as yourself,” a
statement with equally poignant historical roots.
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In first-century Palestine, the Jews and Samaritans were
locked in a blood feud. Divided by geography, religion and
race, the two groups spewed venom, with Jewish pilgrims
deliberately lengthening their journeys to bypass Samaria.
Once, a Jewish lawyer asked Jesus of Nazareth, “Who is my
neighbor?” Jesus, who as a Jew surprised people by freely
mixing with Samaritans, told a now famous story: The Good
Samaritan aided a badly injured Jewish traveler who had been
ignored by two passers-by, Jewish religious leaders. Which of
the three was the “neighbor”? Obviously, the one who showed
mercy.

The power of true faith to reconcile enemies was driven home
to me in the’70s by Norton, Georgia state leader of the Black
Student Movement, and Bo, a prejudiced White church member.
Once during an Atlanta civil rights demonstration, Bo and his
pals assaulted Norton. The animosity was mutual. Norton later
discovered that Christianity was not a religion of oppressive
rules, but a relationship with God. As his faith sprouted and
grew, his anger mellowed, while his desire for social justice
deepened. Meanwhile, Bo chose to reject his hypocrisy and
follow his faith. Three years after the beating, the two
unexpectedly met again at a conference on the Georgia coast.
Initial tension melted into friendship as they forgave,
reconciled and treated each other like brothers.

Historical and contemporary examples abound of true faith
promoting reconciliation and opposing racism. John Newton, an
18th-century British slave trader, renounced his old ways,
became a pastor and wrote the hymn “Amazing Grace.” Newton
encouraged his Christian friend William Wilberforce, who faced
scorn and ridicule, in leading a long but successful battle in
Parliament to abolish the slave trade.

In South Africa in 1988, my heart ached as I saw impoverished
Black townships and inequality falsely justified by religion.
I also saw signs of hope. At a multiracial university student
conference, Peter, a white Afrikaner, told me, “All my life,



I’ve been taught the races should be separate. But now because
of my faith, I believe we can be one.”

Sadly, his efforts to convince his friends back home were
frustrating. “Maybe, you can love the Black man,” they
reluctantly conceded, “but you can’t associate with him.”
Inner change often takes time and hinges on individual
willingness.

Two years ago in Cape Town, radical Black terrorists sprayed a
multiracial congregation with automatic gunfire and grenades.
Eleven died and 53 were wounded, some horribly maimed. The
world press was astounded by the members’ reaction.

Lorenzo Smith’'s wife, Myrtle, died from shrapnel that pierced
her heart as he tried to shield her. In spite of his loss, he
forgave the killers: “I prayed for those that committed the
crime.” The pastor explained, “Christian forgiveness doesn’t
mean that we condone what has happened or that we don’t wish
the law to take its course, but that we have no desire for
vengeance. We’'re more determined than ever to contribute
toward reconciliation and a peaceful future.”

Former Vermont Sen. George Aiken said that if one morning we
awoke to discover everyone was the same race, color and creed,
we’'d find another cause for prejudice by noon. Human hearts
need changing.

A young African-American woman heard a speech on this theme in
her sociology class at North Carolina State University. “All
my life I’'ve been taught that white Christians were
responsible for the oppression of my people,” she noted. “Now,
I realize those oppressors weren’t really following Christ.”

The Southern Baptists were right to renounce racism. Other
institutions should take note. Racist policies, laws and
yes—militias—need changing. But so do human beings. True
Christianity does not promote racism but seeks to eliminate it
by changing human hearts.
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The Angel Quiz

Origin and Background of the Angels and
Demons

The subject of this essay is angels. The material is presented
in a quiz format because we have learned that many people
enjoy testing their biblical knowledge in this way. Before
going to the quiz, however, a few introductory observations
about angels are in order.

Angels are referred to in 34 of the 66 books of the Bible.
They are mentioned 108 times in the 0ld Testament and 165
times in the New Testament.{1}

The presence of good angels, and evil ones (demons), are
recognized in most of the world’s religions. Angels are
important figures in Christianity, Judaism, Islam, many
Christian cults, and in the occult. “The history of various
religions from the earliest times shows belief in Satan and
demons to be universal...The great ethnic faiths of India,
China, and Japan major in demonism, as well as the animistic
religions of Africa, South America, and some islands...To an
amazing degree, the history of religion is an account of
demon-controlled religion, particularly in its clash with the
Hebrew faith and later with Christianity.”{2}

Currently interest in angels 1is very high in the United
States, and many books and seminars are being offered on the
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subject in an attempt to meet this heightened curiosity about
angels.

Unfortunately most of these books and seminars are naive, at
best, and more often than not, occultic in orientation. Now
let’s turn to the quiz.

1. What does the word angel mean?

The basic meaning of the word angel is “messenger.” This 1is
significant because a messenger 1is given a message by a higher
person. Much of the contemporary romance with angels sees them
as somewhat independent, if not totally autonomous, but a
messenger is on a mission from someone higher, in this case
from God..or Satan.

2. What are some of the other names used of angels?

Other terms used to describe angels are: ministers, hosts (the
armies of God), chariots, watchers, sons of the mighty, sons
of God, elohim (or sons of Elohim), holy ones, and stars.{3}

3. Are angels created or have they always been with God?
They were created by Christ (Col. 1:15-17; John 1:3).
4. When were they created?

They were created some time prior to the creation of the earth
because Job 38:4-7 says that the sons of God (angels) sang
with joy when the earth was created.

5. What about their appearance? How do angels look?

When angels appear on earth, they usually have the appearance
of adult human males and are often described in the same
passage both as men and as angels (Genesis 18:1-2). In Mark
16:5 an angel is described as a young man.

6. What do angels wear?



They are often reported to wear white (Acts 1:10), white robes
(Mark 16:15), garments white as snow (Matt. 28:3), dazzling
apparel (Luke 24:4), and shining garments (Acts 10:30).

7. Is it possible to encounter angels and not recognize them
as angels?

Yes, in Hebrews 13:2 we are warned to show hospitality to
strangers because “some have entertained angels without
knowing it.”

8. Do angels really have wings?

Some angels don’t have wings, or, at least, they don’t
manifest wings. Some clearly do. Cherubim are pictured as
having four wings in Ezek. 1:5-12; 10:15; 11:22) and seraphim,
as having six wings in Isaiah 6:2.

9. How do people react upon encountering angels?

The reaction varies. Sometimes the people are calm, but
usually they experience fear, anxiety, emotional upheaval,
terror, or the desire to worship the angels. Mary was greatly
troubled at first (Luke 1:28-29); armed soldiers at the tomb
shook with fear and became like dead men (Matt. 28:4); John,
the author of Revelation, fell at the feet of the angel to
worship (Rev. 19:10; 22:8-9).

Angels in the 0ld Testament

10. What caused the fall of the angels?

Satan, the leader of the fallen angels, was before his fall
the highest of all created beings, but he was consumed with
pride and rebelled against God (Ezek. 28:12-19; Isa.
14:12-14). He seduced a third of the angels to follow him in
his rebellion (Rev. 12:4). These treacheries brought about his
condemnation by God (1 Tim. 3:6) and the condemnation of the
other rebelling angels.



