
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
in the U.S., dropping from 66% in the 1960’s down to 48% in
2012.
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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}

Notes

1. James Emery White, The Rise of the Nones: Understanding and
Reaching the Religiously Unaffiliated, Baker Books, 2014.
2.  Katherine  Bindley,  “Religion  Among  Americans  Hits  Low
Point, As More People Say They Have No Religious Affiliation:
Report,” Huffington Post, March 1, 2012.
3. General Social Survey conducted over multiple years by the
National  Opinion  Research  Center  and  accessed  through  the
Association of Religion Data Archives, www.TheARDA.com.
4.  ARIS,  “American  Nones:  The  Profile  of  the  No  Religion
Population”,  Trinity  College,
commons.trincoll.edu/aris/fiiles/2011/08/NONES_08.pdf.
5.  Barna  Group,  How  Post-Christian  is  America?,  2013,
barna.org/barna-update/culture/608-hpca.
6. Ibid.
7. White p. 46.
8. White p. 47.
9. Ibid, p. 121.
10. Ibid p. 109.
11. Stephen Cable, Cultural Captives: The Beliefs and Behavior
of American Young Adults, 2012, p. 60.
12. James Turner, Without God, Without Creed: The Origins of
Unbelief in America, Johns Hopkins Press, 1985.
13. White, p. 83.

http://www.thearda.com
http://commons.trincoll.edu/aris/fiiles/2011/08/nones_08.pdf
http://barna.org/barna-update/culture/608-hpca


14. White, p. 93.
15. White, p. 108.
16 White, p. 114.
17. John 1:15.
18. White, p. 155.
19. White, p. 169.
20. White, p. 152.
21. White, p. 163.
22 White, p. 180.
23. White, p. 181.

©2016 Probe Ministries

Why Study Church History?
James Detrich provides five reasons to study church history
and allow our knowledge to build our confidence in our faith.

When  I  was  in  college,  we  had  to  do  what  was  called
“evangelism night.” It was a night in which a group of us
would pile into someone’s old, broken-down car (we were all
poor  back  then)  and  skirt  downtown  to  the  city’s  walking
bridge,  a  large  half-mile  overpass  extending  over  the
Chattanooga River. We were always sure that plenty of people
would be there that needed our message. One night I began
talking to a man about Christ and he quickly cut me off, “I am
a Christian,” he exclaimed. “Great,” I replied. As we continue
talking, though, I soon discovered that he was a “different”
Christian than me. He said he believed in an expansive New
Testament that contained many more books than the twenty-seven
I was accustomed to, and he had six or seven Gospels, where I
only had four. When I told him that I didn’t think he was
right,  that  the  New  Testament  only  contained  twenty-seven
books and four Gospels, he asked me an important question,
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“How do you know that there are only four Gospels? Maybe there
are more books to the Bible than you think!” I stood there,
knowing that he was wrong. But I didn’t know why he was wrong.
I had no idea of how to combat him—I didn’t know church
history well enough in order to provide, as 1 Peter 3:15 says,
an account of the assurance that lies within me.

This  is  one  of  the  great  reasons  why  we  as
Christians need to study church history. In this article I am
going  to  make  a  passionate  plea  for  the  study  of  church
history and give five reasons why I believe it is essential
for  every  follower  of  Christ.  Alister  McGrath  said  that
“Studying church history . . . is like being at a Bible study
with  a  great  company  of  people  who  thought  about  those
questions  that  were  bothering  you  and  others.”{1}  These
bothering questions, much like the one I could not answer on
the  walking  bridge,  oftentimes  can  be  answered  through
learning the stories and lessons of history. It was Martin
Luther, the great reformer, who cried out: “History is the
mother of truth.” This is the first reason why Christians need
to study history, so that we can become better skilled to
answer the nagging questions that either critics ask or that
we  ourselves  are  wrestling  with.  It  would  have  been  a
tremendous help that day on the bridge to know that in the
second and third centuries, the time right after Jesus and the
apostles, that church pastors and theologians were exclaiming
and defending the truth that we only possess four Gospels:
Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John. If I had only known of this
rich tradition, if I had only known my church history, I would
have been able to give a reasonable account of that hope that
lies within me.
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Church History Provides Comfort
The first reason why Christians should study church history is
that it helps Christians provide a more reasonable account of
what we believe. The second reason is that Christians, just
like any other people, go through many times of loneliness and
despair.  The  book  of  Psalms  reveals  multiple  times  where
various psalmists reveal that they feel as though God has left
them, that their enemies are closing in, and that no one,
including God, really cares. Suffice it to say that this often
leads to a crisis of faith. Many of us suffer that same crisis
from time to time, and the one thing that usually helps to be
encouraged is to get around God’s people. When we are with
others who believe as we do, it helps to stabilize, and to
build, our faith. There is a sense in those moments of being
with  other  Christians  that  our  faith  is  bigger  and  more
expansive—that it is communal, not merely individual.

Studying church history is about being with the community of
faith. Reading the stories, learning the truths, examining the
insights of these faithful men and women down through the
centuries gives to us the sense that our faith is not shallow,
but as the song used to say, it is “deep and wide.” Church
historian John Hannah claims that studying Christian heritage
“dispels the sense of loneliness and isolation in an era that
stresses the peripheral and sensational.”{2} It breaks us away
from this modern culture that emphasizes the glitz and the
glamour  of  the  here  and  now,  and  helps  us  to  establish
confidence in the faith by examining the beliefs central to
our faith that have been developed over a long period of time.
Christian theology does not invent beliefs; it finds beliefs
already among Christians and critically examines them. The
excavation site for Christian theology is not merely in the
pages of Scripture, though that is the starting point, but it
expands from there into the many centuries as we find the Holy
Spirit leading His church. For us today, it gives us the
ability to live each day absolutely sure that what we are



believing in actually is true; to know and understand that for
over 2000 years men and women have been worshipping, praising,
and glorifying the same God that we do today.

It’s similar to those grand, majestic churches, the cathedrals
that  overwhelm  you  with  the  sense  of  transcendence.  The
expansive ceilings, high walls, and stained glass leaves the
impression that our faith, our Christian heritage, is not
small but large. Entering into a contemplation of our faith’s
history is like going into one of those churches. It takes
away the loneliness, the isolation, and reminds us of the
greatness of our faith.

Church History Solidifies Our Faith
The third reason for studying church history takes us to the
task of theology. Have you ever wondered if something you
heard being preached in church was essential? Maybe you’ve
asked, Is this really so important to my faith? Understanding
and articulating what is most important to Christianity is one
of the crucial tasks that theology performs. This task is
developed from a historical viewpoint. It asks the question,
What has always been crucially important to Christians in each
stage  of  church  history?  Over  the  centuries,  Christian
theologians have developed three main categories for Christian
beliefs: dogma, doctrine, and opinion.{3} A belief considered
as dogma is deemed to be essential to the gospel; rejecting it
would  entail  apostasy  and  heresy.  Doctrines  are  developed
within a particular church or denomination that help to guide
that group in belief. What a church believes is found in its
doctrine.  Lastly,  beliefs  relegated  to  opinion  are  always
interesting, but they are not important in the overall faith
of the church. But dogma is important and history tells the
story of how the church receives these important truths. It
tells the story of how the church came to understand that God
is three and one, the received truth of the Trinity; or how
they came to understand that Jesus was both human and divine,



the received truth of the Person of Christ. In examining these
things, you begin to understand what is most essential and
what is less important.

This is the same question that was being asked in the early
fourth century. Some folks calling themselves Christians were
going around proclaiming that Jesus Christ was different from
God the Father, that even though He was deserving of worship,
there was a time when He was created by the Father. Other
Christians rose up and declared that to be heretical. They
claimed that the words and actions of Christ as recorded in
the Scripture clearly affirms Him to be equal with the Father.
The Council of Nicaea in A.D. 325 sided with the latter group,
claiming that Jesus was indeed equal with His Father. The
exact wording of the council’s conclusion is that Jesus is “of
the same substance” with His Father. That dogmatic decision is
reflected  in  the  church’s  doctrinal  beliefs  and  it
demonstrates  its  crucial  importance  for  Christianity.

History is indeed the treasure chest of truth. Open it up.
Discover the riches within it. Find out what is there and what
is not—what is important and what is not!

Church  History  Helps  Us  Interpret  the
Bible
Why should we study church history? The answers already given
are that it provides perspective in answering tough questions,
gives a sense that our faith has gravitas, delineates that
which is important; the fourth reason is that the study of
church history helps us to interpret the Bible. You might been
inclined to say, “We don’t need church history, all we need is
the Bible.” But we must remember that people interpret the
Bible in many and various ways. For instance, do you know that
the largest meeting in North America that discusses the Bible
is called the Society of Biblical Literature. It meets every
year and boasts of having thousands of members. Among those



within  the  society,  only  an  astonishing  30%  of  them  are
evangelicals, or people who would have a more conservative
interpretation of Scripture. People all over are reading the
Bible, but they are reading it in different ways.

So, how do we know how to interpret the Bible? We believe that
a certain interpretation or tradition of the text goes all the
way back to Jesus and His apostles. Thus, Scripture must be
interpreted in light of this tradition—the way that the early
community of believers read the various texts of Scripture as
they  recognized  its  authority  in  matters  of  faith  and
practice.  They  recognized  that  these  texts  supported,
explained, and gave evidence to the belief system that they
held dear. For us, going back and reading the early church
fathers is profitable for our understanding of the broader
cultural  and  theological  framework  so  that  we  can  better
understand  what  Scripture  is  saying.  For  instance,  as  we
discovered  above,  the  Trinity  is  a  crucial  dogma  of  the
church.  Therefore,  any  interpretation  of  the  Bible  that
contradicts that basic belief would be inadequate. History
helps to paint the lines that we must stay within and it helps
to construct the boundaries for a faithful reading of the
text. Examining what was important to the apostles, and the
generation that followed, and then the next generation, gives
a basic tradition, a framework, of values and beliefs, that
must guide our faith today. The study of church history helps
us to develop that basic framework.

It  was  a  second-century  pastor  that  complained  that  the
heretics of his day read the same Bible as he did, yet they
twist it into something else. He equated it someone taking a
beautiful picture of a king constructed with precious jewels
and rearranging those jewels so that the picture now resembles
a dog.{4} We would contest ruining such a beautiful piece of
art! This is exactly what happens when the beauty of the Bible
is misinterpreted. To keep that from happening, we must study
church history and find out what the precious jewels actually



are that construct the beauty of the Bible.

Church History Demonstrates the Working
of God
We have listed four reasons to study church history: it helps
answering questions, it presents a faith that is deep and
wide, it delineates what is important, and it helps us to
interpret the Bible. The fifth reason why we should study
church history is that it demonstrates the working of God.
More specifically, it gives evidence that the Holy Spirit is
working through and among His people, the church of God. It is
the  same  Spirit  that  was  working  in  that  early  Christian
community that is still at work today in the community of
faith. In other words, history provides a further resource for
understanding the movement of God in the entire community of
faith. We affirm that there is continuity between the early
Christian community and the community today, because we serve
one God and are the one people of that God. Hence, every
sector of church history is valuable, because it is the same
Spirit moving through every stage of history. Church history
is  His  story  and  it  tells  of  God’s  faithfulness  to  the
community of believers as they have carried forth His truth
and have given animation to His character. Just as Christ is
the image of the invisible God, the church, through the Son
and by the Spirit, is also the image of the invisible God.
Church history is the story of how the community reflects that
invisible God.

This  is  the  concept  that  brings  all  the  others  into  a
connected whole. The reason why studying church history can
provide answers to crucial questions of faith is due to the
fact that the Spirit has been moving in the hearts of men and
women down throughout history, aiding them in their questions
of faith and the fruit of that work has been preserved for us
today. The reason why studying church history can show us what



is important to the faith is because the Spirit has been at
work guiding the church into truth. The reason why studying
church history can help us interpret the Bible is because the
Spirit has illuminated the path for understanding the Bible
for  centuries.  This  is  what  is  fascinating  about  church
history: it is a study of His Story. He is there, just as
Jesus said He would be. Remember it was Jesus who said that He
was going away, but that He would send a Comforter. And this
One would guide us in all truth. Church history is the story
of that illuminated path where the God of the church guides
His people into all truth. History is where He is.
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Kingdom Singleness
Renea McKenzie takes a look at two books providing thoughtful
responses to being Christian and single.

While studying at L’Abri Fellowship, I encountered two books
that really made an impression upon me for the simple reason
that, of all the many books I come across in my years of work
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with students, my studies, and my personal reading, I had
never seen even the likes of anything like them. I’m speaking
of Laura Smit’s Loves Me, Loves Me Not and Lauren Winner’s
Real Sex. These two books contain what’s desperately missing
in  the  “Christian  living”  section  of  our  bookstores,
particularly  for  singles.

