
Truth You Can Sing About: 5
Christmas Carols
When was the last time you thought about the great truth found
in Christmas hymns and carols? Probe Radio producer Steven
Davis focuses on the theology of five Christmas carols. The
podcast features new music for each carol written by Steven’s
son and Probe’s Mind Games Camp alumnus Jon Clive Davis.

Hark the Herald Angels Sing
Hark! The herald angels sing,
“Glory to the newborn King;
Peace on earth, and mercy mild,
God and sinners reconciled!”

Charles Wesley penned these words in the early 1700’s. And
this hymn is filled with inspiration and insight.

The 1st line tells us who delivers this great message: the
angels.

The 2nd line reveals Who is the content: the Christ child.

The 3rd line shows results of this miraculous birth: peace and
mercy incarnate came to earth.

But the 4th line exclaims what has happened—that which mankind
had been incapable of doing, and centuries of sacrifices could
not  accomplish:  God  and  sinners  were  finally  and  fully
reconciled.
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Reconciliation  literally  means  “according  to  change.”  The
situation between God and man had to be changed; both parties
were  at  enmity  with  one  another,  and  we  needed  to  be
reconciled.

“This includes you who were once far away from God. You were
his enemies, separated from him by your evil thoughts and
actions. Yet now he has reconciled you to himself through
the  death  of  Christ  in  his  physical  body.”  (Colossians
1:21-22)

“We were God’s enemies, but he made us his friends through
the death of his Son. Now that we are God’s friends, how
much more will we be saved by Christ’s life!” (Romans 5:10)

On that angel-filled night, we became witnesses to the first
step of this reconciliation: the Son had come in the flesh to
earth! And that’s the point of the Incarnation—God became man
so that He could reconcile us to Himself, and that was the
miraculous, wondrous Christmas Change.

Don’t miss what the Apostle Paul and Wesley were saying about
our condition: we were sinners and we were enemies. But now,
because of Christ, we are reconciled.

When you consider His birth this Christmas season, may you be
wondrously changed.

O Come, O Come Emmanuel
O come, O come, Emmanuel
And ransom captive Israel,
That mourns in lonely exile here
Until the Son of God appear.
Rejoice! Rejoice!
Emmanuel shall come to thee, O Israel.

Emmanuel: God with us. This was not a new concept, for Israel
knew and saw on numerous occasions that God was “with” them:



“Praise the Lord who has given rest to his people Israel,
just as he promised. Not one word has failed of all the
wonderful promises he gave through his servant Moses. May
the Lord our God be with us as he was with our ancestors;
may he never leave us or abandon us.” (1 Kings 8)

“Be  strong  and  courageous,  do  not  fear  or  be  dismayed
because of the king of Assyria nor because of all the horde
that is with him; for the one with us is greater than the
one with him. With him is only an arm of flesh, but with us
is the Lord our God to help us and to fight our battles.” (2
Chronicles 32)

“The LORD of hosts is with us; the God of Jacob is our
stronghold.” (Psalm 46)

During the exodus God was with them as seen in a pillar of
fire by night and a pillar of smoke by day. His presence was
with them in the Holy of holies. And at times His presence was
with them in battle.

But Emmanuel being with us is different.

John tells us in his gospel, “The Word became flesh and
dwelt among us.” (John 1:14)

And Paul continues in his letter to Timothy: “Here is the
great mystery of our religion: Christ came as a human. The
Spirit proved that he pleased God, and he was seen by
angels. Christ was preached to the nations. People in this
world put their faith in him, and he was taken up to glory.”
(1 Timothy 3:16)

The  Son  of  God  has  appeared,  and  that  is  a  reason  for
Israel—and us—to rejoice.

Joy to the World
Joy to the world! The Lord is come



Let earth receive her King!
Let every heart prepare Him room
And heaven and nature sing
And heaven and nature sing
And heaven, and heaven and nature sing!

I love this carol. It is indeed joyous, and is rightfully sung
as such. But is the world joyous? Will Earth receive her king?
Will every heart prepare Him room?

No.

And that greatly saddens me. There are those who worship other
gods, and will find no joy in His coming. There are those who
think Him a myth and will not receive Him. There are those who
think Him irrelevant or undeserving, and will not make room
for Him. For these . . . there is no joy.

Part of the reason there is no joy is our fault—the Church’s
fault. Do we judge instead of love? Are we inconsistent? Do we
preach  legalism  rather  than  forgiveness?  And  though  we
understand the Truth, do we wield it as a weapon rather than
share it with grace?

For those who may have ended up on the receiving end of our
hypocrisy, I am so sorry. But don’t let our failings get in
the way of you seeing a loving heavenly Father, and His Son,
dying for your sins.

Scripture tells us that “at the name of Jesus every knee will
bow of those who are in heaven and on earth and under the
earth, and every tongue will confess that Jesus Christ is
Lord, to the glory of God the Father.” (Philippians 2:10-11)
So we will kneel and confess Christ, either because we love
Him and find our joy in Him, or because we have to, and we
find only fear.

Listen to the music; listen to the words; and discover The One
who loves you this Christmas. He came for you; and He brings



you joy!

What Child Is This?
So bring him incense, gold, and myrrh,
Come, peasant, king, to own him.
The King of kings salvation brings,
Let loving hearts enthrone him.
Raise, raise a song on high,
The virgin sings her lullaby
Joy, joy for Christ is born,
The babe, the Son of Mary.

In the verse preceding this one, there’s a question asked,
which has to do more with you and me, than the shepherds and
wise men who are part of this story: Why lies He in such mean
estate, where ox and ass are feeding? That’s a 19th century
way of saying, “Why was Jesus born in a barn?” So then comes
my question: “Why was the King of Kings born in a barn?” The
answer comes in this last verse: Come peasant, king, to own
Him.

The  Apostle  Paul  had  an  opportunity  to  speak  with  the
philosophers in Athens on Mars Hill, and his speech explains
this invitation to all:

“As I was going through your city and looking at the things
you worship, I found an altar with the words, ‘To an Unknown
God.’ You worship this God, but you don’t really know him.
So I want to tell you about him. This God made the world and
everything in it. He is Lord of heaven and earth, and he
doesn’t live in temples built by human hands. He doesn’t
need help from anyone. He gives life, breath, and everything
else to all people. God has done all this, so that we will
look for him and reach out and find him.” (Acts 17)

Peter, after having a vision from God, said, “I most certainly
understand now that God is not one to show partiality, but in



every nation the man who fears Him and does what is right is
welcome to Him.” (Acts 10:34)

A barn would give access to everyone; a palace—where a king
should be born—would have guards and ministers and red tape
and bureaucracy to negotiate; and those who would have seen
and heard the angels would have never been able to see the One
of Whom the Angels sang.

The angels sang the song for you. Don’t miss seeing Him.

Il Est Né Le Divin Enfant
Chorus:
He is born, the divine Christ child.
Play on the oboe and bagpipes merrily.
He is born, the divine Christ child.
Sing we all of the Savior’s birth.

Through long ages of the past,
Prophets have foretold his coming;
Through long ages of the past,
Now the time has come at last.

You probably noticed this was a French carol by the title. The
above  is  but  one  of  a  multitude  of  translations,  which
bespeaks  of  its  long  and  celebrated  life  in  English
performances.

Verse 1 talks about prophets and prophecy, and now is the
time. That is a rather famous phrase in the New Testament. For
He says, “At the acceptable time I listened to you, and on the
day of salvation I helped you.” Behold, now is ‘the acceptable
time,’ behold, now is ‘the day of salvation.’” (1 Corinthians
6)

This salvation is quite literally Jesus Christ, and we see
this truth beginning in the above lyric, and concluded by the
writer of Hebrews:



Long ago God spoke many times and in many ways to our
ancestors through the prophets. And now in these final days,
he has spoken to us through his Son. God promised everything
to the Son as an inheritance, and through the Son he created
the universe. The Son radiates God’s own glory and expresses
the very character of God, and he sustains everything by the
mighty power of his command. When he had cleansed us from
our sins, he sat down in the place of honor at the right
hand of the majestic God in heaven. This shows that the Son
is far greater than the angels, just as the name God gave
him is greater than their names.” (Hebrews 1:1-4)

Do you understand what an awesome privilege it is for you to
be born in this time? No waiting for many days and many
prophecies to be fulfilled. This song is a celebration: the
Savior has come into the world, and now is the time. So what
are you doing “Now”?

May your Christmas be filled with praise.

The music for this program was composed and performed by my
son and Probe Mind Games Camp alumnus, Jon Clive Davis.

©2015 Probe Ministries

Truth You Can Sing About –
Part 2
When was the last time you thought about the great truth found
in Christmas hymns and carols? In this program we focus on the
truth of five Christmas carols. Be sure to listen to the
podcast to hear the music for each carol, written just for us,
playing underneath the content! Part 1, produced in 2015,
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featured five different Christmas carols.

The First Noel
And by the light of that same star
Three wise men came from country far;
To seek for a King was their intent,
And to follow the star wherever it went.

 The  first  two  verses  speak  about  angels  and
shepherds; the remaining verses speak of three Wise
Men.

Tradition gives us their names, but not only do we not know
their names (because the Bible doesn’t mention them), we don’t
even know if there were three. We assume three because of the
number of gifts mentioned.

But the point of this carol is not about a number, or gifts;
it’s about the commitment of these Magi: “To seek for a King
was their intent, and to follow the star wherever it went.”

Is there something in your life you’ve pursued, wherever it
went? A person? Stuff? Wealth? Position? Power? The Magi were
accustomed to wealth, position and power. But who did they
pursue? A foreign King. A Jewish King. Why? Well, if they knew
about the birth of this Jewish King, then they knew about the
Jewish God. And I believe they understood that this Jewish
God, was The One True God.

To choose to follow the King was and is counter-cultural, and
oftentimes is perceived as foolish. But the WISE men didn’t
care. They chose to follow the star wherever it went, until
they found . . . Him. Do you know who to follow? Are you
willing to look for Him with that same kind of commitment?
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Come Thou Long Expected Jesus
Born Thy people to deliver,
Born a child and yet a King,
Born to reign in us forever,
Now Thy gracious kingdom bring.
By Thine own eternal Spirit
Rule in all our hearts alone;
By Thine all sufficient merit,
Raise us to Thy glorious throne.

“You will have a son. His name will be Jesus. He will be great
and will be called the Son of God Most High. The Lord God will
make him king, as his ancestor David was. He will rule the
people of Israel forever, and his kingdom will never end.”
(Luke 1:31-33)

It’s been about 400 years since Israel had heard from the
Lord, and within six months, the angel Gabriel came down twice
to speak of Messiah’s birth. When Mary heard those words,
Scripture mentions how she treasured them in her heart. The
big thing: she’s going to be pregnant! (Well, and that He was
a King.) But the first thing Gabriel told Mary was to name Him
Jesus; and we learn from another angelic vision that Jesus
would live up to His name: “[F]or He will save His people from
their sins.” (Matthew 1:21)

Mr. Wesley got it right; the first line of this verse is,
“Born Thy people to deliver.” The advent we celebrate now is
for the One Who has delivered us from our sins. The advent we
still expect is when He will rule as King of Kings and Lord of
Lords, forever.

May Christ rule in your heart . . . forever.



Come, All Ye Faithful
Yea, Lord, we greet Thee, born this happy morning;
Jesus, to Thee be all glory given;
Word of the Father, now in flesh appearing.
O come, let us adore Him, Christ the Lord.

Singer/Songwriter  Michael  Card  was  explaining  how  it  was
difficult for the disciples to see Christ as God. Seeing Him
as  man—standing  five-foot  something,  walking,  eating  and
drinking with them everyday—was easy. But for us, the opposite
is true—seeing Him as God is easier; but Christ as man, is a
bit more difficult.

One of the reasons to celebrate His birth, is to give us a
tangible and “In Time” beginning of One who is everlasting.
And so like the hymn, we can come before Him in our hearts and
minds, see Him lying in a manger in a barn. We can rejoice how
the Word became flesh, and, we can rejoice that He laid down
that life, to save us.

John 1 reveals the author’s inspiration: “And the Word became
flesh and dwelt among us, and we have seen his glory, glory as
of the only Son from the Father, full of grace and truth.”
(John 1:14) But how is it we come to adore Him? John tells us
in a few verses earlier: “But to all who did receive him, who
believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of
God.” (John 1:12)

Will you receive that right, and greet Christ the Lord today?

Let All Mortal Flesh Keep Silent
Rank on rank the host of heaven
spreads its vanguard on the way,
as the Light of light descendeth
from the realms of endless day,
that the powers of hell may vanish



as the shadows clear away.

