The Value of Christian
Doctrine and Apologetics

Dr. Michael Gleghorn makes a case for why Christian doctrine
and apologetics are 1important for spiritual growth and
maturity.

Just prior to beginning college, I committed my
life to Christ. Naturally, as a new believer
wanting to grow in my faith, I embarked upon a
program of daily Bible reading. When I came to
Paul’s letter to Titus in the New Testament, I was
both struck and inspired by a particular command, which I
found nestled among others, there in the first chapter.

Paul reminded Titus, whom he had left on the island of Crete,
that he wanted him to “straighten out what was left unfinished
and appoint elders” in the local churches which had been
established (Titus 1:5). After listing various spiritual and
moral qualifications that an elder was to have, Paul went on
to insist that he must also “hold firmly to the trustworthy
message as it has been taught, so that he can encourage others
by sound doctrine and refute those who oppose it” (Titus 1:9).
When I first read those words, it was as if a light went on
inside my head and I thought, “That'’s exactly what I would
like to do! I want to be able to ‘encourage others by sound
doctrine and refute those who oppose it’” (Titus 1:9). Paul’s
words thus encouraged me to take up, in a serious way, the
study of Christian doctrine and apologetics.

But what exactly do I mean by “Christian doctrine” and
“apologetics”? At its most basic level, Christian doctrine 1is
essentially the same thing as Christian teaching. Such
teaching aims at providing a logically consistent and
“coherent explication of what the Christian believes.”{1}
Apologetics is a bit more complicated. It comes from the Greek
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term, apologia, and means “defense.” It was often used in law
courts in the ancient world.{2} Indeed, the book of Acts
records several instances in which the Apostle Paul was called
upon to “make a defense” of himself before various governing
authorities, like Felix, Festus, and Agrippa (e.g., Acts
24:10; 25:8; 26:1-2).

Of course, when we’re talking about Christian apologetics,
we're concerned with “making a defense” of the truth-claims of
Christianity. The Apostle Peter tells us, “Always be prepared
to make a defense to any one who calls you to account for the
hope that is in you, yet do it with gentleness and reverence”
(1 Peter 3:15). Christian doctrine and apologetics play an
important role in the life and health of the church. So please
keep reading as we delve more deeply into these issues.

The Value of Christian Doctrine

Why is Christian doctrine important for the life and health of
the church? The Apostle Paul told Titus that he wanted him to
appoint elders in the local church who would be able to
“encourage others by sound doctrine and refute those who
oppose it” (Titus 1:9). The teaching of sound Christian
doctrine is important for several reasons, but for now let me
simply mention two. First, sound Christian doctrine helps us
to learn what is true about both God and ourselves. Second, it
reminds us of the right way to live in light of such truths.
And both of these are essential for the life and health of the
church.

First, it’s important to know what is true about God and
ourselves. Indeed, our eternal destiny depends on it! Not only
must we know that God is holy and righteous and will punish
all sin, we must also realize that we are sinners (Numbers
14:18; Romans 3:23). But this, in itself, would lead to
despair. Hence, we must also understand that God loves us and
sent his Son to be the Savior of the world (John 3:16; 1 John



4:14). We need to grasp that

forgiveness and reconciliation with God are freely available
to those who turn to Christ in repentance and faith (Acts
3:19; 16:31). Sound Christian doctrine 1is thus essential for
salvation (John 14:6; Acts 4:12; 1 John 5:9-13; 2 John 1:9).
Without it, true spiritual life and health is impossible.

But this does not exhaust the importance of Christian
doctrine. For once we are saved through faith in Christ, God
then calls us to grow up and become like his Son-and this
would be exceedingly difficult apart from instruction in sound
Christian doctrine. As Christian philosopher Bill Craig
observes, “If we want to live correctly for Christ . . . we
need to first think correctly about Christ. If your thinking
is skewed and off-base, it is going to affect your life and
your Christian discipleship.”{3} Indeed, the Apostle Paul
contrasts Christian maturity, characterized by genuine
“knowledge of the Son of God,” with spiritual immaturity,
characterized by a lack of such knowledge and a proneness to
being deceived (Ephesians 4:13-14).

God calls us to Christian maturity—and instruction 1in
Christian doctrine plays an important role in our spiritual
growth. But there is also a role for Christian apologetics—and
we must now turn to consider that.

A Defense of Christian Apologetics

Many people question the value of Christian apologetics for
the life and health of the church.{4} They contend that it’s
impossible to "“argue” anyone into becoming a Christian.
Instead of making a defense for the truth of Christianity, we
ought rather to invest our limited resources in preaching the
gospel of Christ, trusting that God will open people’s hearts
and draw them to himself.

Now while I certainly agree that we should be preaching the



gospel, and trusting that God will use it to draw men and
women to himself, this negative view of apologetics is frankly
unbiblical, untrue, and shortsighted.

In the first place, such a view is unbiblical. Both Jesus and
the Apostle Paul used arguments and evidence to convince their
listeners of particular theological truths (Matthew 22:15-46;
Acts 17:16-34). Moreover, the

Apostle Peter tells us to always be ready to “make a defense”
(or offer an apologetic) to those who ask about our hope in
Christ (1 Peter 3:15). A negative view of Christian
apologetics thus runs counter to the teaching of
Scripture.

Second, it’s simply untrue that no one ever comes to Christ
through apologetic arguments and evidence.{5} Indeed,
sometimes the Holy Spirit actually uses arguments and evidence
to draw people to Christ!{6} And while such people may
admittedly be in the minority, they can be extremely
influential in commending the faith to others, for they are
often prepared to offer good reasons for believing
that Christianity is really true!

Finally, a negative view of Christian apologetics 1is
shortsighted. The great theologian J. Gresham Machen argued
that we should aim to create “favorable conditions for the
reception of the gospel.” Along these lines, he noted the
difficulty of attempting to do evangelism once we’ve given up
offering an intellectually credible case for the truth of
Christianity. “We may preach with all the fervor of a
reformer,” he said, “and yet succeed only in winning a
straggler here and there, if we permit the whole collective
thought of the nation . . . to be controlled by ideas which
prevent Christianity from being regarded as anything more
than a harmless delusion.”{7} Machen understood that
neglecting apologetics is shortsighted. For unless we offer
arguments and evidence, we make it that much easier for people
to simply shrug their shoulders and continue 1ignoring



Christianity’s truth-claims.

Having now dismantled the arguments against apologetics, we’ll
next consider its benefits for the life and health of the
church.

The Value of Christian Apologetics

Christian apologetics is concerned to offer a robust defense
for the truth of Christianity. Hence, training in Christian
apologetics can be of great value for the life and health of
the church. This 1is because such training helps to instill
within believers a deep confidence that Christianity is really
true. And when one becomes convinced that Christianity is
really true, one is typically more likely to share one’s faith
with others—and less 1likely to abandon the faith when
confronted with various social, cultural, and intellectual
pressures.

Let’s consider that first point, that when one becomes
convinced of Christianity’s truth, one is more likely to share
this truth with others. Many Christians admit to being
hesitant about sharing their faith because they’re afraid
someone will ask them a question that they are ill-prepared to
answer.{8} Training in apologetics can help counteract this
fear. Granted, one may still be asked a question that 1is
difficult to answer. But apologetics training can help
alleviate the fear associated with such situations by helping
believers understand that good answers are available—even if
they can’t remember what those answers are! To give an
illustration, if I learn that there is excellent evidence that
a particular drug can cure some disease, then I will be far
more confident about sharing this fact with others—even if I
can’t answer all their questions about how the medicine works.
I may not remember exactly how it works, but I do know that
there 1s very good evidence that it works. And knowing this, I
will naturally be more confident telling others about it, even



if I can’t answer all their questions about how or why.

Moreover, training in apologetics can help insulate believers
from abandoning the faith, for they now know that there are
good reasons to believe that Christianity is really true. Of
course, most people who abandon the faith do

so for non-intellectual reasons. Still, as Paul Chamberlain
observes, “A number of vocal critics who have moved from
Christianity to atheism cite intellectual difficulties with
Christianity” as a prime reason for quitting the faith.{9}
While apologetics training can’t completely prevent such
outcomes, it can make them less likely. After all, it’'s far
more difficult to abandon a view once you’ve become sincerely
convinced of its truth.

Our Witness to the World

Over a hundred years ago, the theologian J. Gresham Machen
forcefully argqued that, for the faithful Christian, all of
life—including the arts and sciences and every sphere of
intellectual endeavor—-must be humbly consecrated to the
service of God.{10} Indeed, this should be true not only for
every individual Christian in particular, but for the entire
church in general. Our witness to the world depends on it.

Machen wrote:

Christianity must pervade not merely all nations, but
all of human thought. The Christian, therefore, cannot be
indifferent to any branch of earnest human endeavor. It must
all be brought into some relation to the gospel. It must be
studied either in order to be demonstrated as false, or else
in order to be made useful in advancing the Kingdom of God.
. The Church must seek to conquer not merely every man
for Christ, but also the whole of man.{11}

In this article, we’ve been considering the importance of
Christian doctrine and apologetics for the life and health of



the church. And clearly, Machen’s proposal cannot be
effectively implemented apart from a healthy understanding of
these issues on the part of the church. After all, how can
“all of human thought” be brought “into some relation to the
gospel” unless we first understand what the gospel is? How can
views “be demonstrated as false” unless we first have some
idea of what'’s true—and how to reason correctly about it? How
can views “be made useful in advancing the Kingdom of God”
unless we first understand such views, along with how and why
they can be useful in advancing God’s kingdom? If we are ever
to have a hope of carrying out a project like this, in a
manner that is both practically effective and faithful to our
God, then sound Christian doctrine and apologetics must occupy
a central role in our endeavors.

Christian doctrine and apologetics are not antithetical to the
life and health of the church. They are rather of fundamental
importance. Only by knowing what we believe, and why it’s
really true, can we fulfill Peter’s injunction to always be
ready “to make a defense” to anyone who asks about our hope in
Christ (1 Peter 3:15). And only thus can we progress to true
spiritual maturity, avoiding the “craftiness of men in their
deceitful scheming” (Ephesians 4:13-14). So if we care about
the life and health of the church-along with its witness to
the world—we must encourage a healthy dose of respect for
sound Christian doctrine and apologetics.
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Christian Perspective

Sue Bohlin looks at suffering from a Christian perspective.
Applying a biblical worldview to this difficult subject
results in a distinctly different approach to suffering than
our natural inclination of blame and self pity.

This article is also available in Spanish. :]

There is no such thing as pointless pain in the life of the
child of God. How this has encouraged and strengthened me in
the valleys of suffering and pain! In this essay I'll be
discussing the value of suffering, an unhappy non-negotiable
of life in a fallen world.

Suffering Prepares Us to Be the Bride of
Christ

Among the many reasons God allows us to suffer,
this is my personal favorite: it prepares us to be
the radiant bride of Christ. The Lord Jesus has a
big job to do, changing His ragamuffin church into
a glorious bride worthy of the Lamb. Ephesians
5:26-27 tells us He is making us holy by washing us with the
Word—-presenting us to Himself as a radiant church, without
stain or wrinkle or any other blemish. Suffering develops
holiness in unholy people. But getting there is painful in the
Lord’'s “laundry room.” When you use bleach to get rid of
stains, it’s a harsh process. Getting rid of wrinkles 1is even
more painful: ironing means a combination of heat plus
pressure. Quch! No wonder suffering hurts!

But developing holiness in us 1is a worthwhile, extremely
important goal for the Holy One who is our divine Bridegroom.
We learn in Hebrews 12:10 that we are enabled to share in His
holiness through the discipline of enduring hardship. More
ouch! Fortunately, the same book assures us that discipline is
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a sign of God’s love (Heb. 12:6). Oswald Chambers reminds us
that “God has one destined end for mankind—holiness. His one
aim is the production of saints.”{1}

It’s also important for all wives, but most especially the
future wife of the Son of God, to have a submissive heart.
Suffering makes us more determined to obey God; it teaches us
to be submissive. The psalmist learned this lesson as he wrote
in Psalm 119:67: “Before I was afflicted I went astray, but
now I obey your word. It was good for me to be afflicted so
that I might learn your decrees.”

The Lord Jesus has His work cut out for Him in purifying us
for Himself (Titus 2:14). Let’'s face it, left to ourselves we
are a dirty, messy, fleshly people, and we desperately need to
be made pure. As hurtful as it is, suffering can purify us if
we submit to the One who has a loving plan for the pain.

Jesus wants not just a pure bride, but a mature one as
well—-and suffering produces growth and maturity in us. James
1:2-4 reminds us that trials produce perseverance, which makes
us mature and complete. And Romans 5:3-4 tells us that we can
actually rejoice in our sufferings, because, again, they
produce perseverance, which produces character, which produces
hope. The Lord is creating for Himself a bride with sterling
character, but it’s not much fun getting there. I like
something else Oswald Chambers wrote: “Sorrow burns up a great
amount of shallowness.”{2}

We usually don’t have much trouble understanding that our
Divine Bridegroom loves us; but we can easily forget how much
He longs for us to love Him back. Suffering scoops us out,
making our hearts bigger so that we can hold more love for
Him. It’s all part of a well-planned courtship. He does know
what He’s doing . . . we just need to trust Him.



