
“How  Do  You  Develop  an
Apologetics Ministry Within a
Church?”
First off I want to commend you on your approach to defending
and sharing the truth and love of the Gospel, as you show
respect for others, without backing off from your discovery
and communication of truth. It is very refreshing to see! I
have two questions.

First, do you have any suggestions for ways to develop an
apologetics  ministry  within  the  church?  Second,  I  am
considering pursuing a more focused apologetics/evangelistic
ministry  path,  apart  from  working  inside  a  church.  I  am
definitely  considering  pursuing  a  Masters,  or  possibly
Doctorate,  degree.  Are  there  any  schools  (Christian  or
secular) or degree programs that you would recommend with my
ministry goal in mind? Also, are there any career paths that
you would suggest for that type of pursuit, i.e. professor of
philosophy at a secular university, speaker, or working at
Probe  Ministries?  Thank  you  for  your  time.  And  again,  I
appreciate your ministry and your respectful approach to it.

Thank you for your kind letter and we are pleased that you
have found our site both encouraging and helpful.

There are several suggestions about starting an apologetics
ministry through the church, but it must be a two-pronged
approach.  Christians  must  be  schooled  or  trained  to  some
degree in apologetics and there must be regular opportunity to
encounter non-Christians in a non-threatening manner. A simple
reading group can be arranged for Christians to read helpful
apologetics-oriented books like Lee Strobel’s Case for Christ
and Case for Faith. You could schedule a Probe Mind Games
Conference and offer the Basic Defense Track. (Click on the
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“Mind  Games  Conference”  button  on  our  home  page  for
information.) For the most part, Christians today not only do
not really know what they believe, they certainly don’t know
why. To encounter non-Christians, you could host a regular
film night or reading group. These groups would watch or read
secular movies and books which raise worldview or ethical
issues. With a mixed group, Christians can begin to hear what
non-Christians really believe and think and begin to interact
with them just by stating opinions. This can be enjoyable and
non-intimidating.  A  moderator  needs  to  be  skilled  in  not
letting some people dominate the discussion or get preachy.

There are a couple of Christian universities and seminaries
that offer programs in apologetics. I believe that Trinity
International University (www.tiu.edu) in Deerfield, Illinois
offers such a program. Biola University (www.biola.edu) in Los
Angeles also contains the Talbot School of Theology which
offers  apologetics  and  worldview-related  programs  through
Professors John Mark Reynolds and J. P. Moreland. Southern
Evangelical  Seminary  (www.ses.edu)  in  South  Carolina  is
heavily  geared  towards  apologetics.  Famed  apologist  Norm
Geisler  is  its  president.  Denver  Seminary
(www.denverseminary.edu)  offers  a  degree  in  apologetics.  I
also  know  that  Bryan  College  (www.bryan.edu)  in  Dayton,
Tennessee utilizes worldview heavily in their undergraduate
programs but I don’t know if they have a graduate program that
specializes in apologetics.

Ray Bohlin
Probe Ministries
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Islam  and  Christianity:
Common  Misconceptions  Reveal
Their Stark Differences
Muslims  and  Christians  often  misunderstand  what  the  other
actually  believes  about  God  and  salvation.  Don  Closson
attempts to clear up some of these misconceptions.

 This article is also available in Spanish.

In  a  recent  meeting  of  evangelical  leaders,  anti-Islamic
comments  made  by  Christians  in  the  Western  media  were
denounced  as  “dangerous”  and  “unhelpful.”  Ted  Haggard,
President of the National Association of Evangelicals stated
that “Since we are in a global community, no doubt about it,
we must temper our speech and we must communicate primarily
through  actions.”{1}  Another  prominent  president  of  a
Christian relief agency added that “It’s very dangerous to
build more barriers when we’re supposed to be following [the]
one who pulled the barriers down,” an obvious reference to the
sacrificial death of Christ. They also concluded that it was
“nave”  to  merely  dialogue  “with  Muslims  in  a  way  that
minimized  theological  and  political  differences.”{2}

So  what  kind  of  exchange  of  ideas  is  helpful  between
Christians and Muslims? We might start by beginning to clear
up some of the common misconceptions that each hold about the
other.  This  has  become  more  important  recently  due  to
heightened religious passions since 9/11 and the war in Iraq.
Muslims,  both  here  in  America  and  abroad,  are  highly
suspicious  of  America’s  intentions  in  the  world  and  some
Americans  see  every  Muslim  as  a  potential  terrorist  who
threatens  our  freedom  and  democracy.  There  are  obviously
reasons behind both of these perceptions. America does tend to
favor  Israel  over  its  Arab  neighbors,  and  Muslims  have
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committed atrocities against civilians around the world, but
this only means that we must work harder at communicating
clearly with Muslims when we have opportunity. The over one
billion Muslims in the world constitute a large part of the
mission field given to us by the Lord’s Great Commission. We
cannot turn away from them simply because of the difficulties
we face.

That said, we need to realize that both Muslims and Christians
hold to ideas about the other that are either completely wrong
or merely too broadly applied. Some of these misconceptions
are  cultural  issues  and  some  are  theological.  Culturally,
there  are  significant  differences  in  how  Islam  and
Christianity relate to society and government. Gender roles
are also a source of confusion. Theologically, there is much
to  clarify  regarding  the  respective  roles  of  Jesus  and
Muhammad  in  each  religious  tradition.  There  is  also
misunderstanding regarding the origins and transmission of the
sacred texts, the Koran and the Bible. Although the religions
share  commonalities–one  God,  the  reality  of  a  spiritual
dimension, a universal moral order, and a final judgment–Islam
and Christianity differ significantly in the details and in
the most crucial issue of how one is justified before God.

Jesus and Muhammad
Let’s look at some common misconceptions that people have
about Islam and Christianity, beginning with how people often
confuse  the  roles  that  Jesus  and  Muhammad  play  in  their
respective traditions.

Christians often make the mistake of equating the place that
Muhammad  has  in  Islam  with  the  role  played  by  Jesus  in
Christianity. Although Muslims believe that Muhammad is the
final  prophet  from  Allah,  most  do  not  teach  that  he  was
sinless. On the other hand, Muslims see Muhammad’s life and
example as near to perfection as one can get. One Muslim
scholar has noted, “Know that the key to happiness is to



follow  the  sunna  [Muhammad’s  actions]  and  to  imitate  the
Messenger of God in all his coming and going, his movement and
rest, in his way of eating, his attitude, his sleep and his
talk…”{3} Every action of Muhammad is considered a model for
believers. Some Muslims even avoid eating food that Muhammad
disdained. At the same time, Muslims are offended at the term
“Mohammedanism” sometimes used as a reference to Islam. It is
not Muhammad’s religion; he is only a messenger of Allah.
Muslims believe that Muhammad’s messages revived and reformed
religious truth that had been lost.

Even so, any disparaging words aimed at Muhammad will be taken
very seriously by a Muslim. As William Cantrell Smith once
said, “Muslims will allow attacks on Allah: there are atheists
and atheistic publications, and rationalistic societies; but
to  disparage  Muhammad  will  provoke  from  even  the  most
‘liberal’ sections of the community a fanaticism of blazing
vehemence.”{4}

Muslims  accuse  Christians  of  elevating  Jesus  in  an
inappropriate manner. They argue that Jesus was just a prophet
to the Jews, and that he heralded the coming of Muhammad as
the seal of the prophets. The problem with this view is that
it doesn’t fit the earliest historical data we have regarding
the  life  and  teachings  of  Christ.  There  is  considerable
manuscript evidence for the authenticity and early date of the
New Testament. In these early manuscripts, Jesus claims to
have the powers and authority that only God could possess.
These teachings and events were recorded by eyewitnesses or by
second  generation  Christians  like  Luke  who  was  a  close
companion to Paul.

What is missing is an early text that affirms what Muslims
claim about Jesus. Muslims argue that the New Testament has
been corrupted and that texts supporting the idea that Jesus
is the Son of God were a later addition. But again, the burden
of proof for this accusation is one the Muslim apologist must
bear. However, they do not provide any evidence for when or



where the early manuscripts became corrupted. Muslims argue
that the New Testament depiction of Christ and of his death
and resurrection cannot be correct because the Koran teaches
otherwise.  Although  Christians  affirm  the  importance  and
authority of revelation, true revelation will be confirmed by
history.

The Bible and the Koran
There is an inherent problem when we consider the nature and
content of the Bible and the Koran. Both traditions claim that
their  book  is  the  result  of  divine  revelation,  and  both
maintain that their books have been preserved through the
centuries with a high degree of accuracy. For instance, when
touring a local Islamic center, I was told by the guide that
the modern Koran contains the exact words given by Muhammad to
his followers with absolutely no mistakes. Christians maintain
that the Bible we possess is 99% accurate and has benefited
from over 100 years of textual criticism and the possession of
thousands of early manuscripts. The problem is that the Koran
and the Bible make contradictory truth claims about the life
and ministry of Jesus Christ and what God expects from those
who love and follow Him.

The Islamic view of the Bible is complicated by the fact that
the Koran tells Muslims to accept both the Hebrew Scriptures
and the “Injil,” or the gospel of Jesus, and even calls the
“Book,” or Bible, the “word of God” in Sura 6:114-115.{5} On
the other hand, Muslim apologists argue that both the Old and
New Testaments have been corrupted and contain little if any
truth about God and His people. They contend that a lost
gospel of Jesus has been replaced with Matthew, Mark, Luke,
and John.

This view contains a number of problems. The Koran calls the
Bible  the  word  of  God,  and  acknowledges  that  it  is  a
revelation from God. It also teaches that Jesus was a prophet
and that his teaching has authority. Finally, when the Koran



was  given  by  Muhammad  it  supported  the  New  Testament  of
Muhammad’s time by telling Muslims to go to Christians, who
had been reading the Bible, to affirm Muhammad’s message.{6}
If this is so, we can assume that Muhammad believed that the
Bible available in the seventh century was accurate. The Bible
we use today is virtually unchanged from the Bible in the
seventh century.In fact, it is probably more faithful to the
earliest manuscript evidence. If the Bible of Muhammad’s time
was accurate, why isn’t today’s copy? Again, Muslims must do
more than just claim that errors have occurred in the Bible,
they  must  be  able  to  show  us  when  and  where  the  errors
occurred.

The Koran suffers from textual questions as well. Between
Muhammad’s death and the compilation of the Koran, some of
what Muhammad had recited as revelation had already been lost
due to the death of companions who had memorized specific
passages.{7} Later, when multiple versions of the Koran caused
controversy among Muslims, the Caliph Uthman ordered Zaid bin
Thabit to collect all the copies in use, create a standard
version and destroy the rest.

We have reasonably good copies of both the original Bible and
the Uthmanic version of the Koran. However, both documents
cannot represent revelation from God because the messages they
contain cannot be reconciled.

Human Nature, Gender, and Salvation
Islam and Christianity view the human predicament differently.
According to Islam, when Adam sinned he asked for forgiveness
and it was granted by Allah. A Muslim author writes, “…Islam
teaches that people are born innocent and remain so until each
makes him or herself guilty by a guilty deed. Islam does not
believe in ‘original sin’; and its scripture interprets Adam’s
disobedience as his own personal misdeed–a misdeed for which
he repented and which God forgave.”{8} In fact, it is common
among  Muslims  to  see  human  failings  as  the  result  of



forgetfulness or as merely making mistakes. People are frail,
imperfect, constantly forgetful of God, and even intrinsically
weak,  but  they  do  not  have  a  sin  nature.  As  a  result,
salvation is won by diligently observing the religious rituals
prescribed  by  the  five  pillars  of  Islam,  reciting  the
confession or Shahada, prayer, fasting, divine tax, and the
pilgrimage to Mecca.

