The Relevance of
Christianity: An Apologetic

Rick Wade develops and defends the relevancy of Christianity,
encouraging believers to find points of contact with an
unbelieving world.

This article is also available in Spanish. C

Christianity and Human Experience

In his book, Intellectuals Don’t Need God and Other Modern
Myths, theologian Alister McGrath tells about his friend’s
stamp-collecting hobby. His friend, he says, “is perfectly
capable of telling me everything I could possibly want to know
about the watermarks of stamps issued during the reign of
Queen Victoria by the Caribbean islands of Trinidad and
Tobago. And while I have no doubt about the truth of what he
is telling me, I cannot help but feel that it is an utter
irrelevance to my life.”{1}

Christianity strikes many people the same way, McGrath says.
They simply see no need for a religion that is 2000 years old
and has had its day. How is it relevant to them?

One of the duties of Christian apologetics is that of making a
case for the faith. We can prepare ourselves for such
opportunities by memorizing many facts about our faith, such
as evidences for the reliability of the Bible and the truth of
the resurrection. We can learn logical arguments such as those
for the existence of God or the logical consistency of
Christian doctrines. While these are important components,
such things can seem very remote from people today. They will
not do much good in our apologetics if people are not
listening.

This is why some Christian thinkers are now saying that before


https://probe.org/the-relevance-of-christianity-an-apologetic/
https://probe.org/the-relevance-of-christianity-an-apologetic/
http://www.ministeriosprobe.org/docs/pertinencia.html
http://www.ministeriosprobe.org/docs/pertinencia.html

we can show Christianity to be credible, we must first make it
plausible. In other words, we must get people’s attention
first by bringing Christianity—at least in their thinking—into
the position of being possibly true.{2} We need to find those
points of contact with people that will encourage them to want
to listen.

Why do we need to begin at such a basic level? A few reasons
come to mind. First, many people think religion has nothing
important to say regarding our public activities. So, in our
daily lives religion is only allowed a minor role at best.
This attitude quickly affects how we view our private lives as
well. Second, many people hold that science is the only
worthwhile source of meaningful knowledge. This often—although
not necessarily—leads to a naturalistic worldview or at least
causes people to think 1Llike naturalists. Scientism and
naturalism seem to go hand-in-hand. Thus, in order to get a
person’s attention, the first step we might need to take is to
show him how Christianity applies to his life’s experience.{3}

Even though we are physically better off because of our
scientific knowledge applied through various technologies, are
we better off all around than before we had such things? I am
not deriding the benefit of science and technology; I am
simply wondering about our spiritual and moral health. Our
society 1is trying to find itself. This 1is clearly seen 1in
current debates over important ethical and social issues. At
the root of our culture wars is the question, Who are we, and
what are we to be about? The age-old questions continue to
haunt us: Where did I come from? Why am I here? What am I
supposed to be doing? Where am I going? With the loss of his
exalted place in the universe following the loss of a
Christian world view, man now wonders what his place is. Am I
significant in a universe that sees me as just one more piece
of cosmic dust? Is there any intrinsic meaning to my
existence? Or must I determine for myself what my place and
role will be?



In addition to apologetic arguments from logic and factual
evidence, we should also be prepared to answer questions such
as these. We need to let people know that in Christ are found
answers to the major issues of life. By doing this, we can
engage people where they really live. We can show them that
God is not some abstract force separated from the concerns of
life, but “is intimately related to personal and human
needs.”{4} As one writer put it, “God must be shown to be
necessitated or justified by practical or existential
thinking."”{5}

In this article I will address these three issues: meaning,
morality, and hope.{7} offers and contrast it with the
Christian view.

The Matter of Meaning

Let us begin with the matter of meaning. The question What 1is
the meaning of life? might not be one which most people give
serious attention to. But a similar question is often heard,
namely, What'’s the point? When we look for the significance or
the point of our activities, we are wondering about their
meaning. Reflective individuals carry this idea further,
wondering What'’s the point-or what is the meaning—of it all?
Although many people would argue that life has no ultimate
meaning, most people seem to expect it to. We search for it in
creativity, in helping others, in “finding ourselves,” and in
a variety of other ways.

The question of meaning encompasses other questions: Where did
I come from? What is the significance of the experiences of my
life? What is my overall purpose, and what should I be doing?
Where is all this heading?

The prevailing view in the West today, for all practical
purposes, 1is naturalism. This 1is not only the prevailing
philosophy on college campuses, but we have all been
encouraged by the successes of science to believe that if



something 1is not scientific, it is not reliable. Since science
investigates the natural order, we tend to see nature as all
that is really important, or even as all that exists. This is
called scientific reductionism.

However, the scientific method is capable of dealing only with
quantitative matters: How much? How big? How far? How fast?
Philosopher Huston Smith has argued that, for all the
achievements of science, it is incapable of speaking to such
important issues as values, purpose, meaning, and quality.{8}

This focus on science is not meant to pick on this discipline,
but to point out that science cannot give answers to some of
the major issues of life. Moreover, if we go so far as to
adopt naturalism as a world view, we are really in a bind, for
naturalism has no answers to give, at least to the question of
ultimate meaning. Naturalism says there was no purpose for our
coming into being; the only meaning we can have now is that
which we superimpose on our own lives; and we are all just
going back to the dust. If the universe 1s just a chance
accident in space and time; if living beings intrinsically are
nothing more than just so many molecules, no matter how
marvelously arranged; if human beings are merely cousins to
trees, trapped on a planet caught somewhere “between immensity
and eternity,” as Carl Sagan said; then there is no meaning to
life that we ourselves do not give to it. Being finite, we are
by nature incapable of providing ultimate meaning.