Suffering Allows Us to Minister Comfort
to Others Who Suffer

One of the most rewarding reasons that suffering has value 1is
experienced by those who can say with conviction, “I know how
you feel. I've been in your shoes.” Suffering prepares us to
minister comfort to others who suffer.

Feeling isolated is one of the hardest parts of suffering. It
can feel like you’re all alone in your pain, and that makes it
so much worse. The comfort of those who have known that same
pain is inexpressible. It feels like a warm blanket being
draped around your soul. But in order for someone to say those
powerful words—"I know just how you feel because I’'ve been
there”—that person had to walk through the same difficult
valley first.

Ray and I lost our first baby when she was born too
prematurely to survive. It was the most horrible suffering
we’'ve ever known. But losing Becky has enabled me to weep with
those who weep with the comforting tears of one who has
experienced that deep and awful loss. It’s a wound that-by
God’s grace—has never fully healed so that I can truly
empathize with others out of the very real pain I still feel.
Talking about my loss puts me in touch with the unhealed part
of the grief and loss that will always hurt until I see my
daughter again in heaven. One of the most incredibly
comforting things we can ever experience is someone else’s
tears for us. So when I say to a mother or father who has also
lost a child, “I hurt with you, because I've lost a precious
one too,” my tears bring warmth and comfort in a way that
someone who has never known that pain cannot offer.

One of the most powerful words of comfort I received when we
were grieving our baby’s loss was from a friend who said,
“Your pain may not be about just you. It may well be about
other people, preparing you to minister comfort and hope to



someone in your future who will need what you can give them
because of what you’re going through right now. And if you are
faithful to cling to God now, I promise He will use you
greatly to comfort others later.” That perspective was like a
sweet balm to my soul, because it showed me that my suffering
was not pointless.

There’s another aspect of bringing comfort to those in pain.
Those who have suffered tend not to judge others experiencing
similar suffering. Not being judged is a great comfort to
those who hurt. When you’re in pain, your world narrows down
to mere survival, and it’s easy for others to judge you for
not “following the rules” that should only apply to those
whose lives aren’t being swallowed by the pain monster.

Suffering often develops compassion and mercy in us. Those who
suffer tend to have tender hearts toward others who are in
pain. We can comfort others with the comfort that we have
received from God (2 Cor. 1:4) because we have experienced the
reality of the Holy Spirit being there for us, walking
alongside us in our pain. Then we can turn around and walk
alongside others in their pain, showing the compassion that
our own suffering has produced in us.

Suffering Develops Humble Dependence on
God

Marine Corps recruiter Randy Norfleet survived the Oklahoma
City bombing despite losing 40 percent of his blood and
needing 250 stitches to close his wounds. He never lost
consciousness in the ambulance because he was too busy praying
prayers of thanksgiving for his survival. When doctors said he
would probably lose the sight in his right eye, Mr. Norfleet
said, “Losing an eye is a small thing. Whatever brings you
closer to God is a blessing. Through all this I’'ve been
brought closer to God. I’'ve become more dependent on Him and
less on myself.”{3}



Suffering is excellent at teaching us humble dependence on
God, the only appropriate response to our Creator. Ever since
the fall of Adam, we keep forgetting that God created us to
depend on Him and not on ourselves. We keep wanting to go our
own way, pretending that we are God. Suffering is powerfully
able to get us back on track.

Sometimes we hurt so much we can’t pray. We are forced to
depend on the intercession of the Holy Spirit and the saints,
needing them to go before the throne of God on our behalf.
Instead of seeing that inability to pray as a personal
failure, we can rejoice that our perception of being totally
needy corresponds to the truth that we really are that needy.
2 Corinthians 1:9 tells us that hardships and sufferings
happen “so that we might not rely on ourselves but on God, who
raises the dead.”

Suffering brings a “one day at a time-ness” to our survival.
We get to the point of saying, “Lord, I can only make it
through today if You help me . . . if You take me through
today . . . or the next hour . . . or the next few minutes.”
One of my dearest friends shared with me the prayer from a
heart burning with emotional pain: “Papa, I know I can make it
through the next fifteen minutes if You hold me and walk me
through it.” Suffering has taught my friend the lesson of
total, humble dependence on God.

As painful as it is, suffering strips away the distractions of
life. It forces us to face the fact that we are powerless to
change other people and most situations. The fear that
accompanies suffering drives us to the Father like a little
kid burying his face in his daddy’s leg. Recognizing our own
powerlessness is actually the key to experience real power
because we have to acknowledge our dependence on God before
His power can flow from His heart into our lives.

The disciples experienced two different storms out on the
lake. The Lord’s purpose in both storms was to train them to



stop relying on their physical eyes and use their spiritual
eyes. He wanted them to grow in trust and dependence on the
Father. He allows us to experience storms in our lives for the
same purpose: to learn to depend on God.

I love this paraphrase of Romans 8:28: “The Lord may not have
planned that this should overtake me, but He has most
certainly permitted it. Therefore, though it were an attack of
an enemy, by the time it reaches me, it has the Lord’s
permission, and therefore all is well. He will make it work
together with all life’s experiences for good.”

Suffering Displays God’s Strength Through
Our Weakness

God never wastes suffering, not a scrap of it. He redeems all
of it for His glory and our blessing. The classic Scripture
for the concept that suffering displays God’s strength through
our weakness is found in 2 Corinthians 12:8-10, where we learn
that God'’s grace is sufficient for us, for His power 1is
perfected in weakness. Paul said he delighted in weaknesses,
hardships, and difficulties “for when I am weak, then I am
strong.”

Our culture disdains weakness, but our frailty is a sign of
God’'s workmanship in us. It gets us closer to what we were
created to be-completely dependent on God. Several years ago I
realized that instead of despising the fact that polio had
left me with a body that was weakened and compromised,
susceptible to pain and fatigue, I could choose to rejoice in
it. My weakness made me more like a fragile, easily broken
window than a solid brick wall. But just as sunlight pours
through a window but is blocked by a wall, I discovered that
other people could see God’s strength and beauty in me because
of the window-like nature of my weakness! Consider how the
Lord Jesus was the exact representation of the glory of the
Father—I mean, He was all window and no walls! He was



completely dependent on the Father, choosing to become weak so
that God’s strength could shine through Him. And He was the
strongest person the world has ever seen. Not His own
strength; He displayed the Father’s strength because of that
very weakness.

The reason His strength can shine through us 1is because we
know God better through suffering. One wise man I heard said,
“I got theology in seminary, but I learned reality through
trials. I got facts in Sunday School, but I learned faith
through trusting God in difficult circumstances. I got truth
from studying, but I got to know the Savior through
suffering.”

Sometimes our suffering isn’t a consequence of our actions or
even someone else’s. God is teaching other beings about
Himself and His loved ones—us—as He did with Job. The point of
Job’s trials was to enable heavenly beings to see God
glorified in Job. Sometimes He trusts us with great pain in
order to make a point, whether the intended audience 1is
believers, unbelievers, or the spirit realm. Quadriplegic Joni
Eareckson Tada, no stranger to great suffering, writes,
“Whether a godly attitude shines from a brain-injured college
student or from a lonely man relegated to a back bedroom, the
response of patience and perseverance counts. God points to
the peaceful attitude of suffering people to teach others
about Himself. He not only teaches those we rub shoulders with
every day, but He instructs the countless millions of angels
and demons. The hosts in heaven stand amazed when they observe
God sustain hurting people with His peace.”{4}

I once heard Charles Stanley say that nothing attracts the
unbeliever like a saint suffering successfully. Joni Tada
said, “You were made for one purpose, and that is to make God
real to those around you.”{5} The reality of God’'s power, His
love, and His character are made very, very real to a watching
world when we trust Him in our pain.



Suffering Gets Us Ready for Heaven

Pain 1is inevitable because we live in a fallen world. 1
Thessalonians 3:3 reminds us that we are “destined for
trials.” We don’'t have a choice whether we will suffer—our
choice is to go through it by ourselves or with God.

Suffering teaches us the difference between the important and
the transient. It prepares us for heaven by teaching us how
unfulfilling life on earth is and helping us develop an
eternal perspective. Suffering makes us homesick for heaven.

Deep suffering of the soul is also a taste of hell. After many
sleepless nights wracked by various kinds of pain, my friend
Jan now knows what she was saved from. Many Christians only
know they’re saved without grasping what it is Christ has
delivered them from. Jan’s suffering has given her an
appreciation of the reality of heaven, and she’s been changed
forever.

I have an appreciation of heaven gained from a different
experience. As my body weakens from the lifelong impact of
polio, to be honest, I have a deep frustration with it that
makes me grateful for the perfect, beautiful, completely
working resurrection body waiting for me on the other side. My
husband once told me that heaven is more real to me than
anyone he knows. Suffering has done that for me. Paul
explained what happens in 2 Corinthians 4:16-18:

“Though outwardly we are wasting away, yet inwardly we are
being renewed day by day. For our light and momentary
troubles are achieving for us an eternal glory that far
outweighs them all. So we fix our eyes not on what is seen,
but on what is unseen, for what is seen 1is temporary, but
what 1is unseen is eternal.”

One of the effects of suffering is to loosen our grasp on this
life, because we shouldn’t be thinking that life in a fallen



world is as wonderful as we sometimes think it is. Pastor Dick
Bacon once said, “If this life were easy, we’d just love it
too much. If God didn’t make it painful, we’d never let go of
it.” Suffering reminds us that we live in an abnormal world.
Suffering is abnormal-our souls protest, “This isn’t right!”
We need to be reminded that we are living in the post-fall
“Phase 2."” The perfect Phase 1 of God’s beautiful, suffering-
free creation was ruined when Adam and Eve fell. So often,
people wonder what kind of cruel God would deliberately make a
world so full of pain and suffering. They’ve lost track of
history. The world God originally made isn’t the one we
experience. Suffering can make us long for the new heaven and
the new earth where God will set all things right again.

Sometimes suffering literally prepares us for heaven. Cheryl’s
in-laws, both beset by lingering illnesses, <couldn’t
understand why they couldn’t just die and get it over with.
But after three long years of holding on, during a visit from
Cheryl’s pastor, the wife trusted Christ on her deathbed and
the husband received assurance of his salvation. A week later
the wife died, followed in six months by her husband. They had
continued to suffer because of God’s mercy and patience, who
did not let them go before they were ready for heaven.

Suffering dispels the cloaking mists of inconsequential
distractions of this life and puts things in their proper
perspective. My friend Pete buried his wife a few years ago
after a battle with Lou Gehrig’s disease. One morning I
learned that his car had died on the way to church, and I said
something about what a bummer it was. Pete just shrugged and
said, “This is nothing.” That’s what suffering will do for us.
Trials are light and momentary afflictions . . . but God
redeems them all.
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Friendship with Jesus

Dr. Michael Gleghorn draws on a work by Dr. Gail R. 0’'Day,
“Jesus as Friend in the Gospel of John,”{1} to explore the
perspective of Jesus Christ as a Friend.

What a Friend We Have in Jesus{2}

In his book, The Problem of Pain, C. S. Lewis offers four
analogies of God’'s love for humanity.{3} These include the
love of an artist for a great work of art, the love of a human
being for an animal, the love of a father for his son, and the
love of a man for a woman. Interestingly, he does not consider
the analogy of friendship, or love between friends. In one
sense it's surprising, for Lewis would later write quite
perceptively about friendship in his book, The Four Loves.

Of course, at this time in his career, Lewis may not have even
thought about the love of friendship in the context of
discussing analogies of God’s love for humanity. After all, on
the surface, the Bible appears to say little about friendship
between God and human beings. But saying little is not the
same as saying nothing, and the Bible does speak about the
possibility of enjoying friendship with God. In fact, the
Gospel of John offers a great illustration of this in the life
and teaching of Jesus, whom Christians regard as God the Son
incarnate. John presents Jesus as a true friend, one who 1is
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willing to speak the truth to those He loves and to lay down
His life for their benefit.

Consider Jesus’ words to his disciples in John 15: “This is my
commandment, that you love one another as I have loved you.
Greater love has no one than this, that someone lay down his
life for his friends. You are my friends if you do what I
command you. No longer do I call you servants, for the
servant does not know what his master 1s doing; but I have
called you friends, for all that I have heard from my Father I
have made known to you” (vv. 12-15).

In this brief passage, Jesus surfaces several important
elements of friendship which would have been readily
recognized by people in the ancient world. We’ll carefully
consider each of these elements in this article. For now,
however, the key point to notice is that Jesus explicitly
refers to His disciples as “friends.” Moreover, He also holds
out to them the possibility of deepening their friendship with
both Him, and one another.

In what follows, we’ll unpack many of these ideas further.
First, however, we must get a better understanding of how
friendship was viewed in the ancient world.

Friendship in the Ancient World

Of course, John's discussion of friendship in his gospel does
not occur in a cultural or historical vacuum. Indeed, he seems
to have been aware of other such discussions and even enters
into a dialogue (of sorts) with some of them. So how was
friendship understood in the ancient world?