The Bible teaches that Adam’s sin has affected all humanity.
Romans 5:12 reads, “Therefore, just as sin entered the world
through one man, and death through sin, and in this way death
came to all men, because all sinned. . . .” Paul later adds
that, “Consequently, just as the result of one trespass was
condemnation for all men, so also the result of one act of
righteousness was justification that brings life for all men.
For just as through the disobedience of the one man the many
were made sinners, so also through the obedience of the one
man the many will be made righteous.” We are made righteous
not by doing good works but by faith in the substitutionary
death of Christ on our behalf. Jesus bore our penalty for sin;
he literally stood in our place and took our punishment.

Not only do Muslims and Christians have different views on
human nature and salvation, but they also have dissimilar
perceptions about gender. Although both religions teach that
men and women have equal status before God, in reality the
experience of women differs greatly under the two systems. The
Christian doctrine of the Trinity, which Islam rejects, helps
Christians to understand how women can be equal to men and yet
accept a submissive role in the family. The incarnate Jesus
took on the submissive role of a Son and yet he was still
fully God. There is no similar doctrine in Islam that teaches
role differentiation between men and women and yet encourages
gender equality before God. Islam places men over women in a
way that Christianity does not. Islam allows for polygamy, and
while men can marry non-Muslims, women cannot. Muslim men can
divorce with a simple proclamation, women cannot. And although



women have inheritance rights, they are always inferior to a
man’s. Finally, Muslim women do not enjoy equal legal rights,
and Muslim men are instructed to strike their wives if they
are disloyal.

Religion and the State
How  do  the  two  traditions  view  the  role  of  religion  in
society?

Christians in the West often view Islam through the lens of
Western tolerance. In America especially, we are used to the
separation  of  church  and  state,  and  assume  that  people
everywhere enjoy such freedom. Many Muslims neither experience
such separation nor see it as a good thing. For those who take
the Koran seriously, Islam and Islamic law regulate all of
life. The history of Islam supports the idea that the state
should  be  involved  in  both  the  spread  of  Islam  and  the
enforcement  of  religious  duties  by  individual  Muslims  in
Islamic societies.

Beginning  with  Muhammad,  who  was  both  a  religious  and
political  leader,  down  through  the  Caliphs  and  Islamic
Empires, there has been little separation between religious
and political law enforcement. Today in Saudi Arabia, the
Committee for the Promotion of Virtue and the Prevention of
Vice (mutawwa’in, in Arabic) patrol public places in order to
enforce religious laws, particularly the dress and habits of
women in public.

In fact, the ultimate goal of many Muslims is what might be
called a worldwide Islamic peace enforced by Islamic law. When
Muslims talk of Islam being a religion of peace, it is often
understood that this peace will occur only when Islam rules
the world with Islamic law applied universally. As Syrian born
Harvard professor Bassam Tibi has written, “…the quest of
converting the entire world to Islam is an immutable fixture
of the Muslim worldview. Only if this task is accomplished, if



the world has become a ‘Dar al-Islam [house of Islam],’ will
it also be a ‘Dar al-Salam,’ or a house of peace.”{9}

Unfortunately, Christianity has at times had similar views
regarding the use of government to enforce religious laws.
Between the fourth century and the Reformation, the Christian
practice of religious tolerance was spotty at best. But the
growth of the separation of church and state in the West,
which greatly enhanced religious tolerance, has led to another
misconception. Muslims often assume that everyone in the West
is a Christian. When they see the sexual immorality, drug use,
and decline of the family in Western nations, they assume that
this is what Christianity endorses. Christians need to be
careful to separate themselves from the culture in which they
live and help Muslims to see that our secular governments and
society have mostly rejected Christian virtues. It is also
helpful to communicate to Muslims that becoming a Christian is
more than believing certain things to be true regarding Jesus
and the Bible. It is about becoming a new creature in Christ
through the indwelling and power of the Holy Spirit. It is
about  trusting  in  the  sacrificial  death  of  Christ  on  the
cross.
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“Why Did God Create the World
Knowing Jesus Would Die?”
I would like to know why God would create the world, when He
knew in advance that man would sin and Jesus would have to
die. I know that God created the world for a relationship with
us, and for His glory. It just seems awfully selfish for Him
to create a world in which His own Son would have to suffer
and die. Was it God the Son on the cross, or God the Father,
too, through the Trinity? I have struggled with this question
for so long.

You are correct in your observation that God knew, even prior
to creating the world, that man would sin. The Father also
planned to send His Son as an atoning sacrifice for the sins
of the world. As far as I know, the Bible does not explicitly
tell us why God chose to create the world as He did. However,
since the Bible does tell us that God is perfectly good and
wise, I think we are safe in assuming that God had good and
wise reasons for doing things this way. We can only speculate
on what those reasons might have been. But ultimately, we have
to rest in the morally perfect character of God, trusting in
His goodness and wisdom.

However, I believe I would take exception with your statement,
“It just seems awfully selfish for Him to create a world in
which His own Son would have to suffer and die.” Let me make a
few observations and comments about this. First, God the Son
was also involved in creation (John 1:1-3; etc.). Second, God
the Son was a willing participant in the plan of redemption.
The Father and Son do not will different things. They are in
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perfect agreement with one another. Third, I would argue that
this  is  about  the  most  UNselfish  thing  the  Father  could
possibly do. The Father loves the Son. What could possibly be
selfish about His freely giving His own Son as a redemptive
sacrifice for the sins of the world? And the Bible is clear
about His motive and reason for doing this. It was love (John
3:16).

Finally, it was God the Son incarnate as the Man Jesus who
died on the cross. The Father did NOT die on the cross. Many
people in our churches today are quite confused on this issue.
One often hears prayers in which the person thanks the Father
for dying on the cross. This is incorrect. The Son became
incarnate and died for our sins, according to the will of His
heavenly Father (which He certainly was in agreement with).

The Lord bless you,

Michael Gleghorn
Probe Ministries

The Gnostic Matrix
In  the  wake  of  the  mega-hit  move  The  Matrix,  which
features gnostic themes, Don Closson examines gnosticism and
the influence this philosophy has on our culture.

When The Matrix came out in 1999, it became an instant hit
movie and a trend setter for the science fiction genre. The
story  takes  place  in  a  future  dystopia  where  intelligent
machines have taken over and are farming humans to generate
electrical power. The matrix itself is a computer program that
gives humans the illusion that they are living in a late
twentieth century world when, in reality, they are existing in
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womb-like pods that provide nutrients while siphoning off the
natural electrical current that human bodies create. The movie
is known both for its visual style and its references to many
postmodern and religious ideas. The writers used a biblical
motif throughout their story. The main character of the movie
Neo, played by Keanu Reeves, is called the “one.” He dies and
comes to life again after being kissed by a love interest
named Trinity. In this resurrected state he is able to destroy
the evil agents within the matrix and appears to ascend into
the  heavens  at  the  end  of  the  movie.  A  ship  called  the
Nebuchadnezzar is used by the rebel humans to hide from the
intelligent machines and to search for the lost city of Zion.
However, in spite of its use of many biblical terms, this is
not a Christian movie.

In fact, The Matrix is syncretistic; it uses ideas from a
number of religious traditions that are popular in American
culture.  Along  with  Christian  notions,  the  authors  have
incorporated  ideas  from  Zen  Buddhism  and  Gnosticism.
Gnosticism  is  a  belief  system  named  after  the  Greek  word
“gnosis” or knowledge. If the authors had been attempting to
portray a Christian view of the human condition, they would
have focused on sin and the need for a savior. Instead, the
movie’s characters find a kind of salvation in discovering
secret knowledge and in realizing that the world is not what
it appears to be. Neo becomes a Gnostic messiah, one chosen to
be a way-shower out of the illusion of the matrix.

Gnostic gospels began to compete with Christianity in the
second century after Christ. Our first clue to their existence
is found in the writings of early Church Fathers like Justin
Martyr  and  Irenaeus  who  defended  Christian  orthodoxy  from
these heretical ideas. The popularity of Gnosticism began to
decline  by  the  end  of  the  third  century  and  lay  largely
dormant until the recent discovery of Gnostic texts in Egypt
in 1945. Now known as the Nag Hammadi Library, this remarkable
find was made available in English in 1977 and has been used



by both religious leaders and secular scholars to argue that a
Gnostic gospel should be considered alongside the orthodox
Christian message.

In  this  article  we  will  consider  both  the  content  of
Gnosticism  and  influence  Gnostic  ideas  are  having  on  our
culture.

The Birth of Gnosticism
In December 1945, an Arab named Muhammad Ali found a jar
buried in the ground near Nag Hammadi, Egypt, that contained
thirteen leather-bound codices or books dating from around 350
A.D. For the first time modern scholars had access to early
copies of Gnostic writings which had previously been known
only through derogatory references made by early Christians.

The  core  beliefs  of  the  Gnostic  gospel  begin  with  the
assertion that the world in its current state is not good, nor
is it the creation of a good god. In fact, the cosmos is seen
as a mistake, the action of a minor deity who was unable to
achieve a creation worthy of permanence. The result is a world
of pain, sorrow and death filled with human beings that long
to be freed from a material existence. Deep within each person
is a divine spark that connects humanity with the ultimate
spiritual being who remains hidden from creation. The only
hope for humanity is to acquire the information it needs to
perfect itself and evolve out of its current physical state.
The Gnostic Jesus descended from the spiritual realm to show
the way for the rest of humanity, not to die as an atonement
for sin, but to make available information necessary for self-
perfection.

Although  a  common  core  of  ideas  is  found  within  Gnostic
writings, a variety of religious ideas were popular among its
leaders. There are four second century Gnostic teachers who
have contributed to our current understanding of Gnosticism.
Two  consist  of  mythical  reinterpretations  of  the  Old



Testament. The Apocryphon of John claims to possess a vision
of John, the son of Zebedee. It offers a hierarchy of deities
based on the names of Yahweh, ultimately concluding with a
minor god named Ialdaboath who is the angry and jealous god of
the OT who falsely claims there is no other god beside him.
The second writer named Justin authored Baruch, a work that
mixed together Greek, Jewish and Christian ideas. Again, it
portrays OT characters as minor deities, but both Hercules and
Jesus have a role in this system. Gnostics baptized into this
cult claimed to enter into a higher spiritual realm and swore
themselves to secrecy.

The other two second century forms of Gnosticism were more
philosophically  developed.  Basilides  of  Alexandria  and
Valentinus, who wrote in Rome about 140 A.D., brought together
secular Greek thinking with New Testament concepts. Basilides’
starting point of absolute nothingness indicates that he may
have encountered Indian Hindu ideas in Alexandria. He also
regarded the God of the Old Testament as an oppressive angel.
But  the  most  important  Gnostic  concepts  are  those  of
Valentinus. It is his system that has been borrowed from by
today’s New Age followers.

The Gnosticism of Valentinus
Valentinus claimed to have learned his gospel message from a
student of the apostle Paul named Theodas. At the center of
this Gnostic system is the notion that something is wrong,
that the human condition and experience is defective. Orthodox
Christianity and Judaism both point to human rebellion as the
source of this flawed existence; however Gnosticism blames the
creator. Valentinus’ version of creation begins with a primal
being  called  Bythos  who,  after  a  long  period  of  silence,
emanates  30  beings  called  “aeons”  (also  known  as  the
“pleroma”). Eventually, one of the lowest aeons, Wisdom or
Sophia,  becomes  pregnant  and  gives  birth  to  a  demiurge,
Jehovah, who in turn creates the physical world. The world is



not “good” as indicated by the Genesis account. It is flawed
and a barrier to humanity’s redemption.

Valentinus argued that the fallen nature of the cosmos was not
our doing, and that we each have the capacity to transcend the
physical creation to achieve redemption. The key is to possess
correct knowledge about reality. Like the humans suffering in
the movie The Matrix, he believed that “the human mind lives
in a largely self-created world of illusion from whence only
the  enlightenment  of  a  kind  of  Gnosis  can  rescue  it.”{1}
Valentinus taught that both body and soul are part of the
corrupt creation and that redemption is only for the spirit or
inner man. His view of personal redemption has more in common
with Hinduism and Buddhism than with orthodox Christianity. To
the  Gnostics,  Jesus  is  significant  only  because  of  the
knowledge he possessed and the example that he set, not for
being God in the flesh or for being a sacrifice for sin.
Because the illusion presented to us by the world can only be
corrected by the right knowledge, any guilt we feel for our
rebellion against an all-powerful holy God is false guilt; for
such a God doesn’t exist.

