
The Historical Reliability of
the  Gospels  –  An  Important
Apologetic for Christianity
Dr.  Pat  Zukeran  provides  a  succinct  argument  for  the
reliability of our current copies of the four gospels. This
data is an important part of any apologetic argument, i.e.
defense of the veracity of the Christian faith.

 This article is also available in Spanish.

Differences Between the Four Gospels
Skeptics have criticized the Gospels, the first four books of
the New Testament, as being legendary in nature rather than
historical.  They  point  to  alleged  contradictions  between
Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John. They also maintain the Gospels
were  written  centuries  after  the  lifetimes  of  the
eyewitnesses. The late date of the writings allowed legends
and exaggerations to proliferate, they say.

Are the Gospels historical or mythological?

The first challenge to address is how to account for the
differences among the four Gospels. They are each different in
nature, content, and the facts they include or exclude. The
reason for the variations is that each author wrote to a
different  audience  and  from  his  own  unique  perspective.
Matthew wrote to a Jewish audience to prove to them that Jesus
is indeed their Messiah. That’s why Matthew includes many of
the teachings of Christ and makes numerous references to Old
Testament  prophecies.  Mark  wrote  to  a  Greek  or  Gentile
audience to prove that Jesus is the Son of God. Therefore, he
makes his case by focusing on the events of Christ’s life. His
gospel  moves  very  quickly  from  one  event  to  another,
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demonstrating Christ’s lordship over all creation. Luke wrote
to give an accurate historical account of Jesus’ life. John
wrote after reflecting on his encounter with Christ for many
years. With that insight, near the end of his life John sat
down and wrote the most theological of all the Gospels.

We should expect some differences between four independent
accounts. If they were identical, we would suspect the writers
of  collaboration  with  one  another.  Because  of  their
differences, the four Gospels actually give us a fuller and
richer picture of Jesus.

Let me give you an example. Imagine if four people wrote a
biography on your life: your son, your father, a co-worker,
and a good friend. They would each focus on different aspects
of your life and write from a unique perspective. One would be
writing about you as a parent, another as a child growing up,
one as a professional, and one as a peer. Each may include
different  stories  or  see  the  same  event  from  a  different
angle, but their differences would not mean they are in error.
When we put all four accounts together, we would get a richer
picture of your life and character. That is what is taking
place in the Gospels.

So we acknowledge that differences do not necessarily mean
errors.  Skeptics  have  made  allegations  of  errors  for
centuries,  yet  the  vast  majority  of  charges  have  been
answered. New Testament scholar, Dr. Craig Blomberg, writes,
“Despite two centuries of skeptical onslaught, it is fair to
say that all the alleged inconsistencies among the Gospels
have  received  at  least  plausible  resolutions.”{1}  Another
scholar, Murray Harris, emphasizes, “Even then the presence of
discrepancies in circumstantial detail is no proof that the
central fact is unhistorical.”{2} The four Gospels give us a
complementary, not a contradictory, account.



The Date of the New Testament Writings:
Internal Evidence
Critics claim that the Gospels were written centuries after
the lifetimes of the eyewitnesses. This would allow for myths
about Jesus’ life to proliferate. Were the Gospels written by
eyewitnesses as they claim, or were they written centuries
later? The historical facts appear to make a strong case for a
first century date.

Jesus’  ministry  was  from  A.D.  27-30.  Noted  New  Testament
scholar,  F.F.  Bruce,  gives  strong  evidence  that  the  New
Testament was completed by A.D. 100.{3} Most writings of the
New  Testament  works  were  completed  twenty  to  forty  years
before this. The Gospels are dated traditionally as follows:
Mark is believed to be the first gospel written around A.D.
60.  Matthew  and  Luke  follow  and  are  written  between  A.D.
60-70; John is the final gospel, written between A.D. 90-100.

The internal evidence supports these early dates for several
reasons. The first three Gospels prophesied the fall of the
Jerusalem  Temple  which  occurred  in  A.D.  70.  However,  the
fulfillment is not mentioned. It is strange that these three
Gospels  predict  this  major  event  but  do  not  record  it
happening. Why do they not mention such an important prophetic
milestone? The most plausible explanation is that it had not
yet occurred at the time Matthew, Mark, and Luke were written.

In the book of Acts, the Temple plays a central role in the
nation of Israel. Luke writes as if the Temple is an important
part of Jewish life. He also ends Acts on a strange note: Paul
living under house arrest. It is strange that Luke does not
record the death of his two chief characters, Peter and Paul.
The  most  plausible  reason  for  this  is  that  Luke  finished
writing Acts before Peter and Paul’s martyrdom in A.D. 64. A
significant point to highlight is that the Gospel of Luke
precedes Acts, further supporting the traditional dating of



A.D. 60. Furthermore, most scholars agree Mark precedes Luke,
making Mark’s Gospel even earlier.

Finally, the majority of New Testament scholars believe that
Paul’s epistles are written from A.D. 48-60. Paul’s outline of
the life of Jesus matches that of the Gospels. 1 Corinthians
is one of the least disputed books regarding its dating and
Pauline authorship. In chapter 15, Paul summarizes the gospel
and  reinforces  the  premise  that  this  is  the  same  gospel
preached by the apostles. Even more compelling is that Paul
quotes from Luke’s Gospel in 1 Timothy 5:18, showing us that
Luke’s Gospel was indeed completed in Paul’s lifetime. This
would move up the time of the completion of Luke’s Gospel
along with Mark and Matthew.

The internal evidence presents a strong case for the early
dating of the Gospels.

The  Date  of  the  Gospels:  External
Evidence
Were the Gospels written by eyewitnesses of the events, or
were they not recorded until centuries later? As with the
internal evidence, the external evidence also supports a first
century date.

Fortunately, New Testament scholars have an enormous amount of
ancient manuscript evidence. The documentary evidence for the
New Testament far surpasses any other work of its time. We
have over 5000 manuscripts, and many are dated within a few
years of their authors’ lives.

Here are some key documents. An important manuscript is the
Chester Beatty Papyri. It contains most of the N.T. writings,
and is dated around A.D. 250.

The Bodmer Papyri contains most of John, and dates to A.D.
200. Another is the Rylands Papyri that was found in Egypt



that contains a fragment of John, and dates to A.D. 130. From
this fragment we can conclude that John was completed well
before A.D. 130 because, not only did the gospel have to be
written, it had to be hand copied and make its way down from
Greece to Egypt. Since the vast majority of scholars agree
that John is the last gospel written, we can affirm its first
century  date  along  with  the  other  three  with  greater
assurance.

A final piece of evidence comes from the Dead Sea Scrolls Cave
7. Jose Callahan discovered a fragment of the Gospel of Mark
and  dated  it  to  have  been  written  in  A.D.  50.  He  also
discovered fragments of Acts and other epistles and dated them
to have been written slightly after A.D. 50.{4}

Another  line  of  evidence  is  the  writings  of  the  church
fathers.  Clement  of  Rome  sent  a  letter  to  the  Corinthian
church in A.D. 95. in which he quoted from the Gospels and
other portions of the N.T. Ignatius, Bishop of Antioch, wrote
a letter before his martyrdom in Rome in A.D. 115, quoting all
the Gospels and other N.T. letters. Polycarp wrote to the
Philippians in A.D. 120 and quoted from the Gospels and N.T.
letters.  Justin  Martyr  (A.D.  150)  quotes  John  3.  Church
fathers of the early second century were familiar with the
apostle’s writings and quoted them as inspired Scripture.

Early  dating  is  important  for  two  reasons.  The  closer  a
historical record is to the date of the event, the more likely
the record is accurate. Early dating allows for eyewitnesses
to still be alive when the Gospels were circulating to attest
to their accuracy. The apostles often appeal to the witness of
the hostile crowd, pointing to their knowledge of the facts as
well (Acts 2:22, 26:26). Also, the time is too short for
legends  to  develop.  Historians  agree  it  takes  about  two
generations,  or  eighty  years,  for  legendary  accounts  to
establish themselves.

From the evidence, we can conclude the Gospels were indeed



written by the authors they are attributed to.

How Reliable was the Oral Tradition?
Previously,  I  defended  the  early  dating  of  the  Gospels.
Despite this early dating, there is a time gap of several
years between the ascension of Jesus and the writing of the
Gospels. There is a period during which the gospel accounts
were committed to memory by the disciples and transmitted
orally. The question we must answer is, Was the oral tradition
memorized  and  passed  on  accurately?  Skeptics  assert  that
memory and oral tradition cannot accurately preserve accounts
from person to person for many years.

The evidence shows that in oral cultures where memory has been
trained for generations, oral memory can accurately preserve
and pass on large amounts of information. Deuteronomy 6:4-9
reveals to us how important oral instruction and memory of
divine teaching was stressed in Jewish culture. It is a well-
known fact that the rabbis had the O.T. and much of the oral
law committed to memory. The Jews placed a high value on
memorizing whatever wri ting reflected inspired Scripture and
the wisdom of God. I studied under a Greek professor who had
the Gospels memorized word perfect. In a culture where this
was practiced, memorization skills were far advanced compared
to ours today. New Testament scholar Darrell Bock states that
the Jewish culture was “a culture of memory.”{5}

Rainer Reisner presents six key reasons why oral tradition
accurately preserved Jesus’ teachings.{6} First, Jesus used
the Old Testament prophets’ practice of proclaiming the word
of  God  which  demanded  accurate  preservation  of  inspired
teaching. Second, Jesus’ presentations of Himself as Messiah
would reinforce among His followers the need to preserve His
words accurately. Third, ninety percent of Jesus’ teachings
and sayings use mnemonic methods similar to those used in
Hebrew poetry. Fourth, Jesus trained His disciples to teach
His lessons even while He was on earth. Fifth, Jewish boys



were educated until they were twelve, so the disciples likely
knew how to read and write. Finally, just as Jewish and Greek
teachers gathered disciples, Jesus gathered and trained His to
carry on after His death.

When one studies the teachings of Jesus, one realizes that His
teachings  and  illustrations  are  easy  to  memorize.  People
throughout the world recognize immediately the story of the
Good Samaritan, the Prodigal Son, and the Lord’s Prayer.

We also know that the church preserved the teachings of Christ
in the form of hymns which were likewise easy to memorize.
Paul’s summary of the gospel in 1 Corinthians 15 is a good
example of this.

We can have confidence then that the oral tradition accurately
preserved the teachings and the events of Jesus’ life till
they were written down just a few years later.

The Transmission of the Gospel Texts
When I am speaking with Muslims or Mormons, we often come to a
point  in  the  discussion  where  it  is  clear  the  Bible
contradicts their position. It is then they claim, as many
skeptics,  do  that  the  Bible  has  not  been  accurately
transmitted and has been corrupted by the church. In regards
to the Gospels, do we have an accurate copy of the original
texts or have they been corrupted?

Previously, we showed that the Gospels were written in the
first century, within the lifetime of the eyewitnesses. These
eyewitnesses,  both  friendly  and  hostile,  scrutinized  the
accounts for accuracy.

So the original writings were accurate. However, we do not
have the original manuscripts. What we have are copies of
copies  of  copies.  Are  these  accurate,  or  have  they  been
tampered  with?  As  shown  earlier,  we  have  5000  Greek
manuscripts of the New Testament. When you include the quotes



from  the  church  fathers,  manuscripts  from  other  early
translations like the Latin Vulgate, the Ethiopic text, and
others, the total comes out to over 24,000 ancient texts. With
so many ancient texts, significant alterations should be easy
to spot. However, those who accuse the New Testament of being
corrupted have not produced such evidence. This is significant
because it should be easy to do with so many manuscripts
available.  The  truth  is,  the  large  number  of  manuscripts
confirm the accurate preservation and transmission of the New
Testament writings.

Although we can be confident in an accurate copy, we do have
textual discrepancies. There are some passages with variant
readings that we are not sure of. However, the differences are
minor and do not affect any major theological doctrine. Most
have to do with sentence structure, vocabulary, and grammar.
These in no way affect any major doctrine.

Here is one example. In our Bibles, Mark 16:9-20 is debated as
to whether it was part of the original writings. Although I
personally  do  not  believe  this  passage  was  part  of  the
original  text,  its  inclusion  does  not  affect  any  major
teaching  of  Christianity.  It  states  that  Christ  was
resurrected, appeared to the disciples, and commissioned them
to preach the gospel. This is taught elsewhere.

The other discrepancies are similar in nature. Greek scholars
agree we have a copy very accurate to the original. Westcott
and Hort state that we have a copy 98.33% accurate to the
original.{7} A.T. Robertson gave a figure of 99% accuracy to
the original.{8} As historian Sir Fredric Kenyon assures us,
“…the last foundation for any doubt that the Scriptures have
come down to us substantially as they were written has now
been removed. Both the authenticity and general integrity of
the books of the New Testament may be regarded as finally
established.”{9}



Do Miracles Discredit the Gospels?
Skeptics question the accuracy of the Gospels because of the
miracles. However, this is an issue of worldviews. Those who
hold to a naturalistic worldview do not believe an omnipotent
creator  exists.  All  that  exists  is  energy  and  matter.
Therefore, miracles are impossible. Their conclusion, then, is
that the miracle accounts in the Gospels are exaggerations or
myths.

Those who hold to a theistic worldview can accept miracles in
light  of  our  understanding  of  God  and  Christ.  God  can
intervene in time and space and alter the natural regularities
of nature much like finite humans can in smaller limited ways.
If Jesus is the Son of God, we can expect Him to perform
miracles to affirm His claims to be divine. But worldviews are
not where this ends. We also need to take a good look at the
historical facts.