11. When did they fall?

They fell some time after their own creation and before the
temptation of Eve in the Garden of Eden (Gen. 3).

12. Does Satan make his first appearance in the Garden of Eden
in Genesis 3?

No, a close reading of the account of man’s fall in Genesis 3
reveals that Satan doesn’t appear in the Garden of Eden though
his influence is felt. Though his name isn’t mentioned in the
passage, he clearly inspired the actions of the serpent.
Later, when God curses the serpent in verse 15, the last part
of the curse is directed at Satan.

13. What do the opening verses of Genesis 6 have to do with
angels?

There the sons of God took wives from among the daughters of
men. One interpretation of the passage takes the sons of God
to mean “angels” as the term is normally used. If this is so,
then these angels are the evil angels who, in a very unique
occurrence, cohabited with human females and produced unusual
offspring. For this heinous sin these angels are kept 1in
eternal bonds under darkness for the judgment of the great day
(Jude 6). See also 2 Peter 2:4-12.

14. How would evil angels profit by these actions?

Aside from sensual pleasure, the purpose seems to be that they
intended to pollute and pervert the human line. Since Christ
needed to be born into the human family and be fully human as
well as fully God, a degenerate hybrid-humanity would have
prevented Him from being our authentic representative on the
cross. This is the reason, some hold, for God’s sending the
world-wide flood: to wipe out the polluted line and start over
with Noah’'s family.

15. Do angels marry?



No, this is clearly stated in Mark 12:25. It is commonly
believed that angels do not procreate and are not a race.{4}
(See also Matt. 22:30.) Generally they are portrayed as
sexless apart from the difficulties mentioned in question 13.

They are probably sexless in their basic nature but possibly
able to assume a variety of forms, just as they are normally
invisible but able to manifest themselves when they desire.
(See also 2 Cor. 11:14-15.)

Angels are referred to in the Scriptures by masculine word
forms though neuter forms were available. They appear on earth
as human males, but there is the possibility of a female angel
in Zechariah 5:9.

16. What news did the Lord and two angels give Abraham?

The Lord and two angels (also described as three men and the
Lord and two men) announced that Sarah would have a son and
that Sodom would be destroyed.

17. What happened when the two angels left and went to Sodom?

The men of that city, not knowing that they were angels, asked
Lot to send them outside so they could have sexual relations
with them. The angels blinded the men and warned Lot and his
family to leave the city because Sodom was about to be
destroyed (Gen. 19:1-29).

18. What famous incident involved Jacob and many angels?

In Genesis 28 Jacob had a dream of a ladder stretching from
earth into heaven, and he saw angels ascending and descending
on the ladder. In the dream God gave the land around Jacob to
him and to his descendants and proclaimed “in you and in your
descendants shall all the earth be blessed” (Gen. 28:10-22).

19. What is the meaning of this dream and promise?

It was a reconfirmation of the Abrahamic covenant and



indicated that the covenant would go through Jacob’s line (not
Esau’s), that his descendants would be innumerable, and that
wherever Jacob went God would be with him. It also looked
forward to the coming of Christ through Jacob (Matt. 1:2).

20. What famous event involved Jacob and one angel? What
happened?

Jacob, while fleeing from his brother Esau, wrestled all one
night with an angel and persisted until the angel blessed him.
The angel blessed him by changing his name from Jacob, meaning
“trickster,” to Israel, which means “he who persists with
God.” The angel also crippled one of Jacob’s legs as evidence
that the struggle had really occurred and was not merely a
dream. The wrestling figure is described as a man and as God
in Genesis 32:24-30 and as an angel in Hosea 12:4. So, the
angel was probably the preincarnate Christ.

21. What Old Testament character was greeted by the angel of
the Lord by this statement, “The Lord is with you, 0 valiant
warrior”?

Gideon (Judges 6:11-12).

Angels in the Earthly Life of Christ

22. Angels were involved in Jesus birth in several ways. Can
you identify all these events?

The angel Gabriel (Luke 1:19) announced the coming birth of
John the Baptist who would prepare the way for Jesus (Luke 1:
5-25). Gabriel also announced to Mary, who was a virgin, the
miraculous coming birth of Jesus (Luke 1:26-38). An angel
appeared to Joseph in a dream and told him not to put Mary
away but to marry her because the child she was carrying was
conceived by the Holy Spirit. He was also told to name the
child Jesus. When he woke up he did as the angel commanded him
(Matt. 1:18-25). On the night of Jesus’ birth, an angel
announced the good news to shepherds keeping watch over their



flocks. Then “suddenly there appeared with the angel a
multitude of the heavenly host praising God” (Luke 1:8-15).

23. Name the ways angels were involved in Jesus’ life and
teachings?

After the coming of the magi, an angel warned Joseph in a
dream to flee to Egypt to avoid Herod’'s search for the child.
After Herod’s death an angel again appeared to Joseph. He told
Joseph to return to Israel (Matt. 2:19-20). When Christ was 1in
the wilderness for 40 days, Satan was tempting Him and the
angels were ministering to Him (Luke 4:1-2; Mark 1:13). Jesus
taught about angels (Luke 16:22) and about Satan and his
demons (Luke 10:17-20). He cast out demons, and He gave the
disciples power over demons (Luke 9:1, 37-42). Christ was
strengthened by an angel in Gethsemane the night He was taken
prisoner (Luke 22:43).

24. Immediately after He stilled the storm on the Sea of
Galilee, Christ was met at the shore by a man who claimed to
be demon possessed. What evidence was there that the man was
demon- possessed?

He had been bound, but had superhuman strength and had broken
away from all human restraints, even chains; he was naked and
lived among the tombs, constantly gashing himself with stones
while screaming and crying (Mark 5).

25. How many demons did he have? What happened to the demons?

He said he had a legion, meaning literally several thousand.
This was probably a figure of speech, but he doubtless had
many demons. The demons begged not to be sent out of the
country; Christ then sent them into some pigs grazing on a
nearby mountainside, and the pigs ran over the cliff into the
sea. This is one more evidence of Christ’s total control over
the demonic world (Mark 5).

26. How were angels involved after Christ’s death?



On the first day of the week, Mary Magdalene and the other
Mary came to visit the grave. Before they got there, “a severe
earthquake had occurred, for an angel of the Lord had
descended from heaven and rolled away the stone and sat upon
it” (Matt. 28:2). Angels at the tomb announced that Christ was
risen (Luke 24:4). Immediately after He ascended, two angels
appeared and told the disciples that Jesus would return in the
same manner that He had departed (Acts 1:10).

Angels in the Rest of the New Testament

27. What person was described as having the face of an angel?

Stephen, a young man full of faith and of the Holy Spirit, was
taken before the Sanhedrin and charged with blasphemy. He
began to preach. Then “fixing their gaze on him, all who were
sitting in the Council saw his face like the face of an angel”
(Acts 6:15). His sermon, however, so angered the Council that
they stoned him (Acts 7:1-60).

28. Who was taken by an angel on a missionary journey? What
happened?

Philip was preaching in the villages of Samaria on his way to
Jerusalem when an angel spoke to him and told him to go south
on a road that leads from Jerusalem to Gaza. When he arrived
the angel told him to approach an Ethiopian eunuch sitting 1in
his chariot reading the book of Isaiah. Philip explained the
passage to the eunuch and baptized him upon hearing his
statement of faith in Christ. After they come out of the
water, the angel snatched Philip away and set him down in
another city where he continued preaching the gospel (Acts
8:25-40).