A Theology of Romance

 I really appreciate and highly recommend Laura
Smit’s book, Loves Me, Loves Me Not: The Ethics of Unrequited
Love.{1} It isn’t your typical book on singles and romance.
Right away, the subtitle lets you know this book is special
because while there are countless books on mutual love and our
moral  responsibilities  as  Christian  lovers,  hardly  anyone
writes about our responsibility toward virtue when feelings
are not mutual. Smit begins with a “theology of romance” in
which she details God’s nature as love, God’s creational plans
both in Eden and in the New Heaven and the New Earth, sin’s
effect  on  those  plans,  and  finally,  virtuous  and  vicious
romance, how sin twists God’s intentions for love and how we
can be virtuous by shaping our romantic lives to God’s plans.
This  framework  is  centered  on  New  Testament  teachings  on
marriage and family and singleness, teachings many Christians,
myself included up to now, have been successfully avoiding.

Smit notes the importance of pouring a new understanding of
marriage and family into new wineskins. In Matthew chapter 19,
Jesus makes this astonishing statement: “For some are eunuchs
because they were born that way; others were made that way by
men; and others have renounced marriage because of the kingdom
of heaven. The one who can accept this should accept it” (v.
12). And shortly after that, in response to the Sadducees,
Jesus declares, “At the resurrection people will neither marry
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nor be given in marriage; they will be like the angels in
heaven” (Matt. 22:30).

Jesus also asserts that the way we think about family changes
when he enters the scene. Jesus is teaching and his biological
family interrupts him, expecting that they deserve more of
Jesus’ attention than the crowd. And it was natural for them
to expect this. But again, Jesus turns social expectation on
its head, responding, “‘Who is my mother, and who are my
brothers?’ Pointing to his disciples, he said, ‘Here are my
mother and my brothers. Whoever does the will of my Father in
heaven is my brother and sister and mother’” (Matt. 12:48-50).

Jesus seems to be saying marriage is not ultimate; only the
union between Christ and his Church is ultimate. He is also
saying our biological families are not ultimate; only the
family of faith is ultimate. Saying all this about marriage
and family was a big deal. In Jesus’ day, everyone’s number
one loyalty was to his or her biological family, people who
were married were higher on the social ladder than those who
were not, and couples who had children (well, sons) were even
higher. Jesus came and changed our primary loyalties, and he
declared that the only members of society who are valuable to
God’s kingdom are those who do God’s will, regardless of their
social status.

By looking into these passages of Scripture, Smit is asking us
to  consider:  Should  Jesus’  teachings  change  the  emphasis
American Christians place on marriage and family? Why do most
unmarried Christians feel social pressure from the church to
get married and start a family? They also feel excluded from
congregations whose messages and activities have a biological
family focus instead of a spiritual family focus. How then can
we change our focus and the ways in which we interact with one
another  so  that  we  are  following  in  Jesus’  revolutionary
footsteps?



A Theology of Romance Gets Personal
Smit suggests that not only will the way we think about (and
consequently our behavior toward) others change, but so will
the way we think about our own lives. To give you an example
of  how  we,  the  Christian  culture  in  America,  think  about
marriage,  specifically  the  expectations  we  have  regarding
marriage in our own lives, let me share with you this story.

Several weeks ago, I was subbing in AWANA, and the third
through fifth grade girls were asked what they foresaw in
their future. Every girl there stated, rather confidently,
“I’m  going  to  go  to  college  then  get  married.”  What  a
wonderful vision for one’s future! What’s interesting is that
each child had the same vision for her future, which simply
speaks to the fact that marriage is socially expected for
church girls (and boys too as a matter of fact). It’s what
Christians consider normal and the “natural thing to do.”
Again, marriage is wonderful. The question is, are we limiting
ourselves, and our daughters, and ultimately, Christ and the
Church, when we consume this view of marriage and personhood
wholesale?  Is  it  a  limited  vision  rather  than  a  Kingdom-
vision?

To give you a clearer picture of what I mean by “Kingdom-
vision,” let’s look directly at Smit. She notes:

Our primary loyalties shift when we come into contact with
Jesus. Whereas in the Old Testament the family was one’s
primary loyalty, Jesus redefines this, saying, “Whoever does
the will of my Father in heaven is my brother and sister and
mother” (Matt. 12:50). Jesus is our family now and the
community  of  faith  is  our  primary  social  commitment.
“Whoever loves father or mother more than me is not worthy
of me; and whoever loves son and daughter more than me is
not worthy of me; and whoever does not take up the cross and
follow me is not worthy of me. Those who find their life
will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake will



find it” (Matt. 10:37-39). Jesus insists that his followers
live sacrificial lives that will make little sense in the
eyes of the world.{2}

That’s interesting, isn’t it? Think for a moment about the
political implications for the Religious Right. Marriage and
family concerns wouldn’t cease to exist, but would rather
exist  within  a  broader  context,  under  a  farther-reaching
banner. What might such a banner look like? Let’s look again
at Smit. She posits:

If all Christians everywhere were to take [seriously Jesus’
teaching  that  marriage  is  not  ultimate],  stop  getting
married, and stop having children, perhaps the church would
start  to  grow  through  evangelism  rather  than  through
procreation. In this case, the church would be a blessing to
the nations, just as we are supposed to be, with most of our
nurturing energy going outside our own community. Finally,
if we actually converted everyone in the world, and everyone
in the world then embraced continent singleness so that no
children  were  being  born  (a  rather  unlikely  scenario),
wouldn’t that mean it was time for Jesus to come again? All
Christians are supposed to be longing for his second coming
and doing everything possible to bring it about.{3}

Wow! What a bold statement! Well, don’t worry, in the very
next lines she says,

I do not believe that all Christians need to be single [or
stop having children], but all Christians must come to terms
with Jesus’ teaching that marriage is not ultimate. Taking
[this] teaching seriously will change how we think about the
possibility of marriage in our own life and how we treat
people  around  us—particularly  within  the  church—who  are
single.{4}

I think it important to note that throughout her entire book,
Smit  never  once  devalues  marriage  or  children—particularly



within the church. And that is part of the point. Jesus came
and  demolished  value  hierarchies  society  had  placed  upon
people. The apostle Paul states that this is to be the case
particularly within the church: “There is neither Jew nor
Greek, slave nor free, male nor female, for you are all one in
Christ Jesus” (Gal. 3:28). Marriage and children and sex and
singlehood  and  abstinence  and  romance  each  offer  valuable
life-pictures that teach the church about who God is and our
relationship with him.

With that in mind, we are now ready to consider the romantic
lives of unmarried folk with nuance. Smit’s book challenges
Christians  to  govern  our  romantic  relationships  with  a
Kingdom-perspective,  reminding  us  to  readjust  our  ingrown
eyeballs: to look up toward God and out toward others. How do
we do that when we’re in love with someone who doesn’t love us
back?

The Ethics of Unrequited Love
Loves Me, Loves Me Not helps us learn how to behave virtuously
in loving someone who does not return our romantic affection.
It also helps us to behave virtuously toward someone who cares
romantically for us, when we desire only friendship for him or
her. Smit encourages her readers to consider true Christian
charity in these situations and whether or not charity—or we
might use the word agape—supports or rejects society’s scripts
for such roles. Whether we realize it or not, our society has
our lines and stage directions all laid out. From film and
literature alike we know how to behave if we find our love
rejected. We will hold on to our rejected love by continuing
to pursue until resignation is absolutely necessary; in which
case, we resign to martyrdom upon the cross of love, sometimes
in a gallon of ice cream and sappy movies, sometimes quite
literally, leaving our legacy behind on the suicide note. Or,
we simply move on. It is their loss, and undoubtedly there is
someone out there who is more deserving of us.



Certainly both scenarios can be true. Sometimes we ought to
continue to pursue and not give up too quickly; sometimes our
love  is  misplaced  upon  someone  undeserving  and  we  must
recognize the fact and move on. But motives matter. That is
Smit’s point.

How do we counter our ingrained selfish patterns and social
scripts when we love someone who doesn’t love us back? I’m not
going to give away the whole book; I’m hoping you’ll pick up
your own copy. But I will pass on one practical tip from Smit:
we must desist from wanting to posses the other person. Now,
that sounds creepy in the restraining order kind of way; and
you’re thinking, I don’t do that. But we all do it. We do it
when we create a whole imaginary life with our crush—where we
go on dates, how we sit together in church, how he kisses me
hello,  how  she  makes  my  friends  envious.  We  also  get
possessive of our crush when we allow our hurt and jealousy to
win over our charity (love) for him or her. Because if I
didn’t think he and his affections were (or ought to be) mine
I wouldn’t be jealous that, in reality, he’s interested in
another girl. But the truth is he’s a person, not an object;
and as a person he is free to be interested in whomever he
chooses. And if I really love him as a person rather than lust
after  him  as  an  object,  I  will  honor,  value,  and  even
celebrate that freedom. Not that at times it won’t be painful;
it will be.

What about when someone loves us and we don’t return their
romantic feelings? What’s easiest is to simply ignore that
person. Don’t return his calls. Pretend you didn’t see her.
Flirt with someone else right in front of her. Tell him you
have to wash your hair. It’s much more difficult to actually
continue to be that person’s friend, behaving in Christian
love toward him or her, considering them to be better than
yourself. Part of the reason this path is more difficult is
because it makes you all the more attractive and difficult to
get over, and it’s easier to convince ourselves that we’re



doing the other person a favor by being a jerk.

Sometimes it is appropriate and necessary and loving to give
the other person his space or to stop returning her phone
calls. Sometimes it isn’t. Sometimes I wish God designed our
relationships to be governed by clear-cut, black and white
formulas: do this, get this result . . . always. But he
didn’t.  God  designed  our  relationships  to  be  governed  by
faith. So we have to work hard to live counter-cultural lives,
acting  out  according  to  God’s  script  rather  than  what’s
socially expected of us. Smit’s exhortation to consider what
motivates our behavior is key. Are we responding lovingly or
selfishly? And while motives cannot always be wholly separated
or distinguished in such a clear-cut way, God always honors
the search.

Smit  has  in  Loves  Me,  Loves  Me  Not  some  very  powerful
exhortations for the church that I appreciate on two levels:
one, she forces readers to think seriously about New Testament
teachings on marriage, family, and singleness; and two, she
gives singles in the church a voice, in part simply by writing
a  book  that  addresses  the  lives  of  unmarried  folk  in  a
thought-provoking, holistic, and meaningful way. If my brief
look into the book has sparked your interest, and if you want
the specific, and I think rather good, suggestions Smit makes
as to how we can pursue loving virtue in our relationships, be
sure to pick up a copy of this singular book.

Why We Need Another Book about Sex
Lauren  Winner,  author  of  Girl  Meets  God  and,  recently,
Mudhouse Sabbath, put out a book in 2005 titled Real Sex: The
Naked Truth about Chastity.{5} And that’s exactly what Winner
designs to do: talk about sex in a realistic fashion, from a
biblical worldview, that allows us to get past various myths,
including the highly eroticized and romanticized beliefs about
sex we frequently absorb from both the world and the church.



You’re familiar, no doubt, with the statistics on Christian
sexuality. We don’t stand out as very different in our sexual
behavior, which means our basic beliefs and ideas about sex
must not be that different either. If all those books in the
“Christian living” section of the bookstore aren’t helping us
develop ideas regarding our sexuality that differ from social
norms, if they aren’t helping us believe that what the Bible
has to say about sex is relevant and true, something isn’t
right. So what makes Winner different? Real Sex offers an
alternative  to  the  magazine-like  “Seven  Secrets  to  Sexual
Purity”  by  stretching  beyond  spoon-fed  “dos  and  don’ts”
derived from proof-texted Scripture, and instead presents the
case for sex within marriage from a holistic, biblical view of
who we are and how we relate in the world sexually.

From the creation-fall-redemption narrative presented in the
arc of the gospel, Winner posits that an important part of who
we are is that we are embodied, and the main way in which we
relate in the world sexually is communal. Chapter three is
aptly titled “Communal Sex: Or, Why Your Neighbor Has Any
Business Asking You What You Did Last Night,” and helps remind
us that community is a part of the creational order; we were
created in and for community. And though we have fallen from
God’s original order for creation, he has, throughout history,
made a way for his people to live redeemed, creational lives.
When Jesus Christ came embodied to earth, he came as the Way,
finally making it possible for those who believe to no longer
live under compulsion of the fallen, distorted patterns of the
flesh, but rather in habits redeemed and restored to God’s
creational intent. Winner reminds us that Scripture flies in
the face of our over-individualized, over-privatized American
way, exhorting the community of the faith to be intimately
involved in one another’s lives. She puts it this way:

The Bible tells us to intrude—or rather, the Bible tells us
that talking to one another about what is really going on in
our lives is in fact not an intrusion at all, because what’s



going on in my life is already your concern; by dint of the
baptism that made me your sister, my joys are your joys and
my crises are your crises. We are called to speak to one
another lovingly, to be sure, and with edifying, rather than
gossipy or hurtful, goals. But we are called nonetheless to
transform seemingly private matters into communal matters
(53).{6}

Already we’re presented with a meaty alternative to the false
views of sex, or we could say, unreal sex propagated in force
by our surrounding culture. The next two chapters speak truth
against the lies about sex we hear both from our culture and
our churches. These chapters give readers an opportunity to
take a step outside of their everyday, cultural surroundings
and consider them. Opening up the conversation of sex and our
sexuality  to  the  whole  of  Scripture  and  to  our  Christian
communities is like opening the windows of a dark room. By
this light we see the lies our culture tells about sex, and we
can  work  together  to  begin  rejecting  such  ideologies,
establishing a core understanding of human sexuality that, in
fact, stands apart; we can develop beliefs and habits of a
sacred sexuality. Winner points out that society tells lies,
like “sex can be wholly separated from procreation” (64),
cohabitation  is  a  good  practice-run  (68),  modesty  doesn’t
matter (71), and “good sex can’t happen in the humdrum routine
of marriage” (77).