As shown previously, the Gospels were written by eyewitnesses
to  the  events  of  the  life  of  Christ.  Early  dating  shows
eyewitnesses  were  alive  when  Gospels  were  circulating  and
could attest to their accuracy. Apostles often appeal to the
witness of the hostile crowd, pointing out their knowledge of
the facts as well (Acts 2:22, Acts 26:26). Therefore, if there
were any exaggerations or stories being told about Christ that
were not true, the eyewitnesses could have easily discredited
the  apostles  accounts.  Remember,  they  began  preaching  in
Israel in the very cities and during the lifetimes of the
eyewitnesses.  The  Jews  were  careful  to  record  accurate
historical accounts. Many enemies of the early church were
looking for ways to discredit the apostles’ teaching. If what
the apostles were saying was not true, the enemies would have
cried  foul,  and  the  Gospels  would  not  have  earned  much
credibility.

There  are  also  non-Christian  sources  that  attest  to  the
miracles of Christ. Josephus writes, “Now there was about that



time Jesus, a wise man, if it be lawful to call him a man, for
he was a doer of wonderful works, a teacher of such men as
receive the truth with pleasure. He drew to him both many of
the Jews and many of the gentiles.” The Jewish Talmud, written
in  the  fifth  century  A.D.,  attributes  Jesus’  miracles  to
sorcery. Opponents of the Gospels do not deny He did miracles,
they just present alternative explanations for them.

Finally, Christ’s power over creation is supremely revealed in
the resurrection. The resurrection is one of the best attested
to  events  in  history.  For  a  full  treatment,  look  up  the
article Resurrection: Fact or Fiction here at Probe.org.
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Ancient  Evidence  for  Jesus
from Non-Christian Sources
Dr.  Michael  Gleghorn  examines  evidence  from  ancient  non-
Christian sources for the life of Jesus, demonstrating that
such sources help confirm the historical reliability of the
Gospels.

Evidence from Tacitus
Although there is overwhelming evidence that the New Testament
is  an  accurate  and  trustworthy  historical  document,  many
people are still reluctant to believe what it says unless
there is also some independent, non-biblical testimony that
corroborates its statements. In the introduction to one of his
books, F.F. Bruce tells about a Christian correspondent who
was  told  by  an  agnostic  friend  that  “apart  from  obscure
references in Josephus and the like,” there was no historical
evidence for the life of Jesus outside the Bible.{1} This, he
wrote to Bruce, had caused him “great concern and some little
upset in [his] spiritual life.”{2} He concludes his letter by
asking, “Is such collateral proof available, and if not, are
there reasons for the lack of it?”{3} The answer to this
question is, “Yes, such collateral proof is available,” and we
will be looking at some of it in this article.

Let’s begin our inquiry with a passage that historian Edwin
Yamauchi calls “probably the most important reference to Jesus
outside the New Testament.”{4} Reporting on Emperor Nero’s
decision  to  blame  the  Christians  for  the  fire  that  had
destroyed Rome in A.D. 64, the Roman historian Tacitus wrote:

Nero fastened the guilt . . . on a class hated for their
abominations, called Christians by the populace. Christus,
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from whom the name had its origin, suffered the extreme
penalty during the reign of Tiberius at the hands of . . .
Pontius Pilatus, and a most mischievous superstition, thus
checked for the moment, again broke out not only in Judaea,
the first source of the evil, but even in Rome. . . .{5}

What  all  can  we  learn  from  this  ancient  (and  rather
unsympathetic) reference to Jesus and the early Christians?
Notice, first, that Tacitus reports Christians derived their
name  from  a  historical  person  called  Christus  (from  the
Latin), or Christ. He is said to have “suffered the extreme
penalty,” obviously alluding to the Roman method of execution
known as crucifixion. This is said to have occurred during the
reign of Tiberius and by the sentence of Pontius Pilatus. This
confirms much of what the Gospels tell us about the death of
Jesus.

But what are we to make of Tacitus’ rather enigmatic statement
that  Christ’s  death  briefly  checked  “a  most  mischievous
superstition,” which subsequently arose not only in Judaea,
but also in Rome? One historian suggests that Tacitus is here
“bearing indirect . . . testimony to the conviction of the
early church that the Christ who had been crucified had risen
from the grave.”{6} While this interpretation is admittedly
speculative,  it  does  help  explain  the  otherwise  bizarre
occurrence of a rapidly growing religion based on the worship
of a man who had been crucified as a criminal.{7} How else
might one explain that?

Evidence from Pliny the Younger
Another important source of evidence about Jesus and early
Christianity can be found in the letters of Pliny the Younger
to Emperor Trajan. Pliny was the Roman governor of Bithynia in
Asia Minor. In one of his letters, dated around A.D. 112, he
asks Trajan’s advice about the appropriate way to conduct
legal  proceedings  against  those  accused  of  being
Christians.{8}  Pliny  says  that  he  needed  to  consult  the



emperor about this issue because a great multitude of every
age, class, and sex stood accused of Christianity.{9}

At  one  point  in  his  letter,  Pliny  relates  some  of  the
information  he  has  learned  about  these  Christians:

They were in the habit of meeting on a certain fixed day
before it was light, when they sang in alternate verses a
hymn to Christ, as to a god, and bound themselves by a
solemn oath, not to any wicked deeds, but never to commit
any fraud, theft or adultery, never to falsify their word,
nor deny a trust when they should be called upon to deliver
it up; after which it was their custom to separate, and then
reassemble to partake of food—but food of an ordinary and
innocent kind.{10}

This passage provides us with a number of interesting insights
into the beliefs and practices of early Christians. First, we
see that Christians regularly met on a certain fixed day for
worship.  Second,  their  worship  was  directed  to  Christ,
demonstrating  that  they  firmly  believed  in  His  divinity.
Furthermore,  one  scholar  interprets  Pliny’s  statement  that
hymns were sung to Christ, as to a god, as a reference to the
rather distinctive fact that, “unlike other gods who were
worshipped, Christ was a person who had lived on earth.”{11}
If  this  interpretation  is  correct,  Pliny  understood  that
Christians were worshipping an actual historical person as
God! Of course, this agrees perfectly with the New Testament
doctrine that Jesus was both God and man.

Not only does Pliny’s letter help us understand what early
Christians believed about Jesus’ person, it also reveals the
high esteem to which they held His teachings. For instance,
Pliny notes that Christians bound themselves by a solemn oath
not  to  violate  various  moral  standards,  which  find  their
source in the ethical teachings of Jesus. In addition, Pliny’s
reference to the Christian custom of sharing a common meal
likely alludes to their observance of communion and the “love



feast.”{12} This interpretation helps explain the Christian
claim  that  the  meal  was  merely  food  of  an  ordinary  and
innocent kind. They were attempting to counter the charge,
sometimes  made  by  non-Christians,  of  practicing  “ritual
cannibalism.”{13} The Christians of that day humbly repudiated
such slanderous attacks on Jesus’ teachings. We must sometimes
do the same today.

Evidence from Josephus
Perhaps the most remarkable reference to Jesus outside the
Bible  can  be  found  in  the  writings  of  Josephus,  a  first
century Jewish historian. On two occasions, in his Jewish
Antiquities, he mentions Jesus. The second, less revealing,
reference describes the condemnation of one “James” by the
Jewish Sanhedrin. This James, says Josephus, was “the brother
of Jesus the so-called Christ.”{14} F.F. Bruce points out how
this agrees with Paul’s description of James in Galatians 1:19
as “the Lord’s brother.”{15} And Edwin Yamauchi informs us
that “few scholars have questioned” that Josephus actually
penned this passage.{16}

As interesting as this brief reference is, there is an earlier
one,  which  is  truly  astonishing.  Called  the  “Testimonium
Flavianum,” the relevant portion declares:

About this time there lived Jesus, a wise man, if indeed one
ought to call him a man. For he . . . wrought surprising
feats. . . . He was the Christ. When Pilate . . .condemned
him to be crucified, those who had . . . come to love him
did not give up their affection for him. On the third day he
appeared . . . restored to life. . . . And the tribe of
Christians . . . has . . . not disappeared.{17}

Did Josephus really write this? Most scholars think the core
of the passage originated with Josephus, but that it was later
altered by a Christian editor, possibly between the third and
fourth century A.D.{18} But why do they think it was altered?



Josephus was not a Christian, and it is difficult to believe
that anyone but a Christian would have made some of these
statements.{19}

For  instance,  the  claim  that  Jesus  was  a  wise  man  seems
authentic, but the qualifying phrase,
“if indeed one ought to call him a man,” is suspect. It
implies  that  Jesus  was  more  than  human,  and  it  is  quite
unlikely  that  Josephus  would  have  said  that!  It  is  also
difficult to believe he would have flatly asserted that Jesus
was the Christ, especially when he later refers to Jesus as
“the so-called” Christ. Finally, the claim that on the third
day Jesus appeared to His disciples restored to life, inasmuch
as it affirms Jesus’ resurrection, is quite unlikely to come
from a non-Christian!

But  even  if  we  disregard  the  questionable  parts  of  this
passage, we are still left with a good deal of corroborating
information about the biblical Jesus. We read that he was a
wise man who performed surprising feats. And although He was
crucified  under  Pilate,  His  followers  continued  their
discipleship and became known as Christians. When we combine
these statements with Josephus’ later reference to Jesus as
“the  so-called  Christ,”  a  rather  detailed  picture  emerges
which  harmonizes  quite  well  with  the  biblical  record.  It
increasingly  appears  that  the  “biblical  Jesus”  and  the
“historical Jesus” are one and the same!

Evidence from the Babylonian Talmud
There  are  only  a  few  clear  references  to  Jesus  in  the
Babylonian Talmud, a collection of Jewish rabbinical writings
compiled between approximately A.D. 70-500. Given this time
frame, it is naturally supposed that earlier references to
Jesus are more likely to be historically reliable than later
ones.  In  the  case  of  the  Talmud,  the  earliest  period  of
compilation  occurred  between  A.D.  70-200.{20}  The  most
significant reference to Jesus from this period states:



On the eve of the Passover Yeshu was hanged. For forty days
before the execution took place, a herald . . . cried, “He
is going forth to be stoned because he has practiced sorcery
and enticed Israel to apostasy.”{21}

Let’s  examine  this  passage.  You  may  have  noticed  that  it
refers to someone named “Yeshu.” So why do we think this is
Jesus? Actually, “Yeshu” (or “Yeshua”) is how Jesus’ name is
pronounced in Hebrew. But what does the passage mean by saying
that Jesus “was hanged”? Doesn’t the New Testament say he was
crucified? Indeed it does. But the term “hanged” can function
as a synonym for “crucified.” For instance, Galatians 3:13
declares that Christ was “hanged”, and Luke 23:39 applies this
term to the criminals who were crucified with Jesus.{22} So
the Talmud declares that Jesus was crucified on the eve of
Passover. But what of the cry of the herald that Jesus was to
be stoned? This may simply indicate what the Jewish leaders
were planning to do.{23} If so, Roman involvement changed
their plans!{24}

The passage also tells us why Jesus was crucified. It claims
He practiced sorcery and enticed Israel to apostasy! Since
this accusation comes from a rather hostile source, we should
not  be  too  surprised  if  Jesus  is  described  somewhat
differently  than  in  the  New  Testament.  But  if  we  make
allowances  for  this,  what  might  such  charges  imply  about
Jesus?

Interestingly, both accusations have close parallels in the
canonical gospels. For instance, the charge of sorcery is
similar  to  the  Pharisees’  accusation  that  Jesus  cast  out
demons “by Beelzebul the ruler of the demons.”{25} But notice
this:  such  a  charge  actually  tends  to  confirm  the  New
Testament  claim  that  Jesus  performed  miraculous  feats.
Apparently Jesus’ miracles were too well attested to deny. The
only alternative was to ascribe them to sorcery! Likewise, the
charge of enticing Israel to apostasy parallels Luke’s account
of the Jewish leaders who accused Jesus of misleading the



nation  with  his  teaching.{26}  Such  a  charge  tends  to
corroborate  the  New  Testament  record  of  Jesus’  powerful
teaching ministry. Thus, if read carefully, this passage from
the Talmud confirms much of our knowledge about Jesus from the
New Testament.

Evidence from Lucian
Lucian of Samosata was a second century Greek satirist. In one
of his works, he wrote of the early Christians as follows:

The  Christians  .  .  .  worship  a  man  to  this  day–the
distinguished personage who introduced their novel rites,
and was crucified on that account. . . . [It] was impressed
on  them  by  their  original  lawgiver  that  they  are  all
brothers, from the moment that they are converted, and deny
the gods of Greece, and worship the crucified sage, and live
after his laws.{27}

Although Lucian is jesting here at the early Christians, he
does make some significant comments about their founder. For
instance,  he  says  the  Christians  worshipped  a  man,  “who
introduced their novel rites.” And though this man’s followers
clearly thought quite highly of Him, He so angered many of His
contemporaries with His teaching that He “was crucified on
that account.”

Although  Lucian  does  not  mention  his  name,  he  is  clearly
referring to Jesus. But what did Jesus teach to arouse such
wrath?  According  to  Lucian,  he  taught  that  all  men  are
brothers from the moment of their conversion. That’s harmless
enough. But what did this conversion involve? It involved
denying  the  Greek  gods,  worshipping  Jesus,  and  living
according to His teachings. It’s not too difficult to imagine
someone being killed for teaching that. Though Lucian doesn’t
say so explicitly, the Christian denial of other gods combined
with their worship of Jesus implies the belief that Jesus was
more than human. Since they denied other gods in order to



worship Him, they apparently thought Jesus a greater God than
any that Greece had to offer!

Let’s  summarize  what  we’ve  learned  about  Jesus  from  this
examination  of  ancient  non-Christian  sources.  First,  both
Josephus and Lucian indicate that Jesus was regarded as wise.
Second, Pliny, the Talmud, and Lucian imply He was a powerful
and  revered  teacher.  Third,  both  Josephus  and  the  Talmud
indicate  He  performed  miraculous  feats.  Fourth,  Tacitus,
Josephus,  the  Talmud,  and  Lucian  all  mention  that  He  was
crucified.  Tacitus  and  Josephus  say  this  occurred  under
Pontius Pilate. And the Talmud declares it happened on the eve
of  Passover.  Fifth,  there  are  possible  references  to  the
Christian belief in Jesus’ resurrection in both Tacitus and
Josephus.  Sixth,  Josephus  records  that  Jesus’  followers
believed He was the Christ, or Messiah. And finally, both
Pliny and Lucian indicate that Christians worshipped Jesus as
God!