29. What is the attitude of the heavenly angels toward God’s
plan of salvation?

There is great joy in heaven among the angels of God when a
sinner repents and accepts Christ as Savior (Luke 15:10). They



are clearly intrigued by what God is doing and long to know
more (1 Pet. 1:10- 12). They observe with great interest the
behavior of the church. In fact in a passage about orderliness
in the worship (Christ submitting to God, men submitting to
Christ, and wives submitting to their husbands), Paul
concludes by writing that women in church should have a symbol
of authority on their heads because of the angels (1 Cor.
11:1-10). There are different theories about what all this
means, but 1t seems clear that our behavior 1is to be
respectful to the angels present and perhaps even instructive
to them. Remember that the sin of the fallen angels began with
Satan’s pride, his unwillingness to submit and his desire for
prominence.

30. What individual was freed from prison by an angel?
Simon Peter (Acts 12:3-10).
31. What did the angel do to free Peter?

He appeared in the cell, struck Peter’s side to wake him,
caused his chains to fall off his hands, then told him to get
up and get dressed, and to follow him. They passed several
guards without being seen, then they came to the gate of the
city, and it opened by itself. Then the angel vanished.

32. Is it possible for an angel to say or teach things
contrary to the Scriptures or to God’s will?

Yes, in Galatians 1:8 Paul writes “Even though we, or an angel
from heaven, should preach to you a gospel contrary to that
which we have preached to you, let him be accursed.”

33. Can angels be deceptive in other ways as well?

Yes, 1 Timothy 4:1 states: “in later times some will fall away
from the faith, paying attention to deceitful spirits and
doctrines of demons (fallen angels).”

34. What Gentile man was told by an angel to send for Simon



Peter?

Cornelius, a righteous, god-fearing Centurion who gave alms to
the Jews (Acts 10).

35. Why did the angel direct Cornelius to send for Simon Peter
come to Cornelius?

So Peter could tell Cornelius and his relatives and friends
about salvation through Christ. And, so Simon Peter could see
further evidence of how God was beginning a great wave of
conversions among the Gentiles (Acts 9:32-11:30).

36. What happened?

The Holy Spirit fell upon Cornelius and all those listening to
Simon Peter’s sermon. They began speaking with tongues and
exalting God. Then Peter had them all baptized.

Future State of the Angels and Demons

37. What future roles will the good angels have?

They are sometimes involved in punishing unbelievers (Acts
12:23). They will act as reapers toward the end of the age
(Matt. 13:39), be involved in the judgments of the Tribulation
(Rev. 8, 9, 16), and live forever with the believers of all
ages in the New Jerusalem.{5}

38. Will the good angels judge the actions of their former
comrades, the fallen angels?

No, believers in their glorified state will judge the fallen
angels (1 Cor. 6:2-3). Christ will rule and the believers will
rule under Him. Hebrews 2:5 states, “For He did not subject to
angels the world to come.”

39. What happens to the evil angels and Satan?

The evil angels and Satan will finally be judged by God who



will cast them into the lake of fire that burns forever (Luke
20:36; Matt. 25:41; Rev. 20:10).
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Hermeneutics: Accurately
Interpreting Bible Teaching

Don Closson provides a good understanding of hermeneutics, the
ways in which one interprets the Bible with accuracy and
integrity. He provides a step by step guide to understanding
and interpreting Scripture in a consistent way. He helps us
understand how to deal with the cultural, historical and
language barriers we face in dealing with a text written in a
different language and culture than our own.

Understanding the Bible

If you have ever had a prolonged discussion with a Jehovah’s
Witness, Mormon, or New Ager over a passage of Scripture, you
might relate to an experience that I had recently. I sat down
with someone who had obviously spent considerable time in the
Bible, who stated a desire to know God’s truth and was willing
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to work diligently to please God, sacrificing both time and
money. However, when it came to determining what the Bible
taught concerning how we might please Him and what we must do
to be saved, we found little we could agree upon. At times it
felt as if we were reading two completely different texts.

The problems I encountered were the result of different rules
of interpretation. These rules are part of a discipline known
as hermeneutics, which many consider to be both an art and a
science. The rules that one uses to interpret Scripture play a
vital role in determining the meaning of a passage, and thus,
our understanding of God and ourselves. Does John 1l:1 refer to
Jesus as the co- creator of the universe, existing with God
the Father eternally, indeed, being of the same essence as the
Father? Or is Jesus’ divinity somehow inferior to the divinity
of God the Father, a view that Jehovah’s Witnesses hold? The
way we interpret this passage will be determined by the rules
of interpretation we bring to our study. It is obvious that
both interpretations cannot be correct. When John wrote the
words for his Gospel, and specifically for the first chapter,
he had one meaning in mind. He may not have understood all of
the implications of what he was writing, nor could he have
imagined all of the applications possible in future contexts.
However, via the inspiration of the Holy Spirit John’s words
were to communicate a specific truth about God.

There are three good reasons why we have difficulty
understanding the biblical text. First, we are separated from
the historical events written about by thousands of years of
history. Second, we live in a dramatically different culture,
and third, the biblical texts were written in foreign
languages. These obstacles to understanding can be daunting to
those who want quick and easy comprehension of the Bible. They
also make it possible for others to place their own agenda
over the text, knowing that few will take the time to uncover
what the writer’s original intent might have been.

Our goal should be to exegete, or draw meaning from the



Scriptures, rather than to impose meaning onto them. Jehovah’s
Witnesses have decided that Jesus cannot be God; they claim
that it is an irrational doctrine. As a result, they have
worked hard at interpreting direct references to His deity as
something else. In Hebrews 1:6 the angels are told to worship
Jesus. Since the Witnesses at one time taught that Jesus was
an angel, they translate the word found in the passage as
obeisance rather than worship. More like a gesture of respect
than the worship of the one true God. Unfortunately, they have
to misquote a reference work in order to justify their
translation. Their New World Translation has changed numerous
passages in order to keep their doctrines intact.

In this essay we will review some of the principles of
hermeneutics that have been accepted by the majority of
conservative Protestants for many years. Our goal in doing so
is that we may be able to rightly divide the Word of truth.

God’s Communication Link

One of the first steps to correctly interpreting Scripture 1is
being aware of what the Bible says about itself and
understanding how it has come down to us through the
centuries.

Rather than causing a complete text about Himself and His
creation to simply appear, God chose to use many individuals,
over thousands of years to write His words down. God has also
revealed something of Himself in nature. General revelation,
in the world around us, gives us an indication of God’s glory
and power. However, without special revelation, the specific
information found in the Bible, we would be lacking the
redemptive plan that God has made available through Jesus
Christ. The Bible clearly claims to have revealed information
about God. Deuteronomy 29:29 declares that, “The secret things
belong to the LORD our God, but the things revealed belong to
us and to our children forever, that we may follow all the
words of this law.” In 1 Corinthians 2:12-13 the writer adds



that, “We have not received the spirit of the world but the
Spirit who is from God, that we may understand what God has
freely given us. This is what we speak, not in words taught us
by human wisdom but in words taught by the Spirit, expressing
spiritual truths in spiritual words.”

