
Christ  and  the  Human
Condition
Dr. Michael Gleghorn looks at how God has acted in Christ to
address those things which ail us most: sin, suffering, death,
and our broken relationship with God.

Early in the book of Job, Eliphaz the Temanite
declares that “man is born for trouble, as sparks fly upward”
(5:7).  Whether  it’s  the  trouble  that  befalls  us  as  we’re
simply minding our own business or the trouble we bring upon
others (or even ourselves), difficulties, sin, and suffering
seem to plague us wherever we turn. Just think for a moment
about some of the natural evils which afflict the human race.
This  class  of  evils  includes  both  natural  disasters  like
hurricanes, tsunamis, tornadoes, and earthquakes, and diseases
like  cancer,  leukemia,  Alzheimer’s  and  ALS.  While  natural
evils are bad enough, they are only part of the problem. In
addition to these, we must also consider all the moral evils
which  human  beings  commit  against  God,  one  another,  and
themselves. This second class of evils includes things like
hatred, blasphemy, murder, rape, child abuse, terrorism, and
suicide. Taken together, the scope and magnitude of human sin
and suffering in the world are truly mind-boggling. What does
God have to say about issues such as these? Even better, what
(if anything) has He done about them?

The Christian philosopher Alvin Plantinga has written

As the Christian sees things, God does not stand idly by,
cooly observing the suffering of His creatures. He enters
into and shares our suffering. He endures the anguish of
seeing his son, the second person of the Trinity, consigned
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to the bitterly cruel and shameful death of the cross. Some
theologians claim that God cannot suffer. I believe they are
wrong.  God’s  capacity  for  suffering,  I  believe,  is
proportional to his greatness; it exceeds our capacity for
suffering in the same measure as his capacity for knowledge
exceeds ours. Christ was prepared to endure the agonies of
hell itself; and God, the Lord of the universe, was prepared
to  endure  the  suffering  consequent  upon  his  son’s
humiliation  and  death.  He  was  prepared  to  accept  this
suffering in order to overcome sin, and death, and the evils
that afflict our world, and to confer on us a life more
glorious than we can imagine.{1}

According  to  Plantinga,  then,  God  has  acted,  and  acted
decisively through His Son, to address those things which ail
us most—sin, suffering, death, and our broken relationship
with God. In what follows, we will briefly examine each of
these ailments. More importantly, however, we will also see
how God has acted in Christ to heal our bleak condition,
thereby giving us encouragement, strength and hope, both now
and forevermore.

Moral Evil
When Adam and Eve first sinned in the garden (Gen. 3:6), they
could hardly have imagined all the tragic consequences that
would follow this single act of disobedience. Through this
act, sin and death entered the world and the human condition
was radically altered (Rom. 5:12-19). Human nature had become
defiled with sin and this sinful nature was bequeathed to all
mankind. The human race was now morally corrupt, alienated
from God and one another, subject to physical death, and under
the wrath of God. The entire creation, originally pronounced
“very good” by God (Gen. 1:31), was negatively affected by
this first act of rebellion. Like the ripples that radiate
outward when a stone is thrown into a calm body of water, the
consequences of that first sin have rippled through history,



bringing  evil,  pain,  and  suffering  in  their  wake.  As  the
Christian  philosopher  William  Lane  Craig  has  noted,  “The
terrible  human  evils  in  the  world  are  testimony  to  man’s
depravity in his state of spiritual alienation from God.”{2}
Indeed, we are so hopelessly entangled in this web of sin and
disobedience  that  we  cannot  possibly  extricate  ourselves.
This, according to the Bible, is the sorry plight in which all
men naturally find themselves.

Fortunately for us, however, God has acted to free us from our
enslavement to sin, to disentangle us from the web that holds
us captive, and to reconcile us to Himself. He did this by
sending His Son to so thoroughly identify with us in our
painful predicament that He actually became one of us. By
identifying Himself with sinners who were under the wrath of
God, He was able to take our sins upon Himself and endure
God’s wrath in our place, so that we might be reconciled to
God by placing our trust in Him. The apostle Paul put it this
way: God made Christ “who knew no sin to be sin on our behalf,
that we might become the righteousness of God in Him” (2 Cor.
5:21).

In the Old Testament book of Deuteronomy, we’re told that
anyone hanged on a tree because of their sins is “accursed of
God” (21:23). In the New Testament, Paul picks up on this idea
and says that through His substitutionary death on the cross,
Christ became “a curse for us” (Gal. 3:13). We should not lose
sight  of  the  significance  of  these  words.  By  identifying
Himself with the guilty human race, and becoming a curse for
us, He has opened the way for us to be freed from our sins and
reconciled to God as we are identified with Him through faith.
This is just one of the ways in which Christ has met the
desperate needs of the human condition.

Natural Evil
Another reason why we suffer arises from what philosophers and



theologians call natural evil. Natural evil refers to all the
causes of human pain and suffering which are not brought about
by morally-responsible agents. This would include the pain and
suffering  arising  from  natural  disasters  like  earthquakes,
famines, and storms, as well as diseases like cancer and ALS.

Now the question I want to pose is this: Is there a sense in
which Christ is also a solution to the problem of natural
evil? And if so, then how should we understand this? When we
examine the life and ministry of Jesus as it’s recorded in the
Gospels, we can hardly help but be struck by the number of
miracles He performs. He walks on water, calms raging storms,
feeds thousands of people with a few loaves and fish, cleanses
lepers, heals the sick, restores sight to the blind, and even
raises  the  dead!  Although  some  might  demur  at  all  these
accounts  of  miracles,  Craig  has  noted  that  “the  miracle
stories are so widely represented in all strata of the Gospel
traditions that it would be fatuous to regard them as not
rooted in the life of Jesus.”{3}

So what is the significance of Jesus’ miracles? According to
New Testament scholar Ben Witherington, Jesus’ miracles show
him  to  be  God’s  special  agent  of  blessing,  healing,
liberation, and salvation, as well as the “one who brings
about the conditions associated with the final . . . dominion
of God.”{4} Since the kingdom of God is portrayed in Scripture
as  a  reign  of  peace,  prosperity,  health,  well-being  and
blessing,  Jesus’  miracles  of  healing,  as  well  as  his
demonstrations  of  power  over  nature,  indicate  that  He  is
indeed capable of ushering in such a wonderful kingdom.{5} And
if Jesus has the power to bring in an era of health and well-
being,  both  for  our  physical  bodies  and  for  the  physical
universe, and if he in fact will do so, then he clearly
provides  a  solution  to  the  problem  of  natural  evil.
Ultimately, in the new heaven and new earth, which God will
give to those who love Him, we are promised that there “will
be no more death or mourning or crying or pain, for the old



order of things has passed away” (Rev. 21:4).

Physical Death
The apostle Paul, in his first letter to the Corinthians,
described death as an “enemy” (1 Cor. 15:26). People fear
death for any number of reasons. Some fear that the process of
dying will be painful. Others dread the thought of leaving
behind the ones they love. Some may fear that death is simply
the end, that whatever joys and pleasures this life holds,
death takes them away forever. But others may fear that there
is an afterlife and worry that things may not go well for them
there. For many people, however, death is feared as the great
unknown.{6} Friends and relatives die and we never see or hear
from them again. For these people, death is like the ultimate
black-hole, from which nothing and no one can ever escape.

But according to the Bible, Christ did escape the snares of
death, and in doing so He dealt our mortal enemy a mortal blow
of his own. I said that Paul describes death as an “enemy,”
but this is simply to inform us of the fact that our enemy has
been  conquered  by  Christ.  “The  last  enemy  that  will  be
abolished,” he writes, “is death” (1 Cor. 15:26). But how has
Christ conquered this enemy? And how does His victory help us?

Christ conquered death through his resurrection from the dead
and all who put their trust in Him can share in his victory.
Pastor Erwin Lutzer has written:

Thus the resurrection of Jesus is the cornerstone of the
Christian faith. Standing at the empty tomb, we are assured
of the triumph of Jesus on the Cross; we are also assured
that He has conquered our most fearsome enemy. Yes, death
can still terrify us, but the more we know about Jesus, the
more its power fades.{7}

Consider  the  life  and  death  of  the  great  Reformation
theologian Martin Luther. As a young Augustinian monk, Luther



struggled with a very sensitive conscience and a terrible fear
of death. But once he understood the gospel and placed his
trust in Christ, his fear gradually began to fade. By the time
he  died,  his  fear  was  gone.  It’s  reported  that  on  his
deathbed, he recited some promises from the Bible, commended
his spirit to God, and quietly breathed his last.{8} Believing
that Christ had conquered death and given him eternal life, he
was able to die at peace and without any fear. And this is the
hope of all who trust in Christ!

The Weight of Glory
Christian theologians sometimes describe the knowledge of God
as  “an  incommensurable  good.”{9}  By  this  they  mean  that
knowing God in an intimate, personal way is quite literally
the greatest good that any created being can experience. It is
an “incommensurable” or “immeasurable” good—a good so great
that it surpasses our ability even to comprehend. The apostle
Paul once prayed that the Ephesians might “know the love of
Christ which surpasses knowledge” (Eph. 3:19). He understood
that “intimate relationship with God . . . is incommensurately
good-for created persons.”{10}

Of  course,  this  doesn’t  mean  that  one  who  is  intimately
related to God will never experience any of the trials and
difficulties  of  life.  In  fact,  it’s  possible  that  such  a
person will actually experience more trials and difficulties
than would have been the case had they not been intimately
related to God! Knowing the love of Christ doesn’t make one
immune to suffering. It does, however, provide indescribable
comfort while going through it (see 2 Cor. 1:3-5).

The apostle Paul understood this quite well. In his second
letter to the Corinthians, he described himself as a servant
of  God  who  had  suffered  afflictions,  hardships,  beatings,
imprisonments,  labors,  sleeplessness,  and  hunger  (2  Cor.
6:4-5). In spite of this, however, he did not lose heart. He



famously wrote that “momentary, light affliction is producing
for us an eternal weight of glory far beyond all comparison”
(2 Cor. 4:17).

But  how  could  Paul  describe  his  sufferings  as  just  a
“momentary, light affliction”? Because, says Craig, he had an
eternal perspective. “He understood that the length of this
life, being finite, is literally infinitesimal in comparison
with the eternal life we shall spend with God.”{11}

The  greatest  hunger  of  the  human  heart  is  to  know  and
experience the love and acceptance of God and to enjoy Him
forever. In his magnificent sermon “The Weight of Glory,” C.S.
Lewis wrote, “In the end that Face which is the delight or . .
. terror of the universe must be turned upon each of us either
with one expression or . . . the other, either conferring
glory inexpressible or inflicting shame that can never be . .
. disguised.”{12} Incredibly, just as Christ has dealt with
the problems of sin, suffering, and death, He has also acted
decisively  to  reconcile  us  to  God.  Through  faith  in  him,
anyone who wants can eventually experience “an eternal weight
of glory far beyond all comparison” (2 Cor. 4:17).
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The  Bible:  Intentionally
Misunderstood  (Radio
Transcript)
Steve Cable examines the faulty reasoning and interpretation
of the Bible in Kurt Eichenwald’s Newsweek article “The Bible:
So Misunderstood It’s a Sin.”

Dissecting the Bible by Focusing on Nits
Recently,  New  Testament  scholar,  Dr.  Daniel  Wallace,
addressing our strong confidence in our modern translations,
mentioned others presenting a false view of this situation.
One example, The Bible: So Misunderstood It’s a Sin by Kurt
Eichenwald{1},  appeared  in  Newsweek.  This  article
presents arguments intended to undermine the New Testament.
Let’s evaluate some of these arguments to be better equipped
in sharing the truth.{2}
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Eichenwald begins by parroting negative stereotypes
about American evangelicals. Adding rigor to his
rant, he states, “A Pew Research poll in 2010{2}
found  that  evangelicals  ranked  only  a  smidgen
higher than atheists in familiarity with the New
Testament and Jesus’s teachings.”{4}

He referred to a table showing the average number of questions
out of twelve answered correctly. However, only two of the
twelve  related  to  the  New  Testament  and  none  to  Jesus’s
teachings.{5}  Two  questions  are  not  enough  to  evaluate
someone’s knowledge of the New Testament, But, for the record,
the  two  questions  were  “Name  the  four  gospels”  and
“Where,  according  to  the  Bible,  was  Jesus  born?”  53%  of
those professing to be born again answered these correctly
versus 20% of atheists. Apparently to Eichenwald, a “smidgen
higher” must mean almost three times as many.

Eichenwald spends two pages bemoaning the translation problems
in the New Testament. But as pointed out by Dr. Wallace and
others, his critique really serves to highlight the excellence
of today’s translations. The areas he points out as having
questionable additions in the text are clearly marked in all
of  today’s  popular  translations{6}  and  if  removed  make
no difference in the overall message of the New Testament
(i.e. the woman caught in adultery in John and snake handling
in Mark).

He also lists three short passages, claiming they did not
appear in earlier Greek copies. Upon examination, we find that
one of those passages does not appear in modern translations.
The other two do appear in the translations. Why? Because they
appear in numerous early Greek manuscripts.{7} Once again his
scholarship is found wanting.

All  scholars  agree  there  are  variations  between
ancient  manuscripts  from  different  areas  but  they  do  not
change the message. As Wallace points out, “We are getting
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closer and closer to the text of the original. . . . The New
Testament has more manuscripts that are within a century or
two of the original than anything else from the Greco-Roman
world. If we have to be skeptical . . . , that skepticism . .
. should be multiplied one thousand times for other
Greco-Roman literature.”{8}

Supposed Biblical Contradictions
Eichenwald continues attacking the Bible with nine different
topics  he  claims  reveal  contradictions  in  the  biblical
record.  Let’s examine three of them to see if his arguments
have substance.

First, he claims there are three different creation models,
stating that “careful readers have long known that the two
stories of Genesis 1 and 2 contradict each other.”{9}

However, a clear-headed examination sees chapter 1 describing
the overall creation while chapter 2 talks about the creation
of  Adam  and  Eve.  As  commentators  explain,  “what  follows
Genesis 2:4 is not another account of creation but a tracing
of events from creation through the fall and judgment.”{10}

In his third creation model “the world is created in the
aftermath of a great battle between God and . . . a dragon . .
. called Rahab.”{11}

Reading the relevant verses shows no creation story but rather
the creature Rahab representing Egypt. Job 9:13 says “under
(God) the helpers of Rahab lie crushed.” Some speculate this
could relate to the Babylonian Creation Epic. Even if this
speculation were true, rather than a third creation story one
would  say  this  reference  tells  us  God  destroys  all  idols
raised up by others.

Eichenwald’s claim of three different creation models is an
illusion.



His  second  claim  states  the  Gospel  of  John  was  written
“when  gentiles  in  Rome  were  gaining  dramatically  more
influence over Christianity; that explains why the Romans are
largely absolved from responsibility for Jesus’s death and
blame  instead  is  pointed  toward  the  Jews,”{12}  implying
the other gospels put much of the blame on the Romans.