The most important discussion of friendship in antiquity 1is
probably that found in Aristotle’s Ethics. As one philosopher
observes, “Aristotle’s treatise on friendship is comprehensive
and confident, as well as undeniably profound.”{4} Aristotle
views friendship as something like the glue of a community,



binding people together in relations of benevolence and love.
Such relations are indispensable for the community’s health
and well-being.{5}

Aristotle describes friendship as “reciprocated goodwill” and
claims that the highest form of friendship occurs between
“good people similar in virtue.” The primary virtue of real
friends is “loving” one another. And such love is expressed in
practical actions, for the virtuous person “labours for his
friends” and is even willing to “die for them” if necessary.

Finally, the ancients also viewed “frank speech” and
“openness” as essential elements of friendship. According to
Plutarch, “Frankness of speech . . . 1is the language of
friendship . . . and . . . lack of frankness is unfriendly and
ignoble.”{6} The 1language of friendship thus involves
something like “speaking the truth in love” (Ephesians 4:15).
Friendship should allow, and even encourage, frank speech. And
yet, such speech should always be characterized by love and a
genuine desire for the friend’s best interest.

Putting this all together, we can see how Jesus’ remarks about
friendship correlate with the ancient ideals expressed in the
writings of men like Aristotle and Plutarch. Just as Aristotle
viewed friendship as the glue of a community, so also Jesus
seems to envision the formation of a community of friends, who
are bound together in love by their shared allegiance to Him.
As biblical scholar Dr. Gail 0’'Day observes, “The language of
friendship provided 1language for talking about the
construction of a community of like-minded people informed by
a particular set of teachings.”{7}

Below, we’ll consider how Jesus both models and encourages the
ancient ideals of friendship in His life and teaching.



The Language of Friendship

One of the ways in which John shows Jesus demonstrating
friendship is through his frank and honest speech. We’ve seen
that in the ancient world, open and honest speech was regarded
as one of the hallmarks of friendship. And there are several
occasions in which such speech is attributed to Jesus in the
Gospel of John (e.g., 7:20; 10:24-30; 11:14; 16:25-33;
18:19-20).{8}

Of course, this doesn’t mean that everything Jesus had to say
was easy to understand. It wasn’t, and even his disciples
often misunderstood Him. Nor does it mean that Jesus never
taught truths about God by using parables or figurative
language. Indeed, He often did. What it does mean, however, is
that throughout his Gospel, John repeatedly portrays Jesus as
speaking and teaching the truth about God openly and honestly
to all who care to listen.

For example, Jesus is described as “speaking openly” while
teaching the people in the temple at the Feast of Booths (John
7:14, 26). Moreover, after His arrest, when Jesus is being
questioned by the High Priest, He frankly declares to those
present, “I have spoken openly to the world. I have always
taught in synagogues and in the temple, where all Jews come
together. I have said nothing in secret” (John 18:20). Dr.
Gail O0’'Day observes that Jesus here claims that His entire
public ministry has “been characterized by freedom of speech
throughout its duration.” She writes, “Jesus has not held
anything back in His self-revelation but has spoken with the
freedom that marks a true friend.”{9}

Finally, we must not forget what Jesus says to His disciples
in John 15: “No longer do I call you servants, for the servant
does not know what his master is doing; but I have called you
friends, for all that I have heard from my Father I have made
known to you” (v. 15). Here Jesus explicitly refers to His
disciples as “friends,” claiming that He has “made known” to



them everything that He has heard from the Father. Not only
does Jesus call His disciples “friends,” He also speaks to
them in the language of friendship, openly and honestly
revealing to them the heart and mind of the Father.

Judged by the criterion of “frank and honest speech,” Jesus
thus reveals Hmself to be a true friend to His disciples. And
as we'll see next, He is willing to do much more than this,
for Jesus is willing to lay down His life for the benefit of
others.

The Ultimate Demonstration of Friendship

In John 15 Jesus declares, “Greater love has no one than this,
that someone lay down his life for his friends” (v. 13).
Earlier we saw that Aristotle, in his writings on friendship,
maintained that the true friend, actuated by genuine goodness,
would even be willing to “die” (if necessary) for the sake of
a friend.{10} Of course, as any reader of the Gospels knows,
Jesus soon does this very thing, thus demonstrating the
greatest possible love according to the ancient ideals of
friendship. As Dr. 0’'Day observes, “Jesus did what the
philosophers only talked about—He lay down his

life for His friends.”{11}

This event is foreshadowed by Jesus in His claim to be the
Good Shepherd in John 10. “I am the good shepherd,” He says.
“The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep” (v. 11).
This claim is one of the seven “I Am” statements of Jesus in
the Gospel of John, and it likely involves an implicit claim
to deity, for as Edwin Blum has noted, “In the 0ld Testament,
God is called the Shepherd of His people (Psalm 23:1; 80:1-2;
Ecclesiastes 12:11; Isaiah 40:11; Jeremiah 31:10)."{12} One
thinks of the way in which David begins Psalm 23: “The Lord is
my shepherd; I shall not want” (v. 1). The Lord Jesus, as the
Good Shepherd of His people, is willing to lay down His life
for their benefit (John 10:11).



But Jesus goes further than this, for as Paul tells us, Jesus
not only gave His life for His “friends,” but even for His
“enemies.” “For while we were still weak,” writes Paul, “at
the right time Christ died for the ungodly” (Romans 5:6).
“While we were still sinners” (Romans 5:8), and even
“enemies,” “we were reconciled to God by the death of his Son”
(Romans 5:10). If dying for one’s friends epitomizes the
ancient ideal of friendship, dying for one’s enemies far
transcends this ideal. It demonstrates the sacrificial love of
God for all humanity. While we were spiritually dead, mired in
sin and rebellion (Ephesians 2:1-3), God “sent his Son to be
the savior of the world” (1 John 4:14).

Aristotle referred to friendship as “reciprocated goodwill.”
Jesus demonstrated the greatest possible love and “goodwill”
of God by giving His life for the sins of the world (John
1:29). He commands His disciples to reciprocate His goodwill
by loving “one another” as He has loved us (John 15:12, 14).
By following His command, a community of friends is formed,
bound together in love for one another and a shared commitment
to Jesus.

A Community of Friends

Jesus calls His disciples “friends” and commands them to “love
one another” as He has loved them (John 15:12). Jesus wants
His followers to regard themselves not only as His friends,
but as friends of one another as well. He intends for them to
be a community of friends, bound together in their love for
one another because of their shared devotion to Him. The sort
of love to which Jesus calls them is a costly love, for He
desires that His people’s love for one another be an imitation
of the love that He has already demonstrated toward them. And
what sort of love is this? It’s the kind of love that 1is
willing to give one’s life for the benefit of others, to lay
down one’s life for one’s friends (John 15:13).



Now this, I think we can all agree, is a very high calling.
Indeed, if we’re honest, I think that we must all admit that,
humanly speaking, it is frankly impossible. If some degree of
discomfort does not grip our hearts in considering this
commandment, then we probably aren’t considering it in all due
seriousness. Very few of us will probably ever reach the level
of truly loving other believers just as Jesus has loved us,
and if any of us do reach it, we probably won’t be able to
consistently maintain such love in our daily practice. But
Jesus commands us to do it, and we must at least begin trying
to do so. But how?

Dr. Gail 0’'Day, I think, strikes the right tone when she
comments: “The disciples begin with the explicit appellation,
‘friend,’ and the challenge for them is to enact and embody
friendship as Jesus has done. The disciples know how Jesus has
been a friend, and they are called to see what kind of friends
they can become. Jesus’ friendship is the model of friendship
for the disciples, and it makes any subsequent acts of
friendship by them possible because the disciples themselves
are already the recipients of Jesus’ acts of friendship.”{13}

We must remember that Jesus is our friend, that He loves us
and provides all that we need to live a holy and God-honoring
life. Indeed, He has sent the Holy Spirit to indwell and
empower His people for just this purpose. As we trust in
Jesus, giving ourselves to Him (and one another) in genuine
love and friendship, we will find that we are increasingly
obeying His commands and bearing fruit that brings Him glory.
So let’s commit ourselves to friendship with Jesus, and to
those who compose His body, the church (1 Corinthians 12:27;
Ephesians 5:23; Colossians 1:24).
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Spiritual Abuse

Kerby Anderson provides an overview of what makes churches and
organizations spiritually and emotionally unhealthy and
hurtful.

In some ways, this article on spiritual abuse is an update on
a previous article on Abusive Churches. However, this article
also provides a biblical perspective on the broader issue of
spiritual abuse occurring in our country today.

Many church leaders became aware of the prevalence
of abusive churches more than four decades ago when
Professor Ronald Enroth wrote his best-selling
book, Churches That Abuse. A few years later he
followed up with a book on Recovering from Churches that
Abuse.

More than three decades ago, Dr. Pat Zukeran wrote a week of
Probe radio programs based on the first book by Ronald Enroth.
The transcript of that program is still one of the top ten
most popular articles based on the number of Internet searches
that land on them each year.

That response to this important subject isn’t unique. For
example, thousands have also purchased the book by Stephen
Arterburn Toxic Faith. The same 1is true of Ken Blue'’s book
Spiritual Abuse and Philip Keller'’'s book Predators in Our
Pulpits. June Hunt with Hope for the Heart has also written a
helpful booklet on Spiritual Abuse.

Jesus addressed the issue of spiritual abuse many times when
he confronted the Pharisees. In Matthew 23, he proclaims seven
woes to the Scribes and Pharisees. He concludes with: “You
serpents, you brood of vipers, how are you to escape being
sentenced to hell?” He describes them this way in John 8:44,
“You are of your father the devil, and your will is to do your
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father’'s desires.”

Paul also addresses various aspects of spiritual abuse and
legalism within the church. He warns us about legalism by
teaching that no works of the law can justify us (Romans
3:20). Instead, the “law of the Spirit of life has set you
free in Christ Jesus from the law of sin and death” (Romans
8:2).

Spiritual abuse can occur when someone is in a position of
spiritual authority misuses that authority to control or
manipulate another Christian. It may take the form of using
religious works to control. It may involve misusing Scripture
or twisting biblical concepts. Churches or Christian
organizations may be guilty of teaching false doctrine. Even
churches that teach sound doctrine may be guilty allowing
worship leaders to bring music into the church with bad
theology.

Spiritual abuse can also occur when someone in a position of
spiritual authority fails to act. Many of the recent church
scandals took place because church leaders or denominational
leaders failed to act on or report incidents of sexual
harassment or sexual abuse.

Characteristics of Abusive Churches

The book, Churches That Abuse, lists eight characteristics of
abusive churches. You might compare that list to your own
church and to other churches you know.

1. Abusive churches have a control-oriented style of
leadership. The leader may be arrogant and dogmatic. The
leader often 1is portrayed as more in tune spiritually with
God. Thus, these leaders often are not accountable to anyone.

2. Second, the leader of an abusive church often uses
manipulation to gain complete submission from their members.



These tactics may involve gquilt, peer pressure, and
intimidation. The leader may even suggest that divine judgment
from God will result if you question them.

3. There is a rigid, legalistic lifestyle involving numerous
requirements and minute details for daily life. Members are
pressured to give a certain amount of time and money to the
church. Often members drop out of school, quit working, or
neglect their families to meet a church-designated quota.

4. Abusive churches tend to change their names, especially
once they are exposed by the media. Often this is done because
the church received bad publicity or was involved in a
significant scandal.

5. Abusive churches are often denouncing other churches
because they see themselves as superior to all other churches.
The church leadership sees itself as the spiritual elite and
the “faithful remnant.” They are the only ones “faithful to
the true gospel.”

6. Abusive churches have a persecution complex and view
themselves as being persecuted by the world, the media, and
other Christian churches. Because they see themselves as a
spiritual elite, they also expect persecution from the world
and even feed on 1it.

7. Abusive churches specifically target young adults between
eighteen and twenty-five years of age. Often, they target
youth who are less experienced but looking for a cause.
Sometimes an abusive church becomes surrogate parents to these
young adults.

8. Members of abusive churches have a great difficulty leaving
and often involves social, psychological, or emotional pain.
Church members are often afraid to leave because of
intimidation and social pressure. If they leave, they may be
stalked and harassed by members of the abusive church.



Leaving an Abusive Church

For many of the reasons previously discussed, it is difficult
for members to leave an abusive church. There is significant
emotional and spiritual damage that results. Often, former
members of an abusive church not only leave the church, but
they leave God.

The emotional damage is significant. One author suggested that
victims of church abuse or other forms of spiritual abuse
suffer PTSD(post-traumatic stress disorder). They find it
difficult to trust others, whether leaders in a church or
other leaders in their life.

Victims of abusive churches also find it difficult to find the
right church. That is why Ronald Enroth in his second book and
Ken Blue in his book talk about discerning good from abusive.
Here are a few questions worth considering.

1. Does the church leadership invite dialogue and solicit
advice from others in the church who are not part of the elite
group of leaders? Dogmatic and authoritarian pastors are
threatened by diverse opinions whether from members or from
people outside the church.

2. Is there a system of accountability or is all the power
located in one person? Dogmatic and authoritarian pastors are
not accountable to anyone. They may have a board of elders who
merely “rubber stamp” any decisions.

3. Does the church encourage independent thinking and
encourage members to develop discernment? Abusive church
leaders attempt to get all its members to conform. There is a
very low tolerance (sometimes no tolerance) for alternative
perspectives even about insignificant programs and minor
policies about how to run the church.