If we should seek to establish our own meanings, what is to
guide us? By what shall we measure such things? What if that
which is meaningful to me is offensive to you? Furthermore,
what if the goals we pursue are not capable of bearing the
meaning we try to put into them? Many people strive to move up
the ladder, to attain the power and prestige that they think
will fulfill them, only to find that it’s not all it’s cracked
up to be. The possession of material goods defines many of our
lives. But how much is enough? Does the one with the most toys
when he dies really win? Or, as some have said, is it simply



that the one who dies with the most toys . . . still dies?

Thus, there is no ultimate meaning in a universe without God,
and our attempts at providing our own limited meanings often
leave us looking for more.

If naturalism is true, we should be able to shake off the
fantasies of our past and give up worrying about questions of
ultimate meaning. However, we continue to look for something
bigger than ourselves, something that will give our lives
meaning. Christianity provides the explanation. We are drawn
toward the One who created us and imbues our lives with
meaning as part of His purposes. We are significant in
ourselves because He made us, and there is meaning in our
daily activities because that is the context in which we work
out His ambitions for us and our world. Recognizing the true
God opens to us the reality of value and meaning. The meaning
of life is found when we find our place in God’s world.

The Matter of Morality

In his book, Can Man Live Without God, apologist Ravi
Zacharias makes this bold assertion: “Antitheism provides
every reason to be immoral and is bereft of any objective
point of reference with which to condemn any choice. Any
antitheist who lives a moral life merely lives better than his
or her philosophy warrants.”{9} What a bold thing to say! Is
Zacharias saying that all atheists (or antitheists, as he
calls them) are immoral? Not at all. But he is saying that
atheism itself makes no provision for fixed moral standards.

One very important aspect of being human is morality. A basic
understanding of the concept of right and wrong or good and
bad is fixed in our nature. We constantly evaluate actions and
events—and even people-as good or bad or, in some cases,
neither. These are moral evaluations. They are significant for
our personal choices, and they are critical to our
participation in society.



In our culture today naturalism is the reigning public
philosophy. Even if many people claim to believe in God,
practical naturalism (or atheism) is the rule of the day.
Regarding morality, the general attitude seems to be that
there is no moral code to which we all are subject. We say in
effect, I'Ll choose my morality, and you choose yours. But if
Zacharias 1is correct, naturalism (or atheism) provides no
solid foundation even for personal morality.

The question we might pose to an atheist (which could be
directed at a practical atheist as well) is this: How do you
justify your own actions? To that question the atheist could
simply answer that he has need no for justification apart from
his own desires and needs. While I think it is possible to
argue that naturalism cannot be trusted to provide a moral
compass—even for one’s own needs—we can bring the real issue
to the fore more quickly by asking two questions: How do you
justify your moral outrage at the actions of others in any
given 1instance? and, Do you expect others to take your
objections seriously? To expect someone to take my objections
to his behavior seriously, I must presuppose a moral standard
that stands in authority above us all, unless, of course, I
think that I myself am that standard. But what does that do to
his right to determine his own morality? The atheist sometimes
wants to have it both ways. He wants to be his own standard-
maker. But is he willing to give this privilege to others?

Now, some atheist might respond that, of course, as a culture
we have to have laws in order to live together peacefully.
Individuals are not free to do anything they please; they have
to obey the laws of society. The well-known humanist
philosopher Paul Kurtz believes that “education, reason,
science and democratic methods of persuasion” are adequate for
establishing our norms.{10} But there are educated people who
hold different beliefs. Intelligent reason has led people to
different conclusions. Science can not instruct us in
morality. And in a society where there are a variety of



opinions about what is right and wrong, how do we know which
opinion 1is correct? Simple majority rule? Sometimes the
minority is in the right, as the issue of civil rights has
shown. No, Kurtz’'s reason, education, science, and democracy
will not do by themselves. They need to be informed by a
higher law.

Besides all this, Kurtz has certain presupposed ideas about
the proper end of our laws. For example, does furthering the
human race mean giving everyone an equal opportunity? Or does
it mean joining with Hitler and seeking to exterminate the
weak and inferior?

Naturalism provides no transcendent law that stands over all
people at all times to which we can appeal to establish a
moral order. Nor is there a solid basis upon which to complain
when we are wronged. Christianity, on the other hand, does
provide a transcendent moral structure and specific moral laws
that serve to both restrain us and protect us.

When the question of morality arises, atheists will often
offer the rebuttal that Christian morality is apparently not
sufficient to lead people into the “good life” because
Christians have done some terrible things to other people {and
to each other) over the years. While it is true that
Christians have done some terrible things, there is nothing in
Christianity that requires it, and there are definite commands
not to do such things. The Christian who does evil goes
against the religion he or she professes. The atheist,
however, can justify almost any kind of activity since man
becomes the measure of all things. Again, this does not mean
that all or even most atheists lead blatantly immoral lives.
It just means that they have no fixed point of reference by
which to establish laws or to condemn the actions of others.

Christianity not only provides a moral structure and specific
moral laws, it also provides for the power to do what 1is
right. The atheist is left on his own to do what is right.



Those who submit to God also have the Spirit to enable them to
obey God’s moral law.

There is turmoil in our society today as we try to decide all
over again what is good and what is evil. In our encounters
with non-believers, by tapping into the need we all have for a
moral structure suitable for both our preservation and our
betterment, we can pave the way for their consideration of the
Gospel of Jesus Christ.

The Matter of Hope

You have likely heard the expression “hope against hope.” It
refers to those times when there is no hope in sight, yet we
keep on hoping anyway. There 1s something within us—most of
us, anyway—-which continues to see some possibility for good
beyond a present crisis, or at least causes us to long for it.