The unique nature of the Bible is made clear by Paul in 2
Timothy 3:16. Paul tells Timothy that “All Scripture is God-
breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and
training in righteousness.”

None of the original writings, or autographa, still exist.
Nevertheless, textual criticism has confirmed that the
transmission of these writings have been very accurate. The
accuracy of the 0ld Testament documents are attested to by the
Dead Sea Scrolls which gives us copies of parts of the 0ld
Testament almost a thousand years closer to the original texts
than previously available. The dependability of the New
Testament 1is confirmed by the availability of a remarkable
volume of manuscripts which were written very near the time of
the original events.

Once we appreciate what God has done to communicate with us,
we may begin to apply the principals of interpretation, or
hermeneutics, to the text. To be successful this process must
take into account the cultural, historical, and language
barriers that 1imit our wunderstanding of the original
writings. There are no shortcuts to the hard work necessary to
accomplish this task.

Some have wrongly argued that knowledge of the culture and
languages of biblical times is not necessary, that the Holy
Spirit will interpret the text for us. The role of the Holy
Spirit is to illumine the believer in order to accept and
apply what is found in Scripture. The Bible says that the
natural man does not accept the things of the Spirit (1 Cor
2:14). The Greek word for “accept” means “to take something
willingly and with pleasure.” The key role of the Spirit 1is



not to add information to the text, or to give us special
translating abilities, but to soften our hearts in order to
receive what is there.

The goal of this process is to be mature in Christ. The Bible
is not an end, 1t is a means to becoming conformed to the
image or likeness of Christ.

What Is a Literal Interpretation?

Prior to the Protestant Reformation in the 1500s, biblical
interpretation was often dominated by the allegorical method.
Looking back to Augustine, the medieval church believed that
every biblical passage contained four levels of meaning. These
four levels were the literal, the allegorical, the moral, and
the eschatological. For instance, the word Jerusalem literally
referred to the city itself; allegorically, it refers to the
church of Christ; morally, it indicates the human soul; and
eschatologically it points to the heavenly Jerusalem.(1l) Under
this school of interpretation it was the church that
established what the correct meaning of a passage was for all
four levels.

By the time of the reformation, knowledge of the Bible was
scarce. However, with a new emphasis on the original languages
of Hebrew and Greek, the fourfold method of interpretation was
beginning to fade. Martin Luther argued that the church
shouldn’t determine what the Scriptures mean, the Scriptures
should govern what the churches teach. He also rejected the
allegorical method of interpreting Scripture.

Luther argued that a proper understanding of what a passage
teaches comes from a literal interpretation. This means that
the reader must consider the historical context and the
grammatical structure of each passage, and strive to maintain
contextual consistency. This method was a result of Luther’s
belief that the Scriptures are clear, in opposition to the
medieval church’s position that they are so obscure that only



the church can uncover their true meaning.

Calvin agreed in principle with Luther. He also placed great
importance on the notion that “Scripture interprets
Scripture,” stressing that the grammar, context, words, and
parallel passages found in the text were more important that
any meaning we might impose on them. He added that, “it is the
first business of an interpreter to let the author say what he
does say, instead of attributing to him what we think he ought
to say.(2)

Another approach to interpretation is letterism. While often
ignoring context, historical and cultural setting, and even
grammatical structure, letterism takes each word as an
isolated truth. A problem with this method is that it fails to
take into account the different literary genre, or types, in
the Bible. The Hebrew poetry of the Psalms is not to be
interpreted in the same way as is the logical discourse of
Romans. Letterism tends to lead to legalism because of its
inability to distinguish between literary types. All passages
tend to become equally binding on current believers.

If we use Jesus as our model for interpreting Scripture we
find that He treated the historical narratives as facts. Old
Testament characters and events are talked about as if they
actually existed and happened. When making applications from
the 0ld Testament text, Jesus used the normal, rather than
allegorical meaning, of the passage. Jesus condemned the
Scribes and Pharisees for replacing the original intent of the
Scriptures with their own traditions. Jesus took a literal
approach to interpretation which took into account the
literary type of the passage.

Paul tells Timothy that he is to do his “best to present
himself to God as one approved, a workman who does not need to
be ashamed and who correctly handles the word of truth.”
Having the right method of interpretation is a critical
precursor to accomplishing this admonition.



Applying the Hermeneutic Process

Next, we will look at how one might approach a specific text.
A first step should be to determine the literary genre of the
passage. A passage might be legal, narrative, polemic, poetry,
wisdom, gospel, logical discourse, or prophetic literature,
each having specific guidelines for proper interpretation. For
instance, the wisdom literature found in Proverbs is to be
seen as maxims or general truths based on broad experience and
observations. “They are guidelines, not guarantees; precepts,
not promises. (3)

Now, it would be helpful to identify the use of figurative
language in the passage. Various forms of Hebrew poetry,
simile, metaphor, and hyperbole need to be recognized if the
reader is to understand the passage’s meaning. Hyperbole, for
example, uses exaggeration to make a point. John says that the
whole world would not have room for the books that would be
written if everything about Jesus’s life was written down
(John 21:25). John is using figurative speech. His point 1is
that there were many things that Jesus did that weren’t
recorded.

The Hebrew language of the 0ld Testament is filled with
examples of figurative text. Judges 7:12 claims that “The
Midianites, the Amalekites and all the other eastern peoples
had settled in the valley, thick as locusts. Their camels
could no more be counted than the sand on the seashore.” Were
there actually billions of camels in the valley, or is this an
overstatement for the sake of making the point that there were
many camels present? Interpreting a passage begins by looking
for the plain literal meaning of the text, but if there are
obvious contradictions of known facts we look for a figure of
speech. Clues for interpreting a figure of speech are usually
found in the immediate context.

After a passage’s literary type is determined and figures of
speech are identified, we can begin to focus on the content of



a section of Scripture. Four levels of study are recommended.
Word studies come first. Words are the building blocks of
meaning, and by looking at the root origin or etymology of a
word; its historical development over time; and the meaning of
the word at the time of its use in Scripture we can gain
insight into a passage’s meaning.

Much is to be gained by focusing on the verbs and conjunctions
within a text. In the Greek language, verbs have a tense, a
mood, a voice, and a person. For instance, Ephesians 5:18 says
to not get drunk with wine, for that is dissipation, but be
filled with the Spirit. Does “be filled” mean a one time
event? Do we accomplish this via hard work? Actually, the
passive voice and present tense of the Greek word used
translates better as “be kept being filled in Spirit.” It
implies an ongoing process that God performs as a result of
our submission to Him, not as a result of our personal
efforts.

Connective words like “and” or “for” are important when
reading long or difficult passages. The word “for” introduces
a reason for a preceding statement. In Romans 1:15-17 Paul
says that he is eager “to preach the gospel . . . for I am not
ashamed . . . for it is the power of God for salvation

for in it the righteousness of God is revealed.” And, 1in
Romans 8, “for” occurs 15 times.

Other techniques for studying words include 1looking at
synonyms, antonyms, and cross references. (Cross-references
might be verbal, parallel (using the same words), or
conceptual (using the same idea).