4. Is family commitment strengthened? Many churches (not just
abusive churches) often demand so much of members that they
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begin to neglect their families. If parents are made to feel
guilty for going to their children’s school events when it
might conflict with a routine church meeting or activity,
something 1is wrong.

5. Is the individual church member growing spiritually or on
the edge of burnout? If you have to constantly attend a myriad
of church meetings and meet a quota (time, talent, treasure)
in order to be given church approval, something is wrong.

When someone leaves an abusive situation, it becomes difficult
to trust others. That is also true when leaving an abusive
church. Going to a different church or study group can be
difficult and even frightening. But these questions help in
choosing a church or organization that will help you grow
spiritually.

Enabling Behavior and a Biblical Response
— Part 1

There are no perfect churches because there are no perfect
people. Sometimes I will hear someone say they are looking for
the perfect church. A good response I have heard is: “If you
find the perfect church, don’t join it because you will ruin
it. You aren’t perfect.”

Every church has its problems, and pastors have a sin nature.
But it does seem that we are also guilty of enabling behavior
inside the church that isn’t healthy. Here are just a few
statements I have gleaned from various sources.

Christians today often enable spiritual abuse from leaders
because we value charisma over character. A pastor or leader
is often given a platform not because of character but because
he 1s a dynamic preacher.

Jesus warned His disciples (Matthew 20:25-28) that leaders
should not exercise authority over people. Instead, whoever



wants to become great must lower himself to be a servant. Paul
even warns (2 Timothy 4:3) there will be a time when followers
“will not endure sound doctrine.” Instead, they will want “to
have their ears tickled” by eloquent speakers, who may not
even have sound doctrine.

Paul reminds Timothy (1 Timothy 3:2-3) that a leader in the
church should be “must be above reproach . . . sober-minded,
self-controlled, respectable, hospitable, able to teach, not a
drunkard, not violent but gentle, not quarrelsome, not a lover
of money.”

Peter (1 Peter 5:2-3) instructs the church that leadership
should “shepherd the flock of God that is among you,
exercising oversight, not under compulsion, but willingly, as
God would have you; not for shameful gain, but eagerly; not
domineering over those in your charge, but being examples to
the flock.”

Christians today also enable spiritual abuse when they value
the institution over individuals. We have seen this in our
numerous radio

programs involving church sexual abuse. Churches and
denominations have been too quick to cover up sexual abuse
scandals and intimidate victims. Time and

again we hear them worrying about their reputations or the
reputation of the church or denomination.

Christians today enable spiritual abuse when they value
division over unity. Pastors and Christian leaders who are
denouncing other churches or denominations can make us feel
good about our church and denomination. But it doesn’t bring
unity. Paul teaches in Ephesians 4:3-6 to “Make every effort
to keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace.
There is one body and one Spirit, just as you were called to
one hope when you were called; one Lord, one faith, one
baptism; one God and Father of all, who is over all and
through all and in all.”



Enabling Behavior and a Biblical Response
— Part 2

Christians today enable spiritual abuse when they value
performance over character. Churches are often quicker to
remove a pastor teaching heresy than to remove a pastor with
character deficits. We should address heresy. Peter warns (2
Peter 2:1) that there will be “false prophets among the
people, just as there will be false teachers among you. They
will secretly introduce destructive heresies, even denying the
sovereign Lord who bought them, bringing swift destruction on
themselves.”

But some churches or denominations may have pastors or church
leaders who have good theology but poor character. One example
in the New Testament can be found in a man named Diotrephes (3
John 9-12). John plans to confront him because he is self-
willed (likes to put himself first) and rebellious (does not
acknowledge authority) and a slanderer (talking wicked
gossip). Some commentators have called him the first “church
boss” because he uses power for ungodly ends within the
church.

But notice that John says nothing about him having bad
theology. In his previous letters (1 John and 2 John), he does
call out the unbiblical teaching of the false teachers. The
problem with Diotrephes was not theology but psychology. For
all we know, he might have been a good Bible teacher, but his
behavior is the problem. How many churches have turned a blind
eye to character problems with a pastor because he was a good
preacher and brought people into the church?

Christians today enable spiritual abuse when they value anger
and outrage over grace and meekness. Too often we reward
candidates who raise their voice and point their fingers by
electing them to office. We may enjoy a pastor who pounds the
pulpit and condemns society, but is that what is required of a



church leader?

Christians should not be enabling this behavior, they should
be confronting this behavior and even condemning this
behavior. This first step should be to follow the instructions
of Jesus (Matthew 18:15-17) to go directly to a person
engaging in spiritual abuse (after prayer and reflection). If
he listens to you, “you have won your brother over. But if he
will not listen, take one or two others along.” If this is
happening in society, we should speak out against spiritual
abuse and abusive churches.

An important response to spiritual abuse is biblical truth. As
believers we should proclaim the truth. Truth means freedom,
not bondage. Jesus said, “You shall know the truth and the
truth shall make you free” (John 8:32).
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5 Things You Need to Know
About Jesus

Tom Davis provides an overview of 5 extremely important
aspects of Jesus’ life: his birth, baptism, claims to deity,
death and resurrection, and ascension.

The Birth of Jesus

Knowing about Jesus, who he was, what he did, and what he
taught is essential for Christian discipleship. By studying
Jesus, we know how we ought to live and what the redemption
that he provides for us means. In this article we discuss five
things you need to know about Jesus, starting with the meaning
of the birth of Jesus.

The story of His birth is found in Matthew chapters
1 and 2, and in Luke chapters 1 and 2. Matthew
gives us his understanding of what Jesus’ birth
meant in the angel Gabriel'’s proclamation to Joseph
and in an 0ld Testament prophecy.

When the angel appeared to Joseph the angel told him that
Jesus will “save his people from their sins.”{1} Jesus left
heaven to come down to His people at His birth.

In order for His people to be saved from their sins Jesus must
come to His people. The virgin birth of Jesus is directly
linked to His death and resurrection.

The first prophecy is, “See, the virgin will become pregnant
and give birth to a son, and they will name him Immanuel.”{2}
This prophecy comes from Isaiah 7:14. In Isaiah this prophecy
is a promise to King Ahaz of Judah that God will defeat His
enemies. Immanuel is an important name because it means “God
with us.” Matthew is telling us that through the virgin birth
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of Jesus God is with us, and is a sign that sin and death will
be defeated.

In Luke, the praise of a man named Simeon and the proclamation
of the heavenly host helps tell us what Jesus’ birth means.

When Simeon saw Jesus in the temple he prayed, “For my eyes
have seen your salvation. You have prepared it in the presence
of all peoples-a light for revelation to the Gentile and glory
to your people Israel.”{3} Simeon tells us that Jesus will
reveal God to all people. God’'s salvation is for all people,
not only for the Jews.

When the heavenly hosts appeared to the shepherds out in the
fields they proclaimed, “Glory to God in the highest heaven,
and peace on earth to people he favors!”{4} The proclamation
of the angels tells us that the people Jesus favors, those who
follow and trust Him, will have peace.

To recap, we see that the birth of Jesus is God coming down to
be with us, and to save us from our sins. This salvation 1is
not only for the Jews, but is for all people.

Jesus’ Baptism

Matthew, Mark, and Luke mention that when Jesus was baptized
the heavens opened and the Holy Spirit descended in the form
of a dove.{5} A voice from heaven said, “You are my beloved
Son; with you I am well-pleased.”{6}

Jesus was sinless, so why does he receive baptism from John?
Jesus told John it was to fulfill righteousness. Jesus 1is
identifying with Israel, and all mankind, and fulfilling
righteousness for our sake. Because Jesus identifies with us
and our sins, His baptism is the beginning of His ministry of
atonement that is accomplished at His crucifixion.{7}

All the gospels mention that the Holy Spirit descended in the



form of a dove. Have you ever wondered why in the form of a
dove? In Genesis when God created the heavens and the earth
the Spirit of God hovered over the waters. This signifies
God’s presence at creation. Some biblical scholars think that
Noah sending the dove out from the ark signifies a kind of new
creation after God destroyed the world with a flood. In the
same way, the Spirit appearing in the form of a dove and
descending on Jesus means that Jesus is the beginning of new
creation. {8}

At Jesus’ baptism the Father pronounced, “You are my beloved
Son; with you I am well-pleased.”{9} What does this mean? Most
Bible scholars think this statement references Psalm 2:7{10}
and Isaiah 42:1.{11} Psalm 2 is a Psalm that was used at the
coronation of a new king. Isaiah 42 is about God’s suffering
servant who will bring “justice to the nations.” Biblical
Scholar Craig Blomberg concludes, “Therefore it would appear
that God is forthrightly declaring Jesus to be both kingly
Messiah and suffering servant.”{12}

Jesus’ baptism means that Jesus identifies with us. Jesus 1is
the beginning of new creation and begins His ministry of
atonement for our sins. God’s voice from heaven also declares
that Jesus is the kingly Messiah and the suffering servant.

Jesus’ Claims to Deity

Jesus claimed to be God in several ways. He not only used
words to make these claims, but His actions also made a claim
to deity.

Jesus’ actions showed that he had authority over evil spirits
by repeatedly casting out demons. Jesus commanded the weather.
This is something mortal men do not do, but God and heavenly
beings do. Jesus was a man, but this event shows that he was
more than a man, he was God in human flesh.

But let’s look specifically at how Jesus claimed to be the



divine Son of Man during His trial by the Jewish authorities.
The night before His trial Jesus was arrested and tried by the
Jewish authorities. There were many who accused Jesus of
various things. The problem was that the testimony of the
witnesses who were accusing Jesus did not match. This led to
the high priest asking, “Are you the Messiah, the Son of the
Blessed One?” Jesus answered, “I am, and you will see the Son
of Man seated at the right hand of power and coming with
clouds of heaven.” The Jewish authorities then condemned him
for blasphemy.{13} Why?

Jesus was condemned because he identified himself with the Son
of Man in Daniel 7. In this chapter the Ancient of Days, God
the Father, 1s sitting in judgment when the Son of Man comes
with the “clouds of heaven” and approaches the Ancient of
Days. The Son of Man is given dominion, glory, and a kingdom
that will not be destroyed. The Son of Man is a human and
divine figure who seems to sit in judgment alongside the
Ancient of Days. When Jesus claims to be the Son of Man he 1is
claiming to be a human and divine figure. Jesus 1is claiming
that he will be vindicated and that the Jewish authorities
will be condemned by God.{14}

Jesus claimed to be God by casting out demons, calming a
storm, and by claiming to be the Son of Man in Daniel 7.

Jesus’ Death and Resurrection

Jesus’ death and resurrection 1s the foundation of
Christianity. The death and resurrection of Jesus 1is a
climactic confrontation between God and Satan that involves
forgiveness of sin, the abolition of death, and the defeat of
evil.

The narratives of this event are found in all four gospels.
However, the most important passage that helps us understand
the meaning of the resurrection is not in one of the Gospels;



it 1s in one of Paul'’s letters, 1 Corinthians 15.

In verse 3, Paul states that “Jesus died for our sins.” 1In
Hebrews 9 and 10, the author explains that in the 01ld
Testament sacrificial system bulls, goats, and sheep had to be
sacrificed every year to purify the people. However, Jesus
only had to die once to cover the sins of all people.
Therefore, the death of Jesus for our sins is superior to the
sacrificial system and makes it obsolete.

Paul states, “For just as in Adam all die, so also in Christ
all will be made alive.”{15} We live life knowing that someday
we will die. We live in the shadow of death’s approach. Jesus
confronts death on the cross, then returns from the grave
three days later. Through the death and resurrection of Jesus,
death has been abolished. New Testament scholar Craig Keener
states, “As death in every case is established in Adam, so
life in all cases is established in Christ.”{16}

In Colossians 2:15 Paul is addressing the implications of
Jesus’ resurrection. He writes, “He (Jesus) disarmed the
rulers and the authorities and disgraced them publicly; he
triumphed over them in him.” The rulers and authorities that
Paul mentions are Satan and his demons.{17} Through the death
and resurrection of Jesus, Satan and his demons are defeated
publicly. When Christians proclaim the resurrection, these
rulers and authorities are humiliated publicly for everyone to
see.

The death and resurrection of Jesus cleanses us of our sins,
pays the penalty for our sins, abolishes death, and defeats
Satan and the forces of evil.

Jesus’ Ascension

Jesus’ return to heaven is described in Acts 1:9-11. After His
resurrection Jesus spent forty days with His disciples. After
forty days the disciples watched Jesus ascend into heaven in a



cloud. But what does this mean?

In John chapter 16 Jesus told His disciples that he will be
leaving them. Jesus said, “It is for your benefit that I go
away, because if I don’t go away the Counselor will not come
to you. If I go, I will send him to you.”{18} The Counselor
that Jesus referred to is the Holy Spirit. Jesus’ promise to
the disciples is fulfilled on the day of Pentecost in Acts 2.
Jesus told His disciples “When the spirit of truth comes, he
will guide you into all truth.”{19} When Jesus ascended into
heaven, he sent the Holy Spirit to us. The Holy Spirit does
not only counsel us; he guides us to truth and intercedes for
us.

