
“Your  Comments  About
Mormonism Are Nonsense”
I have read your statements in your article A Short Look at
Six World Religions. I happen to be Mormon and have heard this
nonsense before:

“Mormonism is not Christian because it denies some of the
essential doctrines of Christianity, including the deity of
Christ, salvation by grace, and the bodily resurrection of
Christ. Furthermore, Mormon doctrine contradicts the Christian
teaching that there is only one God, and it undermines the
authority and reliability of the Bible”

1.  We  never  have  denied  the  deity  of  Christ.  Christ  is
Jehovah, the great I am. This is within our doctrine.

2. We are saved by grace. No doubt about it. It’s part of our
doctrine.

3. We have always taught that Jesus took his body the third
day the same as it is recorded in the Bible. I don’t know
where you received your info on that, but we never have denied
the resurrection of Christ. In fact when serving my mission it
was common for other Christian groups to say that Christ is
only a spirit. We had to teach them that Christ in reality
took his body the third day.

4. We believe that there is one Godhead. We believe in one
Elohim.

5. “We believe the Bible to be the word of God as far as it is
translated correctly, we also believe the Book of Mormon to be
the word of God.” Joseph Smith.

Christ taught that we should not judge. It seems to me that
many so called “Christians” judge other Christians who don’t
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believe as they do. Let the Lord do the judging.

Thank you for responding to my article. I don’t know if you
will be able to receive what I have to say, since the Mormon
use of Biblical terms seems to differ from what the rest of us
mean by it, but I will attempt to respond to your argument.

1. We never have denied the deity of Christ. Christ is
Jehovah, the great I am. This is within our doctrine.

When orthodox Christians say “deity of Christ,” we mean that
He is one with the Father. There is one God of the Bible,
although He exists as three persons, and Jesus is—and has
always been—as fully God as the Father. As I understand it,
Mormon doctrine is that Jesus was a created being, which would
put  Him  on  a  different—inferior—level  to  the  eternally-
existing Father. So the Father existed before Jesus did, which
would  make  Him  (Jesus)  less  than  the  eternally-existing
Creator of the Universe. Which the Bible proclaims that He is:

“I am the Alpha and the Omega,” says the Lord God, “who is,
and who was, and who is to come, the Almighty.” (Revelation
1:8)

“In Him [Jesus] all the fullness of Deity dwells in bodily
form” (Colossians 2:9).

Of Jesus it was announced: “These are the words of Him who is
the First and the Last, who died and came to life again”
(Revelation 2:8); the same claim made by God Almighty: “This
is what the LORD says—Israel’s King and Redeemer, the LORD
Almighty: I am the first and I am the last; apart from me
there is no God” (Isaiah 44:6). Also, compare Revelation 22:13
with Isaiah 48:12.

Also as I understand it, Mormon doctrine is that Jesus is
Jehovah, and the Father is Elohim, and they are different
Gods. But in the Old Testament, these are two names for the
same, one, God.



James Talmage, one of the Mormon authorities, states: “This
[the Trinity] cannot rationally be construed to mean that the
Father, the Son and the Holy Ghost are one in substance and
person” (A Study of the Articles of Faith, p.40).

James Talmage states: “Jesus Christ was Jehovah…Jesus Christ,
who is the Jehovah of the Old Testament. In all of scripture,
where God is mentioned and where he has appeared, it was
Jehovah…The  Father  has  never  dealt  with  man  directly  and
personally since the fall” (Doctrines of Salvation, vol.1,
p.11,27).

Joseph F. Smith stated, “Among the spirit children of Elohim,
the first-born was and is Jehovah, or Jesus Christ, to whom
all others are juniors” (Gospel Doctrine, p.70).

In  contrast,  the  Bible  uses  the  names  Elohim  and  Jehovah
interchangeably  for  the  one  true  God.  The  English  form
“Jehovah” was developed from four consonants (YHWH) from which
we  get  the  word  “Yahweh,”  translated  “LORD.”  The  words
“Yahweh” and “Elohim” are used together hundreds of times, as
in: ‘LORD our God’, ‘LORD my God’, ‘LORD his God’, ‘LORD your
God’. For example: “The Lord [Jehovah] our God [Elohim] is one
Lord [Jehovah]” (Deuteronomy 6:4). See also Genesis 2:4-22;
Deuteronomy 4:1; Judges 5:3; 1 Samuel 2:30; Isaiah 44:6.

2. We are saved by grace. No doubt about it. It’s part of
our doctrine.

The Bible’s definition of grace is undeserved, unearned favor.
It’s a gift from God with no strings attached and no way to
earn it. Apparently the Mormon definition of grace is very
different, including man’s efforts:

The  LDS  Third  Article  of  Faith  states:  “We  believe  that
through the Atonement of Christ, all mankind may be saved, by
obedience to the laws and ordinances of the gospel” (Pearl of
Great Price: Articles of Faith). (emphasis mine)



Joseph Fielding Smith explains what that last phrase means:
“that which man merits through his own acts through life and
by  obedience  to  the  laws  and  ordinances  of  the  gospel”
(Doctrines of Salvation, vol. 1, p.134).

James Talmage explains: “…redemption from personal sins can
only be obtained through obedience to the requirement of the
Gospel, and a life of good works” (James Talmage, in A Study
of the Articles of Faith).

In  the  Bible  ‘salvation’  means  deliverance  from  the
consequence (eternal separation from God) of our sin. As I
understand  it,  Mormon  leaders  have  redefined  the  word
“salvation” to have a two-fold meaning: a) forgiveness of sins
and b) universal resurrection:

“There will be a General Salvation for all in the sense in
which that term is generally used, but salvation, meaning
resurrection,  is  not  exaltation”  (Stephen  L.  Richards,
Contributions of Joseph Smith, LDS tract, p.5).

“All men are saved by grace alone without any act on their
part,  meaning  they  are  resurrected”  (Bruce  McConkie,  What
Mormons Think of Christ“, LDS tract, p.28).

3. We have always taught that Jesus took his body the third
day the same as it is recorded in the Bible. I don’t know
where you received your info on that, but we never have
denied the resurrection of Christ. In fact when serving my
mission it was common for other Christian groups to say that
Christ is only a spirit. We had to teach them that Christ in
reality took his body the third day.

Upon doing further research, I was able to ascertain that I
was wrong in saying that Mormon doctrine denies the bodily
resurrection of Christ. I apologize and I have removed that
part of my article.

4. We believe that there is one Godhead. We believe in one



Elohim.

Orthodox Christianity teaches that there is one God. Period.
The Godhead consists of one God in three persons, not three
Gods. Not a plurality of Gods.

Bruce McConkie states: “Three separate personages—Father, Son,
and Holy Ghost—comprise the Godhead. As each of these persons
is a God, it is evident from this standpoint alone, that a
plurality of Gods exists. To us, these three are the only Gods
we worship” (Mormon Doctrine, p.576-7). (emphasis mine)

5. “We believe the Bible to be the word of God as far as it
is translated correctly, we also believe the Book of Mormon
to be the word of God.” Joseph Smith. 

How do you know when the Bible has been translated correctly?
There are thousands of manuscripts in existence that allow us
to check the reliability of the Biblical documents. The Bible
was  written  in  human  language,  which  we  can  easily  check
because of the existence of so much collateral literature in
the  same  language,  unlike  the  Book  of  Mormon,  supposedly
written on golden plates in angelic language. Where is the
fallibility test for that book?

Christ taught that we should not judge. It seems to me that
many so called “Christians” judge other Christians who don’t
believe as they do. Let the Lord do the judging.

In the very same chapter as the “Judge not” verse, the Lord
also  says,  “Beware  of  false  prophets.”  How  else  will  we
distinguish between true and false except by judging the words
and behavior of what men say? Of course, we cannot judge
another’s heart, which explains His command not to judge; but
in order to be discerning about truth and deception, we MUST
judge their fruit by comparing it to the only absolute we
have, the Bible.

The Bible’s standard for a prophet is 100% accuracy. By that



standard, Joseph Smith is a false prophet. If he were a true
prophet,

• Jesus would have returned in 1891 (Documentary History of
the Church (DHC) 2:182)

• The Civil War would have poured out upon all nations (D&C
87:1-3), the wicked of Smith’s generation would have been
“swept from off the face of the land” (DHC 1:315)

• A temple would have been built in Independence Missouri by
the generation living in 1832 (D&C 84:4,5)

I’m sorry, but the differences between Mormonism and orthodox
Christianity are not “nonsense.” They are significant, and
need to be explored.

Respectfully,

Sue Bohlin
Probe Ministries

Eastern Orthodoxy

Introduction to Eastern Orthodoxy
In a previous article I spoke of the conversation now going on
between  Evangelicals  and  Roman  Catholics  prompted  by  the
culture war. A third tradition is participating in such talks
as well, namely, the Eastern Orthodox Church. For many if not
most of us, Eastern Orthodoxy is a real mystery. Images of
bearded priests and candles, and the sounds of chanting come
to mind. They are so far removed from us, it seems. Are we
really part of the same church? Such a question would be
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absolutely preposterous to them, of course, for Orthodox are
fond of pointing out that they stand closer to the ancient
church than do Catholics or Protestants.

In this article I’d like to introduce you to the Eastern
Orthodox Church. I will simply present some of Orthodoxy’s
history and beliefs as an introduction without offering any
critique.{1}

History
Orthodox Christians trace their lineage back to the apostolic
church. The apostles, of course, founded only one church.
Since  the  founding  of  the  church  there  have  been  three
significant divisions. The first occurred in the fifth and
sixth centuries when what are known as the Oriental Orthodox
churches split off over theological issues. These include the
churches in Iran and Iraq, sometimes called the “Nestorian” or
“Chaldean” churches. Also included were the Syrian Church of
Antioch and the Coptic Church of Egypt. The churches that were
left comprise what we know of as the Eastern Orthodox Church.
These  are  the  churches  that  remain  in  communion  with  the
Patriarchate of Constantinople.{2}

The next division, typically dated in the eleventh century,
was  between  the  Eastern  Church  and  the  Western  or  Roman
Catholic Church. Rome was one of the five main centers, or
sees, of the Church. Although it was the most important of the
five,  it  was  different  from  the  others.  For  example,  the
Western Church based in Rome used Latin, whereas the Eastern
Church used the languages of the people. Rome had more of a
legal  mindset  in  its  theology,  whereas  the  East  was  more
mystical. In addition, various cultural and political issues
set it apart. The barbarian invasions of the fifth century and
the establishment of the Holy Roman Empire in the West further
separated the West from the East.

Such things as these set the stage for division. Two major



issues brought it to a head. One was the power of the pope in
Rome.  The  bishops  of  the  Church  had  long  been  seen  as
generally  equal;  all  the  bishops  had  a  vote  in  decisions
affecting  the  whole  Church.  However,  a  few  wielded  more
influence than others. The Roman See was at the top. Thus, the
pope was considered the first among equals among the bishops
of the Orthodox world. However, some of the popes came to
desire universal supremacy. For example, Pope Nicholas wrote
in 865 that he had authority “over all the earth, that is,
over every Church.”{3}

The other theological problem was that of the relationship of
the Holy Spirit to the Father. Does He proceed from the Father
only  or  both  the  Father  and  the  Son?  The  Nicene  Creed
originally said that the Spirit “proceeds from the Father.” A
clause was added later by the Church in the West, without the
agreement of the other bishops, to make it read, “proceeds
from the Father and from the Son.” Later I’ll look at this a
little more closely. For now we should note the importance of
the clause for the unity of the Church.

The clause seems to have originated in Spain and was accepted
by Charlemagne as part of the Creed. The seriousness of the
matter can be seen in the antagonism it produced between East
and West. For example, when the Greeks wouldn’t include the
phrase, writers in Charlemagne’s court began accusing them of
heresy. For another, in 867, Pope Nicholas’ backing of the
inclusion of the Filioque clause in opposition to the rest of
the Church brought about his excommunication by Photius, the
patriarch  of  Constantinople,  although  communion  was  later
restored.

The East resented its inclusion for two reasons. First, this
act revealed the extent of power the Pope was trying to claim
in allowing the addition on his own authority. Second, it was
thought to be incorrect theologically. (I will return to these
later.)



In the eleventh century relations between the East and the
West worsened severely. Rome gained new power politically in
the  West,  reviving  the  belief  that  it  had  universal
jurisdiction. The Normans gained power in Italy and forced the
Greeks  there  to  conform  to  Latin  methods  of  worship.  In
retaliation, the patriarch of Constantinople forced the Latin
churches there to adopt Greek practices. After a few more
events further heightened tensions, on July 16, 1054 some
legates of the pope laid a Bull of Excommunication on the
altar of the Church of the Holy Wisdom in Constantinople. This
is the date commonly given for the great schism between the
East and the West. It was a landmark occasion, but the end
didn’t finally come in fact until the early thirteenth century
following a few tragic events in the Crusades. Now there was
the Roman Church and the Eastern Church, the one headed by the
pope, the other headed by the patriarch of Constantinople.

The Godhead
Space does not permit a full description of the theology of
the Orthodox Church. Let’s touch briefly on its doctrine of
God.

The Trinity

The Holy Trinity is of supreme importance in Orthodox theology
and life. It “is not a piece of ‘high theology’ reserved for
the professional scholar, but something that has a living,
practical importance for every Christian.” Because we’re made
in the image of God, we can’t understand ourselves if we don’t
understand this doctrine. God’s triune nature also makes clear
that He is personal–that He experiences personal communion
within the Godhead, and thus can commune with us as well.

The Father



Below I’ll speak further about the role of the Father in the
Trinity. Here I’ll just touch on the Orthodox understanding of
the  knowability  of  God.  Orthodox  believe  that  God  is
unknowable to us in His essence for He is so much higher than
we are: He is absolutely transcendent. For that reason we can
only employ negative language when speaking of Him: we can say
what He is not in His being, but not what He is.

However, God is not cut off from His creation. While God’s
essence is the core of His being and cannot be known, His
energies, which permeate creation, enable us to experience
Him.  His  energies  “are  God  Himself  in  His  action  and
revelation to the world.” Through these “God enters into a
direct and immediate relationship with humankind.”{4}

The Incarnate Son

The whole of the sacramental theology of Orthodoxy is grounded
in  the  Incarnation  of  Christ.  The  Incarnation  is  so
significant that Orthodox believe it would have occurred even
if Adam and Eve hadn’t fallen into sin. It was an act of
love–God sending His Son to commune with us. Because of sin,
however, it also became an act of salvation.

Orthodoxy seeks to give proper weight to both Christ’s deity
and His humanity. One must recall the weight given to the
Nicene Creed and its clear declaration of both natures. He is
“true God and true man, one person in two natures, without
separation and without confusion: a single person, but endowed
with two wills and two energies.” The divinity of Christ is of
utmost importance to Orthodox. “‘Behind the veil of Christ’s
flesh, Christians behold the Triune God’ . . . perhaps the
most  striking  feature  in  the  Orthodox  approach  to  the
Incarnate Christ [is] an overwhelming sense of His divine
glory.“{5} He is the face of God for us. This revelation was
seen  most  strikingly  in  the  Transfiguration  and  the



Resurrection.{6} On the other hand, the places where He lived
and ministered and the Cross upon which He died are pointers
to His humanity, and they are revered highly.

The Holy Spirit

The importance of the Holy Spirit in the Orthodox Church can
hardly be overstated. They believe, in fact, that it is one
thing that sets the Eastern Church apart from the Western.
Whereas the Western Church put greater emphasis on the power
of  theological  understanding,  Orthodox  depend  more  on  the
activity of the Spirit. St. Seraphim of Sarov said that such
things as prayer and fasting and other Christian practices are
not the aim of the Christian life. “The true aim of the
Christian  life  is  the  acquisition  of  the  Holy  Spirit  of
God.”{7}  In  the  corporate  setting,  the  Spirit  is  invoked
repeatedly  in  Church  worship.  On  the  individual  level,
believers place themselves under His protection each morning
in their prayers.

Earlier I talked about the split in the Church in the eleventh
century. One of the key issues was the clause the Western
Church added to the Nicene Creed, which said that the Spirit
was sent by the Father and by the Son. This was called the
Filioque clause. The Eastern Church rejected this addition
because it was inserted without the support of the universal
Church and because it was seen as incorrect theologically. For
Orthodox theologians, the clause confused the roles of the
Father  and  the  Son  in  the  economy  of  the  Trinity.  “The
distinctive characteristic of the first person of the Trinity
is Fatherhood,” says Timothy Ware. “He is the source in the
Trinity. The distinctive character of the second person is
Sonship; . . . [He] has His source and origin in the Father, .
.  .  The  distinctive  character  of  the  third  person  is
Procession: like the Son, He has His source and origin in the
Father; but His relationship to the Father is different from



that  of  the  Son,  since  He  is  not  begotten  but  from  all
eternity He proceeds from the Father.”{8} To the Orthodox,
then, to say the Spirit proceeds from the Father and the Son
is to give those two persons the same function. They point
out, too, the scriptural teaching that “the Spirit of truth .
. . proceeds from the Father.” (Jn. 15:26)

Furthermore, the clause seemed to imply a subordination of the
Spirit to the Son, which could result in a diminution of the
Spirit in the Church. But the ministry of the Spirit and the
Son are “complementary and reciprocal.” “From one point of
view,” says Ware, “the whole ‘aim’ of the Incarnation is the
sending of the Spirit at Pentecost.”{9}

The Church in Eastern Orthodoxy
Eastern  Orthodox  Christians  believe  that  true  belief  and
worship  are  maintained  by  the  Orthodox  Church.  “Orthodoxy
claims to be universal–not something exotic and oriental, but
simply Christianity,” says Orthodox bishop Timothy Ware.{10}
They believe that Orthodoxy has maintained the teachings of
the  apostles  and  the  early  Church  faithfully  through  the
centuries.