Examining his claim, in Luke we read, “The chief priests . . .
were trying to find some way to execute Jesus.” While
the  Roman  governor  did  not  find  Jesus  guilty  of  anything
worthy  of  death.{13}  In  Acts,  Peter  squarely  places  the
responsibility onto the Jewish leaders and nation.{14} We find
similar verses in Matthew{15} and Mark{16}. All the gospels
place the blame on the Jewish nation. There is no shift in
perspective in John.

In a third supposed contradiction Eichenwald writes, “As told
in Matthew, the disciples go to Galilee after the Crucifixion
and see Jesus ascend to heaven; in Acts, written by Luke, the
disciples  stay  in  Jerusalem  and  see  Jesus  ascend  from
there.”{17}

The  gospel  of  Matthew  ends  saying  nothing  about  Jesus
ascending to heaven. In Acts, Luke says the Lord was with His
disciples  over  a  forty-day  period  and  could  have  easily
traveled from Jerusalem to Galilee and back.

Not surprisingly, his other six so-called “contradictions” all
fail to hold up when one examines the Scriptures.

Faulty Interpretation Part 1
Eichenwald wants to show that what we think the Bible teaches
about homosexuality is not what God intended. He begins by
pointing out “the word homosexual didn’t even exist until . .
. 1,800 years after the New Testament was written . . . these
modern Bibles just made it up.”{18}



But this could be said of many English words used today. A
respected dictionary of New Testament words{19} defines the
Greek word he questions as “a male engaging in same-gender
sexual activity, a sodomite. . .”

He  then  tells  us  not  to  trust  1  Timothy  when  it
lists homosexuality as a sin because “Most biblical scholars
agree that Paul did not write 1 Timothy.”{20}

The early church fathers from the second century on and many
contemporary  scholars{21}  do  not  agree  it  is  a
forgery.{22} Regardless, the same prohibition appears in other
epistles and not just in Timothy.

Eichenwald  points  out  Romans,  Corinthians  and  Timothy
discuss other sins in more detail than homosexual behavior. He
writes,  “So  yes,  there  is  one  verse  in  Romans  about
homosexuality  .  .  .  and  there  are  eight  verses
condemning those who criticize the government.”

Most people understand that explaining our relationship to the
government  is  more  complex  than  forbidding  homosexuality
which is clearly understood.

He claims people are not banished for other sins such as
adultery, greed, and lying.

But if you proclaimed you practice those actions regularly and
teach them as truth, your church is going to remove you from
any leadership position. They should still encourage you to
attend worship services out of a desire to see God change your
heart.{23} Mr. Eichenwald would be surprised to learn that
most evangelical churches handle issues with homosexuality in
the same way.

Then he declares, “plenty of fundamentalist Christians who
have no idea where references to homosexuality are in the New
Testament . . . always fall back on Leviticus.”{24}



Personally, I have never run into another church member who
was unfamiliar with the New Testament, but knew the details of
Leviticus.

In  summary,  Eichenwald  believes  we  should  declare
homosexuality is not a sin and those who practice it should be
honored as leaders within the church. He does not suggest that
we treat any other sins that way. He does not
present a cogent argument that the New Testament agrees with
his position. He is saying that we should ignore biblical
teaching.  But,  we  really  do  love  those  struggling  with
homosexual behavior and we want to help them gain freedom from
those lusts just as much as someone struggling with opposite
sex issues.

Faulty Interpretation Part 2
To strengthen his position on homosexuality, Eichenwald calls
out  “a  fundamental  conflict  in  the  New  Testament  –
arguably  the  most  important  one  in  the  Bible.”{25}  As
Christians, are we to obey the Mosaic Law or ignore it?

He  claims,  “The  author  of  Matthew  made  it  clear
that Christians must keep Mosaic Law like the most religious
Jews,  .  .  .  to  achieve  salvation.”{26}  He  says  this  is
contrary to Paul’s message of salvation through grace not
works.

What a mistaken understanding. In Matthew, Jesus explains that
to enter God’s kingdom “our righteousness must surpass that of
(the most religious Jews){27}.” We must not get angry, call
people names, or lust even once. In fact, “You are to be
perfect,  as  your  heavenly  Father  is  perfect.”{28}  Jesus
clearly taught we cannot be good enough. Only through His
sacrifice can we be made righteous.

In  Acts  15,  some  believers  with  Pharisaical
backgrounds brought the Mosaic Law up to the apostles. Peter



told them, “Why do you put God to the test by placing upon the
neck of the disciples a yoke which neither our fathers nor we
have been able to bear? . . . we are saved through the grace
of the Lord Jesus, in the same way as (the Gentiles) also
are.”{29} The apostles and the whole church agreed to send the
Gentiles word that they were not required to
follow the Law.

Eichenwald is right: we are not required to follow the Law.
The New Testament is very careful to identify actions and
attitudes which are sin so may try to avoid them. This truth
is  why  sexual  sins  are  specifically  mentioned  in  the  New
Testament.{30} Even in Acts 15, the apostles tell Gentile
Christians to abstain from fornication{31}, a term covering
all sexual activity outside of marriage.

Eichenwald  also  castigates  us  for  disobeying  the  biblical
teaching about government. He says Romans has “eight verses
condemning  those  who  criticize  the  government.”{32}  Pat
Robertson sinned by stating, “We need . . . to pray to be
delivered from this president.”

Actually, Romans says, “Let every person be subject to the
governing  authorities.  .  .  .  the  person  who  resists  such
authority  resists  the  ordinance  of  God.”{33}  We  are  not
required to say good things about the government, but rather
to obey the law. Our Bill of Rights states that “Congress
shall make no law . . . abridging the freedom of speech.”{34}
So, if we do not voice our opinions about our government, we
are  not  availing  ourselves  of  the  law  established  by  our
governing authorities.

Faulty Interpretation Part 3
As we examine popular arguments against the Bible, we will
conclude by looking at prayer. In his Newsweek article, Kurt
Eichenwald  castigates  a  Houston  prayer  rally{35}  saying,



“(Rick) Perry . . . boomed out a long prayer asking God to
make America a better place . . . babbling on . . .  about
faith and country and the blessings of America.” He claimed
Perry “heaped up empty phrases as the Gentiles do.”

In reality, Perry prayed succinctly for about two minutes with
no empty phrases.

Eichenwald explains, Perry is just an example of our error.
Most Christians are disobeying by praying in front of people.
Jesus  told  us,  “Whenever  you  pray,  do  not  be  like
the hypocrites, for they love to stand and pray . . . so that
they may be seen by others.”

But someone can speak a prayer before others without being a
hypocrite. Jesus does tell us to make our prayers a personal
conversation  with  our  God.  But  Jesus  prayed  often  before
synagogue attenders, in front of His disciples,{36} and before
over 5,000 people.{37} Those times, although numerous, were
less than the time He spent praying alone as should be true
for us.

Eichenwald states we should repeat the Lord’s prayer verbatim.

But in Matthew, Jesus gave an example of how to pray, not a
set  of  words  to  repeat  meaninglessly.  The  New  Testament
contains many prayers offered by the apostles and none repeat
the words from the Lord’s prayer. If Eichenwald were there to
instruct  them,  the  apostles  would  not  have  sinned  so
grievously.

Eichenwald claims the only reason anyone could pray in front
of a large crowd, or on television, is “to be seen.” This
claim  does  not  make  sense;  the  people  he  is  judging  can
build themselves up without having to resort to prayer.

In this article we have seen that critics use an incomplete,
shallow examination of Scripture to claim it is not accurate
and our application is faulty. In every case, we have seen



that these claims leak like a sieve.

Dan Wallace concludes, “But his numerous factual errors and
misleading statements, his lack of concern for any semblance
of  objectivity,  his  apparent  disdain  for  .  .  .  genuine
evangelical scholarship, and his uber-confidence about more
than  a  few  suspect  viewpoints,  make  me  wonder.  .  .  .
Eichenwald’s . . . grasp of genuine biblical scholarship (is),
at best, subpar.”{38}

If  Eichenwald’s  article  represents  the  best  arguments
discrediting the Bible, one rejoices in our firm foundation.
However, realizing many readers of such pieces don’t know
their flimsy nature, one is saddened by the potential impact
on a society inclined to ignore the Bible.
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others . . ., no adultery, no stealing, keep Sabbath?
Which figure is associated with remaining obedient to5.
God despite suffering? Job, Elijah, Moses or Abraham?
Which figure is associated with leading the exodus from6.
Egypt? Moses, Job, Elijah or Abraham?
Which figure is associated with willingness to sacrifice7.
his son for God? Abraham, Job, Moses or Elijah?
What  is  Catholic  teaching  about  bread  and  wine  in8.
Communion? They become body and blood, or are symbols?
Which  group  traditionally  teaches  that  salvation  is9.
through  faith  alone?  Protestants,  Catholics,  both  or
neither?
Was Mother Teresa Catholic, Jewish, Buddhist, Hindu or10.
Mormon?
What  is  the  name  of  the  person  whose  writings  and11.
actions  inspired  the  Reformation?  Luther,  Aquinas  or
Wesley?
Who was a preacher during the First Great Awakening?12.
Jonathan Edwards, Charles Finney or Billy Graham?

6. Check your footnotes and the italics applied to the story
of the woman caught in adultery and the last few verses of the
Gospel of Mark.
7. Insert summary on 1 John 5:7, Luke 22:20, and Luke 24:51.
8. Wallace.
9. Ibid, paragraph .
10. New English Translation, Genesis 59 Chapter 2, Notes 9 and
11.
11. Ibid, paragraph 66.
12. Eichenwald, paragraph 51.
13. See Luke 23:4,14,22.
14. See Acts 2:23,23,3:14-15,4:10,5:30.
15. Matthew 26:4,27:23-24.
16. Mark 14:1, 15:14-15.
17. Eichenwald, paragraph 52.
18. Ibid, paragraph 68.
19. William Mounce, Complete Expository Dictionary of Old and



New Testament Words, Zondervan, 2006.
20. Eichenwald, paragraph 70.
21. Among those disagreeing with Eichenwald’s assertion are
Daniel Wallace, John MacArthur, Charles Swindoll, John Stott,
and Craig Keener.
22.  In  Daniel  Wallace,  Intro  to  1st  Timothy,  Dr.  Wallace
writes,  “In  sum,  although  the  evidence  against  the
authenticity of the pastorals is as strong as any evidence
against  the  authenticity  of  any  NT  book,  it  still  cannot
overthrow the traditional view. The traditional view, however,
must  be  modified  by  the  substantial  linguistic  evidence
against authenticity: an amanuensis (possibly Luke) had great
freedom in writing these letters for the apostle Paul.”
23.  See  the  Watermark  Community  Church  story:
www.watermark.org/statement.
24. Eichenwald, paragraph 80.
25. Eichenwald, paragraph 81.
26. Eichenwald, paragraph 82.
27. Matthew 5:20.
28. Matthew 5:48.
29. Acts 15:10-11.
30. For example in Mt 5:xx, Luke x;xx, John x:xx, Romans x:xx,
Ephesians x:xx, Phil x:xx, 1 Peter x:xx, 1 John x:xx.
31. Acts 15:20,29.
32. Eichenwald, paragraph 77.
33. Romans 13:1,2.
34. Amendment 1 to the Constitution of the United States of
America.
35. Houston 2011.
36. John chapter 17.
37. Luke chapter 9.
38. Wallace, paragraph ??.
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How Do We Respond to Calls to
Discuss  Justice  in  the
Church?
How do we respond to calls to discuss justice in the church?
Not only is this a hot issue right now, but it is a critical
issue to discuss. Because it is crucial, we need to address it
in the church.

Approaching the Conversation
Primarily, we need to be intentional about how we approach the
conversation (and yes it should be a conversation, not just
one person teaching or giving a monologue). First, we need to
be extra intrigued as to why others think differently than we
do. We need to let them talk and accept their reactions as
genuine. We need to stay away from rejecting what is being
told by attributing a bad intention.

Second, we need to take note of whether we are processing the
information as facts, filters, or identity{1} on our part
individually, but as well look to know where others are coming
from and why. Our goal should always be understanding, not
only of issues but also of other people’s perspectives.

Third, we need to be interested and ask questions, not to beat
the other person but to seek reciprocal knowledge regarding
why we differ or where the disagreements and pressure points
are.

Fourth, we need to learn reflective listening, to correctly
rephrase  what  we  hear  others  to  be  saying  in  the  tricky
moments in a manner that reassures the other person: “This is
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what I hear you saying. Did I get it right? Do I understand
you correctly?” The importance at this point is that the other
person gets to decide whether he/she is being understood. By
engaging in these approaches, what is hopefully conveyed to
others is that the fundamental purpose of our discussion is to
dialogue—to understand each other, not only find out who is
correct.{2}

Defining Terms
As with almost any discussion today, I think it is necessary
to define terms. This discussion especially calls for defining
the term “justice” before we can even begin. For instance,
when having this discussion are we saying merely “justice”, or
the  now  popular  term  “social  justice”,  or  a  seemingly
Christian claim to “biblical justice?” This alone takes up a
good chunk of the discussion. Read how one popular journalist
describes this dilemma: “I put on my prospector’s helmet and
mined the literature for an agreed-upon definition of social
justice. . . . What I found,” he bemoans, “was one deposit
after another of fool’s gold. From labor unions to countless
universities to gay rights groups to even the American Nazi
Party,  everyone  insisted  they  were  champions  of  social
justice.”{3}

The word justice in Scripture means to prescribe the right
way, {4} and the two key metaphors used in Scripture are level
scales and an even path (Deuteronomy 16:18-20; Isaiah 1:16-17;
Amos 5:21-25; Matthew 23:23). Now any variation of justice
could  refer  to  Christian  attempts  to  eradicate  human
trafficking, help the inner-city needy, creating hospitals and
orphanages,  overturn  racism,  and  safeguard  the  unborn.  I
propose we call this biblical justice and use a definition
provided by pastor, speaker, and author Dr. Tony Evans: “The
equitable and impartial application of the rule of God’s moral
law in society.”{5} He arrives at this definition because
God’s ways are just (Deuteronomy 32:4) and He is the supreme



lawgiver (James 4:12), therefore His laws and judgments are
just and righteous (Psalm 19:7-9; 111:7-8). Furthermore, they
are  to  be  applied  with  no  partiality  (Deuteronomy  1:17;
Leviticus 19:15; Numbers 15:16).