When the author of the hymn composed this verse he must have
had Isaiah 9:2 in mind: “The people that walked in darkness
have seen a great light: they that dwell in the land of the
shadow of death, upon them hath the light shined.” He must
have visualized the host of heaven in a vanguard invading the
earth, and leading the Son of God to His incarnation in a
glorious, dazzling, and blinding display. All who worshiped
darkness were put on notice: the light of the world had come
into the world.

And the light is still here, which is why the shadows are
being cleared away and the powers of hell will vanish: “You
are the light of the world . . .  Let your light shine before
men in such a way that they may see your good works, and
glorify your Father who is in heaven.” (Matthew 5:14, 16)

“But you are the chosen race, the King’s priests, the holy
nation, God’s own people, chosen to proclaim the wonderful
acts of God, who called you out of darkness into his own
marvelous light.” (1 Peter 2:9)

Will you come out of your darkness and into His light?

Good  Christian  Men  Rejoice  (In  Dulci
Jubilo)
Good Christian men, rejoice,
With heart, and soul, and voice;
Now ye hear of endless bliss: Joy! Joy!
Jesus Christ was born for this!
He hath opened the heavenly door,
And man is blessed forevermore.
Christ was born for this! Christ was born for this!

So what was Christ born for? Or as the hymn goes: What’s the
“this?”



“Truly, truly, I say to you, I am the door of the sheep . . .
If anyone enters by me, he will be saved and will go in and
out and find pasture.” (John 10:7,9)

Christ not only opened the door, He IS the door. He’s the only
door to Heaven, and to our Father in Heaven: “I am the way,
and the truth, and the life; no one comes to the Father but
through Me.” (John 14:6)

When Christ died upon the cross, He did it for you, so that
you would have a way into heaven, and experience endless,
eternal bliss. “Because of the joy awaiting him, he endured
the cross, disregarding its shame. Now he is seated in the
place of honor beside God’s throne.”(Hebrews 11:3) He was
willing  to  die  for  the  joy  that  was  awaiting  Him;  of
accomplishing His Father’s will, and making a way for you, to
the Father.

The door is open. Listen, you could be hearing the songs of
Heaven.

May your Christmas be filled with praise.

This  program  was  written  by  Probe  Radio  producer,  Steven
Davis, whose blog is Singing With the King. The music was
composed  and  performed  by  his  son  and  Mind  Games  Camp
graduate,  Jon  Clive  Davis.

©2016 Probe Ministries
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Part 3
Probe radio producer Steven Davis provides spiritual truth in
five  Christmas  carols,  backed  by  new  music  written  and
performed by his son Jon Clive Davis.

Coventry Carol
Songs about Jesus’ birth have been close friends
with Christmas for generations, but when’s the last
time you thought about the great truth found in
these Christmas hymns and carols? In this article
we’re highlighting five Christmas songs, and first
up is Coventry Carol.

Herod the King in his raging charged he hath this day,
His men of might in his own sight all children young to slay…

Following a star, Magi arrive in Jerusalem, and ask Herod
where they can find this new born King of the Jews. Herod
rouses his biblical scholars to research this, and they find
in Micah (5:2):

But as for you, Bethlehem . . . too little to be among the
clans of Judah,
from you One will go forth for Me to be ruler in Israel.
His  goings  forth  are  from  long  ago,  from  the  days  of
eternity.

This King was a much bigger deal than Herod ever would be.
Still, Herod chooses to inform the Magi, encouraging them to
return and tell him where they found this King, so that he too
could “Worship Him (Matthew 2:8).”

But God knowing his heart, warns the Magi to return home
another  way.  When  Herod  found  out  he  was  furious,  and
instructed his soldiers to kill all the baby boys two years
old and younger. A second prophecy is fulfilled from Jeremiah:
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“A  voice  was  heard  in  Ramah,  weeping  and  great  mourning,
Rachel  weeping  for  her  children;  and  she  refused  to  be
comforted, because they were no more.” (31:15)

It was this event which stirred the writing of the hauntingly
beautiful  Coventry  Carol.  Even  though  this  is  a  dark  and
tragic theme, we need to know and to feel the entire context
surrounding the birth of Christ.

One  child  born,  and  who  knows  how  many  dozens,  if  not
hundreds,  were  slaughtered.

2000 years later, few would respond to Christ as Herod did;
but to even do something as “harmless” as ignore Him, places
you at eternal risk. So, how do you respond to the Christ?

In the Bleak Midwinter
Enough for Him, whom Cherubim worship night and day,
a breastful of milk and a mangerful of hay;
Enough for Him, whom Angels fall down before,
the ox and ass and camel which adore.

The  third  verse  speaks  to  something  we  often  forget,
especially  when  it  comes  to  applying  it.  The  Christmas
narratives  from  the  Gospels,  prophecies  and  subsequent
teaching  speak  plainly  and  forcefully  to  the  deity  and
humility of Christ. The Apostle Paul explains it well:

Though he was God, he did not think of equality with God as
something  to  cling  to.  Instead,  he  gave  up  his  divine
privileges; he took the humble position of a slave and was
born as a human being. When he appeared in human form, he
humbled himself in obedience to God and died a criminal’s
death on a cross. (Philippians 2: 6-8 NLT)

Jesus  Christ  gives  us  the  greatest  example  of  a  life  of
humility, first by laying aside His “divine privileges,” then
humbled Himself further by dying for our sins on the cross.



Going from the non-stop worship of the cherubim to mother’s
milk and a bed of hay was entirely within His character. As
was the stark contrast between angels falling prostrate before
Him to simple barnyard beasts adoring Him.

Perhaps God’s greatest goal for your life and for mine is to
make us like Jesus. Paul tells us in Romans: “For those whom
he foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the image
of his Son.” (Romans 8:29) So do you think humility would be
part of that process for us? Of course.

The author of the song Christina Rossetti wraps up her verses
with an application:

Yet what I can I give Him, give my heart.

Humility is what brings us to Christ. Will you give your heart
to Him this Christmas?

God Rest Ye Merry, Gentlemen
God rest ye merry, gentlemen, let nothing you dismay,
Remember Christ our Savior was born on Christmas Day,
To save us all from Satan’s power when we were gone astray.
O tidings of comfort and joy, comfort and joy, O tidings of
comfort and joy.

Even though this is one of the oldest Christmas Carols still
being sung today, it offers a unique blending of historic and
contemporary perspectives.

The  first  and  last  verses  are  for  us  (the  contemporary
perspective), while the middle verses are about shepherds,
angels, the Christ Child, and His mother Mary. Let’s look at
the verses which apply to you and me.

The first line tells us how we are to rest merry and are not
to dismay. How can we do that? Because Christ was born to
save. The angel said: “Do not be afraid” (Luke 2:10). In other



words, don’t be dismayed. And, “there has been born for you a
Savior” (Luke 2:11), which allows us to rest merry. We learn
more from Matthew 1:21, “He will save His people from their
sins.” So not just saved—but saved from our sins.

The next line talks about how “we were gone astray.” Isaiah 53
shows us how far we’ve gone astray, listing the things Christ
has done for us: bore our griefs, carried our sorrows, was
pierced for our transgressions, crushed for our iniquities;
chastised for our peace, and His wounds healed us. And after
all Christ has done for us, it says: “All we like sheep have
gone astray; we have turned—everyone—to his own way.” Despite
this, the Lord “Laid on him the iniquity of us all.”

What  typically  is  the  last  verse,  with  the  contemporary
perspective, says:

Now to the Lord sing praises, all you within this place.

That’s what you do when the Son of God has come into the
world, to save you from your sins.

While Shepherds Watched
While shepherds watched their flocks by night, all seated on
the ground,
An angel of the Lord came down, and glory shone around.
“Fear not,” said he for mighty dread had seized their troubled
mind
“Glad tidings of great joy I bring to you and all mankind.”

Well, there’s no doubt from the title it’s all about the
shepherd’s perspective of what happened the night Christ was
born.

When you compare the lyrics of the carol with Luke 2, you
discover  that  the  shepherd’s  perspective  in  this  song  is
extremely  Biblical.  Examine  all  the  main  points  from  the
Gospel narrative, and you find them in the song: the cast, the



location, angelic appearance, fear, angelic announcement, new
location, signs, chorus, praise.

Now a word about the cast, and their perspective. They were
shepherds! But wait, wasn’t this the birth of the Son of God?
King of kings and Lord of Lords? Why would God make such a
stellar announcement to the working class? Two reasons:

The first reason is found in both Luke 2 and the first verse
of the song. Here’s Luke’s account: “And the angel said to
them, ‘Fear not, for behold, I bring you good news of great
joy that will be for all the people.'” This good news was for
ALL the people.

The second reason the shepherds were the recipients of such
good news was pride. Had the message been brought to the
elite, the royal, the upper class, do you think they would
have  shared  such  a  great  message  with  those  of  us  less
fortunate? Probably not. We wouldn’t have access to their
social circles. Why would they seek us out to share this good
news?  Pride would have cut the Good News off from the rest of
the world.

God did not want this message to miss anyone. Christ came
humbly, and his announcement came humbly. After all, God so
loved the world.

O Holy Night
O holy night! The stars are brightly shining
It is the night of the dear Savior’s birth!
Long lay the world in sin and error pining
Till he appeared and the soul felt its worth.
A thrill of hope, the weary world rejoices,
For yonder breaks a new and glorious morn.

Long lay the world in sin and error pining. Although one
rarely  “pines”  anymore,  as  I  read  this  line,  I  feel  the
hopelessness  and  helplessness  pressing  in.  In  the  seventh



chapter of Paul’s letter to the Romans, he said: “And I know
that nothing good lives in me, that is, in my sinful nature. I
want to do what is right, but I can’t.  I want to do what is
good, but I don’t . . . I am a slave to sin.” Yeah, that’s
hopeless.

Speaking of slavery, the third verse declares: Chains shall He
break for the slave is our brother; and in His name all
oppression shall cease. In 1847, when the lyrics were written,
slavery was rampant, especially in these United States. And a
century and a half later, oppression still hasn’t ceased. Why?

Well, Paul said it in the previous passage: “I am a slave to
sin.” We are all slaves to sin . . . until Christ breaks those
chains.

The result of Christ breaking the chains of oppression is
found in the choruses:

Fall on your knees;
and
Behold your King! Before Him lowly bend!

Christ humbled Himself to embrace our human weaknesses, and
humbled Himself even further, unto death on the cross. And our
response is to fall on our knees in humility and praise. I
wonder  if  humility  has  a  place  in  breaking  the  chain  of
oppression. Seems to work for Jesus.

This program’s scripts were written by the producer of Probe
Radio, Steven Davis. The music was composed and performed by
his son and Mind Games Camp alumnus Jon Clive Davis. May your
Christmas be filled with praise!

©2018 Probe Ministries



The Star of Bethlehem from a
Christian View
Dr. Ray Bohlin looks at the familiar story of the star of
Bethlehem and provides several possible ways that God created
this sign announcing the birth of the Christ. From a Christian
worldview perspective, we know a bright light in the sky was
able  to  lead  the  magi  to  the  Christ  child.  Dr.  Bohlin
considers several ways God may have chosen to announce the
coming of the Christ.

The Magi and the Star of Bethlehem
O, Star of wonder, star of night
Star of royal beauty bright
Westward leading, still proceeding,
Guide us to thy perfect light.

This  familiar  and  haunting  chorus  from  the
Christmas carol, “We Three Kings of Orient Are,”
introduces  us  to  what  seems  to  be  the  only
ubiquitous  biblical  symbol  during  the  Christmas
season, the star of Bethlehem.

This Christmas, as you look over the Christmas cards in the
stores or in your own burgeoning collection from family and
friends, you will see one very constant element. Whether the
scene  depicts  the  nativity,  a  backyard  nature  scene,  a
Christmas  tree,  or  just  Santa  making  deliveries,  if  the
nighttime sky is included, somewhere in the picture, eliciting
warm and happy emotions, is a star. The star dominates the
nighttime sky with its size and brightness and its long tail
pointing  to  the  earth.  The  star  has  almost  become  the
signature which says, “This scene reflects a Christmas theme.”