I  hope  you  see  how  this  small  selection  of  ancient  non-
Christian sources helps corroborate our knowledge of Jesus
from the gospels. Of course, there are many ancient Christian
sources of information about Jesus as well. But since the
historical reliability of the canonical gospels is so well
established, I invite you to read those for an authoritative
“life of Jesus!”

Notes

1. F. F. Bruce, Jesus and Christian Origins Outside the New
Testament  (Grand  Rapids,  Michigan:  William  B.  Eerdmans
Publishing Company, 1974), 13.

2. Ibid.

3. Ibid.

4. Edwin Yamauchi, quoted in Lee Strobel, The Case for Christ
(Grand Rapids, Michigan: Zondervan Publishing House, 1998),



82.

5.  Tacitus,  Annals  15.44,  cited  in  Strobel,  The  Case  for
Christ, 82.

6.  N.D.  Anderson,  Christianity:  The  Witness  of  History
(London: Tyndale, 1969), 19, cited in Gary R. Habermas, The
Historical Jesus (Joplin, Missouri: College Press Publishing
Company, 1996), 189-190.

7. Edwin Yamauchi, cited in Strobel, The Case for Christ, 82.

8. Pliny, Epistles x. 96, cited in Bruce, Christian Origins,
25; Habermas, The Historical Jesus, 198.

9. Ibid., 27.

10. Pliny, Letters, transl. by William Melmoth, rev. by W.M.L.
Hutchinson (Cambridge: Harvard Univ. Press, 1935), vol. II,
X:96, cited in Habermas, The Historical Jesus, 199.

11.  M.  Harris,  “References  to  Jesus  in  Early  Classical
Authors,”  in  Gospel  Perspectives  V,  354-55,  cited  in  E.
Yamauchi,  “Jesus  Outside  the  New  Testament:  What  is  the
Evidence?”, in Jesus Under Fire, ed. by Michael J. Wilkins and
J.P. Moreland (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Zondervan Publishing
House, 1995), p. 227, note 66.

12. Habermas, The Historical Jesus, 199.

13. Bruce, Christian Origins, 28.

14. Josephus, Antiquities xx. 200, cited in Bruce, Christian
Origins, 36.

15. Ibid.

16. Yamauchi, “Jesus Outside the New Testament”, 212.

17. Josephus, Antiquities 18.63-64, cited in Yamauchi, “Jesus
Outside the New Testament”, 212.



18. Ibid.

19. Although time would not permit me to mention it on the
radio, another version of Josephus’ “Testimonium Flavianum”
survives in a tenth-century Arabic version (Bruce, Christian
Origins, 41). In 1971, Professor Schlomo Pines published a
study on this passage. The passage is interesting because it
lacks most of the questionable elements that many scholars
believe to be Christian interpolations. Indeed, “as Schlomo
Pines and David Flusser…stated, it is quite plausible that
none of the arguments against Josephus writing the original
words even applies to the Arabic text, especially since the
latter would have had less chance of being censored by the
church” (Habermas, The Historical Jesus, 194). The passage
reads as follows: “At this time there was a wise man who was
called Jesus. His conduct was good and (he) was known to be
virtuous. And many people from among the Jews and the other
nations  became  his  disciples.  Pilate  condemned  him  to  be
crucified and to die. But those who had become his disciples
did not abandon his discipleship. They reported that he had
appeared to them three days after his crucifixion, and that he
was alive; accordingly he was perhaps the Messiah, concerning
whom the prophets have recounted wonders.” (Quoted in James H.
Charlesworth, Jesus Within Judaism, (Garden City: Doubleday,
1988), 95, cited in Habermas, The Historical Jesus, 194).

20. Habermas, The Historical Jesus, 202-03.

21. The Babylonian Talmud, transl. by I. Epstein (London:
Soncino,  1935),  vol.  III,  Sanhedrin  43a,  281,  cited  in
Habermas, The Historical Jesus, 203.

22. Habermas, The Historical Jesus, 203.

23. See John 8:58-59 and 10:31-33.

24.  Habermas,  The  Historical  Jesus,  204.  See  also  John
18:31-32.



25.  Matt.  12:24.  I  gleaned  this  observation  from  Bruce,
Christian Origins, 56.

26. Luke 23:2, 5.

27. Lucian, The Death of Peregrine, 11-13, in The Works of
Lucian of Samosata, transl. by H.W. Fowler and F.G. Fowler, 4
vols. (Oxford: Clarendon, 1949), vol. 4., cited in Habermas,
The Historical Jesus, 206.

©2001 Probe Ministries

If God is So Good, Why Does
He Let Me Hurt?
This  is  probably  the  biggest  question,  and  the  biggest
obstacle to trusting God, in Christianity. It’s a legitimate
question, and it deserves a thoughtful answer that honors the
amount of pain attached to it. Disclosure: I am writing this
while beset by the most physical pain I’ve experienced since
post-polio syndrome started attacking my body with the “unholy
trinity” of pain, weakness and fatigue. It hurts to stand, it
hurts to walk. Every single step.

Why does God allow it? And my pain is nothing compared to the
horrific suffering of millions around the world. Doesn’t He
care? Why doesn’t He stop it—surely He can. He could stop it
all  with  a  single  word.  So  why  does  He  let  innocent
people—especially  children,  for  heaven’s  sake—suffer?

We need to put evil and suffering into perspective, and that
means the Really Big Picture. Starting before the beginning of
time. When all there was, was God: Father, Son and Spirit,
engaged in a three-Personed “holy hug” that had no beginning

https://probe.org/if-god-is-so-good-why-does-he-let-me-hurt/
https://probe.org/if-god-is-so-good-why-does-he-let-me-hurt/


and has no end. A continual celebration of love, adoration,
respect, and delight in each other. At some point Father God
decided to create mankind and draw us into His circle of love,
adopting us as sons (Eph. 1:4-5) and creating a Bride for His
eternal Son (Rev. 19:7), a fit companion who would reign with
the Lamb (Rev. 22:5).

But God knew that all of human history would unfold between
the bookends of the creation of mankind and the Marriage Feast
of the Lamb. The God of light and life, of love and truth,
knew that all those things are found only in Him; He knew that
to reject Him meant choosing darkness and death, isolation and
deception. He knew that Adam would rebel, that His perfect
creation would crash and burn in the Fall, and that everything
would be infected and corrupted by sin. He knew that every
human being would be born with a compulsion to reject Him, to
live  disconnected  from  Him,  independent  from  Him—something
like  spiritual  HIV+,  insuring  a  death  sentence.  And  sure
enough, the mortality rate is still 100%.

God knew all this, and He created us anyway. Because He knew
the end result was worth it.

Because God is love, He created people to love, and He created
people to love Him back. In order for us to choose to return
His love, we needed to be free to choose NOT to love Him. God
made us with the very real option to say no to Him, so that
our yes would mean something. The alternative would be the
equivalent to making a phone say, “Good morning, I love you.”
The words might be there but there is no heart and no choice
behind  them—they  are  nothing  more  than  the  result  of  a
programming code. God wanted real and actual love, and that
meant that some people He made and dearly loved, could and
would say no.

When people say no to God, they not only cut themselves off
from relationship with Him, they open the door to all kinds of
evil. Some of it comes from sinful human hearts; some of it



comes from the demonic realm, angels who also said no to God
and  became  devils.  Evil  was  unleashed  by  Adam  when  he
disobeyed God in the Garden of Eden (Gen. 3) and it has been
causing havoc, pain and suffering ever since. Sometimes we
need to remind ourselves that this world plagued by pain and
disease, deliberate meanness and selfishness, is not God’s
original perfect creation. If it were, God would indeed be a
horrible monster. He knew Adam would open the door to all
kinds of evil and suffering, and He allowed Adam to do it
anyway. Because He knew the end result was worth it.

Why does God let people suffer?

God uses suffering to cleanse us, to mature us, to burn up
shallowness. (Please see my article The Value of Suffering.)
He uses pain as His instrument to shape us into the image of
His Son (Rom. 8:28-29). God has no magic wand that instantly
transforms us from something broken and dirty (and we are far
more broken and dirty than we have any idea) into something
whole and beautiful. There is no divine “Bibbity-Bobbity-Boo.”

Instead, the Son left heaven, wrapped Himself in human flesh,
and came to earth where He lived a perfect, sinless life.
Every  day  of  His  earthly  life,  He  suffered  as  a  human,
limiting  Himself  to  a  body  that  would  get  tired,  hungry,
thirsty and dirty. What the first Adam messed up, Jesus the
Second Adam corrected. Where Adam disobeyed the Father, Jesus
learned obedience through suffering (Heb. 5:8). Jesus suffered
throughout His incarnation simply because of His limitations
as  a  human,  then  suffered  an  unimaginably  horrible  death
through crucifixion, made even worse because He absorbed all
the sin of every human being who had ever lived, was living on
the earth at that time, and would ever exist in the future. He
took our sin into Himself, actually becoming our sin (2 Cor.
5:21), so that when He died, our sin died with Him. But the
Father raised Him from the dead, and He is alive at His
Father’s right hand right now in heaven.
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This means that God knows what it means to suffer. There is no
pain, no suffering we can endure, that God Himself did not
experience even more during Jesus’ time on earth. This same
suffering God promised, “Behold, I am making all things new”
(Rev. 21:5). The Father knew He would send the Son to suffer,
and the Son knew that’s what He would leave heaven for.

He did it anyway. Because He knew the end result was worth it.

God allows pain and suffering and evil because He has a plan,
and He’s working His plan. The end result is that He is
redeeming and restoring all the evil, pain and suffering of
this sin-sick world. He will set all things right in the end.
The last chapter of the Bible makes it clear that there is a
happy ending to what is NOT a fairy tale. What started out as
a Three-Personed holy hug of the Father, Son and Spirit loving
each other while still remaining one God, will be a hugely
enlarged  circle  of  love  that  includes  millions,  possibly
billions of people God made in His image, marked “Mine,” and
drew into the divine circle to love and be loved forever.

At that point I believe we will agree, as we look back on
evil, pain and suffering on earth, that it was so, so worth
it.

 

This blog post originally appeared at If God Is So Good, Why
Does He Let Me Hurt? on July 15, 2014
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Worldview  of  Christians  in
Myanmar
Don Closson, who has taught Christian worldview on several
continents,  recently  returned  from  Myanmar,  which  has  in
recent  years  been  oppressed  heavily  by  an  atheistic
regime. Representing his church Christ Fellowship in McKinney
(TX),  he  shared  with  pastors  and  students  a  biblical
perspective on world missions and how the Church there is both
historically blessed and currently in a good position to reach
their own nation (formerly known as Burma) with the gospel.

Details of a trip can begin to fade even as the effects of jet
lag seem to grow stronger. Fortunately, I do remember many
wonderful aspects of my whirlwind eleven-day trip with friend
and pastor Ken Stoneking to Myanmar (the U.S. still insists on
calling  it  Burma),  one  of  the  poorest  and  most  oppressed
countries in Asia.

Praise God for a Fruitful Trip
This was my most successful cross-cultural teaching experience
to date. I say that for several reasons. First, the topic was
timely and relevant to my audience of pastors and students at
the Mandalay Bible Seminary. I spoke on God’s Kingdom as it
relates to world missions by breaking the topic down into four
parts:  the  theological,  historical,  cultural  and  strategic
perspectives. After I finished teaching the 20 hour class over
five days, my host told me that he had been struggling with
this  very  topic,  particularly  how  to  motivate  the  church
leaders in Myanmar to play a greater role in missions. He
expressed  that  many  churches  in  Myanmar  have  an  inward
perspective and needed help seeing that believers have an
obligation to be a blessing to those around us. He told me
that my talks gave him a number of ideas to develop further
after our visit.
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Myanmar’s Uniqueness
My  preparation  for  this  class  increased  both  my  own
understanding and appreciation for the task of world missions.
As I put the lessons together, I got more and more excited
about my opportunity to share with the pastors and students. I
realized that they live in a strategic place to reach a part
of the world limited to Americans. Myanmar is in the global
10/40 window that defines the least evangelized segment of the
globe. In fact, its capital city Yangon is listed as one of
the 100 gateway cities to this 10/40 region, the rectangular
area of North Africa, the Middle East and Asia between 10
degrees  and  40  degrees  north  latitudes,  according  to  The
Joshua Project. The population of the world is growing more
Asian every year and Myanmar is centrally located to impact
China, Thailand, and India!

Connecting the Dots…
A serendipity was “connecting the dots” as I researched the
relationship  between  the  Church  in  Myanmar  and  the  early
Reformation—going all the way back to John Wycliffe in the
1300s. Wycliffe challenged the authority of the Pope and the
refusal of the Church to put the Bible in of the language of
the common people. His followers were known as Lollards, and
they preached anti-clerical and biblically-centered reforms.

Jon Huss read the teachings of Wycliffe in the 15th century
and attempted to reform the church in Bohemia and the adjacent
area called Moravia. Gaining a wide following, the Hussites
influenced the region around Prague, Czech Republic, including
a group which became known as the Moravian church. Huss was
eventually burned at the stake in the center of Old Town
Square in Prague for challenging the official doctrines of the
Catholic Church. However, the Moravian Brethren continued on
and became a powerful force for evangelism in the 18th and
19th centuries.

Evangelist  and  church  leader  Count  Zinzendorf  was  at  the



center of this movement during the late 1700s. He traveled to
America and England meeting with Jonathan Edwards and other
leaders of the Great Awakening that brought revival to both
England and the Colonies in the 1730s and 40s.