What is social justice then? Recently, social justice has
brought  on  an  exceptionally  charged  political  meaning.  It
turned into a brandishing poster for groups like Antifa, which
finds  physical  aggression  against  persons  who  believe
differently  as  both  morally  justified  and  tactically
successful,  and  praises  its  underreported  verbal  beatings.
Social  justice  is  the  brandishing  poster  for  universities
across  the  country  where  the  “oppressor  vs.  oppressed”
narrative of Antonio Gramsci and the Frankfurt School (Note:
Oppression is a biblical term. The prophets precede these
authors by millennia! The term or its presence in the world is
not automatically in this area.), the deconstructionism of
Michel Foucault and Jacques Derrida, and the gender and queer
theory  of  Judith  Butler  have  been  inserted  into  the  very
definition of the term.{6}

As Evans summarizes,

Social  justice  has  become  a  convoluted  term  meaning
different things to different people. It is often used as a
catchphrase  for  illegitimate  forms  of  government  that
promote the redistribution of wealth as the collectivistic
illegitimate expansion of civil government, which wrongly
infringes on the jurisdictions of God’s other covenantal
institutions (family and church).{7}

However biblical the roots of the term social justice are, it
has been hijacked (still as some might criticize what is going
on  for  other  reasons).  There  is  a  concern  labels  can
oversimplify matters and make binary classifications. Pitting
“biblical justice” against “social justice” brands is making
binary means of seeing ideas and dangers, creating a false
dichotomy.  Certainly,  there  are  things  that  the  “social



justice”  group  is  doing  that  is  other  than  the  biblical
response  to  advocating  justice.  However,  several  of  the
concerns that they are raising are reasonable. One of the
troubles is that they are recommending political solutions to
problems that are beyond complicated and in the end need God’s
divine  change  of  individual  hearts.  But  labels  can  also
clarify distinctions between various models. Therefore, for
the sake of clarity, I propose when we are discussing justice,
we aim for the meaning of biblical justice. After clarifying
and defining terms, we would want to check and make sure all
interested parties are on the same page.

CRT
Now I we need to address Critical Race Theory (CRT) because I
believe these ideas are a problem that infiltrate Christian
thinking  and  the  church.  Legal  scholar  and  law  professor
Richard Delgado defines CRT:

The critical race theory (CRT) movement is a collection of
activists and scholars engaged in studying and transforming
the relationship among race, racism, and power. The movement
considers many of the same issues that conventional civil
rights and ethnic studies discourses take up but places them
in a broader perspective that includes economics, history,
setting,  group  and  self-interest,  and  emotions  and  the
unconscious.  Unlike  traditional  civil  rights  discourse,
which  stresses  incrementalism  and  step-by-step  progress,
critical race theory questions the very foundations of the
liberal order, including equality theory, legal reasoning,
Enlightenment  rationalism,  and  neutral  principles  of
constitutional law. {8}

I think we can all agree racism is bad, and because CRT has
been pushed to the forefront and claims to deal with the issue
of racism, it has been extremely easy for Christians to adopt
a terrible framework with good intentions. This needs to be
corrected.  Otherwise,  it  remains  an  elephant  in  the  room



especially for Neo-Fundamentalist Evangelicals and Mainstream
Evangelicals (as defined by Michael Graham here).

As pastor and theologian Dr. Voddie Baucham points out, the
movement has several qualities of a cult, including keeping
near  enough  to  the  Bible  to  prevent  instant  exposure  and
concealing the truth that it has a different theology and a
novel  lexicon  that  deviates  from  Christian  orthodoxy.  In
traditional  cult  style,  they  steal  from  the  common  and
acknowledged, then immerse it with different connotation. {9}
The worst part about this theory is there is no final solution
to the problem. CRT just offers an endless cycle of division
and racism at worst. At best, it draws attention to the sin of
racism.

There is much more that can be said on this, and I would
suggest anyone who wants to explore this more read the books
listed in my bibliography below. Most of them cover CRT in
some fashion.

Does Focusing on Biblical Justice Get Us
Off Mission?
I want to address the concern of whether focusing on biblical
justice gets the church off mission. I think the mission of
the church is to equip the saints and make disciples. That is
a broad vision. The question is still whether focusing on
biblical justice is part of that mission. If it is not already
clear in the definition of the term above (even the name
biblical justice supplies a hint to this answer), I would like
to clearly and explicitly answer whether this is part of the
mission of the church.

The  responsibility  of  the  church  is  to  perform  biblical
justice for the poor, orphans, widows, foreigners, enemies,
oppressed,  hungry,  homeless,  and  needy.  Scripture  concerns
biblical  justice  particularly  to  these  parties  as  a  main
matter; for it is these parties that best denote the powerless
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in the world and take the burden of injustices. The church is
not to harm or ostracize the poor (James 2:15-16), or to have
status and racial prejudice (Galatians 2:11-14). Instead, the
church  is  appointed  to  take  on  the  basic  needs  of  the
disadvantaged. I would also point out (particularly for the
Evangelical Christians) this does not mean promoting reckless
handouts, which the Bible rigorously forbids (2 Thessalonians
3:10; Proverbs 6:9-11; 10:4; 13:18; 30-34).

Furthermore, Probe Ministries President Kerby Anderson made a
marvelous point (to me over email) regarding Christians in the
workforce:  “ALL  Christians  are  to  be  salt  and  light.  But
believers  who  are  CALLED  to  positions  related  to  justice
(judges, lawyers, law enforcement, political leaders) are to
use their gifts to promote justice. Not only is that not OFF
MISSION, but it is exactly their mission in their job.”

Ultimately,  doing  justice  satisfies  the  two  highest
commandments granted to us by Jesus: to love God and love
others (Matthew 22:37-40). “Biblical justice is a foundational
part of fulfilling the purpose of the church as intimated by
the heart of God. It is a result of God’s people becoming one
through being what God has called us to be and participating
in what He has called us to do—justice.”{10}

Asians and Other Minorities
Usually, at least in our environment, the discussion about
racial friction is likely a black/white discussion, although
lately it has come to be obvious that this is not only a
black-and-white discussion. Often, people of Asian background
are not being addressed in any way. Now the COVID pandemic
ignited  some  racial  prejudice  and  hatred  against  Chinese
individuals and other Asian individuals. What we are getting
more in the news and social media is that for Asians, issues
have shifted, and matters appear to be extremely different for
them. So, you look at these events and, I believe for certain
individuals, they are living with more concern since, whether



they have faced that sort of prejudice, they are watching it
being discussed in the news and on social media. So, for those
that are reading this and even considering this for the first
time,  I  want  to  point  out  what  is  truly  a  shortage  of
emotional quotient in the sense we relate with each other.
Jesus speaks, “treat people the same way you want them to
treat you.” {11} One of the shifts of philosophy demands that
we manage to stop seeing people through a lens of stereotypes
that  we  have,  and  see  the  one  we  are  relating  with
individually. I believe it is extremely useful to think about
our longing to develop the proper sort of community in our
church. The further we take part and understand the various
types  of  life  encounters  and  experiences  that  individuals
have,  the  richer  we  will  be  as  we  communicate  with
individuals.

Recommendations for the Church
As  Tony  Evans  says,  “Theology  must  never  be  limited  to
esoteric biblical conclusions void of practical strategies for
bringing God’s truth to life through our obedience and good
works.”{12} The church needs to take the lead in creating
unity through clearly showing it in our lives. What I would
recommend the church does is follow this three-point plan:
{13}

1. Assemble: Unified Hallowed Meeting

Build a community-wide pastors’ group that meets consistently
and holds a yearly sacred gathering (Isaiah 58:1-12; Ephesians
2:11-22).

a. Begin or enter a racially and denominationally varied
community  of  kingdom-inclined  pastors  in  our  community
region.  A  national  group  has  already  been  formed  at
letstalklive.org/.

b. Come together consistently with kingdom-inclined pastors

https://letstalklive.org/


to improve relations, offer reciprocal support and to meet
the demands of one another.

2. Address: Unified Caring Tone

Aggressively cultivate disciples who speak out with unified
messaging, presenting biblical truths and answers on current
social problems (John 17:13-23; Matthew 28:16-20).

a. Pursue common ground and common goals that encourage
biblical answers to current problems needing to be tackled,
instead  of  becoming  caught  on  the  areas  of  conflict.
Demonstrate grace.

b. Hold conversation groups and prayer meetings to discover
biblical responses to social problems.

3. Act: Unified Community Affect

Jointly organize our church to achieve a noticeable spirit of
continuing  good  works  enhancing  the  good  of  underserved
neighborhoods (Jeremiah 29:5-7; Matthew 5:13-16).

a. Create a group for business leaders who would like to
help in establishing work prospects and economic growth for
underserved areas.

When we work together to Assemble, Address, and Act for God’s
kingdom in the public, we will create a larger effect as one.
The  extent  of  our  unity  will  affect  the  extent  of  our
influence.

Notes

1. Darrell L. Bock, Cultural Intelligence (Nashville, TN: B&H
Academic, 2020), 54-58.
2. These approaches and intentions are adapted from Bock,
Cultural Intelligence, 59-60.
3. Jonah Goldberg, “The Problem with ‘Social Justice,'” Indy
Star,  February  6,  2019,



www.indystar.com/story/opinion/2019/02/10/jonah-goldberg-the-p
roblem-social-justice/2814705002/.
4.  Tony  Evans,  Oneness  Embraced  (Chicago,  IL:  Moody
Publishers,  2022),  328.
5. Evans, 329.
6.  Thaddeus  J.  Williams,  Confronting  Injustice  without
Compromising Truth (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2020), 4-5.
7. Evans, 328.
8. Richard Delgado, Critical Race Theory, Third Edition. NYU
Press. Kindle Edition, p. 3.
9. Voddie T. Baucham Jr., Fault Lines (Washington, D.C.: Salem
Books, 2021), 67.
10. Evans, 335.
11. New American Standard Bible: 1995 Update (La Habra, CA:
The Lockman Foundation, 1995), Matthew 7:12.
12. Tony Evans, Kingdom Race Theology (Chicago: IL: Moody
Publishers, 2022), 89.
13. Adapted from Kingdom Race Theology, 100.
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Digging  Our  Own  Grave:  The
Secular  Captivity  of  the
Church

 

Rick Wade provides an overview of how the Christian church has
become captive to the godless values and perspective of the
surrounding  culture,  based  on  Os  Guinness’  book  The  Last
Christian on Earth.

Our Real Enemy
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If  memory  serves  me  correctly,  it  was  my
introduction to such concepts as secularization and
pluralization.  I’m  speaking  of  the  book  The
Gravedigger Files written by Os Guinness in the
early 1980s. The subtitle of The Gravedigger Files
is Papers on the Subversion of the Modern Church. The book is
a fictional dialogue between two members of a council which
has as its purpose the undermining of the Christian church.
The Deputy Director of the Central Security Council gives one
of his subordinates advice on how to accomplish their goal in
his area.

In 2010, Guinness published a revised and updated version of
Gravedigger Files. He gave it the new title The Last Christian
on Earth. The titled was inspired in part by Luke 18:8: “When
the Son of Man comes, will he find faith on the earth?”

What Guinness wanted to do in Gravedigger
and the updated version was to show how the church in America
is being undermined from within. We concern ourselves so much
about outside enemies without realizing that we are at times
our  own  worst  enemies.  He  wrote:  “The  Christian  faith
contributed decisively to the rise of the modern world, but it
has been undermined decisively by the modern world it helped
to  create.  The  Christian  faith  has  become  its  own
gravedigger.”{1}

The  primary  focus  of  Probe  Ministries  now  is  what’s  been
called the cultural captivity of the church. All too many of
us are influenced more by our culture than by the Bible. It’s
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impossible to separate oneself from one’s surrounding culture,
to be sure, but when there is conflict, we are called to
follow Christ. Cultural captivity is subtle. It slowly creeps
up on us, and, before we know it, it has soaked into our pores
and infected much of what we think and do. “Subversion works
best when the process is slow and subtle,” Guinness’s Deputy
Director says. “Subtle compromise is always better than sudden
captivity.”{2}

This book is helpful for seeing ourselves in a clearer light,
and for understanding why some of the things we do, which seem
so harmless, are really very harmful to our own Christian
lives and to the church.

Stages of Subversion
Rather than directly attacking the church, the enemy finds it
more profitable to try to undermine it. “Subversion” is the
word Os Guinness’s Deputy Director uses in the book The Last
Christian on Earth. How does this happen?

This process of undermining comes in various stages. Three of
them are demoralization, subversion, and defection.{3}

Demoralization is the softening up of the church through such
things as hypocrisy and public scandals. Morale drops, and our
ability to resist the devil’s advances decreases.

Subversion comes about from winning over key church leaders
who begin to trumpet “radical” and “daring” ideas (better
words  for  this,  Guinness  says,  may  be  “revisionist”  and
“unfaithful”{4}).

Defection comes when prominent members abandon the church,
such as when former fundamentalists publicly deny the divine
authority of the Bible.

Faithfulness, which once was understood as being committed to



God, now has a new focus. The desire to be “in the world but
not of the world” is realigned. The church’s commitment to the
world  turns  into  attachment,  and  worldliness  settles  in.
“Worldliness”  is  a  term  once  used  by  fundamentalists  to
describe being too attached to the world, but it went out of
favor because of the excesses of separationism. It was a word
to be snickered at by evangelicals who were adept—or thought
they were adept—at being in the world without becoming its
servant. This snickering, however, doesn’t hide the fact that
the evangelical sub-culture exhibits a significant degree of
being of the world, or worldly.

Moving through these stages, the Deputy Director says, has led
the church deeper and deeper into cultural captivity. The
church  becomes  so  identified  with  the  culture  that  it  no
longer  can  act  independently  of  it.  Then  it  finds  itself
living with the consequences of its choices. Says the Deputy
Director, “Our supreme prize at this level is the complete
devastation of the Church by getting the Adversary [or God] to
judge her himself. “Here, in a stroke,” he continues, “is the
beauty  of  subversion  through  worldliness  and  its  infinite
superiority to persecution. . . . if the Adversary is to judge
his own people, who are we to complain?”{5}

Forces of Modernism
In The Last Christian, Os Guinness describes three challenges
of modernity which aid in the subversion of the church. They
are  secularization,  privatization,  and  pluralization.  These
forces  work  to  squeeze  us  into  the  mold  of  modernistic
culture. To too great an extent, they have been successful.

Secularization is the process of separating religious ideas
and institutions from the public sphere. Guinness’s Deputy
Director  speaks  of  society  being  “freed”  from  religious
influence.{6}  This  is  how  secularists  see  the  separation.
Religion is seen as restrictive and oppressive and harmful,



and the public square needs to be free of it. All ideas and
beliefs are welcome as long as they aren’t explicitly grounded
in religious belief. Because of the influence of the public
arena in our lives, Guinness points out that “Secularization
ensures that ordinary reality is not just the official reality
but also the only reality. Beyond what modern people can see,
touch,  taste  and  smell  is  quite  simply  nothing  that
matters.”{7}

If religion is removed from the public square, the immediate
result is privatization, the restriction of religion to our
private  worlds.  This  can  be  the  small  communities  of  our
churches or it can mean our own individual lives. Guinness
writes  that  “today,  where  religion  still  survives  in  the
modern  world,  no  matter  how  passionate  or  committed  the
believer, it amounts to little more than a private preference,
a spare-time hobby, and a leisure pursuit.”{8}

The third force is pluralization. With the meeting of many
cultures comes the awareness that there are many options with
regard to food, dress, relationships, entertainment, religion,
and other aspects of life. The number of options multiplies in
all areas, “especially,” notes Guinness, “at the level of
worldviews, faiths and ideologies.”{9} Choosing isn’t a simple
matter anymore since it’s so widely believed that there is no
truth  in  such  matters.  In  fact,  choosing  is  what  counts.
Guinness writes, “what matters is no longer good choice or
right choice or wise choice, but simply choice.”{10}

Some Characteristics of Subversion
What  are  some  characteristics  of  a  subverted  church?  Os
Guinness discusses several in his book The Last Christian on
Earth.