At first, this may seem quite unusual for something which
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doesn’t  even  get  mentioned  in  Luke  2,  the  more  familiar
account of our Lord’s birth. The star is featured only in
Matthew’s brief description of the visit by the magi shortly
after Jesus’ birth. I think the prevalence of the star stems
from  its  mysteriousness.  For  example,  what  kind  of  star
convinces a group of Gentile wise men to search for the new
King of the Jews and actually leads them to Him? Before we
explore this puzzle, let’s look at Matthew’s account beginning
in Chapter 2 verse 1:

Now after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea in the days
of Herod the king, behold, magi from the east arrived in
Jerusalem, saying, “Where is He who has been born King of
the Jews? For we saw His star in the east, and have come to
worship Him” (Matt. 2:1-2, NASB).

A couple of things to note: first, these events take place
after Jesus’ birth; second, this was in the days of Herod the
king; third, the magi arrived from an area east of Jerusalem
(probably in the vicinity of Babylon or Persia); fourth, they
already knew they were looking for the newborn King of the
Jews, but the exact location eluded them; and fifth, it was
viewing His star from their home in the east that led them on
this journey.

After consulting with King Herod and finding out from chief
priests  and  teachers  that  the  Messiah  was  to  be  born  in
Bethlehem, the magi set out for the 5 mile trip south to
Bethlehem. We pick up Matthew’s narrative in verse 9:

And having heard the king, they went their way; and lo, the
star, which they had seen in the east, went on before them,
until it came and stood over where the Child was. And when
they saw the star, they rejoiced exceedingly with great joy.
And they came into the house and saw the Child with Mary His
mother; and they fell down and worshiped Him; and opening
their treasures they presented to Him gifts of gold and
frankincense and myrrh (Matt. 2:9-11, NASB).



Here we see that Matthew appears to describe the star as
moving, as leading the magi to Jesus. There is clearly more
than  one  magi,  but  only  tradition  holds  that  there  were
three–presumably because of the three gifts. These Gentile
wise men worship the King whom the star has led them to. In
the rest of this essay, we will explore the nature of this
strange star and what it could have been.

What Was the Star of Bethlehem?
The Gospel of Matthew states that the star informed the magi
of the birth of the King of the Jews and actually led them to
Bethlehem once they had arrived in Jerusalem. The star of
Bethlehem has been the subject of scholarly discussion ever
since the first centuries after Jesus’ birth. Some believed it
was a supernova explosion, others a comet or a conjunction of
planets  associated  with  specific  constellations  that  would
herald the birth of a king in Israel. Some have suggested that
none of these astronomical events can adequately account for
all that Matthew tells us within the context of his worldview.
In this discussion, I will be investigating the more common
explanations to see if we can come to some understanding as to
just what the magi saw 2,000 years ago.

When  Matthew  quotes  the  magi  as  telling  Herod  that  they
observed the new King’s star rising in the east, this can be
interpreted as a new star, something never observed before.
This  has  led  some  scholars  to  believe  that  the  star  of
Bethlehem was a nova or supernova. A nova is a white dwarf
star that literally explodes. The explosion may increase the
brightness of the star a thousand to a million times its
previous  brightness,  making  a  previously  invisible  star,
visible. A nova, however, does not last very long. The initial
blast of the explosion may only be observed for a few months
before  the  star  shrinks  to  a  remnant  of  its  previous
brightness  and  disappears  altogether.



There are numerous problems with this view. First, although
there  was  a  “new  star”  recorded  by  the  Chinese  in  the
constellation Capricorn in March-April of 5 B.C. that lasted
only 70 days, there is nothing to connect this event with the
birth  of  a  King  in  Israel.  Second,  and  perhaps  most
troublesome,  nova  do  not  move.

This leads to a discussion of a different astronomical event
that may be associated with the “new star” (a comet) recorded
by  the  Chinese  in  5  B.C.  The  Chinese  would  not  have
distinguished a comet from a nova since all they recorded was
something new in the sky that was temporary. A comet has the
advantage of a tail that can appear to be pointing in a
direction which may have guided the magi. In addition, a comet
moves! A comet can even disappear as it moves behind the sun
and reappear as it comes out from behind the sun. A major
objection is that the Chinese make no mention of the “new
star” moving. Another problem is that comets are cyclical with
a  predictable  periodicity.  For  instance,  Halley’s  comet
appears every 76 years. If the star of Bethlehem were a comet,
we would most likely have observed it again and been able to
extrapolate back to the time of Christ to see if there is a
match. Unfortunately, the only one to come close is Halley’s
comet which appeared in 12 B.C., a date that is impossibly
early.

One could always claim that the comet was one with a very long
periodicity or one that has since disappeared from our solar
system. This is certainly possible, but it does not really
help the discussion. One might as well appeal to a purely
supernatural  occurrence  that  cannot  be  verified
scientifically. There is no difference. And though comets were
usually interpreted as heralding sweeping changes, the changes
were usually for the worse and there is no way, once again, to
connect these events to the birth of a king in Israel. Next, I
will  look  at  planetary  conjunction,  the  most  popular
suggestion at planetarium shows during the Christmas season.



Did the Star of Bethlehem Result from a
Triple Conjunction of Saturn and Jupiter?
The bright star usually seen hovering over Nativity scenes
depicted on numerous Christmas cards actually dominates nearly
every nighttime Christmas panorama. As I stated earlier, the
Star of Bethlehem is just about the only ubiquitous biblical
symbol associated with Christmas. The reason probably has to
do with the mystery surrounding what this star was. Earlier, I
showed  the  unreasonableness  of  the  star  being  a  comet  or
supernova explosion. If you were to attend a planetarium show
concerning  the  star  of  Bethlehem,  they  would  most  likely
present the idea that the star was a triple conjunction of the
planets Jupiter and Saturn in the year 7 B.C. followed by a
massing of Jupiter, Saturn, and Mars in 6 B.C. Realizing that
planetarium  shows  view  Scripture  as  something  less  than
historically accurate, it is still necessary to ask if this
indeed could have been the Star of Bethlehem.

In the early 17th century the great astronomer and Christian,
Johannes  Kepler,  calculated  that  a  triple  conjunction  of
Jupiter and Saturn had occurred in 7 B.C. While Kepler did not
believe this to be the actual Star of Bethlehem, it may have
alerted the magi to the coming star. 7-4 B.C. have become the
usual dates for fixing the birth of Christ since Herod the
Great’s death, the Herod mentioned by both Matthew and Luke in
their  birth  narratives,  is  well  established  in  4  B.C.
Therefore, Jesus had to have been born in the few years prior
to 4 B.C. since He started his three-year public ministry
around the age of 30 (Luke 3:23) and His death is usually
fixed between 27-30 A.D.

So just what is a triple conjunction, and why would it be
significant to the birth of a King in Israel? A planetary
conjunction is what happens when two planets come in close
proximity to one another. A triple conjunction refers to when
three separate conjunctions of the same two planets occur



within  a  one  year  period.  Triple  conjunctions  can  be
predicted, but they do not occur with regularity. There have
been only 11 such triple conjunctions since 7 B.C. and the
interval between them varies between 40 and 338 years.

The triple conjunction of Jupiter and Saturn in 7 B.C. was
seen  in  the  constellation  Pisces  in  the  months  of  May,
September, and December. This provides sufficient time for the
magi to see the first conjunction, begin their trip west to
Judea, visit Herod by the second conjunction or at least soon
afterwards, and perhaps not reach Bethlehem until the third
conjunction when it is said to have appeared in the southern
sky, and Bethlehem is just south of Jerusalem. Remember how
the magi rejoiced to see the star again as they departed
Jerusalem  for  Bethlehem.  Ancient  astrologers  associated
Jupiter with royalty or even a ruler of the universe. Saturn
was  associated  with  Palestine  or  even  with  the  deity  who
protected Israel. And Pisces was associated with the nation of
Israel. Later a massing of Jupiter, Mars, and Saturn occurred
again in Pisces in 6 B.C. It seems feasible then that this
triple  conjunction  followed  by  the  massing  of  the  three
planets in Pisces could indicate to the magi that a King of
Israel and a Ruler of the Universe was about to be born in
Israel.

While this seems to wrap things up rather nicely, there are
significant problems. First, Jupiter and Saturn never were
close  enough  to  be  confused  as  a  single  object.  Matthew
definitely  describes  a  singular  star.  Perhaps  more
importantly, the use of astrology is necessary to interpret
these  astronomical  signs  properly.  The  Old  Testament,
particularly, mocks astrologers in Isaiah 47:13-15 and several
times in Daniel (1:20, 2:27, 4:7, and 5:7). Jeremiah 10:1-2
seems to forbid astrology outright. The use of astrology is
clearly outside the worldview of Matthew as he penned his
gospel. It seems woefully inconsistent for the Lord to use
astrology to herald the incarnation and birth of His Son into



the world.

Was  the  Star  of  Bethlehem  the  Planet
Jupiter?
In this discussion, I have considered a nova, a comet, and a
triple conjunction of the planets Jupiter and Saturn as the
Star of Bethlehem between 7 and 4 B.C., and none have seemed
to be satisfactory. In 1991, Ernest Martin published a book
titled, The Star That Astonished the World. His major thesis
is that Herod died in 1 B.C. and not 4 B.C. If 4 B.C. is the
wrong  date  for  Herod’s  death,  then  everything  must  be
reevaluated.

While there are many lines of evidence that Martin uses to
make his point, a critical issue is a lunar eclipse that
occurred just prior to Herod’s death. According to the Jewish
historian, Flavius Josephus, on the night of a lunar eclipse,
Herod executed two rabbis. Herod himself died soon afterwards,
just before Passover. Martin points out that the lunar eclipse
of March 13, 4 B.C., was only a 40% partial eclipse and barely
visible. Also he reconstructs the events between the eclipse
and Herod’s death, about 4 weeks, and determines there was not
enough  time  for  all  these  things  to  take  place.  However,
Martin has located a total lunar eclipse on January 10, 1
B.C., twelve and a half weeks prior to Passover.

If we assume that Martin’s date for the death of Herod is
correct, then the years 3 and 2 B.C. can be added to the
search parameters for the Star of Bethlehem. Martin points out
that  the  planet  Jupiter  passes  through  a  series  of
conjunctions over the course of these two years indicating
that Jupiter is the star of Bethlehem.

Remember that Jupiter is considered the royal star. Well, in 3
B.C., Jupiter came into conjunction with Regulus, the star of
kingship, the brightest star in the constellation of Leo, the



first of several such conjunctions over the next year. Leo was
the constellation of kings, and it was also closely associated
by some with the Lion of Judah. This is beginning to look
interesting. “The royal planet approached the royal star in
the royal constellation representing Israel.”(1) In addition,
on September 11, 3 B.C., Jupiter was not only very close to
Regulus, but the sun was in the constellation Virgo. Hmmm, the
royal planet in conjunction with the royal star while the sun
is in a virgin. September 11, 3 B.C., is also the beginning of
the Jewish New Year. There seems to be an awful lot coming
together here.

But what about the star appearing to stop over Bethlehem?
Planets will actually appear to do just that as they reach the
opposite point in the sky from the sun as they travel east
across the sky. They will stop, reverse directions for a few
weeks, stop again, and head east once again. It’s called a
retrograde loop. Jupiter performed a retrograde loop in 2 B.C.
and was stationary on December 25, during Hanukkah, the season
of giving presents.

Just in case you are ready to proclaim the mystery of the Star
of Bethlehem solved, remember that this whole scenario rests
on Herod dying in 1 B.C. rather than in 4 B.C. The majority of
historians and biblical historians can’t accept this critical
revision.  If  Herod  indeed  died  in  4  B.C.,  all  of  these
coincidences  I  just  reviewed  are  just  that,  coincidences.
Also, as I mentioned earlier, the use of astrological meanings
is contrary to the worldview of Matthew. There is another
option that has become very popular, and I’ll discuss it next.

The  Shekinah  Glory  as  the  Star  of
Bethlehem
So far in this essay, I have discussed several naturalistic
explanations for the Star of Bethlehem: a nova or exploding
star, a comet, a triple conjunction of the planets Jupiter and



Saturn in 7 B.C., and the planet Jupiter as it traveled in the
constellation  Leo  in  3-2  B.C.  Each  of  these  astronomical
events  represents  a  natural  occurrence  that  God  used  to
announce the birth of His Son. One of the major problems has
been that in order to interpret any of these signs, one would
have to use astrological meanings for these events and their
locations in the night sky to reach the conclusion that a new
King of the Jews has been born–something that is foreign to
the biblical worldview. Perhaps there was a physical “star”
that gave off real light but indeed was new but not reflected
by any astronomical event.