Continuing the Hermeneutic Process

Syntax 1s the way in which words are grouped together within
phrases, clauses, and sentences. Two types of phrases are
prepositional, like “in Christ” and “from God our Father,” and
participial, such as “speaking the truth in love” or “making



peace.” There are dependent clauses like “when we pray for
you” and independent clauses such as “we always thank God.”
There are simple and compound sentences, simple ones having
only one independent clause, compound ones having at least
two.

Why do we need to know about syntax? Because without it we
have no valid assurance that our interpretation is the meaning
God intended to convey. Since God used languages that function
within normal grammatical rules, knowing these rules 1is
necessary in order to discern the meaning of a text.

The next level of study should be context. First locate the
beginning of an idea and its topic sentence. Start with the
paragraph, and then consider the chapter and the entire book.
Determine who is being addressed, who is speaking, and what
the occasion 1s. Hebrews chapter six has been interpreted in a
number of different ways depending on how one answers these
questions. Since the book was written to Jewish believers,
deals with Christian maturity, and begins by exhorting the
reader to leave elementary teachings and press on to maturity,
many feel that the passage deals with Jewish believers tempted
to return to Temple worship and the Jewish community. It warns
not of the loss of salvation, but the negative impact on their
Christian life if they return to the Jewish community and
worship. In other words, they cannot start over if they ruin
their testimony among the Jews.

Finally, ignoring the cultural context of a passage is one of
the greatest problems in Bible interpretation. By culture we
mean the behavior of a people as reflected by their thoughts,
beliefs, social forms, speech, actions, and material
artifacts. If we ignore culture, we often wrongly read into
the Bible our twentieth century ideas. Knowledge of the
religious, economic, legal, agricultural, architectural, and
domestic practices of biblical times will decrease the
likelihood of misinterpreting difficult passages.



God’s plagues on Egypt is one example of how cultural
knowledge can help us to understand a text. The specific
plagues sent by God spoke directly against the Egyptian gods.
Turning the Nile into blood invalidated the protection of
Isis, a goddess of the Nile, as well as Khnum, a guardian god
of the Nile. The plague of frogs defied the Heqget, the goddess
of birth who had the head of a frog. The plague of gnats
ridiculed Set, god of the desert. Other plagues mocked Re, a
sun god; Hathor, goddess with a cows head; Apis, the bull god;
Sekhmet, goddess with power over disease, as well as others.
God was communicating very clearly with the Egyptian people
concerning His role as the creator and sustainer of the
universe.

Reference works like Bible dictionaries, concordances, word
study books, and commentaries are available to assist us in
our study of the Bible. The goal of this process is to apply
God’'s Word to our lives, but we must first have accurate
knowledge of what God’'s Word means. Understanding precedes
application.

As Psalm 19:1 explains, “The heavens declare the glory of God;
the skies proclaim the work of his hands.” Paul, in Romans
1:20 says, “..since the creation of the world God’s invisible
qualities—his eternal power and divine nature—have been
clearly seen, being understood from what has been made, so
that men are without excuse.”

Notes
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Israel’s History Written 1in
Advance

According to an old story, the powerful Prussian King
Frederick the Great had a chaplain who was a Bible-believer,
though Frederick himself was a rationalist. One day, Frederick
challenged his chaplain, “In a word, give me a good argument
for the God of the Bible.” His chaplain, a knowledgeable man,
responded, “The Jew, your majesty!” To unpack the chaplain’s
concise remark is the purpose of this essay.

Neglected Evidence for the God of the
Bible

The history of the Jews is a demonstration of God at work,
sometimes miraculously, sometimes providentially, in the
affairs of men and nations. The particular significance of the
Jews—in contrast to other nations—is that God called Israel
His special people and made covenants with them through
Abraham, Moses, and David. In addition, the 0ld Testament
predicts what God planned to do with His people. We’ll look at
three rather wide-ranging prophecies about the nation Israel
and see how they have come to pass. These involve first, the
covenant curses; second, an acted parable of the marital
relations between God and Israel; and finally, a prediction of
Israel’s return to her own land.

The first area of prophecy involves what God promised to do to
the nation of Israel if they did not keep the laws Moses had
given them from Mt. Sinai.

When the Israelites were rescued from slavery in Egypt about
1,400 B.C., God made a contract or covenant with Moses to
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define Israel’s relationship to Him as His own special people.
This covenant reminded them of what God had already done for
them and what He promised to do in the future. God had saved
them from slavery, brought them safely through the desert, was
about to bring them into possession of the land of Canaan, and
would protect them from all disasters if they would be
faithful to Him. To test their faithfulness, God gave them an
elaborate set of laws—-some moral, some civil, some
ceremonial—-which also set them apart from the nations around
them. God showed His reality through the lifestyle that He had
designed for Israel. In Deuteronomy 4:5-8 Moses explained it:

See, I have taught you decrees and laws as the LORD my God
commanded me, so that you may follow them in the land you are
entering to take possession of it. Observe them carefully,
for this will show your wisdom and understanding to the
nations, who will hear about these decrees and say, "Surely
this great nation is a wise and understanding people.’

Moses goes on to say only Israel has a God who is near when
they pray, and only His people have such righteous laws to
guide them.

In the 28th chapter of Deuteronomy and the 26th chapter of
Leviticus, the provisions of the covenant are set out in the
form of blessings and curses—blessings if Israel would obey
God’'s commands and curses if they disobeyed. Through these
sanctions, Israel would be reminded of how they were doing in
obeying God, and their neighbors would see an objective
demonstration of God’s judgment in history.

Israel as a History Lesson

Israel’s history demonstrates that when they broke the laws
God gave them, they experienced exactly the results God
predicted would happen if they were unfaithful. No other
nation has prophesied its own downfall with such accuracy.



Thus history demonstrates how accurately God predicted what
would happen to Israel if they disobeyed His laws. And what
did God predict? To summarize nearly a hundred verses,
Israel’s disobedience brought wasted effort in labors; natural
disasters such as drought, blight, and locusts to their crops;
and disease and death to their animals and themselves.

Their enemies would defeat them in battle and besiege their
cities, resulting in plague, famine, cannibalism, and
starvation. They would be scattered to foreign countries.
There some would die; others would live in constant fear of
both real and imagined disasters, or turn to other gods. They
would be sold as slaves. Their numbers would decline greatly,
as they suffered from fearful plagues, prolonged disasters,
and lingering illnesses. What an amazing list of disasters!

Not only are these curses severe, but the Bible predicts them
in some detail. In Deuteronomy, fourteen verses describe the
blessings and fifty-four the curses. In Leviticus, eleven
verses are blessings and thirty-two are curses. Altogether,
over 75 percent of the verses concern curses for disobedience.
God- predicted disasters will be a major part of Israel’s
future.

This proportion is very unusual. Other religious people might
concede that their own history had been three-fourths
disaster, but who would admit it had been three-fourths
disobedient? And this proportion is borne out not only by the
history of Israel recorded in the Bible, where one might claim
the biblical history writers either molded the narrative to
match the prophecy or adjusted the prophecy to match the
history. It is also demonstrated in the long history of
disaster experienced by the Jews after the Bible was written.