The teachings of Valentinus had considerable impact on his
world. Modern day Gnostics, however, don’t teach all of his
ideas. Let’s see why.

Modern Day Gnostics
World religion scholar Joseph Campbell writes that, “We are
all  manifestations  of  Buddha  consciousness,  or  Christ
consciousness…,” and that our main problem is that we have
merely forgotten this truth. He admonishes us to wake up to
this  awareness,  which  he  adds,  “is  the  very  essence  of
Christian Gnosticism and of the Thomas Gospel.”{2}

The concept of a “Christ consciousness” is common in New Age
literature. The origin of this idea can be traced back to
Gnostic ideas that competed with the traditional teachings of



the Apostles in the early church.

As New Age thinking has progressed in its many forms, the use
of Gnosticism as a theoretical underpinning has grown. Since
English  translations  become  widely  available  in  the  late
1970s, Gnostic texts such as the Gospel of Thomas and the
First Apocalypse of James have been used in conjunction with
Eastern religious writings to support both New Age radical
environmentalism  and  neo-pagan  feminist  religion.  Gnostic
writings have motivated scholars like Elaine Pagels and Joseph
Campbell to find parallels between Buddhism and Christianity.
They have also lent support to the belief that it was a Christ
(or Buddha) consciousness that made Jesus a powerful example
of  how  humans  can  experience  enlightenment.  But  are  the
Gnostic  scriptures  faithfully  represented  in  these  modern
ideas?

Author Douglas Groothuis argues that the Gnostic worldview is
often misrepresented by its modern adherents. For instance,
Pagels and psychologist Carl Jung translate the teachings of
the Gnostics into general psychological truths while rejecting
their teachings regarding the origin and operation of the
universe. It seems inconsistent at best to adopt the supposed
outcomes  of  the  Gnostic  faith  while  rejecting  its  core
teachings.

Neither does Gnosticism affirm current attitudes towards the
environment found among many New Agers. Gnosticism teaches
that  all  matter,  including  mother  Earth,  is  seen  as  a
deterrent towards reaching our true spiritual state. In fact,
Gnosticism holds that all matter is a mistake. It is certainly
not to be worshipped or revered as many of our pantheistic
friends do.

Although female divinities are part of the Gnostic hierarchy
of emanations and the New Age journal Gnosis devoted an entire
issue to the Goddess movement, the Gnosticism of the early
church era was decidedly not feminist. The divinity Sophia is



at the heart of the problem facing humanity; her offspring
brought  into  existence  the  physical  world  from  which  the
Gnostic must escape.

Women in general do not fair well in the Gnostic texts. The
Gospel of Thomas quotes Peter as saying, “Let Mary leave us,
for women are not worthy of life.” Jesus supposedly adds, “I
myself shall lead her in order to make her male, so that she
too may become a living spirit resembling you males. For every
woman who will make herself male will enter the kingdom of
heaven.”{3} Jesus shows no sign of Gnostic influence in the
New Testament. He never demeans women for being female, nor
does he suggest that they become men.

Finally,  Gnostic  texts  are  used  to  support  the  New  Age
doctrine  of  tolerance  for  those  on  a  different  spiritual
journey,  and  the  popular  belief  in  reincarnation.  But
Groothuis notes that “several Gnostic documents speak of the
damnation  of  those  who  refuse  to  become  enlightened,
particularly  apostates  from  Gnostic  groups.”{4}  It’s
interesting that these passages aren’t often taught by New Age
followers.

The Reliability of Gnostic Texts
Is the Gospel of Thomas a more reliable witness to the real
teachings of Christ than the New Testament? Is it factually
more trustworthy? Famed Bible scholar F. F. Bruce is pretty
blunt regarding the competing truth claims. He writes, “There
is no reason why the student of this conflict should shrink
from making a value judgment: the Gnostic schools lost because
they deserved to lose.”{5} Few would question the historical
record  that  Gnosticism  was  rejected  by  the  church  in  the
second and third centuries. But what about today? Are there
valid reasons to reevaluate the legitimacy of the Gnostic
writings?

First, a decision must be made between the two conflicting



depictions of Christ. The content and the literary style of
the Gnostic writings compared to the biblical record are so
different that they cannot both be accurate.

It’s significant to note that the Gnostic texts do not offer a
recounting of the life, teachings, death, and resurrection of
Jesus. Much of what is attributed to Jesus is detached from
any historical setting. The Letter of Peter to Philip depicts
Jesus  “more  as  a  lecturer  on  philosophy  than  a  Jewish
prophet.”{6}  The  Apostles  supposedly  ask  Jesus,  “Lord,  we
would like to know the deficiency of the aeons and of their
pleroma.”{7} Jesus responds with Gnostic teachings about God
the Father and a female deity whose disobedience results in
the  physical  cosmos.  This  is  not  the  Jesus  of  the  New
Testament.

Another question regarding Gnostic texts is their date of
origin. The documents found at Nag Hammadi are quite old,
probably dating from A.D. 350-400. The original writings are
even older, but not prior to the second century A. D. Thus,
the consensus of most scholars is that they appeared after the
New Testament had been completed. The Gospel of Truth, which
is attributed to Valentinus, actually quotes the New Testament
at length. It would be odd to accept its authority over the
New Testament.

Unfortunately,  the  documents  have  also  experienced
considerable physical deterioration. The English translation
of  The  Nag  Hammadi  Library  exhibits  many  ellipses,
parentheses, and brackets that point to gaps in the text due
to this deterioration. Since most of the texts have no other
manuscript copies available, their accuracy is questionable.

There is also the question of authorship. The Letter of Peter
to Philip is usually dated at the end of the second century or
possibly into the third.{8} Since this is long after Peter’s
death,  it  is  considered  to  be  pseudepigraphic,  falsely
attributed to a noteworthy individual for added credibility.



Finally, the most popular and ardently defended text, the
Gospel of Thomas, was not mentioned in the early church until
the early third century.

The Gnostic view of Jesus was rejected by the early church and
should be rejected today.
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Revelation and the God Who Speaks
Some years ago the pastor of the church I attended was on a
nationally syndicated radio program with another pastor of a
more  liberal  bent.  They  were  discussing  differences  of
understanding about Christianity, one of which was the nature
of  the  Bible.  My  pastor  asserted  that  Scripture  is  the
inspired, revealed Word of God. The other pastor disagreed,
saying  that  the  Bible  is  a  collection  of  the  religious
reflections of a particular group of people. Since it was a
call-in  program,  I  phoned  at  that  point  and  asked  the
question, “If the Bible is just the religious ideas of a group
of people and isn’t from God, how can we know whether what we
think is true Christianity is what God thinks it is?” The
pastor said something about how we have other ways of knowing
truth, and the program ended. Not a very satisfying answer.

The issue being dealt with was the nature of Scripture. Is it
the religious reflection of sincere people expressing truth
about God the best they can? Or is it the revealed word of
God?

In another article I dealt with the matter of the inspiration
of Scripture. In this article I want to look at the doctrine
of revelation. Not the book, Revelation, at the end of the New
Testament, but the doctrine of revelation.

 

Revelation: What makes the Bible more than just religious
writings

What is revelation? New Testament scholar Leon Morris quotes
The Shorter Oxford English Dictionary. Revelation, it says, is
“‘The  disclosure  of  knowledge  to  man  by  a  divine  or
supernatural agency’, and secondly, ‘Something disclosed or
made known by divine or supernatural means.'” Says Morris:

Theologians  might  hesitate  over  this  concentration  on
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knowledge, for some of them would certainly prefer to define
revelation in terms of the disclosure of a person. But the
point  on  which  we  fasten  our  attention  is  the  word
‘disclosure’. Revelation is not concerned with knowledge we
once had but have forgotten for the time being. Nor does it
refer to the kind of knowledge that we might attain by
diligent research. It is knowledge that comes to us from
outside ourselves and beyond our own ability to discover.{1}

Thus, revelation is knowledge we can have no other way than by
being told.

Here one might ask the question, Does it make sense to think
God might reveal Himself? What we see in Scripture is a God
Who speaks. God walked and talked with Adam in the “cool of
the day” (Gen. 2:8ff). Later, He spoke to Abraham and then to
the prophets of Israel. In the Incarnation of Christ He spoke
directly, as man to man, face to face. Along the way He
inspired His prophets and apostles to write His words to man.

This makes perfect sense. First, we know things in keeping
with their nature. So, for example, we know the color of
something by looking at it. We know distances by measuring. We
know love by the good it produces. Along the same lines, we
know persons by what they reveal about themselves. God is a
Person, and there are things we can only know about Him if He
tells us Himself. Second, God is transcendent, high above us.
We cannot know Him unless He condescends to speak to us.
Third, since God created rational, communicative beings, the
idea that He would communicate with them in a rational way is
not unreasonable.

Today, people look here and there for answers to the big
questions of life–some consciously looking for God, some just
looking for any truth on which they can depend. The doctrine
of revelation teaches us that rather than wait for us to find
God, God has found us. And He has revealed Himself to us in



words we can understand.

General Revelation
Revelation comes to us in two basic forms: general or natural
revelation, and special revelation. Let’s look at the first of
these.

Through what has been made

General revelation is God’s Word given through the created
order.  Everyone  is  exposed  to  general  revelation  just  by
virtue of living in and being part of creation. In Psalm 19 we
read,  “The  heavens  declare  the  glory  of  God;  the  skies
proclaim the work of his hands. Day after day they pour forth
speech; night after night they display knowledge. There is no
speech or language where their voice is not heard. Their voice
goes out into all the earth, their words to the ends of the
world” (vv. 1–4). This idea is reiterated in Romans 1 where
Paul  writes,  “For  since  the  creation  of  the  world  God’s
invisible qualities–his eternal power and divine nature– have
been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made,
so that men are without excuse” (v. 20). Says Leon Morris, “A
reverent contemplation of the physical universe with its order
and design and beauty tells us not only that God is but also
that God is a certain kind of God.”{2}

If God can be known through creation in general, then it’s
reasonable to think He can be known through man himself in
particular as part of the created order. God has left His
imprint on those made in His image. Theologian Bruce Demarest
follows  John  Calvin  in  his  belief  that  we  all  have  an
immediate knowledge of God based on our being made in His
image  and  on  common  grace.{3}  Our  own  characteristics  of
personality, rationality and morality say something about God.

What can be known through general revelation

What do we know about God through general revelation? Demarest



says that through nature we know that God is uncreated (Acts
17:24), the Creator (Acts 14:15), the Sustainer (Acts 14:16;
17:25), the universal Lord (Acts 17:24), self-sufficient (Acts
17:25), transcendent (Acts 17:24), immanent (Acts 17:26–27),
eternal (Ps. 93:2), great (Ps. 8:3–4), majestic (Ps. 29:4),
powerful (Ps. 29:4; Rom. 1:20), wise (Ps. 104:24), good (Acts
14:17), and righteous (Rom. 1:32); He has a sovereign will
(Acts 17:26), has standards of right and wrong (Rom. 2:15),
and should be worshiped (Acts 14:15;17:23).{4} Furthermore, we
all have some knowledge of God’s morality through nature (Rom.
2:15).