Three Defining Characteristics

Something one notices soon after beginning an investigation of
the Orthodox Church is its attempt to let its theology inform
its practice in life and in worship.

The Orthodox Church can be described generally under three
headings:  Trinitarian,  Christological,  and  Pneumatological.
Regarding the Trinity, beyond simply holding it as a correct
understanding  of  God,  the  Church  attempts  to  emulate  the
Trinity in its practices. As the Trinity is both one and many,
the  Church  is  thought  of  as  both  one  and  many–unity  in
diversity.  This  applies  to  both  individuals  and  to  local



churches all taken together. Orthodoxy is made up of a number
of independent autocephalous churches, as they are called.
“Just as in the Trinity the three persons are equal,” says
Ware, “so in the Church no one bishop can claim to wield
absolute power over all the rest; yet, just as in the Trinity
the Father enjoys pre-eminence as source and fountainhead of
the deity, so within the Church the Pope is ‘first among
equals’.”{11}

Further, the Orthodox Church is Christological. It sees itself
as “the extension of the Incarnation, the place where the
Incarnation perpetuates itself.” It is “the centre and organ
of Christ’s redeeming work . . . it is nothing else than the
continuation and extension of His prophetic, priestly, and
kingly power . . . The Church is Christ with us.”{12}

Finally, the Church is Pneumatological. It is the dwelling
place of the Spirit. The Spirit is the source of power in the
Church. In addition, He both unites the Church and ensures our
diversity. We are separately given the Spirit, but so that we
might come together. “Life in the Church does not mean the
ironing out of human variety, nor the imposition of a rigid
and uniform pattern upon all alike, but the exact opposite.
The  saints,  so  far  from  displaying  a  drab  monotony,  have
developed the most vivid and distinctive personalities.”{13}

Authority in the Church

The Orthodox Church is at once popular and hierarchical. It is
popular in the sense that the focus is on the people, and
authority resides in the Church, which is the people of God.
However, the Church is represented in its leadership, and here
one finds a strong hierarchy. Major decisions are made by the
bishops with a special place of honor going to the Ecumenical
Patriarch of Constantinople. “Where Rome thinks in terms of
the supremacy and the universal jurisdiction of the Pope,”



says Ware, “Orthodoxy thinks in terms of the five Patriarchs
and of the Ecumenical Councils.”{14}

While the decisions of bishops are binding in general, it is
understood  that  they  aren’t  infallible.  The  Church  is
infallible, but its bishops aren’t. As Paul said, the church
is “the pillar and ground of the truth.” (I Tim. 3:15)

For the Orthodox, the Church is the bearer and guardian of
truth,  which  is  passed  on  through  Tradition.  Included  in
Church Tradition are the Bible, the ecumenical councils of the
early centuries, and the writings of the Fathers, the Canons
or laws, the Icons–“in fact,” says Timothy Ware, “the whole
system of doctrine, Church government, worship, spirituality
and art which Orthodoxy has articulated over the ages.”{15}
The Bible forms a part of this Tradition; it is seen as a
product  of  the  Church  and  derives  its  authority  from  the
Church. “Among the various elements of Tradition, a unique
pre-eminence  belongs  to  the  Bible,  to  the  Creed,  to  the
doctrinal  definitions  of  the  Ecumenical  Councils.”{16}  As
another writer says, “It is neither subordinate nor superior
to tradition, not can there be any contradictions between
them.”{17}

When challenges were made to what had been taught by the
Church from the beginning, answers were provided by various
councils through the early centuries. The most important was
the Council of Nicaea. Thus the Nicene Creed has preeminence,
although the Apostles’ Creed and the Athanasian Creeds are
also used. At these councils important doctrines of the faith
were hammered out. Nicaea, for example, dealt with the person
of Christ. Was He God or man or both? If both, how did the two
natures  relate  in  one  person?  The  determinations  of  the
councils,  which  were  universally  accepted,  became
authoritative  for  the  Church.

The Church Fathers also provided authoritative teaching about
Christian doctrine. Sometimes, however, they were in error. It



became  necessary,  then,  for  the  church  to  distinguish
“patristic  wheat  .  .  .  from  patristic  chaff.”{18}

The Worship of the Church

A  close  look  at  the  Orthodox  Church  reveals  quickly  the
importance of the Church as a whole, as the functioning body
of Christ. The priority of the Church in Orthodoxy–not the so-
called  “invisible”  or  universal  Church,  but  the  visible
worshipping community–might seem a bit odd to evangelicals. In
evangelicalism  the  emphasis  is  more  upon  the  individual’s
relationship to Christ, whereas in Orthodoxy, the Christian
life revolves around the Church as the locus of the ministry
of Christ and the Spirit.

The Church is thought of as a reflection of heaven on earth.
This belief underlies the elaborate nature of the worship
experience.  This  reflection  is  seen  first  of  all  through
beauty. A peculiar gift of the Orthodox, it is said, “is this
power of perceiving the beauty of the spiritual world, and
expressing that celestial beauty in their worship.”{19}

The worship service has supreme importance in Orthodoxy; it is
more  important  than  doctrine  and  the  disciplines  of  the
Christian life. “Orthodoxy sees human beings above all else as
liturgical creatures who are most truly themselves when they
glorify  God,  and  who  find  their  perfection  and  self-
fulfillment in worship.” The liturgy is the contents of the
worship service including the readings, actions, music, and
all else involved. Says Timothy Ware: “Into the Holy Liturgy
which expresses their faith, the Orthodox peoples have poured
their whole religious experience.” It is what inspires “their
best poetry, art, and music.”{20} Further, the liturgy of
worship  attempts  to  embrace  both  worlds–heaven  and  earth.
There is “one altar, one sacrifice, one presence” in both. It
is in the Church that God dwells among humans.



Orthodoxy  is  thoroughly  sacramental.  Holding  that  God  has
graced the physical world through the Incarnation of Christ,
Orthodox see the whole of the created order as somehow graced
by God and usable for revealing Himself. For the life of the
Church there are special sacraments that are channels of God’s
grace. Through particular physical means, such as through the
elements of Communion or the water of Baptism, God extends His
grace in a special way. The sacraments are “effectual signs of
grace,  ritual  acts  which  both  express  and  bring  about  a
spiritual reality. Just as in the Incarnation the eternal Word
of God was united with human nature in Jesus Christ, so in the
sacraments spiritual gifts are communicated through tangible
realities.”{21}

The  Liturgy  of  worship  reaches  its  highest  point  in  the
sacrament of the Eucharist. The Eucharist creates the unity of
the Church; it is “a Eucharistic society, which only realizes
its true nature when it celebrates the Supper of the Lord,
receiving His Body and Blood in the sacrament.”{22} “It is no
coincidence,”  says  Ware,  “that  the  term  ‘Body  of  Christ’
should mean both the Church and the sacrament.” Where the
Eucharist is, the Church is.{23}

There  are  other  sacraments,  too,  in  Orthodoxy,  such  as
baptism,  Chrismation  (their  equivalent  roughly  of
Confirmation),  Confession,  and  marriage.  Customarily  seven
sacraments are listed, although there is no final word on the
number. They aren’t all equal in importance; some are more
significant than others, Baptism and the Eucharist being the
most important. But all serve to convey the grace of Christ to
His Church.

The Orthodox concept of the Church is extremely rich. There
are aspects of their worship that many Evangelicals would find
odd or uncomfortable (such as standing throughout the service)
or even objectionable. But the attempt to bring the fullness
of the kingdom into the worship service creates a rich and
meaningful  experience  for  the  participants.  Orthodoxy  is



unabashedly  mystical.  The  worship  service  works  to  bring
believers closer to a kind of mystical union with God. Here,
the believer is to experience the presence of God and through
it to eventually partake of the nature of God.

Icons and Deification
Let’s look at two beliefs of the Orthodox Church that are
quite unusual to evangelicals.

I’ve already noted the importance of the Incarnation for the
sacramental view of Christianity and of the world. It is also
important for understanding the Orthodox use of icons. An
icon,  Timothy  Ware  tells  us,  “is  not  simply  a  religious
picture  designed  to  arouse  appropriate  emotions  in  the
beholder; it is one of the ways whereby God is revealed to us.
Through icons the Orthodox Christian receives a vision of the
spiritual world.”{24} The use of icons reveals their view of
matter, the created order. “God took a material body,” says
Ware, “thereby proving that matter can be redeemed. . . . God
has ‘deified’ matter, making it ‘spirit- bearing’; and if
flesh has become a vehicle of the Spirit, then– though in a
different way–can wood and paint. The Orthodox doctrine of
icons is bound up with the Orthodox belief that the whole of
God’s  creation,  material  as  well  as  spiritual,  is  to  be
redeemed and glorified.”{25} Ware says that Nicolas Zernov’s
comments about the Russian Orthodox view of icons is true for
Orthodoxy in general:

They were dynamic manifestations of man’s spiritual power to
redeem creation through beauty and art. The colours and lines
of the [icons] were not meant to imitate nature; the artists
aimed at demonstrating that men, animals, and plants, and the
whole cosmos, could be rescued from their present state of
degradation and restored to their proper ‘Image.’ The [icons]
were pledges of the coming victory of a redeemed creation
over the fallen one. . . . The artistic perfection of an icon
was not only a reflection of the celestial glory–it was a



concrete example of matter restored to its original harmony
and beauty, and serving as a vehicle of the Spirit. The icons
were part of the transfigured world.{26}

Orthodox don’t worship icons, but rather venerate or reverence
them. They are intended to remind the believer of God. Even
those without theological training can learn from icons. But
icons are more than a convenient teaching tool for Orthodox;
they are thought to “safeguard a full and proper doctrine of
the Incarnation.” The Iconoclasts, it is thought (those who in
the Orthodox Church fought against the use of icons), fell
into  a  kind  of  dualism  between  defiled  matter  and  the
spiritual  realm.  “Regarding  matter  as  a  defilement,  they
wanted  a  religion  freed  from  all  contact  with  what  is
material; for they thought that what is spiritual must be non-
material. But this is to betray the Incarnation, by allowing
no place to Christ’s humanity, to His body; it is to forget
that  our  body  as  well  as  our  soul  must  by  saved  and
transfigured.”{27}

Deification

One of the oddest teachings of Orthodoxy to evangelicals is
that of the deification of man or theosis. The central message
of  Christianity  is  the  message  of  redemption  in  Christ.
Orthodox take quite literally the apostle Paul’s teachings on
sharing  in  the  message  of  redemption.  “Christ  shared  our
poverty that we might share the riches of His divinity; ‘Our
Lord Jesus Christ, though He was rich, yet for your sake
became poor, that you through His poverty might become rich,
(2 Corinthians viii, 9). . . . The Greek Fathers took these
and similar texts in their literal sense, and dared to speak
of  humanity’s  ‘deification’  (in  Greek,  theosis).”  We  are
“called to become by grace what God is by nature.” For this to
happen, of course, Christ had to be fully man as well as fully



God. “A bridge is formed between God and humanity by the
Incarnate Christ who is divine and human at once.”{28} Thus,
“For  Orthodoxy,  our  salvation  and  redemption  mean  our
deification.”{29}

Underlying the idea of deification or divinization is the fact
of our being made in “the image and likeness of God the Holy
Trinity. . . . Just as the three persons of the Trinity
‘dwell’ in one another in an unceasing movement of love, so we
humans,  made  in  the  image  of  the  Trinity,  are  called  to
‘dwell’ in the Trinitarian God. Christ prays that we may share
in the life of the Trinity, in the movement of love which
passes between the divine persons; He prays that we may be
taken up into the Godhead.”{30} Jesus prayed “that all of them
may be one, Father, just as you are in me and I am in you.”
(Jn. 17:21) As Peter wrote: “Through these he has given us his
very great and precious promises, so that through them you may
participate in the divine nature and escape the corruption in
the world caused by evil desires.” (2 Pet 1:4)

As  the  image  of  God,  we  are  icons  of  God.  There  is  a
reflection of God in us by nature. However, we grow in the
likeness of God, or “the assimilation to God through virtue.”
If we make proper use of our ability to have communion with
God, “then we will become ‘like’ God, we will acquire the
divine likeness. . . . To acquire the likeness is to be
deified, it is to become a ‘second god’, a ‘god by grace’.”
This is a goal we only acquire by degrees. “However sinful we
may be, we never lose the image; but the likeness depends upon
our moral choice, upon our ‘virtue’, and so it is destroyed by
sin.”{31}

But will we be fully like God ourselves? To understand this
doctrine,  we  must  understand  the  difference  between  God’s
essence and His energies. God’s essence is the core of His
being. His energies are those characteristics by which we
experience  Him.  “They  are  God  Himself  in  His  action  and
revelation to the world.” Through these “God enters into a



direct and immediate relationship with humankind.” We cannot
know  His  essence,  but  we  can  know  His  energies.  Our
deification consists in our “union with the divine energies,
not the divine essence: the Orthodox Church, while speaking of
deification and union, rejects all forms of pantheism.” We do
not become one being with God. Nor do we become separate gods
in our very essence. “We remain creatures while becoming god
by grace, as Christ remained God when becoming man by the
Incarnation.” We are thus created gods.{32}

This  deification  involves  the  body,  too.  We  will  be
transformed as Christ was in the Transfiguration, but the full
transformation of our bodies will not come until the Last Day.

Several  points  can  be  made  about  the  significance  of
deification. First, it is meant for all believers, not just a
few. Second, the process doesn’t mean we won’t be conscious of
sin in our lives. There is a continual repentance in the
Christian  life.  Third,  the  means  of  attaining  deification
aren’t extraordinary. They are simple: “go to church, receive
the  sacraments  regularly,  pray  to  God  ‘in  spirit  and  in
truth’,  read  the  Gospels,  follow  the  commandments.”{33}
Fourth, it is a social process. The second most important
commandment is to love our neighbors as ourselves. We don’t
become divinized by ourselves. We realize the divine likeness
as we live a common life with other believers such as that of
the Trinity. “As the three persons of the Godhead ‘dwell’ in
one another, so we must ‘dwell’ in our fellow humans.”{34}
Fifth, deification is very practical. It involves the hands on
application of Christian love, such as feeding the hungry,
caring for the sick, etc. Sixth, it “presupposes life in the
Church,  life  in  the  sacraments,”  for  it  is  here  that  we
commune  with  God.  “Church  and  sacraments  are  the  means
appointed by God whereby we may acquire the sanctifying Spirit
and be transformed into the divine likeness.”{35}

Evangelicals  who  are  used  to  emphasizing  a  rational
understanding of doctrine grounded in Scripture might find all



this too vague. How can we hold to a doctrine of deification
without falling into polytheism or pantheism? Once again we
must  take  note  of  Orthodox  mystical  theology.  Significant
doctrines  aren’t  always  clearly  parsed  and  laid  out  for
understanding.  Orthodox  have  a  very  “face  value”  kind  of
theology: if Scripture says we are gods, then we are gods.

Concluding Remarks

This look at the Eastern Orthodox Church has been necessarily
brief and rather surface. I have attempted to provide a simple
introduction without adding an Evangelical critique. It is my
hope that listeners will seek to learn more about Orthodoxy,
both  for  a  better  understanding  of  the  history  of  the
Christian church, and to prompt reflection on a different way
of  thinking  about  our  faith.  While  we  might  have  serious
questions about certain doctrines and practices of Orthodoxy,
we can’t help but be enriched by others. The centrality of
corporate worship as contrasted with our primary focus on the
individual; the importance of beauty grounded in Christian
beliefs contrasted with either the austerity of Protestant
worship in the past or our present focus on personal tastes in
aesthetics; the way fundamental doctrines such as that of the
Trinity  and  the  Incarnation  weave  their  way  throughout
Christian belief and life in contrast to our more pragmatic
way of thinking and living; these things and more make a study
of the Orthodox Church an enriching experience. Even if one is
simply challenged to rethink one’s own beliefs, the effort is
worthwhile. Furthermore, in the context of the current culture
wars it can only help to get to know others in our society who
claim Jesus as Lord and seek to live according to the will of
the one true God.
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That  They  May  Be  One:
Evangelicals and Catholics in
Dialogue
What began as a coming together to fight abortion has become a
serious dialogue between evangelicals and Catholics. Rick Wade
introduces the conversation.