Of those four statements, which strikes you as most dangerous?
We might think it’s the prolific idea of shacking up; and in
fact,  the  church  is  usually  pretty  clear  on  its  position
regarding premarital sex. However, I would like to suggest
that a subtle distortion is always more dangerous than an
obvious one. Winner agrees; she states,

Too often we assume that contemporary American sexual life
is a one-dimensional world of licentious prurience. Yet it
may be more important for contemporary Christian ethics to
constructively  engage  secular  romanticism  than  to



righteously denounce sexual libertinism. It is, after all,
pretty easy for us Christians to distinguish ourselves from
the  sex-is-recreation  ethic.  The  real  question  is  not
whether we can counter the message that sex is just like
racquetball, but whether we can also articulate a Christian
alternative to the regnant ideal of sex as an otherworldly,
illicit romance, an escape from quotidian, domestic life
(80).

Sex  isn’t  meaningful  because  it’s  an  erotic  escape  from
everyday realities. Rather, sex is meaningful because it’s
real (81). And while romance is certainly appropriate, even
important, as part of sustaining love, if it serves merely to
compartmentalize our lives rather than integrate them, our
lives will be less, not more, fulfilling.

Getting Real
This next chapter is perhaps where we get a bit more personal:
“Straight Talk II: Lies the Church Tells about Sex.” In an
effort to do right and protect the biblical ethic of sex
within marriage, and with honorable intentions, “the church
tells a few fibs of its own” (85). Winner chooses to discuss
four of these fibs: “premarital sex is guaranteed to make you
feel lousy” (85), “women don’t really want to have sex anyway”
(90),  “bodies  (and  sex)  are  gross,  dirty,  or  just  plain
unimportant” (93), and finally, that good sex is all about
technique,  a  secular  myth  that  we  can,  and  should,
Christianize  (97).

I can’t talk about all of these ideas (and I wouldn’t want to
give away the whole book!), but I do want to address a couple
of  them.  I’m  sure  some  of  you  are  thinking,  “Doesn’t
premarital sex make you feel lousy, full of guilt and regret?
And if it doesn’t, shouldn’t it?” It’s possible there’s more
truth in the second thought than the first one because, let’s
face  it,  sex  feels  good,  even  sinful  sex.  If  it  didn’t,



premarital (and extramarital) sex would certainly be a lot
easier to avoid. We wouldn’t need Winner’s book, or any other
book, not to mention the community of faith, the Bible, or the
Holy Spirit for that matter; at least, not insofar as we need
them  for  our  journey  toward  right-living  (89).  “What  the
church means to say,” posits Winner, “is that premarital sex
is bad for us, even if it happens to feel great” (90).

But at least we’ve come to recognize that sex in marriage
feels great and should feel great. And while it seems we may
never  be  able  to  fully  shake  Gnostic  parasites  from  the
gospel, I believe churches have generally come to embrace
marital sex as good. However, the message from the pulpit can
still be a bit confusing, especially for women. Winner notes a
study of teenage girls which shows the “strongest predictor of
teenage  virginity”  isn’t  church  involvement  or  the  youth
group,  but  team  sports  (18).  That  may  seem  obscure,  but
athletics  teaches  girls  (and  boys)  something  about  bodies
being good, not to mention useful—for other purposes than sex.
This is a message we are not communicating well.

What should we do? Have more church sports leagues? Perhaps.
But, maybe not. We can, however, change the language we use
when we talk about sex and modesty. Personally, as a woman who
grew  up  constantly  hearing  from  youth  group  and  other
parachurch media that my body was the vehicle of lust and
destruction for young men everywhere, it took lots of time to
unlearn  negative  associations  about  my  body  and  become
comfortable in my own skin, though perhaps less time than
others; I played sports. The way we talk about sex and modesty
in the church isn’t only damaging to women. To suggest that
men simply can’t help themselves is to suggest that men are
less than human, or that they can experience the fruit of the
Spirit in all areas but lust. It is essentially degrading to
men to imply that men are animals and women are angels, that
somehow  women  are  morally  superior  to  men  and  therefore
responsible for them (73). Certainly we are responsible to one



another  as  brothers  and  sisters,  but  responsible  for  is
another thing entirely.

The last few chapters of Winner’s book touch on topics such as
kissing,  pornography,  and  masturbation,  and  dish  out
practical—and  I  think  rather  good—ideas  to  guide  us  in
practicing chastity within our caring, Christian communities.
Winner reunites chastity with the other spiritual disciplines,
and talks about what marriage, children, sex, and singleness
teach the church, and why each is important in God’s economy,
an  economy  of  repentance  and  forgiveness.  Placing  sexual
purity back within a story that’s bigger than itself makes the
issue  of  chastity  important,  rather  than  indifferent;  and
gives it meaning by giving it context.
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Your Work Matters to God
Sue Bohlin helps us look at work from a biblical perspective. 
If we apply a Christian worldview to our concept of work, it
takes on greater significance within the kingdom of God.
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 This article is also available in Spanish.

Many Christians hold a decidedly unbiblical view of work. Some
view it as a curse, or at least as part of the curse of living
in a fallen world. Others make a false distinction between
what  they  perceive  as  the  sacred—serving  God—and  the
secular—everything else. And others make it into an idol,
expecting it to provide them with their identity and purpose
in life as well as being a source of joy and fulfillment that
only God can provide.

In their excellent
book  Your  Work
Matters to God,{1}
Doug  Sherman  and
William Hendricks expose the
wrong ways of thinking about
work,  and  explain  how  God
invests  work  with  intrinsic
value and honor. Rick Warren
echoes  this  idea  in  his
blockbuster The Purpose Driven
Life  when  he  writes,  “Work
becomes  worship  when  you
dedicate it to God and perform
it with an awareness of his
presence.”{2}

First, let’s explore some faulty views of work: the secular
view, some inappropriate hierarchies that affect how we view
work, and work as merely a platform for doing evangelism.

Those who hold a secular view of work believe that life is
divided into two disconnected parts. God is in one spiritual
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dimension and work is in the other real dimension, and the two
have nothing to do with each other. God stays in His corner of
the universe while I go to work and live my life, and these
different realms never interact.

One problem with this secular view is that it sets us up for
disappointment. If you leave God out of the picture, you’ll
have to get your sense of importance, fulfillment and reward
from someplace else: work. Work is the answer to the question,
“Who am I, and why am I important?” That is a very shaky
foundation—because what happens if you lose your job? You’re
suddenly a “nobody,” and you are not important because you are
not employed.

The secular view of work tends to make an idol of career.
Career becomes the number one priority in your life. Your
relationship with God takes a back seat, family takes a back
seat, even your relationship with other people takes a back
seat to work. Everything gets filtered through the question,
“What impact will this have on my career?”

The secular view of work leaves God out of the system. This is
particularly unacceptable for Christians, because God calls us
to make Him the center of our life.{3} He wants us to have a
biblical worldview that weaves Him into every aspect of our
lives, including work. He wants to be invited into our work;
He wants to be Lord of our work.{4}

Inappropriate  Hierarchies:  Soul/Body,
Temporal/Eternal
In this article, we’re examining some faulty views of work.
One comes from believing that the soul matters more than the
body. We can wrongly believe that God only cares about our
soul, and our bodies don’t really matter. The body is not
important, we can think: it is only temporal, and it will fade
and die. But if that view were true, then why did God make a
physical universe? Why did He put Adam and Eve in the garden



to cultivate and keep it? He didn’t charge them with, “Go and
make disciples of all nations which aren’t in existence yet,
but they will be as soon as you guys go off and start making
babies.” No, He said, “Here’s the garden, now cultivate it.”
He  gave  them  a  job  to  do  that  had  nothing  to  do  with
evangelism or church work. There is something important about
our bodies, and God is honored by work that honors and cares
for the body—which, after all, is His good creation.

Another wrong way of thinking is to value the eternal over the
temporal so much that we believe only eternal things matter.
Some people believe that if you work for things that won’t
last into eternity—jobs like roofing and party planning and
advertising—you’re  wasting  your  time.  This  wrong  thinking
needs to be countered by the truth that God created two sides
to reality, the temporal and the eternal. The natural universe
God  made  is  very  real,  just  as  real  as  the  supernatural
universe.  Asking  which  one  is  real  and  important  is  like
asking which is real, our nine months in our mother’s womb or
life after birth? They are both real; they are both necessary.
We have to go through one to get to the other.

Those things we do and make on earth DO have value, given the
category they were made for: time. It’s okay for things to
have simply temporal value, since God chose for us to live in
time before we live in eternity. Our work counts in both time
and eternity because God is looking for faithfulness now, and
the  only  way  to  demonstrate  faithfulness  is  within  this
physical world. Spiritual needs are important, of course, but
first physical needs need to be met. Try sharing the gospel
with someone who hasn’t eaten in three days! Some needs are
temporal, and those needs must be met. So God equips people
with abilities to meet the needs of His creation. In meeting
the legitimate physical, temporal needs of people, our work
serves people, and people have eternal value because God loves
us and made us in His image.



The Sacred/Spiritual Dichotomy; Work as a
Platform for Evangelism
Another  faulty  view  of  work  comes  from  believing  that
spiritual, sacred things are far more important than physical,
secular things. REAL work, people can think, is serving God in
full-time Christian service, and then there’s everything else
running a very poor second. This can induce us to think either
too highly of ourselves or too lowly of ourselves. We can
think, “Real work is serving God, and then there’s what others
do” (which sets us up for condescension), or “Real work is
serving God, and then there’s what I have to do” (which sets
us up for false guilt and a sense of “missing it”).

It’s an improper way to view life as divided between the
sacred and the secular. ALL of life relates to God and is
sacred,  whether  we’re  making  a  business  presentation  or
changing soiled diapers or leading someone to faith in Christ.
It’s unwise to think there are sacred things we do and there
are secular things we do. It all depends on what’s going on in
our hearts. You can engage in what looks like holy activity
like  prayer  and  Bible  study  with  a  dark,  self-centered,
unforgiving spirit. Remember the Pharisees? And on the other
hand, you can work at a job in a very secular atmosphere where
the  conversation  is  littered  with  profanity,  the  work  is
slipshod, the politics are wearisome, and yet like Daniel or
Joseph in the Old Testament you can keep your own conversation
pure and your behavior above reproach. You can bring honor and
glory to God in a very worldly environment. God does not want
us to do holy things, He wants us to be holy people.

A final faulty view of work sees it only as a platform for
doing evangelism. If every interaction doesn’t lead to an
opportunity to share the gospel, one is a failure. Evangelism
should be a priority, true, but not our only priority. Life is
broader than evangelism. In Ephesians 1, Paul says three times
that God made us, not for evangelism, but to live to the



praise  of  His  glory.{5}  Instead  of  concentrating  only  on
evangelism,  we  need  to  concentrate  on  living  a  life  that
honors God and loves people. That is far more winsome than all
the evangelistic strategies in the world. Besides, if work is
only a platform for evangelism, it devalues the work itself,
and this view of work is too narrow and unfulfilling.

Next we’ll examine at how God wants us to look at work. You
might be quite surprised!

How God Wants Us to See Work
So far, we have discussed faulty views of work, but how does
God want us to see it? Here’s a startling thought: we actually
work for God Himself! Consider Ephesians 6:5-8, which Paul
writes to slaves but which we can apply to employees:

Slaves, obey your earthly masters with respect and fear, and
with sincerity of heart, just as you would obey Christ. Obey
them not only to win their favor when their eye is on you,
but like slaves of Christ, doing the will of God from your
heart. Serve wholeheartedly, as if you were serving the
Lord, not men, because you know that the Lord will reward
everyone for whatever good he does, whether he is slave or
free.

It’s helpful to envision that behind every employer stands the
Lord Jesus. He sees everything we do, and He appreciates it
and will reward us, regardless of the type of work we do. I
learned this lesson one day when I was cleaning the grungy
bathtub  of  a  family  that  wouldn’t  notice  and  would  never
acknowledge or thank me even if they did. I was getting madder
by the minute, throwing myself a pity party, when the Lord
broke into my thoughts. He quietly said, “I see you. And I
appreciate  what  you’re  doing.”  Whoa!  In  an  instant,  that
totally  changed  everything.  Suddenly,  I  was  able  to  do  a
menial job—and later on, more important ones—as a labor of



love and worship for Jesus. I know He sees and appreciates
what I do. It forever changed my view of work.