In 1806 a group of college students at Williams College prayed
that God would again bring revival to the country, sparking a
movement among college students known as the Haystack Prayer
Revival. These five students would help influence a young man
named Adoniram Judson to commit his life to missions. Judson
set sail for India with his wife in 1812, but the East India
Company would not allow them to enter because they feared that
missionaries would stir up the Hindus. Taking the first boat
East, Judson arrived in Rangoon (now Yangon) in 1813. After
six years he had his first convert and when he died at age 62,
after spending 38 years in Myanmar, it was estimated that
there were over 200,000 Christians in the country. Judson was
the first to translate the Bible into the Burmese language, a
translation that was so good that it is still used today and
preferred  over  recent  translations  because  it  is  more
theologically  conservative.

More Dots
The day after I left, an earthquake hit Myanmar. Thankfully,
God spared the Mandalay Bible Seminary. Then our president
visited for the first time in recognition of the political
changes occurring there. Please pray for the Christians in
this strategic country. They are standing boldly and are ready
to be used of the Lord for the Great Commission.



Jesus Christ Superstar

Kanye West vs. John Lennon
“Who do men say that I am?” (Matt 16:16)

In 1966, rock star John Lennon said the Beatles were “more
popular than Jesus.” Lennon made the statement in the context
of  his  predication  about  the  demise  of  Christianity;
“Christianity will go,” he said. “It will vanish and shrink. I
needn’t argue about that; I’m right and I will be proved
right. We’re more popular than Jesus now; I don’t know which
will go first, rock ‘n’ roll or Christianity. Jesus was all
right but his disciples were thick and ordinary.” Lennon’s
failed predication about the demise of Christianity, like so
many since the eighteenth century, grossly underestimated the
enormous appeal of Jesus.

Jesus  Christ  is  the  most  popular  figure  in  history  and
everyone wants a piece of him. Recent music artists tend to
disagree with Lennon. The pop diva Kesha sings, “Got Jesus on
my necklace.” Lady Gaga sings, “The three men I’m a serve my
whole life is my Daddy and Nebraska and Jesus Christ.” In his
acclaimed single, “Jesus Walks,” a sort of Hip Hop gospel
song, Kanye West raps and preaches:

I ain’t here to argue about his facial features
Or here to convert atheists into believers
I’m just trying to say the way school need teachers
The way Kathie Lee needed Regis that’s the way I need Jesus.

It is very reassuring to have Jesus on your team. There is a
principle in marketing called “borrowed authority” where a
spokesman such as an athlete or movie star endorses a product.
Jesus  represents  the  ultimate  superstar  whose  intrinsic
authority is borrowed to support every kind of religious and
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social movement. Even the apparent enemies of faith such as
Secular Humanists claim to accept Jesus’ social ethics of
peace and equality. Today cults and religions, Christian and
non-Christian alike, all claim Jesus as their own or as a
great teacher or prophet. Islam claims Jesus as a prophet and
teacher  of  Islam  who  preceded  Mohammad  and  predicted  his
coming.

The various images of Jesus may error in one of two ways,
either in denying his full deity or neglecting his complete
humanity. The biblical presentation shows Jesus Christ as the
Word of God who became flesh (John 1). He is both Son of God
and Son of Man. Traditional theology calls this the God/man
union. This means Jesus is both fully God and fully man. This
unity must be retained if we are to follow the Jesus of the
Bible and not another Jesus invented by the spirit of the age
to lend credibility to a given cause or religious movement.

Jesus once asked the apostle Peter, “Who do men say that I
am?” Peter offered a very pluralistic answer: “Some say John
the Baptist, others Elijah; but still others, Jeremiah, or one
of the prophets.” The idea that Jesus was a prophet is not
wrong, just incomplete. When Christ asked Peter again, “Who do
you say that I am?” he replied that Jesus was not just another
great religious leader, but the incarnate savior when he said,
“You  are  the  Christ,  the  Son  of  the  living  God”  (Matt
16:13-16).

The  Humanist  Tradition:  Jesus  as  the
Greatest Man
The emphasis since the Renaissance in Western thought has been
on humanism. This means a stress in the arts and sciences on
human  dignity,  freedom,  and  beauty  as  well  as  a  renewed
interest in the natural world as opposed to a transcendent
emphasis on divinity or the authority of the church and the
Bible as in the Middle Ages. Every age tends to portray Christ



in its own image. In the Middle Ages, Christ is painted as
King, divine and regal such as Pantocrator, ruler of all, from
the  sixth  century.  Today  our  view  of  Jesus  reflects  the
humanist trend from Da Vinci’s The Last Supper (1498) all the
way to the Head of Christ by Warner Sallman (1940), which is
by far the most popular portrait of Christ in history.

The famous German poet Goethe noted the sensual power of The
Last Supper, which represents “‘the boldest attempt to adhere
to  nature,  while,  at  the  same  time,  the  object  is
supernatural,’  with  the  result  that  ‘the  majesty,  the
uncontrol}led will, the power and might of the Deity’ were not
expressed.”{1}

This  represents  the  modern  liberal  Jesus,  which  has  been
popular since the nineteenth century. This view shows Jesus as
a great man and moral teacher, a faith healer who preached
social reform, the Son of Man, but not the Son of God. Modern
culture tends to think about Jesus as the greatest man who
ever lived rather than the Son of God.

This is also true of “The Quest of the Historical Jesus” of
the nineteenth century debunked by Albert Schweitzer as modern
people portraying Jesus in their own image as a good ethical
man, who did good deeds.{2} Despite the fact that the search
for the Historical Jesus was shown to be biased towards modern
views, it continues in movements like the Jesus Seminar and in
the famous Baur-Ehrman thesis. Both argue for a historical
Jesus who is not in the Gospels but is thought to be the
earliest Jesus. They baptize Christ in contemporary culture by
arguing that alternative views of Jesus preceded orthodoxy in
the  earliest  Christian  community.  This  presents  another
attempt to understand Jesus from a pluralistic perspective.
The latest quest seeks greater diversity in our social ethics
by presenting various views of Jesus.

A very human Jesus is not necessarily a false view, except if
we say this is all that he was. So Jesus is the greatest man



that ever lived, but he was more than that as well. He was
also the incarnate God.

The Gnostic Jesus: The Great Spirit with
a Message
There  is  no  difference  between  the  ancient  world  and  the
modern one concerning Jesus’ star power. Yesterday’s Gnostics,
like today’s, wanted the credibility of having Jesus attached
to their movement without really accepting him as their Lord
and Savior, once again tapping into his borrowed authority.
Gnosticism was a second century heretical belief that has
experienced a considerable revival since the discovery of some
of their lost documents in 1945. Gnostics believed that the
material world is basically evil, created by a demiurge [Ed.
Note: “A supernatural being imagined as creating or fashioning
the world in subordination to the Supreme Being, and sometimes
regarded  as  the  originator  of  evil,”  Dictionary.com]  that
departed  from  the  Pleroma  (the  Gnostic  view  of  God).  The
divine spark, or a piece of God, however, remains trapped in
our physical bodies that can only be released through secret
knowledge of divine messengers like Jesus.

A problem arises theologically when Gnostics reject the belief
that Jesus had no physical body because the material world is
evil. He only appeared as a man, like a phantom or hologram,
but was really a divine spirit. Jesus was not a savior, but a
teacher. Gnostics did not believe in salvation, meaning one is
saved  from  sin  by  grace  through  faith.  Instead,  Gnostics
taught enlightenment or the impartation of knowledge. People
are not sinners, only ignorant of the divine spark within
them.

Who was Jesus to the Gnostics? He was not the divine Son of
God made flesh, but an elevated spirit being, an emanation
sent to give special knowledge of how to ascend back to God.
One of the greatest artistic expressions of Gnosticism comes



from  the  modern  Surrealist  painter  Salvador  Dali  in  his
depiction of Jesus in The Sacrament of the Last Supper (1955),
which  shows  a  transparent  effeminate  Jesus  as  a  sort  of
exalted spirit god administering the communion table. Here
Jesus is divine, but not human.

Modern Gnostics like Dan Brown, some Feminists theologians and
Neo-Gnostic churches are attracted to the apparent androgyny,
diversity, and collusion of opposites in the Gnostic concept
of God, which depicted the emanations in the Pleroma as both
masculine  and  feminine.  This  leads  to  the  notion  that
Gnosticism  was  more  tolerant  of  differences  and
individualistic and offered a prominent role for women because
its theological nomenclature spoke of “God the Father” and
“God the Mother.”{3}

Yet the Gnostic belief system is antithetical to the entire
tenor of the modern materialistic worldview. Most Neo-Gnostics
adopt the psychological aspects of Gnosticism that appeal to
the individual’s sense of superiority to the world. It is the
world that is fallen in Gnosticism, not the individual. It is
the creator who is at fault, not people. The unacceptable
metaphysical  aspect  of  Gnosticism  to  a  modern  materialist
worldview makes it obvious that Neo-Gnostics are grasping at
straws. They are looking for anything to validate their belief
in  diversity,  androgyny,  and  individual  superiority.  What
better person to turn to than the leading cultural figure of
all time, Jesus Christ?

Arianism: Jesus the Creator Angel
Another major error in the history of Christian thought is
named  for  its  major  proponent  Arius  (250-336).  Arianism
believes that Jesus was not equal with the Father but was a
created being like an angel. In fact he is the chief of all
the angels. Arius’ famous line states “there was a time when
he was not.”{4} This means Jesus was a created being. All



orthodox  theology  and  teaching  roundly  rejects  this  view
because it compromises the deity of Christ. In an effort to
preserve the radical oneness of God, Arianism accomplishes the
opposite by falling into polytheism. There is not one God, but
two. The Father made the Son and the Son in turn made the rest
of the world. It is similar to the modern view that says Jesus
is the greatest man who ever lived with the added dimension of
being like God but not equal to God. He is a god. This is one
of the most common mistakes people make in their understanding
of Jesus, even thinking that the term “Son of God” suggests an
inferior station to the Father. The term “Son of God” means
Jesus is equal to the Father (John 5:18).The Arian heresy was
revived by some Unitarians in the modern Age, Isaac Newton
being the most famous, but has been especially embraced by the
cult of the Jehovah’s Witnesses who argue vigorously for the
idea that Jesus is not God but a created being.

The famous theologian Athanasius (298-373) argued that our
view of Jesus must be tied to our salvation. If we get our
view of Jesus wrong we will also misunderstand salvation by
grace. Only God creates and only God saves, but it is humanity
that must suffer the penalty of sin. But because people are
unable  to  offer  the  sacrifice  for  sin  God  must  offer  it
himself in human form to save us. The dual nature of Christ
solves this problem by making Christ the perfect sacrifice as
the God/man. An angel is not capable of offering a sacrifice
for sin. This is essentially what the book of Hebrews says:
“He reflects the glory of God and bears the very stamp of his
nature, upholding the universe by his word of power. When he
had made purification for sins, he sat down at the right hand
of the Majesty on high, having become as much superior to
angels as the name he has obtained is more excellent than
theirs” (Heb. 1:3, 4 cf. Heb. 2:14-18).



New Age Jesus: The Ascended Master
The New Age Jesus is very popular today. This is the belief
that Jesus is one of the greatest religious leaders of all
time, an “ascended master” much like Buddha or Krishna. Jesus
is  not  the  unique  Son  of  God  but  one  of  many  divine
incarnations. He does not come to deliver us from sin but to
enlighten us. He came to show us how we can achieve God-
consciousness or to help us realize we are God within. This is
similar to Gnostic idea of a divine spark left in humanity
after the creation of the world.

Because of this the New Age is often confused with Gnosticism.
There  are  correlations,  but  there  are  also  substantial
differences between the two. New Age thinking is pantheistic.
This means God equals the all pervasive force of the universe,
which makes it more happy and world-friendly as expressed in
the  modern  ecology  movements  that  find  God  in  nature.
Gnosticism is not pantheistic, but radically dualistic; the
world is evil and the individual is good but trapped in the
material world. Gnosticism tends to be dark and foreboding
with other worldly hopes of escape and ascension. New Age
tends to have hope in the current historical continuum of
change. There is a New Age of Aquarius dawning right around
the corner. We don’t find that optimism in Gnosticism.

The  New  Age  version  of  Jesus  expresses  another  aspect  of
Jesus’ popularity among non-Christian religions as well as
spiritual  but  not  traditionally  religious  Americans.  Like
Gnosticism, it absorbs Jesus into its belief system, but it
also  acquires  greater  credibility  for  itself  by  adopting
Jesus.  Most  of  the  popular  views  of  Jesus  are  a  way  of
accepting  a  semblance  of  spirituality  without  really
committing oneself to the message of Christ as the only way to
the Father. Jesus said, “I am the way, the truth, and the
life; no one comes to the Father, but through Me” (John 14:6).
The great offense today in Christianity is given by our belief



in the exclusivity of Christ as the only way to God. Every
alternative  view  of  Jesus  compromises  this  central  idea,
making Jesus one of many ways to God. The enormous popularity
of Jesus need not create confusion. The Bible is very clear
that Jesus is the Son of God and the only way to the Father.
John Lennon and the Beatles have been relegated to the oldies
station, but Jesus is still here and more popular than ever.
We need to help refocus the culture’s acceptance of Jesus as
the  greatest  man  and  religious  leader  with  the  biblical
message of salvation that says Jesus is the incarnate Word
sent to save us from sin and restore us to the Father.

Notes
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2012: Doomsday All Over Again

Progress or Regress
It is the end of the world again. The world was predicted to
end at least eight times in the past 30 years, from the

https://probe.org/2012-doomsday-all-over-again/


Jupiter Effect in 1982 to what became a common punch line, “88
reasons why the rapture will happen in 1988.” Then there was
the  granddaddy  of  all  false  apocalyptic  prophecies:  the
millennium bug of 2000, when it was widely held that all
computers would fail at the turn of the millennium. Let’s not
forget the two failed predictions of the end in 2011. Now the
world faces yet another prediction of the end with the Mayan
calendar  prophecy  of  2012.  In  an  age  of  super–science,
computers, space travel and accelerating progress, why are
people fascinated with the end of the world?