 This article is also available in Spanish.

The Cultural Crisis and the Plea of Jesus
Sometime in 1983 I began working with the Crisis Pregnancy
Center in Chicago. A few times I participated in sidewalk
protests in front of abortion clinics. I son realized that
many  of  those  I  stood  with  on  the  sidewalks  were  Roman
Catholics! I even had the opportunity to speak before a group
of  Catholics  once.  As  I  soon  learned,  Catholics  had  been
fighting abortion for some time before such people as Francis
Schaeffer made evangelical Protestants aware of the situation.

Roman Catholicism was a bit of a mystery to me then. There
weren’t many Catholics in southeast Virginia where I grew up.
All I knew was that they had a Pope and they prayed to Mary
and they sometimes had little statues in their front yards.
The lines were pretty clearly drawn between them and us. Now I
was  being  forced  to  think  about  these  people  and  their
beliefs, for here we were standing side by side ministering
together in the name of Jesus.

Cultural/Moral Decline

At the grassroots level, Christians of varying stripes have
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found  themselves  working  to  stem  the  tide  of  immorality
together with those they never thought they’d be working with.
In the 1980s, abortion was perhaps the most visible example of
a gulf that was widening in America. Not only abortion, but
illegitimacy,  sexual  license  in  its  various  forms,  a
skyrocketing divorce rate and other social ills divided those
who accepted traditional, Judeo-Christian morality from those
who didn’t. People began talking about the “culture war.”
Because our influence has waned, we have found that we no
longer have the luxury of casting stones at “those Catholics
over  there,”  for  we  are  being  forced  by  our  cultural
circumstances to work at protecting a mutually held set of
values.

In  the  book  Evangelicals  and  Catholics:  Toward  a  Common
Mission,  Chuck  Colson  reviews  the  social/ethical  shift  in
America.{2} With the loss of confidence in our ability to know
universal, objective truth, we have turned to the subjective
and practical. Getting things done is what counts. Power has
replaced  reason  as  the  primary  tool  for  change.  Liberal
politics determines the readings offered in literature courses
in  colleges.  Radical  multiculturalism  has  skewed
representations  of  the  West  to  make  us  the  source  of
oppression for the rest of the world. “Just as the loss of
truth leads to the loss of cultural integrity,” says Colson,
“so  the  loss  of  cultural  integrity  results  in  the
disintegration of common moral order and its expression in
political consensus.”{3} Individual choice trumps the common
good; each has his or her own rules. Abortion is a choice. The
practice of homosexuality is a choice. Self-expression is the
essence of freedom, regardless of how it affects others. And
on it goes.

One of the ironic consequences of this potentially is the loss
of the freedom we so desperately seek. This is because there
must be some order in society. If everyone goes in different
directions, the government will have to step in to establish



order. What are Christians to do? Evangelicals are strong in
the area of evangelism. Is there more that can be done on the
cultural level?

The Grassroots Response

Back  to  the  sidewalks  of  Chicago.  “In  front  of  abortion
clinics,” says Colson, “Catholics join hands with Baptists,
Methodists, and Episcopalians to pray and sing hymns. Side by
side they pass out pamphlets and urge incoming women to spare
their babies.” This new coming together extends to other areas
as well. Colson continues:

Both  evangelicals  and  Catholics  are  offended  by  the
blasphemy, violence, and sexual promiscuity endorsed by both
the artistic elite and the popular culture in America today.
On university campuses, evangelical students whose Christian
faith  comes  under  frequent  assault  often  find  Catholic
professors to be their only allies. Evangelicals cheer as a
Catholic nun, having devoted her life to serving the poor in
the name of Christ, boldly confronts the president of the
United States over his pro-abortion policies. Thousands of
Catholic young people join the True Love Waits movement, in
which teenagers pledge to save sex for marriage, a program
that originated with Baptists.{4}

This has provided the groundwork for what is being called the
“new  ecumenism,”  a  recent  upsurge  in  interest  in  finding
common cause with others who believe in Jesus Christ as the
divine Son of God. Having seen this new grassroots unity in
the cause of Christian morality, scholars and pastors are
meeting together to see where the different traditions of
Christians agree and disagree with each other, with a view to
presenting a united front in the culture war.

Jesus’ Prayer

Speaking of His church, Jesus asked the Father, “that they may
all be one, just as you, Father, are in me, and I in you, that



they also may be in us, so that the world may believe that you
have sent me. . . . I in them and you in me, that they may
become perfectly one, so that the world may know that you sent
me and loved them even as you loved me.” (John 17:21-23 ESV)
In addition to the culture war, Christians have as a motive
for unity the prayer of Jesus. Division in the Church is like
a body divided: how will it work as a unit to accomplish its
tasks? Jesus was not talking about unity at any price, but we
can’t let that idea prevent us from seeking it where it is
legitimate in God’s eyes.

The New Ecumenism
The cultural shift and the prayer of Jesus have led thinkers
in the different Christian traditions to come together to see
what can be done to promote the cause of unity. A conversation
which began in earnest with the participants of Evangelicals
and  Catholics  Together  in  the  mid-’90s  has  branched  out
resulting in magazines, books and conferences devoted to this
issue. In fact, in November 2001, I attended a conference
called “Christian Unity and the Divisions We Must Sustain,”
which included Evangelicals, Catholics and Eastern Orthodox
believers.{5}

Participants  in  these  discussions  refer  to  themselves  as
“traditional” Christians. By “traditional” they mean those who
“are freely bound by a normative tradition that is the bearer
of  truth,”  in  the  words  of  Richard  John  Neuhaus.{6}
Traditional  Christians  trace  their  heritage  back  to  the
apostles, rather than adopting as ultimately authoritative the
ideas of modern scholarship. They accept the Bible as the
authoritative Word of God and the great creeds of the early
centuries as summaries of authentic apostolic teaching. They
agree on such things as the Trinity, the Virgin Birth, and
salvation through Jesus Christ the divine Son of God. Because
of their acceptance of such fundamental truths, it is often
noted that a traditional Evangelical has more in common with a



traditional Catholic than with a liberal Protestant who denies
the deity of Christ and other fundamental Christian truths.

20th Century Ecumenical Movement

For some of our older readers the word ecumenical probably
brings to mind the movement of the 20th century spearheaded by
the World Council of Churches and the National Council of
Churches, which took a decidedly unbiblical turn in the mid
1960s. I can remember hearing people in my church speak of it
is very disparaging tones. Is this new ecumenism like the old
one?

Participants take great pains to distinguish the new ecumenism
from the old one. The latter began in 1910 in Edinburgh for
the purpose of bringing Protestants together, primarily for
missions.{7} At first its aims were admirable. After World War
II, however, the focus shifted to the social and political. In
1966 at theWorld Conference on Church and Society the shift
became  public.  “Thereafter  the  ideological  radicals
increased,” says theologian Tom Oden. The movement took a turn
“toward  revolutionary  rhetoric,  social  engineering,  and
regulatory politics.”{8} It tried to form alliances around the
“edges” of Christian life and belief, so to speak. In other
words, it was interested in what the Church’s role was in the
world on the social and political level. Orthodox doctrine
became expendable when inconvenient. Today that movement is
floundering, and some predict it won’t last much longer.

The New/Old Ecumenism

The new ecumenism, on the other hand, rejects the demands of
modernity, which seeks to supplant ancient apostolic truth
with its own wisdom, and instead allows apostolic truth to
become modernity’s critic. Oden says that, “We cannot rightly
confess the unity of the church without re-grounding that
unity in the apostolic teaching that was hammered out on the
anvil of martyrdom and defined by the early conciliar process,



when heresies were rejected and the ancient orthodox consensus
defined.”{9}

The  new  ecumenists  look  to  Scripture  and  to  the  early
ecumenical creeds like the Apostles Creed as definitive of
Christian doctrine. With all their differences they look to a
core of beliefs held historically upon which they all agree.
From  this  basis  they  then  discuss  their  differences  and
consider  what  they  together  might  do  to  influence  their
society with the Christian worldview.

In this day of postmodern relativism and constructivism, it
would be easy to see this discussion as another example of
picking and choosing one’s truths; or putting together beliefs
we  find  suited  to  our  tastes  with  no  regard  for  whether
they’re really true. This isn’t the attitude being brought to
this subject; the new ecumenism insists on the primacy of
truth. This means that discussions can be rather intense, for
the participants don’t feel the freedom to manipulate doctrine
in  order  to  reach  consensus.  At  the  “Christian  Unity”
conference speakers stated boldly where they believed their
tradition was correct and others incorrect, and they expected
the  same  boldness  from  others.  There  was  no  rancor,  but
neither  was  there  any  waffling.  I  overheard  one  Catholic
congratulate Al Mohler, a Baptist, on his talk in which Mohler
made it clear that, according to evangelical theology, Rome
was simply wrong. “May your tribe increase!” the Catholic
priest  said.  Not  because  he  himself  didn’t  care  about
theological distinctions or was trying to work out some kind
of  postmodern  mixing  and  matching  of  beliefs.  No,  it  was
because he appreciated the fact that Mohler was willing to
stand firm on what he believes to be true. This attitude is
necessary not only to maintain theological integrity within
the Church but is essential if we wish to give our culture
something it doesn’t already have.

This is the spirit, says Tom Oden, a Methodist theologian, of
the earliest ecumenism–that of the early Church–which produced



the great creeds of the faith. Oden provides a nice summary of
the differences between the two ecumenisms. Whereas the old
ecumenism of the 20th C. distrusted the ancient ecumenism, the
new  one  embraces  it.  The  old  one  accommodated  modernism
uncritically, whereas the new is critical of the failed ideas
of modernism. The former was utopian, the latter realistic.
The former sought negotiated unity, whereas the latter is
based on truth. The former was politics-driven the latter is
Spirit-led.{10}

Meetings and Documents

How did this movement shift from abortion mill sidewalks to
the conference rooms of Christian scholars? In the early ’90s,
Charles Colson and Richard John Neuhaus began leading a series
of discussions between Evangelical and Catholic scholars which
produced in 1994 a document titled “Evangelicals and Catholics
Together: The Christian Mission in the Third Millennium.”{11}
In  the  introductory  section  one  finds  this  statement
summarizing  their  fundamental  conviction:

As Christ is one, so the Christian mission is one. That one
mission can be and should be advanced in diverse ways.
Legitimate diversity, however, should not be confused with
existing divisions between Christians that obscure the one
Christ and hinder the one mission. There is a necessary
connection between the visible unity of Christians and the
mission  of  the  one  Christ.  We  together  pray  for  the
fulfillment of the prayer of Our lord: “May they all be one;
as you, Father, are in me, and I in you, so also may they be
in us, that the world may believe that you sent me.” (John
17)

Based upon this conviction they go on to discuss agreements,
disagreements, and hopes for the future. Participants in the
discussion included such Evangelicals as Kent Hill, Richard
Land, and John White. Such notables as J.I. Packer,{12} Nathan
Hatch,  Thomas  Oden,  Pat  Robertson,  Richard  Mouw,  and  Os



Guinness endorsed the document.

This document was followed in 1998 by one titled “The Gift of
Salvation,” which discusses the issues of justification and
baptism  and  others  related  to  salvation.  The  level  of
agreement  indicated  drew  some  strong  criticisms  from  some
Evangelical scholars,{13} the main source of contention being
the  doctrine  of  justification,  a  central  issue  in  the
Reformation. Critics didn’t find the line as clearly drawn as
they would like. Is justification purely forensic? In other
words, is it simply a matter of God declaring us righteous
apart from anything whatsoever we do (the Protestant view)? Or
is it intrinsic, in other words, a matter of God working
something in us which becomes part of our justification(the
Catholic view)? To put it another way, is it purely external
or internal? Or is it both?{14}

In  May,  1995,  the  Fellowship  of  St.  James  and  Rose  Hill
College  sponsored  a  series  of  talks  between  evangelical
Protestants, Eastern Orthodox and Roman Catholics with a view
to doing much the same as Evangelicals and Catholics Together
except  that  Orthodox  Christians  were  involved.{15}
Participants included Richard John Neuhaus, Harold O.J. Brown,
Patrick  Henry  Reardon,  Peter  Kreeft,  J.I.  Packer,  and
Kallistos Ware. As James Cutsinger writes, the purpose was “to
test whether an ecumenical orthodoxy, solidly based on the
classic Christian faith as expressed in the Scripture and
ecumenical councils, could become the foundation for a unified
and  transformative  witness  to  the  present  age.”{16}  An
important theme of this conference, as with ECT, was truth.
Says Neuhaus: “The new ecumenism, as reflected also in ECT, is
adamant that truth and unity must not be pitted against one
another, that the only unity we seek is unity in the truth,
and the only truth we acknowledge is the truth by which we are
united.”{17}

Two Projects



There are two projects guiding this discussion which sometimes
overlap but often don’t. The first is the culture war. Some
are convinced that there cannot be full communion between the
traditions  because  our  doctrinal  differences  are  too
significant,  so  we  should  stick  to  doing  battle  with  our
culture over the moral issues of the day. After all, this is
where  the  conversation  began.  Here,  it  is  the  broader
Christian worldview which is important, not so much detailed
questions about justification and baptism and so on. What
these  scholars  hope  to  do  is  make  us  aware  of  our
commonalities so we feel free to minister together in certain
arenas,  and  then  to  rally  each  other  to  the  cause  of
presenting a Christian view in matters of social and cultural
importance today

The second project is shaped by Jesus’ prayer that we be
united. Having seen that we do believe some things in common,
as evidenced by the fight against abortion, the next step is
to dig more deeply and see if we can find a more fundamental
unity.  The  focus  here  is  on  theological  agreements  and
disagreements.  The  beliefs  of  all  involved  come  under
scrutiny. Some scholars will be satisfied with discovering and
clarifying beliefs held in common. Others state boldly that
the  goal  can  be  none  other  than  full  communion  between
traditions if not the joining of all into one.

Impulse of the Holy Spirit

Participants are convinced that this is a move of the Holy
Spirit. How else could those who have battled for so long and
who are so convinced of the truth of their own tradition be
willing to discuss these matters with the real hope of being
drawn closer together? Theologian Tom Oden says this: “What is
happening? God is awakening in grass roots Christianity a
ground swell of longing for classic ecumenical teaching in all
communions.  There  are  innumerable  lay  embodiments  of  this
unity.”{18} There is a new longing to go back to our roots to
rediscover our historical identity in the face of a world that



leaves identity up for grabs. Could it be that the Spirit is
indeed working to bring the church closer together in our day?

Theological Agreements and Disagreements
As  noted  previously,  those  who  participate  in  the  new
ecumenism  refer  to  themselves  as  “traditional  Christians.”
They look to the early church to rediscover their roots. They
hold to the Apostles and Nicene Creeds and others of the early
ecumenical creeds.

J.I.  Packer  provides  a  helpful  summary  of  the  doctrines
traditional Christians hold. They are:

The canonical Scriptures as the repository and channel
of Christ-centered divine revelation.
The triune God as sovereign in creation , providence and
grace.
Faith in Jesus Christ as God incarnate, the one mediator
between God and man.
Seeing Christians as a family of forgiven sinners . . .
empowered for godliness by the Holy Spirit.
Seeing the church as a single supernatural society.
The  sacraments  of  baptism  and  Holy  Communion  “as
necessities of obedience, gestures of worship and means
of communion with God in Christ.”
The practice of prayer, obedience, love and service.
Dealing appropriately with the personal reality of evil.
Expecting death and final judgment to lead into the
endless joy of heaven.”{19}

Because  Roman  Catholicism  is  such  an  unknown  to  many
evangelicals, it is just assumed by many that its teachings
are  all  radically  different  from  our  own.  The  list  of
doctrines just given, however, proves how close we are on
central  issues.  In  fact,  the  well-respected  Presbyterian
theologian J. Gresham Machen said this in the context of his
battles with liberalism:



How great is the common heritage that unites the Roman
Catholic Church, with it maintenance of the authority of
Scripture and with it acceptance of the great early creeds,
to devout Protestants today! We would not indeed obscure the
difference which divides us from Rome. The gulf is indeed
profound. But profound as it is, it seems almost trifling
compared to the abyss which stands between us and many
ministers of our own church.{20}

With  all  this  in  common,  however,  we  must  recognize  our
differences  as  well  since  they  are  significant.  Roman
Catholics believe the church magisterium is the ultimately
authoritative voice for the church since it is the church that
has been made the pillar and ground of the truth. At the very
head,  of  course,  is  the  Pope  who  is  believed  to  be  the
successor of Peter. Protestants emphasize the priesthood of
the  believer  for  whom  Scripture  is  the  final  authority.
Catholics believe the grace of God unto salvation is mediated
through baptism while Protestants see baptism more as symbolic
than as efficacious. Catholics revere Mary and pray to her and
the saints. Evangelicals see Mary as a woman born in sin who
committed  sin  herself,  but  who  was  specially  blessed  by
God.{21}

Probably the most important difference between Catholics and
Protestants is over the matter of how a person is accepted
before God. What does it mean to be justified? How is one
justified? This was the whole issue of the Reformation for
Martin  Luther,  according  to  Michael  Horton.{22}  If  one’s
answer to the question, “What must I do to be saved?” is
deficient, does it matter what else one believes? The answer
to this will be determined by what one’s goals are in seeking
unity. Are we working on the project of ecclesial unity? Or
are  we  concerned  mostly  with  the  culture  war?  Our
disagreements are more significant for the former than for the
latter.