God also wants us to see that work is His gift to us. It is
not a result of the Fall. God gave Adam and Eve the job of
cultivating the garden and exercising dominion over the world
before sin entered the world. We were created to work, and for
work. Work is God’s good gift to us!

Listen to what Solomon wrote:

After looking at the way things are on this earth, here’s
what I’ve decided is the best way to live: Take care of
yourself, have a good time, and make the most of whatever
job you have for as long as God gives you life. And that’s
about it. That’s the human lot. Yes, we should make the most
of what God gives, both the bounty and the capacity to enjoy
it, accepting what’s given and delighting in the work. It’s
God’s gift!{6}

Being happy in our work doesn’t depend on the work, it depends
on our attitude. To make the most of our job and be happy in
our work is a gift God wants to give us!

Why Work is Good
In this article we’re talking about how to think about work
correctly. One question needs to be asked, though: Is all work
equally valid? Well, no. All legitimate work is an extension
of God’s work of maintaining and providing for His creation.
Legitimate work is work that contributes to what God wants
done in the world and doesn’t contribute to what He doesn’t
want done. So non-legitimate work would include jobs that are
illegal, such as prostitution, drug dealing, and professional
thieves.  Then  there  are  jobs  that  are  legal,  but  still
questionable in terms of ethics and morality, such as working
in abortion clinics, pornography, and the gambling industry.
These jobs are legal, but you have to ask, how are they



cooperating with God to benefit His creation?

Work is God’s gift to us. It is His provision in a number of
ways. In Your Work Matters to God, the authors suggest five
major reasons why work is valuable:

1. Through work we serve people. Most work is part of a huge
network of interconnected jobs, industries, goods and services
that work together to meet people’s physical needs. Other jobs
meet people’s aesthetic and spiritual needs as well.

2. Through work we meet our own needs. Work allows us to
exercise  the  gifts  and  abilities  God  gives  each  person,
whether paid or unpaid. God expects adults to provide for
themselves and not mooch off others. Scripture says, “If one
will not work, neither let him eat!”{7}

3. Through work we meet our family’s needs. God expects the
heads of households to provide for their families. He says,
“If anyone does not provide for his relatives, and especially
for his immediate family, he has denied the faith and is worse
than an unbeliever.”{8}

4. Through work we earn money to give to others. In both the
Old and New Testaments, God tells us to be generous in meeting
the  needs  of  the  poor  and  those  who  minister  to  us
spiritually.  {9}

5. Through work we love God. One of God’s love languages is
obedience.  When  we  work,  we  are  obeying  His  two  great
commandments to love Him and love our neighbor as we love
ourselves.{10} We love God by obeying Him from the heart. We
love our neighbor as we serve other people through our work.

We bring glory to God by working industriously, demonstrating
what He is like, and serving others by cooperating with God to
meet their needs. In serving others, we serve God. And that’s
why our work matters to God.
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Making a Defense
Rick Wade explores the meaning of the word “defense” in 1
Peter 3:15, suggesting that all Christians can do what Peter
is urging us to do in defending our faith.

Apologetics has grown into a very involved discipline over the
last two millennia. From the beginning, Christians have sought
to  answer  challenges  to  their  claims  about  Jesus  and
complaints  and  questions  about  how  they  lived.  Those

https://probe.org/making-a-defense/


challenges have changed over the years, and apologetics has
become a much more sophisticated endeavor than it was in the
first century.

The Scripture passage most often used to justify
apologetics is 1 Peter 3:15: “In your hearts honor
Christ the Lord as holy, always being prepared to
make a defense to anyone who asks you for a reason
for  the  hope  that  is  in  you;  yet  do  it  with
gentleness and respect.” This verse is probably used so often
because it sounds like marching orders. Other Scriptures show
us defense in action; this one tells us to do it.

The word translated “defense” here is apologia which is a term
taken from the legal world to refer to the defense a person
gave in court. It is one of several words used in Scripture
that  carry  legal  connotations.  Some  others  are  witness,
testify and testimony, evidence, persuade, and accuse.

Something that scholars have noticed about Scripture is the
presence  of  a  kind  of  trial  motif  in  both  Old  and  New
Testaments, what one New Testament scholar calls the “cosmic
trial motif.”{1} There is a trial of sorts with God on one
side and the fallen world on the other. The use of legal
terminology isn’t merely coincidental.

Think about the arguments you’ve heard presented by apologists
that are philosophical or scientific or historical. The core
issue of apologetics is generally thought as being truth.{2}
While all this fits with what Peter had in mind, I believe
there was something deeper and wider behind his exhortation.

In  short,  I  think  Peter  was  concerned  with  two  things:
faithfulness and speaking up for Christ. He wanted Christians
to acknowledge and not deny Christ. And, as we’ll see later,
Jesus  said  demands  for  a  defense  were  to  be  seen  as
opportunities to bear witness. Defense in the New Testament
doesn’t function separately from proclaiming the gospel.

http://www.ministeriosprobe.org/mp3s/making-defense.mp3


The Old Testament Background
As I noted earlier, there is a kind of cosmic trial motif
running through Scripture, or what we might call a “forensic
theme,” which provides a background for understanding Peter’s
exhortation. One thing that will help us think about defense
and witness in the New Testament is to look at the trial motif
in the Old Testament.

Bible scholar A. A. Trites notes the frequency with which one
encounters lawsuits or controversy addressed in a legal manner
in the Old Testament such as in the book of Job and in the
prophets. On occasions of legal controversy, witnesses were
the primary way of proving one’s case. They were not expected
to  be  “merely  objective  informants,”  as  we  might  expect
today.{3} The parties involved “serve both as witnesses and as
advocates,” Trites says. “It is the task of the witnesses not
only to attest the facts but also to convince the opposite
side of the truth of them (Isaiah 41:21-4, 26; 43:9; 51:22;
cf. Gen. 38:24-6).”{4}

Especially notable in the Old Testament is the controversy
between Yahweh and the pagan gods, represented by the other
nations, recorded in Isaiah chapters 40-55. “The debate is
over the claims of Yahweh as Creator, the only true God and
the Lord of history (40:25-31; 44:6-8; 45:8-11, 21),” says
Trites.{5} Yahweh brings charges and calls the nations to
present  their  witnesses,  and  then  calls  Israel  to  be  His
witness. A representative passage, which I’ll leave you to
look up for yourself, is Isa. 43:9-12.

Since the other nations have nothing to support their case on
behalf  of  their  gods,  they  lose  by  default.  By  contrast,
Israel has witnessed the work and character of Yahweh.



The New Testament: John and Luke
As I continue to set the context for understanding 1 Peter
3:15, I turn now to look at defense in the New Testament.

The apostles had a special role to fulfill in the proclamation
of the gospel because they were eyewitnesses to the events of
Jesus’  life.  Trites  says  that  they  “were  to  be  Christ’s
advocates, serving in much the same way that the witnesses for
the defendant served in the Old Testament legal assembly.”{6}
Beyond giving the facts, they announced that Jesus is Lord of
all  and  God’s  appointed  judge,  and  they  called  people  to
believe (see Acts 10:36; cf. 2:36-40; 20:21).{7}

I spoke above about the controversy recorded in Isaiah 40-55
between Yahweh and the nations and their gods. This “lawsuit”
continues in the Gospels in the conflict between Jesus and the
Jews. New Testament scholar Richard Bauckham writes, “It is
this lawsuit that the Gospel of John sees taking place in the
history of Jesus, as the one true God demonstrates His deity
in controversy with the claims of the world.”{8} Multiple
witnesses are brought forth in John’s Gospel. In chapter 5
alone Jesus names His own works, John the Baptist, God the
Father,  and  the  Old  Testament.  And  there  are  others,  for
example the Samaritan woman in chapter 4, and the crowd who
witnessed the raising of Lazarus in chapter 12.

This witness extends beyond simply stating the facts. As in
the Old Testament, testimony is intended to convince listeners
to believe. The purpose of John’s Gospel was to lead people to
belief in Christ (20:30-31).

The  concept  of  witness  is  important  for  Luke  as  well;
obviously so in the book of Acts, but also in his Gospel. In
Luke 24 we read where Jesus told His disciples, “Thus it is
written, that the Christ should suffer and on the third day
rise from the dead, and that repentance and forgiveness of
sins  should  be  proclaimed  in  his  name  to  all  nations,



beginning from Jerusalem. You are witnesses of these things.
And behold, I am sending the promise of my Father upon you.
But stay in the city until you are clothed with power from on
high” (24:45-49). Here we have a set of events, a group of
witnesses, and the empowerment of the Spirit.

The New Testament: Luke and Paul
It was a dangerous thing to be a Christian in the first
century, just as it is in some parts of the world today. Jesus
warned His disciples, “they will lay their hands on you and
persecute  you,  delivering  you  up  to  the  synagogues  and
prisons.” Listen to what He says next: “This will be your
opportunity to bear witness. Settle it therefore in your minds
not to meditate beforehand how to answer” (Lk. 21:12-14). “How
to answer” is the word apologia, the one Peter uses for “make
a defense” in 1 Peter 3:15.

It’s important to keep the central point of this passage in
Luke in view. What Jesus desired first of all were faithful
witnesses. The apostles would face hostility as He did, and
when challenged to explain themselves they were not to fear
men but God, to confess Christ and not deny Him. This warning
is echoed in 1 Peter 3:14-15. Jesus’ disciples would be called
upon to defend their actions or their teachings, but their
main purpose was to speak on behalf of Christ. Furthermore,
they shouldn’t be anxious about what they would say, for the
Spirit would give them the words (Lk. 12:12; 21:15). This
isn’t to say they shouldn’t learn anything; Jesus spent a lot
of  time  teaching  His  followers.  It  simply  means  that  the
Spirit would take such opportunities to deliver the message He
wanted to deliver.

Witness and defense were the theme of Paul’s ministry. He said
that Jesus appointed him to be a witness for Christ (Acts
22:15; 26:16; see also 23:11). As he traveled about, preaching
the gospel, he was called upon to defend himself before the



Jews  in  Jerusalem  (Acts  22  and  23),  before  the  governor,
Felix, in Caesarea (chap. 24), and before King Agrippa (chap.
26).

Toward the end of his life when he was imprisoned in Rome,
Paul told the church in Philippi, “I am put here for the
defense of the gospel (1:16; cf. v.7). That claim is in the
middle of a paragraph about preaching Christ (Phil. 1:15-18).

In obedience to Jesus, Paul was faithful to confess and not
deny. Although he was called upon to defend himself or his
actions,  he  almost  always  turned  the  opportunity  into  a
defense and proclamation of the gospel.

1 Peter
Finally I come to 1 Peter 3:15. What is the significance of
what I’ve said about the trial motif in Scripture for this
verse?

A key theme in 1 Peter is a proper response to persecution.
Christians were starting to suffer for their faith (3:8-4:2).
Peter encouraged them to stand firm as our Savior did who
himself “suffered in the flesh,” as Peter wrote (4:1).

After exhorting his readers to “turn away from evil and do
good” (1 Pet. 3:11), Peter says,

Now who is there to harm you if you are zealous for what is
good? But even if you should suffer for righteousness’ sake,
you will be blessed. Have no fear of them, nor be troubled,
but in your hearts honor Christ the Lord as holy, always
being prepared to make a defense to anyone who asks you for
a reason for the hope that is in you; yet do it with
gentleness and respect, having a good conscience, so that,
when you are slandered, those who revile your good behavior
in Christ may be put to shame (3:13-16).



The main point of this passage is faithfulness: faithfulness
in righteous living, and faithfulness in honoring Christ and
speaking up when challenged.

So how does the idea of witness fit in here? I submit that
Peter  would  have  remembered  Jesus’  instructions  to  turn
demands for a defense into opportunities to bear witness.
Remember Luke 21:13? Peter did this himself. When he and John
were called before Caiaphas, as we read in Acts 4 and 5,
rather than deny Jesus as he did when Jesus was on trial (Mk.
14:66-72), Peter faithfully proclaimed Christ not once but
twice. The second time he said, “We must obey God rather than
men,” and then he laid out the gospel message (Acts 5:27-32;
see also 4:5-22).

Sometimes  I  hear  apologists  talking  about  how  to  put
apologetics and evangelism together. While there may be a
conceptual distinction between the two, they are both aspects
of  the  one  big  task  of  bearing  witness  for  Jesus.  The
trajectory of our engagement with unbelief ought always to be
the proclamation of the gospel even if we can’t always get
there. As Paul said in 1 Cor. 2:5, our faith rests properly in
Christ and the message of the cross, not in the strength of an
argument.

Defense and witness are the responsibility of all of us. If
that seems rather scary, remember that we’re promised, in Luke
12:12, the enabling of the Spirit to give us the words we
need.
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Four Killer Questions: Power
Tools  for  Great  Question-
Asking
Sue Bohlin provides helpful information for use in helping
sharpen the question-asking skills of fellow believers as well
as  in  evangelism.  These  “understanding  questions”  help
Christians  sharpen  their  biblical  worldview  and  help
unbelievers  delve  into  the  inconsistencies  of  their  own
worldview.