Remember that Jesus’ birth was the ultimate coming of the
presence of God in the midst of His people. How was God’s
presence  manifested  elsewhere  in  the  Bible?  Moses  saw  a
burning bush that was not consumed and God spoke to him from
the bush. Again in Exodus, Moses was allowed to see God’s
backside and afterwards his face shone with light so bright
that the other Israelites could not look on his face. The
Israelites were led through the desert by a cloud by day and a
pillar of fire by night. When Jesus was transfigured He shone
with a light as bright as the sun. When Jesus appeared to Saul
on the road to Damascus, Saul was blinded by the light which
the others with him saw as well. When God was imminently
present, a bright light was associated with His presence.

The Shekinah Glory denotes the visible presence of God. This
presence was real, and the physical manifestation was real.
Remember that Saul was blinded by the light. The Lord often
announces His presence by a very physical manifestation of
bright light. What better way to announce the coming of Jesus,
God’s Son, the second Person of the Trinity than by a special
light that is not some mere improbable astronomical event,
rather  an  expression  of  the  Shekinah  glory,  God’s  divine
presence among men?

Astronomer Sherm Kanagy and theologian Ken Boa advance this
thesis in their as yet unpublished manuscript, Star of the



Magi. One of their strong emphases is the necessity to try to
interpret  the  text  of  Matthew  from  first  century  Jewish
perspective.  They  reject  the  idea  that  any  astrological
meaning could have been on Matthew’s mind concerning this
star. It is certainly fair to wonder, therefore, what this
star was and how the magi interpreted it as a star signifying
the birth of the King of the Jews. Kanagy and Boa reveal that
Kepler concluded that the star was not some astronomical event
and was a light that appeared in the lower atmosphere and
therefore was not visible to everyone. But how did the magi
interpret the star? This admittedly is the weakest part of the
interpretation. The text gives no real hints. Magi were simply
wise men of the east, not necessarily astrologers. They were
Gentiles whose presence in the context of Matthew’s Messianic
gospel hints at the eventual spread of the gospel beyond the
Jews. But how did they know what the star meant? We can only
assume there was selective revelation. Only Paul understood
the voice from the light, though all who were with him saw the
light. Only Moses was allowed up on Mt. Sinai to receive the
Law.  Only  Peter,  James,  and  John  were  present  at  the
transfiguration, and they were told to keep it to themselves
until  Jesus  rose  from  the  dead.  Manifestations  of  God’s
presence  with  men  often  were  accompanied  by  selective
revelation.  Perhaps  the  meaning  of  the  “star”  was  only
revealed to the magi though others could actually see the
“star.”

Well,  what  was  it,  an  astronomical  event  or  the  Shekinah
Glory, manifesting God’s presence among men? In my mind the
mystery remains. Perhaps that is how God intends it to be.

© 1999 Probe Ministries



God  Space:  Where  Spiritual
Conversations  Happen
Naturally
Dr. Michael Gleghorn offers an introduction and overview of
Doug Pollock’s book by the same title. Those who want to learn
more  about  how  to  have  natural  and  effective  spiritual
conversations are encouraged to read (and apply) Pollock’s
book for themselves.

Creating God Space

If you’re a Christian, you probably wrestle from
time to time with how best to share your faith with
non-Christian friends and family. I mean, let’s
face it. We often want to share our faith. But
we’re a bit confused (maybe even overwhelmed) with how to go
about it in a natural and non-threatening way. Is there a way
to have spiritual conversations naturally?

According to Doug Pollock, the answer is “Yes”—and it all
begins with something he calls “God Space.” “I often wonder,”
he says, “what would happen if . . . the body of Christ could
create low-risk, high-grace places for people to pursue their
need to have spiritual conversations.”{1} But Doug not only
wonders about it, he’s also spent the better part of his adult
life  actually  doing  it—and  training  others  to  do  it  too.
Although he’s had many roles, he’s probably best known for his
work  as  an  author,  speaker,  and  evangelism  trainer  for
Athletes  in  Action.{2}  His  passion,  however,  is  pointing
people  to  Christ  through  spiritual  conversations  in  which
people have the freedom to simply be themselves.

You see, Doug believes that people actually want (and even
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need) to have such conversations. Moreover, they’re often even
willing to have them. The problem, of course, is that such
conversations can often seem intimidating—even threatening—to
both  Christian  and  non-Christian  alike.  So  Doug  advocates
creating a “safe space” in which to have such conversations.
But he warns us that for many non-Christians in our world
today, the church is often not perceived as safe.{3} Hence, he
says, if we want to reach people for Christ, then we’ve got to
go  to  them—and  help  create  a  “safe  space”  for  spiritual
conversations right where they are.

Doug calls it “God Space” —a space where “God is . . .
encountered in . . .  ways that address the longings and cries
of the heart.” In God Space “the ‘unworthy’ feel safe enough
to bring their real selves . . . into the light, and to
journey, one step at a time, toward the magnetic pull they
sense deep in their souls.” It’s a space where “spiritual
curiosity is aroused, and the message of Christianity becomes
plausible.”{4}

Does this sound like something you’d be interested in learning
more about? Then keep reading as we consider Doug’s book in
more detail.

Spiritual Conversation-Killers
Doug  Pollock  offers  some  great  advice  about  how  to
have  natural,  non-threatening  spiritual  conversations  with
those who don’t know Christ. Before discussing this advice in
more detail, however, we first need to pause and consider some
of the ways in which we might unintentionally shut-down, or
“kill,” a spiritual conversation before it even has a chance
to get going.

Doug  describes  ten  “spiritual  conversation-killers”  in
his book. Although we can’t discuss them all, we’ll at least
mention a few of them. To get started, think of the non-
Christian people you know and interact with on a somewhat



regular basis. How many of them would be interested in having
a “low-risk, high-grace” spiritual conversation with you? If
your answer is few to none of them, then you might be guilty
of the most basic spiritual conversation-killer of them all:
“an  unbelieving  heart.”{5}  If  we  assume  that  the  non-
Christians  we  know  aren’t  interested  in  talking  about
spiritual things, then we probably won’t have many spiritual
conversations with them.

And Doug says this is a big mistake. “I’ve had spiritual
conversations with people all over the world,” he writes,
“including the supposed ‘tough places.’ I think it’s because
the Holy Spirit has given me a conviction that if God has put
eternity in every person’s heart, which is what Ecclesiastes
3:11  tells  us,  then  all  people  were  made  for  spiritual
conversations.”{6}  So  let’s  not  “kill”  an  opportunity  for
spiritual conversations because of unbelief. Instead, let’s
assume  that  if  we  approach  such  conversations  wisely,
we’ll  find  people  eager  to  talk  with  us.

Okay, so how do we approach such conversations wisely? In
my opinion, the best way to have good spiritual conversations
is simply to apply some of the very same principles that go
into having good conversations of any sort.{7} For example,
how well would my conversation go if I was disrespectful of
the other person’s beliefs or opinions? Or what if I came
across  as  harsh,  combative,  or  domineering?  Would  such
conversations be successful? Probably not. And if that’s the
case with everyday conversations, then it’s probably the case
with spiritual conversations too. So if we want to have good
spiritual conversations, we need to be humble, gracious, kind
and polite. If not, we’ll probably “kill” whatever spiritual
conversations  we  might  otherwise  have  had.  And  when  that
happens, no one wins.



Wondering  Your  Way  Into  Spiritual
Conversations
In God Space: Where Spiritual Conversations Happen Naturally,
Doug  has  four  great  chapters  on  noticing,  serving,
listening,  and  wondering  your  way  into  spiritual
conversations. For our purposes, let’s direct our attention to
that final chapter, which involves “wondering” our way into
spiritual conversations. “Of all the things you’ll read in
this  book,”  Doug  tells  us,  “this  chapter  holds  the  most
promise if you truly want to see the quality and quantity of
your spiritual conversations increase.”{8}

So how does it work? How do we wonder our way into spiritual
conversations?  As  Doug  lays  it  out  for  us,  there  are
essentially  two  steps.  First,  we  have  to  be  really  good
listeners.{9} If we’re not actively listening to what people
are telling us, then we’re not going to have much to wonder
about.  That’s  because  we  wonder  our  way  into  spiritual
conversations  by  asking  good  questions  about  what  another
person  is  telling  us.  That’s  step  two.  After  listening
carefully to what the other person is saying, we begin to
wonder “out loud” by asking questions that are relevant to the
conversation we’re having.{10}

According  to  Doug,  “good  wondering  questions”  will
“flow naturally out of your context and . . . conversations.”
They reveal “that you have listened thoughtfully.” They “are
open-ended and promote more dialogue and reflection.” They
“probe  sensitively  and  reflectively  into  someone’s
belief systems.” And finally, such questions encourage “others
to investigate the Christian life” for themselves.{11}

So  by  listening  carefully  and  asking  good
“wondering” questions about what you’re being told, you can
open the door to all sorts of spiritual conversations. Doug
even  offers  some  examples  of  “good  ways  to



start wondering.”{12} Suppose your conversation partner has
made  an  interesting  claim  or  expressed  an  intriguing
perspective  on  some  issue.  You  might  respond  by  saying,
“That’s  an  interesting  perspective;  I’m  wondering  how  you
arrived at that conclusion?”{13} Notice how such a question
not  only  demonstrates  an  interest  in,  and  respect  for,
the other person and their views—it also serves to keep the
conversation moving forward in a positive direction. Indeed,
once you get a knack for listening carefully and asking good
wondering  questions,  who  knows  how  many
spiritual conversations you might find yourself having!

Bringing  the  Bible  Into  Your
Conversations
Let’s now discuss Doug’s advice about bringing the Bible into
our conversations.{15}

The  word  of  God  is  powerful.  Paul  describes  it  as  “the
sword of the Spirit.”{16} And the author of Hebrews tells us
it can “judge the thoughts and intentions of the heart.” {17}
Indeed, it’s partly because the Bible is so powerful, that we
need to be careful about the way in which we bring it into our
conversations.

As Doug reminds us, “If people sense you’re trying to use the
Bible  as  an  authoritative  ‘crowbar’  to  beat  them  into
submitting  to  your  viewpoint,  your  conversation  is  likely
over. However, if you humbly ask for permission to introduce
the  Scriptures  into  your  dialogue,  ‘deep  spiritual  magic’
begins  to  happen.”{18}  The  key  point  here,  of  course,  is
asking for permission. This is important and Doug encourages
us to always make a habit of it.{19} After all, if the person
has given you permission to share something from the Bible,
then they won’t feel awkward or threatened when you do so. And
if  they  haven’t  given  you  permission,  then  it’s  probably
better just to wait and pray for a more opportune time.



Okay, that sounds good. But how can we know when it’s right to
ask for permission? Here we need a measure of wisdom and even
plain  common  sense.  In  general,  however,  when  the  person
expresses an interest in some issue about which the Bible
speaks, it might be a good time to ask for permission to share
what the Bible says. Doug gives the example of talking with
some  non-Christian  college  students  about  the  meaning  of
love.{20}  The  students  were  intensely  interested  in  this
topic, but they were having a hard time defining what the word
even meant. After discussing the issue for a bit, Doug asked
for permission to share what the Bible has to say about love.
Having gotten their permission, he directed them to the famous
love  passage  in  1  Corinthians  13.  Primed  and  ready,  the
students eagerly listened to what the Bible had to say. Its
message had suddenly become relevant to them, for it spoke
directly to an issue about which they cared deeply.

If we could learn how to introduce the Bible like that, our
non-Christian friends might be more eager to hear what it
says. In the next section we’ll conclude our discussion of
Doug’s book by considering “missed opportunities” and “burned
bridges.”{21}

Missed Opportunities and Burned Bridges
We’ve  considered  several  ways  to  improve  our
conversations, but it’s easy to make mistakes. So now we’ll
consider  Doug’s  advice  about  “missed  opportunities”  and
“burned bridges.” Can “missed opportunities” be reclaimed and
“burned bridges” be rebuilt? And if so, then how do we do it?

