
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
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 1:1 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

https://probe.org/hermeneutics/
https://probe.org/hermeneutics/


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 is
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 Old Testament documents are attested to by the
Dead Sea Scrolls which gives us copies of parts of the Old
Testament almost a thousand years closer to the original texts
than  previously  available.  The  dependability  of  the  New



Testament is 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  limit  our  understanding  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 is
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, it 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.(1) 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 Old 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 is
that  there  were  many  things  that  Jesus  did  that  weren’t
recorded.

The  Hebrew  language  of  the  Old  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, in
Romans 8, “for” occurs 15 times.

Other  techniques  for  studying  words  include  looking  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 is 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  is
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 is. 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 Heqet, 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.”
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Israel’s  History  Written  in
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.
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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 Old 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
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 Old 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 Old 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 in
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 Old 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  Old  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
Old 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  is  quite  surprising  in  view  of  how
important  sacrifice  and  the  priesthood  were  in  the  Old
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  in  classical
apologetics, explores the use of apologetics in sharing the
gospel.

This article is also available in Spanish. 

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  is  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.
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
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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 it.



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  is  on  hearing  with
perception.

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  is  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, guilt, 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.

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 is
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 in
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  is  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  in
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.

©1994 Probe Ministries

Jesus’  Claims  to  be  God  –
Yes, Jesus Said He is God
Sue Bohlin answers the question about Jesus claims to be God
by reviewing the major scripture passages where Jesus did so.
This study clearly shows that Jesus was God and openly claimed
to be so. Bottom line: Jesus clearly communicated that He and
the Father are one and are God.

[Note:  The  following  essay  was  written  in  response  to  a
friend’s request: “Can you tell me where in the Bible Jesus
claimed to be God?”]

This article is not an exhaustive list of Christ’s claims to
be God, but it does cover the major ones. I suggest you read
this  with  a  Bible  open,  as  I  have  not  posted  all  the
scriptures listed.

1. Mark 2:1-12–Jesus heals a paralytic. He had authority to
forgive sins, which is something only God Himself can do.
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Then, to authenticate His claim, He demonstrated His power by
healing the paralytic.

2. The miracles Jesus performed are a very strong indication
of  His  divinity  (because  no  mere  human  can  work  actual
miracles by his own power). Jesus referred to the miracles in
John 10:24-39 as proof that he was telling the truth. This
passage is Christ’s own response to the unbelieving Jews’
charge of blasphemy (dishonoring God by claiming to be God).
Incidentally, this section also includes a beautiful promise
that once you are saved/born again/become a Christian, you can
never lose your salvation. Verses 28-29 say we will “never
perish; no one can snatch them out of My hand. My Father, who
has given them to me, is greater than all; no one can snatch
them out of my Father’s hand. I and the Father are one.” (Here
is another strong statement that He is God.) We can have the
assurance of eternal security because we didn’t earn salvation
in the first place; it is a free gift (Ephesians 2:8,9).

3. During Christ’s trial, the chief priests asked Him point
blank, “Tell us if you are the Christ, the Son of God.” And He
said,

• “I am.” (Mark 14:60-62)
• “Yes, it is as you say.” (Matthew 26: 63-65)
• “You are right in saying I am.” (Luke 22:67-70)

These  are  all  ways  of  saying  the  same  thing,  written  by
different authors.

In John’s gospel, he recounts Jesus’ interview with Pontius
Pilate (John 18:33-37). Pilate wanted to know if He were the
King of the Jews. Jesus then talked about how His kingdom was
not of this world. Pilate said, “You are a king, then!” Jesus
answered, “You are right in saying I am a king…” The truth is,
he is King of the whole universe.

4. Jesus says in John 10:11-18 that he is the Good Shepherd.
When you read this passage along with Ezekiel 34:1-16, you can



see  that  Jesus  was  identifying  Himself  with  God,  who
pronounced Himself Shepherd over Israel. The Jewish people,
being an agrarian and shepherding society, knew and dearly
loved this section of the Old Testament because God was using
a metaphor they lived every day. So when Jesus said, “I am the
Good  Shepherd,”  and  that  whole  John  passage  so  clearly
parallels the Ezekiel passage, there was no doubt that He was
claiming to be God.

5. John 4:25-26. This is where the Samaritan woman, whom Jesus
went to meet at the well, gets into a discussion of “living
water”  with  Jesus.  He  pinpoints  her  sinful  lifestyle
(knowledge He would not have had as a mere human passerby),
then He admits that He is the long-awaited Messiah: “I who
speak to you am He.”

6. John 5:1-18. Jesus heals a lame man on the Sabbath, which
the unbelieving Jews gave Him a hard time about. His answer
was, “My Father is always at His work to this very day, and I
too am working.” It was a well-known Jewish line of thought
that, although God rested on the seventh day after Creation
week, He continued to “work” in being loving, compassionate,
and just, as well as keeping the earth producing, keeping the
sun moving, etc. In other words, although the creating had
stopped, the maintenance went on—even on the Sabbath, and that
was the only “work” allowed on that day. So Jesus is putting
Himself on the same level as his Father in working on the
Sabbath.  And  by  calling  God  “My  Father”  (instead  of  “Our
Father”), He was claiming an intimate relationship with God
that far exceeded anyone else’s. So in these two ways, He was
making Himself equal with God.

7. John 16:28. “I came from the Father and entered the world;
now I am leaving the world and going back to the Father.” What
Christ is saying here is that He existed along with the Father
before being born. He “entered the world” by wrapping Himself
in human flesh and being born as a baby. He grew up, fulfilled
His mission/ministry, was crucified and raised from the dead



(all part of the “mission”) and then left the world to go back
to the Father in heaven, where He is now seated at the right
hand of God (the place of honor). He is the only person who
ever existed before conception. That Christ was in a “pre-
incarnate state” means that He is God.

8. (This is many people’s favorite argument for the deity of
Christ, including mine.)

First, turn to Exodus 3, where Moses encounters God in the
burning bush. God tells Moses that he is the one He has chosen
to  lead  the  Israelites  out  of  Egypt.  Moses  says  to  God,
“Suppose I go to the Israelites and say to them, ‘The God of
your fathers has sent me to you,’ and they ask me ‘What is His
name?’ Then what shall I tell them?” God replies to Moses, “I
AM WHO I AM. This is what you are to say to the Israelites: ‘I
AM has sent me to you.'” God has said that His own name, His
personal name, is “I AM.”

Now…

a) Turn to John 8:56-58. Jesus is talking to the unbelieving
Jews. “Your father Abraham rejoiced at the thought of seeing
My day; he saw it and was glad.” “You are not yet 50 years
old,” they said to Him, “and you have seen Abraham?” “I tell
you the truth,” Jesus announced, “before Abraham was, I AM!”
Jesus was the great I AM from before the beginning of time; He
existed before Abraham ever was. He is claiming here to be the
I AM of the Old Testament. Verse 59 says the Jews picked up
stones to stone Him, but the Lord Jesus slipped away. The
reason they wanted to stone Him was because stoning was the
death  penalty  for  blasphemy.  He  was  claiming  to  be
Yahweh—Jehovah—Almighty  God—I  AM.  (Of  course,  it  wasn’t
blasphemy when Christ claimed to be who He truly was!)

b) John 8:24. “I told you that you would die in your sins; if
you do not believe that I AM, you will indeed die in your
sins.” In your Bible, it may read “if you do not believe that



I am the one I claim to be….” The extra words are supplied by
the  editors;  they’re  not  in  the  original  text.  If  you’re
familiar with Exodus 3 you don’t need the extra words for it
to make grammatical sense. The Lord Jesus is again claiming to
be God.

c) John 18:4. In the Garden of Gethsemane, Judas and some
priests and soldiers are about to take Jesus prisoner. “Jesus,
knowing all that was going to happen to Him, went out and
asked them, ‘Who is it that you want?’ ‘Jesus of Nazareth,’
they replied. ‘I AM,’ Jesus said. When He said, ‘I AM,’ they
drew back and fell to the ground.” (Again, in your Bible the
editors may have supplied “I am [he]” to make it grammatically
correct. The Greek just says, “I AM.”)

The force of Jesus’ claim to be Yahweh (I AM) was so powerful
that  it  literally  knocked  the  arresting  officers  and  the
Jewish priests off their feet!