Dr.  Jeff  Myers  of  Bryan  College  and  Summit
Ministries shares our passion for helping others
develop a biblical worldview. One of the tools he
offers in developing critical thinking skills is
how to use the right question at the right time.

He  suggests  four  “killer  questions”  to  help  anyone  think
critically.{1} The first question is, What do you mean by
that? In other words, define your terms. The second question
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is, Where do you get your information? The third is, How do
you know that’s true?, and the fourth killer question is, What
if you’re wrong?

Dr. Myers tells this story:

“A friend took a group of third graders to the Denver Museum
of Natural History.

“Before he took them inside, he knelt down on their level and
said, ‘Kids, if anybody in this museum tells you anything, I
want you to ask them, how do you know that’s true?‘ Giving
this question to a third grader is the intellectual equivalent
of giving them a surface-to-air missile. These kids walked
into the museum; all they knew was, Ask: How do you know
that’s true?

“A paleontologist was going to show them how to find a fossil.
Apparently they had intentionally buried a fossil down in the
soil sample and she said, ‘We’re going to find it.’ Very
clever, right? No, not with this crowd. ‘Cause they started
asking questions like, ‘Well, how do you know there’s a fossil
down in there?’ ‘Well, because we just know there’s a fossil
down there.’ ‘Why do you want to find it?’ ‘Well, because we
want to study it.’ ‘Why do you want to study it?’ ‘We want to
find out how old it is.’ Well, how old do you think it is?’
‘About 60 million years old.’

“‘Lady, how do you know that is true?'”

“She  patronized  them.  She  said,  ‘Well,  you  see,  I’m  a
scientist, I study these things, I just know that.’ They said,
‘Well, how do you know that’s true?’ Anytime she said anything
at all they just asked, ‘How do you know that’s true?’ What
happened next proves that truth is stranger than fiction. She
threw down her tools, glared at these children, and said,
‘Look, children, I don’t know, OK? I just work here!'”{2}



Question #1: What do you mean by that?
The first question is, What do you mean by that? You want to
get the other person to define his terms and explain what he
is saying. If you don’t make sure you understand what the
other person means, you could end up having a conversation
using the same words but meaning very different things.

When I was a new believer, I was approached on the street by
some people collecting money for a ministry to young people. I
asked, naively, “Do you teach about Jesus?” They said, rather
tentatively, “Yesss. . . .” I gave them some money and asked
for their literature (which was in the reverse order of what I
should have done). Only later did I learn that they did indeed
teach about Jesus—that He was the brother of Satan! I wish I
had had this first killer question back then. I would have
asked, “What do you teach about Jesus? Who is He to you?”

Get the other person’s definition. Let’s say you’re talking to
a neighbor who says, “I don’t believe there is a God.” Don’t
quarrel with him: “Oh yes there is!” “No, there’s not.” Second
Timothy 2:24-25 says not to quarrel with anyone. Just start
asking questions instead. “What do you mean by ‘God’? What’s
your  understanding  of  this  God  who  isn’t  there?”  Let  him
define that which does not exist! You may well find out that
the god he rejects is a mean, cold, abusive god who looks a
lot like his father. In that case, you can assure him that you
don’t believe in that god either. The true God is altogether
different. If it were me, at this point I wouldn’t pursue the
existence of God argument, but rather try to understand where
the other person is coming from, showing the compassion and
grace of God to someone bearing painful scars on his soul.

Let’s say someone says she is for a woman’s right to choose
abortion. You can ask, “What do you mean by ‘woman’? Only
adult women? What if the baby is a girl, what about her right
to choose? What do you mean by ‘right’? Where does that right
come from?” Do you see how asking What do you mean by that?



can expose problems in the other person’s perspective?

Question  #2:  Where  do  you  get  your
information?
The  question  Where  do  you  get  your  information?  is
particularly important in today’s culture, where we drown in
information from a huge array of sources. Information is being
pumped at us from TV, radio, music, Websites, email, blogs,
billboards, movies, and conversations with people who have no
truth filters in place at all. Consider the kind of responses
you  could  get  to  the  question,  Where  do  you  get  your
information?

“I heard it somewhere.” Well, how’s that for reliable? Follow
with another killer question, How do you know it’s true?

“Everybody says so.” That may be so, but is it true? If you
say something loud enough, often enough, and long enough,
people will believe it’s true even if it isn’t. For example,
“everybody says” people are born gay. Doesn’t everybody know
that by now? That’s what we hear, every day, but where is the
science to back up that assertion? Turns out, there is none.
Not a shred of proof that there is a gay gene.

Someone else may say, “I read it somewhere.” So ask, in a
legitimate newspaper or magazine? Or in a tabloid? Elvis is
not alive, and you can’t lose twenty-five pounds in a week.
You might have read it somewhere, but there is a word for that
kind of writing: fiction.

Did  you  see  it  on  the  internet?  That  could  be  a  single
individual with great graphics abilities pumping out his own
totally  made-up  stuff.  Or  it  could  be  a  trustworthy,
legitimate  website  like  Probe.org.

Did you see it on TV? Who said it, and how trustworthy is the
source? Was it fact, or opinion? Be aware of the worldview



agenda behind the major media outlets. Former CBS reporter
Bernard Goldberg exposed the leftist leanings of the media in
his book Bias: A CBS Insider Exposes How the Media Distort the
News. Most of what you see on TV is what the Bible calls “the
world,” and we are to be discerning and skeptical of the
values and information it pumps out.

Don’t  be  fooled  by  someone  sounding  confident  and  self-
assured. Many people feel confident without any basis for
feeling that way. Ask, Where do you get your information? It’s
a great killer question.

Question #3: How do you know that’s true?
The third killer question is, How do you know that’s true?
This is probably the most powerful question of them all. It
puts the burden of proof on the other person.

Most people aren’t aware of what they assume is true; there’s
simply no other way to see the world. They often believe what
they believe without asking if it’s true, if it aligns with
reality. If you respectfully ask killer questions like How do
you know that’s true?, all of a sudden it can begin to occur
to folks that what they believe, they believe by faith. But
where is their faith placed?

Sometimes, the kindest thing we can do for people is gently
shake up their presuppositions and invite them to think.

The reigning philosophy in science today is materialism, the
insistence that the physical universe is all that exists.
Something is only real if it can be measured and quantified.
We need to ask, How do you know there is nothing outside the
matter-space-time-energy continuum? How do you know that the
instruments of physical measurement are the only ones that
matter? How do you know there isn’t something non-physical,
which cannot be measured with physical measuring tools? If all
you have is a ruler, how do you measure weight? (And if all



you have is a ruler, and someone wants to talk about weight,
it would be easy to deny there is such a thing as weight, only
height and length, a lot like the materialists’ insistence
that  since  we  can’t  measure  the  supernatural,  it  doesn’t
exist.)

At the heart of the debate over stem cell research is the
question of the personhood of a human embryo. Those who insist
that it’s not life until implantation need to be asked, How do
you know that’s true? It’s genetically identical to the embryo
ten minutes before implantation. How do you know those are
only a clump of cells and not a human being?

Postmodern  thought  says  that  no  one  can  know  truth.  This
philosophy has permeated just about every college campus. To
the professor who asserts, “No one can know truth,” a student
should  ask,  How  do  you  know  that’s  true?  If  that  sounds
slightly crazy to you, good! A teacher who says there is no
truth, or that if there is, no one can know it, says it
because he or she believes it to be true, or they wouldn’t be
saying it!

We get hostile email at Probe informing us of how stupid and
biased we are for believing the Bible, since it has been
mistranslated  and  changed  over  the  centuries  and  it  was
written by man anyway. When I ask, “How do you know this is
true?”, I don’t get answers back. Putting the burden of proof
on the other person is quite legitimate. People are often just
repeating what they have heard from others. But we have to be
ready to offer a defense for the hope that is in us as
well.{3} Of course, when we point to the Bible as our source
of information, it’s appropriate to ask the killer question,
“How do you know that’s true?” Fortunately, there is a huge
amount of evidence that today’s Bible is virtually the same as
the original manuscripts. And there is strong evidence for its
supernatural  origins  because  of  things  like  fulfilled
prophecy. Go to the “Reasons to Believe” section of Probe.org
for a number of articles on why we can trust that the Bible is



really God’s word.

There are a lot of mistaken, deceived people who believe in
reincarnation  and  insist  they  remember  their  past  lives.
Shirley MacLaine claims to have been a Japanese Geisha, a
suicide in Atlantis, an orphan raised by elephants, and the
seducer of Charlemagne.{4} Here’s where this killer question
comes in. If you lose your life memories when you die, how do
you know your past lives are real? When you’re born into a new
body and your slate is wiped clean, how do you know it’s you?

So many people have embraced a pragmatic, expedient standard
of, “Hey, it works for me.” “It works for me to cheat on my
taxes, as long as I don’t get caught.” “It works for me to
spend hours on porn sites late at night since my wife doesn’t
know how to check the computer’s history.” “It works for me to
keep God in his corner of the universe while I do my own
thing; I’ll get religious later in life.” Well, how do you
know it works? You haven’t seen the whole, big picture. You
can’t  know  the  future,  and  you  can’t  know  how  tomorrow’s
consequences will be reaped from today’s choices.

Let me add a caveat here. The underlying question behind How
do you know that’s true? is really, “Why should I believe
you?” It can be quite disconcerting to be challenged this way,
so be sure to ask with a friendly face and without an edge in
your voice.

Question #4: What if you’re wrong?
One benefit of this question is that it helps us not to “sweat
the small stuff.” There are a lot of issues where it just
doesn’t matter a whole lot if we’re wrong. If you’re agonizing
over a restaurant menu, trying to figure out the best entree,
what if you’re wrong? It doesn’t matter. You can probably come
back another time. If you can’t, because you’re traveling and
you’ll never have another chance, is it going to wreck your
life? Absolutely not.



Many of our youth (and, sadly, adults as well) believe that
having sex is just part of being social. Many of them believe
that  sex  qualifies  as  recreation,  much  like  going  to  an
amusement park. They need to be challenged: What if you’re
wrong? Besides the high probability of contracting a number of
sexually transmitted diseases, there is the ongoing heartache
of  the  discovery  that  “casual”  sex  isn’t,  because  of  its
lasting impact on the heart.

The  ultimate  question  where  this  matters  is,  What  do  you
believe about God? What do you do with Jesus’ statement “I am
the way, the truth, and the life; no one comes to the Father
except by Me”?{5} What if you believe there is no God, or that
you can live however you want and God will let you into heaven
because you’re not a mass murderer? We need to ask, What if
you’re wrong? You will be separated from God forever!

It’s only fair for Christ-followers to ask that of ourselves.
What if we’re wrong? What if we’re actually living an illusion
that there is a God and a purpose to life? I would say, “You
know what? I still lived a great life, full of peace and
purpose and fulfillment. Ultimately, if there were no God, it
wouldn’t matter—nothing would matter at all!—but I still loved
my life. Either way, if I’m right or I’m wrong, I win.”

These four killer questions are powerful to spark meaningful
conversation  and  encourage  yourself,  and  others,  to  think
critically. Use them wisely, be prepared for some interesting
conversations . . . and have fun!

Notes

1. Our fellow worldview apologist Bill Jack of Worldview
Academy (www.worldview.org) has also popularized these “killer
questions,” but they go back all the way to Socrates.
2. “Created Male and Female: Biblical Light for a Sexually
Darkened World” conference sponsored by the International
Council for Gender Studies, October 10-12, 2003.

http://www.worldview.org


3. 1 Peter 3:15.
4. www.fortunecity.com/emachines/e11/86/duncan2.html
5. John 14:6.
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Influential Intellectuals
Kerby  Anderson  examines  four  famous  intellectuals—Rousseau,
Marx, Russell and Sartre, looking for reasons they are worth
following and not finding much.

Over the last two centuries, a few intellectuals
have  had  a  profound  impact  on  Western  Culture.
British historian Paul Johnson writes about many of
these  influential  intellectuals  in  his  book,
Intellectuals: From Marx and Tolstoy to Sartre and
Chomsky. In this article, we will look at four of the better-
known intellectuals whose influence continues to this day.

Paul Johnson reminds us that over the past two centuries, the
influence of these secular intellectuals has grown steadily.
He believes it is the key factor in shaping the modern world.
In fact, this is really a new phenomenon. It was only the
decline  of  clerical  power  in  the  eighteenth  century  that
allowed these men to have a more significant influence in
society.

Each secular intellectual “brought to this self-appointed task
a far more radical approach than his clerical predecessors. He
felt himself bound by no corpus of revealed religion.”{1} For
the first time, these intellectuals felt they alone could
diagnose the ills of society and cure them without a need to
refer to religion or past tradition.

http://www.fortunecity.com/emachines/e11/86/duncan2.html
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One  important  characteristic  of  these  new  secular
intellectuals was their desire to subject “religion and its
protagonists to critical scrutiny.” And they pronounced harsh
verdicts on priests and pastors about whether they could live
up to their precepts.