Let’s first consider missed opportunities. Suppose you had
a conversation with a neighbor who made a comment that left a
wide-open door for spiritual conversation—and you said . . .
nothing. We’ve probably all had conversations like this. Maybe
the comment caught us off guard, and we just weren’t sure how
to  respond.  Or  maybe  we  felt  too  tired,  or  scared,
or something else. Whatever the reason, we can “reclaim” such



missed opportunities. It’s often not even that hard. Doug
tells of missing out on a great opportunity because he just
wasn’t sure what to say. About a month later, however, he got
another  opportunity.  He  told  the  person  that  he’d  been
thinking a lot about a comment which they had previously made.
Intrigued, the person asked what it was—and almost immediately
they  were  right  back  where  they  had  left  off  a  month
earlier!{22}

Okay,  that’s  the  easy  one.  But  what  if  we  didn’t  remain
silent. What if we said the wrong thing— and now feel like
we’ve burned our bridges with another person? Granted, this is
more difficult. But Doug throws down a challenge. For once we
recognize and admit our mistake to ourselves, we can then
confess it to God and bring the issue before Him in prayer.
After praying about it, Doug says, we can actually go to the
person and let them know that we’ve been thinking about how we
“come across” in spiritual conversations. We can even ask if
they’d be willing to give us “some honest feedback” about how
others might perceive us in this area. And if so, then we can
listen carefully and apologize for any mistakes we might have
made. Of course, we can’t predict how the other person will
respond. But by taking this approach, we can go a long way
toward restoring the relationship.{23}

If  you’d  be  interested  in  creating  some  “God  Space”  for
your own conversations, then I encourage you to get (and read)
Doug’s book for yourself. I think you’ll be really glad you
did.

Notes

1.  Doug  Pollock,  God  Space:  Where  Spiritual  Conversations
Happen Naturally (Loveland, CO: Group, 2009), 11-12.
2. For more on Doug, check out his website: www.godsgps.com/
3. Pollock, God Space, 16.
4. The citations in this paragraph can be found in Pollock,
God Space, 20-21.
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5. This is “Killer 1” in Doug’s view. See Pollock, God Space,
24.
6. Ibid., 25.
7.  In  what  follows,  I  briefly  mention  several  of  the
spiritual  conversation-killers  which  Doug  discusses  on  pp.
29-32. Specifically, Doug mentions conversation “killers” like
disrespect, control, judgment and combativeness.
8. Pollock, God Space, 65.
9. See Doug’s chapter, “Listening Your Way Into Spiritual
Conversations,” in Pollock, God Space, 53-64.
10. Ibid., 14.
11. All of the quoted material in this paragraph comes from a
section on “Good Wondering Questions” in Pollock, God Space,
73.
12. See the examples under this section heading in Pollock,
God Space, 73.
13. Ibid., 73.
14. This is one way in which Doug likes to refer to non-
Christians. See Pollock, God Space, 16.
15. See Pollock’s chapter 9, “Bringing the Bible into your
Conversations,” in God Space, 87-99.
16. Ephesians 6:17.
17. Hebrews 4:12 (NASB).
18. Pollock, God Space, 95.
19. Ibid., 93.
20. See the discussion in Pollock, God Space, 90-94.
21.  Doug  discusses  this  topic  in  chapter  10,  “Reclaiming
Missed Opportunities and Rebuilding Burned Bridges,” 100-106.
22. Doug shares this story on pp. 101-103.
23.  The  citations  in  this  paragraph  come  from  Doug’s
discussion  on  p.  106.
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Thanksgiving Quiz
Kerby  Anderson  offers  a  quiz  concerning  the  origins  of
American Thanksgiving.

This nation was founded by Christians, and Thanksgiving is a
time when we can reflect upon this rich, Christian heritage.
But many of us are often ignorant of our country’s origins, so
we  have  put  together  a  Thanksgiving  quiz  to  test  your
knowledge about this nation’s biblical foundations. We hope
that you will not only take this test and pass it on to
others, but we also hope that you will be encouraged to study
more about the Christian foundations of this country.

 1. What group began the tradition of Thanksgiving?

A  day  of  thanksgiving  was  set  aside  by  the  Pilgrims  who
founded Plymouth Colony. This colony was the first permanent
settlement in New England. The Pilgrims were originally known
as the Forefathers or Founders. The term Pilgrim was first
used in the writings of colonist William Bradford and is now
used to designate them.

2. Why did they celebrate Thanksgiving?

Life was hard in the New World. Out of 103 Pilgrims, 51 of
these  died  in  the  first  terrible  winter.  After  the  first
harvest was completed, Governor William Bradford proclaimed a
day of thanksgiving and prayer. By 1623, a day of fasting and
prayer  during  a  period  of  drought  was  changed  to  one  of
thanksgiving because the rain came during their prayers. The
custom  prevailed  in  New  England  and  eventually  became  a
national holiday.

https://probe.org/thanksgiving-quiz/
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3. When did Thanksgiving become a national holiday?

The state of New York adopted Thanksgiving Day as an annual
custom in 1817. By the time of the Civil War, many other
states had done the same. In 1863 President Abraham Lincoln
appointed a day of thanksgiving. Since then, each president
has issued a Thanksgiving Day proclamation for the fourth
Thursday of November.

4. Why did the Pilgrims leave Europe?

Among the early Pilgrims was a group of Separatists who were
members of a religious movement that broke from the Church of
England during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. In
1606 William Brewster led a group of Separatists to Leiden (in
the Netherlands) to escape religious persecution in England.
After living in Leiden for more than ten years, some members
of the group voted to emigrate to America. The voyage was
financed by a group of London investors who were promised
produce from America in exchange for their assistance.

5. How did the Pilgrims emigrate to the New World?

On September 16, 1620, a group numbering 102 men, women, and
children left Plymouth, England, for America on the Mayflower.
Having been blown off course from their intended landing in
Virginia by a terrible storm, the Pilgrims landed at Cape Cod
on November 11. On December 21, they landed on the site of
Plymouth Colony. While still on the ship, the Pilgrims signed
the Mayflower Compact.

6. What is the Mayflower Compact?

On  November  11,  1620,  Governor  William  Bradford  and  the
leaders on the Mayflower signed the Mayflower Compact before
setting  foot  on  land.  They  wanted  to  acknowledge  God’s
sovereignty in their lives and their need to obey Him. The
Mayflower  Compact  was  America’s  first  great  constitutional
document and is often called “The American Covenant.”



7. What is the significance of the Mayflower Compact?

After suffering years of persecution in England and spending
difficult years of exile in the Netherlands, the Pilgrims
wanted to establish their colony on the biblical principles
they suffered for in Europe. Before they set foot on land,
they drew up this covenant with God. They feared launching
their  colony  until  there  was  a  recognition  of  God’s
sovereignty  and  their  collective  need  to  obey  Him.

8. What does the Mayflower Compact say?

“In the name of God, Amen. We whose names are underwritten,
the loyal subjects of our dread sovereign Lord, King James, by
the grace of God, of Great Britain, France, and Ireland king,
defender of the faith, etc., Having undertaken, for the glory
of God, and advancement of the Christian faith, and honor of
our king and country, a voyage to plant the first colony in
the Northern parts of Virginia, do by these present solemnly
and mutually in the presence of God, and one another, covenant
and combine ourselves together into a civil body politic, for
better ordering and preservation and furtherance of the ends
foresaid, and by virtue hereof to enact, constitute, and frame
such just and equal laws, ordinances, acts, constitutions and
offices, from time to time, as shall be thought most meet and
convenient for the general good of the Colony, unto which we
promise all due submission and obedience. In witness whereof
we have hereunder subscribed our names at Cape Cod the 11th of
November, in the year of the reign of our sovereign Lord, King
James, of England, France, and Ireland.”

9. Why didn’t the pilgrims sail to the original destination in
Virginia?

The Pilgrims were blown off course and landed at Cape Cod in
what now appears to be God’s providence. Because their patent
did  not  include  this  territory,  they  consulted  with  the
Captain of the Mayflower and resolved to sail southward. But



the weather and geography did not allow them to do so. They
encountered “dangerous shoals and roaring breakers” and were
quickly forced to return to Cape Cod. From there they began
scouting  expeditions  and  finally  discovered  what  is  now
Plymouth. Had they arrived just a few years earlier, they
would have been attacked and destroyed by one of the fiercest
tribes in the region. However, three years earlier (in 1617),
the Patuxet tribe had been wiped out by a plague. The Pilgrims
thus  landed  in  one  of  the  few  places  where  they  could
survive.{1}

10. What role did the lone surviving Indian play in the lives
of the Pilgrims?

There was one survivor of the Patuxet tribe: Squanto. He was
kidnapped in 1605 by Captain Weymouth and taken to England
where he learned English and was eventually able to return to
New England.{2} When he found his tribe had been wiped out by
the plague, he lived with a neighboring tribe. When Squanto
learned that the Pilgrims were at Plymouth, he came to them
and showed them how to plant corn and fertilize with fish. He
later converted to Christianity. William Bradford said that
Squanto “was a special instrument sent of God for their good
beyond their expectation.”{3}

11. Were the colonists dedicated to Christian principles in
their lives on days other than Thanksgiving?

The Pilgrims were, and so were the other colonists. Consider
this sermon by John Winthrop given while aboard the Arabella
in 1630. This is what he said about the Puritans who formed
the  Massachusetts  Bay  Colony:  “For  the  persons,  we  are  a
Company professing ourselves fellow members of Christ. . . .
For the work we have in hand, it is by a mutual consent
through a special overruling providence, and a more than an
ordinary approbation of the Churches of Christ to seek out a
place of Cohabitation and Consortship under a due form of
Government both civil and ecclesiastical.” They established a



Christian Commonwealth in which every area of their lives both
civil and ecclesiastical fell under the Lordship of Jesus
Christ.

12. How did the Pilgrims organize their economic activities?

After the first year, the colony foundered because of the
collective economic system forced upon them by the merchants
in  London.  All  the  settlers  worked  only  for  the  joint
partnership and were fed out of the common stores. The land
and the houses built on it were the joint property of the
merchants  and  colonists  for  seven  years  and  then  divided
equally.{4}

When Deacon Carver died, William Bradford became governor.
Seeing the failure of communal farming, he instituted what
today would be called free enterprise innovations. Bradford
assigned plots of land to each family to work, and the colony
began to flourish. Each colonist was challenged to better
themselves  and  their  land  by  working  to  their  fullest
capacity. Many Christian historians and economists today point
to this fundamental economic change as one of the key reasons
for the success of the Pilgrims at Plymouth.

13. What has been the significance of the Pilgrims and their
legacy of Thanksgiving?

On the bicentennial celebration of the landing of the Pilgrims
at  Plymouth  Rock,  Daniel  Webster  on  December  22,  1820,
declared  the  following:  “Let  us  not  forget  the  religious
character of our origin. Our fathers were brought hither by
their  high  veneration  for  the  Christian  religion.  They
journeyed by its light, and labored in its hope. They sought
to  incorporate  its  principles  with  the  elements  of  their
society,  and  to  diffuse  its  influence  through  all  their
institutions, civil, political, or literary.”

The legacy of the Pilgrims and Thanksgiving is the legacy of
godly men and women who sought to bring Christian principles



to  this  nation.  These  spread  throughout  the  nation  for
centuries.

14. How were Christian principles brought to the founding of
this republic?

Most historians will acknowledge that America was born in the
midst of a revival. This occurred from approximately 1740-1770
and was known as the First Great Awakening. Two prominent
preachers during that time were Jonathan Edwards (best known
for his sermon “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God”) and
George Whitfield. They preached up and down the East Coast and
saw revival break out. Churches were planted, schools were
built, and lives were changed.

15. How influential were Christian ideas in the Constitution?

While the Constitution does not specifically mention God or
the Bible, the influence of Christianity can plainly be seen.
Professor M.E. Bradford shows in his book A Worthy Company,
that fifty of the fifty-five men who signed the Constitution
were church members who endorsed the Christian faith.

16. Weren’t many of the founders non-Christians?

Yes, some were. Thomas Jefferson and Benjamin Franklin are
good  examples  of  men  involved  in  the  drafting  of  the
Declaration of Independence who were influenced by ideas from
the Enlightenment. Yet revisionists have attempted to make
these men more secular than they really were. Jefferson, for
example, wrote to Benjamin Rush that “I am a Christian . . .
sincerely attached to his doctrines, in preference to all
others.”  Franklin  called  for  prayer  at  the  Constitutional
Convention saying, “God governs the affairs of men. And if a
sparrow cannot fall to the ground without his notice, is it
probable that an empire can rise without his notice?” While
they  were  hardly  examples  of  biblical  Christianity,  they
nevertheless  believed  in  God  and  believed  in  absolute
standards  which  should  be  a  part  of  the  civil  order.



17. How important was Christianity in colonial education in
America?

Young colonists’ education usually came from the Bible, the
Hornbook, and the New England Primer. The Hornbook consisted
of a single piece of parchment attached to a paddle of wood.
Usually  the  alphabet,  the  Lord’s  Prayer,  and  religious
doctrines were written on it. The New England Primer taught a
number of lessons and included such things as the names of the
Old and New Testament books, the Lord’s Prayer, the Apostles’
Creed,  the  Ten  Commandments,  the  Westminster  Shorter
Catechism,  and  John  Cotton’s  “Spiritual  Milk  for  American
Babies.” Even when teaching the alphabet, biblical themes were
used: “A is for Adam’s fall, we sinned all. B is for Heaven to
find, the Bible mind. C is for Christ crucified, for sinners
died.”