Other religions

It is because of general revelation that other religions often
contain some truth about God. Remember that Paul said everyone
knows God exists through what He has made, but that this
knowledge  is  suppressed  by  our  unrighteousness.  They
“exchanged  the  truth  of  God  for  a  lie,”  he  said,  “and
worshiped and served created things rather than the Creator”
(Rom. 1: 25). Nonetheless, snippets of truth can be detected
in  non-Christian  religions.  “For  example,”  writes  Bruce
Demarest, “the Yoruba people of Nigeria have a name for God,
‘Osanobwa,’  that  means  ‘he  who  blesses  and  sustains  the
world.’ The Taro people, also of Nigeria, after a time of
barrenness often call a baby girl ‘Nyambien,’ meaning ‘God is
good.’ The Ibo people of Nigeria denote God as ‘Eze-elu,’ or
‘the King above.’ And the Mende people of Liberia designate
God as the Chief, the King of all Kings.{5} The Gogo people of
West Africa believe that Mulungu governs ‘the destiny of man
sending  rain  and  storm,  well-being  and  famine,  health  or
disease, peace or war. He is the Healer.’{6} The Yoruba people
say that in the afterlife the person-soul, the Oli, will give
account of itself before Olodumare the supreme God. Since, as
anthropologists testify, these convictions appear to have been
arrived at apart from Christian or Muslim teaching, they must
derive  from  God’s  universal  general  revelation  in  nature,



providence, and the implanted moral law.”{7}

What can’t be known

If all this can be known through nature, is there anything
that can’t? Yes there is. Although through nature we can know
some things about God, we cannot know how to get to know God
personally, how to find redemption and reconciliation. This is
why there had to be special revelation.

Special Revelation
As I have noted, God has revealed Himself through nature, but
through nature we cannot know how to be reconciled to God. God
had to speak in a special way to tell us how we may be
redeemed. “Special revelation is redemptive revelation,” says
Carl Henry. “It publishes the good tidings that the holy and
merciful God promises salvation as a divine gift to man who
cannot save himself (OT) and that he has now fulfilled that
promise in the gift of his Son in whom all men are called to
believe (NT). The gospel is news that the incarnate Logos has
borne the sins of doomed men, has died in their stead, and has
risen for their justification. This is the fixed center of
special redemptive revelation.”{8}

Personal

What is the nature of special revelation? First we should note
that it is the communication of one Person to other persons.
It  isn’t  simply  a  series  of  propositions  setting  forth  a
theological system. This is why special revelation finds its
culmination in Jesus, for in Him we are confronted with the
Person of God. We’ll talk more about this later.

Verbal and Propositional

It has been the understanding of the church historically that
God has spoken verbally to His creatures. Words have been
exchanged;  rational  ideas  have  been  put  forward  in



understandable  sentences.  Not  all  revelation  is  easy  to
understand,  of  course.  Meaning  is  sometimes  shrouded  in
mystery. But important truths are made clear.

That God would reveal Himself through verbal revelation isn’t
surprising. First, He is a Person, and persons communicate
with  other  persons  with  a  desire  to  extend  and  receive
information. Second, His clear desire is to make friends with
us. He wants to restore us to a proper relationship with Him.
It’s hard to imagine a friendship between two people who don’t
communicate clearly with one another.

Implicit in this understanding of revelation is the belief
that it contains propositional truths; that is, statements
that are informative and have truth value.

This isn’t to say the Bible is only propositions. Douglas
Groothuis notes that it also contains questions, imperatives,
requests, and exclamations. However, in the words of Carl
Henry:  “Regardless  of  the  parables,  allegories,  emotive
phrases  and  rhetorical  questions  used  by  these  [biblical]
writers, their literary devices have a logical point which can
be  propositionally  formulated  and  is  objectively  true  or
false.”{9}  So  when  Jeremiah  says  that  God  “has  made  the
heavens  and  the  earth  by  your  great  power  and  by  your
outstretched arm!” (32:17), we know that the image of God’s
“arm” speaks of His power active in His creation. The truth
“God acts with power in His creation” is behind the imagery.

Modern ideas

In recent centuries, however, as confidence in man’s reason
overshadowed confidence in God’s ability to communicate, the
understanding of revelation has undergone change. Some hold
that  revelation  is  to  be  understood  in  terms  of  personal
encounter, of God encountering people so as to leave them with
a “liberating assurance. . . .This assurance — ‘openness to
the future’, Bultmann called it — was equated with faith.”{10}



Such an encounter can come as a result of reading Scripture,
but Scripture itself isn’t the verbal revelation of God. Even
in evangelical churches where the Bible is preached as God’s
Word  written,  people  sometimes  put  more  faith  in  their
“relationship” with God than in what God has said. “Don’t
worry me with doctrine,” is the attitude. “I just want to have
a relationship with Jesus.” It’s fine to have a relationship
with Jesus. But try to imagine a relationship between two
people here on earth in which no information is exchanged.

Those who hold this view draw a line between the personal and
the propositional as if they cannot mix. In his evaluation,
J.I. Packer says that this is an absurd idea.

“Revelation is certainly more than the giving of theological
information, but it is not and cannot be less. Personal
friendship  between  God  and  man  grows  just  as  human
friendships do — namely, through talking; and talking means
making informative statements, and informative statements are
propositions.  .  .  .  To  say  that  revelation  is  non-
propositional is actually to depersonalize it. . . . To
maintain that we may know God without God actually speaking
to us in words is really to deny that God is personal, or at
any  rate  that  knowing  Him  is  a  truly  personal
relationship.”{11}

Another idea about the Bible in particular which has become
commonplace  in  liberal  theology  is  that  the  Bible  is  the
product  of  the  inspired  ideas  of  men  (a  “quickening  of
conscience”{12}) rather than truths inspired by God. If this
were the case, however, one might expect the Bible to give
hints that it is just the religious reflections of men. But
the witness of Scripture throughout is that it is the message
of God from God. Here we don’t see men simply reflecting on
life and the world and drawing conclusions about God. Rather,
we’re  confronted  by  a  God  who  steps  into  people’s  lives,
speaking words of instruction or promise or condemnation.



Modes of Special Revelation
Special revelation has taken different forms: the spoken Word,
the written Word, and the Word made flesh.

Spoken Word

In the Garden of Eden, God spoke to Adam directly. (Gen.
3:8ff) He spoke to Abraham (e.g. Gen. 12:1–3), to Moses (Ex.
3:4ff), and to many prophets of the nation of Israel following
that. Amos said that God did nothing “without revealing his
plan to his servants the prophets. . . . The Lord has spoken,”
he  said.  “Who  can  but  prophesy?”  (3:7–8)  Prophets  were
primarily forth-tellers, relaying God’s Word to those for whom
it was intended.{13}

Written word

God  also  had  His  prophets  write  down  what  He  said.  The
writings of Moses were kept in the Tabernacle (Dt. 31:24–26),
read in the hearing of the Israelites (Dt. 31:11), and kept as
references by future kings of Israel (Dt. 17:18ff). They are
quoted throughout the OT (Josh. 1:7; 1 Kings 2:3; Mal.4:4).
Joshua put his teachings of God’s ordinances with “the book of
the law of God” (Josh. 24:26), and Samuel did the same (1 Sam.
10:25).  The  writer  of  Chronicles  spoke  of  those  earlier
writings (1 Chron. 29:29), and later, Daniel referred to these
books  (Dan.  9:2,6,11).  Solomon’s  proverbs  and  songs  are
mentioned in 1 Kings 4:32. The writing of the New Testament
took a much shorter time than the Old Testament, so we don’t
see generations down the line referring back to the writings
of their fathers. But we do see Peter speaking of the writings
of Paul (2 Pe. 3:15–16), and Paul referring (it appears) to
Luke’s writings in 1 Tim. 5:18.

Word made flesh

So God has spoken, and His words have been written down. The
third mode is the Word made flesh. The writer of Hebrews says



that, “In the past God spoke to our forefathers through the
prophets at many times and in various ways, but in these last
days he has spoken to us by his Son . . . .” (1:1-2a) All
God’s  will  wasn’t  given  at  once;  it  came  in  portions  at
various  times.  J.I.  Packer  says,  “Then,  in  New  Testament
times, just as all roads were said to lead to Rome, so all the
diverse  and  seemingly  divergent  strands  of  Old  Testament
revelation were found to lead to Jesus Christ.”{14}

Jesus has been the mediator of revelation since the beginning.
“No one knows the Son except the Father, and no one knows the
Father except the Son and those to whom the Son chooses to
reveal him. (Matt. 11:27) Peter says it was the Spirit of
Christ who spoke through the Old Testament prophets. (1 Pe.
1:11) But these were God’s words given through men. In the
Incarnation we received the fullest expression of His word
directly. Jesus was and is the Word made flesh. (John 1:1,14)

Jesus is the supreme revelation because He is one with the
Father: He is God speaking. He spoke the words the Father
taught Him. (John 12:49; 14:10), and He summed up his ministry
with the phrase “I have given them your word.” (John 17:14)
Abraham Kuyper summed it up beautifully: “Christ does not
argue, he declares; he does not demonstrate, he shows and
illustrates;  he  does  not  analyze,  but  with  enrapturing
symbolism unveils the truth.”{15}

But Jesus doesn’t reveal God just in His words but also in His
person — in His character and the way He lived. Says the late
Bernard  Ramm:  “The  attitudes,  action,  and  dispositions  of
Christ so mirrored the divine nature that to have seen such in
Christ is to have seen the reflection of the divine nature.”
He continues:

Christ’s attitudes mirror the Father’s attitudes; Christ’s
affections  mirror  the  Father’s  affections;  Christ’s  love
mirrors the Father’s love. Christ’s impatience with unbelief
is the divine impatience with unbelief. Christ’s wrath upon



hypocrisy is the divine wrath upon hypocrisy. Christ’s tears
over  Jerusalem  is  the  divine  compassion  over  Jerusalem.
Christ’s judgment upon Jerusalem or upon the Pharisees is the
divine judgment upon such hardness of heart and spiritual
wickedness.{16}

As the Son spoke the Word of the Father so clearly because He
knows perfectly the mind of the Father, so He also reflected
the character of the Father being of the same nature.

In Christ, also, we see revelation as event. He carried out
the  will  of  the  Father,  thus  revealing  things  about  the
Father. The cross not only accomplished our redemption; it
also demonstrated the love of God. Jesus revealed God’s glory
in changing the water to wine in Cana (John 2:11) and in His
resurrection (Rom. 6:4).

The total redeeming work of Christ, therefore, revealed the
Father in word, in character, and in deed.

Modern Hurdles
There  are  a  couple  of  ways  modern  thought  has  served  to
undermine  our  confidence  in  the  Bible  as  the  written
revelation of God. One way has to do with the knowability of
historical events; another with the final authority for truth.

First,  the  matter  of  history  and  knowledge.  In  the
Enlightenment era, philosophers such as Ren Descartes taught
that only those ideas that could be held without doubt could
count as knowledge. This created a problem for Scripture, for
its major doctrines were revealed through historical events,
and  the  knowledge  of  history  is  open  to  doubt  logically
speaking.  History  is  constantly  changing.  Because  of  such
change, the different contexts of those living long ago and of
the historian negatively affects the historian’s ability to
truly comprehend the past. At best, historical knowledge can
only be probable. Religious ideas, on the other hand, seemed



to be eternal; they are fixed and unchanging. It was believed
that they could be known through reason better than through
historical accounts. The classic statement of this position
was made by the eighteenth century German, Gotthold Lessing,
when he said, “The accidental truths of history can never
become  the  proof  of  necessary  truths  of  reason.”{17}
(“Accidental”  means  just  the  opposite  of  necessary;  such
things didn’t logically have to happen as they did.)

Thus, biblical teachings were put on the side of probability,
of opinion, rather than on the side of knowledge. Since it was
thought that religious truths ought to be on the side of
logical  certainty  and  knowledge,  people  began  to  wonder
whether the Bible could truly be the revelation of God.

The  fact  is,  however,  that  we  can  know  truth  through
historical texts; we find it there all the time. I know I was
born in December of 1955 and that George Washington was our
first president — even though these truths aren’t what we call
logically  necessary,  such  as  with  mathematical  equations.
Although  historical  knowledge  as  such  doesn’t  give  the
rational  certainty  our  Enlightenment  forebears  might  have
wanted,  it  doesn’t  have  to  in  order  to  be  counted  as
knowledge.{18}  Knowledge  doesn’t  have  to  be  logically
necessary in order to be trustworthy.{19} There is no reason
God cannot make Himself known through the lives of people and
nations, or that the historical records of that revelation
cannot convey objective truth to subsequent generations.