As we consider the role human experience can play 1in
apologetics, we should give serious attention to the question
of hope because it quickly finds a home in our souls. Few of
us have absolutely no hope. What worse state can we imagine
than to have no hope at all? What we are more likely to see
than no hope at all is hope in things that are not worthy.
Nonetheless, the presence of hope in the darkest of places is
something with which we are all familiar.

Nowadays, however, hope seems to be in short supply. In spite
of all the glorious advances made in a number of areas of
life, there is a prevailing mood of unease. Americans seem to
be scrambling for something in which to put their confidence
for the future.

For centuries the Western world found its hope in God, the One
who was working out His purposes toward a glorious end. But by
the early part of this century, naturalism had taken hold of
the academy and then our social consciousness as well.

From there, people went in different directions in their



thinking. Secular humanists took the optimistic route and
declared their hope in mankind. They continue to do so in
spite of the fact that, in this “enlightened” era, our means
of advancing the cause of humanity include aborting the unborn
and helping the desperate kill themselves. Education, reason,
science, and democracy—-the gods of humanism—have yet to give
us any real cause for hope.

Other people have grown cynical. With nothing more to hope in
than what they see around them, they have lost faith in
everything. They do not trust anyone anymore; they doubt that
anyone can be truly virtuous; and they have simply settled
into hopelessness. {11} Still others of a more philosophical
bent have been drawn to atheistic existentialism, the
philosophy of despair, which declares that God is dead and
with Him that in which we once put our hope.{12}

A good illustration of someone trying to find something
positive in the loss of hope in the Christian God is found in
Albert Camus’ novel, The Stranger.{13} The protagonist,
Meursault, winds up in jail for the senseless murder of a man
on a beach. After his trial, as he is awaiting either an
appeal or his execution, Meursault is visited by a chaplain
who tries to get him to confess belief in God. Meursault
informs him that he does not have much time left, “and [he]
wasn’'t going to waste it on God.”{14} Meursault angrily
rejects all the priest says. He believes that the fate of
death to which everyone 1is subject levels out everything
people believe. One action is as good as another; one way of
life is as good as another.

After the priest leaves and Meursault has slept for awhile, he
says this as he considers his fate:

[I] felt ready to start life all over again. It was as 1if
that great gush of anger had washed me clean, emptied me of
hope, and, gazing up at the dark sky spangled with its signs
and stars, for the first time, the first, I laid my heart



open to the benign indifference of the universe. {15}

If there is no God out there, the best we can do is accept the
reality of our nothingness, and begin to make of ourselves
whatever we can. Like the bumper sticker I once saw which
read, “I’ve been much happier since I gave up hope.”
Previously Meursault had admitted being afraid, and he had
betrayed his own humanity when, after coolly thinking about
how death comes to everyone, and how it really does not matter
when or how one dies, the thought of a possible appeal brought
a sudden rush of joy through his body and brought tears to his
eyes.{16} Now he bravely faces a universe that does not care,
and he feels free.

If anyone ever truly feels this way in real life, that person
is the exception rather than the rule. The word hopeless has
negative connotations; we do not normally think of it as a
positive thing. The atheistic existentialist must go against
what appears to be the norm to achieve this state of happiness
in the face of a purposeless universe.

Of course, not all atheists will opt for Camus’ philosophy. To
some extent, hope for the fulfillment of our various earthly
ambitions fits in with a naturalistic worldview. A boy can
practice his swing with the hope of doing better in the
batter’s box. A woman with the hope of getting married can
very likely see that hope fulfilled. A man may get that
promotion he hopes for by working hard. Yet frequently people
find that what they had hoped for fails to provide the
fulfillment they expected.

And what about hope for the future? Is there anything to hope
for after death? When old age creeps up and the elderly man
reviews his life, is there any hope that something will come
of all the labors and heartaches and wins and losses of his
life? Was it all leading somewhere? The most naturalism can
allow is that our lives might benefit others. But naturalism



cannot of itself undergird such a hope. An impersonal universe
offers no rewards. And no one can predict what the next
generation will do with one’'s efforts. Besides, we might
wonder why we should worry about the benefit of others who,
like ourselves, are just pieces of cosmic dust. To take this
even further, naturalism can just as easily allow for the
destruction of the weak and the development of a master race
as it can for an altruistic attitude toward all people.

Of course, naturalism has nothing beyond the grave to offer
the individual him- or herself. There is no culmination, no
reward, no “Well done, good and faithful servant” (Matt.
25:21). You live, you do your best (according to your own
standards, of course), and you die.

Yet, we continue to hope. I wonder if the “hope [that] springs
eternal” is rooted within us in that “eternity” which is “set

.in the hearts of men” (Eccl. 3:11)? Or, maybe it stems
from the knowledge we all have of Deity, even though that
knowledge might be warped by sin. An inescapable awareness of
something transcendent continually draws us upward.

Christianity holds that the psychological reality of hope, and
the content of hope that does not fail, is found in Jesus who
is our hope (1 Tim. 1:1). Let us look at that in more detail.

The Answer Found in Jesus

One of the great benefits of addressing the matters of
meaning, morality, and hope in Christian apologetics is that
they take us right into the Gospel message. Our meaning 1is
rooted in the personal God who created us and is actively
involved in our affairs. Lasting, objective moral values to
which we all are accountable and which serve to protect us
find their source in God’s nature and will. And hope is what
He sent His Son to give us along with forgiveness and new life
and a host of other things.



Before looking at these issues more closely, I should address
a couple of potential objections to bringing human experience
into apologetics. One objection is that the apologist can
quickly fall into selling the faith by an appeal to the felt
needs of consumeristic Americans. Such needs are not always
valid.