No other national group has experienced such disaster as the
Jews. Most nations have not survived long enough to experience
so much disaster! Yet Israel has experienced disaster at every
point sketched in the long lists of Leviticus and Deuteronomy.



They have, unfortunately, been persecuted again and again for
over two thousand years. For most of that time they were
without a national homeland, having been driven out of
Palestine. They have faced decimation and sometimes genocide
from nearly every group they have lived among: Greeks, Romans,
Christians, Muslims, Nazis, and Communists. Even now the
recently re-established nation of Israel faces continual
harassment and threats of annihilation from hostile forces all
around her.

In the midst of these curses, however, comes a promise that
Israel will not be totally destroyed.

Yet in spite of this, when they are in the land of their
enemies, I will not reject them or abhor them so as to
destroy them completely, breaking my covenant with them. I am
the LORD their God (Lev. 26:44).

But as predicted, the Jews still exist as a people today. “Of
course!” you say. “If Israel had been destroyed, we would
never have heard of them.” Not true — unless they had been
destroyed before the coming of Jesus. With the rise of
Christianity, the 0ld Testament was preserved by non-Jews and
would have survived whether the Jews survived or not. In fact,
many of the threats the Jews have faced came in the past two
thousand years. Yet Israel, unlike most oppressed nations of
antiquity, has survived as a distinct people.

Thus the evidence from Israel’s predicted covenant curses
points to God'’'s activity in history, keeping His words of both
judgment and promise.

Israel’s Harlotry

It’s easy to miss the book of Hosea in the 0ld Testament. But
it describes an amazing parable that would picture Israel’s
situation for some two thousand years. The prophet Hosea was
divinely directed to live out a powerful parable depicting



God’s relationship with Israel.

In chapter 1, Hosea is instructed to marry a harlot, Gomer,
and have children. He obeys, thereby picturing God’s choice of
the nation Israel for a personal relationship with Him, even
though Abraham was an idolater when God called him and the
Israelites were idolaters when they were called out of slavery
in Egypt.

In chapter 2, Gomer runs off with her lovers. In the same way,
Israel abandoned God for the more sexually exciting worship of
the Canaanites, even though God had brought the people safely
into the promised land. Finally Gomer winds up in slavery, as
Israel would later be taken captive to Assyria and Babylon.

In chapter 3, Hosea is directed to go and buy her back. But
she is to have no relations with Hosea or with her lovers.
This last event in Hosea’'s living parable is a prediction of
the status of Israel for a long time to come:

For the sons of Israel will remain for many days without king
or prince, without sacrifice or sacred pillar, and without
ephod or household idols. Afterward the sons of Israel will
return and seek the LORD their God and David their king .

in the last days (Hos. 3:4-5).

Hosea predicted that Israel for “many days” will lack a king,
even though God had promised that Israel would never lack a
descendant to sit on the throne if the nation was obedient to
God.

In fact, the prediction states that Israel will lack even a
prince. Since in Hebrew, “prince” means a government official,
not the son of the king, Israel would lack both government and
king.

Hosea also predicts that sacrifice, pillar, ephod, household
idols will be lacking. Two are associated with the sacrificial



system and two with idolatry. Sacrifice was an integral part
of Israel’s covenant and worship. The ephod, a sort of vest,
was one of the most important of the ceremonial garments worn
by Israel’s high priest. Although some pillars had orthodox
uses, the most common reference is to those used in Canaanite
worship. Israel was to lose both true worship and the false
religion which had been such a problem since it entered
Canaan.

This has happened exactly! Since A.D. 44 (the death of Herod
Agrippa I), Israel has had no native king to this day. For
1,878 years, from the fall of Jerusalem in A.D. 70 to the
formation of the modern nation in 1948, Israel had no
government of its own either. Thus the predictions regarding
Israel’s governmental status were fulfilled in detail.

With the loss of the Temple and the priestly garments came the
end of the sacrificial system. Israel has not had a high
priest to this day. So Hosea’'s prophecy about the loss of
sacrificial worship has also proved true.

From A.D. 70 to 1948, the “sons of Israel” lacked all six
items predicted in Hosea 3:4. Now they have a government, but

five are still lacking. Hosea 3:4 has been literally
fulfilled.

A Regathering of Israel?

In our own generation we may also be seeing the fulfillment of
Hosea 3:5. Many Jews have physically returned to Palestine 1in
this century. If their seeking of “God and David their king”
is understood as a turning to Jesus as the true Messiah, we
can point to the growing Messianic Jewish movement which has
flourished in the past two decades. But we are still too close
to these events to be sure.

Whether or not Hosea 3:5 refers to Israel’s return to the
promised land, a number of other 0ld Testament passages do.



Let’s look at one such passage, Isaiah 11:11-16. Verse 11
reads:

Then it will happen on that day that the LORD will again
recover the second time with His hand the remnant of His
people, who will remain, from Assyria, Egypt, Pathros, Cush,
Elam, Shinar, Hamath, and from the islands of the sea.

Sometime after Isaiah wrote these words, Israel was to be
regathered to its homeland. The reference to a “second time”
as well as the places from which they would return suggests
that this is not the return from the Babylonian exile.

According to the whole passage, several significant features
will characterize this return. First, verse 13 suggests that
Israel will no longer be two nations as it was after Solomon’s
time, but a single unified country . Second, Israel will fight
the surrounding nations (the Philistines, the Edomites, The
Moabites, the Ammonites, and the Egyptians) as a part of this
return (vv. 14-15). Third, something spectacular will happen
to dry up the “tongue of the sea of Egypt” and the “River,”
presumably the Euphrates (v.15). Fourth, the places from which
the return will take place are explicitly named, except for
the general phrase “islands [or ‘coastlands’] of the sea”
(v.11).

Of these four items, three have already occurred in the return
of Jews to Israel in our own generation; only the third has
not yet taken place.

The return of Jews to Palestine and the formation of a state
of their own is amazing in itself, given that just a century
ago the territory was controlled by the Muslim Turks who hated
the Jews. Yet a world Zionist movement was formed; the land
came under the control of Britain at the end of World War I;
Britain allowed the Jews to have a homeland; the Nazi
holocaust drove Jews to Palestine who otherwise would have
stayed in Europe; the United Nations agreed to partition



Palestine into an Arab and a Jewish state; and the Jews were
able to defeat a coalition of Arab states bent on their
destruction.

The Jewish state formed in 1948 in Palestine included persons
descended from both the northern and southern tribes. The
enmity of the divided kingdoms that existed at Isaiah’s time
has, in fact, been healed.

Israel has already fought with all the surrounding nations, in
1948, 1956, 1967, and 1973. Though the Philistines, Edomites,
and such are no longer identifiable as separate peoples, the
Arab nations occupying their lands (and most likely including
some of their descendants) are Egypt, Palestine, Jordan, and
Syria. These were the nations Israel fought and dispossessed
to regain its territory.

Once again, the prophecies of the Bible about the Jews show
the God of the Bible to be true.

In this essay we have examined three significant passages in
the Bible that predict the history of Israel. We have shown
that numerous prophecies from the 0ld Testament regarding
Israel have been fulfilled. We have made the following
observations:

1. The Jews would have fierce and repeated persecution and
disaster. This has been characteristic of the nation for two
thousand years.