Nonetheless,  confidence  in  Scripture  was  weakened.  Wherein
shall our confidence lie, then, with respect to religious
matters? If we can’t know truth through historical accounts,
but must rely on our own reason, our reason becomes supreme
over Scripture. The authority for truth lies within us, not in
the Bible.

This subjectivity is the second outgrowth of the Enlightenment
that affects our understanding of revelation and the Bible.



Now it is I who have final authority for what is true. For
some people it is our reason that is supreme. The philosopher,
Immanuel Kant, taught that God speaks through our reason, and
our worship of Him consists in our proper moral behavior. For
others  it  is  our  feelings  that  are  supreme.  Friedrich
Schleiermacher, for example, put the emphasis on our feelings
of  dependence  and  of  oneness  with  God.  For  him,  to  make
Scripture authoritative was to elevate reason above faith, and
that was unacceptable. Thus, one camp elevated reason and said
that historical accounts (such as those in Scripture) cannot
provide  the  certainty  we  require,  while  the  other  camp
elevated feeling and rejected final confidence in Scripture as
too much in keeping with reason. Both ways the Bible lost out.

The  turn  inward  was  accentuated  by  the  philosophy  of
existentialism. This philosophy had an influence on Christian
theology.  Theologian  Rudolph  Bultmann  was  “the  outstanding
exponent of the amalgamation of theology and existentialism,”
according to Philip Edgecumbe Hughes. The Bible was stripped
of the supernatural, leaving little at all to go by with
respect to the person of Jesus. But this didn’t matter since
Bultmann’s  existentialism  turned  the  focus  inward  on  our
individual experience of the encounter with God.

The influence of this shift is still felt today. For too many
of us, our confidence rests in our own understanding of things
with little regard for establishing a theological foundation
by which to measure our experience. On the one hand we get
confused by disagreements over doctrines, and on the other our
society is telling us to find truth within ourselves. How
often do we find Christians making their bottom line in any
disagreement over Christian teaching or activity, “I just feel
this is true (or right)”? Now, it’s true we can focus so much
on the propositional, doctrinal content of Christianity that
it becomes lifeless. It does indeed engage us on the level of
personal experience. But as one scholar notes, “What is at
stake is the actual truth of the biblical witness; not in the



first place its truth for me . . . but its truth as coming
from God. . . . The objective character of Scripture as truth
given  by  God  comes  before  and  validates  my  subjective
experience of its truth.”{20} If we make our individual selves
and our experiences normative for our faith, Christianity will
have as many different faces as there are Christians! Our
personal predilections and interests will become the substance
of our faith. Any unity among us will be unity of experience
rather than unity of the faith.

In response to the subjective turn of thinking, we hold that
reason is insufficient as the source of knowledge of God. We
could not know of such doctrines as the Incarnation and the
Trinity unless God told us. Likewise, making feelings the
final authority is death for theology, for there is no way to
judge  between  personal  experiences  unless  there  is  an
objective  authority.  We  have  the  needed  authority  in  the
revealed Word of God. Because we can know objective truth
about God, we needn’t look within ourselves to discover truth.

One final point. God has revealed Himself for a reason, that
we might know Him and His desires and ways. We can have
confidence that the Holy Spirit, Who inspired the writing of
Scripture,  has  also  been  able  to  preserve  it  through  the
centuries so as to provide us with the same truth He provided
those in ancient times.

God has spoken, through general revelation and special. We can
know Him and His truth.
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Character  of  the  Cults:  A
Christian Perspective
Written by Patrick Zukeran

Dr.  Zukeran  compares  the  beliefs  of  several  modern  cults
against  a  conservative  biblical  worldview.   This  analysis
makes it readily apparent that cults are not representing a
scriptural view of true Christianity.

Challenge of the Cults
This church is growing so rapidly, sociologist Rodney Stark
predicts  that  by  the  year  2080,  it  will  become  the  most
important world religion to emerge since the rise of Islam.{1}
What church is Dr. Stark describing? It is not a Christian
church but the Mormon Church, an organization labeled as a
cult. The rise of the Mormon Church represents the growing
challenge facing the church, the kingdom of the cults.

What is a cult? The greatest authority on the cults, the late
Dr. Walter Martin, described a cult as “A group of people
gathered around a specific person’s misinterpretation of the
Bible.”{2} Cults are groups that claim to be in harmony with
Christianity but deny foundational Christian doctrines such as
the Trinity or the unique deity of Jesus Christ.

In Matthew 7:15-17, Jesus gives us a warning about the coming
of the cults. He states, “Watch out for false prophets. They
come  to  you  in  sheep’s  clothing  but  inwardly  they  are
ferocious wolves. By their fruit you will recognize them.”
What Jesus was warning was that cultists will look, act, and
sound  like  Christians.  However,  that  is  only  in  external
appearance. One can parade as a true believer for a time, but
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eventually  one’s  words,  actions,  and  especially  one’s
beliefs–their “fruit”–will give one away as a counterfeit.

The growth of the cults can be attributed to several factors.
First, it is a fulfillment of the warning given by Jesus and
the apostles. In Matthew 24:23-26, Jesus warns us that as His
return draws near, there will be an increase in false prophets
who will ensnare many in their false teachings. In 2 Peter
2:1-3, Peter warns us that false teachers will arise from
within the church.

The second factor in the growth of the cults is the breakdown
of the family. Cults provide the family atmosphere many from
broken homes long for; the cult leader often takes the place
of a father figure.

Finally, we can attribute the growth of the cults to the
failure of the church. As my mentor repeatedly stated, “The
cults are the unpaid bills of the church.” The cults thrive
because Christians are lacking in biblical and theological
understanding. Dr. Martin stated, “The rise of the cults is
directly proportional to the fluctuating emphasis which the
church has placed on the teachings of biblical doctrine to
Christian  laymen.  To  be  sure,  few  pastors,  teachers,  and
evangelists defend adequately their beliefs, but most of them
— and most of the average Christian laymen – are hard put to
confront  and  refute  a  well-trained  cultist  of  almost  any
variety.”{3} If the church engaged in solid and in-depth Bible
teaching, the cults would not flourish as they do today.

Doctrinal Character of the Cults
How do you know if a religious group is a cult? Jesus said
that you will know false prophets by their fruits. In stating
this he was not only speaking of their words and actions but
of  their  doctrinal  beliefs  as  well.  Cults  deviate  from
biblical Christianity in several key areas of doctrine.



Cults promote false teaching on the nature of God. The Bible
teaches there is one God revealed in three distinct persons:
the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. The central feature
that distinguishes cults from biblical Christianity is the
doctrine of the Trinity. All cults have a distorted view of
this doctrine. For example, the Jehovah’s Witnesses condemn
the doctrine of the Trinity, and Mormons teach tritheism,
three gods who make up the godhead.

Second, cults teach a false view of Jesus. The Bible teaches
that Christ is 100 percent man and 100 percent God. This has
been called the hypostatic union. In 2 Corinthians 11:4, Paul
warned about false teachers teaching another Jesus. A modern-
day  example  of  false  teaching  is  Christian  Science  which
teaches that Jesus was not God but a man who displayed the
Christ idea. He neither died for sins, nor was He resurrected.

Third is a false teaching on salvation. All cults have a
works-oriented Gospel. The death of Christ is believed to give
followers the potential to be saved. So after believing in
Christ, one must serve the organization to attain salvation.
Salvation is found in the organization and one is never really
sure if one has done enough to be worthy of salvation. In the
International Church of Christ, for example, disciples are
scrutinized by their discipler daily to determine if they
performed as worthy disciples. Failure to meet the standards
may result in discipline. Disciples can never be certain they
have done enough for salvation.

Fourth, there is extra-biblical revelation and the denial of
the  sole  authority  of  the  Bible.  Cults  claim  that  extra
revelation is given to the leader whose words are seen as
inspired by God and equal to the Bible. If there is a conflict
between the Bible and the leader’s words, the latter takes
precedence.  So  in  reality,  the  leader’s  writings  take
precedence over the Bible. When interacting with cultists, I
often hear them claim their teachings are consistent with the
Bible. However, when I point out where their teachings deviate



from the Bible, they eventually claim the Bible to be in
error. In most cases, cultists claim the Bible has somehow
been corrupted by the church.

Sociological Structure of the Cults
Not  only  do  cults  deviate  doctrinally  from  biblical
Christianity,  they  have  distinctive  sociological
characteristics. The first is authoritarianism. The leader or
organization  exercises  complete  control  over  a  follower’s
life.  The  words  of  the  leadership  are  ultimate  and  often
considered divinely inspired. Going against the leadership is
equivalent to going against the commands of God.

The second characteristic is an elitist mentality. Most cults
believe they are the true church and the only ones who will be
saved.  This  is  because  the  group  believes  they  have  new
revelation or understanding that gives them superior standing.

Third  is  isolationism.  Due  to  their  elitist  mentality,
cultists believe those who do not agree with them are deceived
or under the influence of Satan. Therefore, many feel their
members must be protected from the outside world, and physical
or psychological barriers are created. Members are prohibited
from communicating with those outside the organization who do
not agree with the teachings of the group.

Fourth, there is closed-mindedness and the discouragement of
individual  thinking.  Because  of  its  authoritarian  nature,
leaders are the only ones thought to be able to properly
interpret  the  Bible.  All  members  are  to  turn  to  the
organization for biblical interpretation and advice on life
decisions. Therefore, individual thinking and questioning is
discouraged.  There  is  an  unwillingness  to  dialogue  and
consider other viewpoints.

Fifth  is  a  legalistic  lifestyle.  As  mentioned  earlier,
salvation is not based on grace; cults teach a works-oriented



gospel. This leads to a lifestyle of legalism. Followers must
live  up  to  the  group’s  standards  in  order  to  attain  or
maintain their membership and hope for eternal life. Followers
are  required  to  faithfully  serve,  and  attend  meetings,
studies,  and  services.  As  a  result,  there  is  tremendous
pressure to live up to the requirements of the organization.

Finally there is a difficult exit process. Since salvation is
found  in  the  organization,  leaving  the  organization  is
considered by many to be leaving God. All former members who
leave  cults  are  shunned  by  members  which  often  includes
members of their own family. Many are warned that if they
leave, they will be condemned to hell, or seduced by Satan.
Many ex-members are harassed by the organization even after
they  leave.  Exiting  members  often  end  up  distrusting  any
religious organization and end up feeling isolated and alone.

Life in the cults is marked by fear of judgment, pressure, and
legalism. This is a far cry from what we are taught in the
Bible. Jesus and the apostles taught that the new life in
Christ is one of grace, love, and freedom from the law. In
Matthew 11:28, Jesus said, “Come to me all who are weary and
heavy laden and I will give you rest.” The peace and rest
promised  by  Christ  is  seldom  experienced  by  those  in  the
cults.

Cultic Methodology
When you receive a knock on your door in the mornings, who do
you assume it to be? A salesman? A Girl Scout selling cookies?
For many of us, we assume it to be a Jehovah’s Witness or a
Mormon  missionary  looking  to  tell  us  about  his  or  her
organization. One of the reasons cults have grown is their
methodology.

The methods cults use to win converts are moral deception,
aggressive  proselytizing,  and  Scripture  twisting.  By  moral
deception  I  mean  cults  use  Christian  terminology  to  win



converts. For example, New Agers use the term born again to
support reincarnation. Mormons use terms like the Trinity and
salvation by grace but these terms have different meanings
than  what  the  Bible  teaches.  Therefore,  many  untrained
Christians  are  deceived  into  believing  these  groups  are
actually Christian.