One result of being pushed into our own private worlds by
secularization is that we construct our own sub-culture and



attempt to keep a distance. But then we turn around and model
our sub-culture after the wider culture. For example, it’s no
secret  that  evangelical  Christianity  is  heavily
commercialized. Our Christianity becomes our style reflected
in plenty of Christian kitsch and in being surrounded by the
latest in fashions. The depth of our captivity to things—even
Christian-ish things—becomes a measure of the shallowness of
our Christianity. Compared to what Jesus and the apostles
offered,  which  included  sacrifice  and  suffering,  says
Guinness,  “today’s  spiritual  diet  .  .  .  is  refined  and
processed.  All  the  cost,  sacrifice  and  demand  are
removed.”{11}

Another pitfall is rationalization, when we have to weigh and
measure  everything  in  modernistic  ways.  We’re  guided  by
“measurable outcomes” and “best practices” more than by the
leading of the Spirit.{12}

Feeling forced to keep our Christian lives separate from the
wider  culture—the  sacred/secular  split,  it’s  been
called—reduces Christianity in size. We don’t know how to
apply  it  to  the  larger  world  (apart  from  excursion-style
evangelism).  “Many  Christians,”  Guinness  writes,  “have  so
personal a theology and so private a morality that they lack
the  criteria  by  which  to  judge  society  from  a  Christian
perspective.”{13}  Lacking  the  ability  to  even  make  sound
judgments  about  contemporary  issues  from  a  distinctly
Christian perspective, we’re unable to speak in a way that
commands attention. Christianity is thought at best to be
“socially irrelevant, even if privately engaging,” as someone
said.{14}

A really sad result of the reshaping of Christianity is that
people wonder why they should want it at all. The church is
the pillar of truth, Paul says (1 Tim. 3:15). The plausibility
of Christianity rises and falls with the condition of the
church. If the church is weak, Christianity will seem weak. Is
this the message we want to convey?



A Wrong Way to Respond
In the face of the pressures of the modern world on us, the
conservative church has responded in varying ways in the wider
culture.

Os Guinness describes what he calls the push and pull phases
of public involvement by conservatives. The push phase comes
when conservatives realize how much influence they have lost.
For much of the nineteenth century, evangelical Christianity
was dominant in public life. Over the last century that has
been stripped away, and conservatives have seen what they held
near and dear taken away. This loss of respect and position in
our society has resulted in insecurity.{15}

In response, conservative Christians push for power by means
of political action and influence in education and the mass
media. “But, since the drive for power is born of social
impotence rather than spiritual authority,” Guinness writes,
“the final result will be compromise and disillusionment.”
They fall “for the delusion of power without authority.”{16}

When they recognize the loss of purity and principles in their
actions, they begin to pull back and disentangle themselves
from the centers of power. There is a return to the authority
of the gospel without, however, a sense of the power of the
gospel. Standing on the outside, as it were, they resort to
“theologies stressing prophetic detachment, not constructive
involvement.”{17}  This  is  the  phase  of  “hypercritical
separatism.”

Then comes a third phase, the enemies’ coup de grâce. Standing
back  to  view  all  this,  some  Christians  experience  what
Guinness’s Deputy Director gloatingly describes as “a fleeting
moment when they feel so isolated in their inner judgments
that they wonder if they are the last Christian left.” There
is left “a residue of part self-pity, part discouragement, and
part shame that unnerves the best of them.”{18} But these are



the few. The many are simply kept asleep, the Director is
happy to report, unaware of what has happened.

This article has given only a taste of Os Guinness’s message
to us. The hope for the church is a return to the gospel in
all its purity and power. I invite you to read The Last
Christian on Earth and get a fuller picture of the situation
and what we can do to bring about change.

Notes

1.  Os  Guinness,  The  Last  Christian  on  Earth:  Uncover  the
Enemy’s Plot to Undermine the Church (Ventura, Calif.: Regal,
2010), 11.
2. Ibid., 51, 52.
3. Ibid., 28.
4. Ibid.
5. Ibid., 32-34.
6. Ibid., 57.
7. Ibid., 63.
8. Ibid., 72.
9. Ibid., 92.
10. Ibid., 97.
11. Ibid., 159.
12. Ibid., 138.
13. Ibid., 155.
14.  Theodore  Roszak,  Where  the  Wasteland  Ends  (New  York:
Doubleday, 1973,), 449; quoted in Guinness, Last Christian,
79.
15. Guinness, Last Christian, 166.
16. Ibid., 213.
17. Ibid., 214.
18. Ibid.

© 2013 Probe Ministries



Spiritual Disciplines and the
Modern World
The spiritual disciplines help us cooperate with God in our
transformation  into  the  likeness  of  Christ.  Don  Closson
discusses disciplines of abstinence and of engagement.

 This article is also available in Spanish.

Spirituality and the Body

 As a seminary student I was given the assignment
to read a book on Christian spirituality called the Spirit of
the Disciplines by Dallas Willard.{1} I obediently read the
book and either wrote a paper on it or took a test that
covered the material (I can’t recall which), but the book
didn’t have a major impact on my life at that time. Recently,
over a decade later, I have gone back to the book and found it
to be a jewel that I should have spent more time with. In the
book,  Willard  speaks  to  one  of  the  most  important  issues
facing individual Christians and churches in our time: “How
does  one  live  the  Spirit-filled  life  promised  in  the  New
Testament?” How does the believer experience the promise that
Jesus made in Matthew 11:29-30: “Take my yoke upon you and
learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you
will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy and my
burden is light”?
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Willard  argues  that  modernity  has  given  us  a
culture that offers a flood of self-fulfillment
programs in the form of political, scientific, and
even  psychological  revolutions.  All  promise  to
promote personal peace and affluence, and yet we

suffer  from  an  “epidemic  of  depression,  suicide,  personal
emptiness,  and  escapism  through  drugs  and  alcohol,  cultic
obsession, consumerism, and sex and violence . . . .”{2} Most
Christians would agree that the Christian faith offers a model
for human transformation that far exceeds the promises of
modern scientific programs, but when it comes to delineating
the methods of such a transformation there is often confusion
or silence.

Christians frequently seek spiritual maturity in all the wrong
places. Some submit themselves to abusive churches that equate
busyness and unquestioning subservience with Christ-likeness.
Others look for spirituality through syncretism, borrowing the
spiritualism of Eastern religions or Gnosticism and covering
it with a Christian veneer.

According to Willard, Christians often hope to find Christ’s
power for living in ways that seem appropriate but miss the
mark; for example, through a “sense of forgiveness and love
for God” or through the acquisition of propositional truth.
Some “seek it through special experiences or the infusion of
the Spirit,” or by way of “the presence of Christ in the inner
life.” Others argue that it is only through the “power of
ritual and liturgy or the preaching of the Word,” or “through
the communion of the saints.” All of these have value in the
Christian life but do not “reliably produce large numbers of
people who really are like Christ.”{3}

We evangelicals have a natural tendency to avoid anything that
hints of meritorious works, works that might somehow justify
us before a holy God. As a result, we reduce faith to an
entirely mental affair, cutting off the body from the process
of living the Christian life.

http://www.ministeriosprobe.org/mp3s/sp-disciplines.mp3


In this article we will consider a New Testament theology of
human transformation in order to better understand what it
means to become a living sacrifice to God.

A Model for Transformation
Faith in Jesus Christ brings instant forgiveness along with
the promise of eventual glorification and spending eternity
with  God.  However,  in  between  the  believer  experiences
something  called  sanctification,  the  process  of  being  set
apart for good works. Something that is sanctified is holy, so
it makes sense that the process of sanctification is to make
us more like Christ.

Even  though  the  Bible  talks  much  of  spiritual  power  and
becoming like Christ, many believers find this process of
sanctification to be a mystery. Since the Enlightenment, there
has been a slow removal from our language of acceptable ways
to talk about the spiritual realm. Being rooted in this age of
science  and  materialism,  the  language  of  spiritual  growth
sounds alien and a bit threatening to our ears, but if we want
to  experience  the  life  that  Jesus  promised,  a  life  of
spiritual strength, we need to understand how to appropriate
God’s Spirit into our lives.

According to Willard, “A ‘spiritual life’ consists in that
range of activities in which people cooperatively interact
with God–and with the spiritual order deriving from God’s
personality and action. And what is the result? A new overall
quality of human existence with corresponding new powers.”{4}
To be spiritual is to be dominated by the Spirit of God.
Willard adds that spirituality is another reality, not just a
“commitment” or “life-style.” It may result in personal and
social change, but the ultimate goal is to become like Christ
and to further His Kingdom, not just to be a better person or
to make America a better place to live.



The Bible teaches that to become a spiritual person one must
employ the disciplines of spirituality. “The disciplines are
activities of mind and body purposefully undertaken to bring
our personality and total being into effective cooperation
with the divine order.”{5} Paul wrote in Romans 6:13 that the
goal  of  being  spiritual  is  to  offer  our  body  to  God  as
instruments of righteousness in order to be of use for His
Kingdom. Moving towards this state of usefulness to God and
His Kingdom depends on the actions of individual believers.

Many  of  us  have  been  taught  that  this  action  consists
primarily in attending church or giving towards its programs.
As important as these are, they fail to address the need for a
radical inner change that must take place in our hearts to be
of  significant  use  to  God.  The  teaching  of  Scripture  and
specifically the life of Christ tells us that the deep changes
that must occur in our lives will only be accomplished via the
disciplines of abstinence such as fasting, solitude, silence,
and chastity, and the disciplines of engagement such as study,
worship, service, prayer, and confession. These disciplines,
along  with  others,  will  result  in  being  conformed  to  the
person of Christ, the desire of everyone born of His Spirit.

Salvation and Life
When I first read in the Bible that Jesus offered a more
abundant life to those who followed Him, I thought that He was
primarily describing a life filled with more happiness and
purpose. It does include these things, but I now believe that
it  includes  much  more.  Salvation  in  Christ  promises  to
radically change the nature of life itself. It is not just a
promise  that  sometime  in  the  far  distant  future  we  will
experience a resurrected body and see a new heaven and new
earth. Salvation in Christ promises a life characterized by
the highest ideals of thought and actions as epitomized by the
life of Christ Himself.



Although there is no program or classroom course that can
guarantee to give us this new life in Christ, it can be argued
that in order to live a life like Jesus we need to do the
things  that  Jesus  did.  If  Jesus  had  to  “learn  obedience
through the things which he suffered” (Hebrew 5:8 KJV), are we
to expect to act Christ-like without the benefit of engaging
in the disciplines that Jesus did?

In The Spirit of the Disciplines, Willard argues that there is
a  direct  connection  between  practicing  the  spiritual
disciplines and experiencing the salvation that is promised in
Christ.  Jesus  prayed,  fasted,  and  practiced  solitude  “not
because He was sinful and in need of redemption, as we are,
but because he had a body just as we do.”{6} The center of
every human being’s existence is his or her body. We are
neither to be neo-Platonic nor Gnostic in our approach to the
spiritual  life.  Both  of  these  traditions  play  down  the
importance of the physical universe, arguing that it is either
evil  or  simply  inferior  to  the  spiritual  domain.  But  as
Willard argues, “to withhold our bodies from religion is to
exclude religion from our lives.”

Although our spiritual dimension may be invisible, it is not
separate from our bodily existence. Spirituality, according to
Willard, is “a relationship of our embodied selves to God that
has the natural and irrepressible effect of making us alive to
the Kingdom of God–here and now in the material world.”{7} By
separating our Christian life from our bodies we create an
unnecessary  sacred/secular  gulf  for  Christians  that  often
alienates us from the world and people around us.

The Christian faith offers more than just the forgiveness of
sins; it promises to transform individuals to live in such a
way that responding to events as Jesus did becomes second
nature. What are these spiritual disciplines, and how do they
transform the very quality of life we experience as followers
of Jesus Christ?



The Disciplines of Abstinence
Although many of us have heard horror stories of how spiritual
disciplines have been abused and misused in the past, Willard
believes that “A discipline for the spiritual life is, when
the dust of history is blown away, nothing but an activity
undertaken to bring us into more effective cooperation with
Christ and his Kingdom.”{8} He reminds us that we discipline
ourselves  throughout  life  in  order  to  accomplish  a  wide
variety of tasks or functions. We utilize discipline when we
study an academic or professional field; athletes must be
disciplined in order to run a marathon or bench press 300 lbs.
Why, then, are we surprised to learn that we must discipline
ourselves to be useful to God?

Willard  divides  the  disciplines  into  two  categories:
disciplines  of  abstinence,  and  disciplines  of  engagement.
Depending on our lifestyle and past personal experiences, we
will each find different disciplines helpful in accomplishing
the goal of living as a new creature in Christ. Solitude,
silence, fasting, frugality, chastity, secrecy, and sacrifice
are disciplines of abstinence. Given our highly materialistic
culture, these might be the most difficult and most beneficial
to many of us. We are more familiar with the disciplines of
engagement,  including  study,  worship,  celebration,  service,
prayer,  and  fellowship.  However,  two  others  mentioned  by
Willard might be less familiar: confession and submission.

Abstinence  requires  that  we  give  up  something  that  is
perfectly normal–something that is not wrong in and of itself,
such as food or sex–because it has gotten in the way of our
walking with God, or because by leaving these things aside we
might be able to focus more closely on God for a period of
time. As one writer tells us, “Solitude is a terrible trial,
for it serves to crack open and burst apart the shell of our
superficial securities. It opens out to us the unknown abyss
that we all carry within us . . .”{9} Busyness and superficial



activities hide us from the fact that we have little or no
inward experience with God. Solitude frees us from social
conformity, from being conformed to the patterns of this world
that Paul warns us about in Romans 12.

Solitude goes hand in hand with silence. The power of the
tongue and the damage it can do is taken very seriously in the
Bible. There is a quiet inner strength and confidence that
exudes from people who are great listeners, who are able to be
silent and to be slow to speak.

The Disciplines of Engagement
Thus, the disciplines of abstinence help us diminish improper
entanglements with the world. What about the disciplines of
engagement?

Although  study  is  not  often  thought  of  as  a  spiritual
discipline, it is the key to a balanced Christian walk. Calvin
Miller  writes,  “Mystics  without  study  are  only  spiritual
romantics  who  want  relationship  without  effort.”{10}  Study
involves reading, memorizing, and meditation on God’s Word. It
takes effort and time, and there are no shortcuts. It includes
learning from great Christian minds that have gone before us
and those who, by their walk and example, can teach much about
the power available to believers who seek to experience the
light burden that abiding in Jesus offers.