The above points are by no means exhaustive, and are given to
contribute to the reader’s understanding that Jesus Christ is
Lord because He is God. In this vein, I would like to close
with one of the most powerful quotes ever written on the
subject,  by  noted  author  C.S.  Lewis  in  his  classic,  Mere
Christianity:

I am trying here to prevent anyone saying the really foolish
thing that people often say about Him: “I’m ready to accept
Jesus as a great moral teacher, but I don’t accept his claim
to be God.” That is the one thing we must not say. A man who
was merely a man and said the sort of things Jesus said
would not be a great moral teacher. He would either be a
lunatic—on a level with the man who says he is a poached
egg—or else he would be the Devil of Hell. You must make
your choice. Either this man was, and is, the Son of God; or
else a madman or something worse. You can shut Him up for a
fool, you can spit at Him and kill Him as a demon, or you



can fall at His feet and call Him Lord and God. But let us
not come away with any patronizing nonsense about His being
a great human teacher. He has not left that open to us. He
did not intend to.

©1992 Probe Ministries.

The Sinfulness of Humanity
Over  the  last  couple  of  years  we  have  witnessed  some
incredible  events  in  our  world.  In  Europe,  communism  has
become a thing of the past. In South Africa, apartheid finally
appears to be on the way out. The former Soviet Union is in
the throes of reorganization as it moves toward democracy and
free enterprise.

Such events, coupled with recent successes on the battlefield,
have caused many Americans to feel tremendously optimistic
about the future. It has become fashionable to appeal to a new
world order in which nations will cooperate with one another
in a spirit of peace, and some have even suggested that we are
on the edge of the millennial kingdom.

Don’t get your hopes up.

It’s easy to be optimistic when looking at the trend of world
events, but it’s a little more difficult when one takes human
nature into consideration. The sinfulness of humanity may be
an uncomfortable subject, but it is absolutely necessary to
understand sin in order to understand both ourselves and the
world in which we live.

Many people like to focus on our tremendous potential as a
society, maintaining that the only thing preventing us from
fulfilling  that  potential  is  inadequate  education.  For
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example,  consider  the  following  statement  from  the  second
Humanist Manifesto:

Using technology wisely, we can control our environment,
conquer poverty, markedly reduce disease, extend our life-
span, significantly modify our behavior, alter the course of
human evolution and cultural development, unlock vast new
powers, and provide humankind with unparalleled opportunity
for achieving an abundant and meaningful life.

Humanists recognize the fact that such utopian dreams are not
guaranteed, but they believe our potential for progress is
essentially  unlimited.  If  we  as  a  society  decide  that  we
really want to achieve something, we are capable of achieving
it.

The Bible presents a very different view of humankind and our
future. From a biblical perspective, we have all violated
God’s laws, and our continuing tendency is not to seek the
well-being  of  others  but  to  seek  our  own  satisfaction.
Consider the following words from Romans chapter 3:

There is none righteous, not even one; There is none who
understands, there is none who seeks for God; All have turned
aside, together they have become useless; There is none who
does good, there is not even one.

These  words  may  sound  pretty  pessimistic,  especially  when
compared with modern humanism, but they are true. We all know
our own failings. God says that we are to be holy just as He
is holy (1 Peter 1:15, 16), and we cannot honestly say that we
meet that standard. You and I recognize that we have selfish
desires, that we rebel against God, that we often find it
easier to cheat people than to love them. The Bible tells us
that everyone else has the same problem. As Paul put it, All
have sinned and fall short of the glory of God (Rom. 3:23).



Forgiveness for Sin
Thinking about the sinfulness of humanity is unpleasant at
best, but we must first understand that all humankind has
sinned if we are to realize that, even so, all is not lost.
The most important thing to realize about human sinfulness is
that forgiveness is available!

The Bible says that we have all broken God’s laws, and we all
deserve punishment as a result. Jesus Christ, however, came to
take that punishment on our behalf. Let me explain it this
way. We have been sentenced to death because of our sin. God’s
justice demands that the sentence be carried out. If He were
to simply lay the sentence aside, then He wouldn’t be a very
fair judge, and He is always fair.

At the same time, God’s love demanded that He provide a way of
forgiveness.  He  provided  that  forgiveness  through  Jesus
Christ. By dying on the cross for our sins, Jesus paid the
penalty that we should have had to pay. He took the punishment
for our sins.

Since God’s justice has been satisfied in the person of Jesus
Christ, we are able to have peace with God through Jesus (Rom.
5:1). All we have to do to experience that peace is to place
our  trust  in  Jesus,  believing  that  He  died  to  take  the
punishment that we deserved (John 3:16). When we trust in
Christ, our sins are forgiven. We no longer need to be afraid
of death or of God’s future judgment. We have been declared
righteous in Christ, and we are at peace with God.

The idea that someone would or could take our punishment seems
very strange to many in today’s culture. The film Flatliners
provides an excellent illustration of the way our world thinks
about sin and life after death. In the film, several medical
students take turns killing and then reviving one another,
hoping to learn something about life after death. In their
near-death experiences, they are confronted with past sins, in



which they have offended not God but other human beings. They
themselves must atone for their sins by making peace with the
people they have wronged. There is no mediator to take their
place. In addition, the sins for which they suffer are much
less grievous than one might expect. What could a person do to
obtain forgiveness for actions much worse than teasing another
child  or  even  causing  another  person’s  accidental  death?
Apparently nothing. Reflecting the perspective of many in our
culture, Flatliners seems to say that there is no God to
offend, no Christ to bear our punishment, and no hope for
those who have committed grievous sin. What a sad perspective!

The Continuing Presence of Sin
When  we  accept  God’s  forgiveness  by  placing  our  trust  in
Christ, we are completely freed from the penalty of sin. At
the same time, however, we continue to experience the presence
of sin. We still have the capacity, even the tendency, to
rebel  against  God  and  to  act  independently  of  Him  (Gal.
5:16-17). God’s goal for us as Christians is that we would
consistently obey Him, and the indwelling Holy Spirit works to
change  us  from  the  inside  out,  but  the  process  won’t  be
completed until we are in the presence of God in heaven (Rom.
8:12-25; 2 Cor. 3:18; 4:7-18). In the meantime, we continue to
struggle with the fact that we are sinful people.

As fallen creatures, we will always want to say no when God
says yes and yes when He says no. All too often, we seek to
please ourselves rather than to please God.

This thought doesn’t sound very encouraging, and some have
maintained that talking about the sinfulness (or depravity) of
humanity  causes  Christians  to  have  a  pessimistic  attitude
about life. I disagree. Understanding that everyone is sinful
gives us a realistic appraisal of life, one that explains the
headlines  we  see  in  each  morning’s  paper.  If  our  natural
tendency as sinful people is to seek power and control for
ourselves or to lie, cheat, and steal, then we should expect



people to act that way. Expecting these actions doesn’t make
them right, but it makes them understandable. Recognizing the
sinfulness  of  humanity  doesn’t  excuse  crime,  but  it  does
protect us from the disillusionment that so many experience
when their optimistic ideals eventually fall apart.

The belief that all persons are sinful can actually be a very
liberating  concept.  We  no  longer  place  expectations  on
ourselves or others that no one could fulfill. We no longer
demand perfection, for we expect a degree of failure. With
regard to current events, we do not join those who continually
hope for some kind of global transformation apart from divine
intervention. We recognize that sinful people will continue to
govern every nation, even our own, and that they will always
seek their own interests.

The founders of this country believed in the sinfulness of
humanity; indeed, this view of human sinfulness is central to
the United States Constitution. We do not believe in giving
any single individual limitless power, because we do not trust
anyone enough to put him or her in that position. We regard a
system of checks and balances, through which each person’s
decisions must ultimately be approved by others, as safer than
a government in which unlimited power is entrusted to one
individual.

I am not saying that humanity should simply accept its lot; we
must  certainly  work  to  improve  our  society.  A  proper
understanding  of  human  nature,  however,  prevents  us  from
seeking to fulfill impossible goals through unrealistic means
and keeps us from placing too much faith in humanity. We need
to be involved in the political and social arenas, but we
should  not  place  too  much  hope  in  our  involvement.  Human
sinfulness will keep us from doing all that we would like, but
we must continue to do all that we can.



The Politics of Sin
Many people believe that humanity is basically good and that
all we need to do to improve our society is provide a healthy
psychological  and  physical  environment.  This  belief  is
appealing because it makes us feel like we are in control of
our own destiny, but unfortunately it isn’t true. Humans are
not good creatures in a bad environment. If anything, we are
sinful creatures in a relatively good environment.

In this country we elect representatives who promise to uphold
our interests in the public realm. Yet year after year we are
disappointed  when  they  break  their  promises.  They  may
institute some helpful programs and make a few choices that we
agree with, but often the entire exercise seems futile. One
reason behind this sense of futility is that politics is built
upon compromise, but another reason is that political programs
are unable to deal with humanity’s real problem–sin. Barry
Goldwater, who served many years in the United States Senate,
said it this way:

We have conjured up all manner of devils responsible for our
present  discontent.  It  is  the  unchecked  bureaucracy  in
government, it is the selfishness of multinational corporate
giants, it is the failure of the schools to teach and the
students  to  learn,  it  is  overpopulation,  it  is  wasteful
extravagance, it is squandering our national resources, it is
racism, it is capitalism, it is our material affluence, or if
we  want  a  convenient  foreign  devil,  we  can  say  it  is
communism. But when we scrape away the varnish of wealth,
education,  class,  ethnic  origin,  parochial  loyalties,  we
discover that however much we’ve changed the shape of man’s
physical environment, man himself is still sinful, vain,
greedy, ambitious, lustful, self-centered, unrepentant, and
requiring of restraint.