18.  How  important  was  Christianity  in  colonial  higher
education?

Most of the major universities were established by Christian
denominations. Harvard was a Puritan school. William and Mary
was an Anglican school. Yale was Congregational, Princeton was
Presbyterian,  and  Brown  was  Baptist.  The  first  motto  for
Harvard was Veritas Christo et Ecclesiae (Truth for Christ and
the Church). Students gathered for prayer and readings from
the Scriptures every day. Yale was established by Increase
Mather and Cotton Mather because Harvard was moving away from
its original Calvinist philosophy and eventually drifted to
Unitarianism. The founders of Yale said that “every student
shall consider the main end of his study to wit to know God in
Jesus Christ and answerably to lead a Godly, sober life.”

19. If Christianity was so important in colonial America, why
does the Constitution establish a wall of separation between
church and state?

Contrary  to  what  many  Americans  may  think,  the  phrase



“separation of church and state” does not appear anywhere in
the Constitution. In fact, there is no mention of the words
church,  state,  or  separation  in  the  First  Amendment  or
anywhere within the Constitution. The First Amendment does
guarantee freedom of speech, freedom of assembly, freedom of
the press, and freedom of religion.

The phrase is found in a letter Thomas Jefferson wrote to
Baptist pastors in Danbry, Connecticut in 1802 in which he
gave his opinion of the establishment clause of the First
Amendment and then felt that this was “building a wall of
separation  between  church  and  state.”  At  best  this  was  a
commentary on the First Amendment, from an individual who was
in  France  when  the  Constitution  and  Bill  of  Rights  were
drafted.

Notes
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Will  Everyone  Be  Saved?  A
Look at Universalism
Rick Wade covers some of the pros and cons in the universalism
controversy. Bottom line? No.
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In the spring of 2011, Pastor Rob Bell’s book Love Wins hit
the book stores, but the furor over the book started even
before  that.  The  charge  was  heresy.  Bell  appeared  to  be
teaching Universalism, the belief that everyone will be saved
in the end. In fact, Bell doesn’t make a case for Universalism
in the book, although his rejection of the traditional view of
hell makes it seem so at first.

This will not be a review of Love Wins but rather a
look at Universalism itself. It won’t do to simply
label Universalism as heresy and be done with it.
The way people responded to Bell’s book illustrates
the problem.{1} It’s better to understand why this
teaching has been and should be rejected.

It is important to try to represent others’ views fairly. This
article, which is what aired on Probe’s radio program, is too
short  to  do  Universalism  justice;  there  is  way  too  much
involved in it. Here I’ll confine myself to introducing some
of the important issues involved. However, a longer article in
PDF form is available here to fill out the issue some more.{2}

Universalism has been believed by some Christians since the
early centuries of the church. What makes it attractive? For
one thing, Universalists wonder how a loving God could send
people  to  hell—a  place  of  conscious  torment—forever.
Furthermore, God is a God of justice, and a punishment of
eternal torment seems incommensurate with our finite sins, as
bad as they may be.

Universalists  find  scriptural  support  primarily  in  Paul’s
writings where he declares, for example, that “as one trespass
led to condemnation for all men, so one act of righteousness
leads to justification and life for all men” (Rom 5:18).

Before digging in, I need to make an important distinction.
I’ll be talking about Christian Universalism, not pluralistic
Universalism.  Pluralistic  Universalism  is  the  belief  that
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everyone in the world will be “saved” by some almighty being
or force that the various religions understand in different
ways. Christian Universalism, by contrast, is the belief that
Christianity holds the truth about God, man, and salvation,
and that, contrary to the traditional belief, everyone will be
saved through faith in Christ, even if on the other side of
the grave.

The Love and Justice in God
Universalists  take  the  traditional  view  of  hell  as  being
completely out of keeping with the loving character of God.{3}
Philosopher  Thomas  Talbott  believes  that,  because  love  is
basic to the nature of God, everything God does has a loving
aspect.  Thus,  there  can  be  no  eternal  judgment  against  a
person.

Because  of  this,  Talbott  sees  God’s  justice  primarily  as
remedial  or  restorative,  not  as  retributive  or  punitive.
Speaking of Israel, for example, he points out that God “did
not spare the natural branches” (Romans 11:21), yet eventually
God will have mercy on them. Couldn’t it be the same for the
Gentiles, too? God’s grand project since the Fall has been to
save people. If He doesn’t save all, hasn’t He failed?{4}

Scripture claims both that God is just and that God is love
(see Deut. 32:41 and John 4:8). It’s also clear that God
administers retributive justice. This is seen in Isaiah 3:11
where God says that what the wicked “have dealt out shall be
done  to  him.”  Consider,  too,  God’s  judgment  against  the
Hittites,  Amorites,  Canaanites,  Perizzites,  Hivites,  and
Jebusites  (Deut.  20:16-17).  There  is  no  mention  of
restoration.

For Universalists, love is supreme; justice serves love. Why
not the other way around? Why shouldn’t love serve justice? N.
T. Wright asks why either love or justice ought to be seen as



the highest expression of God’s nature. Perhaps, he says, both
are expressions of God’s holiness.{5}

The cross work of Christ is instructive here. Our hope for
salvation rests on the fact that on the cross “He who knew no
sin became sin on our behalf” (2 Cor. 5:21; see also Rom.
3:25; Gal. 3:13; Heb. 10:10,12,14; Isa. 53:5). What kind of
judgment fell on Christ? It was punitive, not restorative, and
it was properly ours.

Still,  even  with  all  this,  how  can  we  possibly  regard
everlasting punishment as just? It’s important to understand
that judgment isn’t merely a reflection of a sin:punishment
ratio. Believing in God in the biblical sense involves both
our acceptance of God in all His glory and our submission to
Him whatever He may command or promise. Thus, to not believe
in God in this full sense is to reject God. So when people
will be punished in hell, it won’t be simply a matter of
paybacks for individual sins. It will be because they rejected
God.

Paul and Universalism
In addition to the appeal to the love of God, Universalists
often look to the letters of Paul for support. Writes Thomas
Talbott, “Unlike most conservatives, I see no way to escape
the conclusion that St. Paul was an obvious Universalist.”{6}

Where does he find this in Paul’s letters? Romans 5 and 11 are
key passages. In Romans 5, Paul compares the first Adam with
the second Adam, Christ. In verse 18 he writes, “Therefore, as
one trespass led to condemnation for all men, so one act of
righteousness leads to justification and life for all men. For
as by the one man’s disobedience the many were made sinners,
so  by  the  one  man’s  obedience  the  many  will  be  made
righteous.” In Romans 11:32 he writes, “For God has consigned
all to disobedience that he may have mercy on all.” “All” is



taken quite literally to mean everyone tainted by sin.{7} What
can we say in response?

Paul’s main point in Romans, with respect to the issue at
hand, is that salvation is not just for Jews but for all
people, and it comes through faith in Jesus. In chapters 1
through 4, Paul argues that everyone knows God exists but sins
anyway and is deserving of punishment. Furthermore, the Jews
had no safety net because they possessed the law; they broke
the law themselves. Salvation has come through faith in Christ
alone. In fact, faith has always been the basis of salvation.
Paul sums up in chapter 5: through Adam everyone is tainted by
sin; through Christ alone is found salvation for everyone.
That he doesn’t mean every single person will necessarily be
saved is clear in Romans 11:22. The Jews who will be grafted
back in are those who “do not continue in their unbelief.”

Second  Thessalonians  1:7-10  is  an  important  passage  for
understanding  Paul’s  teaching  on  eternal  punishment.  There
Paul says that those who do not obey the gospel “will suffer
the punishment of eternal destruction, away from the presence
of  the  Lord  and  from  the  glory  of  his  might.”  Gregory
MacDonald,  a  Universalist,  acknowledges  that  this  is  an
especially problematic passage for Universalists.{8}

Jesus and Universalism
It’s  often  been  noted  that  Jesus  makes  the  strongest
statements on hell in Scripture. Universalists believe they
have been misunderstood.

Given that Paul clearly taught Universalism, Thomas Talbott
believes, passages such as Matthew 25, where Jesus spoke of
separating the sheep from the goats, must be interpreted in
that light. Talbott characterizes Jesus’ prophetic teachings
as “hyperbole, metaphor, and riddle . . . parable and colorful
stories.”{9} He says that “Had it been Jesus’ intention to



address the question of universal salvation . . . in a clear
and systematic way, I’m sure he was capable of doing so.”{10}
Jesus is simply teaching what would have been our fate were it
not for the atonement.{11}

Did Jesus make any clear statements about the finality of
judgment? I’ll mention just three passages.

In Matthew chapter 7 we read the severe warning from Jesus
that in the end not everyone who claims Jesus as Lord will
enter the kingdom of heaven. “I declare to them,” Jesus said,
“‘I  never  knew  you;  depart  from  me,  you  workers  of
lawlessness'” (vv. 21-23). There is no mention of a second
chance later.

In the parable of the ten virgins (Matthew 25:1-13), when
those who weren’t prepared knocked on the door and asked to be
let in, the bridegroom refused, saying he didn’t know them.
One must be prepared or be locked out. There’s no hint of a
later unlocking of the door.

In Matthew 25:46, Jesus speaks of “everlasting punishment.”
“Everlasting” is the English translation of the Greek word
aiōnion. Universalists argue that this word refers to an age
of punishment because the root word, aiōn, means just that—an
age with a beginning and an end. But aiōnion isn’t just a form
of  aiōn;  it  is  a  form  of  the  word  aiōnios  which  means
“eternal.”

According to the standard Greek lexicon of our day, aiōnios
can mean, among other things, with a beginning but without an
end.{12}  One  example  is  when  Jesus  said  He  was  going  to
prepare a place for us (Jn. 14:2,3). Paul says that this new
home is “eternal in the heavens” (Romans 5:1).{13}

When Jesus speaks of punishment in Matt. 25:46 as everlasting,
He  means  just  that.  Everlasting  life  or  everlasting
punishment;  it’s  one  or  the  other.



Postmortem Salvation
Because  obviously  not  everyone  dies  in  Christ,  postmortem
salvation is an essential component of Universalism. There
must be people saved after death.

There  is  no  direct  scriptural  teaching  about  postmortem
salvation. The closest is the much disputed passage in 1 Peter
3  where  Peter  speaks  of  Jesus  making  proclamation  to  the
spirits in prison (vv. 19-20). It is not at all clear that the
event spoken of in 1 Peter refers to the evangelization of all
the lost after death. Theologian and New Testament scholar
Wayne  Grudem  names  five  possible  interpretations  of  this
passage  in  an  article,  and  says  that  even  more  are
possible.{14}

Gregory MacDonald believes that Rev. 21:25, which says that
the gates to the New Jerusalem will never be closed, indicates
that unbelievers can exercise faith after death and come in.
Verse 24 speaks of the kings of the earth entering the city
along  with  the  glory  and  honor  of  the  nations.  MacDonald
identifies these with the kings defeated earlier with the
beast (19:19). They had been enemies; now they are not.

In response, we note that “kings of the earth” is a common
designation  in  Scripture  for  earthly  rulers.{15}  It  is
entirely reasonable to see John, in Revelation, as talking
about one group of kings who side with the beast and another
group who are part of the kingdom and who enter to bring
homage to the King.

The wall around the city marks a boundary between those who
may enter and those outside.{16} “Outside” doesn’t necessarily
mean simply outside spatially but can also mean those not
included in the circle or group.{17} Those who are able to
enter the city are those whose names have been written in the
Lamb’s  book  of  life  (21:27).  No  promise  is  given  that  a
person’s name can be entered after death.



There is no clear promise in Scripture that there will be an
opportunity for people to be saved after death. Are we willing
to risk the eternal damnation of people by presenting the
supposition that there will be?{18} Universalism is conjecture
built upon a basic notion of what the love of God must mean.
The case built from Scripture, however, is too fragile to
sustain it.

This article barely scrapes the surface of this subject. I
urge  you  to  look  at  the  longer  article,  “Universalism:  A
Biblical and Theological Critique,” also on Probe’s web site.
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Probe’s  50th  Anniversary
Celebration Banquet

On Nov. 4, 2023, we commemorated Probe’s 50th
Anniversary with a celebration banquet at Dallas’
Renaissance Hotel. We are so very grateful for
God’s goodness and supernatural enabling to serve
Him  this  half-century  by  sharing  biblical
worldview and apologetics worldwide!
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200 friends gathered in the Malachite Showroom to help us
celebrate God’s goodness over 50 years of ministry.