Aggressive  proselytizing  is  another  method  of  the  cults.
Although many Christian groups use aggressive evangelism, they
do so out of a love for God and a desire to see others come to
know  Christ.  Many  cultists  proselytize  for  much  the  same
reasons but added to this is the desire to win God’s approval.
They work for grace rather than from grace. The cults require
their members to evangelize. Many groups hold their members
accountable for the number of hours they spend witnessing for
the organization. Many members feel guilty if a day or so goes
by without them proselytizing.

Scripture twisting is another method of the cults. Cultist
quote verses in the Bible that support their position, but
skip  over  the  verses  that  do  not.  Often,  there  is  gross
misinterpretation of Scripture so that contradictory verses
will better fall in line with their views.

For example, Jehovah’s Witness and Mormons try to use verses
to show Jesus is a created being. However, their position is
easily shown to be incorrect when you explain the context and
correct meaning of the terms. Also, when you show additional
verses  that  contradict  their  position,  they  are  often
surprised and realize they have never seen those verse before
or that the organization’s explanations of those verses are
unable to be supported.

To successfully engage in conversation and effectively witness
to those in the cults, Christians must be prepared in the
following ways. First Peter 3:15 states that we must always be
“prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give
the reason for the hope that you have. But do this with



gentleness and respect.” We must be prepared by knowing the
word of God through diligent study of it. Second, we must be
prepared to overcome our fears and lovingly reach out to cult
members, exercising the fruits of patience and gentleness as
we share the truth.

Danger of the Cults
The rise of the cults pose a serious challenge to the church
because  they  present  several  dangers  to  the  church  and
families involved. First, there is a spiritual danger. First
Timothy 4:1 states “…that in later times some will abandon the
faith  and  follow  deceiving  spirits  and  things  taught  by
demons.” Ultimately the spirit behind all lies and deception
is the devil, so the ultimate force behind the cults is the
evil one.

Galatians 1:8 states, “But even if we or an angel from heaven
should preach a gospel other that than the one we preached to
you, let him be eternally condemned.” The false gospel of the
cults  cannot  lead  anyone  to  salvation.  There  are  eternal
consequences for false beliefs. For this reason Jesus and the
apostles are very harsh on false teachers.

There is also a psychological danger. The mind controlling
techniques used by the organizations can cause immense damage
mentally and emotionally. Living under the pressure, guilt,
and  dependence  on  the  organization  has  proven  to  have
tremendous  negative  effects  on  individuals.

Third, there is domestic danger. Individuals are taught that
loyalty to the organization is equivalent to allegiance with
God. Therefore, loyalty to the organization supercedes loyalty
to family. Thus, if a family member begins conducting himself
in a way the organization does not approve of, the cult will
often  separate  the  family  from  the  individual  member.
Isolation can be emotional or physical. Numerous families have



been separated as a result.

In some cases there is a physical danger. The teachings of
David Koresh cost the Branch Davidians their lives. Hobart
Freeman  taught  that  believers  did  not  need  medicine  for
illnesses, and told his followers to throw all theirs away. As
a result, he and fifty-two of his members died from curable
conditions.

In light of this threat, what are Christians called to do?
First, we are called to study and know the Word of God. Paul
writes to Timothy and all saints saying, “Do your best to
present yourself to God as one approved, a workman who does
not need to be ashamed and who correctly handles the word of
truth.” Christians should master the Bible so that they will
not be deceived by any false teaching. Second, Titus commands
us to be able to confront and refute false teachers. Finally,
in Acts 20, Paul exhorts the leaders of the church to protect
their flock from the false teachers that will prey upon the
sheep. Every Christian is called to know the truth so well
they can confront false teaching, and protect their church and
family from it.
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“Salvation Is By Grace, But
We Have to Do Our Part”
Sue,

Thank you for being one who stands up for the principles that
our Savior Jesus Christ taught. I applaud your efforts. I have
a couple of questions from your article:
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I read your “A Short Look at Six World Religions” and it said
that many of Joseph Smith’s prophecies never came true. Which
prophecies are those?

I  also  read,  “Both  of  these  religions  teach  salvation  by
works, not God’s grace.” I have been a member of the Church of
Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints from 8 years of age, and I
have always been taught that we are saved by the grace of God.
However, salvation is not free. For example, if one chooses to
not live the commandments that God has given, then how can he
be worthy to live in the presence of God? Here is a quote from
the Book of Mormon: “For we know that it is by grace that we
are saved after all that we can do.” (page 99-100). Jesus
Christ paid the price for our sins, but we must do our part to
accept his atonement and live his commandments. Accepting his
atonement  is  not  enough.  Through  the  grace  of  our  loving
Savior we can be redeemed from our sins and return to the
presence of our Heavenly Father clean from all sin, again if
we keep his commandments the best we know how. God the Father
and His Son Jesus Christ are the perfect examples of mercy.

Have a good day and thank you for teaching the gospel of Jesus
Christ, who is my best friend.

Hello ______,

Jesus is my best friend too! <smile>

I read your article “A Short Look at Six World Religions”
and it said that many of Joseph Smith’s prophecies never
came true. Which prophecies are those?

I cited a few of them in another response to an e-mail about
my article. Your question prompted me to add a link to that
article at the end of the one you read, but here’s a direct
link for you..

I also read, “Both of these religions teach salvation by
works, not God’s grace.” I have been a member of the Church
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of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints from 8 years of age,
and I have always been taught that we are saved by the grace
of God. However, salvation is not free.

I would agree that salvation was not free for God, for whom it
cost Him EVERYTHING. But it is a free gift for us. Please note
Ephesians 2:8,9:

“For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and
this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God—not by
works, so that no one can boast.”

This scripture is diametrically opposed to Mormon doctrine. We
cannot do anything to contribute to our salvation. Isaiah 64:6
says that all our righteousness is as filthy rags; what can we
possibly give to God that will overcome the heinous sin of
requiring the death of His Son to be reconciled to Him? If
someone came in here and murdered one of my sons and then
said, “Hey, I don’t want you to be mad at me. . . let me do
something to help me get myself in your good graces. Here’s a
nickel. . .” —Well, guess what? That wouldn’t work! And it
doesn’t work with God either.

The question of obeying His commandments is a separate issue.
Obedience for the person who has put his trust in Christ is a
matter of bearing fruit and walking out the new kind of life
(new heart, new motivation, new source of power) that Christ
brings at the point of salvation. Obedience for the person who
has NOT put his trust in Christ, but is trusting in himself to
earn heaven on his own merit, counts for nothing because Jesus
said, “Apart from Me, no one comes to the Father” (John 14:6).
It would be like that person who murdered my sons saying, “But
I’m keeping all the Bohlin family rules! I’m respectful to the
parents, I take out the garbage on garbage day, I put my
dishes in the dishwasher, I don’t let the dog sleep on the
bed! I deserve to be a member of your family!” See how that
doesn’t work either?



______, I pray the Lord will open your eyes to see that trying
to  earn  salvation  with  our  paltry  efforts—even  WITH  His
grace—is a slap in the face of our God. He wants us to come to
Him  with  empty  hands  and  the  realization  that  we  do  not
deserve and cannot earn the gift of eternal life that comes
ONLY through trusting in the Lord Jesus.

Warmly,

Sue Bohlin

It occurred to me as I read your response that we aren’t
exactly talking about the same definition of “salvation.” How
exactly do you define it, in the strict sense? By that I mean,
tell me what salvation is and what it is not, as you perceive
it.

I am really impressed that you realize we’re defining our
terms  differently.  I  want  to  make  sure  you  get  the  best
possible  answer,  so  I’m  going  to  ask  my  Probe  colleague
Michael  Gleghorn,  who  has  formal  theological  training,  to
answer that question, OK?

Michael Gleghorn’s answer:

Hello ______,

Thanks for your e-mail. You ask a very important question.
Indeed, entire books have been written on the subject. I will
simply offer a broad sketch of some of the fundamentals of
this important biblical doctrine.

In its broadest sense, the biblical doctrine of salvation is
concerned with the idea of God’s deliverance of His people
from harm or danger. In the Old Testament, God’s greatest
saving act occurred when He delivered (or saved) His people
Israel from their slavery in Egypt. This event is known as the
Exodus. Thus, the biblical doctrine of salvation includes more
than just “spiritual” deliverance, it can incorporate physical



deliverance as well. The important point is that salvation, in
the biblical sense, is ALWAYS THE WORK OF GOD—NOT MAN. Just
listen to God’s word to the prophet Isaiah: “I, even I, am the
Lord; and there is no savior besides Me.” (43:11).

This point cannot be emphasized enough—God is the One who
saves. Even in the book of Judges, when Israel has many human
“deliverers,” it is God who appoints them and raises them up
for their specific task. Thus, we repeatedly read statements
such as the following in the book of Judges: “And when the
sons  of  Israel  cried  to  the  Lord,  THE  LORD  RAISED  UP  A
DELIVERER  for  the  sons  of  Israel  TO  DELIVER  THEM”  (3:9;
emphasis mine).

And the psalmist also wrote: “Blessed be the Lord, who daily
bears our burden, the God who is our salvation. God is to us a
God of deliverances; and to God the Lord belong escapes from
death” (68:19-20). You get the idea.

The Old Testament Scriptures provide much of the “theological
context” for the New Testament doctrine of God and salvation.
While some things are certainly “new” and different (see John
1:17, etc.), much remains the same. In particular, salvation
is still viewed as THE WORK OF GOD—NOT MAN. Think back to the
end of Psalm 68:20: “to God the Lord belong escapes from
death.” Now listen to Paul in Romans 6:23: “For the wages of
sin is death, BUT THE FREE GIFT OF GOD IS ETERNAL LIFE IN
CHRIST JESUS OUR LORD” (emphasis mine).

In the New Testament, as in the Old, God is the only true
savior of man. This salvation has been made available through
our Lord Jesus Christ, who died on the cross for our sins. As
Paul says in 1 Corinthians 15:3: “For I delivered to you as of
first importance what I also received, that CHRIST DIED FOR
OUR  SINS  according  to  the  Scriptures”  (emphasis  mine).
Furthermore, Christ is the ONLY way of salvation. As Peter
said in Acts 4:12: “And there is salvation in no one else; for
there is NO OTHER NAME under heaven that has been given among



men, by which we must be saved” (emphasis mine).

Of course, if God is the ONLY savior and, as Jesus Himself
said, “No one comes to the Father, but through Me” (John
14:6), clearly Jesus must be God. This is the teaching of the
New Testament (see John 1:1-3, 14). It’s important to point
out, however, that Jesus is NOT God the Father; He is God the
Son, the second Person of the Trinity. Of course Jesus is also
a Man. (Although I cannot get into it right now, Mormons and
Christians not only have a different understanding of the
doctrine  of  salvation,  we  also  have  radically  different
conceptions of God. Pat Zukeran, a colleague of mine at Probe,
has recently written an article on “The Mormon Doctrine of
God.”

The Bible claims that Jesus is the only savior, who died on
the cross for our sins. But Christ’s death is not merely a
means of salvation from sin (as great as that would be in
itself),  it  also  makes  available  to  man  the  perfect
righteousness of God! Thus we read in 2 Corinthians 5:21: “He
[God] made Him [Christ] who knew no sin to be sin on our
behalf, that we might become the righteousness of God in Him.”
Salvation not only includes the forgiveness of our debt of
sin, it also includes the crediting of Christ’s righteousness
to our account! In other words, Christ washes away the stain
of our sin and clothes us in His perfect righteousness. Luther
called this “The Great Exchange.”