We have all heard the phrase “What goes up must come down.”
This  captures  the   popular  attitude  towards  progress  and
regress. Americans believe strongly in human perfectibility
and the inevitability of technological progress. This idea
states that as technology moves society from its primitive
state to an advanced condition it will eventually improve,
bringing a better tomorrow. The world is getting better and
better. Faith in progress provides the engine for all the
accelerating  technological  changes  from  space  exploration,
media, computers, to science and medicine. Historian Robert
Nisbet noted the essential role of progress in our belief
system  when  he  said  that  progress  does  not  represent  one
aspect of modern life, but in fact provides the keystone idea
and  context  for  the  entire  modern  worldview,  including
democracy, equality, social justice and, of course, science
and technology.{1} The modern world does not exist without the
belief in progress. Technological improvement makes no sense
without the larger telos, or purpose of history, guiding it.
Simply put, all of this innovation leads to a utopian future.

So we are left with the question, If America is so progressive
why  is  it  so  obsessed  with  the  end  of  the  world  or
apocalypticism,  a  belief  that  is  not  progressive,  but
regressive?  This  view  of  history  does  not  move  toward  a
utopian society of universal peace, ease and convenience, but
rather toward calamity. Progress and regress share the same



view of history. Any belief in progress necessarily has a
regressive  interpretation.  They  each  look  at  the  same
circumstances and data and draw complementary conclusions. One
sees the dawn of a great society, the other sees the end of
the world. They represent complementary ideas in the same way
life and death complement each other. What lives eventually
dies, so what progresses will also necessarily regress.

All people intuitively know that they will die one day; so
then society, the collective “person,” knows it too must one
day die. If progress takes place we know that its opposite,
regress, will also happen. Regressive thought states that the
progress we take for granted potentially has a downside and in
fact will result in something catastrophic. Our society will
one day come to an end. It cannot live forever any more than
an individual can live forever in a mortal body. We know that
what goes up must come down. The current obsession over the
end of the world in movies, such as 2012, Melancholia and
Contagion or wildly popular novels such as the Left Behind
series, the predictions of popular preachers or the Mayan
prophecy all cater to our regressive and pessimistic side.
This is not as bad as it first sounds. Death creates the
foundation of all religion, philosophy and culture as attempts
to provide answers for our questions and solace in times of
doubt and need. The reality of death causes people to look for
the meaning of life. Christians need to harness the regressive
side of culture because it warns of imminent danger and offers
the  opportunity  to  introduce  people  to  Jesus  Christ.
Regressive thinking, like the knowledge of our own death,
makes  us  all  aware  of  our  need  for  God  and  the  Savior.
Believers must take advantage of this primal consciousness of
the end to tell people about what the Bible says concerning
the end of the world and the return of Christ. But in order to
do this successfully we must first establish guidelines on how
to identify false prophecy.



What the Bible Says
Today people are searching for the meaning of life in the
wrong places, such as the prophecies of Nostradamus, astrology
and, again, the Mayan prophecy of 2012. It is a sign of the
end times when there are many false prophets talking about the
end of the world (Matthew 24:11). The false prophet shows that
people are aware that the end is near.

There are two rules in Scripture that will help believers
identify  false  prophets,  which  should  be  followed  without
exception. First, prophecy must never set a date regarding
when the world will end. Jesus spoke clearly about the signs
of His return and the end of the world when He said,  “But of
the day and the hour no one knows” (Matthew 24:36). Anyone who
comes to you with a firm date as to when the world will end
such  as  December  21,  2012  should  be  avoided.  Cultists
continually  violate  this  cardinal  rule.  For  example,  the
Jehovah’s Witnesses have predicted the end of the world eight
times between 1914 and 1975. Popular radio preacher Harold
Camping predicted the end in 1994 and twice in 2011. The
speculation surrounding the year 2000 was much like it is
today over 2012. Scientific evidence was proffered predicting
that  all  computers  would  fail  at  the  turn  of  the  last
millennium. This warning was taken very seriously by most
people  who  made  preparations  for  the  potential  disaster,
demonstrating the pervasive sentiment of impending of doom.

However, many Bible-believing Christians also fall prey to the
error of date–setting, even if this practice is often veiled
in  vague  language  and  logic.  For  example,  when  prophecy
experts identify leading political figures as the Antichrist,
such as Hitler, Mussolini or Saddam Hussein, they engage in
false prophecy. This approach will invariably get us into
trouble because it starts the clock ticking. If Saddam Hussein
were  the  Antichrist,  then  logically  Christ  should  have
returned before the end of his life, since the Antichrist is



the precursor to the coming of Christ (Rev. 6:2; 2 Thess.
2:3). However, we know that did not happen. In this way,
identification  of  the  Antichrist  with  any  leading  figure
becomes false prophecy.

How much better it would have been to say Hussein was like the
Antichrist or prefigured the Antichrist, rather than identify
him as the Antichrist. This simple switch in focus spares us
the humiliation of false prophecy, but retains all the power
of moral denunciation that apocalyptic thinking offers.

This leads to the second rule of indentifying false prophecy:
all prophecy must have a moral imperative. This means people
should not engage in speculation and prognostication for the
fun of it. A biblical approach to prophecy gives a warning
about future judgment and a chance to repent: “Blessed is he
who reads and those who hear the words of the prophecy, and
heed the things which are written in it; for the time is near”
(Rev. 1:3; see also 2 Thess. 2:1, 5-10). Prophecy engages in
denouncing moral outrage, which is why it couches things in
the strongest possible language. To say that the world is
coming to an end or that someone is the Antichrist gets a lot
of  attention,  but  requires  a  moral  cause  to  justify  its
claims.

If  the  prophecy  gives  a  date  and  it  lacks  the  moral
imperative, then the prophecy reveals itself to be false and
sensationalistic.  The  Mayan  2012  prophecy  fails  on  both
counts. Although it causes us to contemplate the end, it sets
a date and offers no reason for why the world should end. It
is simply doomsday all over again!

Notes

1. Robert Nisbet, History of the Idea of Progress (New York:
Basic Books, 1980), 9, 171.
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Christians in the World
Don Closson looks at three books on how to live the Christian
life in 21st century America: Radical, The Next Christians,
and To Change the World.

Introduction
Have you ever heard a sermon that tried to convince
you that our earthly possessions should be looked
at more like a hotel room rather than a permanent
home? The point being that earth is a nice place to
visit, but it’s not a believer’s final destination.
As aliens and strangers, our real residence is with God which
usually  implies  a  heavenly  spiritual  existence  that  is
completely foreign to our current one. In a bit of a twist, a
recent  article  in  Christianity  Today  argued  that  most
evangelicals have things backwards. We are wrong if we think
that at Christ’s return the wicked will be “left behind” and
the righteous will be taken away to a heavenly abode. It’s the
wicked  who  will  be  removed  while  the  righteous  remain  on
earth.  The  author’s  conclusion  is  that  we  should  be  more
caring about this world because it, not heaven, will be our
eternal home.

How we view “final things” or the “end times” impacts how we
live  today.  There  is  a  heated  debate  going  on  about  the
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priorities  of  those  who  desire  to  live  out  a  biblical
worldview.  Should  we  be  focused  on  restoring  this  world,
redeeming it for God, or on offering the lifeboat of salvation
in order to save some from impending destruction along with
the rest of the cosmos? Are we to be mostly about creating a
restored culture through our Spirit empowered efforts, or are
we seeking salvation for a redeemed people leaving restoration
of the world to special acts of God?

In this article I will focus on three popular books that offer
different  perspectives  on  how  Christians  should  prioritize
their lives: Radical by David Platt, a mega-church pastor from
Birmingham, Alabama; The Next Christians by Gabe Lyons, a
conference  speaker  who  has  created  an  organization  to
encourage dialogue about the purpose of the church; and To
Change  the  World  by  James  Hunter,  the  lone  academic,  a
professor  of  religion,  culture,  and  social  theory  at  the
University of Virginia.

Platt’s book is simple and straightforward. He tells his story
mostly by giving examples of people in his church who were
radicalized by the gospel. Lyons’ book is a polemic against
what he calls a gospel that only tells half of God’s story.
Hunter  gives  us  a  scholarly  tome,  calling  Christians  to
humility when it comes to changing the culture in which we
dwell. Although these books are different in significant ways,
they all present an argument against the so-called American
dream of runaway materialism and extreme individualism.

Three different books, espousing a similar message, told with
both passion and thoughtfulness. Join me as we consider how
Christians are to dwell on earth as aliens and strangers.

Becoming a Radical
The strength of David Platt’s book Radical is its simplicity.
He pleads with us to believe what Jesus says and then to obey



it. But like most things in life, his simple admonition hides
nuances and assumptions that beg further explanation.

Platt fills his book with example after example of Christians
making radical life decisions as they reject both the American
dream and the typical American way of doing church. He argues
that  “[W]e  as  Christ  followers  in  American  churches  have
embraced values and ideas that are not only unbiblical but
that actually contradict the gospel we claim to believe.”{1}
After introducing himself as one of the youngest pastors to
lead  a  mega-church,  he  admits  that  the  “bigger-is-better”
tendency in our churches is hard to support in Scripture.

Platt’s concerns are worthy of much soul searching and careful
interpretation of God’s Word. But about halfway through the
book I found myself both attracted to, and frustrated by, the
many stories of life change among Platt’s congregants as well
as his own struggles over how to lead his church in a way that
is Christ honoring. For example, Platt’s discussion of Luke 9
results in this sentence: “We do have to give up everything we
have to follow Jesus. We do have to love him in a way that
makes our closest relationships in this world look like hate.
And it is entirely possible that he will tell us to sell
everything we have and give it to the poor.”{2} Unfortunately,
when I looked for principles to know when and to what extent
Jesus is asking me to do these things, I didn’t find that
Platt offered any.

Platt leaves little room for interpretation when it comes to
the words of Jesus. Is it possible that Jesus used rabbinic
hyperbole or exaggeration common to the Jewish teachers of his
day when making his more drastic comments about holy living?
Even though Platt occasionally tempers his remarks with an “I
don’t have all the answers” or “I have more questions than
answers,” he writes as if his reading of the text is obvious
and conclusive.{3}

Platt’s book Radical is intended to shock culturally captive



Christians out of their American Dream stupor and to become
serious  Christ  followers.  His  one-year  dare  at  the  end
includes activities from which all believers would benefit. We
should be praying for the entire world, reading through the
entire  Word,  sacrificing  our  money  for  Kingdom  purposes,
reaching  out  to  those  in  other  cultural  settings,  and
committing ourselves to multiplying church communities. I just
wish that Platt had given us a little more nuanced guidance as
to when and to what extent Christians should live a radical
life.

Restoring Eden
Of  the  three  books  we  are  examining  in  this  article,  I
anticipated  the  arrival  of  Gabe  Lyons’  book  The  Next
Christians the most. I had read glowing endorsements and was
hoping not to be disappointed.

The first of three sections in the book describes how the
world has changed in its perception of Christianity. Although
there is much good information here, Lyons resorts to the
phrase  “perfect  storm”  once  too  often  in  describing  our
current cultural milieu. He is right to describe attitudes
towards  believers  in  post-Christian  America  as  mostly
negative,  but  I  am  cautious  about  his  complaint  that  our
situation today is somehow unique.{4}

Lyons describes the church’s response to social change as
either  separatist  or  cultural.  The  separatists  are
characterized  by  judgmental  withdrawal  from  society,
aggressively  defending  a  Christian  America  that  no  longer
exists. They reduce the Christian’s task to saving a few souls
via evangelism in ways often offensive to our pluralistic
society. It’s not a pretty picture. According to Lyons, we are
far  too  influenced  by  the  remnants  of  the  Fundamentalist
movement that did battle with modernism at the beginning of
the last century.



Cultural Christians seek to blend into the culture rather than
judge it, and define the Christian life as primarily doing
kind things for others. These self-identified Christians place
tolerance  high  on  their  list  of  virtues  and  are  working
diligently to avoid topics or actions that might alienate
their neighbors. Lyons argues that they have conformed to the
culture  in  a  way  that  relinquishes  any  hope  of  having
significant  impact.

Lyons endorses a third category which he calls restorers. He
describes these people as those who “envision the world as it
was meant to be and they work toward that vision. Restorers
seek to mend earth’s brokenness.”{5} They are optimistic, and
see “that God is on the move—doing something unique in our
time.”{6} Their mission is to see “how things ought to be,”
and then to commit their lives to making it so.{7}

In a manner similar to Platt’s book Radical, Lyons chastises
Christians  who  focus  too  much  on  the  Gospel  message  of
redemption and emphasizing a salvation that offers escape from
this fallen world. By putting restoration back into God’s
story we don’t have to wait for God to give us a new heaven
and earth, we can experience it now.

Lyons’ call to action is an expansive one and it immediately
raises questions about what a restored world should look like;
what specific form should our political and economic systems
take? He seems to assume that we should know the answer to
these questions but I am not so sure that it’s that obvious.

A Faithful Presence
We will now consider the most academic of the three books we
are examining, James Hunter’s book To Change the World. Not
only is Hunter’s book one third longer than the other two, it
is far more abstract in content. Where the other two books
give  significant  space  to  stories  of  lives  changed  by  a



biblical calling, Hunter devotes less than three pages to real
life examples. What we do get is a thoughtful overview of how
most Christians wrongly pursue political power in the name of
Christ.