Another objection is that such matters are subjective. To
appeal to them is to become trapped in matters that are at
best non-rational and at worst irrational. Our consideration
of Christianity should not be based upon such flimsy
foundations.

These problems can be avoided by concentrating on those
aspects of our experience which are universally shared.
Someone has called these “objective-subjective” matters. That
is, they are subjective matters of a kind shared by all of us
by virtue of our membership in the human race. The desire for
moral order is something felt inwardly, but it is a universal
need. Faith is subjective, but the disposition to believe is a
universal one. Personal meaning also is an inward desire, but
it is one we all have.

Let us consider now the answers the Bible gives to the
questions we’'re considering.

Remember that one of the questions encompassed by the question
of meaning is, Where did I come from? In John 1:1-3,
Colossians 1:16-17, and Hebrews 1:2 we learn that we were
created by God through Jesus. Furthermore, we learn from the
examples of David and Jeremiah that God created us and knows
us individually (Ps. 139:13-16; Jer. 1:5). Unless we are
prepared to argue that we were made on a whim or maybe just
for sport—and nothing in Scripture indicates that God does
anything like that-we must conclude that He made us for a
purpose.

The question, Is there meaning in the experiences of daily



life?, 1is answered by the understanding that God is working
out His own purposes in our lives (Phil. 2:12-13; Rom. 8:28;
9:11,17; Eph. 1:11).

Finally, to the questions, What is my purpose? and What should
I be doing?, Scripture teaches that I am to obey God’s moral
precepts (Jn. 14:23,24; 1 Jn. [entire book]), and that I am to
participate in God’s work by doing the things He has given me
to do in particular (Jn. 13:12-17; Eph. 2:10; 1 Pe. 4:10).

Regarding morality, the noble acts of people and the ravages
of war are understandable in light of our being created in
God’s image, on the one hand, and corrupted by sin, on the
other. Although we typically do not think of Jesus as the law-
giver as much as the exemplar of moral goodness, this is not
to say that He does not Himself define for us what is good.
Being fully God He shares the moral perfection of God the
Father. He also created us as moral creatures and planted in
us the awareness of right and wrong. Furthermore, His central
position in the plan of redemption—-which was put into effect
because of our sin-induced estrangement from God—makes Him a
focal point in the matter of good and evil. Thus, in Jesus 1is
found an understanding of our consciousness of sin and
judgment as well as the solution to the crucial issue of guilt
and forgiveness.

This is all too often forgotten in evangelical witness today.
One theologian has noted that the central theme of the Gospel
is no longer justification by faith, but the new life. But
people know that they do wrong, and they want to have the
burden of guilt lifted. Many do this by denying any kind of
universal morality. All they have to do to maintain a clear
conscience, they think, is to be “true” to themselves. But in
practice this does not work. We react negatively when an
individual who is being “true” to himself does something mean
to us. We also know that others are justified in objecting to
our actions that are hurtful to them. Our moral outrage at the
actions and words of others betrays our sense that there is a



moral law that transcends us. Naturalism has no means of
dealing with all this, but Jesus does.

I have already touched on the important place that hope
occupies in the Christian life. We have something specific to
hope for, and in our walk with Christ we can experience hope
on the psychological level.

For the apostles Paul and Peter, hope finds its objective
focal point in the resurrection of Jesus (Acts 23:6; 24:14-15;
1 Pe. 1:3). For our hope is eternal life (Titus 1:2; 3:7), and
Jesus’ resurrection 1is objective, concrete evidence that the
promise of eternal life is sure. It is with the objective
content of our hope in mind that Paul can say the Gentiles had
no hope and were without God in the world (Eph. 2:12).

The hope we have is not something we can see (Rom. 8:24-25);
it is waiting for us in heaven (Col. 1:5). Nonetheless it
provides the context for our joy today (Rom. 12:12). Hope 1is
strengthened as we learn what God has done in the past, and as
we persevere in our Christian walk (Rom. 15:4). As our faith
grows and we experience the joy and peace Jesus gives, our
hope is brought alive (Rom. 15:13). Rather than put our hope
in earthly riches (1 Tim. 6:17), we put our hope in the God
who cannot lie (Titus 1:2).

In short, the answers to the questions of meaning, law, and
hope—which have no answers in naturalism — are found in Jesus.
These truths, buttressed by the facts and logical consistency
of Christianity, can be a significant part of our case for the
truth of Jesus Christ. Although truth is not ultimately
determined by experience, the common experience of humanity
provides a point of contact for the Gospel. Even if such
matters are not persuasive by themselves, they might at least
serve to show that Christianity is relevant to our lives
today.

©1998 Probe Ministries.



The Deity of Christ

The belief that Jesus was and is God has always been a non-
negotiable for Christianity. Don Closson explains that this
belief is based on Jesus’ own words as well as the teachings
of the early church.

This article is also available in Spanish.

I recently received a letter from someone who argues that
there is only one God, and that He is called many names and
worshiped by many different people who hold to many different
faiths. This kind of thinking about God is common today, but
its popularity does not reduce the intellectual problems that
may accompany 1it. For instance, does this notion of god
include the god of the Aztecs who required child sacrifice?
What about the warrior gods of Norse mythology: 0din, Thor,
and Loki? How does the Mormon belief that we can all become
Gods if we join their organization and conform to their system
of good works fit into this theological framework? Even John
Hick, an influential religious pluralist, believes that only
some of the world’'s great religions qualify as having a valid
view of God. Islam, Christianity, Judaism, Buddhism, and
Hinduism are valid, but Satanism and the religions of the
Waco, Texas, variety are not. Belief that all religious
systems worship one God raises difficult questions when we see
how different groups portray God and seek to describe how we
are to relate to Him.