What is the significance of our differences? The significance



will relate to our goals for coming together. The big question
in the new ecumenism is in what areas can we come together? In
theology and then in cultural involvement? Or just in cultural
involvement? Some are working hard to see where we agree and
disagree theologically, even to the point of examining their
own tradition to be certain they have it correct (at least, as
they  see  it).  Others  believe  that  while  we  share  many
fundamental doctrinal beliefs, the divisions can’t be overcome
without  actually  becoming  one  visible  church.  Cultural
involvement–cultural cobelligerency it has been called–becomes
the focus of our unity.

Some readers might have a question nagging at them about now.
That is this: If Catholics have a deficient understanding of
the process of salvation, as we think they do, can they even
be Christians? Shouldn’t we be evangelizing them rather than
working with them?

Surely there are individuals in the Catholic Church who have
no  reason  to  hope  for  heaven.  But  the  same  is  true  in
Evangelical churches. Although of course we want to understand
correctly and teach accurately the truth about justification,
we must remember that we come to Christ through faith in Him,
not on the basis of the correctness of our detailed doctrine
of  justification.  How  many  new  (genuine)  converts  in  any
tradition  can  explain  justification?  J.I.  Packer  chastises
those who believe the mercy of God “rests on persons who are
notionally correct.”{23} Having read some Catholic expositions
of  Scripture  and  devotional  writing–even  by  the  Pope
himself–it is hard to believe I’m reading the words of the
anti-Christ (something Protestants have been known to call the
Pope) or that these writers aren’t Christians at all. Again,
this  isn’t  to  diminish  the  rightful  significance  of  the
doctrine of justification, but to seek a proper understanding
of  the  importance  of  one’s  understanding  of  the  doctrine
before one can be saved.

There is no doubt that there are Christians in the Roman



Catholic Church as assuredly as there are non-Christians in
Evangelical  churches.  We  should  be  about  the  task  of
evangelism everywhere. As with everyone our testimony should
be clear to Catholics around us. If they indicate that they
don’t know Christ then we tell them how they can know him.
What we dare not do is have the attitude, “Well, he’s Catholic
so he can’t be saved.”

Options for Unity
I see three possible frameworks for unity. One is unity on the
social/cultural/political level. In these areas we can bring
conservative religious thinking to bear on the issues of the
day. I think this is what Peter Kreeft is calling for in an
article titled “Ecumenical Jihad,” in which he broadens the
circle enough to include Jews and Muslims.{24}

The second option is full, ecclesial unity. The focus here is
on Jesus’ prayer for unity. As Christ is one, we are to be
one. This goes beyond cooperation in the public square; this
is a call for one Church–one visible institution. Neuhaus says
we are one church, we just aren’t acting like it. One writer
points  out  that  this  kind  of  unity  “is  a  ‘costly  act’
involving  the  death  and  rebirth  of  existing  confessional
churches.”{25} Catholic theologian Avery Dulles believes that
such full unity might be legitimate between groups that have a
common heritage, such as Catholics and Eastern Orthodox. “But
that goal is neither realistic nor desirable for communities
as widely separated as evangelicals and Catholics. For the
present and the foreseeable future the two will continue to
constitute distinct religious families.”{26} The stresses such
a union would create would be too much.

A third possibility is a middle way between the first two. It
involves  the  recognition  of  a  mutually  held  Christian
worldview  with  an  acknowledgement  and  acceptance  of  our
differences, and with a view to peace between traditions and
teamwork in the culture war. Here, theology is important;



evangelicals share something with Catholics that they don’t
with, say, Muslims who are morally conservative. These could
stand with Abraham Kuyper, the Prime Minister of Holland in
the late 19th century who said,

Now, in this conflict [against liberalism] Rome is not an
antagonist,  but  stands  on  our  side,  inasmuch  as  she
recognizes and maintains the Trinity, the Deity of Christ,
the Cross as an atoning sacrifice, the scriptures as the
Word of God, and the Ten Commandments. Therefore, let me ask
if Romish theologians take up the sword to do valiant and
skillful battle against the same tendency that we ourselves
mean to fight to death, is it not the part of wisdom to
accept the valuable help of their elucidation?{27}

Kuyper  here  was  dealing  with  liberal  theology.  But  the
principle holds for the present context. If Kuyper could look
to the Catholic Church for support in theological matters to
some extent against liberal Protestants, surely we can join
with them in speaking to and standing against a culture of
practical atheism.

Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger has proposed a two-prong strategy
for  achieving  church  unity.  The  first  task  is  complete,
visible unity as called for in the “Decree on Ecumenism.” Full
unity, however, can only come about by a special work of the
Holy Spirit. “The second task . . . is to pursue intermediate
goals.” He says:

It should be clear that we do not create unity, no more than
we bring about righteousness by means of our works, but that
on the other hand we should not sit around twiddling our
thumbs. Here it would therefore be a question of continually
learning afresh from the other as other while respecting his
or her otherness.{28}
Avery  Dulles  says  that  the  heterogeneous  community  of
Catholics and evangelicals still has much to do together.
“They can join in their fundamental witness to Christ and



the gospel. They can affirm together their acceptance of the
apostolic faith enshrined in the creeds and dogmas of the
early Church. . . . They can jointly protest against the
false and debilitating creeds of militant secularism. In all
these ways they can savor and deepen the unity that is
already theirs in Christ.”{29}

Dulles  offers  some  advice  on  what  to  do  in  this  interim
period.{30} I’ll let them stand without comment:

Seek  to  correct  misunderstandings  about  the  other
tradition.
Be surprised at the graciousness of God, who continues
to bestow his favors even upon those whose faith comes
to expression in ways that we may consider faulty.
Respect each other’s freedom and integrity.
Instead  of  following  the  path  of  reduction  to  some
common  denominator,  the  parties  should  pursue  an
ecumenism of mutual enrichment, asking how much they can
give to, and receive from, one another.
Rejoice  at  the  very  significant  bonds  of  faith  and
practice  that  already  unite  us,  notwithstanding  our
differences.  (Reading  the  same  Scriptures,  confessing
the same Triune God and Jesus as true God and true man,
etc.)
We can engage in joint witness in our social action.
Pray for the work of the Spirit in restoring unity, and
rest in knowing it has to be His work and not ours.

Protesting Voices

Not all Evangelical scholars and church leaders are in favor
of the Roman Catholic/Evangelical dialogue, at least with the
document  “Evangelicals  and  Catholics  Together.”  Such  well-
known representatives as R.C. Sproul, John MacArthur, Michael
Horton, and D. James Kennedy have taken issue with important
parts of this document.



The  basis  of  the  ECT  dialogue  was  the  conviction  that
“Evangelicals  and  Catholics  are  brothers  and  sisters  in
Christ.”{31} It was upon this foundation that the two groups
came together to consider a Christian response to current
social  issues.  But  some  question  whether  such  a  sweeping
statement is correct. Are we really “brothers and sisters in
Christ”?

MacArthur presents the central concerns in an article in the
journal of The Master’s Seminary, of which he is president. He
believes  “Evangelicals  and  Catholics  Together”  was  so
concerned  about  social  issues  that  it  downplayed  and
compromised  key  doctrines.

The fundamental issue is the matter of justification. Are we
saved by faith plus works, or by faith alone? Is justification
imputed or infused (Are we declared righteous or are we made
righteous?)?  The  Council  of  Trent,  convened  by  the  Roman
Church  in  the  late  16th  century,  anathematized  those  who
believe “that faith alone in the divine promises is sufficient
for the obtaining of grace” (Trent, sess. 7, canon 8).”{32}
Trent also made plain that justification is obtained through
the  sacrament  of  baptism  (Trent,  sess.  6,  chap.  7).{33}
Furthermore, the Roman Church holds that justification is an
ongoing  process  by  which  we  are  made  righteous,  not  a
declaration that we are righteous. MacArthur contends that
this constitutes a different gospel.

R.C. Sproul says this: “The question in the sixteenth century
remains  in  dispute.  Is  justification  by  faith  alone  a
necessary and essential element of the gospel? Must a church
confess sola fide in order to be a true church? Or can a
church reject or condemn justification by faith alone and
still be a true church? The Reformers certainly did not think
so.  Apparently  the  framers  and  signers  of  ECT  think
otherwise.”{34}

MacArthur insists that, even though we might all be able to



recite the Apostles’ Creed together, if we differ on the core
matter of the Gospel we’re talking about different religions
altogether.  If  Evangelicalism  and  Roman  Catholicism  are
different religions, how can we claim to be “brothers and
sisters in Christ”?{35}

Thus,  there  are  some  who  believe  the  dialogue  between
Evangelicals and Roman Catholics to be a misbegotten venture.
However, even among those who take a strong position on the
Reformation view of justification, there are some who still
see  some  value  in  finding  common  cause  with  Catholics  on
social  matters.  For  example,  a  statement  signed  by  John
Armstrong, the late James Montgomery Boice, Michael Horton,
and R.C. Sproul among others–who also signed “An Appeal to
Fellow Evangelicals,” a strong statement against the Roman
view of justification–says this: “The extent of the creedal
consensus that binds orthodox Evangelicals and Roman Catholics
together warrants the making of common cause on moral and
cultural issues in society. Roman Catholics and Evangelicals
have  every  reason  to  join  minds,  hearts,  and  hands  when
Christian values and behavioral patterns are at stake.” This
doesn’t preclude, however, the priority of the fulfillment of
the Great Commission.{36}

The Importance of the Issue
There  are  several  reasons  why  the  current  conversations
between Evangelicals and Catholics (and Eastern Orthodox as
well) are important. First is simply the reaffirmation of what
we believe. In this day of skepticism about the possibility of
knowing what is true at all, and the practice of many of
picking  and  choosing  beliefs  according  to  their  practical
functionality, it is good to think carefully through what we
believe and why. A woman I know told me she doesn’t concern
herself with all those denominational differences. “I just
love Jesus,” she said. “Just give me Jesus.” One gets the
sense from all that is taught us in Scripture that Jesus wants



us to have more, meaning a more fleshed-out understanding of
God and His ways. As we review our likenesses and differences
with  Roman  Catholics  we’re  forced  to  come  to  a  deeper
understanding  of  our  own  beliefs.

We also have Jesus’ high priestly prayer in which he prays
fervently for unity in his body. Was he serious? Is it good
enough to simply say “Well, the Roman Church differs in its
doctrine of justification so they can’t be Christians,” and
turn away from them? Or to keep a distance from them because
they believe differently on some things? While not giving up
our own convictions, isn’t it worthwhile taking the time to be
sure about our own beliefs and those of others before saying
Jesus’ prayer doesn’t apply?

J.I. Packer says this: “However much historic splits may have
been justified as the only way to preserve faith, wisdom and
spiritual life intact at a particular time, continuing them in
complacency and without unease is unwarrantable.”{37} A simple
recognition of the common ground upon which we stand would be
a step forward in answering Jesus’ prayer. The debates which
will follow as our differences are once again made clear can
further us in our theological understanding and our kingdom
connectedness.

Of course, the culture war which brought about this discussion
in the first place is another good reason for coming together.
Discovering our similarities in moral understanding will open
doors of cooperative ministry and witness in society. Chuck
Colson believes that the only solution to the current cultural
crisis “is a recultivation of conscience.”{38} How can the
conscience be recultivated? “At root, every issue that divides
the  American  people,”  Colson  says,  “is  religious  in
essence.”{39} It will take a recultivation of the knowledge of
God to bring about change. Sharing the same basic worldview,
we can speak together in the public square on the issues of
the day.



Finally,  consider  what  we  can  learn  from  one  another.
Evangelicals  can  profit  from  the  deep  theological  and
philosophical study of Catholic scholars, while Catholics can
learn  from  Evangelicals  about  in-depth  Bible  study.
Evangelicals can learn from Catholics what it is to be a
community of believers since, for them, the Church has the
emphasis over the individual. Catholics, on the other hand,
can learn from Evangelicals what it means to have a personal
walk with Christ.

In sum, there are important, legitimate discussions or debates
which must be held in the Church over theological issues. But
such discussions can only be held if we are talking to each
other. We are obligated to our Lord to seek the unity for
which He prayed. This isn’t a unity of convenience, but a
unity based upon truth. If one studies the issues closely and
determines that our differences are too great to permit any
coming together on the ecclesial level, at least one should
see the value of joining together on the cultural level–of
speaking the truth about the one true God who sent his only
Son to redeem mankind, and who has revealed his moral standard
in nature and Scripture, a standard which will be ignored to
our destruction.
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The Crusades
The Crusades were more complex than the simple and unfair
invasion of Muslim lands by Christians often portrayed in
history books. There is cruelty and conquering on both sides.

 This article is also available in Spanish.

At the Council of Clermont in 1095 Pope Urban II called upon
Christians in Europe to respond to an urgent plea for help
from  Byzantine  Christians  in  the  East.  Muslims  were
threatening to conquer this remnant of the Roman Empire for
Allah. The threat was real; most of the Middle East, including
the  Holy  Land  where  Christ  had  walked,  had  already  been
vanquished. Thus began the era of the Crusades, taken from the
Latin word crux or cross. Committed to saving Christianity,
the Crusaders left family and jobs to take up the cause.
Depending on how one counts (either by the number of actual
crusading armies or by the duration of the conflict), there
were six Crusades between 1095 and 1270. But the crusading
spirit would continue on for centuries, until Islam was no
longer a menace to Europe.

There is a genuine difficulty for us to view the Crusades
through anything but the eyes of a 21st century American. The
notion of defending Christianity or the birthplace of Christ
via military action is difficult to imagine or to support from
Scripture,  but  perhaps  a  bit  easier  since  the  events  of
September 11th.

So when Christians today think about the Crusades, it may be
with remorse or embarrassment. Church leaders, including the
Pope, have recently made the news by apologizing to Muslims,
and everyone else, for the events surrounding the Crusades. In
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the minds of many, the Crusades were an ill-advised fiasco
that didn’t accomplish the goals of permanently reclaiming
Jerusalem and the Holy Lands.

Are history books correct when they portray the Crusades as an
invasion of Muslim territories by marauding Europeans whose
primary motive was to plunder new lands? What is often left
out of the text is that most of the Islamic Empire had been
Christian and had been militarily conquered by the followers
of the Prophet Muhammad in the 7th and 8th centuries.

Islam had suddenly risen out of nowhere to become a threat to
all  of  Christian  Europe,  and  although  it  had  shown  some
restraint in its treatment of conquered Christians, it had
exhibited  remarkable  cruelty  as  well.  At  minimum,  Islam
enforced economic and religious discrimination against those
it  controlled,  making  Jews  and  Christians  second-class
citizens. In some cases, Muslim leaders went further. An event
that may have sparked the initial Crusade in 1095 was the
destruction of the Holy Sepulchre by the Fatimid caliph al-
Hakim.{1} In fact, many Christians at the time considered al-
Hakim to be the Antichrist.

We want black and white answers to troubling questions, but
the Crusades present us with a complex collection of events,
motivations, and results that make simple answers difficult to
find. In this article we’ll consider the origins and impact of
this centuries-long struggle between the followers of Muhammad
and the followers of Christ.

The Causes
Historian Paul Johnson writes that the terrorist attacks of
September 11th can be seen as an extension of the centuries-
long struggle between the Islamic East and the Christian West.
Johnson writes,

The  Crusades,  far  from  being  an  outrageous  prototype  of



Western imperialism, as is taught in most of our schools,
were a mere episode in a struggle that has lasted 1,400
years, and were one of the few occasions when Christians took
the offensive to regain the “occupied territories” of the
Holy Land.{2}

Islam had exploded on the map by conquering territories that
had  been  primarily  Christian.  The  cities  of  Antioch,
Alexandria, and Carthage had been the centers of Christian
thought and theological inquiry for centuries before being
taken  by  Muslim  armies  in  their  jihad  to  spread  Islam
worldwide.  Starting  in  1095  and  continuing  for  over  four
hundred years, the crusading spirit that pervaded much of
Europe can be seen as an act of cultural self-preservation,
much as Americans now see the war against the Taliban in
Afghanistan.

One motivation for the Crusade in 1095 was the request for
help made by the Byzantine Emperor Alexius I. Much of the
Byzantine Empire had been conquered by the Seljuk Turks and
Constantinople, the greatest Christian city in the world, was
also being threatened. Pope Urban knew that the sacrifices
involved with the call to fight the Turks needed more than
just coming to the rescue of Eastern Christendom. To motivate
his followers he added a new goal to free Jerusalem and the
birthplace of Christ.