After two centuries in which the influence of religion has
declined  and  secular  institutions  have  had  a  greater
influence, Paul Johnson believes it is time to examine the
record  and  influence  of  these  secular  intellectuals.  In
particular,  he  focuses  on  their  moral  and  judgmental
credentials. Do they have the right to tell the rest of us how
to run our lives? How moral and just were they in their
financial dealings and their sexual relationships? And how
have their proposed systems stood up to the test of time?

I will give you a preview. These secular intellectuals lived
decadent lives and mistreated so many people in their lives.
Their proposed systems of politics, economics, and culture
have been a failure and devastated
millions of lives.

What  a  contrast  to  the  Christian  message.  Jesus  lived  a
sinless life (1 John 3:5) even though He was tempted as we are
(Hebrews 4:15). Jesus called on His disciples to follow Him
(Matthew 4:19). Even the Apostle Paul encouraged Christians to
follow his example as he followed the example of Christ (1
Corinthians 11:1).

Paul Johnson concludes his book with a number of examples of
how  some  of  these  secular  intellectuals  addressed  current
political and social issues. He also points out that these
intellectuals saw no incongruity in moving from their own
discipline (where they are masters) to public affairs (where
they have no expertise). In the end, we discover that they
“are no wiser as mentors, or worthier as exemplars, than the
witch doctors or priests of old.”{2}



Jean-Jacques Rousseau
Jean-Jacques Rousseau is a very influential intellectual. Many
of  our  modern  ideas  of  education  were  influenced  to  some
degree  by  his  treatise  Émile.  And  even  to  this  day  many
indirectly refer to some of his ideas found in the Social
Contract that encapsulated his political philosophy.

Rousseau rejected the biblical narrative and instead believed
that  society  was  the  reason  we  humans  are  defective.  He
argued, “When society evolves from its primitive state of
nature to urban sophistication, man is corrupted.”{3}

Rousseau believed that you could improve human behavior (and
even completely transform it) by changing the culture and the
forces  that  produced  it.  In  essence,  he  believed  you  can
change human beings through social
engineering.

He was, no doubt, a difficult person to be around and very
egotistical. Paul Johnson explains that “part of Rousseau’s
vanity  was  that  he  believed  himself  incapable  of  base
emotions.”{4} He also had a great deal of self-pity for his
circumstances and had “a feeling that he was quite unlike
other men, both in his sufferings and his qualities.”{5}

Paul  Johnson  also  reminds  us  that  Rousseau  “quarreled,
ferociously and usually permanently, with virtually everyone
with whom he had close dealings, and especially those who
befriended him; and it is impossible to study the painful and
repetitive tale of these rows without reaching the conclusion
that he was a mentally sick man.”{6}

Apparently, he cared little for those around him. For example,
his foster-mother rescued him from destitution at least four
times. But later when he did much better financially, and she
became indigent, he did little for her.{7} His five children
born to his mistress were abandoned to the orphanage hospital.



He did not even know the dates of their births and took no
interest in them.

Rousseau  even  acknowledged  “that  brooding  on  his  conduct
towards his children led him eventually to formulate theory of
education he put forward in Émile. It also clearly helped to
shape his Social Contract,
published the same year.”{8}

The only woman who ever loved Rousseau summed him up this way:
“He was a pathetic figure, and I treated him with gentleness
and kindness. He was an interesting madman.”{9}

In  this  article  we  are  studying  some  of  these  secular
intellectuals because they have had such a profound impact on
our world even today. But as we can already see from the life
of Rousseau and will see from some of the other men we will
discuss below, they lived decadent lives. They really had no
business telling the rest of us how to live our lives.

Karl Marx
Paul  Johnson  concludes  that  Marx  “has  had  more  impact  on
actual events, as well as on the minds of men and women, than
any other intellectual in modern times.”{10}

Marx claimed that his philosophy was scientific. Paul Johnson
disagrees and says it was not scientific. “He felt he had
found a scientific explanation of human behavior in history
akin to Darwin’s theology of evolution.”{11} Although Marx
obtained a doctorate in philosophy he really wasn’t a scholar,
at least in the traditional sense. He actually spent more time
organizing the Communist League and collecting material.

Paul Johnson says there were three strands in Marx: the poet,
the journalist, and the moralist. He used poetic imagery which
actually became part of his political vision. He was also a
journalist and fairly good one at that. He also made use of



aphorisms. Many of the most famous were borrowed from others.
Two of the best known are: “The proletarians have nothing to
lose but their chains,” and “Religion in the opium of the
people.”

The moral impulse of Marx began with “his hatred of usury and
moneylenders.”{12}  He  believed  that  Jews  had  corrupted
Christianity.  His  solution,  therefore,  was  to  abolish  the
Jewish attitude toward money. Ultimately, the Jews and the
corrupted version of Christianity would disappear. Later Marx
broadened  his  critique  to  blame  the  bourgeois  class  as  a
whole.

How did Marx treat others? “Marx quarreled with everyone with
whom he associated” unless “he succeeded in dominating them
completely.”{13} He also collected elaborate dossiers about
his political rivals and enemies.”{14} Also, Marx “did not
reject  violence  or  even  terrorism  when  it  suited  his
tactics.”{15} Later Lenin, Stalin, and Mao would practice such
violence on an enormous scale.

Central  to  his  hatred  of  capitalism  was  probably  his
incompetence in handling money. He never seriously attempted
to get and hold down a job. Instead, Engels became the primary
source of income for Marx and his family. In fact, Engels
nearly ended the relationship when he once received a letter
from Marx that virtually ignored the death of a woman Engels
loved and focused the rest of the letter asking for money.

Life for his wife Jenny and their children was a nightmare. In
time her jewelry ended up at the pawnshop. “Their beds were
sold to pay the butcher, milkman, chemist and baker.”{16} He
even denied his daughters a satisfactory education. After his
wife’s death, the family nursery-maid became his mistress and
conceived a child whom Marx would never acknowledge. Once
again,  we  see  the  decadent  lives  of  these  secular
intellectuals.



Bertrand Russell
Paul Johnson says that “No intellectual in history offered
advice  to  humanity  over  so  long  a  period  as  Bertrand
Russell.”{17} His first book was published when Queen Victoria
was still alive, and his last book came out the year Richard
Nixon resigned because of Watergate. He also wrote countless
newspaper and magazine articles. He wrote so much because he
found writing to be so easy, and he was well paid for it.

Russell was an orphan, but his parents (who were atheists)
left instructions for him to be brought up on the teaching of
John Stuart Mill.His grandmother, however, would have none of
it and raised him in an atmosphere
of Bibles and Blue Books, taught by governesses and tutors.
Nevertheless, he rejected religion as a teenager and remained
an unbeliever the rest of his life.

“No  man  ever  had  a  stronger  confidence  in  the  power  of
intellect, though he tended to see it almost as an abstract,
disembodied force.”{18} For much “of his life he spent in
telling the public what they ought to think and do, and this
intellectual evangelism completely dominated the second half
of his long life.”{19} On a number of occasions, he found
himself in trouble with the law, being sued and fined for
articles he wrote.

Paul Johnson remarked that “No one was more detached from
physical reality than Russell. He could not work the simplest
mechanical device or perform any of the routine tasks which
even the most pampered man does without thinking.”{20}

He said that the First World War caused him to revise the
views he held about human behavior, in part because he could
not  understand  how  people’s  emotions  function  in  wartime.
Reading him produced “a sense of wonder in the normal reader
that so clever a man could be so blind to human nature.”{21}



Bertrand Russell believed “that the ills of the world could be
largely solved by logic, reason, and moderation.” But here was
his  inconsistency.  “When  preaching  his  humanist  idealism,
Russell set truth above any other consideration. But in a
corner, he was liable—indeed likely—to try to lie his way out
of it.”{22}

As  we  have  documented  with  other  secular  intellectuals,
Russell also exploited women (especially his wives) as well as
others who worked with him. This does seem to be a pattern.
When students are required to read the works of many these
men, they are never told about their lives. Although we are
supposed to respect their intellect, once we study their lives
we find that there was very little to respect.

Jean-Paul Sartre
Paul Johnson concludes that “no philosopher this century has
had so direct an impact on the minds and attitudes of so many
human  beings,  especially  young  people,  all  over  the
world.”{23}  Existentialism  was  a  popular  philosophy  for
decades. His plays were hits. His books sold in the millions.

He grew up as a spoiled child (his father dying when he was
fifteen months), with his grandfather giving him the run of
his  library  and  his  mother  providing  for  him  a  childhood
“paradise.” He enjoyed one of the best educations
and had a habit of reading three hundred books a year.

In some ways, World War II made Sartre, though the people
around him found little use for him. He “was notorious for
never taking a bath and being disgustingly dirty. What he did
was  write.”{24}  He  didn’t  do  anything  to  save  the  Jews.
Instead,  he  “concentrated  relentless  on  promoting  his  own
career.  He  wrote  furiously,  plays,  philosophy  and  novels,
mainly in cafés.”{25}

Sartre is known for the philosophy of existentialism, though



the word was not his. The press invented it, and he came to
embrace it. He proposed his philosophy of human freedom at a
time when people were hungry for it. But he also meant that
the existentialist individual must live without excuses. That
is the why he wrote that “Man is condemned to be free.”

Sartre’s companion through life was Simone de Beauvoir, who
was a brilliant writer and philosopher. But he treated her “as
a  mistress,  surrogate  wife,  cook  and  manager,  female
bodyguard, and nurse.”{26} He was “the archetype of what in
the  1960s  became  known  as  a  male  chauvinist.”{27}  He  had
numerous  sexual  liaisons  that  came  and  went  with  some
regularity.

Paul Johnson concludes that “Sartre, like Russell, failed to
achieve any kind of coherence and consistency in his views on
public  policy.  No  body  of  doctrine  survived  him.”{28}
Apparently he stood for very little other than to be linked to
the liberal Left.

In this article we have taken a brief look at the lives of
some of the secular intellectuals who have had an influence in
the world. They still have some influence, and so it is worth
asking if we should accept their prescriptions.

These men all lived decadent lives. Most of them mistreated
people in their lives. But even more disturbing is the fact
that they proposed systems of politics, economics, and culture
that have been a failure and devastated millions of lives.
They do not deserve the prominence they are often given in our
universities today. We are expected to revere them, but there
is little in their lives to respect.

Notes
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Christianity’s  Image  Hurting
Christ’s Image?
Byron Barlowe reviews the book unChristian, based on research
on what young people think of evangelicals and born-again
Christians:  that  they’re  hypocritical,  judgmental,  too
political, exclusive. He calls out Christians to improve the
reality behind the image to better reflect Christ.

Section Synopsis: A recent book entitled unChristian: What a
New Generation Really Thinks About Christianity and Why It
Matters  uncovered  overwhelmingly  negative  views  of
evangelicals and born-again Christians, especially among young
generations. In some ways these views are warranted, in some
ways they are not, but Christians do well to take them as a
wake-up call for the sake of those God wants to save and
mature.

The meaning of gospel is literally “good news.” The
book  unChristian:  What  a  New  Generation  Really
Thinks  About  Christianity  .  .  .  and  Why  It
Matters{1} is a book of bad news—that half of those
outside the church have a negative perception of
Christianity. And that’s even true of many young people inside
the church.

Evangelical Christians by definition consider Jesus’ charge to
present the biblical gospel message to the world a mandate.
Yet  many  of  the  very  people  who  they  reach  out  to  are
rejecting the messengers. Researchers with the Barna Group
found that a majority today believe that evangelical and born-
again  Christians  are  sheltered  from  the  real  world,  are
judgmental, way too political, anti-homosexual (to the point
of being gay-hating), and hypocritical.

These are widespread perceptions, especially among sixteen- to
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twenty-nine-year-olds, even those who go to church. To many
people, perception is ninety percent of reality. So whatever
your opinion of the study, this is the feeling out there.

Barna’s survey results and commentary have been making a stir
through unChristian since its release in 2007. It’s not a deep
theological  or  philosophical  book.  It  contains  statistical
interpretation broken up by commentary from every stripe of
evangelical Christian. It is a sobering cultural assessment
that calls out believers to be more Christlike.

The authors’ applications are not always solidly based. They
seem a little dismissive of valid objections to their analysis
and conclusions. Also, confusion among unchurched respondents
about the meaning of the terms “born again” and “evangelical”
leads one to ask, How seriously do we take survey-takers’
critique of Christians if they don’t even know who or what
these Christians are? That is, many times the people being
surveyed couldn’t clearly define what “born-again” means or
what an “evangelical” is, so how much stock should we put in
their criticisms?

Yet, the stats are stark enough to be alarming: of those
outside  the  church,  fully  half  had  a  bad  impression  of
evangelicals. Only three percent had a good impression! Are
Christians so bent on moral persuasion that we’re alienating
the lost with a lovelessness that really is unChristian? Or is
this just a case of the unsaved experiencing the gospel as a
stumbling block, as Jesus said would happen? The authors say
it’s mainly Christians’ fault; I agree but suspect there’s
more to it.

Here’s a modest proposal: even if respondents were biased or
misled, why don’t we in the church humble ourselves, listen,
and change where we need to? In the spirit of King David, when
Shimei cursed him loudly, we may need to simply say, “Let them
critique. The Lord told them to.”