Few  Christians  deny  the  need  for  worship  in  their  weekly
routines,  even  though  what  constitutes  worship  has  caused
considerable controversy. Worship ascribes great worth to God.
It is seeing God as He truly is. Willard argues that we should
focus  our  worship  through  Jesus  Christ  to  the  Father.  He
writes, “When we worship, we fill our minds and hearts with
wonder at him–the detailed actions and words of his earthly
life,  his  trial  and  death  on  the  cross,  his  resurrection
reality, and his work as ascended intercessor.”{11}



The discipline of celebration is unfamiliar to most of us, yet
Willard argues that it is one of the most important forms of
engagement with God. He writes that “We engage in celebration
when we enjoy ourselves, our life, our world, in conjunction
with our faith and confidence in God’s greatness, beauty, and
goodness. We concentrate on our life and world as God’s work
and as God’s gift to us.”{12} Although much of the scriptural
argument for holy celebration is found in the festivals of the
Old Testament and the book of Ecclesiastes, Jesus was accused
of being a glutton and a drunkard because he chose to dine and
celebrate with sinners.

Christian fellowship and confession go hand in hand. It is
within the context of fellowship that Christians build up and
encourage one-another with the gifts that God has given to us.
It is also in this context that we practice confession with
trusted believers who know both our strengths and weaknesses.
This level of transparency and openness is essential for the
church  to  become  the  healing  place  of  deep  intimacy  that
people are so hungry for.

Walking with Jesus doesn’t mean just knowing things about Him;
it means living as He lived. This includes practicing the
spiritual disciplines that Jesus practiced. As we do, we will
be  changed  through  the  Spirit  to  be  more  like  Him  and
experience  the  rest  that  He  has  offered  to  us.
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Dealing  with  Doubt  in  Our
Christian Faith
Dr. Michael Gleghorn points out that it is not having doubts
about our Christian faith that is an issue, but rather how we
respond to that doubt. Attacking this issue from a biblical
worldview perspective, Michael helps us understand our doubts
and respond to them as an informed Christian.

Help! My Doubts Scare Me!

Have  you  ever  doubted  your  faith?  We  all  have
doubts from time to time. We may doubt that our
boss really hit a hole-in-one at the golf course
last weekend, or that our best friend really caught
a fish as big as the one he claimed to catch, or that the
strange looking guy on that late night TV show was really
abducted by alien beings from a distant galaxy! Sometimes the
things we doubt aren’t really that important, but other times
they are. And the more important something is to us, the more
personally invested we are in it, the scarier it can be to
start having doubts about it. So when Christians begin to have
doubts about something as significant as the truth of their
Christian faith, it’s quite understandable that this might
worry or even frighten them.
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Reflecting on this issue in The Case for Faith, Lee Strobel
wrote:

For many Christians, merely having doubts of any kind can be
scary. They wonder whether their questions disqualify them
being  a  follower  of  Christ.  They  feel  insecure  because
they’re  not  sure  whether  it’s  permissible  to  express
uncertainty about God, Jesus, or the Bible. So they keep
their questions to themselves—and inside, unanswered, they
grow and fester . . . until they eventually succeed in
choking out their faith.{1}

So what can we do if we find ourselves struggling with doubts
about the truth of Christianity? Why do such doubts arise? And
how can we rid ourselves of these taunting Goliaths?

First, we must always remember that sooner or later we’ll
probably all have to wrestle with doubts about our faith. As
Christian  philosopher  William  Lane  Craig  observes,  “Any
Christian who is intellectually engaged and reflecting about
his  faith  will  inevitably  face  the  problem  of  doubt.”{2}
Doubts can arise for all sorts of reasons. Sometimes they’re
largely intellectual. We might doubt that the Bible is really
inspired by God or that Jesus was really born of a virgin. But
doubts  can  take  other  forms  as  well.  If  a  person  has
experienced great sorrow or disappointment, such as personal
wounds from family or friends, the loss of a job, a painful
divorce, the death of a loved one, or the loss of health, they
may be seriously tempted to doubt the goodness, love, and care
of their heavenly Father.{3}

Whenever they come and whatever form they take, we must each
deal honestly with our doubts. To ignore them is to court
spiritual disaster. But facing them can lead ultimately to a
deeper faith. As Christian minister Lynn Anderson has said, “A
faith that’s challenged by adversity or tough questions . . .
is often a stronger faith in the end.”{4}



It’s Not All in Your Head!
Sometimes  people  have  sincere  doubts  about  the  truth  of
Christianity,  intellectual  obstacles  that  hinder  them  from
placing their trust in Christ. In such cases, Christians have
an obligation to respond to the person’s doubts and make a
humble and thoughtful defense for the truth of Christianity.
Nevertheless, as Craig observes, it’s important to realize
that “doubt is never a purely intellectual problem.” Like it
or not, there’s always a “spiritual dimension to the problem
that must be recognized.”{5} Because of this, sometimes a
person’s  objections  to  Christianity  are  really  just  a
smokescreen, an attempt to cover up the real reason for their
rejection of Christ, which is often an underlying moral or
spiritual issue.

I once heard a story about a Christian apologist who spoke at
a university about the evidence for Christianity. Afterward, a
student approached him and said, “I honestly didn’t expect
this  to  happen,  but  you  satisfactorily  answered  all  my
objections to Christianity.” The apologist was a bit startled
by such a frank admission, but he quickly recovered himself
and said, “Well that’s great! Why not give your life to Christ
right now, then?” But the student said, “No. I’m not willing
to do that. I would have to change the way I’m living, and I’m
just not ready to do that right now.”

In  this  case  all  the  student’s  reasons  for  doubting  the
Christian faith had, by his own admission, been satisfactorily
answered. What was really holding him back were not his doubts
about the truth of Christianity, but a desire to live life on
his own terms. To put it bluntly, he didn’t want God meddling
in his affairs. He didn’t want to be morally accountable to
some  ultimate  authority.  The  truth  is  that  a  person’s
intellectual objections to Christianity are rarely the whole
story. As Christian scholar Ravi Zacharias observed, “A man
rejects  God  neither  because  of  intellectual  demands  nor



because of the scarcity of evidence. A man rejects God because
of a moral resistance that refuses to admit his need for
God.”{6}

Unfortunately,  Christians  aren’t  immune  to  doubting  their
faith for similar reasons. I know of a young man who had
converted  to  Christianity,  but  who’s  now  raising  various
objections to it. But when one looks beneath the surface, one
sees that he’s currently involved in an immoral lifestyle. In
order to continue living as he wants, without being unduly
plagued by a guilty conscience, he must call into question the
truth of Christianity. For the Bible tells him plainly that
he’s disobeying God. Of course, ultimately no one is immune to
doubts about Christianity, so we’ll now consider some ways to
guard our hearts and minds.

I Believe, Help My Unbelief!
As He came down the mountain, Jesus was met by a large crowd
of people. A father had brought his demon-possessed son to
Jesus’ disciples, but they were not able to cast the demon
out. In desperation the father appealed to Jesus, “If You can
do anything, take pity on us and help us!” Jesus answered, “If
You can! All things are possible to him who believes.” The
father responded, “I do believe; help my unbelief.”{7}

Can you identify with the father in this story? I know I can.
Oftentimes  as  Christians  we  find  that  our  faith  is  in
precisely  the  same  state  as  this  father’s.  We  genuinely
believe, but we need help with our unbelief. It’s always been
an encouragement to me that after the father’s admission of a
faith mixed with doubt, Jesus nonetheless cast out the demon
and healed the man’s son.{8} But of course no Christian should
be content to remain in this state. If we want to grow in our
faith and rid ourselves of doubts, what are some positive
steps we can take to accomplish this?



Well, in the first place, it’s helpful to be familiar with the
“principle of displacement.” As Sue “Archimedes” Bohlin, one
of my colleagues, has written:

The Bible teaches the principle of “displacement.” That is,
rather than trying to make thoughts shoo away, we are told
to replace them with what is good, true, and perfect (Phil.
4:8). As the truth comes in the lies are displaced—much like
when we fill a bathtub too full of water, and when we get
in, our bodies displace the water, which flows out over the
top of the tub.{9}

Once we grasp this principle, a number of steps for dealing
with  doubt  quickly  become  evident.  For  one  thing,  we  can
memorize  and  meditate  upon  Scripture.  We  can  also  listen
attentively  to  good  Christian  music.  Paul  speaks  to  the
importance of both of these in Colossians 3:16: “Let the word
of Christ dwell in you richly as you teach and admonish one
another with all wisdom, and as you sing psalms, hymns and
spiritual songs with gratitude in your hearts to God.”

In addition, we can read good Christian books that provide
intelligent  answers  to  some  of  the  questions  we  might  be
asking. Great Christian scholars have addressed almost every
conceivable objection to the truth of Christianity. If you
have nagging doubts about some aspect of your faith, there’s
almost certainly a work of Christian scholarship that speaks
to it in detail. Finally, we must never forget that this is a
spiritual battle. So let’s remember to put on the full armor
of God so we can stand firm in the midst of it!{10}

Faith and Reason
How can we know if Christianity is really true? Is it by
reason, or evidence, or mystical experience? Dr. Craig has an
answer  to  this  question  that  you  might  find  a  bit
surprising.{11} He distinguishes between knowing Christianity
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is true and showing that it’s true. Ideally, one attempts to
show  that  Christianity  is  true  with  good  arguments  and
evidence. But Craig doesn’t think that this is how we know our
faith is true. Rather, he believes that we can know our faith
is true because “God’s Spirit makes it evident to us that our
faith is true.”{12}

Consider Paul’s statement in Romans 8:16, “The Spirit himself
testifies with our spirit that we are God’s children.” Since
every believer is indwelt by God’s Spirit, every believer also
receives  the  Spirit’s  testimony  that  he  is  one  of  God’s
children.  This  is  sometimes  called  the  “assurance  of
salvation.” Dr. Craig comments on the significance of this:

Salvation entails that God exists, that Christ atoned for
our sins . . . and so forth, so that if you are assured of
your salvation, then you must be assured of . . . these
other truths as well. Hence, the witness of the Holy Spirit
gives the believer an immediate assurance that his faith is
true.{13}

Now  this  is  remarkable.  For  it  means  we  can  know  that
Christianity is true, wholly apart from arguments, simply by
attending to the witness of the Holy Spirit. And this is so
not  only  for  believers  but  for  unbelievers,  too.  For  the
Spirit convicts the unbelieving world of sin, righteousness,
and judgment, particularly the sin of unbelief.{14} So when
we’re confronted with objections to Christianity that we can’t
answer, we needn’t worry. First, answers are usually available
if one knows where to look. But second, the witness of the
Spirit trumps any objections we might encounter.

Consider an illustration from the Christian philosopher Alvin
Plantinga. Suppose I’m accused of stealing a document out of a
colleague’s office. Suppose I have a motive, an opportunity,
and  a  history  of  doing  such  things.  Suppose  further  that
someone thought they saw me lurking around my colleague’s
office just before the document went missing. There’s much



evidence against me. But in fact, I didn’t steal the document.
I was on a walk at the time. Now should I doubt my innocence
since the evidence is against me? Of course not! For I know
I’m not guilty!{15}

Similarly,  writes  Dr.  Craig,  “I  needn’t  be  shaken  when
objections come along that I can’t answer.”{16} For my faith
isn’t ultimately based on arguments, but on the witness of
God’s Spirit.

Stepping into the Light
We’ve seen that both Christians and non-Christians can have
doubts about the truth of Christianity. We’ve also seen that
such doubts are never just an intellectual issue; there’s
always a spiritual dynamic that’s involved as well. But since
we’ll probably never be able to fully resolve every single
doubt  we  might  experience,  I  would  like  to  conclude  by
suggesting one final way to make our doubts flee before us,
much as roaches flee to their hidden lairs when one turns on
the light!

In John 7:17 Jesus says, “If anyone chooses to do God’s will,
he will find out whether my teaching comes from God or whether
I speak on my own.” Here, Jesus frankly encourages us to put
His teachings to the test and see for ourselves whether He
really speaks for God or not. As biblical scholar Merrill
Tenney  comments,  “Spiritual  understanding  is  not  produced
solely by learning facts or procedures, but rather it depends
on obedience to known truth. Obedience to God’s known will
develops discernment between falsehood and truth.”{17} Are we
really serious about dealing with our lingering doubts? If so,
Jesus says that if we resolutely choose to do God’s will, we
can know if His teaching is really from God!

Sadly, however, many of us will never take Jesus up on His
challenge. No matter how loudly we might claim to want to rid



ourselves of doubt, the truth is that many of us just aren’t
willing to do God’s will. But if you are, then Jesus says that
“you  will  know  the  truth,  and  the  truth  will  set  you
free.”{18} In other words, we can know by experience that
Jesus is from God, that His teachings are true, and that He
really is who He claimed to be!

As Christian philosopher Dallas Willard observes, the issue
ultimately comes down to what we really want:

The Bible says that if you seek God with all your heart,
then you will surely find him. Surely find him. It’s the
person who wants to know God that God reveals himself to.
And if a person doesn’t want to know God—well, God has
created the world and the human mind in such a way that he
doesn’t have to.{19}

The psalmist encourages us to “taste and see that the Lord is
good.”{20} If we do, we can know not only that God is good,
but also that He exists. And even if we still have some
lingering doubts and unanswered questions in the back of our
minds, as we surely will, they’ll gradually fade into utter
insignificance as we become more intimately acquainted with
Him who loves us and who reconciled us to Himself through the
death of His Son!{21}
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Why Bible Study Matters
Tom Davis builds a case for why we should study the Bible,
drawing  on  both  the  Old  Testament  and  New  Testament
scriptures.

Does it matter if we study the Bible?
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I recently encountered an article claiming it doesn’t. The
author  claimed  that  Christians  are  not  feeding  the  poor,
helping the downtrodden, seeking justice for the persecuted,
or evangelizing people, because we are too busy studying our
Bibles. (Interestingly, the article has since been removed,
but the question remains.)

Is  his  concern  valid?  Approximately  16%  of  people  in  the
United States read their Bible most days during the week.{1} A
2014 article in Christianity Today states, “The average length
of time spent studying the Bible was between 10 and 20 minutes
per session.”{2} According to Probe’s 2020 religion survey,
“Only one out of five Born Again Christians ages 18 through 29
pray daily, attend church at least monthly, and read the Bible
at least weekly.”{3} The statistics indicate that the average
amount of time Christians spend reading their Bible cannot be
what is keeping Christians from sharing their faith, helping
those in need, or helping the homeless.

Another issue that the author raised is that the early church
did not have an authoritative list of  New Testament books for
more than three hundred years after Jesus’ resurrection. I am
unsure how these historical facts show that anyone today is
spending too much time reading their Bible. Are we better off
when we have all the books of the Bible? Would these early
Christians have preferred having all the books of the Bible?
Would  they  want  to  stick  with  having  parts  of  the  Old
Testament, a Gospel or two, and a few of the epistles? I think
they would be confused why this pastor thinks that Christians
are spending too much time studying their Bible.