At  the  personal  level,  the  Pope  added  the  possibility  of
remission of sins. Since the idea of a pilgrim’s vow was
widespread in medieval Europe, crusaders, noblemen and peasant
alike, vowed to reach the Holy Sepulcher in return for the
church’s pardon for sins they had committed. The church also
promised to protect properties left behind by noblemen during
travels east.

The Pope might launch a Crusade, but he had little control
over it once it began. The Crusaders promised God, not the



Pope to complete the task. Once on its way, the Crusading army
was  held  together  by  “feudal  obligations,  family  ties,
friendship, or fear.”{3}

Unlike Islam, Christianity had not yet developed the notion of
a holy war. In the fifth century Augustine described what
constituted a just war but excluded the practice of battle for
the purpose of religious conversion or to destroy heretical
religious ideas. Leaders of nations might decide to go to war
for  just  reasons,  but  war  was  not  to  be  a  tool  of  the
church.{4} Unfortunately, using Augustine’s just war language,
Popes and Crusaders saw themselves as warriors for Christ
rather than as a people seeking justice in the face of an
encroaching enemy threat.

The Events
The history books our children read typically emphasize the
atrocities committed by Crusaders and the tolerance of the
Muslims. It is true that the Crusaders slaughtered Jews and
Muslims in the sacking of Jerusalem and later laid siege to
the Christian city of Constantinople. Records indicate that
Crusaders were even fighting among themselves as they fought
Muslims. But a closer examination of the Crusades shows the
real story is more complex than the public’s perception or
what is found in history books. The fact is that both Muslims
and  Christians  committed  considerable  carnage  and  internal
warfare and political struggles often divided both sides.

Muslims  could  be,  and  frequently  were,  barbaric  in  their
treatment of Christians and Jews. One example is how the Turks
dealt with German and French prisoners captured early in the
First Crusade prior to the sacking of Jerusalem. Those who
renounced Christ and converted to Islam were sent to the East;
the rest were slaughtered. Even Saladin, the re-conqueror of
Jerusalem was not always merciful. After defeating a large
Latin army on July 3, 1187, he ordered the mass execution of
all Hospitallers and Templars left alive, and he personally



beheaded  the  nobleman  Reynald  of  Chatillon.  Saladin’s
secretary  noted  that:

He ordered that they should be beheaded, choosing to have
them dead rather than in prison. With him was a whole band of
scholars and Sufis . . . [and] each begged to be allowed to
kill one of them, and drew his sword and rolled back his
sleeve. Saladin, his face joyful, was sitting on his dais;
the unbelievers showed black despair.{5}

In fact, Saladin had planned to massacre all of the Christians
in Jerusalem after taking it back from the Crusaders, but when
the commander of the Jerusalem garrison threatened to destroy
the city and kill all of the Muslims inside the walls, Saladin
allowed them to buy their freedom or be sold into slavery
instead.{6}

The treachery shown by the Crusaders against other Christians
is a reflection of the times. At the height of the crusading
spirit in Europe, Frederick Barbarossa assembled a large force
of Germans for what is now known as the third Crusade. To ease
his  way,  he  negotiated  treaties  for  safe  passage  through
Europe and Anatolia, even getting permission from Muslim Turks
to pass unhampered. On the other hand, the Christian Emperor
of Byzantium, Isaac II, secretly agreed with Saladin to harass
Frederick’s  crusaders  through  his  territory.  When  it  was
deemed helpful, both Muslim and Christian made pacts with
anyone who might further their own cause. At one point the
sultan  of  Egypt  offered  to  help  the  Crusaders  in  their
struggle with the Muslim Turks, and the Turks failed to come
to the rescue of the Shi’ite Fatimid Muslims who controlled
Palestine.

Human treachery and sinfulness was evident on both sides of
the conflict.



The Results
On May 29, 1453 the city of Constantinople fell to the Ottoman
sultan Mehmed II. With it the 2,206-year-old Roman Empire came
to an end and the greatest Christian church in the world, the
Hagia Sophia, was turned into a mosque. Some argue that this
disaster  was  a  direct  result  of  the  Crusaders’  misguided
efforts,  and  that  anything  positive  they  might  have
accomplished  was  fleeting.

Looking back at the Crusades, we are inclined to think of them
as  a  burst  of  short-lived,  failed  efforts  by  misguided
Europeans. Actually, the crusading spirit lasted for hundreds
of years and the Latin kingdom that was established in 1098,
during  the  first  Crusade,  endured  for  almost  200  years.
Jerusalem remained in European hands for eighty-eight years, a
period greater than the survival of many modern nations.

Given the fact that the Latin kingdom and Jerusalem eventually
fell back into Muslim hands, did the Crusaders accomplish
anything significant? It can be argued that the movement of
large European armies into Muslim held territories slowed down
the advance of Islam westward. The presence of a Latin kingdom
in Palestine acted as a buffer zone between the Byzantine
Empire and Muslim powers and also motivated Muslim leaders to
focus their attention on defense rather than offense at least
for a period of time.

Psychologically,  the  Crusades  resulted  in  a  culture  of
chivalry  based  on  both  legendary  and  factual  exploits  of
European rulers. The crusading kings Richard the Lionheart and
Louis  IX  were  admired  even  by  their  enemies  as  men  of
integrity and valor. Both saw themselves as acting on God’s
behalf  in  their  quest  to  free  Jerusalem  from  Muslim
oppression.  For  centuries,  European  rulers  looked  to  the
Crusader kings as models of how to integrate Christianity and
the obligations of knighthood.



Unfortunately, valor and the ability to conduct warfare took
precedent over all other qualities, perhaps because it was a
holdover from Frankish pagan roots and the worship of Odin the
warrior  god.  These  Germanic  people  may  have  converted  to
Christianity, but they still had a place in their hearts for
the gallant warrior’s paradise, Valhalla.{7} As one scholar
writes:

But the descendants of those worshippers of Odin still had
the love of a warrior god in their blood, a god of warriors
whose ultimate symbol was war.{8}

The Crusades temporarily protected some Christians from having
to live under Muslim rule as second-class citizens. Called the
dhimmi, this legal code enforced the superiority of Muslims
and humiliated all who refused to give up other religious
beliefs.

It is also argued that the crusading spirit is what eventually
sent  the  Europeans  off  to  the  New  World.  The  voyage  of
Columbus just happens to coincide with the removal of Muslim
rule from Spain. The exploration of the New World eventually
encouraged an economic explosion that the Muslim world could
not match.

Summary
Muslims still point to the Crusades as an example of injustice
perpetrated by the West on Islam. An interesting question
might be, “Had the situation been reversed, would Muslims have
felt justified in going to war against Christians?” In other
words, would the rules in the Qur’an and the Hadith (the holy
books  of  Islam)  warrant  a  conflict  similar  to  what  the
Crusaders conducted?

You have probably heard the term jihad, or struggle, discussed
in the news. The word denotes different kinds of striving
within the Muslim faith. At one level, it speaks of personal



striving for righteousness. However, there are numerous uses
of  the  term  within  Islam  where  it  explicitly  refers  to
warfare.

First,  the  Qur’an  permits  fighting  to  defend  individual
Muslims and the religion of Islam from attack.{9} In fact, all
able bodied Muslims are commanded to assist in defending the
community of believers. Muslims are also given permission to
remove  treacherous  people  from  power,  even  if  they  have
previously agreed to a treaty with them.{10}

Muslims are encouraged to use armed struggle for the general
purpose of spreading the message of Islam.{11} The Qur’an
specifically says, “Fighting is a grave offense, but graver is
it in the sight of Allah to prevent access to the path of
Allah, to deny Him, to prevent access to the Sacred Mosque. .
. .”{12} Warfare is also justified for the purpose of purging
a people from the bondage of idolatry or the association of
anything with God. This gives the Muslim a theological reason
to go to war against Christians, since the Qur’an teaches that
the doctrine of the Trinity is a form of idolatry. Had the
situation  been  reversed,  the  religion  of  Islam  provides
multiple rationalizations for the actions of the Crusaders.

But is there a Christian justification for the Crusades? The
only example of a Christian fighting in the New Testament is
the apostle Peter when he drew his sword to protect Jesus from
the Roman soldiers. Jesus told him to put the sword away. Then
He said, “Do you think I cannot call on my Father, and He will
at  once  put  at  my  disposal  more  than  twelve  legions  of
angels?” The kingdom that Jesus had established would not be
built on the blood of the unbeliever, but on the shed blood of
the Lamb of God.

The Crusader’s actions should be defended using Augustine’s
“just  war”  language  rather  than  a  holy  war  vocabulary.
Although they did not always live up to the dictates of “just
war”  ideals,  such  as  the  immunity  of  noncombatants,  the



Crusades were a last resort defensive war that sought peace
for its people who had been under constant assault for many
years.

If one of the functions of a God-ordained government is to
restrain evil and promote justice, then it follows that rulers
of nations where Christians dwell may need to conduct a just
war in order to protect their people from invasion.
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Are the Ideas of the Jesus
Seminar  Now  Catholic
Doctrine?
 

I  am  a  philosophy  major  at  Oregon  State  University  where
Marcus  Borg  is  a  professor.  Many  of  the  churches  in  our
community ascribe to his teaching.

Here is my question…I have a dear friend that grew up in an
evangelical Catholic home and knows Christ as her personal
savior. She has been attending the local Catholic church here
in Corvallis and recently has been strongly confronted by one
of the deacons on issues surrounding the literalism of the
Bible (i.e. the ideas of the Jesus Seminar, taught by Borg).
The deacon has been telling her that Biblical non-literalism
as Borg teaches is part of Catholic doctrine and part of the
Catechism. Is this accurate? Is this indeed an international
Catholic teaching or does it depend on the individual parish
or person?

I would appreciate any wisdom you might have on this topic.
Honestly, it’s been really heated here lately, as Borg’s new
book has just been released. We would love it if either of you
(or  other  speakers  from  Probe)  could  come  out  and  do  a
presentation for all of the confused Christians. There is a
strong evangelical movement in Corvallis, but unfortunately,
it  tends  to  be  strongly  anti-intellectual  and  isn’t  well
respected in the university community. As a student, I want to
be able to better understand the critical issues at hand and
be able to represent Christ in grace, truth, and love.

Send me whatever thoughts you have…I read article on the Jesus
Seminar through Leadership University and that helped, but I
really would love even more detailed information if you have
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any.

 

Thank you so much for serving as a resource for students of
the Word!

Thank you for your recent e-mail concerning the Jesus Seminar.
I can empathize with your “dilemma” under the shadow of Marcus
Borg at your university.

I  don’t  know  if  you  have  checked  the  Probe  Website
(www.probe.org) or not, but I would direct you to at least two
essays: one that I wrote is called The Jesus Seminar, and a
second was written by my colleague, Rick Wade, entitled The
Historical Christ. You will find good bibliographical info for
further study.

I would rather doubt that the tenets of the Jesus Seminar are
now  officially  sanctioned  by  the  Roman  Catholic  Church
worldwide.  I  would  recommend  that  your  friend  ask  for
official,  written  documentation  from  this  priest  for  his
assertion that this is true. I am 99% positive that no such
position  has  been  taken  by  the  Catholic  church  and  its
biblical scholars. There is too much at stake for the church
to take such a radical stand which undermines much of what
they have held to be true about Jesus Christ.

If you are looking for someone to come and debate Borg, I
would  suggest  that  you  contact  my  good  friend  Dr.  J.  P.
Moreland  and/or  Michael  J.  Wilkins  at  Talbot  Seminary  in
southern California. They edited a book entitled Jesus Under
Fire which was published by Zondervan in 1995. Each chapter is
written by a evangelical scholar, each of which develops and
refutes the major arguments of the Jesus Seminar position.

I  have  been  studying  this  topic  for  several  years,  and
following the literature, but these men, as New Testament
Scholars, are current on this issue and have devoted the kind
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of  study  and  depth  necessary  to  give  good  account  of
themselves  with  a  fine  scholar  like  Borg.

I can appreciate your frustration with the general Christian
community. Most are not “armed” for the battle of ideas which
we face. That is why I left Campus Crusade in 1973 and began
Probe Ministries. At the time I gave oversight to the Campuses
in  the  Southwest  U.S.  The  worldview  America  has  come  to
embrace generally now once existed only on a few campuses: UC
Berkeley,  San  Francisco  State,  U.  of  Wisconsin  (Madison),
Columbia U., and U. of Colorado.

I found myself hard pressed to respond to the questions of
these students. So I decided the Lord was calling upon me not
to “curse the darkness”, but rather “light some lamps!” The
early Christians, it is said, were effective because they OUT-
THOUGHT and OUT-LOVED the ancient world! In fact, for 250
years after the apostles died off, the church did nothing but
try to survive and answer/refute/respond to all the doctrinal
challenges which came from the Jewish and Pagan communities
without, and from sects and heresies within. They were so busy
doing this, that it was not until 325 A.D. (Council of Nicea)
that the addressed/clarified the doctrine of the Trinity! The
FIRST theology of the early church was APOLOGETICAL theology,
and we find ourselves facing the same kind of circumstances
and challenges today.

So you hang in there! And tell your friend to do the same.
Challenge the priest and don’t be bullied by him. If it IS an
official  position,  tell  her  that  I  requested  that  it  be
documented so I will be able to confirm to others who ask that
this is truly official. If I were a betting man (and I am
::::SMILE!::::),  your  friend  will  find  that  no  such
affirmation  of  this  policy  will  be  forthcoming.

With Warm Regards in Christ,

Jimmy Williams, Founder
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Jesus:  Political  Martyr  or
Atoning God?

Introduction
Every  Easter  season  journalists  feel  obliged  to  write
something relating to Jesus and the passion narratives. This
year our paper covered the current struggle many are having
over the meaning of Christ’s death on the cross. The paper
quotes a seminary professor in Atlanta who has observed that
more and more of his students are rejecting the traditional
view of why Christ died and what His death accomplished. The
professor says, “They don’t consider Jesus a ransom for sin.
They shudder at hymns glorifying the ‘power of the blood.’
They cringe at calling the day Jesus died Good Friday.”{1} Yet
even more serious is their rejection of a God who required a
human sacrifice in order to forgive people. This version of
God simply does not mesh with their views of how a God who “is
love” would behave.

Although disturbing, we shouldn’t be surprised. Our culture
has been moving away from a biblical view of truth and toward
the acknowledgment of just one moral duty or virtue, that
is–tolerance. This new absolute requires that we be tolerant
of every possible faith assumption and moral system except, it
seems, the traditional Christian view of God and salvation.
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It’s not that we have new information about the life of Jesus
or the reason for His death. As a society we no longer want to
hear about a God who is holy and requires satisfaction when
His moral order is violated. This view applies the notion “I’m
OK, you’re OK to God.” Maybe if we tolerate Him, even with His
outdated  notions  of  holiness,  He  will  tolerate  us  in  our
fallenness.

Was  Jesus  just  a  political  martyr,  or  was  his  death  an
atonement for sin? What is remarkable is that some individuals
who  claim  to  be  Christian,  who  desire  seminary  training,
reject what the Bible teaches about the nature of God and the
salvation He has provided in Christ. When cut-off from the
Bible, our perception of God can become a mere reflection of
our  culture’s  likes  and  dislikes.  Even  when  the  Bible  is
consulted,  it  is  often  interpreted  through  the  lens  of
absolute  tolerance.  However,  if  the  necessity  of  Christ’s
death for our sins is denied, the Gospel is no longer Good
News and Christianity’s message of grace is abandoned, leaving
us with an ethical system with no basis for forgiveness or
reconciliation with God.

Unfortunately, the Bible contains a lot of bad news. It says
that because of the Fall we are in bondage to sin and the
kingdom  of  Satan,  and  that  without  Christ  everyone  is
separated from God and under His wrath. As a result, we all
deserve death and eternal punishment. Why then do we call the
biblical message Gospel or good news? How does the death of
Christ relate to mankind’s precarious condition? How has the
church  attempted  to  explain  what  the  death  of  Christ
accomplished? Lets take a deeper look at what theologians call
the atonement.

What Did Jesus’ Death Accomplish?
As we mentioned earlier, the notion of God requiring a blood
sacrifice  for  sin  is  becoming  less  and  less  palatable  to
modern tastes. It is not surprising then that many question



the idea that the death of Christ was an atoning sacrifice for
humanity’s sins.

What did the death of Jesus accomplish? As we investigate this
issue, we should keep in mind that the answer depends on what
one believes to be true concerning the kind of person God the
Father is, who Jesus Christ is, and the current condition of
mankind. For instance, if God the Father is not all that upset
by sin, or if Jesus was just a good man and no more, the death
of Christ might be seen as an encouragement or example to
mankind, not as a payment for sin. This, in fact, is the first
view of the atonement we will consider.