That is a pretty profound statement, and it is one with which



the Bible would agree. Political programs have no effect on
society’s real problem, the fact that we are all sinful and
self-centered.

When we look at the seeming hopelessness of the situation, it
is easy to see why some Christians have grown apathetic. They
say, We try as hard as we can and it doesn’t do any good. Why
bother  to  keep  trying?  Theirs  is  a  good  question.  Many
Christian activists felt the same way at the end of the 1980s.
Christians had been more involved in this country’s politics
than ever before, and there were several events in which they
seemed to pull out all the stops. Many Christians lobbied
intensively for the confirmation of Robert Bork to the U.S.
Supreme Court, seeing him as a vital tool in their aim to
bring an end to the abortion industry in this country. Their
efforts failed. The troops were marshalled several more times
during legislative battles on Capitol Hill, but they fell
short more times than they succeeded. Many grew weary in the
fight. I know I did.

Looking back on that decade, we have to ask, What did we
expect? Did we expect our politicians to abandon the appeal of
special- interest groups in favor of altruistic ideals and
biblical  ethics?  We  should  not  have  been  so  naive.  The
sinfulness of humanity means that people will always tend to
enhance their own power and seek their own interests. When
they do otherwise, we take their actions as grace, but we do
not expect them to act in accordance with anything but their
own interests.

That’s why we as believers must continue to be active in
political and social causes. True, we do struggle with our own
sinfulness, but we are being transformed by the person of
Jesus Christ, transformed to the extent that we should no
longer fit comfortably into our culture (Rom. 12:1-2). Jesus
said that we are the salt of the earth and the light of the
world,  and  what  He  meant  by  that  is  that  we  are  to  be
distinctive representatives of God in a world that is trying



to forget Him (Matt. 5:13-16; cf. Phil. 2:15). If we abandon
our culture, we abandon that duty. We realize that we won’t
necessarily win the day, but we might. In any case, we’ll have
done the right thing.

©1991 Probe Ministries.

How  to  Be  Successful  and
Satisfied
How belief in Jesus Christ can help you realize your potential
and help you find real satisfaction.

This article is also available in Spanish. 

Success is:______. How would you fill in the blank?

“That’s easy,” you might say. “Success is … for an athlete,
winning the Super Bowl, the World Series, or a gold medal: for
an entertainer, winning an Oscar, a Grammy, or an Emmy; for a
businessperson, being a top executive with one of the Fortune
500 companies: for a university student, being elected to Phi
Beta Kappa or student government.” But is it always so easy to
define?

Several years ago Ranier, a German friend, spent three months
with me in the U. S. Once, while he was watching his first
baseball game on TV, the batter hit the ball out of the park
for a home run. The fans went wild! Ranier turned to me with a
puzzled look and asked, “Why are they cheering? They’ve lost
the  ball?”  To  the  hometown  fans  the  batter  was  a  great
success. To someone from another culture, the home run was a
mystery.
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The  meaning  of  success  also  varies  with  individuals.  One
dictionary defines success as “the satisfactory accomplishment
of a goal sought for.” To be successful, you must achieve the
goal and be satisfied with the outcome. With this definition
one  wonders  if  “success”  that  does  not  include  personal
satisfaction–a sense of well-being–is really true success at
all.

KEYS TO SUCCESS
Several factors contribute to success. Consider a few:

1. Positive Self-Concept. Imagine that you wake up one morning
and your roommate is waiting to tell you something. He or she
says,  “I’ve  been  wanting  to  tell  you  what  an  outstanding
roommate you are. You’re so kind, so thoughtful; you always
keep the room so neat. Just being around you motivates me to
be the most positive person I can be.”

After  you  recover  from  your  cardiac  arrest,  you  head  off
toward your first class of the day. Whom should you run into
but your date of the previous evening, who says, “Am I ever
glad I ran into you! I’d been hoping I’d get a chance to tell
you again what a terrific time I had yesterday. My friends are
so jealous of me. They think that I’m the luckiest person in
the world to go out with someone like you, and I agree! You’re
so friendly, so intelligent. You have a great sense of humor
and good looks to boot! Why, when I’m with you, I feel like
I’m in a dream!”

Then you float into your first class. Your professor is about
to return the midterm exams you took last week, but before he
distributes them he says, “I have an announcement I’d like to
make. I want everyone to know what an outstanding job this
student has done on this test.” He points to you in the front
row and says, “You are a breath of fresh air to me as a
professor. You always do your assignments on time. You often
do even more than is expected of you. Why, if every student



were like you, teaching would be a joy. I was even considering
leaving teaching before you came along!”

Wouldn’t that help you have a great attitude about yourself?
And wouldn’t it motivate you to be a better roommate, a better
date, a better student? You’d say to yourself, “Why, I’m one
sharp person. After all, my roommate, my date and my prof all
think so … and they’re no dummies!” You wouldn’t argue with
them for a minute! {1}

Of course, some people think so highly of themselves that
their egos become problems. Nevertheless, many psychologists
agree with Dr. Joyce Brothers when she says, ” . . . a strong,
positive self- image is the best possible preparation for
success in life.”{2}

2. Clearly Defined Goals. Aim at nothing and you’ll surely hit
it. Aim at a specific goal and, even if you don’t hit it,
chances are you’ll be a lot farther along than if you’d never
aimed at all.

The  U.  S.  Space  Program  has  produced  many  successes  and,
sadly,  a  few  tragic  failures.  The  successes  of  NASA  help
illustrate  the  importance  of  goal  setting.  Perhaps  you’ve
heard of the three electricians who were working on the Apollo
spacecraft. A reporter asked each what he was doing. The first
said, “I’m inserting transistors into circuits.” The second
answered,  “I’m  soldering  these  wires  together.”  The  third
explained, “I’m helping to put a man on the moon.”

Which one was more motivated and satisfied? Probably the one
who saw how his activities fit into the overall goal.

Without a clear life’s goal, daily duties can become drudgery.
Knowing your life’s goal can increase your motivation and
satisfaction as you see how daily activities help accomplish
that goal.

In the early 1960’s, President John F. Kennedy set a goal of



putting an American on the moon by the end of the decade. In
1969, Neil Armstrong took his “one small step.” A specific
goal helped NASA achieve a major milestone in history. Someone
who desires success will set specific goals.

3. Hard Work. Any successful athlete knows that there would be
no  glory  on  the  athletic  field  without  hard  work  on  the
practice field. A true test of character is not just how well
you perform in front of a crowd, but how hard you work when no
one  notices—in  the  office,  in  the  library,  in  practice.
President Calvin Coolidge believed “nothing in the world can
take the place of persistence. Talent will not … Genius will
not … Education will not … Persistence, determination, and
hard work make the difference.” {3}

“A true test of character is not just
how well you perform in front of a crowd,
but how hard you work when no one notices.”

“What  is  success?”  asks  British  Prime  Minister  Margaret
Thatcher. “I think it is a mixture of having a flair for the
thing that you are doing … hard work and a certain sense of
purpose…. I think I had a flair for … (my work), but natural
feelings are never enough. You have got to marry those natural
feelings with really hard work.” {4}

The  heavyweight-boxing  champion  of  another  era,  James  J.
Corbett, often said, “You become the champion by fighting one
more round. When things are tough, you fight one more round.”
{5}

Success requires hard work. Of course you can overdo it and
become a workaholic. One workaholic businessman had a sign in
his office that read, “Thank God It’s Monday!” We all need to
balance work and recreation, but hard work is essential to
success.



4. A Willingness to Take Risks. Theodore Roosevelt expressed
the value of this asset in one of his most famous statements:
“Far better it is to dare mighty things, to win glorious
triumphs, even though checkered by failure, than to rank with
those poor spirits who neither enjoy much nor suffer much
because they live in the great twilight that knows neither
victory nor defeat, ” {6}

Ingemar Stenmark, the great Olympic skier, says, “In order to
win, you have to risk losing.” Consider this question: “What
would you do if you knew you could not fail?” That question
can expand your vision and enlarge your dreams. Maybe your
desire is to be a great political leader, an entertainer, a
top businessperson or academician, a star athlete. What would
you do if you knew you couldn’t fail?

Now ask, “Am I willing to risk a few possible failures in
order to achieve that goal?” Success often involves risks.