Probe President Kerby Anderson read an official proclamation
honoring Probe from Texas Governor Greg Abbott.



We were blessed to share video and written endorsements, like
this one from former Moody Bible Institute President Erwin

Lutzer, who also wrote a book for us.

Dr. Ray Bohlin, a 48-year veteran of Probe and former president
of the ministry, presented an overview of what we’ve been able

to do in our 50 years. See a short list below.



The three children of Probe’s co-founder, Jimmy
Williams—Trey, Todd and Leslie—shared powerful memories of
their amazing parents and growing up along with Probe.

Dr. Jim Thames, representing Dallas Theological Seminary,
surprised Kerby with a Lifetime Achievement Award from DTS as our

chairman of the board, Parker Eng, documented the award.



We were especially honored to be joined by our beloved June
Hunt and her friend Kathy. When June founded the Hope Center,

the beautiful retreat lodge-like office building housing
scores of Christian ministries, she invited Probe to be one

of the first to office there.
 

 

Some of what Dr. Ray Bohlin shared of the past 50 years:
• Through our Christian Update Forums, we brought biblical worldview to college

classrooms as guest lecturers on more than 50 campuses. At least through 1980, we
spoke in over 1,600 classrooms, to 70,000 students, with 70% positive to only 7%
negative comments. Then we got canceled by administrations who didn’t want their

students exposed to truth.
• So we launched a radio outreach. Our weekly radio program, still airing after 40

years, has had tens of millions of listeners. They are available as 12-minute
podcasts on Probe.org. We launched a second conversational podcast, Head & Heart,

in 2020.
• Our website continues to have a literal worldwide impact, being visited by 193
(out of 195) countries in the past year. We offer over 2000 articles and answers

to email. (You might say we were the original “Got Questions.org”?)
• Our staff has taught on every continent except Antarctica (the penguins aren’t

interested).
• We’ve taught 180 Mind Games conferences, both weekend and week-long camps.
• As the world gets darker and the church becomes more like the world than the

Word, the need for what Probe offers is greater than ever.

https://probe.org/2023-radio-podcasts/
https://probe.org/2023-radio-podcasts/
https://probe.org/podcasts-and-messages/head-heart-podcasts/
https://probe.org/articles/
https://probe.org/probe-answers-emails/
https://probe.org/probe-answers-emails/
https://probe.org/mind-games-camp-2024/


The  Rise  of  the  Nones  –
Reaching the Lost in Today’s
America
Steve Cable addresses James White’s book The Rise of the Nones
in view of Probe’s research about the church.

Probe Ministries is committed to updating
you  on  the  status  of  Christianity  in
America.  In  this  article,  we  consider
James White’s book, The Rise of the Nones,
Understanding and Reaching the Religiously
Unaffiliated.{1}  His  book  addresses  a
critical topic since the fastest-growing
religious group of our time is those who
check “none” or “none of the above” on
religious survey questions.

Let’s begin by reviewing some observations about
Christianity in America.

From the 1930’s{2} into the early 1990’s the percentage of
nones in America{3} was less than 8%. But by 2012, the number
had grown to 20% of all adults and appears to be increasing.
Even more alarming, among those between the ages of 18 and 30
the percentage grew by a factor of three, from 11% in 1990 to
nearly 32% in 2012.

Another study reported Protestantism is no longer the majority
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in the U.S., dropping from 66% in the 1960’s down to 48% in
2012.

The  nones  tend  to  consider  themselves  to  be  liberal  or
moderate  politically,  in  favor  of  abortion  and  same-sex
marriage being legal, and seldom if ever attend religious
services. For the most part, they are not atheists and are not
necessarily  hostile  toward  religious  institutions.  However,
among those who believe in “nothing in particular,” 88% are
not even looking for a specific faith or religion.

One report concludes, “The challenge to Christianity . . .
does not come from other religions, but from a rejection of
all forms of organized religions. They’re not thinking about
religion and rejecting it; they are not thinking about it at
all.”{4} In fact, the 2011 Baylor survey found that 44% of
Americans said they spend no time seeking “eternal wisdom,”
and a Lifeway survey found that nearly half of Americans said
they never wonder whether they will go to heaven.

As White notes, these changes in attitude come in the wake of
a second major attack on traditional Christian beliefs. The
first set of attacks consisted of:

1. Copernicus attacking the existence of God

2. Darwin attacking God’s involvement in creation, and

3. Freud attacking our very concept of a creator God.

The second storm of attacks focuses on perceptions of how
Christians think in three important areas.

1. An over entanglement with politics linked to anti-gay,
sexual conservatism, and abrasiveness

2. Hateful aggression that has the church talking in ways
that have stolen God’s reputation, and

3.  An  obsession  with  greed  seen  in  televangelist



transgressions and mega-pastor materialism, causing distrust
of the church.

These perceptions, whether true or not, create an environment
where  there  is  no  benefit  in  the  public  mind  to  self-
identifying  with  a  Christian  religious  denomination.

Living in a Post-Christian America
A 2013 Barna study{5} shows America rapidly moving into a
post-Christian status. Their survey-based study came to this
conclusion: over 48% of young adults are post-Christian, and
“The influence of post-Christian trends is likely to increase
and  is  a  significant  factor  among  today’s  youngest
Americans.”{6}

White suggests this trend is the result of “three deep and
fast-moving cultural currents: secularization, privatization,
and pluralization.”{7}

Secularization

Secularization teaches the secular world is reality and our
thoughts about the spiritual world are fantasy. White states:
“We seem quite content to accept the idea of faith being
privately engaging but culturally irrelevant.”{8} In a society
which is not affirming of public religious faith, it is much
more difficult to hold a vibrant, personal faith.

Privatization

Privatization creates a chasm between the public and private
spheres of life, trivializing Christian faith to the realm of
opinion. Nancy Pearcy saw this, saying, “The most pervasive
thought  pattern  of  our  times  is  the  two-realm  view  of
truth.”{9} In it, the first and public realm is secular truth
that states, “Humans are machines.” The second and private
realm of spirituality states, “Moral and humane ideals have no



basis in truth, as defined by scientific naturalism. But we
affirm them anyway.”{10}

Pluralization

Pluralization tells us all religions are equal in their lack
of  ultimate  truth  and  their  ability  to  deliver  eternity.
Rather speaking the truth of Christ, our post-modern ethic
tells us we can each have our own truth. As reported in our
book,  Cultural  Captives{11},  about  70%  of  evangelical,
emerging adults are pluralists. Pluralism results in making
your own suit out of patches of different fabrics and patterns
and expecting everyone else to act as if it were seamless.

White sums up today’s situation this way: “They forgot that
their God was . . . radically other than man . . . They
committed religion functionally to making the world better in
human terms and intellectually to modes of knowing God fitted
only for understanding this world.”{12}

This  combination  of  secularization,  privatization  and
pluralization  has  led  to  a  mishmash  of  “bad  religion”
overtaking  much  of  mainstream  Christianity.  The  underlying
basis of the belief systems of nones is that there is a lot of
truth  to  go  around.  In  this  post-modern  world,  it  is
considered futile to search for absolute truth. Instead, we
create our own truth from the facts at hand and as necessary
despite the facts. Of course, this creates the false (yet
seemingly desirable) attribute that neither we, nor anyone
else, have to recognize we are sinners anymore. With no wrong,
we feel no need for the ultimate source of truth, namely God.

If You Build It, They Won’t Come
We’ve been considering the beliefs and thinking of the nones.
Can we reach them with the gospel, causing them to genuinely
consider the case for Christ?



We are not going to reach them by doing more of the same.
Statistics  indicate  that  we  are  not  doing  a  good  job  of
reaching the nones.

As James White notes, “The very people who say they want
unchurched people to . . . find Jesus resist the most basic .
. . issues related to building a relationship with someone
apart  from  Christ,  .  .  .  and  inviting  them  to  an  open,
winsome,  and  compelling  front  door  so  they  can  come  and
see.”{13}

Paul had to change his approach when addressing Greeks in
Athens. In the same way, we need to understand how to speak to
the culture we want to penetrate.

In the 1960’s, a non-believer was likely to have a working
knowledge of Christianity. They needed to personally respond
to the offer of salvation, not just intellectually agree to
its validity. This situation made revivals and door-to-door
visitation excellent tools to reach lost people.

Today, we face a different dynamic among the nones. “The goal
is not simply knowing how to articulate the means of coming to
Christ; it is learning how to facilitate and enable the person
to progress from [little knowledge of Christ], to where he or
she is able to even consider accepting Christ.”{14}

The  rise  of  the  nones  calls  for  a  new  strategy  for
effectiveness. Today, cause should be the leading edge of our
connection with many of the nones, in terms of both arresting
their attention and enlisting their participation.

Up  through  the  1980s,  many  unchurched  would  respond  for
salvation and then be incorporated into the church and there
become drawn to Christian causes. From 1990 through the 2000s,
unchurched people most often needed to experience fellowship
in the body before they were ready to respond to the gospel.
Today, we have nones who are first attracted to the causes
addressed by Christians. Becoming involved in those causes,



they are attracted to the community of believers and gradually
they become ready to respond to the gospel.

We need to be aware of how these can be used to offer the good
news in a way that can penetrate through the cultural fog.
White puts it this way, “Even if it takes a while to get to
talking about Christ, (our church members) get there. And they
do it with integrity and . . . credibility. . . Later I’ve
seen those nones enfolded into our community and before long .
. .  the waters of baptism.”{15}

Relating to nones may be outside your comfort zone, but God
has called us to step out to share His love.

Combining Grace and Truth in a Christian
Mind
Every day we are on mission to the unchurched around us. James
White suggests ways we can communicate in a way that the nones
can understand.

We need to take to heart the three primary tasks of any
missionary  to  an  unfamiliar  culture.  First,  learn  how  to
communicate with the people we are trying to reach. Second,
become sensitized to the new culture to operate effectively
within it. Third, “translate the gospel into its own cultural
context  so  that  it  can  be  heard,  understood,  and
appropriated.”{16}

The  growth  of  the  nones  comes  largely  from  Mainline
Protestants and Catholics, right in the squishy middle where
there is little emphasis on the truth of God’s word. How can
we confront them with truth in a loving way?

The gospel of John tells us, “Grace and truth came through
Jesus  Christ.”{17}  Jesus  brought  the  free  gift  of  grace
grounded  in  eternal  truth.  As  we  translate  the  gospel  in
today’s cultural context for the nones, this combination needs



to  shine  through  our  message.  What  does  it  look  like  to
balance grace and truth?

• If we are communicating no grace and no truth, we are
following the example of Hinduism.

• If we are high on grace – but lacking in truth, we give
license to virtually any lifestyle and
perspective, affirming today’s new definition of tolerance.

• On the other hand, “truth without grace: this is the worst
of legalism . . . – what many nones
believe to be the hallmark of the Christian faith.” The real
representative of dogma without grace is Islam.” In a survey
among 750 Muslims who had converted to Christianity, they said
that  as  Muslims,  they  could  never  be  certain  of  their
forgiveness  and  salvation  as  Christians  can.

• Grace is the distinctive message of Christianity but never
remove it from the truth of the high cost Christ paid. Jesus
challenged the religious thought of the day with the truth of
God’s standard. Recognizing we cannot achieve that standard,
we are run to the grace of God by faith.

To  communicate  the  truth,  we  need  to  respond  to  the  new
questions nones are asking of any faith. As White points out,
“I do not encounter very many people who ask questions that
classical apologetics trained us to answer . . . Instead, the
new  questions  have  to  do  with  significance  and  meaning.”
Questions such as, “So, what?” and “Is this God of yours
really that good?”

We need to be prepared to “give a defense for the hope that is
within us” in ways that the nones around us can resonate with,
such as described in our article The Apologetics of Peter on
our website.



Opening the Front Door to Nones
The nones desperately need the truth of Jesus, yet it is a
challenge to effectively reach them. “Reaching out to a group
of people who have given up on the church, . . .  we must
renew our own commitment to the very thing they have rejected
– the church.”{18} The fact that some in today’s culture have
problems with today’s church does not mean that God intends to
abandon it.

The  church  needs  to  grasp  its  mandate  “to  engage  in  the
process  of  ‘counter-secularization’.  .  .  There  are  often
disparaging quips made about organized religion, but there was
nothing disorganized about the biblical model.”{19} We all
have a role to play in making our church a force for the
gospel in our community.