In  the  sixteenth  century  Laelius  Socinus  taught  that  the
obedience and death of Jesus were part of a perfect life that
was pleasing to God and should be seen primarily as an example
for the rest of humanity. Socinians rejected the idea of Jesus
being a payment for sin. To support this view they point to 1
Peter 2:21 which says “For to this you have been called,
because Christ also suffered for you, leaving you an example,
that you should follow in His steps.” As mentioned earlier,
one’s view of the atonement depends on his or her view of God
and humanity. The Socinians taught that mankind is capable of
living  in  a  manner  pleasing  to  God,  both  morally  and
spiritually. They accepted the teachings of Pelagius, a 4th
century theologian who argued that mankind is able to take the
initial steps toward salvation independent of God’s help. This
Socinian  tenet  became  the  foundation  of  Unitarian  thought
which rejects the notion of the Trinity as well.

There are a number of passages in the Bible that make the
Socinian perspective untenable. Even the passage in 1 Peter 2
works against their view. Jesus was an example for us, but
verse 24 adds that, “He Himself bore our sins in His body on
the  tree,  so  that  we  might  die  to  sins  and  live  for
righteousness; by his wounds you have been healed.” The entire
sacrificial system of the Old Testament taught the Jews the
need for atonement, a way for God’s people to return to a



harmonious  relationship  with  God.  The  annual  “Day  of
Atonement” sacrifice was instituted to cleanse Israel from all
of her sins, thus removing God’s wrath from the nation. The
book of Hebrews teaches that Jesus was the perfect high priest
as well as the perfect sacrifice, making the final atonement
for the sins of the people (Hebrews 2:17). Yes, Jesus was an
example of a sinless human life, but He was so much more than
that.

Views of the Atonement
 

Many modern day theologians argue that Jesus did no more than
die a martyr’s death on behalf of the poor and marginalized
people of the world. His death was more a political act than a
spiritual one. As one scholar writes, “The salvation he brings
is a transformation of the social order. . .”{2} According to
this view, Jesus is to be seen as a political figure who
challenged  the  power  structures  of  His  day  and  offered
salvation  through  class  warfare  and  the  redistribution  of
wealth. Needless to say, this has not been the position held
by the church for the last two thousand years.

In light of the Socinian theory, that the death of Jesus was
merely an example and that salvation comes by living like
Jesus lived, a response quickly followed by a man named Hugo
Grotius (1583-1645). Where Socinus taught that we were only
required  to  do  our  best  and  respond  to  God’s  love  for
salvation, Grotius pictured God differently. Grotius focused
on the holiness and righteousness of God, and the fact that
this holy God has established a universe governed by moral
laws. Sin is defined as a violation of these laws. Sin is not
necessarily an attack on the person of God but on the office
of ruler that God holds. As ruler, God has the right, but not
necessarily the obligation, to punish sin. God can forgive sin
and remove humanity’s guilt if He so chooses. Grotius held
that God did indeed choose to be gracious and yet acted in a



manner that teaches the severity of sin. As one theologian has
written:

It was in the best interest of humankind for Christ to die.
Forgiveness of their sins, if too freely given, would have
resulted  in  undermining  the  law’s  authority  and
effectiveness. It was necessary to have an atonement which
would  provide  grounds  for  forgiveness  and  simultaneously
retain the structure of moral government.{3}

Often called the “governmental theory” of the atonement, it
argues that the death of Christ was a real offering to God,
enabling Him to deal mercifully with mankind. The chief impact
of the act was on man, not on God. God didn’t need to have His
wrath satisfied by blood atonement, but humanity did need to
be  taught  the  severity  of  sin  and  only  an  act  of  great
magnitude could accomplish this lesson.

Although this is an interesting approach, it lacks scriptural
confirmation.  As  one  critic  notes,  “We  search  in  vain  in
Grotius for specific biblical texts setting forth his major
point.”  Being  a  lawyer,  Grotius  was  attracted  to  the  Old
Testament idea expressed in Isaiah 42:21 which says that God
will magnify His law and make it glorious. Fortunately, the
New Testament reveals that God had a plan to both maintain His
law and provide a gracious plan of substitutional atonement in
Christ.

Views of the Atonement
Modern theologians like Dr. Marcus Borg, who teaches at Oregon
State University, doubt that Jesus understood His death to be
an atonement for sin. He teaches that Jesus was only aware of
the political and religious implications of His actions.{4}
How  does  this  compare  with  teaching  on  this  subject  down
through the centuries?

So far we have considered the historical views of Socinus and



Grotius regarding the atonement. Both taught that the death of
Christ primarily affected humanity. Socinus argued that Christ
gave us a model to follow: a blueprint for living a good life.
Grotius taught that Christ’s death served to give humanity an
accurate picture of the devastating impact of sin.

One of the earliest views of the atonement was quite different
from  both  of  these  perspectives.  Often  called  the  ransom
theory, this teaching was developed by the Church Fathers
Origen and Gregory of Nyssa. It was probably the way Augustine
thought about the atonement as well, and it was popular until
the time of Anselm in the eleventh century (1033-1109).

Origen held that the Bible teaches believers “were bought at a
price” (1 Cor. 6:20), and that Jesus told His followers that
He was a ransom for many and that His death has delivered us
from the dominion of darkness (Mk. 10:45, Col. 1:13). From
this he surmised that Christ’s death actually was a payment to
Satan, buying, if you will, those held hostage by the fallen
angel.  Origen  argued  the  death  of  Christ  mostly  impacted
Satan, paying him off in order to gain the release of his
captives. While it is true that we were bought at a price and
have been delivered from darkness, the Bible never mentions
that sinners owe anything to Satan.

Gregory of Nyssa held that God actually tricked Satan to gain
our release. Satan thought he was getting a perfect man to
replace the many already in his grasp. Instead God tricked him
by wrapping Christ’s humanity around His deity. However, the
notion that Jesus was offered primarily as a sacrifice to
Satan didn’t fit well with Scripture.

Instead, the Bible often speaks of the need to appease the
wrath of God. Romans 3:25 tells us that God presented Jesus as
a sacrifice of atonement or a propitiation. The Greek word
used here carries that meaning of “a sacrifice that turns away
the  wrath  of  God–and  thereby  makes  God  propitious  (or
favorable)  towards  us.”{5}  Hebrews  2:17  states:  “For  this



reason he (Jesus) had to be made like his brothers in every
way, in order that he might become a merciful and faithful
high  priest  in  service  to  God,  and  that  he  might  make
atonement for the sins of the people.” 1 John 2:1-2 adds that
Jesus  “Speaks  to  the  Father  in  our  defense”  and  “is  the
atoning sacrifice for our sins.” The impact of the atonement
is not on Satan, but on God the Father.

The Satisfaction Theory
Did he die as a political martyr, having no notion that His
death might accomplish something eternally significant? Or did
Jesus and His followers assume that his death fulfilled a
divine purpose? It is common for modern thinkers to discount
the supernatural elements in their explanations of his death.
For instance, historian Paula Fredriksen, professor at Boston
University, argues that both his arrest and the events that
followed probably shocked Jesus.{6} She implies that the death
of Jesus and the birth of Christianity are to be thought of
and analyzed only at the political or sociological level: that
nothing  miraculous  occurred.  This  is  obviously  not  the
traditional view of the church.

Most evangelical Christians hold to an Anselmic view of the
atonement. Anselm (1033-1109) was the archbishop of Canterbury
in the twelfth century. He constructed a logical argument that
God must, and did, become a man in the person of Jesus Christ
because  of  the  necessity  of  the  atonement.  According  to
Anselm, when mankind sinned it took something from God. By
rebelling against God’s holiness and failing to recognize the
authority that God has to rule, humanity failed to render God
His due. Not only have we taken from God what is His, we have
injured His reputation and owe compensation.

God must act in a manner consistent with His role of creator
and  ruler  of  the  cosmos.  He  cannot  arbitrarily  choose  to
ignore a challenge to His authority. We cannot merely pay back
or make reparations for our personal sin. Compensation is



necessary for the damage done to all creation since the Fall,
and this compensation is greater than what our deaths alone
would repay: thus the necessity of both the incarnation and
the atonement.

The Anselmic view carries with it some important implications.

First, it holds that humanity is unable to satisfy the harm
done by sin. God had to act on our behalf or salvation would
be impossible.

Second, God’s actions show that He is both holy and just, and
at the same time a remarkably loving God.

Third,  this  view  highlights  the  centrality  of  grace  in
Christian theology. Each person must accept the infinitely
valuable and gracious gift of God’s provision for sin because
our own efforts to please God will always fall short.

The  Anselmic  perspective  gives  believers  a  great  deal  of
security.  We  know  that  it  is  not  our  works  that  earn
salvation, but Christ’s sacrificial death that paid the price
for sin even before we committed our first transgression.

Finally, Christ’s death on the cross highlights the horrible
price for sin. With this knowledge we should be eternally
grateful for what God has done on our behalf.{7}
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Conversation  with  a  Muslim
and a Christian
An e-mail conversation between a Christian (Don Closson) and
an earnest Muslim revealed the mindset and attitudes of a
follower of Allah.

 This article is also available in Spanish.

It is always easier to deal with religious belief systems in
the abstract. Cataloguing what a particular religion believes
concerning the nature of God, human nature, salvation, and
morality  is  usually  a  straightforward  affair.  Actually
dialoguing with someone who holds to these beliefs can be far
more interesting and challenging. So, although I possessed a
general knowledge of what Islam teaches, I found that only by
carrying on a long-term discussion with a Muslim did I gain a
sense of the mindset and attitudes of a follower of Allah. A
door was opened for me to experience some of the passion and
zeal to be found in the Muslim evangelist. The discussion
occurred via email, which muted some of the emotions that
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often  accompany  religious  exchanges,  but  they  still  came
through with considerable intensity.

The  opportunity  to  carry  on  a  discussion  with  a  Muslim
apologist arose when a campus minister asked if I would help
respond to charges against the claims of Christianity being
made by an Islamic leader at his school. I agreed, and soon
realized that a number of others, both Muslim and Christian
would be listening in on our discussion. Once introduced to my
Muslim counterpart, let’s call him Ali, the interchange began
quickly. I wish that I could report that at the end of our
discussion Ali placed his faith in Christ. In fact, I don’t
think that I made much of an impact at all on his thinking.
Ali, as with all of us, chooses what to accept as evidence. He
refused to even attempt to see any of the issues we discussed
from a Christian perspective. All I can do is pray that God
might  use  our  discussion  down  the  road  sometime,  if  God
chooses to soften Ali’s heart.

Over a six month period our discussion primarily focused on
the person of Christ. Ali would ask questions and I would
attempt  to  give  an  answer.  I  quickly  realized  that  Ali’s
tactics and intentions were different from mine. He often used
ridicule and intimidation in his responses and would pick and
choose what to discuss and what to ignore, deciding when to
move on to another topic in order to avoid really considering
the  material  at  hand.  I  have  never  considered  myself  a
debater, I would much rather have a discussion with people who
are really interested in the topic and graciously exchange
viewpoints. If I were to enter another dialogue like the one
with Ali, I would have to realize that I cannot assume that
everyone  thinks  the  way  I  do  regarding  dialogue  across
religious worldviews. The Bible tells us to be ready to give
the reason for the hope that we have in Christ, and to do so
with gentleness and respect. Don’t assume the other person
will follow the same rules.

Next we will look at the issue of the person of Jesus Christ



from a Muslim perspective and begin to consider how one might
make a biblical response.

Christological Mathematics
Since I had never spoken to a Muslim regarding the claims of
Christianity, I was looking forward to the kinds of questions
that might be raised. I was not surprised that the first issue
that came up was the nature of Jesus Christ, since this really
is the heart of the matter. Muslims believe that Jesus was a
prophet, perhaps even a unique prophet, but not in any sense
God. Ali got the conversation going by declaring that there
was no place in the Bible that says that Jesus is both 100
percent  God  and  100  percent  man.  Along  with  this  initial
challenge Ali pointed out that he was very sensitive to proper
interpretation and would be looking for incidents of verse
twisting in order to make a passage say something that it
actually doesn’t.

I sent Ali a 2500 word essay that I had written earlier that
contained  multiple  arguments  for  the  deity  of  Christ  and
numerous biblical examples of Jesus saying and doing things
that only make sense if He were indeed equal with God the
Father. My response included indications of Christ’s self-
perception as God, as well as statements made by His disciples
portraying their belief in His deity. I assumed that Christ’s
humanity was not the real issue. So I did not see a need to
defend  it.  Ali’s  response  was  interesting.  He  noted  that
Muslims do indeed believe that Jesus was born of a virgin and
performed many miracles, with the help of God. But then he
stated, “From your response I think we both agree that the
Bible does not claim that Jesus is both 100% God and 100%
man.” He later added, “If you don’t have any verses to give us
then let’s move on to the next point.”

At first I thought that Ali had not gotten my entire essay.
How could he have missed my point? He reassured me that he had
gotten it and then declared that since there is no verse that
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states  the  100  percent  deity  and  100  percent  humanity  of
Christ, we can go on. What I eventually realized was that he
was  demanding  a  single  verse  that  actually  declared  a
mathematical set of percentages for the mixture of deity and
humanity in Christ. I was a bit surprised to say the least.
When I asked for confirmation, he said that that was indeed
what he was looking for.

Most people know that the verse numbers in the Bible were
added at a later date for convenience sake. After reminding
Ali of passages like Philippians 2:6-7 and the first chapter
of John, I asked him why it was necessary to find this complex
truth in one verse. He ignored my question and responded by
claiming victory that indeed, the Bible does not claim in one
verse that Jesus is 100 percent God and 100 percent man, and
he declared that we would now move on to the next point.

I must admit that I was a bit baffled, but not ready to
concede the issue.

The Importance of Context
Ali’s debating tactics might be called the “slash and burn”
technique: never admit to using a weak argument and make good
use of sarcasm to intimidate your opponent. He also likes to
claim victory in the middle of an exchange of ideas and then
declare that we are moving on to the next issue. However,
before I moved on to his next question I tried once more to
answer his first. All that got me was the charge that I was
avoiding his second point. He wrote,

You see Don, what you have done in your last email is you
completely avoided this verse, and then you went looking in
the Bible for other verses in which you think Jesus claimed
to be God and gave them to us thinking that it would some
how make us “forget” about John 5:30.

What about John 5:30? Jesus says; “By myself I can do nothing;



I judge only as I hear, and my judgment is just, for I seek
not to please myself but Him who sent me.” Ali claims that the
verse shows that Jesus is inferior and helpless, that in fact
He can do nothing. The key to this passage, as always, is in
the context. I pointed out to Ali that in John 5:19-23 Jesus
says that “He can do only what He sees His Father doing,
because whatever the Father does the Son also does.” Jesus
raises the dead, has been given all judgment, and is to be
given the same honor that the Father is given. Ali replied,
“Great, this is what a messenger does, this doesn’t make him
god.”

I pointed out to him that a messenger communicates on behalf
of someone else. He does not claim to do what someone else
does. Muhammad claimed to be a messenger of Allah, not to do
what Allah does. In fact, Jesus didn’t claim to show the way
as a messenger might, but He claimed that He was the way, the
truth, and the life (John 14:6). In fact, the same chapter
says that the Jews recognized that Jesus was claiming equality
with God the Father and tried all the harder to kill him (John
5:18). Ali might disagree with this claim, that Jesus is God,
but that is exactly the argument that is being made by this
chapter and the rest of the book of John.

Ali pulls verses from their context and refuses to deal with
the entire passage. When given evidence from the chapter that
contradicts his views, he changes the meanings of words and
ridicules what he finds to be unreasonable. Next we will look
at Ali’s rejection of the Trinity.

The Trinity
It  is  not  surprising  that  Ali  does  not  understand  nor
acknowledge the Trinitarian relationship between Jesus and the
Father. Surah 4 verse 171 in the Qur’an calls on people of the
book, Christians, not to commit excesses in their religion. It
claims that Jesus was just a messenger of Allah and His Word,
which was given to Mary. It literally tells Christians to “say



not Trinity” for Allah is one. It is possible that Muhammad
believed that the Trinity consisted of Jesus, the Father, and
Mary. He rejected Jesus as the Son of God because he pictured
Jesus as a physical offspring from a union of God the Father
and Mary. This would commit the ultimate sin in the eyes of
Islam, equating a physical thing with God the Creator (shirk).
Ali writes, “To say that Jesus is God or Son of God is not
only a mockery of Godhood, but blasphemy of the lowest order
and an insult to the intelligence of men.”

As a result, Ali alternates between denying that the Bible
teaches that Jesus is God and ridiculing as illogical the
notion the Jesus can be both God and man. He refuses to
acknowledge the notion of the Trinity, even when it is the
best way to bring together difficult passages. When enough
evidence is given that the Bible does teach that Jesus is both
God and man, admittedly a difficult concept, Muslims reject
the Bible as having been corrupted. They really have no other
choice since the Qur’an specifically rejects the Trinity. It
literally  comes  down  to  either  rejecting  their  prophet
Muhammad or accepting the validity and message of the Bible.