AN OBSTACLE TO SUCCESS AND SATISFACTION
A  positive  self-concept,  clear  goals,  hard  work,  and  a
willingness to take risks … all contribute to success. But
there  is  a  major  obstacle  to  experiencing  success  and
satisfaction  in  life.

In 1923 a very important meeting was held at the Edgewater
Beach Hotel in Chicago. Attending this meeting were seven of
the world’s most successful financiers-people who had found
the secret of making money.

Consider what had happened to these men 25 years later. The
president of the largest independent steel company, Charles
Schwab, died in bankruptcy and lived on borrowed money for
five years before his death. The president of the greatest
utility company, Samuel Insull, died a fugitive from justice
and broke in a foreign land. The president of the New York
Stock  Exchange,  Richard  Whitney,  spent  time  in  Sing  Sing



Penitentiary.  A  member  of  the  President’s  cabinet,  Albert
Fall, was pardoned so he could die at home. The greatest
“bear” on Wall Street, Jesse Livermore, died a suicide. The
head of the greatest monopoly, Ivan Krueger, died a suicide.
The president of the Bank of International Settlements, Leon
Fraser, died a suicide. All these had learned well, the art of
success in making a living, but apparently they all struggled
with learning how to live successfully. {7}

Pollster and social commentator Daniel Yankelovich quotes a
$100,000/ year full partner in a public relations firm: “I
have achieved success by the definition of others but am not
fulfilled. I appear successful … I have published, lectured,
exceeded my income goals, achieved ownership and a lot of
people depend on me. So, I’ve adequately achieved the external
goals but they are empty.”{8}

Dustin Hoffman is an extremely successful movie actor. His
film career seems almost dazzling and includes an Oscar for
his performance in “Kramer vs. Kramer.” Yet consider what he
says about happiness and satisfaction: “I don’t know what
happiness is …. life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness?
I’d strike out happiness …. Walk down the street and look at
the faces. When you demand happiness, aren’t you asking for
something unrealistic?”{9}

Success in one area does not guarantee satisfaction in life.
You can reach all your goals and still not be at peace with
yourself.  How  can  you  both  achieve  your  goals  and  be
satisfied? And even if you feel a degree of satisfaction,
could there be something more?

“You can reach all your goals,
and still not be at peace with yourself.”



SUCCESSFUL AND SATISFIED
More and more psychologists and psychiatrists are seeing the
need to develop the total person physically, psychologically,
and spiritually–to produce real satisfaction. Often in our
struggle for success, we focus on physical and psychological
development at the expense of the spiritual.

Not long ago a group of counselors spent quite a bit of time
in  New  York  City  interviewing  some  of  the  nation’s  most
successful  executives.  They  interacted  with  editors  of
newspapers  and  magazines,  executives  with  advertising
agencies, banks, the TV networks, seeking to understand these
leaders’ ideas about success.

One question these counselors asked involved the spiritual
area: “What place do faith and spiritual values have in your
fife?” In response, 75% conveyed that spiritual values were
“important”  or  “very  important”  to  both  personal  and
professional  development.  Remarked  one,  “If  they  could  be
strengthened, a lot of these other things would fall into
place.” Yet, surprisingly few of these leaders had clearly
defined  convictions  in  the  spiritual  area.  As  one  radio
broadcaster noted with a smile, “I am inspirable, but I can’t
find anyone to inspire me!” {10}

Then  these  executives  were  told  about  someone  who  could
inspire them, one of history’s most influential personalities,
a person who stressed the importance of spiritual development
as  well  as  the  physical  and  psychological.  The  life  and
teachings of this influential and very successful leader have
made quite a positive impact on my own life, as well. Perhaps
a bit of background will put my discovery in perspective.

In  high  school  I  looked  for  success  through  athletics,
academics and student government. And I found it. I lettered
in basketball and track … our track team was undefeated. I
ranked in the top of my class academically, was involved in



student government, and was attending one of the nation’s
leading prep schools. John F. Kennedy and Adlai Stevenson were
graduates as were playwright Edward Albee and actor Michael
Douglas.

I mention these details not to boast but to draw a contrast.
Success  in  these  areas  had  not  brought  the  personal
satisfaction I’d wanted. I was still an introvert, sometimes
afraid to introduce myself to a stranger or ask a young woman
for  a  date.  My  attitudes  were  often  inconsistent  with  my
behavior. Outwardly I could appear very positive and loving,
while inwardly I might be negative and resentful of someone I
didn’t  like.  Guilt,  anxiety  and  a  poor  self-image  often
hindered me from taking risks or from being vulnerable in
relationships.

Later, in college, I was still wrestling with these areas.
Then I ran into a group of students who had something special
about  them,  a  love,  joy,  and  enthusiasm  I  found  very
attractive.  I  especially  appreciated  the  fact  that  they
accepted me just the way I was. I didn’t have to try to
impress them with a list of accomplishments, though they were
sharp, attractive, and successful. Even in dating I didn’t
feel the normal pressure to display a macho image. They seemed
to like themselves and they accepted me, too.

These were Christian students and I knew that I wanted what
they had. They told me they had found a personal relationship
with Jesus Christ. I couldn’t accept all that right away, yet
I kept going back to their meetings because I was curious and
because it was a good place to get a date. Especially because
it was a good place to get a date!

AN OPEN DOOR
The more I spent time around them, the more I saw how their
faith affected their lives and relationships. They told me
that God loved me unconditionally, but that I was separated



from Him by a condition of alienation called sin. They said
that He had sent His unique Son, Jesus, to die on the cross to
pay the penalty for my sins and rise from the grave to offer
new life. When I placed my faith in Him, they explained, He
would enter my life, forgive me of my sin, and begin to
produce the fulfillment I’d been looking for.

Finally, through a simple, silent attitude of my heart, I
said, “Jesus Christ, I need you. Thanks for dying and rising
again for me. I want to accept your free gift of forgiveness.
I open the door of my heart and invite you in. Give me the
fulfilling  life  you  promised.”  There  was  no  thunder  and
lightning. Angels didn’t rise in the background singing the
“Hallelujah  Chorus”  and  I  didn’t  become  perfect.  But
gradually, I began to see change. I had a new inner peace that
didn’t fluctuate with circumstances. I found a freedom from
guilt  and  a  new  purpose  for  living.  I  saw  my  self-image
improve and felt freer to take risks, to love others less
conditionally.

There are many examples of Christians who are both successful
and  satisfied:  Roger  Staubach,  former  quarterback  for  the
Dallas Cowboys; Julius Erving, star professional basketball
player; J. C. Penney, founder of the department store chain;
Dr. Charles Malik, past president of the UN General Assembly:
Mark Hatfield, U. S. Senator from Oregon; Janet Lynn, a figure
skater; Jerome Hines, Amy Grant, Pat Boone and Debby Boone as
entertainers:  and  many  more.  Being  a  Christian  doesn’t
guarantee  supreme  success.  Christians  have  their  failures,
too.  But  a  relationship  with  God  can  enhance  your  self-
concept,  help  clarify  your  goals,  strengthen  your
determination  and  help  you  improve  whatever  you  do.  The
personal  satisfaction  Christ  provides  can  make  a  positive
difference, too.

“What a tragedy to … climb the ladder



of success, only to reach the top
and find the ladder leaning against the wrong wall.”

Here’s  how:  Remember  the  earlier  illustration  about  your
roommate,  date  and  professor  showering  praise  on  you?
Unfortunately, that doesn’t happen every day. But God thinks
you are very special, so special that He sent His only Son to
die in your place. When you come to know Christ personally and
realize  the  magnitude  of  His  love  for  you,  you  can  find
strength  to  accept  yourself  and  greater  freedom  to  take
prudent risks. You can face rejection with the security that
even if everyone else turns on you, God still loves you.
Knowing  He  wants  the  best  for  you  can  increase  your
determination  to  work  hard  for  worthwhile  goals.

What  about  you?  Does  your  definition  of  success  include
personal  satisfaction?  Have  you  found  success?  Will  your
success be enough to sustain you through any rough times that
may lie ahead? Have you found personal satisfaction?

What  a  tragedy  it  would  be  to  spend  an  entire  lifetime
climbing the ladder of success only to reach the top and find
the ladder was leaning against the wrong wall. Are you willing
to consider how Jesus Christ can make a difference in your
life?
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A Funny Thing Happened on the
Way to the End
Hundreds of cases have been recorded of people who returned
from the brink of death to report on “the other side.” But are
out-of-body experiences really encounters with the afterlife …
or something more deceptive?

A man is dying.