Jesus’ ascension has other implications as well. Paul tells
us, “Christ Jesus is the one who died, but even more, has been
raised; he also sits at the right hand of God and intercedes
for us.”{20} There are two things to pay attention to in this
verse. First, Jesus now sits at the right hand of the Father.
Jesus is on His throne, which means he is ruling now. Second,
Jesus also prays for us. There are many other things that
could be mentioned in a discussion of things we need to know
about Jesus. One example is Jesus’ temptation in the desert.
When Adam and Eve were tempted in the Garden of Eden, they
failed to resist Satan’s temptation. Jesus succeeded 1in
resisting Satan.

When we consider Jesus’ birth, baptism, claims to deity,
temptation, casting out evil spirits, death, resurrection, and
ascension, we have an image of a God that became man. God
rescues us from our sin and from the evil powers and
principalities that are active in this world. Jesus will
return and make all things new with the new creation and new
Jerusalem in Revelation 20 and 21. The first Christians saw
all of this. New Testament scholar N. T. Wright sums things up
this way, “The first Christians saw the message and
accomplishment of Jesus as the long-awaited arrival of God'’s
kingdom, the final dealing-with sin that would undo the powers



of darkness and break through to the ‘age to come.’”{21}

Notes

1. Matthew 1:21

2. Matthew 1:23

3. Luke 2:30-32

4. Luke 2:14

5. Jesus’ baptism is found in Matthew 3:13-17, Mark 1:9-11,
Luke 3:21-22, and is alluded to in John 1:29-34.

6. Mark 1:11 CSB

7. Keener, Craig S., Matthew (Downers Grove, InterVarsity
Press,1997), 85.

8. Evens, Craig A., The Bible Knowledge Background Commentary:
Matthew-Luke, (Colorado Springs, Victor, 2003) 78.

9. Mark 1:11 CSB

10. T will declare the Lord’s decree. He said to me, “You are
my Son; today I have become your Father. — Psalm 2:7 (CSB)

11. This is my servant; I strengthen him, this is my chosen
one; I delight in him. I have put my Spirit on him; he will
bring justice to the nations. — Isaiah 42:1 (CSB)

12. Blomberg, Craig L. Jesus and the Gospels (Nashville,
Broadman & Holman Press, 1997), 222.

13. Matt. 26:62-65; Mark 14:60-6

14. Quarles, Charles L. “Lord or Legend: Jesus as the
Messianic Son of Man,” Journal of the Evangelical Theological
Society Vol. 62, No. 1 (2019) 103-124. Heiser, Michael S. The
Unseen Realm: Recovering the Supernatural Worldview of the
Bible (Bellingham: Lexham Press), 249-151.

15. 1 Corinthians 15:22 CSB

16. Keener, Craig S., The IVP Bible Background Commentary: New
Testament 2nd ed. (Downers Grove, IVP Academic 2014) 494.
Gilbrant, Thoralf Ed. The Complete Biblical Library: The New
Testament Study Bible Romans-Corinthians (Springfield, World
Library Press 1986) 465.

17. Ibid., 574.

18. John 17:7 CSB

19. John 16:3 CSB



20. Romans 8:34 (CSB

21. Wright, N. T. The Day the Revolution Began: Reconsidering
the Meaning of Jesus’s Crucifixion (San Francisco, HarperOne,
2016), 280.

©2024 Probe Ministries

The Self-Understanding of
Jesus

Dr. Michael Gleghorn examines some sayings and deeds of Jesus,
accepted by many critical scholars as historically authentic,
to see what they imply about Jesus’ self-understanding.

Jesus and the Scholars

You might be surprised to learn that today many New Testament
scholars don’'t believe that the historical Jesus ever claimed
to be the Son of God, the Lord, or even the Messiah.{1l} But if
that's the case, how do they explain the presence of such
claims in the Gospels? They believe the Gospel writers put
them there! The actual Jesus of history never made such
exalted claims for himself. It was the early church that
started all that business.

Is this true? What are we to make of all this?
Let’s begin with a deceptively simple question: How did the
early church come to believe in—-and even worship—Jesus as both
Lord and Messiah, if he never actually claimed such titles for
himself? Just think for a moment about how strange this would
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be. Jesus’ earliest followers were Jews. They firmly believed
that there is only one God. And yet, shortly after his
crucifixion, they began worshiping Jesus as God! As Dr.
William Lane Craig asks, “How does one explain this worship by
monotheistic Jews of one of their countrymen as God incarnate,
apart from the claims of Jesus himself?”{2} In other words, if
Jesus never made such exalted claims for himself, then why
would his earliest followers do so? After all, on the surface
such claims not only seem blasphemous, they also appear to
contradict the deeply held Jewish conviction that there is
only one God.

But there’s another issue that needs to be considered.
Although many critical scholars don’t believe that Jesus ever
made such radical personal claims, nevertheless, they do
believe that he said and did things that seem to imply that he
had a very high view of himself. In other words, while they
might deny that Jesus ever explicitly claimed to be Israel’s
Messiah, or Lord, they acknowledge that he said and did things
which, when you get right down to it, seem to imply that
that’'s precisely who he believed himself to be! If this 1is
correct, if Jesus really believed himself to be both Israel’s
Messiah and Lord, then notice that we are brought back once
again to that old dilemma of traditional apologetics.{3} Jesus
was either deceived in this belief, suffering from something
akin to delusions of grandeur. Or he was a fraud, willfully
trying to deceive others. Or he really was who he believed
himself to be—Messiah, Lord, and Son of God.

In the remainder of this article, we’ll examine some of the
sayings and deeds of Jesus that even many critical scholars
accept as historically authentic to see what they might tell
us about Jesus’ self-understanding.

Jesus and the Twelve

Today, even most critical scholars agree that Jesus probably



chose a core group of twelve disciples just as the Gospels say
he did. In fact, Dr. Bart Ehrman refers to this event as “one
of the best-attested traditions of our surviving sources
."{4} Now you might be thinking that this sounds like a rather
insignificant detail. What can this possibly tell us about the
self-understanding of Jesus? Does his choice of twelve
disciples give us any insight into what he believed about
himself?

Let’s begin with a little background information. E. P.
Sanders, in his highly acclaimed book, Jesus and Judaism,
observes that “. . . in the first century Jewish hopes for the
future would have included the restoration of the twelve
tribes of Israel.”{5} Now this hope was based on nothing less
than God’s prophetic revelation in the Hebrew Bible. Sometimes
the primary agent effecting this restoration is said to be the
Lord (e.g. Isa. 11:11-12; Mic. 2:12). At other times it’s a
Messianic figure who is clearly a human being (e.g. Isa.
49:5-6). Interestingly, however, still other passages describe
this Messianic figure as having divine attributes, or as being
closely associated with the Lord in some way (e.g. cp. Mic.
2:13 with 5:2-4). But why is this important? And what does it
have to do with Jesus’ choice of twelve disciples?

Many New Testament scholars view Jesus’ choice of twelve
disciples as symbolic of the promised restoration of the
twelve tribes of Israel. The restoration of Israel is thus
seen to be one of the goals or objectives of Jesus’ ministry.
As Richard Horsley observes, “One of the principal indications
that Jesus intended the restoration of Israel was his
appointment of the Twelve.”{6} But if one of Jesus’
consciously chosen aims was the restoration of Israel, then
what does this imply about who he believed himself to be?
After all, the 0ld Testament prophets attribute this
restoration either to the Lord or to a Messianic figure
possessing both divine and human attributes.

Might Jesus have viewed himself in such exalted terms? Some



scholars believe that he did. Dr. Ben Witherington poses an
interesting question: “If the Twelve represent a renewed
Israel, where does Jesus fit in?” He's not one of the Twelve.
“He’s not just part of Israel, not merely part of the redeemed
group, he's forming the group—just as God in the 0ld Testament
formed his people and set up the twelve tribes of Israel.”{7}
Witherington argues that this is an important clue 1in
uncovering what Jesus thought of himself. If he’s right, then
Jesus may indeed have thought of himself as Israel’s Messiah
and Lord!

Jesus and the Law

What was Jesus’ attitude toward the Law of Moses? Some
scholars say that Jesus was a law-abiding Jew who “broke
neither with the written Law nor with the traditions of the
Pharisees.” {8} Others say the issue is more complex. Ben
Witherington observes that Jesus related to the Law in a
variety of ways.{9} Sometimes he affirmed the validity of
particular Mosaic commandments (e.g. Matt. 19:18-19). At other
times he went beyond Moses and intensified some of the
commandments. In the Sermon on the Mount he declared, “You
have heard that it was said, ‘Do not commit adultery.’ But I
tell you that anyone who looks at a woman lustfully has
already committed adultery with her in his heart” (Matt.
5:27-28). We shouldn’t skip too lightly over a statement like
this. The prohibition against adultery is one of the Ten
Commandments. By wording the statement as he did, Jesus
apparently “equated his own authority with that of the
divinely given Torah.”{10} Indeed, it’'s because of sayings
like this that one Jewish writer complained: “Israel cannot

accept . . . the utterances of a man who speaks in his own
name—not ‘thus saith the Lord,’ but ‘I say unto you.’ This ‘I’
is . . . sufficient to drive Judaism away from the Gentiles

forever.”{11}

But Jesus went further than this! In Mark 7 he declared all



foods “clean” (vv. 14-19). That is, he set aside the dietary
laws found in Leviticus and Deuteronomy. To really grasp the
radical nature of Jesus’ declaration one must only remember
that these dietary laws had been given to Israel by God
Himself! But what sort of person believes he has the authority
to set aside the commandments of God? Ben Witherington notes,
“Jesus seems to assume an authority over Torah that no
Pharisee or 0ld Testament prophet assumed-the authority to set
it aside.”{12} And Jacob Neusner, a Jewish scholar, seems to
agree: “Jews believe in the Torah of Moses . . . and that
belief requires faithful Jews to enter a dissent at the
teachings of Jesus, on the grounds that those teachings at
important points contradict the Torah.”{13}

How does this relate to the self-understanding of Jesus? Think
about it this way. What would Jesus have to believe about
himself to seriously think he had the authority to set aside
God’s commandments? Although it may trouble some critical
scholars, the evidence seems to favor the view that Jesus
believed that in some sense he possessed the authority of God
Himself!

Jesus and the Demons

One of the amazing feats attributed to Jesus in the Gospels is
the power of exorcism, the power to cast out demons from human
beings. Although this may sound strange and unscientific to
some modern readers, most critical scholars agree that both
Jesus and his contemporaries at least believed that Jesus had
such power. Of course, this doesn’t mean that the majority of
critical scholars believe that demons actually exist, or that
Jesus actually cast such spirits out of people. Many of them
do not. But they do think there is persuasive historical
evidence for affirming that both Jesus and his contemporaries
believed such things.{14} In fact, Dr. Bart Ehrman notes that
“Jesus’ exorcisms are among the best-attested deeds of the
Gospel traditions.”{15} But why is this important? And what



can it possibly tell us about Jesus’ self-understanding?

Most scholars are convinced that the historical Jesus
declared, “But if I drive out demons by the Spirit of God,
then the kingdom of God has come upon you” (Matt. 12:28).
Prior to making this declaration, the Pharisees had accused
Jesus of casting out demons “by Beelzebub, the ruler of the
demons” (12:24). Jesus responded by pointing out how absurd it
would be for Satan to fight against himself like that (v. 26).
What’s more, the charge was inconsistent. There were other
Jewish exorcists in Jesus’ day and it was widely believed that
their power came from God. Wouldn’t it be more reasonable,
then, to conclude that Jesus’ power also came from God?

If so, then notice the startling implications of Jesus’ claim:
“If I drive out demons by the Spirit of God, then the kingdom
of God has come upon you.” At the very least, Jesus appears to
be claiming that in himself the kingdom of God is in some
sense a present reality. But his claim may actually be even
more radical. Some scholars have observed that in ancient
Jewish literature the phrase, ‘kingdom of God,’ is sometimes
used as a roundabout way for speaking of God Himself. If Jesus
intended this meaning in the statement we are considering,
then William Lane Craig’s conclusion is fully warranted: “In
claiming that in himself the kingdom of God had already
arrived, as visibly demonstrated by his exorcisms, Jesus was,
in effect, saying that in himself God had drawn near, thus
putting himself in God’'s place.”{16}

It increasingly appears that Jesus thought of himself as much
more than just another teacher or prophet. Even when we limit
ourselves to material accepted as authentic by the majority of
critical scholars, Jesus still seems to unquestionably
communicate his divinity!



Jesus and the Father

In one of the most astonishing declarations of Jesus 1in
Matthew’'s Gospel he states, “All things have been handed over
to Me by My Father; and no one knows the Son, except the
Father; nor does anyone know the Father, except the Son, and
anyone to whom the Son wills to reveal Him” (11:27). Many
scholars believe that this verse forms a unit with the two
preceding verses. It’s clear from the context that the
“Father” referred to by Jesus is God, for Jesus begins this
section by saying, “I praise Thee, 0 Father, Lord of heaven
and earth” (11:25). So in the verse we are considering, Jesus
claims to be God’'s Son in an absolutely unique sense. He
refers to God as “My Father,” and declares that no one knows
the Father, “except the Son, and anyone to whom the Son wills
to reveal Him.” Jesus not only claims to be God’s unique Son,
he also claims to have special knowledge of the Father that no
one else can mediate to others!