An interesting side note to this discussion is that Ali’s
position  is  very  similar  to  believers  of  other  religious
groups who respect Jesus but reject Christianity. Jehovah’s
Witnesses claim that the Bible was corrupted following the
passing of the apostles, and that they now have its correct
interpretation, as do Mormons and the Baha’is, an offshoot of
Islam. Mormons claim that their prophet Joseph Smith received
their view of Jesus, found in the Book of Mormon, from the
angel Moroni. Muhammad claimed to have received the Qur’an
from  the  angel  Gabriel.  It  is  obvious  that  all  of  these
revelations  cannot  be  true  as  they  each  give  us  a  very
different  Jesus.  Paul  has  something  to  say  about  these
different gospels. He writes to the church in Galatia:

I am astonished that you are so quickly deserting the one
who called you by the grace of Christ and are turning to a



different gospel–which is really no gospel at all. Evidently
some people are throwing you into confusion and are trying
to pervert the gospel of Christ. But even if we or an angel
from heaven should preach a gospel other than the one we
preached to you, let him be eternally condemned! (Galatians
1:6-8)

A Difficult Decision
As  I  mentioned  earlier,  the  outcome  of  the  six-month
interchange was neither a conversion, nor even a congenial
agree-to-disagree ending. In fact, I ended the dialogue after
realizing that continuing the exchange could profit little and
that my time might be better spent elsewhere. I must add that
this was not an easy decision to make. I wondered whether I
had  given  up  too  easily  or  had  somehow  not  communicated
adequately the hope that I have in Christ.

However, any hesitation to end the conversation was erased
when I received a reply to my note to terminate the exchange.
Ali told me that I could not quit. That in fact, he would
announce on various web sites that both I and Probe Ministries
had nothing to say regarding the reliability of the Bible if I
did not respond to his challenges. This confirmed to me that
Ali was simply using me to gain access to a larger audience in
order to get out his message. He had no interest in a real
discussion where ideas are considered and a minimal amount of
graciousness exists.

I went back to the Scriptures to see how Jesus handled such
people  and  what  He  taught  His  followers  to  do  when  they
encountered ears that would not hear. In the synoptic Gospels,
Jesus told his apostles that, “[I]f any place will not welcome
you or listen to you, shake the dust off your feet when you
leave, as a testimony against them.” The meaning communicated
was that those who reject the gospel must now answer for
themselves. When the gospel is taught, it brings both judgment
and salvation.



In Matthew 7:6 Jesus tells the apostles, “Do not give dogs
what is sacred; do not throw your pearls to pigs. If you do,
they may trample them under their feet, and then turn and tear
you to pieces.” Dogs and pigs do not signify any specific race
or ethnic group. Jesus is teaching that those who have treated
the gospel with scorn and clearly rejected the salvation it
offers and have been hardened by their contempt are to be
avoided.

When Paul and Timothy were opposed by the Jews, who became
abusive, the book of Acts (18:5) records, “[H]e shook out his
clothes in protest and said to them, ‘Your blood be on your
own heads! I am clear of my responsibility.'”

I get little pleasure from reading these passages. I wanted to
change Ali’s mind. However, when I told Ali that I was praying
for him, he replied, “Don’t preach to me, prove it to me.”
Given that he had ignored much evidence already, it told me
that his ears were closed. However, I will continue to pray
that God will soften Ali’s heart and that one day he might
have ears to hear the Gospel.

©2001 Probe Ministries.

“I Fear I Have Committed the
Unforgiveable Sin!”
I went through a very tough time about ten years ago. My best
friend  (besides  my  loving  parents),  my  great-grandmother,
died. I’ve never been closer to anyone before or since her,
but I let her down on her death bed. I was bitter towards God
for taking her, and upset my job was adding pressure to my
life. One night at work, I blew up at God. I don’t remember
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all I said to Him, but it was really bad, and at that time I
meant it.

Some time passed and I realized I was wrong. I asked God to
forgive me, but I never had the feeling that I was forgiven.
One day I was in a Christian bookstore and read about the
“unpardonable sin.” Several articles I read afterwards seemed
to say I hadn’t committed this horrible sin, but the seed of
doubt was there. I have asked others about this, and have
usually been “convinced” that I had not or could not have
committed this sin, but after some time passes, the doubts
come back in and it puts me back where I started.

I have asked Jesus to take control of my life since, but I
just don’t feel his presence. I long to feel the presence of
God in my life, but I don’t know what I should do. I am not
sure of my original salvation. When I ask Jesus to come in and
take control of my life, nothing happens.

Can you help me with these questions? Thanks for whatever help
you can give me on this.

Thank you for your e-mail and your concerns about blasphemy of
the Holy Spirit. Let me see if I can help you.

First, what is “blasphemy of the Holy Spirit”?

Most have taken the view that Jesus’ statements in Matthew
12:31,32 must be interpreted in an historical context–that is,
what was actually occurring at that time and place when the
Pharisees accused Him of casting out demons in the power of
Satan. They blasphemed God (the Holy Spirit) by attributing
God’s work and power to Satan. The purpose of the Holy Spirit
was  to  authenticate  the  Messianic  claims  of  Christ  by
demonstrating the presence of divine power through the various
miracles recorded in the Gospels (see also Mark 3:28-30).

Part of Jesus “humbling Himself” involved the voluntary giving
up, or emptying Himself of, the direct use of His divine



attributes  as  the  Second  Person  of  the  Trinity  (cf.
Phil.3:5-8). Rather, Jesus lived by faith, trusting in the
power of the Holy Spirit Who came to authenticate Christ’s
Messianic  claims  to  that  particular  generation,  and
specifically, the Jews. Immanuel had come: “God with us.”

The Pharisees chose to reject that conclusion. They could not
deny the miracles; they only questioned the source of the
power. In ascribing Christ’s actions as something empowered by
Satan, they were blaspheming the Holy Spirit’s efforts to
demonstrate that God Himself was in their presence!

One can only blaspheme God when God is present (Jesus). Lewis
Sperry Chafer said,

“To say that attributing works that men may be doing in the
power of the Spirit to Satan is the same offense as to go
utterly beyond what is written. . . It is impossible for this
particular sin to be committed today.”

In  other  words,  to  ascribe  the  healing  ministry  of  Oral
Roberts or Benny Hinn as Satan’s work, for example, would not
be blasphemy against the Holy Spirit, as neither of these men
is claiming to be God or Messiah.

Furthermore, the many places in the Gospels where Jesus says,
“Whosoever  will,  may  come,”  are  without  any  other
qualification. And nowhere in Scripture is the gospel preached
with the one caveat that “whosoever” means everyone but those
who have committed the “unpardonable sin.”

In that first century context, those actual Pharisees, and
other unbelievers or scoffers, stood in the presence of God,
robed in human flesh, as He performed miracles through the
power of the Holy Spirit. But when they came to the conclusion
that all of this was being done through satanic power, they
blasphemed against God Himself–an unpardonable sin!



Could any human beings in history have more light and grace
from God than to actually be in the presence of the Messiah
while he healed people, and come up with such an abominable
explanation or conclusion?

By way of application, however, each one of us since the time
Jesus walked the roads of Palestine is in danger of committing
an unpardonable sin. It is the sin of rejecting the work of
the Holy Spirit upon our hearts Who testifies of Christ’s
sacrificial  death  on  our  behalf  and  gently  nudges  us  to
respond in faith to what He has done for us.

Jesus promised over and over that He would send the Holy
Spirit to authenticate His Messianic claims. And Jesus said
that  “When  He  comes,  He  will  convict  the  world  of  sin,
righteousness, and judgment; concerning sin, because they do
not believe in me; and concerning righteousness, because I go
to the Father. . . and concerning judgment, because the ruler
of this world is judged (John 16:8-11).” Clearly, here Jesus
promised that the Holy Spirit would continue to do through the
centuries, all over the world, the same thing He was doing
wherever  Christ  went  during  His  three  years  of  public
ministry: testifying to the truth of Christ’s Messianic claims
and calling for true repentance and the acknowledgement that
we have sinned and are in need of a Savior, that our (human)
righteousness is inadequate to make us presentable before a
Holy God, and that judgment is sure: There will be a “pay day”
someday.

We are accountable for our actions and our choices. And it is
the task of the Holy Spirit (Jesus tells us in these verses)
to convict men and women of sin, (lack of) righteousness, and
judgment. Every person in history who has heard the gospel
message is faced with the same choice that those Pharisees had
who  were  eye-witnesses  to  His  miracles:  we  can  turn  in
repentance and faith to Christ, or we can reject the testimony
of the Holy Spirit to our hearts, and, in so doing, we HAVE
committed an unpardonable sin, because we have rejected the



only provision God has made for our salvation–Christ Himself
(John 3:18,36; Acts 4:12).

Therefore, getting angry at God, or making a swear word out of
the  Holy  Spirit  (although  it  is  curious,  and  perhaps
instructive, that in all the profanities of humankind, we
never hear anyone using the third Person of the Trinity as a
swear  word!),  is  not  committing  blasphemy  in  the
“unpardonable”  sense  implied  in  Matthew  12.

To blaspheme God, to take His Name in vain, whether Father,
Son, or Holy Spirit, is sin, but it is not an unpardonable
sin. When Paul speaks of the Law (the Ten Commandments), from
which we are freed of condemnation through Christ’s death, he
implies  that  Christ’s  blood  has  covered  ALL  of  the
commandments which we have broken, including taking God’s name
in vain.

“The  doubts  come  back,”  you  say.  When  doubts  do  come,
particularly when they involve a questioning of the integrity
of God’s Word, that is, what He said, and whether He can be
trusted, Christians must learn to recognize the presence of
the enemy of our souls. In the Garden of Eden, Satan said,
“Has God said? . . .If you eat . . .you will be like God.” Or
when Jesus was tempted: Satan quoted scripture three times out
of context to serve his own ends–to destroy Jesus and keep Him
from the Cross. We can expect our enemy will try to do the
same with us. Ephesians 6 talks about taking upon us the whole
armor of God so we are enabled to stand against him.

In  light  of  your  questions,  most  pertinent  is  Paul’s
exhortation “And above all, take up the shield of faith, with
which you will be able to extinguish all the flaming missiles
of the evil one (6:16).” When the flaming arrows, “darts of
doubt,” come, we hold up the shield of faith to stop them and
to protect ourselves. We believe what God has said is true,
not what our feelings say are true. We choose to believe Him
regardless of how we feel.



The great majority of people who fear they have committed the
“unpardonable sin” really have not. If anyone has a desire to
repent and turn to Christ, that of itself is an indication
(proof?) that he/she has not committed it. We have Jesus’ own
word for it that “anyone who will come to Me I will in no way
cast out or away (John 6:37).”

You mention that you doubt your original salvation. Again, it
is  not  based  on  how  you  feel,  or  whether  you  sense  His
presence. It is more like marriage. If someone were to ask me
if I am married, I wouldn’t say, “Well, I feel kind of married
today.” Or “I feel my wife’s presence, therefore I must be
married.” No. My certainty about my marriage is based on a
commitment I made to her many years ago, and I am still living
in the light of that commitment.

The very fact that you are concerned about your salvation and
are anxious that you come to certainty about it is a sign of
spiritual life! Non-believers aren’t concerned about not going
to heaven or having their sins forgiven. They do not reach out
to Christ as you indicate you have. If I came to the door of
your home and rang the doorbell, and you opened it, invited me
in, sat me down in the living room and then excused yourself
every few minutes, walked back to the front door and kept
inviting me in, over and over again, when I was already inside
and sitting on the couch, wouldn’t that be rather foolish?
Because I came in the first time you invited me to enter!

Perhaps this is your problem. You indicate you have reached
out and accepted Christ as your Savior and you want to have
Him direct your life. Perhaps you need to just stop going to
the door and saying “please come in,” but rather thank Him
that He has come in because you asked Him and He promised!
Faith is when you stop saying “please” to God and you start
saying “Thank You.”

You have concerns about “letting down your great-grandmother.”
It is obvious you loved this dear woman very much. Perhaps she



was trying to share with you her love and concern for your
life and desiring to help you see your need for Christ. If I
am reading you correctly in what you are saying, because of
your job and other things, along with the “unfairness” of God
taking someone so dear to you, these event made you BITTER
instead of BETTER. You railed at God. You got angry at Him. It
might be encouraging for you to know that you’re in good
company.  Moses  got  angry  and  frustrated  with  God.  So  did
David. Read the Psalms. Here are real people struggling with
the  same  kinds  of  questions  and  disappointments  you  have
described. God is a big Boy. He laughs at the collective
hatred and railing of the entire earth. (See Psalm 2: “Why do
the heathen rage? He will have them in derision.”)

If He can handle world-wide wrath, He can handle your episode
with Him. He is a God of tender mercies. He “pitieth His
children,” the Bible says. Your anger made you feel guilty,
and you felt that God pulled away from you. But this is not
so. God remains the same. I read somewhere, “If God seems far
away, guess who moved?” But you can go to Him and start anew.
He holds no grudges. He readily forgives. He desires and is
eager to walk more closely with you if only you would step
toward Him and get better acquainted. Hebrews 4:16 says, “Let
us come BOLDLY to the throne of grace, that we may receive
mercy and may find grace to help in time of need.”

You might begin in the Gospel of John. Just start reading it.
Begin to grow in your faith and the doubts will not be as
strong.

With regard to your great grandmother: From your vantage point
you no doubt feel there is some unfinished business with her
and you don’t know what to do about it. You loved her and you
disappointed her, and then she died. The Lord brings this
verse to my mind: “I have no greater joy than to hear my
children walk in truth.” (3 John 4).

I believe our departed loved ones are conscious some way of



what is taking place here on earth. I believe your great-
grandmother is probably aware of your steps of growth toward a
solid commitment to Christ, toward a life that is not “tossed
about by every wind of doctrine,” (Ephesians. 4:14; James
1:6), toward a life not focused upon the past with regret and
failure which is “hanging you up” and sapping your days, but
rather a life focused on Christ and His goodness, and His
willingness to forgive, as I am sure your loved one has also
already forgiven.

Now it is time for you to forgive yourself. Accept God’s
forgiveness. Know that you will be bringing joy to the Lord,
and  to  your  great-grandmother  as  well,  by  settling  these
issues we have discussed. Do not let the enemy rob you of the
sweet joy of feeling accepted and close to the Lord and to
your great-grandmother as well!

I hope this helps.

Your Brother in Christ,
Jimmy Williams, Founder
Probe Ministries

A  Short  Look  at  Six  World
Religions  –  Understand  the
Beliefs of Non-Christians
An overview of Islam, Hinduism, Buddhism, Judaism, Mormonism
and  Jehovah’s  Witnesses  from  a  conservative  Christian
perspective.
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Islam
There are three monotheistic religions in the world, religions
that teach that there is only one God: Christianity, Judaism,
and Islam.

The term “Islam” means “submission” to the will of God, and
the person who submits is called a “Muslim.”

The founder of Islam is Muhammad, who was born in 570 A.D. At
age 40 he claimed to begin receiving revelations from a spirit
being he believed was the angel Gabriel. These later were
recorded and became the Qur’an, Islam’s holy book.

There are Six Articles of Faith that all Muslims hold to. The
first is that “there is no God but Allah.” The second Article
of Faith is belief in a hierarchy of angels, of which the
archangel Gabriel is the highest. Each Muslim is assigned two
angels, one to record his good deeds and the other to record
the bad deeds. At the bottom of the angelic hierarchy are the
jinn, from which we get the word “genie.” They are a Muslim
version of demons.

The third Article of Faith is belief in 104 holy books, with
the Koran as the final revelation. The fourth is belief in the
prophets. According to the Qur’an, God has sent a prophet to
every nation to preach the message that there is only one God.
124,000 prophets have been sent, most of them unknown but some
of  them  biblical  characters,  including  Jesus.  Muhammed,
though,  is  the  prophet  for  all  times,  the  “Seal  of  the
Prophets.”

The fifth Article of Faith is belief in predestination. All
things, both good and evil, are the direct result of the will
of Allah. Islam is a very fatalistic religion.

The sixth Article of Faith is the day of judgment. Those whose
good deeds outweigh their bad will be rewarded with Paradise;
those whose bad deeds outweigh their good will be judged to



hell. Islam is a religion of human works. The Bible tells us,
though, that we can never earn God’s acceptance on the basis
of our deeds.

There are Five Pillars of Islam, obligations every Muslim must
keep. The first is reciting the creed, “There is no God but
Allah, and Mohammed is his messenger.” The second is prayer:
17 cycles of prayer, spread out over five times of prayer each
day. They must wash in a prescribed manner before they kneel
down and face toward Mecca.

The third pillar is almsgiving, 2.5% of one’s income for the
poor. The fourth pillar is fasting during the lunar month of
Ramadan.  Muslims  must  forego  food,  water  and  sex  during
daylight hours. The fifth pillar is making the pilgrimage to
Mecca at least once in their lives.