As he lies on the operating table of a large hospital, he
hears his doctor pronounce him dead. A loud, harsh buzzing
reverberates in his head. At the same time, he senses himself
moving quickly through a long, dark tunnel. Then, suddenly, he
finds  he  is  outside  of  his  own  physical  body.  Like  a
spectator,  he  watches  the  doctor’s  desperate  attempts  to
revive his corpse. Soon, he sees the spirits of relatives and

https://probe.org/a-funny-thing-happened-on-the-way-to-the-end/
https://probe.org/a-funny-thing-happened-on-the-way-to-the-end/


friends  who  have  already  died.  He  encounters  a  “being  of
light.” This being shows him an instant replay of his life and
has him evaluate his past deeds. Finally, the man learns that
his time to die has not yet come and that he must return to
his  body.  He  resists,  for  he  has  found  his  afterlife
experience to be quite pleasant. Yet, somehow, he is reunited
with his physical body and lives. {1}

You may be one of the many who have read this account of a
near- death experience in the best-selling book, Life After
Life, by Dr. Raymond A. Moody, Jr. Dr. Moody is a psychiatrist
who pieced together this picture from the reports of numerous
patients he had studied. He notes that not all dying patients
have these “out-of-body experiences” (OBE’s) and stresses that
this is a composite account from some who have. Not every
element appears in every experience, but the picture is fairly
representative, he says.

The last few years have seen a flurry of books and articles on
these OBE’s as an increasing number of doctors report similar
findings.  My  own  curiosity  led  me  to  several  fascinating
interviews with surviving patients.

One  interview  was  with  a  woman  in  Kansas,  who  developed
complications after major surgery. She told me that she sensed
herself rising out of her body, soaring through space and
hearing heavenly voices before she returned to her body.

A man in Arizona was in a coma for five months following a
severe motorcycle accident. He said that during that time he
saw his deceased father, who spoke to him.

Interpreting the OBE’s
How should we interpret these out-of-body experiences? Are
they genuine previews of the afterlife? Hallucinations caused
by traumatic events? Or something else?

Let’s evaluate.



First,  the  people  who  have  death-related  OBE’s  fall  into
different  categories.  Some  have  been  pronounced  clinically
dead and later are resuscitated. Others have had close calls
with  death,  but  were  never  really  thought  dead  (such  as
survivors  of  automobile  accidents).  Still  others  did
die–permanently–but  described  what  they  saw  before  they
expired.

Second, the determination of the point of death is a hotly
debated  issue.  In  the  past,  doctors  relied  merely  on  the
ceasing of the heartbeat and respiration. More recently they
have used the EEG or brainwave test. Some argue that death
must be an irreversible loss of all vital signs and functions.
These would say that patients who were resuscitated did not
really die because they were resuscitated. But whatever one
considers the point of death, most would agree that these
folks have come much closer to it than the majority of people
living today.

A number of possible explanations for the OBE’s have been
offered. Different ones may apply in different situations.
Here are a few of the main theories:

The  physiological  explanations  suggest  that  a  “physical”
condition may have caused some of the out-of-body experiences.
For instance, cerebral anoxia (a shortage of oxygen in the
brain) occurs when the heart stops. The brain can survive for
a short while (usually only a few minutes) without receiving
oxygen from the blood. Anoxia can produce abnormal mental
states.{2} Thus, patients who recover from heart failure and
report OBE’s may be merely reporting details of an “altered
state of consciousness,” some say.{3}

The pharmacological explanations say that drugs or anesthetics
may induce some of the near-death experiences. Some primitive
societies  use  drugs  to  induce  OBE’s  in  their  religious
ceremonies.{4}



LSD and marijuana sometimes generate similar sensations. {5}
Even many medically accepted drugs have produced mental states
akin  to  those  reported  by  the  dying.  Ether,  a  gaseous
anesthetic, can cause the patient to experience “sensations
like that of being drawn down a dark tunnel.”{6}

The drug ketamine is an anesthetic that is injected into the
veins.{7}  It  is  used  widely  and  produces  hallucinatory
reactions 10% to 15% of the time.” UCLA pharmacologists Siegel
and Jarvik report the reactions of two subjects who took this
drug:

“I’m moving through some kind of train tunnel. There are all
sorts of lights and colors, mostly in the center, far, far
away;  way,  far  away,  and  little  people  and  stuff  running
around the walks of the tube, like little cartoon nebbishes;
they’re pretty close.”

“Everything’s changing really fast, like pictures in a film,
or television, just right in front of me. I am watching it
happen right there.”{9} The tunnel, lights, people and film
scenes in these accounts bear some resemblance to the OBE
images.

The psychological explanations suggest that the individual’s
mind  may  generate  the  unusual  mental  experience.  Sigmund
Freud, writing about the difficulty of coping with the thought
of death, said it would be more comfortable in our minds to
picture  ourselves  as  detached  observers.{10}  Some  modern
psychiatrists, following this theme, theorize that the OBE is
merely a defense mechanism against the anxiety of death. That
is, since the thought of one’s own death is so frightening,
the patient’s mind invents the OBE to make it seem as if only
the body is dying while the soul or spirit lives on.

Dr. Russell Noyes, University of Iowa psychiatrist, has done
extensive research into the experiences of people in life
threatening situations. He says that the OBE is “an emergency



mechanism . . . a reflex action, if you like.” {11}

Noyes and his associate, Roy Kletti, write, “In the face of
mortal danger we find individuals becoming observers of that
which is taking place, effectively removing themselves from
danger.”{12}

Other psychologists wonder if the patient may be confusing his
or her interpretation of the experience with what actually
happened.{13} The conscious mind seems to need an explanation
for an unusual vision; therefore, it interprets the event in
familiar  terms.  Thus,  say  these  psychologists,  the
resuscitated  patient  reports  conversations  with  deceased
relatives or religious figures common to his culture.

It is possible that an OBE
could be completely spiritual and yet
not be from God.

Spiritual Theories
The  spiritual  explanations  grant  the  existence  of  the
spiritual  realm.  They  view  many  of  the  OBE’s  as  real
manifestations of this realm. Dr. Moody, while admitting his
inability to prove his belief, feels that the OBE’s represent
genuine  previews  of  the  afterlife.{14}  The  famous  Dr.
Elisabeth Kubler-Ross, well-known writer on death and dying,
says she became convinced of the afterlife through her study
of OBE’s and related phenomena.{15}

Many have noted that the experiences in Dr. Moody’s first
book,  Life  After  Life,  seem  to  contradict  some  of  the
traditional Christian beliefs about the afterlife. All of the
patients–Christian and non-Christian–report feelings of bliss
and  ecstasy  with  no  mention  of  unpleasantness,  hell  or



judgment.

However,  Dr.  Moody’s  first  book  was  based  on  limited
observation. Further research yielded new information that he
presents in a second book, Reflections on Life After Life,
which came out in 1977 (two years later).

He has now talked with numerous patients who refer to a “city
of light” and describe scenes that are reminiscent of biblical
material.{16} Some of his other patients report seeing “beings
who seemed to be ‘trapped’ in an apparently most unfortunate
state of existence.”{17}

One woman who was supposedly “dead” for 15 minutes said she
saw spirits who appeared confused. “They seemed to shuffle,”
she reports, “as someone would on a chain gang . . . not
knowing where they were going. They all had the most woebegone
expressions. It was quite depressing.”{18}

Dr. Moody now states, “Nothing I have encountered precludes
the possibility of a hell.”{19} Some have felt that the OBE’s
are inconsistent with the biblical concept of a final judgment
at the world’s end. No one reports standing before God and
being judged for eternity. Dr. Moody responds in his second
book by pointing out that “the end of the world has not yet
taken place, “so there is no inconsistency.” There may well be
a final judgment,” he says. “Near-death experiences in no way
imply the contrary.”{20}

Life After Death?
How should one view the OBE’s and their relationship to the
issue of life after death? Scientific or experimental methods
are currently unable to solve the riddle (as a number of
scientists  will  admit).{21}  Not  only  is  it  difficult  to
provide controlled situations during medical emergencies; the
scientist  has  no  instruments  to  determine  the  content  of
events in the spiritual or mental realms.



Personal testimony alone is insufficient as a test of truth in
these cases. Subjective mental experiences can be deceptive
and  are  susceptible  to  influence  by  injury,  drugs,
psychological trauma, etc., as stated previously. Also, what
would we conclude when the experiences differ?

Another approach involves the spiritual realm. Presumably, a
qualified spiritual authority could accurately inform us about
the  afterlife.  But  with  so  many  differing  authorities  on
today’s spiritual scene, whom should we believe?

An increasing number of educated men and women are concluding
that Jesus of Nazareth is a trustworthy spiritual leader. A
major  reason  for  this  conclusion  is  that  He  successfully
predicted  His  own  out-of-body  experience–that  is,  His  own
death and resurrection. Consider the evidence:{22}

Jesus was executed on the cross and declared dead. His body
was  wrapped  like  a  mummy  and  then  placed  in  a  tomb.  An
extremely large stone was rolled against the entrance. A unit
of  superior  Roman  soldiers  was  placed  out  front  to  guard
against grave robbers. On the third day, the stone had been
rolled away and the tomb was empty, but the grave clothes were
still in place. The Roman guards came out with the feeble
story that the disciples had stolen the body while they were
sleeping. But how could they know who had done it if they were
asleep?