But how does this Great Exchange take place? By what means
does it occur? What must one do to be saved? That was the
question asked of Paul and Silas by the Philippian jailer in
Acts 16:30. Paul and Silas responded by saying, “Believe in
the Lord Jesus, and you shall be saved” (16:31). In other
words, the jailer was told to BELIEVE (i.e. put his faith or
trust) in the Person and work of the Lord Jesus Christ. The
gift of salvation, like all gifts, must be received. It is
received by faith alone. It is with this understanding that we
must read Ephesians 2:8-9: “For by grace you have been saved
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through faith; and that NOT OF YOURSELVES, it is the gift of
God; NOT AS A RESULT OF WORKS, that no one should boast”
(emphasis mine). And again, in Titus 3:4-7 we read: “But when
the  kindness  of  God  our  Savior  and  His  love  for  mankind
appeared, He saved us, NOT ON THE BASIS OF DEEDS WHICH WE HAVE
DONE IN RIGHTEOUSNESS, BUT ACCORDING TO HIS MERCY, by the
washing of regeneration and renewing by the Holy Spirit, whom
He poured out upon us richly through Jesus Christ our Savior,
that being justified by His grace we might be made heirs
according to the hope of eternal life” (emphasis mine). Other
aspects  of  salvation  include,  BUT  ARE  NOT  LIMITED  TO,
justification (i.e. being declared righteous by God), adoption
into God’s family as His beloved children (Galatians 4:4-7),
the gift of the Holy Spirit (Ephesians 1:13-14), and the gift
of  eternal  life  (Romans  6:23).  Man  receives  all  that  is
included  in  God’s  gift  of  salvation  BY  FAITH  ALONE—PLUS
NOTHING!

But do works play no role at all in the doctrine of salvation?
Actually,  they  do!  HOWEVER,  WORKS  ARE  NOT  A  MEANS  OF
SALVATION!  Rather,  good  works  are  a  RESULT  of  salvation.
Salvation  is  a  gift  of  God,  received  by  faith  alone—plus
nothing!  But  one  of  the  RESULTS  of  a  genuine  salvation
experience is that the believer engages in good works. We
recently looked at Ephesians 2:8-9 and Titus 3:4-7. But what
comes after these verses? In Ephesians 2:10 we read: “For we
are His workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works,
which God prepared beforehand, that we should walk in them.”
Notice the progression of ideas in Ephesians 2:8-10. We are
saved by grace through faith and not by our works. However, we
were saved, in part, FOR good works! I’ll let you look at
Titus 3:8 on your own, but the same order of ideas is present
there as well.

By the way, this is James’ point as well in James 2:14-26.
Some  people  think  that  this  passage  in  James  contradicts
Paul’s  doctrine  of  salvation  by  grace,  through  faith—plus



nothing. But if we read this passage carefully, it is clear
that James is not arguing that we are saved by works. Rather,
he  is  making  the  very  important  point  that  GENUINE  faith
produces good works. Thus, if no good works are evident, it
may be because the alleged faith is not genuine. And of course
no one is claiming that a “pseudo-faith” can save; the faith
that saves is GENUINE faith—and such faith leads inevitably to
good works.

Two final points. First, we are not capable of judging the
thoughts and intentions of others. Only God can do that. If
someone does not appear TO ME to be engaging in good works,
this is no proof that they are not truly saved. Only God knows
their heart. However, it might be appropriate to ask that
person to examine himself to see whether his faith is really
genuine or not (see 2 Corinthians 13:5 for instance). Second,
even the good works resulting from the genuine faith of a true
believer  are  not  really  his  own  (in  the  sense  that  they
originate and are carried out solely in his own strength).
They also are the gift of God and can only be properly carried
out in the power of God’s Spirit—NOT in the strength of the
believer’s flesh! Although many verses could be quoted to this
effect, I will mention only two, Romans 8:3-4: “For what the
Law could not do, weak as it was through the flesh, GOD DID:
sending His own Son in the likeness of sinful flesh and as an
offering for sin, He condemned sin in the flesh, in order that
the requirement of the Law might be fulfilled in us, who do
not walk according to the flesh, but according to the Spirit”
(emphasis mine).

Please allow me to summarize the main points:

• Salvation is the work of God—not man.

• God offers man salvation as a free gift, based on the
substitutionary death of His Son for our sins.

• Salvation includes, but is not limited to, such things as



the  forgiveness  of  sins,  the  crediting  of  Christ’s
righteousness to our account, justification (being declared
righteous by God), adoption into God’s family as His beloved
children, the gift of the Holy Spirit, and the gift of
eternal life.

• Man receives God’s salvation by faith alone—plus nothing.

• The object of our faith is the Person and work of the Lord
Jesus Christ.

• Good works do not merit salvation, but genuine salvation
results in good works.

• Good works are only “good” to the extent that they are
done in faith through the power of the Holy Spirit. Thus,
God Himself is ultimately the Author even of the good works
which follow a genuine salvation experience.

I hope this helps. I also hope it makes sense. These ideas are
some of the most essential elements of the biblical doctrine
of salvation; they do not, of course, exhaust the subject. If
the  Bible  is  the  word  of  God,  we  must  pay  very  careful
attention to the means by which God has made His salvation
available to us—neither adding to it, nor subtracting from it,
but teaching it just as God revealed it to us.

Shalom,

Michael Gleghorn
Probe Ministries



Feminism:  A  Christian
Perspective
Sue Bohlin provides a Christian view on feminism.  How does
this  prevalent  view  of  women  measure  up  from  a  biblical
perspective?

This article is also available in Spanish. 

The  worldview  of  feminism  has  permeated  just  about  every
aspect of American life, education and culture. We see it in
the way men are portrayed as lovable but stupid buffoons on TV
sitcoms.  We  see  it  in  the  way  boys  are  punished  and
marginalized in school for not being enough like girls. We see
it in politically correct speech that attempts to change the
way people think by harassing them for their choice of words.

The anger and frustration that drove feminism’s history is
legitimate; women have been devalued and dishonored ever since
the fall of man. Very real, harmful inequities needed to be
addressed, and it’s important to honor some of the success of
feminist activists. But at the same time, we need to examine
and expose the worldview that fuels much of feminist thought.

Modern-day feminism got its major start when Betty Friedan
wrote her landmark book The Feminine Mystique, in which she
coined the phrase “The Housewife Blahs” to describe millions
of unfulfilled women. There are many reasons that women can
feel  unfulfilled  and  dishonored,  but  from  a  Christian
perspective I would suggest that this is what life feels like
when we are disconnected from God and disconnected from living
out His purpose for our lives. As Augustine said, “We are
restless, O God, until we find our rest in Thee.”

Betty  Friedan  looked  at  unhappy,  unfulfilled  women  and
diagnosed  the  problem  as  patriarchy,  which  means  a  male-
dominated society. If women are unhappy, the reason is that
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men are in charge.

The early feminists decided that women are oppressed because
bearing  and  raising  children  is  a  severe  limitation  and
liability.  What  makes  women  different  from  men  equals
weakness. The next step, then, was to overcome that difference
so that women could be just like men. The invention of the
birth control pill helped fuel that illusion.

Out of the consciousness-raising groups in the ’70s came a
shift in the view of women’s differences. Instead of seeing
those differences as weakness, they now saw those differences
as a source of pride and confidence. It was now a good thing
to be a woman.

The next step in feminist thought was that women were not just
equal to men, they were better than men. This spawned famous
quotes like Gloria Steinem’s comment that “A woman without a
man is like a fish without a bicycle.”{1} Male-bashing became
the sport of the ’90s.

Feminism  says,  “The  problem  is  patriarchy—male  dominated
society.” The problem is actually the sin of people within a
God-ordained hierarchy. In a fallen world, there are going to
be problems between men and women, and especially abuses of
power. We must not confuse the abuses of the structure with
the structure itself.{2}

Feminism and the Church
Feminism has so permeated our culture that we should not be
surprised that it has impacted the church as well. Religious
feminists uncovered the “Church Women Blahs.” People became
aware that for the most part, women were relegated to service
positions like making coffee and rocking babies. If a woman
had  gifts  in  teaching,  shepherding,  administration  or
evangelism,  she  was  out  of  luck.

The Magna Carta for Christian feminists is Galatians 3:28: “In



Christ there is no male or female.” However, the context of
this verse is not about equal rights, but that all believers
have the same position of humility at the foot of the Cross.
The issue is not capability, but God-ordained positions within
a God-ordained authority structure of male leadership. Other
biblical passages that go into detail about gender-dependent
roles show that Galatians 3:28 cannot mean the obliteration of
those roles.

There are two main areas where religious feminists seek to
change gender roles: the role of women in the church, and the
role of women in marriage. The discussion has produced two
camps: egalitarians and complementarians.

Egalitarians  are  the  feminist  camp,  with  an  emphasis  on
equality of roles, not just value. They believe that hierarchy
produces inequality, and that different means unequal. The
solution, therefore, is to get rid of the differences between
men’s and women’s roles. Women should be ordained, allowed to
occupy the office of pastor and elder, and exercise authority
over others in the church. Instead of differences in the roles
of  husband  and  wife,  both  spouses  are  called  to  mutual
submission.

Egalitarians are reacting against a very real problem in the
church.  But  the  problem  of  authoritarian  men,  and  women
relegated to minor serving positions, is due to an abuse and
distortion of the hierarchy God designed. Egalitarians reject
the male authority structure along with the abuse of that
structure.

Complementarians believe that God has ordained a hierarchy of
authority in the church and within the family that reflects
the hierarchy of authority within the Trinity. And just as
there is equality in the Trinity, there is equality in the
church and in marriage because we are all made in the image of
God. Women are just as gifted as men, but there are biblical
restrictions on the exercise of some of those gifts, such as



not  teaching  men  from  a  position  of  authority,  and  not
occupying the office of pastor or elder. In marriage, wives
are called to submit to their husbands. Mutual submission in
marriage is no more appropriate than submission of parents to
children.

Christian feminists did not evaluate whether the structures or
hierarchies of leadership were there because God designed them
that way. They just demanded wholesale change. But some things
are worth keeping!

Feminism on Campus
As with the family and the church, feminism has had an impact
on our college campuses. Abraham Lincoln once warned, “The
philosophy of the school room in one generation will become
the philosophy of government in the next.” What happens on
college campuses eventually affects the rest of the culture,
and nowhere is feminism’s pervasiveness more evident than in
our colleges.

A  new  discipline  of  Women’s  Studies  has  arisen  in  many
universities. These courses usually stress women’s literature,
treating  with  contempt  anything  written  by  “dead  white
European males.” They often incorporate women’s religions in
the curricula, especially the Goddess worship of Wicca on
campus. The main tenet of this pagan religion is that the
worshipper is in harmony with Mother Earth and with all life.
They worship the Goddess, which is described as “the immanent
life force, . . . Mother Nature, the Earth, the Cosmos, the
interconnectedness of all life.”{3} Many witches (followers of
Wicca,  not  Satanists)  and  pagans  are  involved  in  women’s
studies programs because, as one Wiccan Web site put it, “Many
feminists have turned to Wicca and the role of priestess for
healing and strength after the patriarchal oppression and lack
of voice for women in the major world religions.”{4}

Christianity  is  often  portrayed  on  college  campuses,  and



especially within Women’s Studies, as an abusive religion.
There  are  several  reasons.  First,  because  Christianity  is
hierarchical, teaching differentiation of roles and that some
are to submit to and follow others. Second, their skewed view
of  the  Bible  is  that  Christianity  teaches  that  women  are
inferior to men. Third, Christ was male, so he is insufficient
as a role model for women and can’t possibly understand what
it means to be a woman. And fourth, since the language of the
Bible is male-oriented and patriarchal (both of which are
evil), it must be dismissed or changed.

Feminism impacts dating relationships on campus. Heterosexual
dating is often colored by an attempt to persuade women that
all men are potential rapists and cannot be trusted. Even a
remark meant to compliment a woman is taken as sexist and
unacceptable. One woman, wearing a short skirt on campus,
heard  someone  whistle  appreciatively.  She  strode  into  the
women’s study center complaining, “I’ve just been raped!”

Angry feminists convey a hatred and fear of men as part of the
feminist ideology. When it comes to dating, for a number of
feminists,  lesbianism  is  considered  the  only  appropriate
option. If men are brutes and idiots, why would anyone want to
have an intimate relationship with one? In fact, there’s a new
acronym on campus, GUG: “Gay until graduation.” But the fact
is, most women really like men; that’s always been a problem
for feminists. Let’s consider more problems that result from
feminism.