The issue becomes even more acute when one religious tradition
claims that God took on flesh becoming a man and walked on the
earth. The Christian tradition has claimed for almost two
thousand years that God did just that. The Gospel of John
proclaims that, “The Word became flesh and made his dwelling
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among us. We have seen his glory, the glory of the One and
Only, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth.” John
is, of course, talking about Jesus, and this claim presents an
interesting challenge for a religious pluralist. If what John
and the rest of the New Testament writers claim about Jesus is
true, then we literally have God in the flesh walking with and
teaching a small band of disciples. If Jesus was God incarnate
as He walked the earth, we have a first hand account of what
God is like in the biblical record. Truth claims about God
that counter those given in the Bible must then be discounted.
In other words, if Jesus was God in the flesh during His time
on earth, other religious texts or traditions are wrong when
they teach about God or about knowing God in ways that
contradict the biblical record.

In this essay we will consider the evidence for the deity of
Christ. Christianity’s truth claims are dependent on this
central teaching, and once accepted, this claim reduces
greatly the viability of religious pluralism, of treating all
religious beliefs as equally true. For if God truly became
flesh and spoke directly to His disciples about such things as
sin, redemption, a final judgment, false religions and true
worship, then we have the God of the universe expressing
intolerance towards other religious claims- -specifically
claims that discount the reality of sin and remove the need
for redemption or the reality of a final judgment. Some might
not agree with God’s religious intolerance, but then again,
disagreeing with God is what the Bible calls sin.

Rather than begin with a response to attacks on Christ’s deity
by modern critics like the Jesus Seminar or New Age gnostics,
our discussion will begin with Jesus’ own self-consciousness,
in other words, what did Jesus say and think about himself.
From there we will consider the teachings of the Apostles and
the early church. My goal is to establish that from its
inception, Christianity has taught and believed that Jesus was
God in the flesh, and that this belief was the result of the



very words that Jesus spoke concerning His own essence.

Christ’s Self-Perception

As we begin to examine evidence that supports the claim that
Jesus Christ is God in the flesh or God incarnate, a good
starting point is Jesus’ own self concept. It must first be
admitted that Jesus never defines His place in the Trinity in
theological language. However, He made many statements about
himself that would be not only inappropriate, but blasphemous
if He was not God in the flesh. It is important to remember
that Jesus’ life was not spent doing theology or thinking and
writing about theological issues. Instead, His life was
focused on relationships, first with His disciples, and then
with the Jewish people. The purpose of these relationships was
to engender in these people a belief in Jesus as their savior
or Messiah, as their only source of salvation. Jesus told the
Pharisees, the Jewish religious leaders of His day, that they
would die in their sins if they did not believe that He was
who He claimed to be (John 8:24). And to one Pharisee,
Nicodemus, Jesus said, “For God so loved the world, that He
gave His one and only Son, that whoever believes in Him shall
not perish, but have eternal life” (John 3:16).

Millard Erickson, in his book Christian Theology, does a nice
job of laying out evidence that Jesus considered himself equal
in essence with God. (1) Unless He was God, it would have been
highly inappropriate for Jesus to say, as He does in Matthew
13:41, that both the angels and the kingdom are His.
Elsewhere, angels are called “the angels of God” (Luke 12:8 9;
15:10) and the phrase Kingdom of God is found throughout the
Scriptures. But Jesus says, “The Son of man will send His
angels, and they will gather out of His kingdom all causes of
sin and evildoers” (Matt. 13:41).

When the paralytic in Mark 2:5 was lowered through the roof by
his friends, Jesus’ first response was to say that the man’s
sins were forgiven. The scribes knew the implications of this



statement, for only God could forgive sin. Their remarks
clearly show that they understood Jesus to be exercising a
divine privilege. Jesus had a wonderful opportunity to set the
record straight here by denying that He had the authority to
do what only God can do. Instead, His response only reinforces
His claim to divinity. Jesus says, “Why do you question thus
in your hearts? Which is easier, to say to the paralytic, Your
sins are forgiven,’' or to say, Rise, take up your pallet and
walk’?” To confirm His authority to forgive sins, Jesus
enabled the man to pick up his pallet and go home.

Two other areas that Jesus claimed authority over was the
judging of sin and the observance of the Sabbath. Both were
considered God’s prerogative by the Jews. In John 5:22-23
Jesus says, “The Father judges no one, but has entrusted all
judgment to the Son, that all may honor the Son just as they
honor the Father.” Jesus also claimed authority to change
man’s relationship to the Sabbath. Honoring the Sabbath is one
of the Ten Commandments, and the Jews had been given strict
instructions on how to observe it. In the book of Numbers,
Moses is told by God to stone to death a man who collects wood
on the Sabbath. However, in Matthew 12:8 Jesus says that “the
Son of Man is Lord of the Sabbath.”

These examples show that Jesus made claims and performed
miracles that reveal a self awareness of His own divinity. In
our next section, we will continue in this vein.

Christ’s Self-Perception, Part 2

At this point in our discussion we will offer even more
examples of Jesus’ self knowledge of His essential equality
with God.