Meanwhile, hundreds of people were saying they saw Jesus alive
and were believing in Him because His prediction had come
true. Both the Romans and the Jews would have loved to have
produced the body to squelch the movement. No one did. The
tomb remained empty and Christianity spread like wildfire.
Jesus’ disciples were so convinced that He had risen that they
endured torture and even martyrdom for their faith.

Jesus Christ successfully predicted His own resurrection. This
was  not  a  mere  resuscitation  after  His  heart  had  stopped



beating  for  a  few  minutes.  It  was  a  dramatic  physical
resurrection  after  several  days  in  the  grave.

Why is this incident so important? The resurrection shows that
Jesus has power over death. It establishes Him as a spiritual
authority. Because He remains consistent on statements we can
test (such as His resurrection prediction), we seemingly have
solid grounds for trusting Him on statements we cannot test
(such as those He made about life after death).

One statement Jesus made was that all who believe in Him will
have  everlasting  life,  an  eternity  of  joy.  As  one  early
Christian wrote: “No eye has seen, no ear has heard, no mind
has conceived what God has prepared for those who love Him.”

Jesus  also  explained  that  God  loves  us  and  desires  our
happiness  both  now  and  after  we  die.{24}  However,  we  all
initially exist in a condition of separation or alienation
from God. This condition is called sin, and it prevents us
from  achieving  maximum  fulfillment  in  this  life  and  from
spending eternity with God.{25}

Jesus claimed to be the solution to our sin problem. By His
death on the cross He paid the penalty for our sins so that we
might be forgiven and live forever with God.{26} The Bible
explains, “God has given us eternal life, and this life is in
His Son (Jesus). He who has the Son has the life; he who does
not have the Son of God does not have the life.”{27} If we
refuse this free gift in Jesus, we are choosing to exclude
ourselves  from  God,  opting  instead  for  an  eternity  of
suffering.  {28}

OBE Interpretation
In light of the above, how should one interpret the OBE’S?
Here are some guidelines I use.

Because I have concluded that historical evidence supports
both the authority of Jesus and the accuracy of the biblical



documents, accept them as a standard.

If a given OBE contradicts biblical statements or principles,
I do not accept it as being completely from God. If the
experience  does  not  contradict  biblical  statements  or
principles, then it could be from God. (I say “could” because
there is always a possibility of influence from one of the
other factors–body, drug or mind.)

It is also possible that a given OBE
could be completely spiritual
and yet not be from God.

Jesus clearly taught the existence of an evil spiritual being,
Satan.

We are told that Satan “disguises himself as an angel of
light,”{30} but Jesus said that he is “a liar, and the father
of lies.”{31}

One of Satan’s favorite deceptions is convincing people that
they can achieve eternal life by doing good. That way, they
don’t see their need for receiving Christ’s pardon.

Could this be the reason that sometimes the “being of light”
in the OBE’s tells the patient to go back and live a good
life, but makes no mention of a commitment to Christ? (I’m not
accusing everyone connected with OBE’s of deliberately being
in league with the devil. Rather, I’m offering a word of
caution, a suggestion to consider satanic influence as one of
several possible alternatives in individual cases.)

Obviously death is a common denominator of the human race.
Some seek to avoid the issue or to insulate themselves from it
through possessions and pursuits, popularity or power. Many
feel that whatever belief makes you comfortable is okay. Do
any of these descriptions fit you?



In the spring of 1977, a nightclub near Cincinnati was packed
to  the  brim.  Suddenly,  a  busboy  stepped  onto  the  stage,
interrupted the program and announced that the building was on
fire. Perhaps because they saw no smoke, many of the guests
remained seated. Maybe they thought it was a joke, a part of
the program, and felt comfortable with that explanation. When
they finally saw the smoke, it was too late. More than 150
people died as the nightclub burned.{32}

As you consider death, are you believing what you want to
believe, or what the evidence shows is true? Jesus said, “I am
the resurrection and the life; he who believes in Me shall
live, even if he dies.”{33}

I encourage you to place your faith in Jesus Christ as your
Savior. Then you, too, will live, even if you die.
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Jesus:  The  Divine  Xerox  –
Reasons to Believe
Probe’s founder Jimmy Williams provides a compelling set of
reasons to believe that Jesus is in fact the Son of God.  By
asking questions one would expect of God on this earth, we see
that Jesus is the only one who fulfills them all. Jesus’
characteristics are His own apologetic.

You know, today when you walk across the campus and begin to
talk about the New Testament, the claims of Christ, and how He
is relevant to high school or college life, often you get this
expression of amazement, as if you have committed intellectual
suicide, because you actually believe His claims. Some tell us
that becoming a Christian involves a blind leap with little or
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no evidence to support it. In fact, the blinder the leap and
the more lacking the evidence, the more noble the faith. It is
certainly true that any philosophy or belief cannot be proved;
I would not try and insult anyone’s intellect by saying I
could prove to him that Jesus Christ is God. However, I think
when we look into the history of this unique person, we see
some things that have to grasp the mind of any thinking man
and impress upon him the strong consideration that Jesus may
be who He claimed to be…namely, God incarnate in human flesh.

Now whatever we may say about Jesus Christ, most everyone
would agree that in the person of Christ we view one of the
most unique personalities of all the centuries—whether He is
God  or  not.  The  unbeliever,  atheist,  Moslem,  Hindu  and
Buddhist alike all generally agree on this one central fact,
that Jesus Christ is indeed a unique personality.

“Here was a man born of a peasant woman in an obscure
village. He grew up in another obscure military camp town
where He worked as a carpenter’s son. He never wrote a book;
He possessed neither wealth nor influence. He never ran for
political office; He never went more than 200 miles from His
home town; He never even entered a big city. In infancy He
startled a king; in childhood He puzzled doctors; in manhood
He ruled the course of nature and hushed the sea to sleep.
During  the  last  three  years  of  His  life  He  became  an
itinerant preacher, roaming the land of His birth, healing
the sick and comforting the poor. At the end of this three
years of ministry the tide of public opinion began to turn
against Him. He was betrayed by one of His closest friends
and arrested for disturbing the status quo. All of His
followers deserted Him; one denied Him three times. He went
through  six  trials,  each  of  which  was  a  mockery  of
jurisprudence. Prior to one of the trials He was beaten to
the point of death with leather strips imbedded with studs
of iron. A crown of thorns was then rammed down upon His
head, tearing the flesh so that blood poured down the side



of His face. The Roman procurator officiating at His trial
was nervous. The uniqueness of this man made Pilate want to
wash his hands of the whole affair. But the crowds cried for
His death.

“As the Roman procurator brought this insignificant, now
mutilated and beaten carpenter’s son before the crowds, he
hurled a challenge to them which has resounded across twenty
centuries: he said, “Behold the man.” Pilate was impressed.
He  had  never  before  seen  such  quiet  dignity,  intrepid
courage, noble majesty. Never had any other who had stood
before his bar carried himself as this One. The Roman was
deeply impressed, and avowed his captor’s uniqueness. But
the mob shouted, ‘Crucify Him.’ So He was taken outside the
gates of the city and nailed to a cross to die the death of
a common criminal.

“Yet the story doesn’t end here. For something happened
after that strange, dark day that has changed the entire
course of human history. He came forth from the tomb in
resurrection power. His greatness has never been paralleled.
He never wrote a book, yet all the libraries of the country
could not hold the books that have been written about Him.
He never wrote a song, and yet He has furnished the theme
for more songs that all the songwriters combined. He never
founded a college, but all the schools put together cannot
boast of having as many students. Every seventh day the
wheels of commerce cease their turning and multitudes wind
their way to worshiping assemblies to pay homage and respect
to Him. The names of the past proud statesmen of Greece and
Rome have come and gone. The names of the past scientists,
philosophers, and theologians have come and gone, but the
name of this man abounds more and more. Though over 1900
years lie between the people of this generation and the time
of His crucifixion, He still lives. Herod could not destroy
Him, and the grave could not hold Him. He stands forth upon
the highest pinnacle of heavenly glory.