Because of the radical nature of these claims, it’s hardly
surprising to learn that some critical scholars have denied
that Jesus ever really said this. Nevertheless, other scholars
have offered some very good reasons for embracing the saying'’s
authenticity. Dr. William Lane Craig notes that this saying
comes from the hypothetical Q source, a source that both
Matthew and Luke may have used in writing their Gospels. If
that’s true, then the saying is quite early and thus has a
greater likelihood of actually going back to Jesus.
Additionally, “the idea of the mutual knowledge of Father and
Son is a Jewish idea, indicating its origin in a Semitic-
speaking milieu.”{17} Finally, Dr. Ben Witherington notes that
the eminent New Testament scholar Joachim Jeremias showed “how
this saying goes back to an Aramaic original” which “surely
counts in favor of it going back to Jesus.”{18} Aramaic was
probably the language most often used by Jesus and his
disciples. After discussing this saying in some detail,
Witherington concludes, “In the end, all the traditional bases



for judging this saying to be inauthentic no longer will bear
close scrutiny.”{19}

In this brief overview of the self-understanding of Jesus,
I've attempted to show that even when we limit ourselves to
Gospel traditions that are generally considered historically
authentic by a majority of scholars, Jesus still makes
impressive claims to deity. But as Dr. Craig observes, “ :
if Jesus was not who he claimed to be, then he was either a
charlatan or a madman, neither of which 1s plausible.
Therefore, why not accept him as the divine Son of God, just
as the earliest Christians did?"”{20}

Notes

1. William Lane Craig, Reasonable Faith: Christian Truth and
Apologetics (Wheaton: Crossway Books, 1994), 242-43.

2. Ibid., 243.

3. Ibid., 252.

4. Bart D. Ehrman, Jesus: Apocalyptic Prophet of the New
Millennium (New York: Oxford University Press, 1999), 186.

5. E. P. Sanders, Jesus and Judaism (Philadelphia: Fortress
Press, 1985), 98.

6. Richard A. Horsley, Jesus and the Spiral of Violence:
Popular Jewish Resistance in Roman Palestine (San Francisco:
Harper & Row, 1987), 199.

7. Lee Strobel, The Case for Christ (Grand Rapids: Zondervan,
1998), 134.

8. Donald A. Hagner, The Jewish Reclamation of Jesus: An
Analysis and Critique of Modern Jewish Study of Jesus, ed.
Gerard Terpstra (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1984), 109-10. This
quotation does not represent Hagner’s own position.

9. Ben Witherington, The Christology of Jesus (Minneapolis:
Fortress Press, 1990), 65.

10. Craig, 246.

11. Ahad ha’ Am, “Judaism and the Gospels,” in Nationalism and
the Jewish Ethic, ed. H. Khon (New York: Schocken, 1962), 298,
cited in Hagner, 101-02.



12. Witherington, 65.

13. Jacob Neusner, A Rabbi Talks with Jesus (New York:
Doubleday,

1993), xii, cited in Craig, 247.
14. Ehrman, 197.

15. Ibid.

16. Craig, 249.

17. Ibid., 246.

18. Witherington, 224.

19. Ibid., 225.

20. Craig, 252.

© 2004 Probe Ministries

The Scandal of Blood
Atonement: “Why All the Blood
and Cross-Talk, Christian?”

The story of Jesus’ death and resurrection raises accusations
that Christianity 1s obsessed with blood. Many believers
struggle with this too. Byron Barlowe explores the biblical
reasons for the focus on Christ’s blood and why its shedding
was necessary.

The Bloody Cross: A Tough Thing to Handle

Easter season 1s all about the death and
resurrection of Christ—which centers on the blood
sacrifice He endured. Christianity 1is called a
bloody religion, focusing on the execution of Jesus
Christ on a cross. Why is this true and what does
it mean when we say His blood atones for our sin?
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Millions of Americans—and billions of Christians around the
world—celebrated the death and Resurrection of Christ during
Passion Week and Easter Sunday. The topic was everywhere from
sermons to a CNN docudrama titled Finding Jesus: Faith, Fact,
Forgery.

You may have questions about all the talk of “the blood of
Christ” and songs saying things like “Jesus’s blood washed
away my sins.” This bloody theme does raise understandable
concerns that are shared by believers, seekers and skeptics
alike.

In fact, more and more skeptics are posting on the Internet
things like this book promotion:

“Christians are obsessed with blood! They sing about it,
declare they are washed in it and even drink it! In this
book you will discover the crazy background to this
Christian obsession and the truth about the bloodthirsty God
they claim to know and serve.”{1}

In this article, we’ll discuss whether these charges are true
and fair and explain the doctrine of blood atonement.

Again, even many Christians—including me—have wondered deeply
about all the biblical imagery of shed blood, what some call
the Crimson Thread of Scripture. I mean the grotesqueness of
Old Testament animal sacrifice and the belief in Jesus’s
torturous slaying as the core of salvation. Radical stuff for
modern ears.

So what is blood atonement and why does it matter? In historic
orthodox Christian thought, God’s Son is at the very center of
history doing these things:

e reconciling man to God,

e ransoming humans from slavery to sin and well-deserved
death and



. justly recompensing God for the horrific offense of
rebellion and disobedience to Him.

Thankfully, the gospel (or good news) 1is simple. The Bible
claims, “Christ also died for sins once for all, the just for
the unjust, so that He might bring us to God, having been put
to death in the flesh, but made alive in the spirit.”{2}

The bottom line for all people is this: out of Christ’s death
came the hope of eternal life-—-and His resurrection proved
this. Our sin caused God’s Son to suffer and die. By grace,
through faith, we can benefit. Otherwise, we suffer eternally
for staying with the cosmic rebellion that started in a
perfect Garden long ago.

Yet, this blood-centered good news is a scandal to both those
who believe and those who deny it. In fact, the Greek root
word skandalon is used for Christ Himself.{3} You see, Jews
denied Christ as the Promised One and Gentiles thought it was
all nonsense. Nothing has changed for mankind: the choices are
either do-it-yourself religion, being too smart for all that,
or believing in this radical hope.

The Reason Someone Had to Die

Why did anybody have to die? God’s justice and holiness
demands a death penalty for the sinner.

We are all in a serious spiritual and moral pickle. Biblical
Christianity declares that each person ever born is stuck
under an irreversible “sindrome” for which there is no human
answer. History sadly records the habitual and continual
effects of sin: oppression, addictions, self-promoting power
plays, deceit, war, on and on.

Now for a reality check: no moral order, either in a family, a
company, military unit or society survives ambiguity or
failure to enforce laws. Just ask the victims of unpunished
criminals set loose to perpetrate again. If the Creator were



to simply wink at sin or let people off scot-free, where would
justice be? What kind of God would He be?

God is holy and He called Himself the Truth. There is no way
God would be true to Himself and the moral order He created
and yet fail to punish sin. Such impunity would mock justice.
As one theologian puts it, “Pardon without atonement nullifies
justice . . . A law without penalty is morally unserious, even
dangerous.”

Ok, but penalties have levels of harshness. Why is death
necessary? Scripture spells out clearly the decree that
sinners must die. In God’s original command He stated, “When
you eat of [the tree of the knowledge of good and evil] you
will surely die” (Genesis 2:17). In Ezekiel the same formula
appears slightly reworded: “The soul who sins is the one who
will die” (Ezekiel 18:4, 20). Paul boiled it down this way:
“For the wages of sin is death” (Romans 6:23).

God’'s justice and holiness demand death for sin. Blood must be
shed. Detractors of the cross tend to underestimate sin and
know nothing of its offense to a holy God. Everyone wants
justice—for others.

Ok, so what does a just and holy God do with impure,
treasonous creatures He made to bear His image? God was 1n a
quandary, if you will.

Yet, even in the Garden, He was already hinting at a plan to
reconcile this dilemma. “God so loved the world” that he sent
down His own Son as a man to pay the death penalty.{4}

Thomas 0Oden writes, “God’s holiness made a penalty for sin
necessary . . . Love was the divine motive; holiness [was] the
divine requirement. [Romans 5:8 reads] ‘God demonstrates His
own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ
died for us’. [And as Romans 8 teaches,] This love was so
great that God ‘did not spare His own Son, but gave Him up for
us all’ (Romans 8:32)."{5}



Christ’s Death and Resurrection Was
Unlike Other Religious Stories: It Was
All for Love

God’s morally just demand for a death-payment is not the same
as pagan gods, who maliciously demanded sacrifices. True for
one big reason:

Isn’t this crucifixion thing simply about a grouchy god acting
all bloodthirsty, as some atheists like popular author Richard
Dawkins say? Should good people find this repugnant? One
unbelieving critic wrote,

“Unfortunately, much of Christian art consists of depicting
the sufferings and agony of Jesus on the Cross. This
reflects the obsession of Christianity with the Crucifixion

“Crosstianity” [in the contemptuous words of one
skeptic]. The obsession with ‘our sins’ having been ‘washed
away by the Blood of the Lamb’ would be regarded as evidence
of a serious mental illness . . . but when this 1is an
obsession of millions of people it becomes ‘religious
faith’.”{6}

Wow! Did you know that you, if you are a believer, are part of
an insane global crowd? This vividly illustrates the scandal
of the cross: “which is to them that are perishing
foolishness” as the Apostle Paul described it.{7}

No, biblical sacrifice is not a bloodfest, but the way to deal
with a sad reality. Put it this way: If God said, “Nah, don't
worry about rebelling against your Creator,” would that be a
just and righteous God? Would a deity who fails to punish
wrongdoing be worth following? Would His laws mean anything?
Yet, we are unable to keep laws, so He steps in to pay that
penalty. With His lifeblood. This storyline is utterly unique
in the long human history of religions. And the resurrection
Christians celebrate shows its truth in actual time and on



this dirty earth.

Pagan myths of savior gods who rise from the dead have only a
surface resemblance to the biblical resurrection. Such deities
are more like impetuous and tyrannical people than the one and
only Yahweh. The biblical God’s love fostered the unthinkable:
set up a sacrificial system for a one-of-a-kind people-the
Israelites—that served as a foretelling of His coup de grace:
dying in man’s place as the spotless sacrificial Lamb. What a
novel religious idea that only the true God could dream up!
Theologian Thomas 0Oden says it this way: “It was God who was
both offering reconciliation and receiving the reconciled.”{8}

God’'s merging of perfect holiness, just retributive punishment
and allowance of His Son’s execution was actually a beautiful
thing. Francis of Assisi wrote that “love and faithfulness
meet together [at the cross]; righteousness and peace Kkiss
each other. Faithfulness springs forth from the earth, and
righteousness looks down from heaven.”{9}

But Why a Violent, Bloody Death?

I get that death was demanded of someone to pay for sin. So
why a bloody suffering and execution? Why the constant
shedding of blood?

Mel Gibson’s The Passion of the Christ hit movie theaters in
2004 to mixed reviews. It earned its R-rating for gory
bloodshed and, ironically, became a cultural scandal itself.
Seems that the bloody realism was too much for both soft-core
Christians and high-minded unbelievers. But this vividly
poignant portrayal of Christ’s blood-stained Passion did raise
a good question.

When it came to saving mankind, why the shedding of blood?
Could God not have found another way? Church Father Athanasius
believed that, if there were a better way to preserve human
free will and still reconcile rebellious man to a holy God, He



would have used it. Apparently, Christ’s suffering and death
was the only solution.

The Apostle Paul summarized Christ’s entire earthly ministry
this way: He “humbled Himself and became obedient unto death”
(Philippians 2:8). At the cross, “human hate did all the
damage it could do to the only Son of God.”{10} God used the
realities available to Him, including the masterfully grim
method of crucifixion, honed to a fine art by Roman pagans who
viewed human life as dispensable.

Again, why 1is death demanded of God to atone for sin? The
grounding for such a claim appears early in the Bible, after
the murder of Abel by his brother Cain. In Genesis 9 Yahweh
declares, “I will require a reckoning . . . for the life of
man. Whoever sheds the blood of man, by man shall his blood be
shed, for God made man in His own image.”{11} Apparently, God
has put the price of a man’s life as that of another’s life.

The highlight of Christ’s death was its substitutionary sense.
The Apostle Peter wrote, “For Christ also died for sins once
for all, the just for the unjust, so that He might bring us to
God, having been put to death in the flesh, but made alive in
the spirit.”{12} Justice, fairness, reality itself demanded a
bloodguilt payment for sin. Christ paid it.

Substitutionary sacrifice was nothing new for the Jews who
unwittingly had the Messiah crucified. From the beginning of
God’s dealings with His people, agreements were blood
covenants. What else could carry the weight of such momentous
things? And, as the book of Hebrews teaches, “Indeed, under
the law almost everything is purified with blood, and without
the shedding of blood there is no forgiveness of sins."“{13}

One theologian plainly said, “Through this sacrificial system,
the people of Israel were being prepared for the incomparable
act of sacrifice that was to come in Jesus Christ.”{14}

His suffering, death and resurrection conquered sin and



neutered the fear of death. Only blood could clean sin; only
God’s Son’s blood could do it perfectly and forever.

Here’s the scandal we spoke of: only a perfect sacrifice would
do for washing mankind’s sins away and reconciling us back to
God.

Beautiful Obsession: God Was Glad to
Allow This Brutality for Us!

God said it was His pleasure to pay the death penalty with His
own self, in the Person of His son. Christianity’s so-called
blood-obsession is a beautiful picture of perfect divine love.