According to Hunter, Christians can be broken down into three
distinct groups: the Christian Right, the Christian Left and
the Neo-Anabaptists. The Christian Right seeks to win the
culture war. In its eyes, Christian America is disappearing
and needs to be defended. Secularism has conquered the media,
academia, and government, resulting in a culture that rejects
biblical values and corrupts our children.

In many ways the Christian Left and Neo-Anabaptists look a lot
alike. They are hostile towards an unrestrained market economy
and capitalism itself. They also share a sharp loathing for
the Christian Right. But they differ dramatically regarding
the believer’s relationship to government. The Left see the
government as a partner while the Neo-Anabaptists see it only
as a coercive force that uses violence to enforce its will.

Hunter argues that all three groups seek political power in
order to change the culture, a goal that will inevitably fail.
He spends a large portion of the book explaining why changing
a culture is far more difficult than most appreciate. Cultures
are more complex and resilient than we think and cannot be
changed by just putting new ideas in people’s minds.

In the end, Hunter calls Christians to what he describes as a
faithful  presence.  Rather  than  defending  against  the
secularization of culture, trying to be relevant to it, or
even seeking purity from its negative effects he calls for
another response that lends authenticity without sacrificing
coherence and depth to our faith.

Building a faithful presence requires that our leaders care
more  about  discipleship  than  fighting  the  culture  war  or
gaining political power. Christ followers today have faith but



lack a vision for living that is distinct from the larger
post-Christian culture. For Hunter, “A theology of faithful
presence means a recognition that the vocation of the church
is to bear witness to and to be the embodiment of the coming
Kingdom of God.”{8} Hunter realizes that the New Heavens and
New Earth will be God’s restoring work, but by honoring God
through  our  relationships  and  our  tasks  we  will  taste
something  of  His  kingdom  now.

Summary
In  this  article  we  have  considered  three  stimulating  and
passionate books, Radical by David Platt, The Next Christians
by Gabe Lyons and To Change the World by James Hunter and have
been left with three overlapping pictures of what it means to
be a Christ follower in the current American culture. Is the
Christian  life  about  being  a  radical,  being  as  counter-
cultural as possible? Is it restoring the world to a pre-fall
condition? Or is it as simple as being a disciple maker?

The apostle Paul certainly lived a radical lifestyle, but he
was limited by a couple of parameters. Paul talks about being
free from the expectations of men and yet careful not to give
offense in any way that might hinder the gospel.{9} He was
culturally sensitive enough to know what actions or words
might keep people from hearing the good news. He said that he
became all things to all men so that some might be saved. He
conformed  to  the  culture  enough  to  communicate  the
transcendent  truth  about  Jesus.

Paul  says  very  little  about  reforming  Roman  society,  the
government, commerce, or education. He seems to be much more
concerned about the culture within the church than he does the
culture at large. He writes, “What business is it of mine to
judge those outside the church? Are you not to judge those
inside?”{10} His desire was for Christ followers to live out
the “one another” passages that fill the New Testament. To be



loving, encouraging, building up, and bearing with one another
in a way that will draw outsiders to the gospel.

What about Gabe Lyons’ strong emphasis on restoration? In my
mind the issue is one of priorities. Most Christians would
like to see their efforts result in some degree of healing and
restoration in our society. But is healing and restoration of
America our first priority? This might be true if one holds
the  view  that  Christians  must  take  over  society  prior  to
Christ’s return, as do some postmillenialists. But for those
who believe that Christ will return as a conquering king to a
world in rebellion, there is no expectation or responsibility
for  Christians  to  restore  the  planet.  These  differing
positions  show,  once  again,  the  relevance  of  theology  to
everyday life.

International speaker and author Os Guinness describes clearly
our first priority as believers. He writes, “All that we do
must be first and last for Christ and His kingdom, not for
America, or the West, or democracy, or whatever. The ‘first
things’  must  be  first  again,  and  everything  else  must  be
viewed  only  a  bonus  or  a  by-product,  and  not  our  prime
concern.”{11}  Since  God  has  chosen  to  build  his  kingdom
through the church, it is Christ’s church that should receive
our primary efforts.

Notes
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God Wins: A Critique of Rob
Bell’s Love Wins
Dr. Patrick Zukeran critiques Rob Bell’s controversial book
denying  the  biblical  teaching  on  hell,  arguing  that  Bell
offers another gospel.

A New Kind of “Christianity”

 Will all people regardless of their belief enter
heaven? In a new book, Love Wins, mega church pastor Rob Bell
presents his case for universal salvation. Bell states that a
Christianity that teaches many will spend eternity in hell
while some go to heaven is “misguided and toxic.”{1} Bell
asserts  that  the  message  Christians  have  preached  for
centuries  is  actually  a  harmful  message.

Bell argues that God loves everyone and desires all people to
be saved. However if the majority of people never come to
faith in Christ and spend eternity in hell, God fails to
accomplish  His  will.  Since  this  is  not  an  acceptable
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conclusion, the only logical conclusion left is that in the
end,  all  will  eventually  receive  His  love  and  enter  into
heaven.

Bell  begins  by  bombarding  the  reader  with  hundreds  of
questions. The questions are meant to challenge and expose the
alleged inconsistencies of traditional teachings and prepare
you for his case for universal salvation. On page 1 he writes,

Will only a few select people make it to heaven, and will
billions and billions of people burn forever in hell? And if
that’s the case, how do you know? How do you become one of
the few? Is it what you believe, or what you say, or what
you do, or who you know, or something that happens in your
heart, or do you need to be initiated, or baptized, or take
a class, or converted, or be born again? How does someone
become one of these few? And then there’s a question behind
the question—the real question: What is God like? Because
millions and millions of people who were taught that the
primary message, this center of the Gospel of Jesus, is that
God is going to send you to hell unless you believe in
Jesus. And so what got subtly sort of caught and taught is
that Jesus rescues you from God. But what kind of God is
that that we would need to be rescued from this God? How
could that God ever be good? How could that God ever be
trusted? And how could that ever be good news?{2}

These  are  good  questions  and
deserve to be asked. “Traditional”
beliefs may not always be right,
and at times they deserve to be
reexamined. Bell then in the final
pages of his preface implies that
those  who  oppose  his  view  are
judgmental  and  not  open  to
discussion of vital doctrines of the faith. This is part of
his strategy to discourage any criticism of his position.
However, Scripture calls us to evaluate all teachings and



discern truth from error (1 Thess. 5:21; 1 Jn. 4:1).

In  the  process  of  defending  his  thesis,  Bell  ends  up
presenting a new kind of Gospel. Since theological doctrines
are connected, when you change the gospel message there is a
chain effect that follows. His gospel ends up presenting a
distorted understanding of God’s character, a variant view of
the  atonement,  and  a  heaven  and  hell  foreign  to  the
scriptures.

Bell  struggles  with  a  significant  question:  “Will  those
without Christ truly spend eternity in hell? Could there be a
possibility that they have a chance after death to repent?”
The idea that a loved one will spend eternity in hell is a
difficult one to accept. Careful study of all the relevant
scriptures is necessary when we examine a particular doctrine,
especially one regarding our salvation. If in the end we are
faced with a conclusion we do not like, we must not compromise
biblical truth but accept the words of Christ. Paul warns us
in Galatians 1:9 the danger of preaching another gospel. When
it  comes  to  essential  doctrines  of  the  faith,  Christians
cannot compromise on the truths taught in Scripture. For this
reason we must carefully examine Bell’s teachings and see if
it is compatible with, or a compromise of, the gospel of
Christ.

Another Kind of Gospel
To support his thesis that all individuals will eventually
enter into heaven, Bell must alter the gospel message. He
admits that his message departs from traditional Christianity
and declares that the message preached for past centuries is
misguided and in need of transformation.

A staggering number of people have been taught that a select
few Christians will spend forever in a peaceful, joyous
place  called  heaven  while  the  rest  of  humanity  spends



forever in torment and punishment in hell with no chance for
anything better. It’s been clearly communicated to many that
this belief is a central truth of the Christian faith and to
reject  it  is,  in  essence,  to  reject  Jesus.  This  is
misguided, toxic, and ultimately subverts the contagious
spread of Jesus’ message of love, peace, forgiveness and joy
that our world desperately needs to hear.{3}

The traditional message that salvation comes only to those who
accept  Christ  in  their  lifetime  is  rejected  by  Bell.  He
believes  that  all  people  are  reconciled  to  God  through
Christ’s death on the cross regardless of whether they choose
to put their faith in Christ or not. Those who do not receive
Christ in this lifetime will spend some time in hell but no
one will remain there forever. Eventually all people will
respond to God’s love, even those in hell and enter heaven.
Bell states this on several occasions:

At the heart of this perspective is the belief that, given
enough time, everybody will turn to God and find themselves
in the joy and peace of God’s presence. The love of God will
melt every hard heart, and even the most “depraved sinners”
will eventually give up their resistance and turn to God.{4}

To be clear, again, an untold number of serious disciples of
Jesus across hundreds of years have assumed, affirmed, and
trusted  that  no  one  can  resist  God’s  pursuit  forever,
because God’s love will eventually melt even the hardest of
hearts.{5}

At the center of the Christian tradition since the first
church have been a number who insist that history is not
tragic, hell is not forever, and love, in the end, wins and
all will be reconciled to God.{6}

Within this proper, larger understanding of just what the
Jesus story even is, we see that Jesus himself, again and
again,  demonstrates  how  seriously  he  takes  his  role  in



saving and rescuing and redeeming not just everything but
everybody.{7}

Bell points to several Scriptures to support his argument. One
passage is 1 Corinthians 13 which states, “Love never fails.”
Therefore he concludes, God’s love will reach all lost people
even those in hell and they will eventually turn to Him since
no one can resist God’s love forever.

However, there are many passages in the Bible that teach the
unrighteous are eternally separated from God and the righteous
are  forever  with  God.  Daniel  12:2  speaks  of  a  future
resurrection  and  eternal  destiny  for  the  righteous  and
unrighteous: “Multitudes who sleep in the dust of the earth
will awake: some to everlasting life, others to shame and
everlasting contempt.” Daniel states that there will be a
resurrection and judgment of all people. Some will inherit
eternal life and others will suffer “everlasting contempt.”
Daniel teaches in this passage that not all individuals will
enter into everlasting life. Those who do not are destined to
“everlasting contempt.” The Hebrew word for everlasting is
ôlām.  The  word  in  this  context  signifies  an  indefinite
futurity,  forever,  or  always.  It  refers  to  an  unending
future.{8} This is the most likely definition for ôlām used
later in verse 7 referring to the eternal nature of God: “And
I heard the man clothed in linen, who was above the waters of
the stream; he raised his right hand and his left hand toward
heaven and swore by him who lives forever…” We know that God
is eternal. Therefore, Daniel is using the term “ôlām” to mean
everlasting and never ending.

Jude 7 states, “In a similar way, Sodom and Gomorrah and the
surrounding towns gave themselves up to sexual immorality and
perversion. They serve as an example of those who suffer the
punishment of eternal fire.” The Greek word for eternal is
aiṓnios  which  means  “eternal,  perpetual,  to  time  in  its
duration, constant, abiding. When referring to eternal life,
it means the life which is God’s and hence it is not affected



by the limitations of time.”{9} The word again is used in
verse 21 to refer to “eternal” or never ending life with God.
So in the context of Jude aiṓnios is used to refer to an
eternal state.

In Matthew 7:13-14 Jesus invites, “Enter through the narrow
gate, for the gate is wide and the way is broad that leads to
destruction, and there are many who enter through it. For the
gate is small and the way is narrow that leads to life, and
there are few who find it.” Jesus taught an exclusive view of
salvation. He stated clearly not everyone will inherit eternal
life; in fact many will follow the path of destruction. This
verse speaks against the doctrine of universal salvation.

Hebrews 9:27 (“it is appointed for men to die once and after
this comes judgment”) teaches that there is no second chance
for salvation after death. The preceding verses teach that
Christ made the perfect sacrifice for sin once and for all. He
paid the price once and His sacrifice is for all time. In the
same way that Christ’s atonement is final, so all men and
women die once and face a judgment which is final and eternal
in its sentence.

Bell’s gospel is a departure from biblical teaching. God is
love and therefore, He does not impose His will on those who
refuse  to  receive  His  love.  He  honors  the  choice  of
individuals to receive or reject Him. Those who reject Him in
this life will not want to be with Him for all eternity. God
honors their choice and places them away from His presence in
hell. Thus, God’s character of love honoring one’s choice is
upheld. But God’s character of justice in dealing with sin is
also upheld.

Are All Reconciled to God?
There are several key passages Bell uses to support his thesis
that all individuals will eventually enter heaven. One key



verse that deserves attention is Colossians 1:20, a favorite
verse used by many universalists: “and through him (Jesus) to
reconcile to himself all things, whether things on earth or
things in heaven, by making peace through his blood, shed on
the cross.” According to Bell, the entire world is reconciled
to God through the death of Christ. Christ’s death has atoned
for all sin and places every person in right standing with
God. Those who turn to God in this life will enter heaven
immediately. Those who reject God’s love in this lifetime will
be temporarily separated from God in hell but will eventually
receive His love and enter heaven.

Contrary to Bell’s interpretation, this verse does not teach a
universal salvation. Rather, it presents the scope, goal, and
means of reconciliation. The scope of reconciliation extends
not just to human beings but to all of creation which was
affected by sin. Romans 8:20-22 says,

For the creation was subjected to futility, not willingly,
but because of him who subjected it, in hope that the
creation  itself  will  be  set  free  from  its  bondage  to
corruption  and  obtain  the  freedom  of  the  glory  of  the
children of God. For we know that the whole creation has
been groaning together in the pains of childbirth until now.