What the Old Testament Says About Reading
the Bible
One way we can figure out the role that studying the Bible
should play in the life of the Christian is to look at what
the Bible says about reading the Scriptures. We should start



with the Old Testament. The first passage to examine is:

These words I am commanding you today must be kept in mind,
and you must teach them to your children and speak of them
as you sit in your house, as you walk along the road, as you
lie down, and as you get up. You should tie them as a
reminder on your forearm and fasten them as symbols on your
forehead. Inscribe them on the doorframes of your houses and
gates. (Deuteronomy 6:6-9 NET)

God is preparing to lead the Hebrews into the promised land.
He tells the people that they are to remember the covenant,
teach the covenant to their children, and place inscriptions
from the covenant in prominent places in their homes. Knowing
and teaching the commands of God is so important that this
charge is repeated in Deuteronomy 11:18-23.

Peter Cousins states, “Not only is it to be upon the heart . .
.  it  must  take  first  place  in  training  children,  in
conversation (at home and outside) from the beginning to the
end of the day; it should govern the senses, control behavior,
and direct life in the home and community.”{4} The words of
the  covenant  between  God  and  the  Hebrew  people  are  so
important that the words have to be known and understood. That
requires study. Knowing the covenant is so important that the
Hebrew  people  are  commanded  to  decorate  their  walls,
doorframes, and gates. The people are even commanded to have
the  words  of  the  covenant  on  their  clothes.  All  of  this
indicates that God intends for His people to know and follow
His commands, and that this is done by studying them. Even the
people who could not read would memorize the law. (Ancient
cultures operated from an oral tradition; people were used to
hearing, memorizing, and repeating stories and passages from
verbal input alone.) To be fair, few Jews would have been able
to recite the first five books of the Bible from memory, but
they  would  have  been  able  to  recite  long  passages  of
Scripture.



The most common passage that was most often recited was the
Shema, “Hear, O Israel: the Lord is our God, the Lord is one!
You must love the LORD your God with your whole mind, your
whole being, and all your strength” (Deuteronomy 6:4-5). Jesus
said this is God’s greatest commandment (Matthew 22:36-40).
Jews would pray the Shema several times a day. This is the
passage  most  often  found  on  doorposts  and  in  houses  in
archaeological digs.

As the people prepare to enter the land promised to them, God
makes provisions for a future King. The responsibilities and
conduct of the king are:

When he sits on his royal throne he must make a copy of this
law on a scroll given to him by the Levitical priests. It
must be with him constantly, and he must read it as long as
he lives, so that he may learn to revere the Lord his God
and observe all the words of this law
and these statutes and carry them out. (Deuteronomy 17:18-19
NET)

Here we can see that the king does not make the law. God gave
the law to Moses. The Levitical priests were to copy the law
and teach it to the people. The priests were also tasked with
giving the king a copy of the law so that the king could carry
out God’s law. The King is under the authority of the priests
and of God. The king is not allowed to make his own law, he
must be obedient to God.{5}

As Joshua leads the people into the promised land God tells
him, “This law scroll must not leave your lips. You must
memorize it day and night so you can carefully obey all in it.
Then you will prosper and be successful” (Joshua 1:8 NET).
Even before a king was installed over the people, the leaders
of Israel were to lead God’s people according to the law so
they could be successful in following God.

As Israel moved into the land God had promised them, they



became corrupt. The priests did not teach the kings or the
people. God sent prophets to the people to call them back to
living faithfully to the covenant. The people would not keep
the covenant they made with God, and the priests would not
teach the law to the people. God, in the book of Hosea, tells
the priests:

My people are destroyed for lack of knowledge.
Because you have rejected knowledge,
I will reject you from serving as my priest.
Since you have forgotten the law of your God,
I will also forget your sons. (Hosea 4:6 CSB)

Despite all of these warnings, Israel was not faithful in
following God.  David Allan Hubbard summarizes the situation,
“The collapse of the priests and prophet, key ministers of law
and word, leads inevitably to the disastrous destruction.”{6}
The priests were not teaching the people or the kings. This
led to God sending the people into exile and the destruction
of the Temple in Israel. As a result of a lack of faithfulness
and a lack of knowledge of God’s law, Israel was separated
from God.

What the New Testament Says About Reading
the Bible
The Gospels tell us that after his baptism Jesus has a 40-day
fast followed by a confrontation with Satan. This involved
Satan tempting Jesus by quoting scripture, and Jesus rebukes
him by quoting Scripture (Matthew 4:1-11; Luke 4:1-13). New
Testament  Scholar  Craig  Keener  gives  the  following
description: “This text also shows that Jesus does not just
use  Scripture  to  accommodate  contemporary  views  of  its
authority; he uses it as his authority and the final word on
ethics even when dealing with a supracultural adversary.”{7}
While the Bible was written by people living in cultures that
existed  in  real  places  and  real  times  in  the  past,  the



morality taught within scripture is not restricted by those
historical and cultural settings. As Jesus’ followers, we need
to understand what is expected of us morally. In order to know
Christian morality, we must study the Bible.

The Gospels also show that Jesus had debates concerning what
was taught in the Scriptures. These debates often included not
just morality, but the identity of the Messiah, and the power
of God. In one debate Jesus tells the Sadducees, “You are
deceived because you don’t know the scriptures or the power of
God”  (Matthew  22:29  NET).  The  Sadducees  did  not  know  the
scriptures because they only studied the first five books of
the Bible. They didn’t know the power of God because they
rejected the resurrection. Stanley Horton writes, “Those who
do  not  really  know  what  the  scriptures  teach,  nor  God’s
omnipotent power cannot avoid going astray.”{8}

In another debate with the Pharisees Jesus said, “You study
the  scriptures  thoroughly  because  you  think  in  them  you
possess eternal life, and it is these same scriptures that
testify about me, but you are not willing to come to me so
that you may have life” (John 5:39, 40 NET). The Pharisees
rejected Jesus because they saw him as a threat. Jesus had
undermined their authority and threatened their position in
the culture, so they were obstinate. Keener states, “They
believed that one had eternal life through the scriptures; but
Jesus says that the Scriptures witness to him, hence to reject
him is to disobey the Scriptures.”{9} By rejecting Jesus, the
Pharisees  unintentionally  rejected  the  Scriptures.  By
rejecting  Jesus,  they  could  not  possess  eternal  life.

In the book of Acts, we see Jesus’ disciples proclaiming to
everyone who will listen that Jesus is the Messiah and was
raised from the dead. This led to debates and conflicts with
the Jewish authorities. In Acts chapter seven Stephen accuses
the Jewish council that they failed to follow the scriptures.
In chapter eight Philip leads an Ethiopian eunuch to faith by
starting with a passage in Isaiah and telling him about the



gospel of Jesus. Later in Acts Paul met repeatedly with a
group of Jews. Acts
describes  the  Bereans  as  “more  open-minded  than  those  in
Thessalonica, for they eagerly received the message, examining
the scriptures carefully every day to see if these things were
so” (Acts 17:11 NET). The reaction of the Bereans is not
emotional. They investigated the scriptures intellectually to
see what was true.{10}

In his letters Paul addresses why God gave us the scriptures.
In Romans Paul writes, “For everything that was written in
former times was written for our instruction, so that through
endurance and through encouragement of the scriptures we may
have hope” (Romans 15:4). John Murray comments, “In Paul’s
esteem Scripture in all its parts is for our instruction, that
the Old Testament was designed to furnish us in these last
days with the instruction necessary for the fulfillment of our
vocation to the end, and that it is as written it promotes
this  purpose.”{11}  Part  of  being  on  fire  for  Christ  is
fulfilling our vocation. The primary way we know what our
vocation is and how we can fulfill it is through studying our
Bible.

In his second letter to Timothy, Paul doubles down on the
benefits of studying scripture. Paul reminds Timothy that he
was taught the scriptures while he was a child. Then Paul
writes, “Every scripture is inspired by God and useful for
teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in
righteousness, that the person dedicated to God may be capable
and equipped for every good work” (2 Timothy 3:16-17). Paul is
reminding  Timothy  that  scripture  has  authority  because  it
comes from God. Scripture is good for learning about God and
ethics. The Jews have this benefit, but the Christians have a
better understanding because Jesus taught the Apostles, which
gave them a better understanding of the scriptures that that
of the Jews.{12}

The  last  passage  that  I  would  like  to  examine  is  in



Revelation. “Blessed is the one who reads the words of this
prophecy aloud, and blessed are those who hear and obey the
things written in it, because the time is near!” (Revelation
1:3). While this verse is speaking specifically about people
who read Revelation, by logical extension we are blessed any
time we read any part of the scripture. All scripture is given
by God, therefore when you read any part of scripture you will
be  blessed.  What  does  it  mean  to  be  blessed  by  reading
scripture?  Earl  F.  Palmer  answers,  “It  does  not  express
superficial  sentiment  but  instead  the  rugged  and  tested
assurance that it is a good thing to be walking in the pathway
of  God’s  will.”{13}  Our  obedience  to  scripture  brings
blessing. We cannot be obedient to scripture without studying
the Bible.

Conclusion
In  one  sense  the  author  of  the  article  I  mentioned  was
correct. If we spend so much time studying the Bible that
Christians  never  feed  the  hungry,  help  the  poor,  make
disciples  for  Christ,  or  work  to  bring  justice  to  the
downtrodden  then  we  are  neglecting  part  of  what  we  were
commanded to do. But how can we even know that Christ commands
us to do those things if we do not study the Bible?

In the examination of what the Bible says about Bible study,
we can see that Bible study is an indispensable part of the
Christian life. We can see in Deuteronomy that God commanded
the Hebrews to memorize and obey the Law. When they failed to
do this, they were ultimately exiled by God. Jesus reprimanded
the Sadducees and the Pharisees for not knowing and believing
the scriptures. Paul and John taught that Christians would be
blessed by studying the scriptures.

The reason we are blessed when we study the Bible is that when
we study, we develop and form a Christian worldview. The story
shapes our values, our morals, and the way we live. The way we
think about the people and the world around us is changed by



studying scripture. One other aspect is that when we study the
Bible, we enter into the glory of God. When we study the
Bible, we are in God’s presence in the same way as when we are
praying. Studying the Bible is an act of worship.{14}

Finally, studying the Bible is how we obey the command in
Ephesians 5:10 to “find out what pleases the Lord.” Since the
greatest commandment is to love God (Matthew 22:37) as noted
above, how can we love Him without knowing what pleases Him?
And since we find that God’s love language is obedience (John
14:15), how can we discern what to obey without studying His
word? How can we avoid sin if we have never studied the Bible
to find out what sin is?

How can Christians implement Bible study into a busy 40-hour
work week and taking care of kids and spending time with their
spouse? You do not have to spend hours a day studying. Spend
ten or fifteen minutes in the morning or at night to read the
Bible.  Take  five  minutes  of  your  lunch  break  to  read  a
chapter. If you are so busy that you cannot study during the
work week, find fifteen minutes to study on your day off.
Whatever amount of time you spend studying the Bible, God will
honor and bless you for
that time.
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in Europe
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Christianity  in  Europe.

At the end of a talk about the state of the evangelical mind
in America, the subject turned to Europe, and a man said with
great confidence, “The churches in Europe are all empty!” I’ve
heard that said before. It makes for a good missions sermon;
however, it doesn’t quite do justice to the situation. Not all
the churches in Europe are empty! The situation isn’t like in
Dallas, Texas, where churches dot the landscape, but there are
thriving churches across the continent.

 That said, however, there is more than just a
grain of truth in the claim. Church attendance in
Europe is down. Traditional Christian beliefs are
less widely held.

It’s important to know what the situation is in Europe for a
few reasons.

First, we have a tendency to write Europe off in a way we
don’t  other  parts  of  the  world.  The  church  is  struggling
there, but it isn’t a lost cause by any means! Maybe we can
even  learn  from  the  thinking  and  life’s  experience  of
believers  across  the  Atlantic.

Second, learning about the church around the world is good
because it broadens our understanding of the interaction of
Christianity and society. This should be of interest to us
here in America.

Let’s look at a few numbers in the area of church attendance.
To  provide  a  contrast  with  the  situation  today,  the  best
estimate  for  church  attendance  in  Britain  in  the  mid-
nineteenth century was between forty and sixty percent of the
adult  population.{1}  By  contrast,  in  2007,  ten  percent
attended church at least weekly. About a quarter of those
(about two million people) self-identify as evangelicals.{2}
Although  there  has  been  large  growth  in  so-called  “new
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churches,” that growth hasn’t offset the loss across other
denominations, especially the Church of England.

What about some other countries? In 2004, Gallup reported that
“weekly  attendance  at  religious  services  is  below  10%  in
France and Germany, while in Belgium, the Netherlands, [and]
Luxembourg . . . between 10% and 15% of citizens are regular
churchgoers.  .  .  .  Only  in  Roman  Catholic  Ireland  do  a
majority of residents (54%) still go to church weekly.”{3}

As we’ll see later, reduced numbers in church doesn’t mean all
religious belief—even Christian—is lost.

The Golden Age of Faith
There is a story of the prominence and demise of religion in
Europe that has become standard fare for understanding the
history of Christianity in the modern world. The story goes
that Europe was once a Christian civilization; that everyone
was a Christian, and that the state churches ensured that
society  as  a  whole  was  Christian.  This  was  the  so-called
“golden age of faith.” With the shift in thinking in the
Enlightenment which put man at the center of knowledge, and
which saw the rise of science, it became clear to some that
religion was really just a form of superstition that gave pre-
modern people an explanation of the world in which they lived
and gave them hope.{4}

This story has come under a lot of fire in recent decades.{5}
Although the churches had political and social power, there
was no uniform religious belief across Europe. In fact, it’s
been shown that there was a significant amount of paganism and
folk magic mixed in with Christian beliefs.{6} Many priests
had the barest notions of Christian theology; a lot of them
couldn’t even read.{7} Sociologist Philip Gorski says that
it’s more accurate to call it an Age of Magic or an Age of
Ritual than an Age of Belief.{8}



On the other side of this debate are scholars such as Steve
Bruce  who  say  that,  no  matter  the  content  or  nature  of
religious  belief  in  the  Middle  Ages,  people  were  still
religious even if not uniformly Christian; they believed in
the supernatural and their religious beliefs colored their
entire  lives.  “The  English  peasants  may  have  often
disappointed  the  guardians  of  Christian  orthodoxy,”  Bruce
writes, “but they were indubitably religious.”{9}

So what changed? Was there a loss of Christianity or a loss of
religion in general, or just some kind of shift? Historian
Timothy  Larson  believes  that  what  has  been  lost  is
Christendom.{10} The term Christendom is typically used to
refer to the West when it was dominated by Christianity. The
change wasn’t really from religion to irreligion but from the
dominance of Christianity to its demise as a dominant force.

Religion  has  come  back  with  significant  force  in  recent
decades  even  in  such  deeply  secular  countries  as  France,
primarily because of the influx of Muslims.{11} Although the
state  Christian  churches  are  faltering,  some  founded  by
immigrants are doing well, such as those founded by Afro-
Caribbean immigrants in England. It seems that critics sounded
the death knell on religion too soon.

European Distinctives
Although  Christian  belief  is  on  the  demise  in  general  in
Europe,  the  institutional  church—the  state  church
specifically—still  has  a  valuable  place  in  society.