2. In spite of such disasters, the Jews would continue to
exist as a recognizable people group, in spite of treatment
which has destroyed other such people groups.

3. Israel would be without a king for a long period of time.
Israel has been without a king for nearly two thousand years,
though a Davidic royal dynasty was an important part of the
0ld Testament revelation.



4. Israel would lack government officials for a long time.
Now, after almost 1,850 years, the Jews have them again.

5. Israel would lack sacrifice and ephod, both associated with
God’'s commands at Mt. Sinai. This has been true for nearly two
thousand years and 1s quite surprising in view of how
important sacrifice and the priesthood were in the 0ld
Testament.

6. Israel would lack pillar and idols. This seems obvious
today, because the Jews so adamantly worship one God, but the
situation was rather different when Hosea made the prediction
about 800 B.C.

7. Israel would return to its land as a single united nation.
A century ago, such an event would have seemed almost
impossible. Palestine was controlled by a Muslim government
which had no interest in providing a homeland, much less an
independent state, for the Jews. Yet it has come to pass!

8. The countries explicitly named in Isaiah 11 have been
nearly emptied of Jews in this return to Palestine.

9. The Jews have fought successfully with the surrounding
nations in establishing and maintaining the new state of
Israel.

Sadly, some elements of the Christian church have ignored or
participated in the persecution of God’s special covenantal
people, the Jews. Yet Romans 9-11 exhorts Christians never to
rejoice in the misfortunes of the Jews. To do so brings shame
to the church and to our Lord.

As we look at God’s hand in the history of Israel it may seem
fierce to us, for at least two reasons: first, we regularly
ignore the biblical teaching that there is a life beyond this
one, and that in the last judgment with its rewards and
punishments everything will be made right, and no one will get
less than he or she deserves; and second we regularly minimize



our own sin, blaming our actions on circumstances and
environment. Whatever may be the faults of our parents,
teachers, or society, God will apportion to them (and us!)
exactly what we deserve—unless we accept the offer of God’s
forgiveness through believing on Christ as our personal
Savior.

Are all the predictions we have listed trivial? Did they just
happen by chance? Or is the God of the Bible indeed the One
who controls history and who announces the end from the
beginning? The decision is yours.

© 1994 Probe Ministries.

Apologetics and Evangelism

Probe’s founder Jimmy Williams, a master 1in classical
apologetics, explores the use of apologetics in sharing the
gospel.

This article is also available in Spanish. C

Today as never before, Christians are being called upon to
give reasons for the hope that is within them. Often in the
evangelistic context seekers raise questions about the
validity of the gospel message. Removing intellectual
objections will not make one a Christian; a change of heart
wrought by the Spirit is also necessary. But though
intellectual activity 1is insufficient to bring another to
Christ, it does not follow that it is also unnecessary. In
this essay we will examine the place and purpose of
apologetics in the sharing of our faith with others.

The word “apologetics” never actually appears in the Bible.
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But there is a verse which contains its meaning:

But sanctify the Lord God in your hearts, and be ready always
to give an answer to every man who asketh you the reason for
the hope that is within you with meekness and fear (1 Peter
3:15).

The Greek word apologia means “answer,” or “reasonable
defense.” It does not mean to apologize, nor does it mean just
to engage in intellectual dialogue. It means to provide
reasonable answers to honest questions and to do it with
humility, respect, and reverence.

The verse thus suggests that the manner in which one does
apologetics is as important as the words expressed. And Peter
tells us in this passage that Christians are to be ready
always with answers for those who inquire of us concerning our
faith. Most Christians have a great deal of study ahead of
them before this verse will be a practical reality in their
evangelistic efforts.

Another question that often comes up in a discussion about the
merits and place of apologetics is, “What is the relationship
of the mind to evangelism?” “Does the mind play any part in
the process?” “What about the effects of the fall?” “Isn’t man
dead in trespasses and sins?” “Doesn’t the Bible say we are to
know nothing among men except Jesus Christ and Him crucified?”
“Why do we have to get involved at all in apologetics if the
Spirit is the One Who actually brings about the New Birth?”

I think you will agree that today there are many Christians
who are firmly convinced that answering the intellectual
questions of unbelievers is an ineffectual waste of time. They
feel that any involvement of the mind in the gospel
interchange smacks too much of human effort and really just
dilutes the Spirit’s work.

But Christianity thrives on intelligence, not ignorance. If a
real Reformation is to accompany the revival for which many of



us pray, it must be something of the mind as well as the
heart. It was Jesus who said, “Come and see.” He invites our
scrutiny and investigation both before and after conversion.

We are to love God with the mind as well as the heart and the
soul. In fact, the early church was powerful and successful
because it out-thought and out-loved the ancient world. We are
not doing either very well today.

Reasoning and Persuading

Most Christians today seem to prefer experiencing Christianity
to thinking about or explaining it. But consider these verses:

Matthew 13:23: “But he who received the seed on the good
ground is he who hears the word and understands it, who indeed
bears fruit.” They all heard it, but only the “good soil”
comprehended 1it.

Acts 8:30: “When the Spirit prompted Philip to join himself to
the chariot of the Ethiopian eunuch (who was reading Isaiah
53), he asked, "Do you understand what you are reading?’ The
eunuch replied, "How can I except some man should guide me?'”

Acts 18:4: Paul at Corinth was “reasoning in the synagogue
every sabbath and trying to persuade the Jews and Greeks.”

Acts 19:8: Paul at Ephesus “entered the synagogue and
continued speaking out boldly for three months, reasoning and
persuading them about the kingdom of God.”

Romans 10:17: “So then faith comes by hearing and hearing by
the word of God.” Again the emphasis 1is on hearing with
perception.

n

2 Corinthians 5:11: “We persuade men,” says Paul. Vine's
Expository Dictionary describes this Greek word like this: “to
apply persuasion, to prevail upon or win over, bringing about
a change of mind by the influence of reason or moral



considerations.”

All of these words—persuasion, dialogue, discourse, dispute,
argue, present evidence, reason with-are vehicles of
communication and are at the heart of Paul’s classical
evangelistic model. Can there be saving faith without
understanding? Can there be understanding without reasoning?
The Bible would appear to say no. Paul urges believers in 2
Timothy 2:15 to study to show ourselves approved unto God,
workmen that need not to be ashamed.

J. Gresham Machen, a great Christian scholar, said the
following words in 1912 to a group of young men at Princeton
Seminary:

It would be a great mistake to suppose that all men are
equally well-prepared to receive the gospel. It is true that
the decisive thing is the regenerative power in connection
with certain prior conditions for the reception of the
Gospel. . . . I do not mean that the removal of intellectual
objections will make a man a Christian. No conversion was
ever wrought by argument. A change of heart 1is also
necessary . . . but because the intellectual labor is
insufficient, it does not follow that it is unnecessary. God
may, it is true, overcome all intellectual obstacles by an
immediate exercise of His regenerative power. Sometimes He
does. But He does so very seldom. Usually He exerts His
power in connections with certain conditions of the human
mind. Usually He does not bring into the kingdom, entirely
without preparation, those whose mind and fancy are
completely contaminated by ideas which make the acceptance
of the Gospel logically impossible.

If these words were true in 1912, how much more are they
needed today?