The physical world was affected by sin, not by its choice but
by the choice of Adam. Christ’s victory over sin restored
order over creation by bringing it again under His lordship,
and full restoration will take place in the future.{10}

Angels and human beings, unlike the material world, have a
choice. Reconciliation involves two parties who voluntarily
decide to make peace. In this case fallen angels knowingly
rebelled against Christ and reconciliation is not possible.
Humans also must make a choice to receive God’s invitation
through Christ or to reject it. This is made clear in the
following verses:



And you, who once were alienated and hostile in mind, doing
evil deeds, he has now reconciled in his body of flesh by
his death, in order to present you holy and blameless and
above reproach before him, if indeed you continue in the
faith, stable and steadfast, not shifting from the hope of
the gospel that you heard, which has been proclaimed in all
creation  under  heaven,  and  of  which  I,  Paul,  became  a
minister. (Col. 1:21-23)

Paul states that we were once “alienated” from God and we are
reconciled “if indeed you continue in the faith . . . not
shifting from the hope of the gospel.” The reconciliation
depends  on  the  believer  receiving  Christ  by  faith  and
persevering in that faith. Numerous other verses make faith in
Christ  necessary  for  reconciliation  (Jn.  3:18,  5:24;  Rom.
1:17; 3:21-26).

Those who receive God’s gift of life will attain blessings and
salvation. Those who refuse are sentenced to eternal death
(Jn. 3:18). In the end all things will be put in their proper
place. It is in this context all things will be reconciled to
Christ and in submission to His lordship (Phil. 2:5-11).

Another Kind of God
In his effort to defend his thesis that in the end everyone
goes to heaven, Rob Bell must alter the message of the gospel.
However, in doing so, he also alters the character of God.
Among the hundreds of questions with which Bell bombards his
readers, he asks the following: “If there are only a select
few who go to heaven, which is more terrifying to fathom: the
billions who burn forever or the few who escape this fate? How
does a person end up being one of the few? Chance? Luck?
Random selection? . . . God choosing you instead of others?
What kind of faith is that? Or, more important: what kind of
God is that?”{11} For Bell, a God who would send billions to
an eternal hell would not be a God of love. However, in



emphasizing God’s character of love he ends up ignoring God’s
other attributes, and in the end alters the character of God.

Bell is correct in stating that God is love. However, he
commits an error common among universalists. Bell ends up
presenting an imbalanced view of God that emphasizes God’s
character  of  love  to  the  neglect  of  the  other  character
qualities of God. Love is not the only or the most dominant
character of God. Along with love, God has other character
qualities which exist together in a perfect balance.

Among the numerous qualities of God, the Bible teaches that
God is also just (2 Thess. 1:6), He is holy (Isa 6:3), He is
righteous (Ps. 7:11), sovereign (Jude 4), wise (1 Cor. 3:19)
true (Jn. 14:6), etc. There are many qualities of God that are
just  as  important  as  love,  and  they  exist  in  a  perfect
balance.  Thus,  emphasizing  one  trait  to  the  exclusion  of
others leads to flawed theology.

God is love and God desires that all individuals be saved.
However, God is also just and holy and must deal righteously
with  sin.  God’s  character  of  holiness  is  well  emphasized
throughout the Bible. This is the theme of Leviticus and,
throughout this book, God presents detailed instructions for
dealing with sin through the sacrificial system. The Levitical
sacrifices are fulfilled in the death of Christ who fulfills
the righteousness of God.

The theme in the prophets is that Israel has violated the
holiness of God and thus God must judge their sins. Isaiah
5:16 states, “But the Lord Almighty will be exalted by his
justice,  and  the  holy  God  will  show  himself  holy  by  his
righteousness.” God, being a loving God, sent prophets to warn
Israel to turn from their idolatry and disobedience and return
to Him. However, after generations of refusal by Israel, God
finally had to judge the sins of the people. Throughout the
New Testament, Christians are exhorted to live holy lives for
that reflects the character of God (Eph. 4:24; Heb. 12:14; 1



Pet. 1:15-6).

Those who refuse the gift of Christ’s work on the cross have
not been cleansed from their sin and therefore cannot enter
the holy presence of God. This is the theme of Hebrews 9,
which teaches us that access to God represented in the Holy of
Holies at the Temple was not accessible to us. However, the
blood of Christ fulfilled the holiness of God and cleansed
sinners and made us holy before God. Only through the blood of
Christ is this made possible.

Bell emphasizes God’s love but diminishes His holiness and
righteousness; therefore, the magnitude of our sin, its effect
on our nature, and it offense to God are diminished. God hates
sin and judges sin seriously. In Revelation, the wrath of God
is poured out upon the world in rebellion. In Revelation 20,
those individuals not found in the book of life are thrown
into the lake of fire. To build a picture of God who is
excluded of His holiness, justice and righteousness, who does
not judge sin, is to present an imbalanced and false view of
God.

Bell argues,

Millions have been taught that if they don’t believe, if
they don’t accept in the right way, . . . God would have no
choice but to punish them forever in conscious torment in
hell. God would in essence become a fundamentally different
being to them in that moment of death, a different being to
them  forever.  A  loving  heavenly  father  who  will  go  to
extraordinary  lengths  to  have  a  relationship  with  them
would, in the blink of an eye, become a cruel, mean, vicious
tormenter who would ensure that they had no escape from an
endless future of agony. . . . If God can switch gears like
that, switch entire modes of being that quickly, that raises
a thousand questions about whether a being like that could
ever be trusted, let alone good.{12}



Bell argues that God changes according to the decision of
individuals. However, God is not the one who changes. He is
always loving and reaching out to all people, but He is also
holy and righteous and and must deal justly with sin. Those
who do not want to be with God now will not want to be with
Him in eternity. Because He is love, He does not force people
to be with Him for eternity but honors their choice. God
allows them to exist away from Him in hell. So God does not
change; He grants individuals what they desire.

I would also disagree with Bell’s statement that God is the
one  tormenting  individuals.  Torment  comes  from  within  the
person. The torment the person experiences is not inflicted by
God but comes from the individual who must live eternally with
his or her decision to reject the love of God. Therefore hell
honors the free choice of men and fulfills the love of God who
does not impose Himself on those who do not want Him. It also
fulfills His holiness, removing sin from His presence.

Another Kind of Heaven and Hell
To maintain his thesis that everyone will go to heaven, Rob
Bell must alter the gospel message, the character of God, and
the teaching on heaven and hell. Bell teaches that hell is not
eternal  but  temporary,  and  in  fact  heaven  and  hell  are
actually the same place. For those who have accepted God’s
love, this place will be heaven. For those who continue to
reject God’s love this place will be hell. Hell is created by
the individual who resists God’s love. Bell states, “We create
hell  whenever  we  fail  to  trust  God’s  retelling  of  our
story.”{13} The individual remains in this condition until he
is won over by God’s love and eventually turns to God. Then
what was once hell will becomes heaven.

Bell derives this from Luke 15, the Parable of the Prodigal
Son. In this story, after the younger brother returns, the
father throws this formerly lost son a big banquet. However,



the  older  brother,  jealous  and  upset  over  his  younger
brother’s reception, remains outside and chooses not to enjoy
the party. Both brothers are in the same place but for one it
is a party, for the other it is miserable.{14} Bell states
that it is our choice. “We’re at the party, but we don’t have
to join in. Heaven or hell. Both are at the party.”{15} The
younger brother who has received his father’s love it is a
joyous time, but for the older brother who has the wrong view
of his father it is misery.

Bell is really stretching the interpretation of this parable
to support his theology. I am not aware of any New Testament
scholar that finds this doctrine of heaven and hell in this
parable. The parable comes in the context of the Pharisees and
teachers  of  the  law  questioning  Jesus  associating  with
“sinners.” Jesus, in defense of His ministry and displaying
the compassion of God for the lost, tells three parables: the
lost sheep, the lost coin, and the lost son. The younger
brother represents the sinners who repent and turn to God
while the older brother represents the Pharisees and teachers
of the law who have little compassion for the lost.{16} So the
purpose of the parable is God’s heart for the lost and the
cold heartedness of the Pharisees and teachers of the law. To
read into this story Bell’s doctrine of heaven and hell is a
stretch. It does not appear Jesus had in mind any teaching on
heaven and hell in this parable.

Bell believes that heaven and hell are actually the same place
and he also believes that hell is not permanent. He describes
it as a “period of pruning” and “an intense experience of
correction.”{17} It appears that Bell views hell similar to
the Catholic teaching of purgatory. Eventually this will end
when the person turns to God because, according to Bell, “No
one can resist God’s pursuit forever because God’s love will
eventually melt even the hardest hearts.”{18}

Another way Bell defends his doctrine of hell is in doing a
brief  word  study.  The  Old  Testament  word  is  sheol.  Bell



explains that sheol is the place of the grave in the Old
Testament and that it speaks generally of the resting place of
the  departed  sprits.  Three  words  are  used  in  the  New
Testament: gehenna, hades, and tartarus. Gehenna, he says, is
the Valley of Hinnon, the garbage dump outside Jerusalem.{19}
The word tartarus comes from Greek mythology, referring to the
underworld where Greek demigods were judged.{20} Hades, he
states, is the equivalent of the Hebrew sheol, an obscure,
dark and murky place.{21} He thus concludes from his brief
word study on hell that hell is not clearly defined in the
Bible and that holding to the belief that it is a place of
eternal suffering is unjustified.

Bell correctly states that sheol is the place of the grave and
speaks generally of the place where the departed spirits go.
There are several occasions where Old Testament saints stated
they would go to sheol. However, his word study is incomplete.
As revelation progresses, we see there are different fates for
the righteous and the wicked. There is indeed a judgment which
determines the destiny of individuals.

As  mentioned  above,  Daniel  12:2  speaks  of  a  future
resurrection and eternal destiny. “Multitudes who sleep in the
dust of the earth will awake: some to everlasting life, others
to shame and everlasting contempt.” Daniel states that there
will be a resurrection and a judgment that determines the
eternal destiny of individuals. Some will resurrect to eternal
life while others to everlasting contempt. As noted earlier,
the Hebrew word for everlasting is ôlām. Olām is used more
than three hundred times to indicate indefinite continuance
into the very distant future. There are times it is used to
designate a long period in the past or a designated long
period  of  time  in  the  future.{22}  Context  determines  the
definition. In this context it signifies an indefinite future
or forever. This is the most likely definition for several
reasons. First, the context found in verses 1 and 2 speaks of
the resurrection at the end of the age. This is speaking of



the final judgment before the righteous enter into eternity.
Second,  in  verse  3  it  is  used  of  the  righteous  shining
forever. Third, it is used later in verse 7 referring to the
eternal nature of God. “And I heard the man clothed in linen,
who was above the waters of the stream; he raised his right
hand and his left hand toward heaven and swore by him who
lives forever.” Daniel describes an eternal state of reward
and life for the righteous but an eternal state of contempt
for the unbelievers.

In Isaiah 66:22-24, Isaiah speaks of the Lord establishing His
kingdom and restoring Israel. He concludes saying, “And they
will  go  out  and  look  upon  the  dead  bodies  of  those  who
rebelled against me; their worm will not die, nor will their
fire be quenched, and they will be loathsome to all mankind.”
Here Isaiah refers to state of eternal torment for those who
rebel against the Lord.{23} Although sheol is used of the
general  resting  place  of  departed  spirits,  as  revelation
progresses  the  Old  Testament  mentions  a  different  eternal
destiny of the righteous and unrighteous. The eternal state is
further revealed in the New Testament.

In reference to the New Testament words, the most commonly
used word is Gehenna. Bell is correct that Gehenna is derived
from the Valley of Hinnon outside of Jerusalem, but once again
his word study is incomplete. Gehenna is associated with evil,
and, in the context of the New Testament, symbolizes more than
just a garbage heap. It served as a physical picture of the
eternal state of suffering.

In  Matthew  18:7-9  Jesus  states,  “Woe  to  the  world  for
temptations to sin! For it is necessary that temptations come,
but woe to the one by whom the temptation comes! And if your
hand or your foot causes you to sin, cut it off and throw it
away. It is better for you to enter life crippled or lame than
with two hands or two feet to be thrown into the eternal fire.
And if your eye causes you to sin, tear it out and throw it
away. It is better for you to enter life with one eye than



with two eyes to be thrown into the hell of fire.” The Greek
word  for  “eternal”  is  aiṓnios.  This  word  means  “eternal,
perpetual to time in its duration, constant, or abiding.” When
referring to eternal life, it means the life which is God’s
and hence it is not affected by the limitations of time.{24}
The fire described in verse 8 is an eternal and never-ending
fire. In the very next verse Christ states that it is better
to enter heaven blind in one eye than “be thrown into the hell
(Gehenna) of fire.” In just the previous verse, the fire of
hell was said to be eternal. From the context then we should
conclude Gehenna is an eternal state, not a temporary one.

In Mark 9:47-48 Jesus says, “And if your eye causes you to
sin, tear it out. It is better for you to enter the kingdom of
God with one eye than with two eyes to be thrown into hell,
‘where their worm does not die and the fire is not quenched.'”
Jesus states that in Gehenna, the worm lives eternally and the
fire  is  also  eternal.  Gehenna  then  is  a  described  as  an
eternal abode.

Jesus further states that the punishment in hell is eternal
and not temporary. In Matthew 25:46, the judgment of the sheep
and the goats, Jesus states, “And these (the goats) will go
away into eternal punishment, but the righteous into eternal
life.” Bell attempts to show in Matthew 25:46—the separation
of  the  sheep  and  the  goats—that  when  Jesus  said  “eternal
punishment,” he did not mean the punishment was eternal. He
writes, “Aion, we know, has several meanings. One is ‘age’ or
‘period of time’; another refers to intensity of experience.
The word kolazo (punishment) is a term from horticulture. It
refers to the pruning and trimming f the branches of a plant
so it can flourish. . . . Depending on how you translate aion
and kolazo, then, the phrase can mean ‘a period of pruning’ or
‘a  time  of  trimming’  or  an  intense  experience  or
correction.”{25}

However, I find Bell’s explanation unsatisfactory since the
verse  states  that  the  goats  will  “go  away  into  eternal



punishment, but the righteous into eternal life.” Here the
eternal life of the believer is seen in contrast with the
eternal judgment of the unbeliever. If he is to be consistent,
we must interpret that the righteous will not enter into an
eternal state of life in the presence of God but a temporary
state of life. However, this would not make any sense in this
verse. Why should we understand that the word “eternal” for
the  righteous  means  everlasting  but  it  is  taken  to  be  a
temporary state for the unrighteous? Since the righteous enter
everlasting life, we should take the preceding phrase that the
goats will enter a state of eternal punishment.