“Never had any other who had stood before his bar carried
himself as this One. The Roman was deeply impressed, and
avowed  his  captor’s  uniqueness.  But  the  mob  shouted,
‘Crucify Him.’ So He was taken outside the gates of the city
and nailed to a cross to die the death of a common criminal.
Still today He is the cornerstone of history, the center of
human progress. I would be well within the mark when I say
that all the armies that have ever marched, all the navies
that have ever sailed, all the parliaments that have ever
sat, and all of the kings that have ever reigned, put
together, have not influenced the course of man’s life on
this earth as powerfully as has that one solitary life,
Jesus of Nazareth. History has been called His story. He
split time: B.C., before Christ; A.D., Anno Domini, in the
year of our Lord.{1}

When, some 20 centuries ago, Pontius Pilate said, “Behold the
man,” I doubt that he had any idea of who it was that stood
before  him.  He  certainly  wouldn’t  have  dreamed  that  this
humble peasant would launch a movement (indeed, already had)
that would change the course of Western civilization. In view
of the claims that He made and the impact He had upon history,
it behooves us to “Behold the man.” Who was He? Those who knew
Him best were convinced that He was God. What do you say? I am
convinced that the only reasonable conclusion that can be
drawn from a fair examination of the evidence is that He was
and is, indeed, God, the Saviour of the world. Let’s consider
some of these evidences together.

I would like to consider several lines of historical evidence
that suggest that Jesus Christ is God. The first line of
evidence is:

Because the Hypothesis Fits the Facts.
Now what I would like to do in terms of presenting the first
line of evidence for His claim that He is God is to ask the



question, “What would God be like, if God became a man?” If
the facts about Jesus Christ fit the answers to the above
question—pre-eminently so, uniquely so, we will have offered
evidence, that He may be who He claimed to be. So I would like
to suggest four things that I think we would all agree would
characterize God if God became a man.

If God were a man, we would expect His words to be the
greatest words ever spoken.

What is great literature or great oratory? The masterpieces of
one generation often appear stilted and artificial to another.
The words which endure are the words which have something to
say about that which is universal in human experience, that
which doesn’t change with time.

Statistically  speaking,  the  Gospels  are  the  greatest
literature ever written. They are read by more people, quoted
by more authors, translated into more tongues, represented in
more art, set to more music, than any other book or books
written by any man in any century in any land. But the words
of Christ are not great on the grounds that they have such a
statistical edge over anybody else’s words. They are read
more, quoted more, loved more, believed more, and translated
more because they are the greatest words ever spoken. And
where is their greatness? Their greatness lies in the pure,
lucid  spirituality  in  dealing  clearly,  definitively,  and
authoritatively with the greatest problems that throb in the
human breast; namely, Who is God? Does history have meaning?
Does He love me? Does He care for me? What should I do to
please Him? How does He look at my sin? How can I be forgiven?
Where will I go when I die? How must I treat others?

This amazing purity of the words of Christ became more real to
me in a forceful way while I was studying the Greek language
in graduate school. The New Testament is written in Greek. I
was taking a course called Rapid Greek Reading in which we did
nothing but read the Greek New Testament and recite in class.



We read about eight pages of Greek a week or about the equi-
valent timewise of 600 pages of English. We struggled night
and day while reading the Gospels in order to be able to read
them out loud in class directly from the Greek text to our
professor.  It  was  sometimes  humorous  to  hear  one  another
struggle with the text of Matthew or Luke. The interesting
thing was that when reading one of the Gospels aloud, we would
stumble and toil with the sections where Matthew was simply
recounting narrative, but as soon as Matthew began to quote
the words of Christ the struggle ceased. His words were the
easiest to translate. They were so simple and yet profound. To
labor with the narrative portions and then come to the words
of Christ was like moving from the intensity of the hurricane
to the calm serenity of the eye of the storm. It was the
difference between sailing on rough tempestuous seas and on a
glassy lake at eventide.

Certainly, no mere man could impregnate such simple words with
such sublime thoughts. Consider the volumes of truth stored up
in the phrase, “Do unto others as you would have them do unto
you”{2}, and “Whosoever would find his life, must lose it”{3}.
Libraries could be filled with works which simply develop
those concepts.

No other man’s words have the appeal of Jesus’ words. They are
the kind of words we would expect God to utter if God were a
man.

The second line of evidence is:

If God were a man, we would expect Him to exert a profound
power over human personality.

One of the greatest impacts among human beings is the impact
of personality upon personality. Most human beings are rather
ordinary in their impact upon other human beings. I can’t
think of anyone in my life whose personality has made an
impact  upon  me;  strong  influence,  yes,  but  impact,  no.



Periodically in history a Churchill, Hitler, or a Caesar comes
along and impact is made. Certainly, if God were a man, His
personality would be so dynamic it would have unprecedented
impact on His contemporaries. Is this the case with Jesus of
Nazareth? We find most emphatically that it is. Whether Jesus
be man or God, whether the Gospels be mainly fiction or fancy,
certainly a historic person named Jesus made such an impact on
a small band of men as to be unequaled by far in the entire
annals of the human race. Consider for a moment the historic
nucleus from which Christianity sprang: Peter, a weak-willed
fisherman; John, a gentle dreamer; Thomas, who had a question
mark for a brain; Matthew, a tax collector; a few peasants and
a  small  cluster  of  emotional  women.  Now  I  don’t  want  to
minimize the character of these men, but seriously, does this
rather  heterogeneous  group  of  simple  folk  look  like  the
driving force that could turn the Roman Empire upside down, so
that by 312 A.D., Christianity was the official religion of
the Empire? Frankly they do not. The impact of the personality
of Christ upon these people turned them into flaming revolu-
tionaries who launched a movement that has changed the history
of Western Civilization.

The amazing thing is that these men were the very ones who ate
with Him, slept with Him, and lived with Him for over three
years and still concluded that He was God. How could a person
live with someone for that period of time and come to that
conclusion unless it were a valid conclusion? You could spend
less than an hour with the greatest saint mankind has ever
produced and be thoroughly convinced that he was not God. How
could  you  spend  three  years  with  a  mere  man  and  become
absolutely convinced that He was God, in fact, be so convinced
that you would be willing to die a martyr’s death to punctuate
your belief? Listen for a moment to the traditional deaths of
the apostles: Matthew, martyred by the sword in Ethiopia;
Mark, dragged through the streets of Alexandria until dead;
Luke, hanged on an olive tree in Greece; John, put in a
caldron of boiling oil but escaped death and died in exile on



the island of Patmos; Peter, crucified upside down (he said he
wasn’t worthy to be crucified in the same manner as His Lord);
James, beheaded in Jerusalem; Philip, hanged against a pillar
in Phrygia; James the Less, thrown from the pinnacle of the
temple and beaten to death down below; Bartholomew, flayed
alive; Andrew, bound to a cross where he preached to his
persecutors till he died; Thomas, run through by a spear in
India; Jude, shot to death with arrows; Barnabas, stoned to
death by Jews in Salonica; and Paul, beheaded at Rome by Nero.
Even more incredible is the fact that James and Jude, our
Lord’s own brothers, believed that He was God. You may for a
time, be able to pull the wool over the eyes of those outside
your own family, but certainly your own brothers would not
swallow  such  an  unbelievable  claim  unless  there  were
unimpeachable  reasons  to  do  so.

Christ’s personality had a tremendous impact upon these men.
And after nearly two thousand years the impact is not at all
spent.  Daily  there  are  people  who  have  tremendous
revolutionary  experiences  which  they  attribute  to  personal
encounters with Jesus Christ.

The personality of Jesus, then, is without parallel. It is
unique and incomparable. Wherever He is, He is the Master.
When surrounded by hungry multitudes or by hating Pharisees,
when questioned by clever theologians or besought by stricken
sinners, whether examined by stupid disciples or by a Roman
governor, He is the Master.

If God were robed in human flesh, then He would possess a
personality  that  would  have  revolutionary  impact,  indeed,
unique impact, upon His contemporaries. Like no other man in
history, Jesus made that kind of unique and revolutionary
impact.

If God were a man, we would expect supernatural acts.

If God were a man, not only would we expect His words to be



the greatest ever spoken, and the impact of His personality to
be unique, but we would also expect that His life would be
characterized by wonderful deeds. We would expect Him to do
the things that only God could do. Now obviously the very act
of God becoming a man involves something supernatural. But if
God became a man, it makes sense that He was going to convince
men that He was indeed who He claimed to be, that men deserved
to see Him do things that only God could do—namely miracles,
suspensions of natural law. Everything about the life of Jesus
Christ confronts us with the miraculous. At the outset of His
ministry He appeared at a wedding feast and turned water into
wine. He demonstrated His power over disease by healing the
nobleman’s son and the lame man at the pool of Bethsaida and
many more. He fed 5000 people and said, “I am the bread of
life.” He walked on the water. He claimed to be the light of
the world; then He healed a man who had been blind since
birth. Once of His most startling claims was made to the
despondent sister of Lazarus (Lazarus had been dead for four
days) when He said, “I am the resurrection and the life.” Then
He said, “Lazarus, come forth,” and the dead man came out of
the tomb. Someone has noted it was a good thing Jesus called
Lazarus by name or all the dead since the dawn of time would
have come forth. When Christ made these astounding claims,
more than ordinary means were necessary to impress men with
their truthfulness.