In Europe’s past, the church was a major part of people’s
lives.  Everyone  was  baptized,  married,  and  buried  in  the
church. That tradition is still such a part of the social
psyche that people fully expect that the church will be there
for them even if they don’t attend. Sociologist Grace Davie
describes the church in this respect as a public utility. “A



public utility,” she writes, “is available to the population
as a whole at the point of need and is funded through the tax
system.”{12} Fewer people are being married in churches now,
and far fewer are being baptized. However, there’s still a
sense of need for the church at the time of death along with
the expectation that it will be there for them.

Another  term  that  characterizes  religion  in  Europe  is
vicarious religion. Vicarious religion is “religion performed
by an active minority but on behalf of a much larger number,
who . . . understand [and] approve of what the minority is
doing.” Church leaders are expected to believe certain things,
perform  religious  rituals,  and  embody  a  high  moral  code.
“English bishops,” Davie writes, “are rebuked . . . if they
doubt in public; it is, after all, their ‘job’ to believe.”
She reports an incident where a bishop was thought to have
spoken derogatorily about the resurrection of Jesus. He was
“widely  pilloried”  for  that,  she  writes.  Soon  after  his
consecration as bishop, his church was struck by lightning.
That was seen by some as a rebuke by God!{13}

Another indicator of the importance of the church in European
life is the fact that, in some countries, people still pay
church tax, even countries that are very secular. Germany is
one  example.  People  can  opt  out,  but  a  surprisingly  high
number  don’t,  including  some  who  are  not  religiously
affiliated. Reasons include the possibility of needing the
church sometime later in life, having a place to provide moral
guidance for children, and the church’s role in positively
influencing the moral fabric of society in general.{14}

From Doctrine to Spirituality
I described above two concepts that characterize religious
life  in  parts  of  Europe:  public  utility  and  vicarious
religion. There’s a third phrase sociologists use which points
to  the  shift  in  emphasis  from  what  one  gets  through  the
institutional  church  to  personal  spiritual  experience.  The



phrase is “believing without belonging.”

Sociologist Peter Berger believes that, as America is less
religious than it seems, Europe is less secular than it seems.
“A lot goes on under the radar,” he writes.{15}

A phrase often heard there is heard more and more frequently
in the States: “I’m not religious, but I’m spiritual.” This
could  mean  the  person  is  into  New  Age  thinking,  or  is
interested in more conventional religion but doesn’t feel at
home in a church or in organized religion, or just prefers to
choose what to believe him- or herself. A term some use to
characterize this way of thinking is “patchwork religion.”

One  frequently  finds  a  greater  acceptance  of  religion  in
Europe  when  religion  in  general  is  the  subject  and  not
particular, creedal religions. Davie notes that “[generally
speaking] if you ask European populations . . . do you believe
in God, and you’re not terribly specific about the God in
question, you’ll get about 70 percent saying yes, depending
where you are. If you say, do you believe that Jesus Christ is
the son of God, you’ll get a much lower number. In other
words, if you turn your question into a creedal statement, the
percentages go down.” A “cerebral” kind of belief doesn’t hold
much appeal to the young. The essence of religious experience
isn’t so much what you learn as it is simply taking part.
“It’s  the  fact  that  you’re  lifted  out  of  yourself  that
counts.”{16}

The loss of authority in the state church hasn’t resulted in
the triumph of secular rationalism among young people, which
is rather surprising. They experiment with religious beliefs.
“The rise occurred right across Europe,” Davie notes, “but is
most marked in those parts of Europe where the institutional
churches are at their weakest.” This isn’t seen, however,
“where the church is still strong and seen as a disciplinary
force and is therefore rejected by young people.”{17}



Some Closing Thoughts
Allow  me  to  make  some  observations  about  the  subject  of
secularization and the church in Europe.

Here are a few things to keep in mind as we face a Western
culture that is increasingly hostile to the Gospel. First, we
routinely hear the charge from people that religious people
are living in the past, that they need to catch up to modern
times. Such people simply assume as obviously true the long-
held  theory  that  secularization  necessarily  follows  from
modernization. This theory is sharply disputed today. Europe’s
history  isn’t  the  history  of  the  rest  of  the  world.
Modernization appears in different forms around the world,
including  some  that  have  room  for  religious  belief  and
practice. America is a prime example. It isn’t the backward
exception  to  the  rule,  as  haughty  critics  would  have  us
believe. Some say it’s Europe that is the exception with its
strong secularity.{18} In fact, I think a case can be made
that the modern propensity to separate our spiritual side from
our material one is artificial; it violates our nature. But
that’s a subject for another time. What we can be sure of is
that the condescending attitude of people who want Christians
to catch up to modern times is without basis. There is no
necessary connection between modernity and secularity.{19}

A second thing to keep in mind is that the church doesn’t
require  a  Christian  society  around  it  in  order  to  grow.
Christianity  didn’t  have  its  beginnings  in  a  Christian
society,  but  it  grew  nonetheless.  The  wide-spread  social
acceptance of Christian beliefs and morality is not the power
of God unto salvation. It is the word of the cross.

Third, religion per se will not disappear because we are made
in God’s image and He has put eternity in our hearts (Eccl.
3:11). Christianity in particular will not die either, for the
One who rose from the dead said even the gates of hell won’t
prevail against it (a much more serious adversary than the new



atheists!).

What should we do? The same things Christian have always been
called to do: continue in sound, biblical teaching, and learn
and practice consistent Christian living. It is the way we
live that, for many people, makes our beliefs plausible in the
first place. And proclaim the gospel. Despite any constraints
society may put on us, the Word of God is not bound.

Notes

1.  Steve  Bruce,  God  is  Dead:  Secularization  in  the  West
(Wiley-Blackwell, 2002), 63-64.
2. Tearfund, “Churchgoing in the UK,” available on the Web at
www.tearfund.org/webdocs/Website/News/Final%20churchgoing%20re
port.pdf.
3. Robert Manchin, “Religion in Europe: Trust Not Filling the
Pews,”  Sept.  21,  2004,
www.gallup.com/poll/13117/religion-europe-trust-filling-pews.a
spx.
4. Kevin M. Schulz, “Secularization: A Bibliographic Essay,”
The Hedgehog Review, vol. 8, nos.1-2 (Spring/Summer 2006),
171.  Online  at
www.virginia.edu/iasc/HHR_Archives/AfterSecularization/8.12RBi
bliography.pdf.
5.  Sociologist  Rodney  Stark  is  one  of  the  most  prominent
doubters of secularization theory. See his “Secularization,
R.I.P. – rest in peace,” Sociology of Religion, Fall, 1999,
available  online  at
findarticles.com/p/articles/mi_m0SOR/is_3_60/ai_57533381/.
6. Keith Thomas, Religion and the Decline of Magic (London,
England: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1971), 41; quoted in Philip
S. Gorski, “Historicizing the Secularization Debate: Church,
State, and Society in Late Medieval and Early Modern Europe,
ca. 1300 to 1700,” American Sociological Review, Vol. 65, No.
1 (Feb. 2000), 144.
7. Stark, “Secularization, R.I.P.”
8. Gorski, “Historicizing the Secularization Debate”: 146.

http://www.tearfund.org/webdocs/Website/News/Final%20churchgoing%20report.pdf
http://www.tearfund.org/webdocs/Website/News/Final%20churchgoing%20report.pdf
http://www.gallup.com/poll/13117/religion-europe-trust-filling-pews.aspx
http://www.gallup.com/poll/13117/religion-europe-trust-filling-pews.aspx
http://www.virginia.edu/iasc/HHR_Archives/AfterSecularization/8.12RBibliography.pdf
http://www.virginia.edu/iasc/HHR_Archives/AfterSecularization/8.12RBibliography.pdf
http://findarticles.com/p/articles/mi_m0SOR/is_3_60/ai_57533381/


9.  Steve  Bruce,  God  is  Dead:  Secularization  in  the  West
(Wiley-Blackwell, 2002), 47.
10. Timothy Larsen, “Dechristendomization As an Alternative to
Secularization:  Theology,  History,  and  Sociology  in
Conversation,”  Pro  Ecclesia,  Vol.  XV,  No.  3.
11.  See  Jean-Paul  Williame,  “The  Cultural  Turn  in  the
Sociology of Religion in France,” Sociology of Religion 65,
no. 4 (Winter 2004): 373-389.
12. Grace Davie, “Is Europe an Exceptional Case?” The Hedgehog
Review  8,  nos.1-2  (Spring/Summer  2006):  27.  Online  at
www.virginia.edu/iasc/HHR_Archives/AfterSecularization/8.12DDa
vie.pdf.
13. Grace Davie, “Is Europe an Exceptional Case?”: 24-26.
14. See Peter Berger, Grace Davie, and Effie Fokas, Religious
America,  Secular  Europe?  A  Theme  and  Variations  (Ashgate
Publishing, 2008), 15.
15. Charles T. Mathewes, “An Interview with Peter Berger,” The
Hedgehog  Review,  vol.  8,  nos.1-2  (Spring/Summer  2006):155.
Online  at
www.virginia.edu/iasc/HHR_Archives/AfterSecularization/8.12PBe
rger.pdf
16. “Believing Without Belonging: Just How Secular Is Europe?”
A discussion with Grace Davie at the Pew Forum’s biannual
Faith Angle Conference on religion, politics and public life,
December 2005. pewforum.org/events/?EventID=97.
17. Ibid.
18.  Berger,  Davie,  and  Fokas,  Religious  America,  Secular
Europe?.
19. Sociologist Christian Smith edited a volume titled The
Secular  Revolution:  Power,  Interests,  and  Conflict  in  the
Secularization of American Public Life (UC Press, 2003) in
which  the  case  was  argued  that  secularization  became  so
powerful here because of a concerted effort by people who
wanted  it,  not  because  of  some  natural,  teleological
progression.

© 2010 Probe Ministries

http://www.virginia.edu/iasc/HHR_Archives/AfterSecularization/8.12DDavie.pdf
http://www.virginia.edu/iasc/HHR_Archives/AfterSecularization/8.12DDavie.pdf
http://www.virginia.edu/iasc/HHR_Archives/AfterSecularization/8.12PBerger.pdf
http://www.virginia.edu/iasc/HHR_Archives/AfterSecularization/8.12PBerger.pdf
http://pewforum.org/events/?EventID=97


Probe Survey 2020 Report 6:
Nothing  in  Particulars  and
Biblical Views
Steve Cable analyzes Probe’s 2020 Survey, examining beliefs of
‘Nothing in Particulars’ on salvation, biblical worldview, and
sexual issues.

We want to examine the Unaffiliated and particularly those who
selected  Nothing  in  Particular  (NIP)  as  their  religious
preference. As noted in the first article of this series{1},
some researchers earlier in this century posited that many of
the Nothing in Particulars were actually part of the Christian
majority in America and would return to the fold as they aged.
However,  as  shown  in  that  article,  this  idea  has  not
materialized as the young adults aged. Rather, the percentage
of NIPs in each age group has grown as the age group has aged.

In this report, we will see how very different the beliefs of
the NIPs are from those taught in the New Testament. We will
look at this in three separate areas:

Salvation through Christ Alone.1.
A Biblical Worldview2.
Attitudes Concerning Sexual Issues3.

In these three areas, we will discover that most NIPs disagree
with biblical teaching on these topics.

Reasons  for  Not  Believing  in  Salvation
Through Christ Alone
One question asked was “What keeps you from believing that
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salvation is by faith in Jesus Christ alone?” Particularly for
the Unaffiliated, we want to know whether it is a lack of
knowledge or some other reason. When asked this question, the
respondents could select from the following answers:

Never gave the question any thought.1.
Don’t  believe  that  God  would  take  upon  Himself  the2.
penalty for my sin.
Salvation is not a gift, it must be earned.3.
I am clearly as good as Christians I know so I should be4.
accepted by God if they are.
There is no personal, creator God.5.
Another answer not listed here.6.
Not applicable, I do believe.7.

First  let’s
consider  how
the  various
religious
groups
answered  this
question  as
shown  in
Figure 1. This
data  has
already  been
discussed  in
Report #4. But
in the current

discussion,  we  want  to  focus  on  Other  Religion  and
Unaffiliated.  Respondents  from  Other  Religions  were  most
likely to select either “salvation must be earned” or “another
answer  not  listed.”  A  smaller  percentage,  just  over  10%,
selected “I am clearly as good as Christians I know. That
answer appeared to be irrelevant to them.

On the other hand, the two largest segments selected by the

https://probe.org/probe-survey-report-4-witnessing-to-your-faith-and-the-response/


Unaffiliated  were  “no  personal,  creator  God”  and  “another
answer not listed.” Both groups had about 15% of their number
select “Not applicable, I do believe.”

To  get  a
better
understanding
of what drives
these results,
we  dove
further  into
the makeup of
each of these
two  groups.
The  results
are  shown  in
Figure  2.{2}
We  divided
Other Religions into the Latter Day Saints (Mormons) and all
other  non-Christian  religions.  We  divided  the  Unaffiliated
into Atheist, Agnostic and Nothing in Particular. As shown,
the LDS respondents are much more likely than other religions
to select “salvation must be earned,” “I do believe,” and “God
would  not  pay  the  price.”  Almost  one  quarter  of  the  LDS
selected “I do believe” which explains how the Other Religion
category showed about 15% with that answer. So we see that a
strong  majority  of  LDS  people  believe  that  they  must  do
something more than believing in Christ to achieve salvation.
At the same time, a significant minority believe in salvation
through faith in Christ alone.

The Atheist subgroup follows our expectations. A majority (>
55%) don’t believe in Jesus as savior because they do not
believe in any God at all. When we add in “another answer not
given,” about three quarters of the Atheists are covered.

Moving to Agnostics, we see that a strong majority selected
either “no God” or “another answer not given.” Adding in “I



never gave it any thought,” we cover about three quarters of
the Agnostics.

The Nothing in Particular group (NIPs) has a significantly
different range of answers. About one in five say they do
believe in salvation through faith in Christ. This number is
significantly higher than Atheist and Agnostics, but it still
leaves four out of five who say they do not believe. Almost
one half of them selected “another answer not given” or “I
never gave it any thought.”

So, there are about one fifth of the NIPs who might have a
somewhat Christian view of salvation. However, less than 3% of
this group claim to be born-again. And of course, four fifths
of this group say they do not belih3eve in salvation through
faith in Jesus Christ. So, an overwhelming majority of the
NIPs clearly are not born-again or evangelical Christians.