Some question whether perceptions of outsiders should shape
the church’s behavior. Co-authors Kinnaman and Lyons make the
case  that  the  church  needs  to  be  thoughtful  about  our
responses to homosexuals, less trusting of political action as
the way to change culture, and more humble and open to people
who have not yet experienced grace. If outsiders feel that we
are running a club they’re not invited to, where is Christ in
that? they ask.

According to the authors, “Theologically conservative people
are increasingly perceived as aloof and unwilling to talk.”
But  those  under  30  “are  the  ultimate  ‘conversation
generation’.” Those outside church want to discuss issues, but
see Christians as unwilling. Have you recently had a spiritual
dialogue with a young unbeliever? How’d it go?

“Christians Are Hypocritical”
Section Synopsis: unChristian documents a heavy bias against
Christians as hypocritical, a charge which is in part true,
admit many. But it’s also an unavoidable reality of a grace-
based religion, which if explained, goes a long way towards
mitigating the charge and explaining the gospel message.

One  overwhelming  opinion  among  the  survey  group  is  that
Christians are hypocrites and this keeps people away from
church.

In fact, the survey on which the book is based reveals blatant
legalism among believers, that the top priority of born-again
Christians is, “doing the right thing, being good, and not
sinning.” This do-your-best value topped biblical values like
“relationships,  evangelism,  service  and  family  faith.”  In
another survey, four out of five churchgoers said that “the
Christian life is well described as, ‘trying hard to do what
God commands’.” {2} Such a primary focus on lifestyle and sin-
management as a measure of spirituality leads to what they



call a “false pretense of holiness,” that is, hypocrisy.{3}
It’s often like we Christians are living for others’ approval
and forgetting about grace.

This isn’t lost on younger generations. “Like it or not, the
term  ‘hypocritical’  has  become  fused  with  young  peoples’
experience of Christianity,” say the authors.{4} Eighty-five
percent of “outsiders” and half of young churchgoers say so.
The  book  offers  story  after  painful  story  of  sometimes
breathtaking hypocrisy based on lengthy interviews. This adds
weight to the conclusions drawn by Kinnaman and Lyons. The
research was not simply based on surveys (quantitative) but
also on in-depth interviews (qualitative).

There may be a silver lining here. The charge of hypocrisy
offers a handy starting point for turning around negative
perceptions and explaining grace. Pastor and author Tim Keller
admits that we Christians actually are often hypocritical and
need to be humble about it. Unrepentant hypocrites don’t admit
mistakes, so we immediately challenge a perception by owning
up to it.

But the other unavoidable fact is that non-Christians assume
we are trying to live like Jesus to get into heaven, like the
good-works motivation of other religions and cults. So, when
they find out we’re not perfect people, they critique us as
hypocrites. In contrast, an old saying captures the biblical
worldview: “The Church is a hospital for sinners, not a museum
for saints.”{5} Unbelievers simply cannot understand this; we
have to be patient with that, says Keller.

You could respond to the accusation of hypocrisy like this: “I
have  a  relationship  with  Christ  not  because  I’m  good  but
precisely because I am not good. He rescued me from myself and
the ruin I was causing. But He’s changing me. I’m still a
mess, but I’m God’s mess.”

In an age of Internet image-making and advertising, young



outsiders are cynical about finding anybody who’s genuine.
Christians need to genuinely repent of hypocrisy. Meanwhile,
we can explain that grace means our imperfections are covered
by God during the process of spiritual transformation. Maybe
outsiders will opt for grace once they see more of it.

“Christians Hate Homosexuals”
Section Synopsis: Evangelical and born-again Christians today
have a well-deserved but understandable reputation as anti-
gay,  but  attitudes  can  go  so  far  as  being  gay-hating.
Balancing conviction about the broader gay agenda and the
personal sin of homosexuality with a humble compassion for gay
individuals who are made in God’s image is key, especially as
we model for younger believers.

The guys in my Bible study group were discussing gay marriage
and the upcoming elections. The lively banter stopped when I
dropped a bomb. “You know,” I said, “when most non-Christians
under thirty-years-old find out we’re evangelicals, we may as
well be wearing a sandwich board emblazoned with ‘God hates
gays.’” I’d been reading unChristian, and it was sobering.

According to the authors, if we’re raising kids to “shun their
peers who are ‘different,’ we are actually limiting their . .
. spiritual influence” and may lead them to question their own
faith.{6}  Why?  Because  they’ll  probably  have  friends  who
identify  as  gay  and  other  sexual  identities.  As  Probe
colleague Kerby Anderson says, “One of the biggest challenges
for  churches  and  individual  Christians  who  reach  out  to
homosexuals  is  keeping  two  principles  in  proper  tension:
biblical convictions and biblical compassion.”{7}

An  emerging  adult  generation  accepts  homosexuality,  often
without thinking, even those who grew up in church. Only one-
third of churched young people believe homosexuality to be a
“major problem.”



And, only a small percentage of young adults “want to resist
homosexual initiatives” in society. This is alarming, given
America’s softening of sexual morals, mainstreaming of gay
culture  and  the  redefinition  of  marriage.  But  the  issue
addressed in unChristian is that in our battle against a few
agenda-driven  radicals,  we’ve  regularly  forgotten  that  our
fight is not with same-sex strugglers, but with unbiblical
ideas.{8} We’re called to love, not condemn, the people made
in God’s image who are caught up in sin, even while we stand
up as Christian citizens.

Barna’s  survey  shows  just  how  unbiblical  self-identified
Christians can be. Over half said homosexuality was a problem,
but only two out of six hundred people said anything about
love or “being sympathetic” as a potential solution. A mere
one  percent  say  they  pray  for  homosexuals!  “We  need  to
downgrade  the  importance  of  being  antihomosexual  as  a
‘credential,’”  of  our  commitment  to  Christ,  say  the
authors.{9} That is, we need to repent if we believe that it’s
a spiritual badge of honor to be anti-gay.

If a certain brand of sin is disgusting to us, why should that
get in the way of communicating the love of a forgiving God?
We need to keep in mind that all sin is disgusting to God,
even our pet sins. This is the kind of challenge the book
unChristian  does  well.  Yet,  scant  mention  is  made  of  the
greater consequences of sexual sins, including sickness and
the desperate need for repentance and recovery among same-sex
practitioners. Perhaps that would have been off-point for this
book.

Kinnaman observes that younger generations are “hard-wired for
relational  connections”  and  view  the  church’s  lack  of
spiritual solutions as uncaring and insincere. If we lose our
audience due to heartlessness it won’t matter how much truth
we proclaim.



“Christians Are Judgmental”
Section Synopsis: “Christians are judgmental” is an accusation
coming from young people inside and outside the Church today.
Believers need to learn to retain the biblical mandate to
judge the fruits of ideas and behaviors while going out of our
way not to condemn people who’ve never (or seldom) experienced
God’s grace.

One of the most troubling perceptions that a watching world
has of “born agains” and “evangelicals”, especially among the
under-thirty  crowd,  is  that  we  are  judgmental.  The  book
unChristian cites findings that ninety percent of “outsiders”
believe this. More than half of young churchgoers agree!

It’s not compromise to graciously work with disagreements.
Sometimes the need to be right and “stay right” cancels out
the truth we’re trying to defend. To use the old saying,
“People don’t care how much you know until they know how much
you care.” This seems to be the main finding the research
revealed.

The authors credit young generations with insightfulness into
peoples’  motives  since  they’ve  been  endlessly  targeted  by
marketing, lectures, and sermons. (Most have spent time in
church, by the way.) They don’t want unsolicited advice, say
the authors. But that makes them resistant, not unreachable.
Another factor is that younger generations reject black-and-
white views. “They esteem context, ambiguity, and tension. . .
. How we communicate [to them] is just as important as what we
communicate,” according to the book. {10} One popular author
is  seeing  fruit  among  younger  people  by  focusing  on  God
Himself as the original community, the Trinity, and giving
credence to our need for community.{11}

Well, aren’t unbelievers the ones judging believers? Aren’t
Christians just standing up to sin? In-depth interviews showed
that many respondents “believe Christians are trying . . . to



justify feelings of moral and spiritual superiority.”{12} My
opinion is this: If we think we’re better, we need to revisit
Amazing Grace! Arrogance is the charge; are you guilty of it?
I know I’ve been.

What does it mean to be judgmental? People are stumbling over
stuff like this:

• Judgmentalism doesn’t stop to ask why people do the things
they do and why they are the way they are. That is, it just
doesn’t care.

• Judgmental minds see everything in terms of rules kept or
rules broken.

•  A  judgmental  heart  maintains  the  us-them  dichotomy,
keeping people at a distance from us. Holding people in
contempt is easier when we lump them into categories.

• The core belief of a judgmental spirit is, “I’m right and
I’m better.”

It’s true, the worldview of young generations in America has
shifted in recent years to include a “do-it-yourself” morality
and this is deeply troubling. Youth apologist Josh McDowell
notes that seniors have the emotional maturity of freshmen
today. Many suffer from broken families.{13} Still, an entire
generation—churched  and  many  formerly-churched—doubts  our
motives. Yes, they are judging us! But if our attitudes truly
are stiff-arming people, shouldn’t we start sympathetically
inviting them into God’s fellowship?

Christ-followers have a very hard time distinguishing between
judging people and judging what they do. Scripture teaches us
clearly not to condemn people to hell. Paul the Apostle taught
that he didn’t even judge himself, much less outsiders. Yet we
are told to judge fruits, which consist of what people do.
That way, we know if we’re dealing with an unbelieving person,
a confused believer or a mature disciple of Christ. If an



unbeliever commits sin, we can see from it how to minister to
them.

We church folks say, “Love the sinner, hate the sin.” Those
studied said they experience hate of the sin and the sinner.
Much of church peoples’ discomfort and judgmentality stems
from  cultural  and  generational  sources.  If  something  like
tattoos gets in the way of a Christlike response, maybe we
need to take a fresh look at our attitudes.

How  Can  True  Christians  Constructively
Respond?
Section Synopsis: Repairing a damaged image is a worthy goal
for  Christians  so  that  critics  can  see  Christ  instead  of
negative stereotypes. We can tear down stereotypes by being
Christlike and then we have a chance to tear down deeper
misconceptions about God, the Bible, and faith.

The panhandler touched Dave’s heart with his honest appeal. “I
just want a burger.” Throughout the meal, Dave talked with
him, finding out about his life and views. He didn’t try to
cram the gospel in or argue. Dave later overheard the man say
to his homeless companion, “Hey that guy’s a Christian and we
actually  had  a  conversation.”  Dave  wondered  what  kind  of
negative interactions with Christians from the past prompted
that response!

The authors of unChristian uncovered a low public opinion of
evangelicals and born-again Christians among outsiders. They
may be biased, but it’s helpful to know what people think.

One of the most important ministries you can have these days
is  to  tear  down  negative  stereotypes  of  Christ-followers
simply by being Christlike. That may set the stage for tearing
down myths and lies about God, the Bible, and Christianity.

We need to seek common ground to begin a dialogue with those



outside the faith. We all respond to agreement better than
arguments, so affirming is a good start towards persuading. I
recently saw a bumper sticker on the truck of a worker. It
said in effect, “Jesus loves you but I think you’re a jerk”,
although in more colorful language! After I chuckled about how
God  loves  “jerks”  like  me,  we  spent  forty-five  minutes
discussing his views, mostly on God and religion.

At one point, he proclaimed, “I like to think of God as
feminine.” I explored his reasons, which included the presence
of beauty in the world. I affirmed that observation far as I
could and expanded his thinking. I said, “What if God is so
big  and  complete  that  He  embodies  perfect  femininity  and
masculinity?” The door opened wider. But what if I’d acted
offended by the cuss word on the sticker or been put off by
his distorted theology? I’m sure he would have been put off
and the conversation would have been aborted.

Again, we also need to admit mistakes and problems, say the
authors.  Youth  today  emphasize  “keepin’  it  real,”  being
genuine.  “Transparency  disarms  an  image-is-everything
generation.”{14}

Lastly, the authors urge us to respond with truth and love to
gays and their friends. Speaking out against homosexual sin
and harmful politics may be our role. At the same time, Kerby
Anderson points out that Christians “should lovingly welcome
those who struggle with homosexual temptations and dedicate
[ourselves] to meet the emotional and spiritual needs of”
homosexual strugglers.{15}

Our tone of voice, demeanor and facial expression are much
more  important  than  we  think.  As  Tim  Keller  says,  “You
actually have to embody a different kind of Christian than the
ones that they’ve known in the past or they’re simply not
going to listen to what you’re saying.”{16}
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Difficult Task
Steve Cable examines the data concerning American Christians’
beliefs about pluralism, the belief that all religions are
true  and  valid  ways  to  know  about  God,  the  world,  and
salvation.

We are in the process of examining two related Pew Research
surveys taken by about 35,000 people, once in 2007[{1} and
again in 2014{2}. In today’s post we want to consider the
question of religious pluralism among American Christians. As
there are different views concerning the meaning of “religious
pluralism,”  for  this  post  we  will  use  this  definition:
Pluralism  is  basically  the  belief  that  the  various  world
religions are true and equally valid in their communication of
the truth about God, the world, and salvation. I.e., there are
multiple religious beliefs and practices which will suffice to
get one to heaven. It does not mean that all religions are
sufficient,  but  that  more  than  one  distinctly  different
religious concept will result in eternal salvation.