Theologian Thomas 0Oden summarized well our discussion of
Christ’'s blood atonement. He wrote, “Love was the divine
motive; holiness the divine requirement. ‘God demonstrates His
own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ
died for us’ (Romans 5:8).”"

Such claims trump the understandable disgust of doubters. But
the red blood leads to clean white.

Chick-fil-A restaurant employees are trained to say, “My
pleasure” when serving customers. Imagine God saying that to
believers regarding the cross of Christ! Paul explains in his
letter to the Colossian church that “it was the Father’s good
pleasure for all the fullness of deity to dwell in Him
having made peace through the blood of His cross . . . He has
now reconciled you in His fleshly body through death

{15}

God was glad to stand in as the essential scapegoat to restore
us to right relations with Himself, to buy us back from
slavery to sin, fear and death, and to abolish sin and its
effects. This doesn’t sound like a bloodthirsty tyrannical
deity demanding a whipping boy or abusing his own child, as
some acidly accuse. “My pleasure” brings in new dimensions of



lovingkindness and servant-heartedness.

But wait, there’s more! Scripture lists lots of wonderful
effects created by the blood of Christ. These include
forgiveness, propitiation or satisfaction of God’s righteous
wrath, justification or being made right, reconciliation with
God, cleansing, sanctification, freedom from sin, and the
conquest of Satan.

Yes, you could say that Christianity is blood-obsessed. As
accused, even its hymns often focus on the benefits bought at
the highest of prices: the life of the God-Man Himself. One
famous hymn goes:

For my pardon, this I see,

Nothing but the blood of Jesus;
For my cleansing this my plea,
Nothing but the blood of Jesus.

This beautiful blood obsession finds its highest hope 1in
Revelation. The following is a prophecy about persecuted
believers:

“These are the ones coming out of the great tribulation.
They have washed their robes and made them white in the
blood of the Lamb . . . For the Lamb in the midst of the
throne will be their shepherd, and he will guide them to
springs of living water, and God will wipe away every tear
from their eyes.”{16}

Maybe the revelations here are as crazy as skeptics say. The
foolishness of God. We believe they are the most glorious
story ever told.

Notes

1. Promotion at Amazon.com for Obsessed with Blood: The Crazy
Things Christians Believe, Book 1, by Ex-Preacher.
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In His H.A.N.D.S.: How We Can
Know That Jesus 1is God

Don Closson explains the five lines of evidence that Jesus 1is
God from the book Putting Jesus in His Place.

Jesus Shares the Honor Given to God

Defending the deity of Christ can be a source of
anxiety for some believers. Perhaps it is because
our defense often consists only of a couple of
proof texts which are quickly challenged by
Jehovah’'s Witnesses and others. Even worse, some
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Christians themselves are troubled by passages that seem to
teach that Jesus 1is something less than God, that He is
inferior to the Father in some significant way. They are fine
with Jesus being the suffering servant, the Messiah who died
for our sins, but less sure of His role in creation or as a
member of the triune everlasting “I Am” of the 0ld Testament.

o - A recent book by Robert Bowman and Ed
]—}Eg\fj-gi Komoszewski titled Putting Jesus in His Place
IN[”SPthrg is a great confidence builder for those
foecoromnn oo § wrestling with this key doctrine. The book
i offers five lines of evidence with deep roots
in the biblical material. The book is organized
around the acronym H.A.N.D.S. It argues that

! RoberT M. Bowasax Tn

|2 v Komaszewens | the New Testament teaches that Jesus deserves

the honors only due to God, He shares the attributes that only
God possesses, He is given names that can only be given to
God, He performs deeds that only God can perform, and finally,
He possesses a seat on the throne of God.

Let’s look at the first line of evidence for the deity of
Christ, that Jesus deserves the honor that should only be
given to God. To honor someone 1is to acknowledge “their place
in the scheme of things—-to speak about them and to behave
toward them in a manner appropriate to their status and
position.”{1} As creator of the universe God deserves the
highest level of honor and glory, since nothing can claim a
higher degree of status or position. As a result, the 0ld
Testament teaches that only God deserves the honor and glory
that is part of human worship and He will not share this honor
with anything else. In Isaiah 42 God declares that “I am the
LORD; that is my name! I will not give my glory to another or
my praise to idols” (Isaiah 42:8).

So how does Jesus fit into this picture? In John 5 Jesus
declares that the Father has entrusted judgment to the Son so
that “all may honor the Son just as they honor the Father.” He
adds that “He who does not honor the Son does not honor the



Father” (John 5:22, 23). Referring to his pre-existence with
the Father before creation, Jesus says, “And now, Father,
glorify me in your presence with the glory I had with you
before the world began” (John 17:5). In these passages, Jesus
is claiming the right to receive the same honor and glory due
to the Father; in effect, He is claiming to be God in the same
way that the Father is God.

Jesus Shares the Attributes of God

If Jesus is honored in the New Testament in a manner reserved
only for God, it follows that one who is given the honor and
glory reserved for God is also worthy of worship. So it’s not
surprising that the book of Hebrews tells us that Jesus is to
be worshipped by the angels or that in Matthew’'s Gospel the
apostles worshipped him when he came to them walking on water
(Hebrews 1:6; Matthew 14:33). Perhaps the most stirring image
of Jesus being worshipped is in Revelation where every
creature in heaven and on earth sing praises to the Father and
to the Lamb, giving them both honor and glory and reporting
that the four living creatures and the elders fell down and
worshipped Him (Revelation 5:13-14).

The New Testament also teaches that Jesus shares divine
attributes that only God possesses. When this claim is made,
Muslims, Jehovah’s Witnesses and others protest by pointing
out that Jesus exhibited the very human attributes of hunger,
fatigue, and pain. This valid observation does not conflict
with the traditional Christian teaching that Jesus possessed
two essential natures—one divine and one human. There 1is no
reason to assume that one set of attributes cancels out the
other. It should be added that although Jesus shares a divine
nature with the Father, He does not share the same properties
within the Godhead or trinity. The Father sent Jesus into the
world; Jesus died on the cross and assumed the role of our
permanent high priest.

Jesus clearly states in John 14 that to see him is to see the



Father; both are equally God (John 14:10). In Colossians, Paul
goes to great lengths to argue that all of God’s divine
attributes are present in Christ. He writes that Jesus 1is “the
image of the invisible God” and that “. . .God was pleased to
have all his fullness dwell in him (Colossians 1:15, 19). He
summarizes the same idea by adding that “in Christ all the
fullness of the Deity lives in bodily form” (Colossians 2:9).
The writer of Hebrews concurs in the opening paragraph of that
book, saying that “the Son is the radiance of God’s glory and
the exact representation of his being” (Hebrews 1:3).

Jesus shares the Father’s attribute of pre-existing the
created universe and His own physical incarnation. John’s
Gospel tells us that Jesus was with the Father in the
beginning when the universe was created, and Paul adds that
Jesus is before all things (John 1:1-3; Colossians 1:16-18).
In other words, Jesus has always existed and is unchanging. He
has been given all authority on heaven and earth (Matt.
28:18). He deserves the honor, praise, glory, and worship of
all creation.

Jesus Shares the Names Given to God

Those who question the deity of Christ complain that the New
Testament just doesn’t teach it, that it doesn’t come right
out and say that Jesus is God. Is this really the case?

The New Testament uses two key words for God: theos, the
general Greek word for deity, and kurios, usually translated
as “lord.” Theos is the word most often used to designate God
the Father and is also used a number of times in direct
reference to Jesus, especially in the Gospel of John. John
begins his book with the familiar proclamation that Jesus, the
Word, was with God (theos) in the beginning, and that the Word
(Jesus) was God (theos). Later in the chapter, John adds that
“No one has ever seen God, but God (theos) the One and Only,
who at the Father’s side, has made him known” (John 1:18).
Jesus, the Word, is described by John as being with God in



verse one, and at the Father’s side in verse eighteen, and in
both cases is given the title theos or God.

The Gospel John also contains the confession by Thomas that
Jesus is his Lord (kurios), and God (theos). John makes sure
that we understand that Thomas was talking about Jesus by
writing “Thomas said to Him,” that is, to Jesus, “’My Lord and
my God.'”

Paul uses theos in reference to Jesus a number of times. In
Romans 9:5 he describes Jesus as “Christ, who is God (theos)
over all.” And in Titus he writes that we are waiting for our
“blessed hope—the glorious appearing of our great God (theos)
and Savior, Jesus Christ (2:13)."” Peter portrays himself as a
servant of Christ who 1s writing to those through whom “the
righteousness of our God (theos) and Savior Jesus Christ have
received a faith as precious as ours (2 Peterl:1).”

All four gospels begin with John the Baptist’s ministry of
“preparing the way of the Lord” as fulfillment of Isaiah’s
prophecy in Isaiah 40:3. The prophet wrote, “In the desert
prepare the way for the LORD; make straight in the wilderness
a highway for our God.” The Hebrew word translated LORD in
this verse is the unspoken special word for God used by the
Jews consisting of four consonants called the tetragrammaton.
The New Testament Gospels are applying the word Lord to Jesus
in the same way that the 0ld Testament referred to Yahweh as
LORD.

Jesus Does the Deeds that Only God Can Do

It was universally recognized by the Jews of Jesus’ day that
“God created the heavens and the earth (Genesis 1:1; cf.
Isaiah 37:16).” So it might be surprising to some that the New
Testament also gives Jesus credit for creation. Paul teaches
in Colossians that Jesus created “all things.” To make sure
that no one misunderstands his point, he adds that “all
things” includes “things in heaven and on earth, visible and
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invisible, whether thrones or powers or rulers or authorities;
all things were created by him and for him. He is before all
things, and in him all things hold together” (Colossians
1:16-17). Paul wanted to be clear: Jesus is the creator God of
the universe.

While Jesus’ role in creation 1is enough to establish his
divine nature, He also exhibited supernatural divine power
during His ministry on earth. Unlike the 0ld Testament
prophets and New Testament apostles, Jesus did not have to
petition a higher power to heal or cast out demons. He had
inherent divine power to accomplish his will. Other than
giving thanks, Jesus did not pray before performing miracles.
In fact, the apostles reported that some demons obeyed them
only when they invoked Jesus’ name. There were a number of
occasions when Jesus realized that power had gone out from Him
even without His intention to heal (Luke 6:19; Mark 5:30; Luke
8:46).

Jesus not only healed and cast out demons, but also had direct
power over nature. When the disciples were frightened on a
boat, He “rebuked the winds and the waves, and it was
completely calm” (Matthew 8:26). When thousands were following
him without food, He fed them miraculously (Matthew 14:20-21).

The New Testament teaching that salvation is possible through
Jesus Christ alone would also have serious implications for
Jewish readers. The 0ld Testament teaches that God is the only
source of salvation. For instance, Psalm 62 teaches that “My
soul finds rest in God alone; my salvation comes from Him. He
alone is my rock and my salvation.” How then does one explain
the numerous references claiming Jesus to be the source of
salvation? Matthew points out that Mary will call her son
Jesus because he will save his people from their sins (Matthew
1:21). Jesus declares of himself that “God did not send his
Son into the world to condemn the world, but to save the world
through Him (Jn. 3:17).” There are also instances where Jesus
directly forgives the sins of individuals, thus attracting



hostile attention from the Jews (Luke 7:47-49; Mark 2:5-7).

The Psalmist writes that it is the Lord God “who will redeem
Israel from all its iniquities” and that “Salvation belongs to
the Lord.” John summarizes nicely when he writes, “Salvation
belongs to our God who is seated on the throne, and to the
Lamb!”

Jesus Has a Seat on God’s Throne

OQur last line of argument for the deity of Jesus Christ refers
to his claim to have a place on the very throne of God. From
this throne, Jesus rules over creation and will judge all of
humanity. He literally possesses all authority to rule.

Jesus made this claim clear during His questioning by the high
priest Caiaphas the night of his capture. Caiaphas asked him,
“Are you the Christ, the Son of the Blessed One?” (Mark 14:61)
If Jesus wasn’t God, this would have been a great opportunity
for Him to clear up any misconceptions. But instead of denying
His divinity, Jesus says “I am,” admitting to being God’s
unique Son, and goes on to say, “you will see the Son of Man
sitting at the right hand of the Mighty One and coming on the
clouds of heaven” (Mark 14:62). The high priest’s response was
dramatic; he tore his clothes and declared that those present
had heard blasphemy from the lips of Jesus. They understood
that Jesus was making a direct claim to being God, for only
God could sit on the throne of the mighty one.

In His response to the high priest, Jesus draws from a number
of 0ld Testament passages. The book of Daniel describes this
“Son of Man” as having an everlasting dominion that will never
be destroyed (Daniel 7:13-14). The passage adds that the Son
of Man has been given authority to rule over all people and
nations, and that men of every language will worship him. He
is also described as coming with the clouds of heaven, imagery
that is used a number of times in the 0ld Testament to
indicate divine presence. Exodus describes a pillar of cloud



that designated God’s proximity to the Jews, while the book of
Psalms and the prophet Isaiah both picture God riding on
clouds in the heavens (Psalm 104:3; Isaiah 19:1). The point
here is that Jesus is connecting Himself to this “Son of Man”
who will sit at the right hand of the Father, have everlasting
dominion and authority, and will be worshipped by all men.
This kind of language can only be used to describe God.