NIPS and a Subset of a Biblical Worldview
How  do  those  who  claim  their  religion  is  “Nothing  in
particular” stand in accepting a subset of the Basic Biblical
Worldview discussed in earlier articles? The subset consists
of the following three questions:

Which of the following descriptions comes closest to1.
what you personally believe to be true about God: God is
the all-powerful, all knowing, perfect creator of the
universe who rules the world today{3}
The Bible is totally accurate in all its teachings:2.
Strongly Agree
If a person is generally good enough or does enough good3.
things for others during their life, they will earn a
place in heaven: Disagree Strongly



Let’s  compare
the  results
for Born-again
Protestants
and those who
claimed to be
Nothing  in
Particular. As
shown  in
Figure 3, for
each  of  the
questions
those agreeing
with  a

biblical worldview among the Nothing in Particulars is a small
fraction  of  those  among  Born-again  Protestants.  When  we
combine the three questions together, we see one out of three
Born-again Protestants vs. no NIPs. Certainly, some of these
NIPs came from an evangelical background, but none of them
interviewed  in  our  survey  ascribe  to  a  basic  evangelical
worldview as adults. As noted in our first report, one in
three  orn-again  Protestants  is  a  disappointing  percentage
ascribing to these biblical worldview questions, but it is
certainly dramatically better than the Nothing in Particular
group.

NIPs and Biblical Sexual Morality
On another front, we compare views on biblical sexual morality
held by Born-again Protestants and Nothing in Particulars. To
do this, we will consider three of the questions from our
survey as listed below.

Sex among unmarried people is always a mistake: from1.
Agree Strongly to Disagree Strongly
Viewing explicit sexual material in a movie, on the2.
internet, or some other source is:



a. To be avoided
b.  Acceptable  if  no  one  is  physically  or
emotionally harmed in them.
c. A matter of personal choice
d. Not a problem if you enjoy it
e. Don’t know

Living  with  someone  in  a  sexual  relationship  before3.
marriage:

a. Might be helpful but should be entered into
with caution.
b.  Just  makes  sense  in  today’s  cultural
environment.
c.  Will  have  a  negative  effect  on  the
relationship.
d. Should be avoided as not our best choice as
instructed by God.

For this comparison, we are looking for the following answers:

Either Agree Strongly or Agree Somewhat1.
To be avoided2.
Should be avoided as not our best choice as instructed3.
by God

The  results
from  our
survey  are
shown  in
Figure 4. Once
again, we see
a  large
difference
between  these
two  groups.
Clearly,  the
NIPs  do  not
ascribe  to  a
biblical  view



on sexual morality. The majority of Born-again Protestants do
not  ascribe  to  those  beliefs  either,  but  a  significant
minority of them do.

Summary
As discussed above, we find that the Nothing in Particular
group have

less than one in five who say they are trusting in
Christ for their salvation,
none  who  accept  a  simple  three  question  take  on  a
biblical worldview and
almost none who accept a biblical view on sexuality.

In each of the age groups considered in our surveys, the
percentage  of  respondents  selecting  a  NIP  affiliation  has
grown  as  the  age  groups  have  grown  older.  There  is  no
indication that any significant number of them are returning
to or turning to an Evangelical Christian perspective.

Clearly for the upcoming decade a critical question for the
Evangelical church is, How do we reach the Unaffiliated and
especially the Nones with the good news of the gospel? Since
the vast majority of NIPs do not accept the authority of the
Bible, we need to b e prepared to share with them why we can
believe  the  Bible  is  an  accurate  communication  from  the
Creator of this universe. In particular, that the biblical
account of the death resurrection of Jesus is an accurate
historical account. One source to use in this task is our
article “The Answer is the Resurrection”{4} which can be found
on the Probe website.

Notes
1.  Introducing  Probe’s  New  Survey:  Religious  Views  and
Practices 2020
2. As we dive down into these subgroups remember that the
smaller number of respondents of each type reduce the accuracy
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as we apply our limited sample to the entire group across the
United States. In this case, we surveyed 68 LDS, 178 Other
Religions not LDS, 124 Atheist, 167 Agnostic, and 245 Nothing
in particular (between 18 and 39 years old).
3. Other answers to select from: God created but is no longer
involved  with  the  world  today;  God  refers  to  the  total
realization of personal human potential; there are many gods,
each with their different power and authority; God represents
a state of higher consciousness that a person may reach; there
is no such thing as God; and don’t know.
4.  The  Answer  Is  the  Resurrection:  Sharing  Your  Faith  in
Christ (probe.org)

© 2022 Probe Ministries

Body  and  Soul  in  the  Old
Testament
Dr. Michael Gleghorn addresses how the Old Testament treats
body and soul. What does it have to say about the nature and
destiny of humanity?

The Breath of Life
The worldview of Naturalism tells us that the natural world is
all that exists. There is nothing “above” or “beyond” this.
Space, time, matter, and energy, the sort of things studied in
physics, are the only material entities. You are your body,
and nothing more. You do not have an immaterial mind or soul
that is (in some sense) distinct from your body. You are your
body. And when your body dies, you will cease to exist.
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But is this true? In this article we address body
and soul in the Old Testament. What does the Old
Testament have to say about the nature and destiny
of humanity?

Let’s begin with the creation of Adam. Consider the way in
which  the  Bible  describes  this  event:  “Then  the  Lord  God
formed the man of dust from the ground and breathed into his
nostrils the breath of life, and the man became a living
creature” (Genesis 2:7). Note that Adam is created from two
distinct elements: the dust of the ground and the breath of
life. His body is composed of “dust from the ground.” But he
doesn’t become “a living creature” until God takes the second
step of breathing “the breath of life” into his nostrils.
Although this description may well be metaphorical in certain
respects, it seems evident that God must add “the breath of
life” for Adam to become a living human being.

Here’s another observation. Notice that Adam doesn’t suddenly
spring to life once the dust of the earth has been ordered in
a  particular  way.  Apparently,  human  personality  does  not
spontaneously  emerge  once  God  has  formed  the  dust  of  the
ground into a human body.{1} Merely ordering the physical
elements into a human body is not enough (at least, at this
initial stage of human development) to get a human person.
That second step, in which God breathes the breath of life
into the already formed body, is also necessary.

So what are we to make of this? Does Genesis give us a picture
of a human being as a body-soul composite? At this point, such
a conclusion would be premature. We have not yet considered
what a soul is, nor whether “the breath of life” in some way
corresponds  to,  or  produces,  it.  One  thing  seems  clear,
however. The Bible seems to suggest that human beings are more
than just physical bodies. There appears to be an additional
component  to  our  nature,  and  we  need  to  spend  some  time
gaining a better understanding of what that is.

http://www.ministeriosprobe.org/mp3s/body-soul-ot.mp3


Surviving the Death of the Body
The book of Genesis briefly describes the death of Jacob’s
wife, Rachel, as she gave birth to their son, Benjamin.{2} We
read that “as her soul was departing (for she died),” she
named her son (Genesis 35:18).

How  are  we  to  understand  the  phrase,  “as  her  soul  was
departing”? In Hebrew, the word here translated “soul” is the
term nephesh. Part of the difficulty in understanding the
phrase is that nephesh can be used in a variety of ways.
According to the Christian philosopher J. P. Moreland, “The
term nephesh . . . is used primarily of human beings, though
it is also used of animals (Genesis 1:20; 9:10; 24:30) and of
God Himself (Judges 10:16; Isaiah 1:14).”{3}

Depending on the context, the term might refer to a part of
the  body,  like  the  neck  (Psalm  105:18)  or  throat  (Isaiah
5:14). It can also be used of the principle of life, as in
Leviticus 17:11: “the life [that is, nephesh] of the flesh is
in the blood.” Strangely, however, it can also refer to a dead
human body (Numbers 5:2; 6:11). Moreover, it can be used of
various  psychological  aspects  of  human  experience,  like
emotions or desires (Proverbs 21:10; Isaiah 26:9; Micah 7:1).
Finally, there are also indications that the
term  can  refer  to  what  might  be  called  the  “soul”—the
immaterial component of a human being in which one’s personal
identity is located.{4}

So when we read that Rachel’s “soul was departing,” does this
simply mean that she was dying, that the “principle of life”
(which had sustained her to this point) was departing? Or
could it mean that her “soul,” an immaterial component of her
being encompassing her personal identity, was departing? In
other words, is this verse merely telling us that Rachel’s
body was dying, or is it also telling us that, as her body was
dying, her soul was leaving her body (possibly to continue its
existence elsewhere)?



If we examine other passages of Scripture, we see evidence
that the human soul continues to exist after the death of the
body. Consider Psalm 49:15: “But God will ransom my soul from
the  power  of  Sheol,  for  he  will  receive  me.”  In  Hebrew
thought, Sheol was the place of the dead, somewhat like the
Greek conception of Hades.{5} In this passage, the Psalmist
expresses confidence that God will ransom his “soul” from the
place of the dead and receive the Psalmist to himself. This
view of the soul becomes even clearer when we examine what the
Old Testament has to say about the afterlife.

The Place of the Dead
In the Old Testament the place of the dead is called Sheol. Of
course, in some places the term simply refers to the grave.
Nevertheless,  according  to  John  Cooper,  “There  is  virtual
consensus that the Israelites did believe in some sort of
ethereal existence after death in a place called Sheol.”{6}
What sort of place was this?

Job describes it as a place of “ease,” where “the wicked cease
from troubling” and “the weary are at rest” (3:13, 17-18).
That sounds pretty good! However, it’s also described as a
place of “darkness” and “the land of forgetfulness” (Psalm
88:12), a place where not much is happening. As the author of
Ecclesiastes  puts  it:  “There  is  no  work  or  thought  or
knowledge or wisdom in Sheol, to which you are going” (9:10).
Hence,  J.  P.  Moreland  observes,  “Life  in  Sheol  is  often
depicted as lethargic and inactive.”{7}

But there are exceptions. Consider the case of Saul and the
medium of Endor (1 Samuel 28). The prophet Samuel had died,
and Saul is preparing to go to war against the Philistines
(vv. 1-4). After seeing the
Philistine army, however, Saul is afraid (v. 5). He inquires
of the Lord, but the Lord does not answer him (v. 6). In
desperation, Saul seeks out a medium at Endor, and asks her to



call up Samuel from the dead (vv. 7-11). Incredibly, the plan
works, and Samuel actually makes an appearance (vv. 12-14).

Saul inquires of Samuel, but Samuel essentially rebukes Saul
(vv. 15-16), reminding Saul of his prior disobedience. He
tells Saul that Israel will be defeated by the Philistines and
informs him that “Tomorrow you and your sons shall be with me”
(vv. 18-19). It’s a fascinating story, but we must not lose
sight of what (for us) is the main point.

Notice that Samuel, who had previously died, and whose body
had been buried (v. 3), retains his personal identity in the
shadowy  underworld  of  Sheol.  He  still  knows  who  he  is,
remembers  Saul,  and  can  function  as  the  Lord’s  prophet.
Although Samuel is pictured in the story as “an old man . . .
wrapped in a robe” (v. 14), Moreland reminds us that the Bible
often  uses  such  imagery  “in  a  nonliteral  way  to  describe
immaterial,  invisible  realities.”{8}  Regardless,  the  Old
Testament teaches that human beings continue to exist after
the death of the body. Moreover, the righteous express a hope
that God will
rescue their souls even from Sheol.

Redemption from Sheol
The  Old  Testament  pictures  all  those  who  die  as  going
initially to Sheol, the place of the dead. However, it also
intimates a hope for the righteous even “beyond the grave.” As
John Cooper notes, “Several Psalms read most naturally as
confessing a steadfast if unspecified trust in God beyond
death.”{9}

Consider Psalm 49. The psalmist observes that all people die.
Sooner or later each person’s life ends in death (vv. 5-12).
 But for the psalmist that is not the end of the story. Though
he knows that this life
will  end  with  the  death  of  his  body,  he  nonetheless



confidently proclaims: “But God will ransom my soul from the
power of Sheol, for he will receive me” (v. 15).

Or consider Psalm 73. The psalmist begins by confessing that
he was “envious of the arrogant” and “wicked” (v. 3). However,
as he contemplated that their end is “destruction,” his hope
in God was renewed (vv. 17-24).

Although the psalmist recognized that he, too, would die, he
declares his hope in God: “My flesh and my heart may fail, but
God is the strength of my heart and my portion forever” (v.
26). After surveying such
material, one Old Testament scholar notes that before God
“there is not only the alternative between this life and the
shadow existence in the world of the dead; there is a third
possibility—a permanent, living fellowship with him.”{10} This
third possibility was the confident hope of the psalmists.

Of course, if we’re going to be fair, we must also agree with
C. S. Lewis, who observes that throughout much of the Old
Testament,  belief  in  the  afterlife  held  virtually  no
“religious  importance”  whatever.{11}  What  mattered  to  the
ancient Israelite was life on this earth. It is here that we
can enjoy fellowship with family, friends—and God.

So why did God reveal so little to the ancient Israelites
about the nature of the afterlife? Lewis suggests that God may
have wanted His people to come to love Him primarily as an end
in itself—and not for any
rewards  he  might  bestow  in  the  afterlife.  If  one  becomes
friends with God in this life, then one will naturally fear to
lose this relationship in death. And at this point, God can
step in with the “good news” that friendship with Him can
continue beyond death.{12} Indeed, God even promised to raise
the bodies of his people from the dead, to continue their
friendship with him on a new earth!



The Resurrection of the Body
The resurrection of the body is a doctrine that many believers
rarely  think  about.  Yet  this  doctrine  is  not  only  taught
throughout  the  New  Testament,  it’s  even  found  in  the  Old
Testament.

Consider Daniel 12:2: “And many of those who sleep in the dust
of the earth shall awake, some to everlasting life, and some
to shame and everlasting contempt.” This verse is not denying
a  disembodied  afterlife  between  death  and  resurrection.
Rather, it is affirming that the souls of the dead, whose
bodies appear to be asleep in in the “dust of the earth,”
shall be “awakened” and raised from the dead.

Notice that some are raised “to everlasting life,” but others
to “everlasting contempt.” Cooper writes, “This verse . . .
connects  resurrection,  judgment,  and  two  eternal
destinies.”{13} The Old Testament suggests that the souls of
the dead will one day be reunited with their bodies for all
eternity.  As  Moreland  observes,  “Old  Testament  teaching
implies that the soul or spirit is added to flesh and bones to
form a living human person (Genesis 2:7; Ezekiel 37) and that
the resurrection of the dead involves the re-embodiment of the
same soul or spirit (Isaiah 26:14, 19).”{14}

How might we sum up Old Testament teaching about the nature
and destiny of human beings? First, human beings appear to be
composed of both body and soul. When God created Adam, he
first formed his body from the dust of the earth, and then
“breathed into his nostrils the breath of life” (Genesis 2:7).
This at least hints at the possibility that human beings are a
body-soul composite. The evidence for this is strengthened,
however, when we consider Old Testament teaching about life
after death.

Throughout the Old Testament we see evidence for continued
personal existence, after the death of the body, in a place



called Sheol. An interesting example of this can be seen when
Saul, with the help of a medium, calls up the prophet Samuel
from the dead. We saw that Samuel continues to exist and
retain his personal identity even after the death of his body
(1 Samuel 28).

But this was not the end of the story. For the Old Testament
also teaches that the souls of the dead will one day be
reunited with resurrected bodies, either to enjoy eternal life
on a new earth, or to suffer
eternal shame and contempt. This, in a nutshell, is what the
Old Testament has to say about the nature and destiny of human
beings.
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