A number of comments that Jesus made about His relationship
with the Father would be unusual if Jesus did not consider
himself equal in essence with God. In John 10:30 He says that
to see Him is to see the Father. Later in John 14:7-9 He adds



that to know Him is to know the Father. Jesus also claimed to
have existed prior to His incarnation on earth. In John 8:58
He says, “Truly, truly, I say to you, before Abraham was, I
am.” Some believe that the words used here by Jesus constitute
His strongest claim to deity. According to the Expositors
Bible Commentary this passage might more literally be
translated, “Before Abraham came into being, I continuously
existed.” The Jews recognized the phrase “I am” as one
referring to God because God used it (1) to describe himself
when He commissioned Moses to demand the release of His people
from Pharaoh (Exodus 3:14), and (2) to identifyhimself in the
theistic proclamations in the second half of Isaiah. Jesus
also declares that His work is coterminous with the Father. He
proclaims that “If a man loves me, he will keep my word, and
my Father will love him, and we will come to him and make our
home with him” (John 14:23). The Jews hearing Jesus understood
the nature of these claims. After His comment about pre-
existing Abraham, they immediately picked up stones to kill
Him for blasphemy because they understood that He had declared
himself God.

In Jesus’ trial He makes a clear declaration of who He is. The
Jews argued before Pilate in John 19:7, “We have a law, and
according to that law he must die, because he claimed to be
the Son of God.” Matthew 26 records that at Jesus’ trial, the
high priest tells Jesus, “I charge you under oath by the
living God: Tell us if you are the Christ, the Son of
God."”Jesus replies, “You have said it yourself, . . . But I
say to all of you: In the future you will see the Son of Man
sitting at the right hand of the Mighty One and coming on the
clouds of heaven.” This would have been a wonderful
opportunity for Jesus to save himself by clearing up any
misconceptions concerning His relationship with the Father.
Instead, He places himself in a position of equality and of
unique power and authority. Again, the Jews understand what
Jesus 1is saying. The high priest proclaims, “He has uttered
blasphemy. Why do we still need witnesses? You have now heard



his blasphemy.” He calls for a vote of the council, and they
demand His death (Matt. 26:65-66).

Another indicator of how Jesus perceived himself is in His use
of 0ld Testament Scripture and the way He made His own
proclamations of truth. In a number of cases, Jesus began a
sentence with “You have heard that it was said, . . . but I
say to you. . . .” (Matt. 5:21-22, 27-28). Jesus was giving
His words the same authority as the Scriptures. Even the
prophets, when speaking for God, would begin their statements
with: “The word of the Lord came to me,” but Jesus begins
with: “I say to you.”

There are other indications of how Jesus saw himself. For
example, Christ’s claim to have authority over life itself in
John 5:21 and 11:25, and His use of the self referential “Son
of God” title point to unique power and authority and His
essential equality with God.

The Apostles’ Teaching

We will turn now to look at what Jesus’ followers said of Him.
The Gospel of John begins with a remarkable declaration of
both Christ’s deity and full humanity. “In the beginning was
the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He
was with God in the beginning.” Later in verse fourteen John
remarks that this “Word” became flesh and walked among them
and points to Jesus as this “Word” become flesh. What did John
mean by this remarkable passage?

The first phrase might literally be translated: “When the
beginning began, the Word was already there.” In other words,
the “Word” co- existed with God and predates time and
creation. The second phrase “The Word was with God” indicates
both equality and distinction of identity. A more literal
translation might be “face to face with God,” implying
personality and relational coexistence. Some groups, like the
Jehovah’s Witnesses, make a great deal of the fact that the



word “God” in the third phrase “The Word was God” lacks an
article. This, they argue, allows the noun God to be
translated as an indefinite noun, perhaps referring to “a God”
but not “the” almighty God. Actually, the lack of an article
for the noun makes the case for the deity of the “Word” more
clearly. The Greek phrase, theos en ho logos describes the
nature of the “Word,” not the nature of God. The article ho
before the word logos shows that the sentence describes the
nature of the Word; He is of the same nature and essence as
the noun in the predicate; that is, the Word is divine. It 1is
interesting to note that verses 6, 12, 13, and 18 of the same
chapter refer unambiguously to God the Father and use an
anarthrous noun, i.e., a noun without the article.(2) Yet
strangely the Jehovah’s Witnesses do not dispute the meaning
of these passages.

The author of Hebrews writes plainly of Christ’s deity. The
first chapter states that, “The Son is the radiance of God’s
glory and the exact representation of His being, sustaining
all things by His powerful word.” The passage also states that
Jesus is not an angel nor is He just a priest. In Colossians
1:15 Paul adds that, “He is the image of the invisible God,
the firstborn over all creation. For by Him all things were
created: things in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible,
whether thrones or powers or rulers or authorities; all things
were created by Him and for Him. He is before all things, and
in Him all things hold together.” Although Paul clearly
attributes godlike qualities to Jesus, the use of the word
firstborn often causes confusion. The word can be a reference
to priority in time or supremacy in rank. Since Jesus 1is
described as the Creator of all things, the notion of
supremacy seems more appropriate. Philippians 2:5-11 also
talks of Jesus existing in the form of God. The Greek term
used for form is morphe, denoting an outward manifestation of
an inner essence.

Mention should also be made of the use by New Testament



writers of the word Lord for Jesus. The same Greek word was
used in the Greek 0ld Testament, the Septuagint, as the
translated word for the Hebrew words Yahweh and Adonai, two
special names given to God the Father. The Apostles meant to
apply the highest sense of this term when referring to Jesus.

The Early Church

Thus far we have been examining the Christian claim of
Christ’s divinity, first considering Jesus’ own self-concept
and then the thoughts of those who wrote the New Testament. It
is not within the scope of this essay to argue that the words
attributed to Jesus by the writers of the New Testament are
indeed His. Instead, we have argued that the words attributed
to Jesus do claim an essential equality with God the Father.
The traditional view of the Christian faith has been that God
has revealed himself to us as three separate persons—Father,
Son, and Holy Spirit—who shared a common essence.

Belief in Jesus’ essential equality with God the Father was
communicated by the Apostles to the church fathers to whom
they handed the task of leading the church. Even though these
early leaders often struggled with how to describe the notion
of the Trinity with theological accuracy, they knew that their
faith was in a person who was both man and God.