In  their  2007  survey,  Pew  had  one  question  dealing  with
pluralism:

Which of these two statements comes closer to your own views
even if neither is exactly right?

1. My religion is the one, true faith leading to eternal life.
[OR]
2. Many religions can lead to eternal life

The responses to this question for Evangelical Christians and
for  Non-Evangelical  Christians{3}  are  given  in  the  table
below.

Table 1 – Percent of Respondents Who Said “My Religion is the
One, True Faith”

Age Range 18 – 27 30 plus
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Evangelical 44.6% 36.4%

Non-Evangelical Christian 19.0% 14.2%
Not surprisingly, the percentage of Evangelicals who selected
statement  #1  far  exceed  the  percentage  of  Non-Evangelical
Christians.

However, it is disappointing that significantly fewer than one
half of Evangelicals would select that statement. And it is
surprising that the younger cohort is much more likely than
the older cohort to make such a statement.

Which brings up the question: When someone says “my religion
is the one,” are they referring to Christianity vs. other
major religions, OR are they referring to their denomination
vs. other Christian denominations? One would guess that many
Christians, especially from older generations, may be thinking
about the latter.

In fact, the Pew Research organization realized this issue
almost immediately after releasing the results of the 2007
survey. They did another smaller survey in 2008{4} to get
insight into this question and reported:

One of the most frequently asked questions to arise from the
2007 Landscape Survey findings is how the 70% of religiously
affiliated respondents who said “many religions can lead to
eternal life” interpreted the phrase “many religions.” For
example, do Christians who express this view have in mind only
Christians from denominations other than their own, or are
they thinking more broadly of non-Christian religions? To shed
light on this issue, the new survey asks those who believe
that many religions can lead to eternal life a series of
follow-up  questions  .  .  .  nearly  three-quarters  (72%)  of
evangelicals who say many religions can lead to salvation name
at least one non-Christian faith that can do so.{5}

Turning this around, they found that 28% of evangelicals who
said that many religions can lead to eternal life were only



talking about other Christian religions. Thus, this group of
evangelicals  would  not  be  considered  pluralistic.  So,  I
analyzed the data from this 2008 survey and used those results
to calculate data of Christians’ views on pluralism as shown
in Table 2.

Table 2 – Results from 2008 Religion and Public Life Survey

Age Range
18 –
27

30 plus

Evangelical
One True Faith 64% 49%

Only Christians in
Heaven{6}

74% 61%

Non-Evangelical
Christian

One True Faith 24% 16%

Only Christians in
Heaven

37% 22%

 

So we can see that adding these people who were pluralistic
only among different Christian faiths, we add another ten
percent or so to those Christians who are not pluralistic.
However, this 2008 data introduces another issue. Those who
said their religion was the one, true faith appears to have
increased  by  almost  20  percentage  points  for  Evangelicals
under 28 (from 45% to 64%). I don’t believe this is possible
given  the  lack  of  events  in  2008  to  account  for  such  a
significant, sudden change. However, the Pew report comments
on it this way, “. . . the number of people saying theirs is
the one, true faith that can lead to eternal life increased
slightly between 2007 and 2008, from 24% to 29%. The increase
is especially pronounced for white evangelical Protestants,
among whom the figure rose from 37% to 49%.”{7}

In the 2014 Religious Landscape survey, the ambiguity was
resolved by asking two questions:

1. The question asked in the 2007 survey listed above, and
2.  ASK  IF  CHRISTIAN  AND  SAY  “MANY  RELIGIONS”  to  prior



question: And do you think it’s only Christian religions
that can lead to eternal life, or can some non-Christian
religions also lead to eternal life?

a) Only Christian religions can lead to eternal life
b) Some non-Christian religions can lead to eternal life

We can then compare the results from both Religious Landscape
surveys as shown in table 3 below:

Table 3 – Comparing 2007 and 2014 Religious Landscape Results
with Estimates for Shaded Areas

Evangelical Non-Evangelical Christian

Year
Surveyed

2007 2014 2007 2014

Age Range 18-27
30
plus

18-24 25-34 18-27
30
plus

18-24 25-34
35
plus

My
religion
is one,

true faith

45% 36% 52% 42% 39% 19% 14% 23% 19% 15%

Only
Christians
in heaven

55%{8} 50% 60% 54% 59% 32% 20% 27% 27% 25%

 

Note:  the  numbers  for  2007  Only  Christians  in  heaven  are
estimates and could be off significantly.

And the results from the 2008 Religion and Public Life with
the 2014 Religious Landscape survey as shown in table 4:

Table 4 – Comparing 2008 Religion and Public Life Survey with
2014 Religious Landscape Survey

Evangelical Non-Evangelical Christian

Year
Surveyed

2008 2014 2008 2014



Age Range 18-27
30
plus

18-24 25-34
35
plus

18-27
30
plus

18-24 25-34
35
plus

My
religion
is one,

true faith

64% 49% 52% 42% 39% 24% 16% 23% 19% 15%

Only
Christians
in heaven

74% 61% 60% 54% 59% 37% 22% 27% 27% 25%

I think the important things to note from the two tables are:

1) Adding those who said “Many religions can lead to
eternal life but non-Christian religions cannot” to those
who said “My religion is the one, true faith leading to
eternal life.” we see an increase of between 8 and 20
percentage points;

2) The increased percentages in 2014 also even out the
results  from  across  age  groups.  For  example,  for
Evangelicals you can see a swing of 13 percentage points
from the 18 to 24 age group compared to the 35 plus age
group on the “one, true faith” response. But, when you
look at “only Christians in heaven,” you see the swing
across  age  groups  has  dropped  to  1  percentage  point.
Apparently, the youngest adults are less likely to be
thinking only of their denomination when they answered the
first question with “My religion . . .”

3) Finally, there is a slight drop off in Evangelicals who
are not pluralists between 2007 and 2014.

As  this  somewhat  tortuous  journey  through  the  subject  of
pluralism exploring three different surveys clearly shows, it
is hard to nail down what people are thinking when asked about
pluralism. The primary takeaway is that slightly less than one
out of two Evangelicals (~40%) have a pluralistic view, while
three out of four Non-evangelical Christians have such a view.
An Evangelical with a pluralistic viewpoint has no reason to



be  concerned  with  evangelism  and  technically  is  not  an
Evangelical.  In  a  subsequent  post,  we  will  examine  the
difference  in  worldview  beliefs  between  non-pluralist
Evangelicals  and  pluralist  Evangelicals
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religions”, they obviously were referring to many Christian
religions (or possibly Christian and Jewish religions). I did
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7.  Perhaps  the  candidacy  of  Barack  Obama  triggered  this
decrease in pluralism for white evangelical Protestants. If it
did, its effect had dissipated by the 2014 survey with results
much closer to the 2007 survey than the 2008 survey. I think
it was probably the result of surveying cell phone users as
well as landlines in 2008.
8. This number is estimated by taking the number for One, True
Faith and adding the percentage of those Christians in the
2008 survey who said that many religions could lead to eternal
life but not Islam, Hinduism, atheism, and No Religious Faith.
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Even  America’s  Largest
Denomination  Is  Bleeding
Members: Is It Too Late?
Further  erosion  of  membership  within  America’s  largest
denomination,  Southern  Baptist,  shows  a  larger  trend  of
churches losing [bleeding] members. Byron Barlowe believes the
answer may not be more programs, even evangelism programs.

Many wonder about the state of the Christian Church in the
U.S. How is it doing? Is it holding steady or shrinking? At
Probe, we are constantly monitoring this vital question, doing
raw-data-level cultural research.
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We got another indication recently that the Evangelicals in
America are on their way down like Catholics and Mainline
Protestants have been for years. At this rate, the Church may
drop  into  relative  obscurity—or  at  least  become  a  small
subculture.  Read  on  despite  your  denominational  (or
churchless) background because American culture is morphing
under all our feet. The ripple effects are only beginning.

Just  before  this  post  was  written,  the  Southern  Baptist
Convention was gathering to address topics like the ongoing
decline in America’s largest Protestant denomination. Top of
the agenda: despite adding around 500 new congregations, it is
bleeding membership and baptisms which indicate a declaration
of faith (Baptists call it “believer’s baptism” as opposed to
other  branches  of  Christianity  which  baptize  infants).
According to Christianity Today, the SBC just “reported its
largest  annual  decline  in  more  than  130  years—a  loss  of
236,467 members.”{1}

The negative numbers just keep coming. “The denomination is
down to its ‘lowest baptisms since 1946; lowest membership
since 1990; lowest worship attendance since 1996,’ according
to historical analysis from New Orleans Baptist Theological
Seminary. ‘The true bad news is that when you put last year in
the context of all previous years, it indicates the SBC is in
the midst of a decline that shows no signs of either slowing
down or turning around,’ said Chuck Kelly, the seminary’s
president.”{2}

The  Southern  Baptists  are  not  alone  and  not  the  first
Christians to see such a disheartening trend. Churchgoers are
voting with their feet in alarming numbers. Are they, in part,
being pulled away by unbelievers who want nothing to do with
church? Probe has researched deeply the “rise of the Nones,”
referring to the fast-growing segment of the nation who do not
affiliate with Christianity on surveys. They mark “None” when
it comes to which faith they claim. These politically and
ethically “moderate” or “liberal” folks are not atheistic or
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hostile to religion. They simply don’t think about it. And as
someone  quipped,  the  opposite  of  good  is  not  evil,  it’s
indifference.

It seems that some of the former believers among the Nones are
likely represented by the two of five Americans who believe
that “when it comes to what happens in the country today,
‘people of faith’ (42%) and ‘religion’ (46%) are part of the
problem.”{3}  More  likely,  the  general  malaise  regarding
eternal destiny or religion of the non-affiliated Nones has
infected tepid churchgoers in a silent, insidious way. The
spirit of the age whispers, “Meh, go to church? Not relevant.
No one believes that stuff anymore. At least I don’t have to
go to church to believe it.”

Yet, efforts to make the faith culturally relevant have often
fallen flat. Christian talk show host Janet Mefferd wonders
what’s  gone  wrong  with  Southern  Baptist  churches  in  this
regard. She wryly asks, Wasn’t the infusion of more cultural
conversation, increased societal sensitivity led by Ethics &
Religious Liberty Commission Russell Moore supposed to plug
the leak, staunch the flow of members out of Southern Baptist
churches? Weren’t closed-door conversations with gay rights
leaders designed to open the church doors to those who feel
marginalized? Formal denominational statements on Earth care
and animal rights were supposed to turn things around, says
the conservative and Baptist-friendly Mefferd. “What happened?
I don’t know. But more evangelism and less conversation would
be in order.”

Mefferd echoes Southern Baptist strategists and leaders. “It’s
clear  that  evangelism  and  discipleship  are  waning,”  Thom
Rainer, president and CEO of LifeWay Christian Resources, an
SBC  affiliate  which  produces  the  [Annual  Church  Profile]
report being discussed. “I don’t believe it is due to the lack
of  opportunities,  though.  Instead,  there  is  a  lack  of
engagement.”



Yes, evangelism and discipleship are central to the Great
Commission and are undeniably tiptop biblical values, commands
really. However, we no longer live in a milieu where agreed-
upon notions of sin and evil exist-or even that such truth
claims could possibly be valid for all. Simply launching new
evangelism campaigns and standard discipling programs doesn’t
seem to work anymore. Massive work on the worldview level,
including apologetics to challenge underlying misinformation
and beliefs, coupled with winsome and culturally engaged and
convinced Christians are vital to even getting the gospel a
hearing. My work on campus tells me that you must establish
absolute truth before any claim to Christ’s offer is anything
other than “he said, she said, just what grandma believed.”

So maybe the issue isn’t membership rolls and baptisms, though
these are helpful measures. Forget church growth programs with
the lowest-common-denominator appeal using culture-copycatted
branding.  Joyful  and  hopeful  Christ-followers  with  studied
answers  to  common  objections  will  make  an  eternity  of  a
difference. We see this happening now.

Pollster-turned-activist George Barna and his namesake Barna
Group “collaborated on the 2014 book Churchless to further
examine  the  nation’s  unchurched  community.”  Co-author  and
Barna  Group  President  David  Kinnaman  commented  on  the
phenomenon that a growing number of Americans don’t attend
church but used to do so. “This fact should motivate church
leaders  and  attenders  to  examine  how  to  make  appropriate
changes—not for the sake of enhancing attendance numbers but
to address the lack of life transformation that would attract
more people to remain an active part.”{4}

Pastors and laymen alike, perhaps the studies by The Barna
Group  and  others  are  right:  it’s  time  to  dispense  with
programs that speak only to us, stop relying on “professional
Christians,” and become the informed, sacrificial, calling-
driven, supernaturally joyous ones the Lord Jesus saved us to
be. Now that’s relevant! Build that and they may just come



back.
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