The New Testament makes it clear that there is nothing not
under the authority and power of Jesus. John writes that the
Father put all things under His power (John 13:3). Paul adds
that the Father seated Jesus at His right hand in the heavenly
realms, far above all rule and authority and power and
dominion and above every name that is named (Ephesians
1:20-21). Jesus sits on the judgment seat, He sent the Holy
Spirit, He forgives sinners, and is our perfect eternal high
priest (2 Corinthians 5:10; Acts 2:33; 7:59-60; Hebrews 7-10).

The New Testament provides multiple lines of evidence to make
the case that Jesus is God. The only question remaining 1is
whether or not we will worship him as a full member of the
triune Godhead, the only eternal, self-existing, creator God
of the universe.

Note

1. Robert M. Bowman and J. Ed Komoszewski, Putting Jesus In
His Place (Grand Rapids: Kregel, 2007), 31.
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The Eclipse Declares the
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Glory of God, v. 2024

Sue Bohlin 1is very excited to be the path of the upcoming
total solar eclipse, where God shows off once again.

“The heavens declare the glory of God,” Psalm 19 tells us. On
April 8, 2024, millions of Americans will have an incredible
opportunity to see His heavenly glory in a way most of us
never have: through a total solar eclipse. On a path running
from Texas to South Maine, observers on the ground will see
the moon slip in front of the sun, blocking out all its light
and dropping the temperature drastically (about 10 to 15
degrees Fahrenheit) and suddenly.

I am thrilled beyond words that by the grace of God, our home
in Dallas, Texas is in the path of totality. All I have to do
is go out in our back yard to experience this once-in-a-
lifetime event! :::doing the happy dance:::

The glory of God isn’t just seen, it’s felt as well. Eclipse-
chasers, and even those who have only experienced one total
eclipse, report that at the moment of totality (when the moon
completely covers the sun, plunging the land into an eerie
darkness), people break out with yells and shouts and
applause. Many report the hair on the back of their necks
standing up. And both locals and visiting astronomers are
equally in awe—and often in tears. Like one’'s first in-person
look at the Grand Canyon, it is deeply emotional to be
thrilled by something much, much bigger than oneself.

Illustra Media’'s wonderful DVD The Privileged Planet, based on
the book by the same name by Guillermo Gonzalez and Jay
Richards {1}, exposed me to the magnificence of a total solar
eclipse. I will never forget the goosebumps at learning that
the sun is 400 times farther away than our moon, but it’s also
400 times larger. This means that both of these heavenly
bodies appear to be the same size to us on Earth. This
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phenomenal “coincidence” also makes a total eclipse possible.

During an eclipse, the heavens
declare the glory of God by
allowing us to see things about
the sun we wouldn’t be able to
observe any other way, beautiful
and gloriously resplendent. Just
before totality we can see
“Baily’s Beads.” Only seen during
an eclipse, bright “beads” appear
at the edge of the moon where the
sun 1is shining through lunar
valleys, a feature of the moon’s
rugged landscape. This 1is followed by the “diamond ring”
effect, where the brightness of the sun radiates as a thin
band around the circumference of the moon, and the last
moments of the sun’s visibility explode like a diamond made of
pure light. After the minutes of totality, the diamond ring
effect appears again on the opposite side of the moon as the
first rays of the sun flare brilliantly. These sky-jewelry
phenomena are so outside of mankind’'s control that witnessing
them stirs our spirits (even on YouTube!) with the truth of
Romans 1:20-"God’'s invisible qualities—his eternal power and
divine nature—have been clearly seen, being understood from
what has been made, so that people are without excuse.”

A total solar eclipse offers so much
more, though, than Baily'’s Beads and the
Diamond Ring. At the moment of totality,
the pinkish arc of the sun’s
chromosphere (the part of the sun’s
atmosphere just above the surface)
suddenly “turns on” as if an unseen hand
flips a switch. I knew God is very fond
of pink because of how He paints
glorious sunrises and sunsets in Earth’s skies, but those




fortunate enough to see a total eclipse can see how He
radiates pinkness from the sun itself! The heavens declare the
glory of God!

But wait! That’s not all! Along with the flare of the sun’s
pink chromosphere, a rainbow-like band called the *“flash
spectrum” appears when the sun is viewed through a prism! (You
can google this to see pictures. The best ones are copyrighted
so I can’t show them to you here.) The heavens declare the
colorful glory of God!

For the few minutes of
totality, the naked eye
can see the sun’s lovely
corona (Latin for crown)
streaming out from the
sun. We can’t see the
corona except during an
eclipse because looking
straight at the sun for
even a few seconds
causes eye damage, and
because the sun’s ball
of fire overwhelms the (visually) fragile corona. This 1is
another way that an eclipse allows us to see how the heavens
declare the glory of God.

Astronomer Guillermo Gonzalez noticed details about eclipses
that got him excited:

= During a total solar eclipse, the moon is just large
enough to block the large photosphere (the big ball of
fiery gas), but not so large that it obscures the
colorful chromosphere.

= The moon and the sun are two of the roundest measured
bodies in the solar system. (Some moons are potato-
shaped!) So when the round disk of the moon passes in
front of the equally round disk of the sun, the shapes



match perfectly.

» He studied all 65 of the moons in our solar system and
discovered that ours are the best planet and best moon
for studying the sun during an eclipse. Because the moon
fits so perfectly over the sun, its blinding light 1is
shielded, providing astronomers with a view of the sun’s
atmosphere. We can discern finer details in 1its
chromosphere and corona than from any other planet.

» Being able to study the flash spectrum during a total
eclipse enables astro-scientists to determine the
chemical makeup of other, distant stars without leaving
Earth.

These facts of the heavens declare the glory of God!

Michael Bakich wrote of the 2017 eclipse in Astronomy Magazine
blog,

This eclipse will be the most-viewed ever. I base this
proclamation on four factors: 1) the attention it will get
from the media; 2) the superb coverage of the highway system
in our country; 3) the typical weather on that date; and 4)
the vast number of people who will have access to it from
nearby large cities.{2}

I think this is true of the 2024 eclipse as well. Whether you
are fortunate enough to be in the path of the total eclipse
like me, or will only get to see 75% of the sun’s surface
covered by the moon (with eclipse glasses, of course!), this
extremely important sky event will be proclaiming to everyone
that the heavens declare the glory of God. May it make a
lasting impression on us all that teaches us more about God's
glory!

1. Guillermo Gonzalez and Jay W. Richards, The Privileged
Planet (Washington, D.C.: Regnery Publishing, 2004)
2
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This post originally appeared at
blogs.bible.org/the-eclipse-declares-the-glory-of-god-v-2024/
on Feb. 20, 2024.

Apologetics and Spiritual
Skirmishing

Kyle Skaggs urges Christians to use the spiritual armor of
Ephesians 6 in engaging in apologetics.

As I was working towards my degree at Dallas Baptist
University I did volunteer work with an online ministry.
There, I encountered people from all walks of life; all of
them having questions about Christ and Christianity. For a
while, I was doing well. I found joy in encouraging and
counseling other believers. I also learned to tell the
difference between non-believers who were willing to listen
and those who were only there to argue.

Around a week from graduation I logged to the ministry’s
website feeling confident. I’'d spent hours reviewing various
arguments and counterarguments, I was certain I would use what
I had learned over four years to lead the conversation to the
Gospel. This was not what happened. Instead, the people I
talked to became either confused or frustrated before leaving.
Figuring I was just having one of those bad days, I thought
nothing of it. The same thing happened the next day. Now I was
conflicted. I wondered why I was ineffective, because
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everything I said was supported by Scripture, so I logged off
and puzzled over what I was doing wrong. While I was lost in
my thoughts, a very clear voice in my head said, “You cannot
lecture people into the Kingdom of God.” I had forgotten 1
Peter 3:15; “Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone
who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have.
But do this with gentleness and respect..” That rebuke from the
Holy Spirit sent me on a journey of reflection on the
spiritual skirmishes that we so easily lose sight of in our
daily routine.

Spiritual Warfare

“Enemy-occupied territory—-that 1is what this world is.
Christianity is the story of how the rightful king has landed,
you might say landed in disquise, and is calling us all to
take part in a great campaign of sabotage.” {1} Our
adversaries are the rulers, authorities, and the powers of
this dark world. (Ephesians 6:12) Every ideology, philosophy,
and worldview not of the Gospel is controlled by the spiritual
forces of darkness.

The devil knows his time is short (Revelation 12:12), so he is
intent on dragging as many souls down with him as he can. To
his annoyance, if you have already been saved by grace through
faith, and are now saved, you are called to make disciples of
all nations (Matthew 28:19). He 1is resourceful, and if he
can’'t stop you from having a relationship with God, then he
will use every trick to make you as ineffective as possible in
your walk with Christ, and in evangelism.

The Devil and his forces are relentless. Whenever we attempt
to evangelize, every gap in our defenses can and will be
exploited. How are we Christians to contend with these forces
of darkness? Paul tells us to put on the full armor of God so
that we can take our stand against the Devil’'s schemes. Let'’s
take a look at the parts of the spiritual armor God provides.



The Belt of Truth

First, we must remain grounded in the truth. Ephesians 6:14
refers to the Belt of Truth, which holds our equipment within
easy reach. When we face an enemy whose only weapons are lies
and deceptions, we have the advantage. We have nothing to
hide! All we need to do is tell the truth!

To wear the belt is to be ready. There has been increasing
pressure to ignore fundamental Christian teachings for the
sake of convenience. Do not do this. Know your scripture and
gird yourself in the truth of the Gospel.

The Helmet of Salvation and the
Breastplate of Righteousness

Second, we must wear the helmet of salvation (Ephesians 6:17)
and the breastplate of righteousness (6:14) to turn aside any
attacks that slip through our defenses. In those days, just as
it is now, the helmet and breastplate are essential equipment
to protect the head and the heart, and just one of the things
separating the true soldier from the levy and the ad hoc
militia.

In the same way, the certainty of our salvation and the



righteousness of Christ are key pieces of our armor. As I have
said before, Satan is ruthless. He will use every sin you have
committed to shift your focus away from those who need Christ,
and onto yourself. Being assured of our salvation and our
righteousness before God is our greatest defense against these
attacks.

The Gospel of Peace

What made the Romans such a formidable
force? Discipline and adaptability.
Being able to march long distances and
maneuver across a variety of terrain.
Timing and distance determine the
victor of any confrontation. To do
this, they needed shoes that were
durable and able to grip the ground
firmly.

With the readiness that comes from the Gospel of Peace
(Ephesians 6:15), we can rapidly move to where the Lord needs
us. “[God’s Soldier’s] movements are dictated by the needs of
the Gospel witness.”{2}

The Shield of Faith

We are also told to take up
the Shield of Faith
(Ephesians 6:16) to
extinguish the flaming
arrows of the evil one. The
favored shield in the time
Ephesians was written was
the Roman scutum, a large
shield that protected most




of the soldier’s body,
enabling the Romans to protect both themselves and each other
in tight formations without sacrificing their defense when
fighting in looser formations. Most deaths in ancient battles
occurred after, during, and after a rout. Therefore
projectiles were used to disrupt and to instill fear before
the two sides met in melee. Standing firm against hails of
projectiles was key to surviving the battle.

It is the same with all believers. Our faith is our primary
defensive and offensive tool. People who have faith in Christ
are willing to risk being made to look foolish. They are
confident in the hope they have in Christ, and are therefore
enabled to do great things. People who act out of faith
inspire others to do the same. Qur faith also protects us from
the feelings, falsehoods, and ideas the Devil likes to use to
discourage us. If we are discouraged from our walk, then we
have already lost.

The Sword of the Spirit

Finally, Ephesians 6:17 refers
to the Sword of the Spirit, or
the word of God. In conjunction
with the scutum was the gladius,
a short sword primarily used for
thrusting and short cuts. It was
the legionary’s primary weapon.
After throwing their pila
(specialized javelins) to
disrupt the enemy formation, the
Romans drew their swords and
closed the distance to engage 1in
hand-to-hand fighting. Their armor and discipline enabled them
to weather the brutal melee far better than their opponents.
Ideally, this caused the enemy to rout.

There is a good reason the word of God is described as a sword



in other passages. It is absolute truth. Revelations 9:15 and
Hebrews 4:12 describe God’'s word as a double-edged sword. In
Hebrews, Paul says “it penetrates even to dividing soul and
spirit, joints and marrow; it judges the thoughts and
attitudes of the heart.” Like a sword, learning to use God'’s
word effectively requires constant training. Christians should
therefore study and seek to live according to the word so they
can stand firm when confronted by the Enemy.

By being willing to close in, to deliver the word of God
straight into the heart of the matter, shrewdly providing an
answer for our faith with gentleness and respect, we can
establish common ground with those who do not know Christ,
thus opening the way for them to hear the gospel. We do this
knowing full well that friends and even family may hate us for
confronting the world. Because we are willing to push through,
we are able to form relationships with people and show what it
means to walk with Christ! As with Roman equipment in Jesus’
day, the armor of God is tailor made to allow us to safely
close the distance with the enemy, and with the word of God,
drive them from the field.

All we have to do is put it on.
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