Clement of Rome is a good example of this faith. Writing to
the church at Corinth Clement implies Jesus’ equality with God
the Father when he says “Have we not one God, and one Christ
and one Spirit of grace poured upon us.” Later, in his second
letter, Clement tells his readers to “think of Jesus as of God
, as the judge of the living and dead.” Clement also wrote of
Jesus as the preexistent Son of God; in other words, Christ
existed before He took on human flesh. Ignatius of Antioch
spoke of Christ’s nature in his letter to the Ephesians,
“There is only one physician, of flesh and of spirit, generate
and ingenerate, God in man, life in death, Son of Mary and Son
of God.” A little later, Irenaeus of Lyons (ca. A.D. 140-202.)



had to stress the humanity of Christ because of Gnostic heresy
that argued that Jesus was only a divine emanation. Irenaeus
wrote, “There is therefore . . . one God the Father, and one
Christ Jesus our Lord, who . . . gathered together all things
in himself. But in every respect, too, he is man, the
formation of God: and thus he took up man into himself, the
invisible becoming visible, the incomprehensible being made
comprehensible, the impassible becoming capable of suffering,
and the Word being made man, thus summing up all things in
himself” (Against Heresies III, 16). During the same time
period, Tertullian of Carthage (ca. A.D. 155-240) wrote of
Christ’s nature that “what is born in the flesh is flesh and
what is born in the Spirit is spirit. Flesh does not become
spirit nor spirit flesh. Evidently they can (both) be in one
(person). Of these Jesus is composed, of flesh as man and of
spirit as God” (Against Praxeas, 14). Later he added, “We see
His double state, not intermixed but conjoined in one person,
Jesus, God and man” (Against Praxeas, 27).

By A.D. 325 the church had begun to systematize Christianity’s
response to various heretical views of Christ. The Nicene
Creed stated, “We believe in God the Father All-sovereign,
maker of heaven and earth, of all things visible and
invisible; And in one Lord Jesus Christ, the only-begotten Son
of God, begotten of the Father before all the ages, Light of
Light, true God of true God, begotten not created, of one
substance with the Father, through whom all things came into
being.” (3)

The belief in Jesus Christ being of the same essence as God
the Father began with Jesus himself, was taught to His
Apostles, who in turn handed down this belief to the early
church Fathers and apologists. Christ’s deity 1is the
foundation upon which the Christian faith rests.
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Christian Apologetics

Rick Wade’s introduction to Christian apologetics, rather than
delving into specific arguments for the faith, examines the
need to think well and develop logic skills. It is important
to be able to answer the charge of elitism that 1is often
leveled at Christianity today, and this essay concludes with
some cogent statements making a case for Christianity.

Introduction

Throughout the history of the church, Christians have been
called upon to explain why we believe what we believe. The
apostle Paul spoke of his ministry as “the defense and
confirmation of the gospel.” Peter said we need to “be ready
to make a defense to everyone who asks you.”

This activity of the church came to be known as apologetics
which means “defense.” But, if it is important that we defend
the faith, how do we do it?

In this essay I will not provide a lot of evidences and
arguments. I will rather look at some basic principles that
will guide us in defending the faith. We will talk about our
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starting point and about the important matter of thinking
logically. We’ll look at the specific charge of elitism which
is prevalent on college campuses today. Finally, we’ll deal
with the question of presenting a case for Christianity.

So, what is apologetics, anyway, and what is it supposed to
do? Apologetics has been defined as “the science and art of
defending the faith.” It is chiefly concerned with the
question of the truth of Jesus Christ. In the days of the
Greeks, when someone was summoned to court to face a charge,
he would present an “apology” or a defense. For Christians,
this might mean answering the question, “Why do you believe
that Jesus is God?” or a question more often heard today, “Why
do you think Christians have the truth?”

So, apologetics is first of all defense. It has come to
include more than just defense, however. Not only is the truth
of our beliefs an issue, but also the beliefs others hold. A
second task of apologetics is to challenge other people to
defend their beliefs.

A third task of apologetics is to present a case for the truth
of the biblical message. One might call this task “proving”
Christianity (although the matter of proof must be qualified).
If this seems to be too ambitious a goal, we might speak
simply of persuading people of the truth of the biblical
message.

In all of this our goal is to let the light of God’s truth
shine in all its brilliance. It is our ambition also to bring
unbelievers to a recognition of the truth of Jesus Christ and
to persuade them to put their faith in Him.

Apologetics is typically a response to a specific question or
challenge, either stated outright or just implied. Paul
reasoned with the Jews for whom the cross was a stumbling
block, “explaining and giving evidence that the Christ had to
suffer and rise again from the dead.” In the second century,



apologists defended not only Christian beliefs but also
Christians themselves against such charges as atheism and
cannibalism and being threats to the state. In the Medieval
era, more attention was given to the challenges of Judaism and
Islam. In the era of the Enlightenment, apologists had to
defend Christianity against the narrow confines of scientific
rationalism. Today the challenge has shifted again, this time
from attacks on specific doctrines to the question of whether
Christianity has any claim to final truth at all.

Like our forebears, we must answer the challenges of our day.
We must respond to our contemporaries’ questions as difficult
and uncomfortable as that might be.

Thinking Well

One of my frustrations in studying apologetics has been trying
to master the overwhelming number of questions and challenges,
on the one hand, and supporting evidences and reasons, on the
other. Although it behooves us all to master some of these, it
seems to me that it is just as important to learn how to think
well.