The Problematic Legacy of Feminism
Feminists started from a reasonable point in recognizing a
most unhappy aspect of life in a fallen world: women tend to
be dishonored, disrespected, and devalued by many men. This is
as true in religious systems as it is in society and political
systems. Feminists started out trying to rectify this problem
first by trying to prove that women were as good as men. Then
they decided that women were better than men. They ended up



trying to erase the lines of distinction between men and women
altogether. This has resulted in tremendous confusion about
what it means to be a woman, as well as what it means to be a
man. And naturally, it has produced a lot of confusion in
relationships as well. This confusion ranges from men who are
afraid to open doors for women for fear of receiving a rude
tongue-lashing, to women who are baffled in the workplace
because the men they compete against at work won’t ask them
out on a date.

Radical feminist thought despised much of what it means to be
a woman—to be receptive and responsive and relational, to
treasure  marriage  and  family.  Only  masculine  traits  and
behaviors and jobs were deemed valuable. Nonetheless, many
young women are confused by the messages they are getting from
the  culture:  that  an  education  and  a  job  are  the  only
worthwhile pursuits, and the social capital of marriage and
family is no longer valued. However, these same women feel
guilty and confused for finding themselves still longing for
marriage  and  family  when  they’re  supposed  to  be  content
without them. One college student said, “I’ve taken all the
women’s studies courses—I know that marriage and motherhood
are traps—but I still want to do both.”{5}

The legacy of feminism is the refusal of the God-given role of
men to be initiator, protector and provider. And the God-given
role of women to be responder, nurturer and helper is equally
disdained. The consequence of this rebellion is relational
confusion, especially in the home. Dads aren’t communicating
to their sons why it’s a blessing to be male, because frankly,
they’re not sure that it is. The message of feminism is that
being male is a joke or a curse. Moms aren’t teaching their
daughters the basic skill sets that homemakers need because
they’re too busy at their jobs and besides, haven’t we been
taught that being a homemaker is demeaning? As a mentoring Mom
to mothers of preschoolers, I see how many young women are
totally clueless about how to be a wife and mother because



those essential skills just weren’t considered important by
their mothers. Radical feminism hates family and families, and
we all suffer as a result.

Feminism  says,  “The  problem  is  patriarchy—male  dominated
society.” The problem is actually the sin of people within a
God-ordained hierarchy. The heart of feminism is a rebellion
against the abuses of this God-ordained hierarchy, but it’s
also a rebellion against God’s plan itself. This is a perfect
example of throwing the baby out with the bathwater. Feminists
believe they have the right to reinvent reality and to change
the rules to suit them. This rebellious belief system has had
some disastrous effects on our culture and society.

For example, one of feminism’s biggest achievements was the
legalization  of  abortion.  Keeping  it  legal  is  one  of
feminism’s biggest goals: see, if women are to be truly free,
then they must be free to decide whether or not to carry a
pregnancy to term. A woman’s ability to conceive, give birth,
and nurture babies is seen as weakness and vulnerability,
because women can be forced to be impregnated and to bear
unwanted babies. Removing the consequence of sexual activity,
and getting rid of unwanted pregnancy to cancel out a woman’s
so-called  “weakness,”  is  important  to  many  feminists.  So,
since 1973, there have been over 40 million abortions in the
U.S.{6}. But that only tells part of the story; “while some
women report relatively little trauma following abortion, for
many, the experience is devastating, causing severe and long-
lasting emotional, psychological and spiritual trauma.”{7} I
have the privilege of helping post-abortal women grieve the
loss of their babies and receive God’s forgiveness for their
sin. They know that feminism’s insistence that abortion is
every woman’s right is a lie.

Another impact of feminism is seen in the feminization of
American schools. Feminism’s disrespect for men and boys has
shaped  schools  and  educational  policy  around  values  and
methods that favor girls over boys. Competition, a natural



state of being for many boys, is considered harmful and evil,
to  be  replaced  with  girl-friendly  cooperative,  relational
activities. “Schools are denying the very behavior that makes
little boys boys. In Southern California, a mother was stunned
to find out that her son was disciplined for running and
jumping over a bench at recess.”{8} My colleague Don Closson
wrote, “Gender crusaders believe that if they can influence
little boys early enough, they can make them more like little
girls.”{9}

To despise the glory of masculinity is to reject the very
image of God. To despise the treasure of femininity is to
reject what the Bible calls the glory of man.{10} That’s the
problem with feminism: it is a rejection of what God has
called good. It has gone too far in addressing the inequities
of living in a fallen world. It’s a rebellion against God’s
right to be God and our responsibility to submit joyfully to
Him.

Notes

1. Actually, I have discovered, it wasn’t original with Ms.
Steinem. She had this to say in a letter she wrote to Time
magazine in autumn 2000: “In your note on my new and happy
marital partnership with David Bale, you credit me with the
witticism ‘A woman needs a man like a fish needs a bicycle.’
In fact, Irina Dunn, a distinguished Australian educator,
journalist and politician, coined the phrase back in 1970 when
she was a student at the University of Sydney.” Irina Dunn has
confirmed this story, in an e-mail of January 28, 2002: “Yes,
indeed, I am the one Gloria referred to. I was paraphrasing
from a phrase I read in a philosophical text I was reading for
my Honours year in English Literature and Language in 1970. It
was “A man needs God like a fish needs a bicycle.” My
inspiration arose from being involved in the renascent women’s
movement at the time, and from being a bit if a smart-arse. I
scribbled the phrase on the backs of two toilet doors, would



you believe, one at Sydney University where I was a student,
and the other at Soren’s Wine Bar at Woolloomooloo, a seedy
suburb in south Sydney. The doors, I have to add, were already
favoured graffiti sites.”
www.phrases.org.uk/meanings/414150.html
2. I am indebted to the wisdom and insight of Mary Kassian as
expressed in her excellent book The Feminist Gospel (Wheaton,
IL: Crossway Books, 1992).
3. www.cog.org/wicca/about.html
4. Ibid.
5. Quoted by Barbara DeFoe Whitehead, Mars Hill Audio Journal
No. 61, Mar./Apr. 2003.
6. www.nrlc.org/abortion/aboramt.html
7. www.hopeafterabortion.com/aftermath/
8. William Pollack, Real Boys: Rescuing Our Sons from the
Myths of Boyhood, (New York: Henry Holt and Company, 1998),
94. The entire quote is from Don Closson, “The Feminization of
American Schools“.
9. Ibid.
10. 1 Cor. 11:7
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“Jesus Was Only Representing
Jehovah”
I read your letter concerning Jehovah’s Witnesses and the
Trinity. Like you, I like to get my facts straight, that’s why
I did a little research.

I found out something concerning the Alpha and the Omega. If
you turn your bible to the first chapter of Revelations, you
will see something that maybe the witnesses you’ve talked to
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haven’t.  In  my  version  it  states,  “A  revelation  by  Jesus
Christ, which God gave him, to show his slaves the things that
must shortly take place.” So here you clearly see that when
Jesus said he was the Alpha and the Omega, he was representing
God, Jehovah God.

I am yet to do some more research concerning that other verse
of yours, but please take into consideration that I’m not
trying to be rude, and I am listening to what you are saying,
what I’m trying to do is help another one in understanding the
deep things of God.

I  welcome  your  comments  and  discussions,  and  I  might  be
writing to you again. My e-mail is enclosed.

And please don’t get the point that I’m some snobby religious
person trying to get back at another. I’m 14 yrs old and I
read and study the bible everyday so don’t think that I’m not
coming from anywhere.

Anyway, Good Day!

Thank you for writing. I have read your response to my article
and I am glad you are interested in searching for the truth.
As you do, let me encourage you to seek answers from the Bible
alone, not the Watchtower organization.

In regards to your response, it does not change the argument
that Jesus is God the Son in any way. I agree that this
message is given by God and mediated through Christ. In 1:8
God the Father is speaking. We know this because after He
states, “I am the Alpha and the Omega,” He states, “Who is,
and who was, and is to come, the Almighty.” The phrase “who
was, who is, and is to come” refers to God the Father.

When we look at Revelation 22:12-21, Jesus is speaking about
himself, not on behalf of God the Father. How do we know this?
22:12 states, “Behold, I am coming soon and my reward is with
me.” When scripture refers to the coming of the king to earth,



it is referring to Jesus. Jesus is the one who is coming. God
the Father is not referred to as the one who is coming soon.
Jesus is the one coming soon in all occasions. (Matthew 16:27,
24:30-31) Revelation 1:7 makes it clear once again that Jesus
is coming because it states that the one who is coming is
“pierced.” So when Jesus says, in 22:7 and 12, “Behold I am
coming  soon,”  He  is  not  quoting  God  the  Father,  He  is
referring clearly to himself. He, Jesus, is coming soon. In
22:16 Jesus states again, “I Jesus have sent my angel…” It
therefore does not fit if you look at the grammar of the
discourse to say in verse 22:12 Jesus is referring to Himself,
then in the same discourse He suddenly switches to quote God
in verse 13 and then switches back to refer to Himself in
verses  14-21.  This  is  an  attempt  by  the  Watchtower
organization  to  manipulate  the  text  to  fit  their
interpretation.

However, if you look at the grammatical context, in verse
22:12 Jesus refers to himself, for He is the one who is
coming. And verses 13-21 refer to Jesus. To say verse 13
suddenly refers to God the Father and not Jesus is being
dishonest to the grammar and context of the passage.

I  would  recommend  you  read  through  the  entire  book  of
Revelation, outline it and state what the theme of the entire
book is. Do not simply accept what the Watchtower teaches you,
study the scriptures for yourself. The record of 100 years of
false  prophecy  from  the  Watchtower  clearly  displays  their
record  of  false  interpretation  for  over  a  century.  God
commands  us  to  study  His  word,  not  the  teachings  of  an
organization. God says, “Blessed is the one who reads the
words of this prophecy,” (Rev. 1:3) and He is not referring to
the Watchtower magazines.

Thanks for writing. Keep studying God’s word.

Patrick Zukeran
Probe Ministries



“I  Don’t  Believe  the  Holy
Spirit is a Person”
Dear Mr. Zukeran,

I do not believe the holy spirit is a person, mainly because
it does not have a name. The names you give all have the word
“the” preceding it. This indicates that the following word is
a title, not a name. (For example “the President”, obviously
“President” is not a name.) Also, the words “holy spirit” are
at times in lower case. Of course you know names are never in
lower case.

Thank you for your question. The Holy Spirit gives a command
(Acts 13:2), He can be lied to (Acts 5), and He can be grieved
(Ephesians 4:30). This shows the Holy Spirit is an intelligent
thinking person. One cannot lie to an inanimate force like
electricity or fire. You cannot even lie to a cat or dog–it
must be an intelligent cognitive thinking person. Also why
does Jesus use personal pronoun “He” and “Him” in addressing
the Holy Spirit (John 16)?

Regarding a name. Respectfully, that really is not much of an
argument. The previous verses show the Holy Spirit has the
qualiites of a person; this makes Him a person. You stated
because He does not have a personal name you think he is not a
person. Allow me to use an illustration. If I say, “the King
of Jordan is coming” what do I mean? Do I mean an impersonal,
non-living entity is coming, or do I mean a person who rules
over Jordan is coming? Obviously I mean a person is coming.
Even if I do not know his personal name, we all know I am
talking about a person. Just because I do not know if his name
is George, Fred, or John but know him as “The King of Jordan”
does that mean he is not a person?
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The Holy Spirit has all the attributes of a person. He speaks,
He thinks, He can be grieved, He can be lied to, etc. . . .
Just because we do not address him as Fred or George but by
His title “the Holy Spirit” does not mean He is not a person.
I may never know the pesonal name of the King of Jordan, but
whenever I speak of the King of Jordan, I am referring to a
person.

Thanks for writing.

Patrick Zukeran
Probe Ministries

Check out some articles and answers on the concept of the
Trinity below.