Now there’s a funny kind of thinking going on today concerning
miracles. It all started with a fellow by the name of Hume.
Paradoxically, this may surprise you, Hume was an orthodox
Christian. But, Hume said some things about miracles that have
been used as an attack on miracles. Hume argued that miracles
are  the  most  improbable  of  all  events.  Ever  since  Hume’s
essay, it has been believed that historical statements about
miracles  are  the  most  intrinsically  improbable  of  all
historical  statements.  Now,  what  then  is  the  basis  of
probability? What makes a miracle a more probable or a less
probable event? Hume says, and so do other secular critics



today, that probability rests upon what may be called the
majority vote of our past experiences. The more often a thing
is known to happen, the more probable it is that it should
happen again; and the less often, the less probable. He goes
on to say, the majority vote of our past experience is firmly
against  miracles.  There  is  in  fact,  “uniform  experience”
against miracles. A miracle is, therefore, the most improbable
of all events. It is always more probable that the witnesses
were lying or mistaken than that a miracle occurred.

Now here is the foolishness in Hume’s whole argument. We must
agree  with  Hume  that  if  there  is  absolutely  “uniform
experience” against miracles, if they have never occurred,
then there is no such thing as a miracle. But, that is exactly
the point in question. Is there absolute uniform experience
against miracles? We only know that the majority vote of past
experience is against miracles if we know that all reports of
miracles are false. And, we can know all the reports to be
false  only  if  we  know  already  that  miracles  have  never
occurred. This is a circular argument. Let me repeat it again.
The critic of miracles today says with Hume, “We know that all
historical  reports  of  miracles  are  false  because  miracles
never happen, and we know that miracles never happen because
all historical reports of them are false.” Get that? We know
that  miracles  have  never  happened,  because  all  reported
instances of them are false, and we know that all reported in-
stances of them are false (such as the Bible) because we know
that miracles never happen.

Very  frequently  today  we  hear  or  get  the  impression  that
brilliant scholars, after examining all the evidence, have
scientifically  proven  that  miracles  never  happen.  This  is
totally untrue. The rejection of the miraculous is not their
conclusion; it is their starting point, their presupposition.
It’s interesting to note that as you study the literature of
the first and second century, even some of the literature of
the critics of Christianity grant the miracles. In fact, it



was not until the 19th century that the major attacks against
the miracles began when the omniscient modern critics got on
the scene and began to look back 2,000 years and say miracles
never  happened.  But,  the  attackers  of  the  first  century
generally grant them. In Jesus and His Story by Ethelbert
Stauffer, a professor of New Testament at the University of
Erlangen—and not an evangelical scholar—cites the following:
“In 95 A.D. Rabbi Eliezer ben Hyrcanus of Lydda speaks of
Jesus’  magic  arts.”{4}  “In  100  A.D.—Jewish  ritual
denunciation—’Jesus  practiced  magic  and  led  Israel
astray.”‘{5}

In the second century (according to F. F. Bruce) Celsus, a
philosophic critic of Christianity, acknowledged his miracles
but attributed them to sorcery.{6}

Josephus, a first century Jewish historian, also acknowledges
the fact that Jesus performed miracles in his Antiquities of
the Jews. A basic principle of evaluation of evidence states
that when enemies agree on a common point, it may be regarded
as  certain  that  the  point  is  commonly  accepted.  Stauffer
states this with clarity in Jesus and His Story:

The sharper the clash, the wider the gulf, the more vital
does  this  alteration  of  testimony  and  counter-testimony
become to the historical investigator. For if a confron-
tation of witnesses yields statements that agree on some
points, then these points must represent facts accepted by
both sides.{7}

In addition to the testimony of the secular historians, we
have in the four gospel documents themselves, the personal
testimony of hundreds of eyewitnesses that the miracles of
Christ are true events. All of the evidence we have indicates
that He is indeed God manifest in the flesh.

If God were a man, we would expect Him to be sinless and
incomparably holy and divine.



Here lies, perhaps, one of the most convincing evidences for
the deity of Christ. No man has ever lived such a noble, pure,
and sinless life. Those who knew Him for three years, said “He
was without sin.”{8} The Roman centurion commented as Christ
hung on the cross, “Surely, this was the Son of God.”{9} Paul,
the brilliant intellect of the first century, perceived, “He
knew no sin.”{10} Pilate called Him, “that just man,” and
said, “I find no fault in Him.”{11} He Himself claimed to be
sinless and challenged the religious leaders of His day to
find fault in Him.{12}

There is no comparison between the person of Christ and the
most  saintly  of  the  saints  of  the  human  race.  To  them
confession  of  sin  and  painfully  laborious  efforts  toward
saintliness were daily fare. In fact, the closer they came to
God,  the  more  vivid  became  their  consciousness  of  their
sinfulness.

But Jesus never appears to us as One who struggled to obtain
saintliness. He never felt the need to confess a sin, and yet
He pointed out the sin in others and urged them to confess.
Christ never admitted a need of repentance. We can’t even
imagine Him dying the death of saintly Augustine of daily
confession and repentance. Jesus possessed perfect sinlessness
and  purity,  not  by  struggle,  privation,  asceticism,  or
pilgrimage. It was by His birth and nature.

The greatest saints of other religions are not even in the
same  category  as  Christ.  Mohammed,  for  instance,  was
apparently a neurotic. Gandhi, whom many have acclaimed as the
most saintly man of the century, does not even compare with
Jesus Christ. Gandhi himself claimed that he didn’t even know
God and that the reason for it was his own sinfulness. He
said, “It is a constant source of sorrow to me that I am so
far separated from the one whom I know to be my very life and
being; and it is my own wretchedness and sin that separates me
from him.”{13} How different this is from the words of Jesus,
“I and the Father are one,”{14} or “He who has seen me has



seen the Father,”{15} or even more direct, “All men should
honour me, even as they honour the Father. He that does not
honour me does not honour the Father which sent me.”{16} Can
you even imagine Calvin, Luther, Paul, or any other great
saint making a claim such as this? Frankly, I cannot.

Jesus  Christ  is  not  a  great  man  among  great  men.  He  is
uniquely the greatest man of all history. His divine quality
of  life  can  be  verified  from  the  mouth  of  the  atheist,
infidel, and unbeliever, not to mention the enormous testimony
from the Christian Church. Thinking men the world over who
have  examined  the  evidence  will  all  agree  that  Jesus  of
Nazareth is the greatest personality of the centuries. He is
the greatest teacher, leader, and influence for good in the
history of the human race.

Rousseau, the French Deist said of him,

If the life and death of Socrates were those of a sage, the
life and death of Jesus were those of a God. Shall we say
the Gospel history is mere invention. My friend, it is not
such that men invent. And the facts concerning Socrates, of
which no one entertains any doubt, are less attested than
those concerning Jesus Christ.{17}

He goes on to say a little later that “the facts concerning
Jesus of Nazareth are so striking, so amazing, so utterly
inimitable,  that  the  invention  of  them  would  be  more
astonishing  than  the  hero.”{18}

Byron, the profligate poet, whose philosophy of life was eat,
drink, and be merry said, “If ever a man were God, or God were
man, Jesus was both.”{19}

Renan, the skeptic, Who wrote a classic life of Christ in
which he tried to prove the myth of the Gospels, nevertheless
concluded with this last line: “Whatever surprises the future
may  bring,  one  thing  is  certain,  Jesus  will  never  be
surpassed.”{20}



When exiled on the lonely isle of St. Helena, the emperor
Napoleon was once discussing Christ with General Bertrand, a
faithful officer who had followed him into banishment and who
did not believe in the deity of Jesus. Napoleon said,

I know men, and I tell you that Jesus Christ is not a man.
Superficial minds see a resemblance between Christ and the
founders of empires and the gods of other religions. That
resemblance does not exist. There is between Christianity
and whatever other religions, the distance of infinity.
Everything in Christ astonishes me. His spirit overawes me,
and His will confounds me. Between Him and whoever else in
the world, there is no possible term of comparison. He is
truly a being by Himself.{21}

If God were a man, we would expect Him to be sinless and
incomparably Holy and Divine. We see that the hypothesis fits
the facts of the life of Jesus Christ. Should we now conclude
something other than Jesus is God? The Apostle John said, “No
man has ever seen God, but the only begotten Son, who is at
the  Father’s  side,  has  made  Him  known.”{22}  Jesus  is  the
Divine Xerox of the invisible God. The Original is invisible,
but His earthly Reproduction is visible for all to behold in
the unprecedented life of Jesus of Nazareth.
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