Individual Responses

People respond to the gospel for various reasons—some out of
pain or a crisis, others out of some emotional need such as
loneliness, gquilt, insecurity, etc. Some do so out of a fear
of divine judgment. And coming to know Christ brings a process
of healing and hope to the human experience. To know Christ is
to find comfort for pain, acceptance for insecurity and low
self-esteem, forgiveness for sin and guilt.

And others seem to have intellectual questions which block
their openness to accept the credibility of the Christian
message. These finally find in Christ the answers to their
intellectual doubts and questions.

Those today who are actively involved in evangelism readily
recognize the need for this kind of information to witness to
certain people, and there are many more doubters and skeptics
out there today than there were even twenty years ago.

We can see more clearly where we are as a culture by taking a
good look at Paul’s world in the first century. Christianity’s
early beginnings flourished in a Graeco-Roman culture more X-
rated and brutal than our own. And we find Paul adapting his
approach from group to group.

For instance, he expected certain things to be in place when
he approached the Jewish communities and synagogues from town
to town. He knew he would find a group which already had
certain beliefs which were not in contradiction to the gospel
he preached. They were monotheists. They believed in one God.
They also believed this God had spoken to them in their
Scriptures and had given them absolute moral guidelines for
behavior (the Ten Commandments).

But when Paul went to the Gentile community, he had no such
expectations. There he knew he would be faced with a culture
that was polytheistic (many gods), biblically ignorant, and



living all kinds of perverted, wicked lifestyles. And on Mars
Hill in Athens when he preached the gospel, he did somewhat
modify his approach.

He spoke of God more in terms of His presence and power, and
he even quoted truth from a Greek poet in order to connect
with these “pagans” and get his point across: “We are God’s
offspring” (Acts 17:28).

One hundred years ago, the vast majority of Americans pretty
much reflected the Jewish mentality, believing in God, having
a basic respect for the Bible, and strong convictions about
what was right and what was wrong.

That kind of American can still be found today in the 90s, but
George Gallup says they aren’t having much of an impact on the
pagan, or Gentile community, which today holds few beliefs
compatible with historic Christianity.

To evangelize such people, we have our work cut out for us.
And we will have to use both our minds and our hearts to
“become all things to all men in order to save some.”

A Variety of Approaches

As we’'re considering how we as Christians can have an impact
on our increasingly fragmented society, we need to keep in
mind that many do not share our Christian view of the world,
and some are openly hostile to it.

In fact, a college professor recently commented that he felt
the greatest impediment to social progress right now was what
he called the bigoted, dogmatic Christian community. That'’s
you and me, folks.

n

If we could just “loosen up a little,” and compromise on some
issues, America would be a happier place. What is meant by
this is not just a demand for tolerance . . . but wholesale
acceptance of any person’s lifestyle and personal choices!



But the Bible calls us to be “salt and light” in our world.
How can we be that effectively?I don’t have a total answer,
but I'Ll tell you after 30+ years of active ministry what
isn’t working. And by my observation, far too many Christians
are trying to address the horrendous issues of our day with
one of three very ineffective approaches.

Defensive Approach — Many Christians out there are mainly
asking the question, “How strong are our defenses?” “How
high are our walls?” This barricade mentality has produced
much of the Christian subculture. We have our own language,
literature, heroes, music, customs, and educational systems.
Of course, we need places of support and fellowship. But
when Paul describes spiritual warfare in 2 Corinthians 10,
he actually reverses the picture. It is the enemy who 1is
behind walls, inside strongholds of error and evil. And Paul
depicts the Christians as those who should be mounting
offensives at these walls to tear down the high things which
have exalted themselves above the knowledge of God. We are
to be taking ground, not just holding it.

Defeatist Approach — Other Christians have already given up.
Things are so bad, they say, that my puny efforts won’t
change anything. “After all, we are living in the last days,
and Jesus said that things would just get worse and worse.”
This may be true, but it may not be. Jesus said no man knows
the day or the hour of His coming. Martin Luther had the
right idea when he said, “If Jesus were to come tomorrow,
I'd plant a tree today and pay my debts.” The Lord may well
be near, He could also tarry awhile. Since we don’t know for
sure, we should be seeking to prepare ourselves and our
children to live for Him in the microchip world of the 21st
century.

Devotional Approach — Other Christians are trying to say
something about their faith, but sadly, they can only share
their personal religious experience. It is true that Paul
speaks of us as “epistles known and read” by all men. Our



life/experience with Christ is a valid witness. But there
are others out there in the culture with “changed” lives

. and Jesus didn’t do the changing! Evangelism today must be
something more than “swapping” experiences. We must learn
how to ground our faith in the facts of history and the
claims of Christ. We must have others grapple with Jesus
Christ, nor just our experience.

Apologetics and Evangelism

I want to conclude this essay with some very important
principles to keep in mind if we want to be effective 1in
seeing others come to know Christ through our individual
witness.

1. Go to people. The heart of evangelism is Christians taking
the initiative to actually go out and “fish for men.” Acts
17:17 describes for us how Paul was effective in his day and
time: “Therefore he reasoned in the synagogue with the Jews
and with the gentile worshippers, and in the marketplace daily
with those who happened to be there.”

2. Communicate with people. Engage them. Sharing the Gospel
involves communication. People must be focused upon and then
understand the Gospel to respond to it. It 1is our
responsibility as Christians to make it as clear as possible
for all who will listen. “Knowing, therefore, the terror of
the Lord, we persuade men” (2 Cor. 5:11).

3. Relate to people. Effective witness involves not only the
transmission of biblical information; it also includes
establishing a relationship with the other person. Hearts, as
well as heads, must meet. “So, affectionately longing for
you,” said Paul to the Thessalonians, “we were well pleased to
import to you not only the good news of God, but also our own
lives, because you have become dear to us” (1 Thess. 2:8).

4. Remove barriers. Part of our responsibility involves having



the skills to eliminate obstacles, real or imagined, which
keep an individual from taking the Christian message
seriously. When God sent the prophet Jeremiah forth, He said,
“Behold, I have put my words in your mouth . . . and I have
ordained you to pluck up and to break down, to destroy and to
overthrow, to build and to plant.” Sometimes our task as well
is one of “spiritual demolition,” of removing the false so the
seeds of truth can take root. Apologetics sometimes serves in
that capacity, of preparing a highway for God in someone’s
life.

5. Explain the gospel to others. We need an army of Christians
today who can consistently and clearly present the message to
as many people as possible. Luke says of Lydia, “The Lord
opened her heart so that she heeded the things which were
spoken by Paul” (Acts 16:14). Four essential elements 1in
sharing the gospel:

 someone talking (Paul)
 things spoken (gospel)
 someone listening (Lydia)
 the Lord opening the heart.

6. Invite others to receive Christ. We can be clear of
presentation, but ineffective because we fail to give someone
the opportunity and encouragement to take that first major
step of faith. “Therefore we are ambassadors for Christ, as
though God were pleading through us: we beg you in Christ’s
behalf, be reconciled to God” (2 Cor. 5:20).

7. Make every effort by every means to establish them in the
faith. Stay with them, ground them in the Scripture, help them
gain assurance of their salvation, and get them active in a
vital fellowship/church.
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