Paul writes in 2 Thess. 1:8-9, “He will punish those who do
not know God and do not obey the gospel of our Lord Jesus.
They will be punished with everlasting destruction and shut
out from the presence of the Lord and from the majesty of his
power.”  The  words  “everlasting  destruction,”  when  used
together,  refer  to  an  eternal  state  of  punishment.  The
Complete  Word  Study  Dictionary:  New  Testament  states  that
Ólethros  aiṓnios  (destruction  everlasting)  refers  to
destruction which is eternal or everlasting. It is destruction
or a state which is imposed by God forever. In a similar way
the  phrase  “eternal  judgment”  used  in  Heb.  6:2  means  an
eternal sentence imposed by God. All of these designations of
punishment stand in contrast to eternal life as the inherent
punishment for those who reject Christ’s salvation in that
they  will  be  separated  from  the  life  of  God  which  they
rejected. As to the duration of what is designated as aiṓnios
when it comes to punishment, it is only proper to assign it
the same duration or endlessness as to the life which is given
by God.{26}

Revelation 14:9-11 states, “A third angel followed them and
said in a loud voice: ‘If anyone worships the beast and his
image and receives his mark on the forehead or on the hand,
he, too, will drink of the wine of God’s fury, which has been
poured full strength into the cup of his wrath. He will be



tormented with burning sulfur in the presence of the holy
angels and of the Lamb. And the smoke of their torment rises
forever and ever.'” In this passage the Greek word aiṓnios is
repeated at the end of verse 11. The phrase “forever and ever”
is used twelve times in Revelation. Each time it refers to an
eternal  existence.  Eight  times  it  is  associated  with  the
nature of God or the never ending rule of God. For example
Revelation 4:9-10 says, “And whenever the living creatures
give glory and honor and thanks to him who is seated on the
throne, who lives forever and ever, the twenty-four elders
fall down before him who is seated on the throne and worship
him  who  lives  forever  and  ever.”  The  most  consistent
interpretation  of  14:9-11  is  that  the  suffering  of  the
unbelievers is of an eternal nature.

Jude 7 states, “In a similar way, Sodom and Gomorrah and the
surrounding towns gave themselves up to sexual immorality and
perversion. They serve as an example of those who suffer the
punishment  of  eternal  fire.”  Once  again  the  word  here  is
aiṓnios, signifying an eternal punishment.

It is difficult to interpret passages like these (2 Thess.
1:9; Jude 7; and Rev. 14:9-11) to mean something other than
eternal or never-ending punishment. Bell’s interpretations are
incorrect and his word studies are incomplete. When you look
at several passages in their context, it is very difficult to
support Bell’s view.

How Many Stones Cry Out?
Is Jesus the only way to eternal life or are there other ways
to salvation besides Christ? Bell makes his case that there
are other ways to eternal life. Bell builds his case from
Exodus 17 where Moses struck the rock which brought forth
water for the Israelites. In 1 Corinthians 10, Paul states
that Christ was that rock which Moses struck. Thus, Bell makes
the leap that if Christ was in that rock, it is very likely He
is in numerous rocks. Bell writes,



According to Paul, Jesus was there. Without anybody using
his name. Without anybody saying that it was him. Without
anybody acknowledging just what–or more precisely, who–it
was. Paul’s interpretation that Christ was present in the
Exodus  raises  the  question:  Where  else  has  Christ  been
present? When else? Who Else? How else? Paul finds Jesus
there,  in  that  rock,  because  Paul  finds  Jesus
everywhere.{27}

It appears Bell is stating that one need not know the gospel
message of Christ as taught in the New Testament. A person can
be  saved  through  other  means  and  messages.  Bell  further
states,

As obvious as it is, then, Jesus is bigger than any one
religion. He didn’t come to start a new religion, and he
continually disrupted whatever conventions or systems or
establishments  that  existed  in  his  day.  He  will  always
transcend whatever cages and labels are created to contain
him, especially the one called Christianity. Within this
proper larger understanding of just what the Jesus story
even  is,  we  see  that  Jesus  himself,  again  and  again,
demonstrates how seriously he takes his role in saving and
rescuing  and  redeeming  not  just  everything,  but
everybody.{28}

Bell emphasizes that he believes that salvation comes through
Jesus and Jesus alone saves all people. He refers to Jesus’
words in John 14:6. However, he believes that Jesus may be
found  in  the  numerous  other  religions  but  identified  by
different  names,  symbols,  or  teachings  for  Jesus  as  the
creator is present in all creation. Therefore, Christianity
does  not  have  the  exclusive  message  of  salvation.  Other
religions  contain  the  presence  of  Christ  through  their
teachings. How and where they do, Bell does not explain.

Bell states again that specific knowledge of Jesus and the
message of the cross is not necessary for salvation. “What he



(Jesus) doesn’t say is how, or when, or in what manner the
mechanism functions that gets people to God through him. He
doesn’t even state that those coming to the Father through him
know they are coming exclusively through him. He simply claims
that whatever God is doing in the world to know and redeem and
love and restore the world is happening through him.”{29} So
for  Bell,  salvation  is  possible  without  understanding  who
Jesus is, his atoning work, and the message of the cross.

Bell misunderstands the text of John 14:6 [“I am the way, and
the truth, and the life; no one comes to the Father but
through Me”]. Jesus states that He is the only way to eternal
life. The “mechanism” is faith in Jesus Christ. Truth is found
in  general  revelation,  creation,  and  the  conscience.
Therefore, truth about God can be found studying nature (Rom.
1) and through the moral law within each one of us (Rom. 2).
For this reason, there are teachings that are true in other
religions. For example, many ethical systems in the other
religions  overlap  with  biblical  teachings.  So  truth  that
points to God can be found in general revelation, but saving
knowledge  of  Christ  is  not  found  in  general  revelation.
Salvation  comes  through  the  special  revelation  of  Jesus
Christ. For this reason Paul states, “How, then, can they call
on the one they have not believed in? And how can they believe
in the one of whom they have not heard? And how can they hear
without someone preaching to them? And how can they preach
unless they are sent? As it is written, ‘How beautiful are the
feet  of  those  who  bring  good  news!'”  (Rom.  10:14-5)  Paul
states it is only the specific message of the gospel of Jesus
Christ that saves (Rom. 1:16).

There are several examples in the New Testament that reveal
general revelation was not enough for salvation, but special
revelation was needed. In Acts 10, Cornelius, a God-fearing
Roman  soldier,  believes  in  God  and  lives  a  noble  life.
However, that was not enough. For this reason, God sent Peter
to  present  the  message  of  the  gospel  to  Cornelius.  After



hearing the gospel message, Cornelius and his family receive
the gift of salvation. Therefore, the message of the gospel
must be heard and received for salvation.

Jesus further taught that the message of salvation is narrow
and exclusive. This is not only the nature of the gospel
message but the nature of truth itself. If Jesus is the son of
God, any religion that rejects this truth must be false in its
salvation message. In Matthew 7:13-14, Jesus stated that the
way to eternal life is indeed narrow and only a few find it.
Peter reinforced that Jesus is the only way in Acts 4:12, and
Paul states in 1 Timothy 2:5 that Jesus is the only mediator
between  God  and  man.  If  these  statements  are  true,  then
salvation comes exclusively through Jesus.

It is also logically unreasonable to assume that salvation is
possible through other religions. For example, Islam rejects
the deity of Christ, the death of Christ on the cross, the
resurrection, and salvation by faith in Christ. Many forms of
Buddhism  reject  the  idea  of  a  God.  Hinduism  teaches  that
Brahma  is  an  impersonal  force  and  is  in  a  codependent
relationship with the universe since Brahma is made up of all
things. Since the other religions have significant teachings
contradictory to Christianity, it is unreasonable to conclude
they contain the salvation message of Christ.

So do the stones cry out? There is truth in general revelation
(creation and the conscience) but this truth does not save; it
points one to God (Rom. 1:18-32; 2:12-16). Salvation requires
the gospel message of Christ as stated by Paul in 1 Cor. 15,
that  we  are  sinners,  Christ  died  for  our  sins  and  rose
triumphing over sin, and we are called to receive Him as our
Lord and Savior. Without the gospel message of Christ, one
cannot attain salvation.

Conclusion
Paul warns us very strongly in Galatians 1:8 the danger of



preaching another gospel. Unfortunately, Bell here presents
another gospel and in doing so, presents a false message of
hope that has eternal consequences. In Love Wins, Bell argues
that in the end everyone will be in heaven because that is
God’s will. No one can resist God’s love forever, and if all
are not saved, God is not glorified. However, in changing the
gospel  message  Bell  changes  the  character  of  God  and  the
nature of heaven and hell. God is a God of love, and in His
love He honors the decision of individuals to freely choose
Him or reject Him. Those who reject Christ, have not had their
sins cleansed and cannot enter into the presence of a holy
God. In the end, God upholds His love by honoring the choice
of all individuals and upholds his righteousness by placing
the righteous in His presence and the unrighteous in hell,
away from His holy presence. In the end God wins. That is the
message of the cross.
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Engage, Maverick!
I really enjoy Scott’s blog which helps us engage creatively
and  redemptively  with  pop  culture  which  is  so  widely

https://probe.org/engage-maverick/


influential. So when Scott asked if I would write a guest post
on discerning when we should and should not engage, I was
thrilled and honored. I deal with the subject of engaging
culture on my blog as well (though not nearly as cohesively as
Scott does here), so some of my readers may recognize a few
things I’m about to say, but this is a great opportunity to
bring  those  somewhat  miscellaneous  thoughts  into  a  more
cohesive treatment. So, thanks again, Scott!

Throughout history the large majority of Christians, Catholic
and  Protestant,  all  across  the  world,  have  consistently
believed that a major part of our calling is to engage our
various cultural contexts to meet people where they are, or
perhaps more accurately, meet people halfway, and be salt and
light. We get this example from Christ himself who entered
into a particular cultural context and met people halfway
(between where they were and where Christ was wanting to take
them, namely, the Kingdom of God) with metaphors and social
activities they already had a cultural framework for.

One of my favorite passages of Scripture is Matthew 10 where
Jesus is sending out his apostles. In his instructions to them
he tells them to show ‘em how to live life to the fullest as
we were always intended to live it! (“preach the Kingdom of
God”), do creative and redemptive works in their lives (“heal
the sick, raise the dead, cleanse those who have leprosy,
drive out demons”), and in all this remember, “be shrewd as
serpents and innocent as doves.”

These are Jesus’ instructions to us, his modern-day hands and
feet. We are to engage. And we are to do so shrewdly, wisely
and  with  discernment.  Not  everyone  has  the  same  level  of
freedom to interact with various aspects of our unbelieving
society. Everyone is different. There are certain things which
are particularly spiritually unsafe for me; I know it in my
guts and bones; I just can’t go there. But I also know that
doesn’t mean it is as dangerous for others as it is for me,
and I don’t begrudge others their freedom.



Personal conviction derives from the way God has uniquely
created us as individuals and how our singular personality and
wiring is affected by the Fall – our particular tendencies,
weaknesses,  addictions,  our  circumstances,  our  personal
history. These are the primary factors we should consider when
we prayerfully decide whether a particular book, movie, song
is spiritually safe for us to read, watch, listen to, and
engage through our Creation-Fall-Redemption view of the world.

Anyone who believes he or she is safe from the all the various
temptations available in pop culture is a fool. My friend and
colleague Todd Kappelman wisely notes and advises, “Exercising
rampant Christian freedom does not necessarily mean one is a
strong Christian [referring to 1 Cor 8]. It could indicate
that one is too weak to control one’s passions and is hiding
behind the argument that they are a stronger brother.” When we
engage our culture, we must use a “framework of moderation,”
to  use  Todd’s  phrase,  that  addresses  our  particular
weaknesses, for we are all of us the weaker brother somewhere.
We need to be honest with ourselves about our weaknesses, and
the best way to do that is to ask God and ask other believers
who  love  us  and  are  discerning  and  nuanced  in  regard  to
engaging culture, to invite the inner circle of our faith
community into the part of our lives where we ask serious
questions about the books we read, the movies we watch and the
music we listen to.

There is a difference between conviction and legalism. One of
those differences is the legalistic compulsion to impose one’s
personal convictions on others. It is possible to abstain in a
genuinely free way. I greatly admire my friends who abstain;
who don’t even have a TV, for example. Together we add to the
richness of each others’ lives by bringing perspective to one
another about who God is and how we relate to him. Together we
present  to  the  world  a  more  complete  picture.  It  is  the
diversity of the Body that most beautifully represents Christ
to the world. And it is vital to our Christian calling to live
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as much as we can in the tension between the pulls of legalism
and libertinism. The ebb and flow of this kind of living is
part of what in means to live the full, rich, abundant life of
Christ.

When  you  cannot  personally  engage  by
reading/watching/listening  to  this  or  that  for  whatever
reason, abiding an attitude of general engagement as a member
of the Body of Christ fosters that humility-infused unity so
foundational to our new life.

 

This blog post originally appeared at
popcultureandfaithministries.blogspot.com/2011/03/engage-

maverick-guest-blog-by-renea.html

the unfit ones
outside the box
in need of a home
but this box is comfort
it’s all that we’ve known

why won’t you just fit?
square peg
round hole

we’ll file off your edges
(’til you’re smooth just like us)
with the blade of this Book
which says, by the way, don’t fuss
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