Sometimes you will hear people say that Allah is another name
for the God of the Bible. Is it the same? “Allah” is the
Arabic name for God, and Arab Christians use the name Allah to
describe the God of the Bible. Mohammed taught that there is
one true God who is the same God that Jews and Christians
(“the People of the Book”) worship. He began Islam on the
foundation  of  the  God  of  the  Bible.  We  can  say  that  in
principle,  we  worship  the  same  God.  Islam  began  on  the
foundation of belief in the one true God to combat the pagan
polytheism of the area. However, Mohammed departed from this
foundation, and we differ in our understanding of how God has
fully revealed Himself. In the Qur’an, Allah is a distant
spiritual being, but Yahweh is a Father to His children. Allah
does not love wrongdoers, but God demonstrates His love for us
in that while we were still sinners, Christ died for us. Allah
has predetermined everything about life; the God of the Bible
invites us to share our hearts with Him.

Hinduism
Hinduism may seem like an alien religion of people on the



other side of the world, but it has infiltrated our culture in
all sorts of ways. You’re probably familiar with most of the
basic Hindu concepts without even realizing it. Have you seen
the Star Wars movies? They are filled with Hindu ideas. Ever
watch Dharma and Greg on TV? “Dharma” is an important Hindu
term  for  moral  duty.  30%  of  Americans  believe  in
reincarnation,  which  is  a  Hindu  concept.  Transcendental
Meditation  is  thinly  disguised  Hinduism.  George  Harrison’s
song “My Sweet Lord” invokes a Hindu chant. New Age philosophy
is Hinduism wrapped in Western garb.

Hinduism is tremendously diverse. It encompasses those who
believe in one reality, Brahman, as well as those who believe
in many gods–as many as 330 million! Some Hindus believe the
universe is real; most believe it is illusion, or maya. (This
world  view  isn’t  consistent  with  reality.  You  won’t  find
Hindus  meditating  on  railroad  tracks,  for  instance.)  Some
believe Brahman and the universe are one; others see them as
two distinct realities.

Despite the diversity within Hinduism, there are five major
beliefs of this religion. The first is that ultimate reality,
called  Brahman,  is  an  impersonal  oneness.  In  The  Empire
Strikes Back, Yoda tells Luke that everything–the tree, the
rock, etc.–is all part of “The Force.” This is monism: the
belief that all is one. Nothing is distinct and separate from
anything else.

Another Hindu belief is that just as the air in an open jar is
identical to the air around the jar, we extend from and are
one with Brahman. All is one, all is god–and that means that
we are god. In her book and movie “Out on a Limb,” Shirley
MacLaine relates a time when she stood on a beach, embracing
this concept and declaring, “I am god! I am god!” It’s a very
Hindu concept.

Humanity’s primary problem, according to Hinduism, is that we
have forgotten we are divine. The consequence is that we are



subject to the Law of Karma, another important Hindu belief.
This is the moral equivalent to the natural law of cause and
effect. You always reap what you sow. There is no grace, there
is  no  forgiveness,  there  is  never  any  escape  from
consequences. It’s a very heavy burden to carry. Not only
that, but Hinduism says that the consequences of our choices,
both bad karma and good karma, follow us from lifetime to
lifetime. This is another Hindu concept: samsara, the ever-
revolving wheel of life, death, and rebirth, also known as
reincarnation.  A  person’s  karma  determines  the  kind  of
body–whether human, animal, or insect–into which he or she is
incarnated in the next lifetime.

The final major Hindu concept is liberation from the wheel of
birth,  death,  and  rebirth.  One  can  only  get  off  the
reincarnation merry-go-round by realizing that the idea of the
individual  self  is  an  illusion,  and  only  the  oneness  of
Brahman is real. There is no heaven, though–only losing one’s
identity in the universal oneness.

Praise God that through the Lord Jesus, Christianity offers
hope, forgiveness, grace, and a personal relationship with a
personal God in heaven. Jesus means there’s a point to life.

Buddhism
Buddhism does not believe in a personal God. It does not have
worship, prayer, or praise of a divine being. It offers no
redemption, no forgiveness, no hope of heaven, and no final
judgment. Buddhism is more of a moral philosophy, an ethical
way of life.

In his essay “De Futilitate,” C.S. Lewis called Buddhism “a
heresy  of  Hinduism.”  Buddhism  was  founded  by  a  Hindu,
Siddhartha Gautama, during the sixth century B.C. After being
profoundly impacted by seeing four kinds of suffering in one
day, Siddhartha committed himself to finding the source of
suffering and how to eliminate it. One day he sat down under a



fig tree and vowed not to rise again until he had attained
enlightenment.  After  some  time,  he  did  so  and  became  the
Buddha, which means “enlightened one.” He started teaching the
“The Four Noble Truths,” the most basic of Buddhist teachings.

The First Noble Truth is that life consists of suffering. The
Second Noble Truth is that we suffer because we desire those
things that are impermanent. This is absolutely central to
Buddhism:  the  belief  that  desire  is  the  cause  of  all
suffering.

The Third Noble Truth is that the way to liberate oneself from
suffering is by eliminating all desire. (Unfortunately, it’s a
self-defeating premise: if you set a goal to eliminate desire,
then you desire to eliminate desire.) The Fourth Noble Truth
is that desire can be eliminated by following the Eight-Fold
path.

In the Eight-Fold Path, the first two steps are foundational
to all the others. Step one is Right Understanding, where one
sees the universe as impermanent and illusory and believes
that the individual does not actually exist. If you ever hear
someone say, “The world is an illusion, and so am I. I don’t
really exist,” they’re probably exploring Buddhism. (You might
want to pinch them and see what they do.) Right Thought means
renouncing  all  attachment  to  the  desires  and  thoughts  of
oneself, even as he recognizes that the self doesn’t exist.

Other parts of the Eight-Fold path are Right Speech, Right
Action, Right Livelihood, Right Effort, Right Awareness, and
Right  Meditation.  Ethical  conduct  is  very  important  in
Buddhism. There are commands to refrain from the taking of any
life (that includes ants and roaches in your house), stealing,
immorality, lying, and drinking.

The Eight-Fold Path is a set of steps that describe not only a
good life but one which will move the follower toward Nirvana,
the goal of Buddhism. Nirvana is not heaven; it is a state of



extinction, where one’s essence–which does not actually exist
in  the  first  place–is  extinguished  like  a  candle  flame,
marking the end of desire and thus the end of suffering.

One of the important concepts in Buddhism is samsara, a cycle
of birth, death and rebirth. It differs from the Hindu concept
of reincarnation in that Buddhism teaches there is no self to
continue from one life to the next. Another important concept
is karma, the belief that you reap what you sow, and your
karma follows you through the cycles of samsara. Note the
inherent inconsistency here: there is no self to continue from
one life to the next, but one’s karma does?!

Buddhism says there are many paths to the top of the mountain,
so there are many ways to God. Jesus says, “I am the way, the
truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father but through
Me.”

Judaism
Both  Christianity  and  Judaism  have  their  roots  in  Old
Testament faith. But Christianity is really a sister, rather
than a daughter, to Judaism, which is the religion developed
by rabbis from 200 B.C. on.

When the Temple was destroyed in 70 A.D., that spelled the end
of sacrifices and the priesthood. Instead of being guided by
prophets,  priests  and  kings,  the  Jewish  people  turned  to
rabbis as their authorities on matters of laws and practice.

There was basically one kind of Judaism until the eighteenth
century when the Age of Enlightenment swept through Europe.
That’s when the three major branches of Judaism arose.

That one basic kind of Judaism is what is now called “Orthodox
Judaism.” It has a strong emphasis on tradition and strict
observance of the Law of Moses.

Reform  Judaism  began  in  Germany  at  the  time  of  the



Enlightenment. Reform Judaism is the humanistic branch. In
fact, there are many Reform Jews who don’t believe in God at
all. For them, Judaism is a way of life and culture with a
connection to one’s ancestors that is about legacy, not faith.

The  middle-ground  branch,  seeking  to  find  moderate  ground
between the two extremes of the Orthodox and Reform branches,
is Conservative Judaism.

If there is any religious principle that Judaism explicitly
affirms and teaches, it is the unity of God. You may have
heard of the Shema, found in Deuteronomy 6:4¾“Hear O Israel,
the Lord our God, the Lord is One.” This one all-important
principle is the reason so many Jewish people have a hard time
understanding Christianity, which they see as a religion of
three gods, not one God in three Persons.

The Old Testament is the Scripture of Judaism. Many Jews,
though, do not consider the Old Testament to be the Word of
God or inspired, although they do give it respect as a part of
Jewish tradition and history.

There are some lifestyle practices that set people apart as
distinctively Jewish. Traditional Jews, usually Orthodox but
including some from other branches, observe the Sabbath. This
means abstaining from work, driving, and lighting a fire from
Friday  night  to  Saturday  night.  Orthodox  Jews  also  keep
kosher, which means keeping the Old Testament dietary laws.
The most well known is the prohibition against mixing meat and
milk at the same meal, although many people are also aware
that most Jewish people do not eat pork or shellfish.

It is difficult for Jewish people to place their faith in
Jesus as Messiah because it is not considered a Jewish thing
to do. In fact, they see “Jewish Christian” as an oxymoron.
For many, being Jewish equals “Not Christian.” But there’s
another big reason it is so hard for Jewish people to come to
faith  in  Christ.  They  don’t  see  a  need  for  “salvation,”



because there is nothing to be saved from. If there is a God,
then Jewish people already have a special relationship with
Him as His chosen people. Jesus is superfluous for Jews.

If you know someone who is Jewish, pray that God will cause
the scales to fall from the eyes of their heart and they will
see the truth: that there’s nothing more Jewish or more godly
than submitting in faith to one who was, and is, the very Son
of God, and who proved His love for them by dying in their
place on the cross.

Mormonism and Jehovah’s Witnesses
Have you ever answered your door to find a couple of nicely-
dressed people asking to talk to you about spiritual things?
Chances are they were either Mormons or Jehovah’s Witnesses.
Since  both  groups  send  many  missionaries  not  only  into
American homes but to foreign countries, it makes sense to
cover them in a discussion of world religions.

Many  people  think  of  Mormons  and  Jehovah’s  Witnesses  as
Christians in slightly different denominations, but this is
not the case. To put it bluntly, both religions teach another
gospel  and  another  Jesus.  They  are  cults,  not  Christian
denominations.

Mormonism was founded by Joseph Smith, a teenage boy in New
York. He claimed that he was visited by first God the Father
and the Son, and then by the angel Moroni, who gave him golden
plates, which he translated into the Book of Mormon. He said
that Christianity had been corrupted since the death of the
last apostle, and God appointed him to restore the truth. But
Joseph Smith provided nine different versions of these events,
which set the tone for the rest of his teachings.

Deuteronomy 18:22 gives God’s standards for His prophets: 100%
accuracy. Joseph Smith wrote a lot of prophecies, many of
which  never  came  true.  He  was  a  false  prophet,  and  the



religion he founded is not from God.

Mormonism  is  not  Christian  because  it  denies  some  of  the
essential doctrines of Christianity, including the deity of
Christ and salvation by grace. Furthermore, Mormon doctrine
contradicts the Christian teaching that there is only one God,
and it undermines the authority and reliability of the Bible.

Jehovah’s  Witnesses  was  founded  by  Charles  Taze  Russell,
another false prophet. His Watchtower Bible and Tract Society
has  produced  a  prodigious  amount  of  literature.  It  has
prophesied  the  return  of  Christ  in  1914,  1925,  and  1975.
Again,  by  God’s  standards,  the  representatives  of  the
Watchtower  Society  are  false  prophets.

Jehovah’s Witnesses deny the basics of the Christian faith.
They deny the Trinity. They believe there is one singular God,
Jehovah.  Jesus  is  actually  the  created  being  Michael  the
Archangel, and who became flesh at the incarnation. The Holy
Spirit is not God but an active force much like electricity or
fire.  They  deny  the  bodily  resurrection  of  Christ.  Like
Mormons,  they  deny  the  existence  of  hell  and  eternal
punishment.

Both of these religions teach salvation by works, not God’s
grace. And they teach that salvation is only found in their
organizations.

What do you do if they come to your door? First, don’t do
anything without sending up a prayer of dependence on God. If
you are not well-grounded in your own beliefs, unless you know
not only what you believe but why it’s true, then you should
probably politely refuse to talk to them, and work on your own
understanding  of  your  faith.  Both  Mormons  and  Jehovah’s
Witnesses are very successful at drawing in church-goers who
can’t recognize false teaching because they don’t know what’s
true.

If  you  do  know  the  Bible  and  what  you  believe,  then



prayerfully and humbly answer their questions and comments by
showing them what the Bible says. And pray that God’s Spirit
will show them the truth. He is grieved that people for whom
Jesus died are so deceived.

©2000 Probe Ministries.

 

“Are the Ideas of the Jesus
Seminar  Now  Catholic
Doctrine?”
I  am  a  philosophy  major  at  Oregon  State  University  where
Marcus  Borg  is  a  professor.  Many  of  the  churches  in  our
community ascribe to his teaching.

Here is my question…I have a dear friend that grew up in an
evangelical Catholic home and knows Christ as her personal
savior. She has been attending the local Catholic church here
in Corvallis and recently has been strongly confronted by one
of the deacons on issues surrounding the literalism of the
Bible (i.e. the ideas of the Jesus Seminar, taught by Borg).
The deacon has been telling her that Biblical non-literalism
as Borg teaches is part of Catholic doctrine and part of the
Catechism. Is this accurate? Is this indeed an international
Catholic teaching or does it depend on the individual parish
or person?

I would appreciate any wisdom you might have on this topic.
Honestly, it’s been really heated here lately, as Borg’s new
book has just been released. We would love it if either of you
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(or  other  speakers  from  Probe)  could  come  out  and  do  a
presentation for all of the confused Christians. There is a
strong evangelical movement in Corvallis, but unfortunately,
it  tends  to  be  strongly  anti-intellectual  and  isn’t  well
respected in the university community. As a student, I want to
be able to better understand the critical issues at hand and
be able to represent Christ in grace, truth, and love.

Send me whatever thoughts you have…I read article on the Jesus
Seminar through Leadership University and that helped, but I
really would love even more detailed information if you have
any.

Thank you so much for serving as a resource for students of
the Word!

Thank you for your recent e-mail concerning the Jesus Seminar.
I can empathize with your “dilemma” under the shadow of Marcus
Borg at your university.

I  don’t  know  if  you  have  checked  the  Probe  Website
(www.probe.org) or not, but I would direct you to at least two
essays: one that I wrote is called The Jesus Seminar, and a
second was written by my colleague, Rick Wade, entitled The
Historical Christ. You will find good bibliographical info for
further study.

I would rather doubt that the tenets of the Jesus Seminar are
now  officially  sanctioned  by  the  Roman  Catholic  Church
worldwide.  I  would  recommend  that  your  friend  ask  for
official,  written  documentation  from  this  priest  for  his
assertion that this is true. I am 99% positive that no such
position  has  been  taken  by  the  Catholic  church  and  its
biblical scholars. There is too much at stake for the church
to take such a radical stand which undermines much of what
they have held to be true about Jesus Christ.

If you are looking for someone to come and debate Borg, I
would  suggest  that  you  contact  my  good  friend  Dr.  J.  P.
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Moreland  and/or  Michael  J.  Wilkins  at  Talbot  Seminary  in
southern California. They edited a book entitled Jesus Under
Fire which was published by Zondervan in 1995. Each chapter is
written by a evangelical scholar, each of which develops and
refutes the major arguments of the Jesus Seminar position.

I  have  been  studying  this  topic  for  several  years,  and
following the literature, but these men, as New Testament
Scholars, are current on this issue and have devoted the kind
of  study  and  depth  necessary  to  give  good  account  of
themselves  with  a  fine  scholar  like  Borg.

I can appreciate your frustration with the general Christian
community. Most are not “armed” for the battle of ideas which
we face. That is why I left Campus Crusade in 1973 and began
Probe Ministries. At the time I gave oversight to the Campuses
in  the  Southwest  U.S.  The  worldview  America  has  come  to
embrace generally now once existed only on a few campuses: UC
Berkeley,  San  Francisco  State,  U.  of  Wisconsin  (Madison),
Columbia U., and U. of Colorado.

I found myself hard pressed to respond to the questions of
these students. So I decided the Lord was calling upon me not
to “curse the darkness”, but rather “light some lamps!” The
early Christians, it is said, were effective because they OUT-
THOUGHT and OUT-LOVED the ancient world! In fact, for 250
years after the apostles died off, the church did nothing but
try to survive and answer/refute/respond to all the doctrinal
challenges which came from the Jewish and Pagan communities
without, and from sects and heresies within. They were so busy
doing this, that it was not until 325 A.D. (Council of Nicea)
that the addressed/clarified the doctrine of the Trinity! The
FIRST theology of the early church was APOLOGETICAL theology,
and we find ourselves facing the same kind of circumstances
and challenges today.

So you hang in there! And tell your friend to do the same.
Challenge the priest and don’t be bullied by him. If it IS an



official  position,  tell  her  that  I  requested  that  it  be
documented so I will be able to confirm to others who ask that
this is truly official. If I were a betting man (and I am
::::SMILE!::::),  your  friend  will  find  that  no  such
affirmation  of  this  policy  will  be  forthcoming.

With Warm Regards in Christ,

Jimmy Williams, Founder
Probe Ministries