It must be clear to those outside that we approach our task
with  civility  and  unity.  Our  individual  actions  are  not
sufficient to bring down the domain of darkness. Jesus told us
that if those who encounter the church can sense the unity
holding us together they will be drawn to its message.

How will the nones come into contact with the unity of Christ?
It  will  most  likely  be  through  interaction  with  a  church
acting as the church. As White points out, “If the church has
a “front door,” and it clearly does, why shouldn’t it be . . .
strategically developed for optimal impact for . . . all nones
who may venture inside?”{20} Surveys indicate that 82 percent
of unchurched people would come to church this weekend if they
were invited by a friend.

One way we have a chance to interact with nones is when they
expose  their  children  to  a  church  experience.  Children’s
ministry is not something to occupy our children while we have
church, but is instead a key part of our outreach to the lost
nones in our community. “What you do with their children could
be a deal breaker.”



In today’s culture, we cannot overemphasize the deep need for
visual communication. Almost everyone is attuned to visually
receiving  information  and  meaning.  By  incorporating  visual
arts in our church mainstream, “it has a way of sneaking past
the defenses of the heart. And nones need a lot snuck past
them.”{21}

We need to keep evangelism at the forefront. “This is no time
to wave the flag of social ministry and justice issues so
single-mindedly in the name of cultural acceptance and the hip
factor that it becomes our collective substitute for the clear
articulation of the gospel.”{22}

White clearly states our goal, “Our only hope and the heart of
the Great Commission, is to stem the tide by turning the nones
into wons.”{23}
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Smuggling Theology Into “Out
of the Silent Planet”
Dr. Michael Gleghorn provides an overview of how C.S. Lewis
wove theology into his ‘Out of the Silent Planet,’ the first
book of his space trilogy,

Out of the Silent Planet, C.S. Lewis’ first foray into the
science-fiction genre, was originally published in 1938.{1}
Lewis, who appreciated the science-fiction stories of authors
like H. G. Wells, was nonetheless troubled by elements in
these  stories  that  were  morally  and  intellectually
objectionable. According to Alister McGrath, Lewis realized
“that the forms of science fiction . . . used to promote
various forms of atheism and materialism could . . . be used
to critique these viewpoints and advocate an alternative.”{2}
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This is what Lewis did in Out of the Silent Planet—and what he
continued to do in two follow-up books: Perelandra and That
Hideous Strength. Together, these books are commonly known as
“the Space Trilogy.”

Out of the Silent Planet tells the story of Dr.
Elwin Ransom, who is drugged, kidnapped, and taken
aboard a spaceship traveling to Mars. Weston and
Devine, the two men who kidnap Ransom, have been to
Mars  before  and  believe  that  the  planet’s
inhabitants  want  them  to  bring  back  another  human  being
(wrongly  assuming  that  the  person  may  be  wanted  as  a
sacrificial offering). Weston is a physicist, interested in
finding potential planets for humanity to colonize once our
own  planet  becomes  uninhabitable.  Devine  is  an  investor,
hoping to make some money from the enterprise.

On  their  way  to  Mars  (known  as  Malacandra  to  its  own
inhabitants), Ransom learns that his life may be in danger
once  they  reach  the  planet.  Hence,  shortly  after  their
arrival, Ransom escapes his kidnappers and ends up meeting a
creature  called  a  Hross,  one  of  the  planet’s  native
inhabitants. He soon discovers that, much like himself, these
are intelligent and moral beings. Indeed, in some ways they,
along with the other intelligent species on the planet, are
superior to human beings, for they have not been infected with
the  same  moral  illness  that  plagues  our  own  species.
Eventually, Ransom even meets the designated ruler of the
planet, a spiritual intelligence referred to as an Oyarsa. He
then learns why earth is known as “the silent planet.”{3}

After publishing the book, Lewis confided to one interested
correspondent that most of the early reviews had completely
missed  of  Christian  theology  that  he  had  woven  into  his
narrative. He humorously noted that, apparently, “any amount
of theology can now be smuggled into” such a book without
anyone’s even noticing.{4} So how much theology did Lewis
“smuggle into” Out of the Silent Planet? That’s what we’ll
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discuss in the remainder of this article.

The Heavens Declare the Glory
As Weston, Devine, and Ransom travel through space on their
way to Mars, Ransom is surprised by just how good he is
feeling:  courageous,  joyful,  alert,  and  full  of  life.  He
reflects upon the fact that he had been educated to regard
space as “the black, cold vacuity” separating the worlds. He
comes to realize, however, that this was all wrong. The term
“space,” he muses, was utterly inadequate “for this . . .
ocean of radiance in which they swam.” He thus rejects the
term, observing that “Older thinkers had been wiser when they
named it simply the heavens—the heavens which declared the
glory.”{5}

Ransom is here reflecting upon the words of King David in
Psalm 19:1, “The heavens declare the glory of God; the skies
proclaim the work of his hands.”  As one commentator remarks,
“David was moved by observing that the heavens, under the
dominating influence of the sun, declare the splendor of God’s
handiwork.”{6} The reference to the sun here is apt, for it is
largely through the influence of the solar rays that Ransom
feels “his body and mind daily rubbed and scoured and filled
with new vitality.”{7}

Of course, we must remember that Lewis is here writing science
fiction—and  not  science  fact.  While  “the  substitution  of
heaven for space” was Lewis’s “favorite idea in the book,” he
also acknowledged “that the rays in interplanetary space, so
far  from  being  beneficial,”  would  actually  be  harmful  to
us.{8} But Lewis was attempting to reintroduce a conception of
wonder  and  beauty  into  the  world.  He  wanted  to  move  his
readers’ understanding of “space” from something merely cold,
dark, and dead, to a conception of the “heavens” as something
radiant  and  alive  with  the  goodness  and  bounty  of  their
Creator. And this, in the fictional (and even mythological)



world of the story, he has arguably achieved.

Indeed, it’s one of the reasons that many dislike referring to
these books as “the space trilogy.” Such language misses the
fact that Lewis was attempting to shift our attention from the
darkness and deadness of “space” to the glory and splendor of
the “heavens.” It’s just one of the ways in which Lewis was
attempting to reclaim for God a genre of literature that was
so often dominated by atheistic and materialistic forms of
thinking.{9}

War in Heaven
Before we go any further, we must address the meaning of
Lewis’s title, “Out of the Silent Planet.” The novel concerns
a voyage from Earth to Mars, and details the adventures of the
main character, Dr. Elwin Ransom, after his arrival. In the
novel, Earth is known as “the silent planet.” But why?

The  answer  has  partly  to  do  with  “smuggled  theology”  and
partly with the mythological world of the story created by
Lewis. In this mythological world, we are introduced to the
idea that each planet in our solar system is ruled by a very
great, though still created, spiritual being. These beings
were created by God and are something like a cross between a
Christian archangel and a Roman god or goddess. Hence, the
spirit that governs Mars is something like a cross between the
archangel Michael and the Roman god Mars (devoid, of course,
of all the negative characteristics traditionally ascribed to
Mars in Greco-Roman mythology). In fact, this being is a loyal
servant of God and was created (at least in part) for the
purpose of ruling the planet assigned to it. In the novel,
such a ruling spiritual power is referred to an Oyarsa.

Eventually, Ransom meets this ruling power and learns why
Earth is known as “the silent planet.” He is told that the
Oyarsa of our world was once very great, even greater than



that of Mars.{1}10} Unfortunately, however, he became “bent”
(or evil). This happened in the distant past, before there was
any life on Earth. Because this “Bent One” desired to destroy
“other worlds besides his own,” there was “great war” in the
heavens. Eventually, he was “bound . . . in the air of his own
world.” “There,” Ransom learns, “doubtless he lies to this
hour.”{11} The other planets have no communication with Earth.
It is “silent.”

Do you see what Lewis is doing? In the fictional world of the
novel, he is telling us a story very similar to that of the
fall of the devil. In the Bible, the Apostle Paul refers to
Satan as the “prince of the power of the air” (Ephesians
2:1-2) and the “god of this world” (2 Corinthians 4:4). Lewis
is doing something similar in his description of the “Bent
One” who rules the Earth as a rebel against God. But Lewis
goes much further than this.

War on Earth
Above, we left Ransom, the hero of C. S. Lewis’s novel, Out of
the Silent Planet, deep in conversation with the divinely
appointed spiritual ruler of Mars. After telling Ransom that
Earth,  alone  among  the  planets  in  our  solar  system,  is
“silent,” being ruled by a “bent” (or evil) power, the Martian
ruler then says something quite intriguing.

He tells Ransom that they do not think that “Maleldil” (more
on this in a moment) would completely surrender Earth to the
“Bent One.” Indeed, he says, “there are stories among us” that
Maleldil has done some “strange” and wonderful things, even
personally appearing on Earth and “wrestling with the Bent
One” for the right to rule. “But of this,” he says, “we know
less than you; it is a thing we desire to look into.”{12}

So who is Maleldil, and what exactly has he done? In the world
of the novel, Maleldil is the name for God in the Old Solar



language, which Ransom has gradually learned during his time
on Mars.{13} Hence, the Martian ruler is essentially telling
Ransom that they do not believe that God would completely
surrender Earth to the devil. Indeed, they have even heard
stories that God (or Maleldil) has visited “the silent planet”
and done battle with the evil one. He admits that there is
much they do not know about all this but says that he (and
other loyal servants of God) long to look into these things.

Those familiar with the Bible will doubtless see what Lewis is
doing  here,  for  he  concludes  this  passage  with  what  is
basically a biblical quotation. The Apostle Peter wrote of
“the prophets who prophesied about the grace” that was to be
ours in Christ. So great was the content of this revelation,
notes Peter, that even “angels long to look” into such things
(1 Peter 1:10-12). Thus, as Christiana Hale rightly notes, the
“strange counsel” that Maleldil has taken, and the wonderful
things he has done, “the things that all the angels desire to
look into, is the Gospel of Jesus Christ: the Incarnation,
birth, death, and resurrection of the Son of God.”{14}

Once again, therefore, we see Lewis “smuggling theology” into
his interplanetary space adventure. In this case, though not
stating it explicitly, he clearly alludes to the whole gospel
message about Jesus. Next, we’ll consider one final example of
“smuggled theology” in C. S. Lewis’s Out of the Silent Planet.

Divine Providence and the Martial Spirit
Although  God,  who  is  known  as  Maleldil  in  the  novel,  is
mentioned repeatedly, He is always mentioned in the third
person. We hear about things that Maleldil has done, is doing,
or may one day do, but we do not hear directly from God (or
Maleldil)  himself.  Nevertheless,  it  is  clear  that  He  is
ultimately in charge, and He is providentially at work in and
through His creatures.{15}



For example, the spiritual power that Maleldil created to
govern Mars, tells Ransom (the hero of the novel) that it was
only by Maleldil that he had been able to save his own planet
from  the  destructive  rage  of  the  “Bent  One”  (or  devil).
Indeed, it was only by Maleldil that the heavenly host were
able to stop the “Bent One’s” ambitious cruelty and confine
him to the Earth.{16} Moreover, we learn that Maleldil has
done marvelous things and even personally visited Earth to do
battle with the devil.{17}

Lewis thus portrays God (or Maleldil) not only as a king, but
also as a warrior. He is characterized (in an appropriate way)
by what might be called the “warrior” or “martial spirit.”
Moreover, the spiritual power that Maleldil created to govern
Mars is also (like the god of Roman mythology) imbued with the
martial spirit. He, too, is a warrior, loyally engaged in
fighting in the service of God. In light of this, once we
learn that Ransom has been called to Mars by its planetary
ruler, we can rightly surmise that it was, in fact, God’s will
for Ransom to make this journey. We might even guess that one
of the purposes of this journey was to develop the “martial
spirit” in Ransom himself.

As Christiana Hale observes, “Lewis does not randomly pick
Mars as the location, as if any alien planet would do. No, he
chooses Mars for a reason, and an enormous part of that reason
is to mold Ransom into a Martial character.”{18} In other
words, God (or Maleldil) wants to develop certain martial
virtues  in  Ransom,  things  like  courage,  strength,
determination,  perseverance,  and  grit.  Indeed,  this  is
providentially  necessary,  for  He  is  preparing  Ransom  for
something  far  greater  in  the  future.  Hence,  through  the
providence  of  God  and  the  influence  of  Mars,  we  witness
Ransom’s growth in the martial spirit, thus preparing him for
his next great adventure on a different alien world, that of
Perelandra.

Notes

https://probe.org/ransom-and-the-martial-spirit-in-perelandra/
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