Learning to think well, or logically, 1is important for
Christians for several reasons. It helps us put together the
various pieces of our faith to form a cohesive whole. It helps
us make decisions in everyday life when the Bible doesn’t
speak directly to a particular issue. We must learn to deduce
true beliefs or proper courses of action from what we do know
from Scripture.

Good, logical thinking is especially important for an
apologist. On the one hand, it can help prevent us from
putting together shoddy arguments for what we believe. On the
other hand, it helps us evaluate the beliefs of those who
challenge Christianity. Too often we stumble at criticisms
which sound good, but which really stand on logically shaky
legs. Let’s consider a few examples.



Here’'s a basic one. How do you respond to someone who says,
“There’s no such thing as absolute truth”? If the individual
really thinks there is no absolute truth that is, truth that
stands for all people at all times, that person at best can
only say “In my opinion, there’s no such thing as absolute
truth.” To say “There’s no such thing as absolute truth” is to
state an absolute; the statement refutes itself.

Here’'s another one. You've heard people say, “All religions
really teach the same thing.” Oh, really? Ours teaches that
Jesus is God in flesh; other religions say that He isn’t. A
logical principle called the law of non-contradiction says
that Jesus can’t both be God and not be God.

Let’s try one more. Some people say, “I can’t believe in
Christ. Look at all the terrible things Christians have done
through the centuries.” How would you answer this objection?
While it is true that what Christians do influences non-
Christians’ responses to the gospel, such actions have nothing
to do with whether Christianity itself is true. If part of the
gospel message was that once a person becomes a Christian that
person absolutely will never sin again, the objector would
have grounds for questioning the truth of the faith. But the
Bible doesn’t say that. We can agree that Christians shouldn’t
do terrible things to other people, but what people did in
fourteenth-century Europe or do in twentieth-century America
in the name of Jesus can’t change the reality of the
incarnation, crucifixion, and resurrection of Christ. The
person making this argument may not like what Christians have
done, but this complaint has no logical force against the
truth of Christ. When people present arguments against the
faith, we need to discern whether what they say 1is both
factually true and logically sound. Often the objections we
hear are neither. Learning how to think logically ourselves
will enable us to spot fallacies in others’ thinking. Perhaps
pointing these out (in a gentle way, if possible) will cause
the person to rethink his or her position. At least it will



defuse the attack on our faith.

Answering The Charge of Elitism

I’ve been talking about the importance of logical thinking in
doing apologetics. Now I'd like to apply that in considering a
charge currently being made against Christians, especially on
college campuses.

In a video I recently saw, a young woman said the notion that
Christians have the only truth is “elitist.” She was saying
that since there are so many different beliefs in the world,
how can any one group of people claim to have the only truth?
She, and many others like her, consider such thinking
arrogant.

How can we respond to this charge? First, notice the name-
calling. We are charged with “elitism.” The real issue 1is
passed over in favor of a put-down. This is just another
example of how ideas and issues are dealt with in our society
these days. It is important, however, not to react in kind.
Too often in our society the battles over issues and ideas are
fought with name-calling and sloganeering. This is unbecoming
to Christians and unprofitable in apologetics and evangelism.
We need to deal with the ideas themselves.

Second, Christians can acknowledge that non-Christians can
know truth and that other religions can include some truth. If
they didn’t, they would find very few adherents. They fail,
though, on such fundamental issues as the identity of Jesus
and the way to be reconciled to God.

Third, notice the faulty logic in the argument. What does the
reality of many points of view have to do with the truth-value
of any of them? This is like saying: “Some men think they
should treat their wives with the same respect they desire;
some ignore their wives; others think it’s okay to beat them.
Who’s to say only one way can be right?” The structure of the



argument is the same, but it is obvious that the conclusion 1is
wrong. A critic might understandably question our assurance
that what we believe is the final truth given that there are
so many people who disagree. But it is faulty logic to
conclude that no beliefs can claim final truth simply because
there are so many of them. Fourth, since the criticism rests
upon the idea that two or more conflicting beliefs can be
true, we must challenge this assumption. It can be shown to be
incorrect by looking to everyday experience. If my wife says
it is raining outside but my son says it isn’t, do I take my
umbrella or not? It can’t be both raining and not raining at
the same time. Likewise, if one person says Jesus is the only
way to salvation and another says He isn’t, no more than one
of them can be correct.

Some people, of course, will challenge the notion that our
knowledge of God is like knowing whether it 1is raining
outside. God is not a part of nature; He 1is “wholly
other.”This issue is much too involved to develop here. But I
believe that this thinking 1s fundamentally a prejudice
against authoritative revelation. God has spoken, and He has
given us evidence in this world to confirm what He has said.

This challenge to Christianity and many others like it are not
easy to deal with. But if defending the faith means responding
to the challenges of our day, we must prepare ourselves, as
difficult as it may be. Otherwise, we can’t expect to be
heard.

The Case for Christianity Part 1

Earlier I wrote that one of the tasks of apologetics is to
present a case for the truth of the biblical message. Now I'd
like to present a few foundational considerations, and after
that we’ll look at how we might construct a case.

When Christians are called upon to present a case for the
faith, they are, in effect, being asked to offer proof that



Christianity is true. What evidences or arguments can be
marshaled to establish the truth of what we believe?

What we would like to do is make a case which no person of
reasonable intelligence can fail to accept. But the Bible
acknowledges the reality that many people will not believe no
matter how compelling the evidence. Remember the story in Luke
16 about the rich man who died and suffered torment? He begged
Abraham to send Lazarus back from the dead to warn his
brothers about what they also faced. Listen to the response.
Abraham said, “If they do not listen to Moses and the
Prophets, neither will they be persuaded if someone rises from
the dead.” A determined will can ignore the best of evidence.

Unless we are talking about proof in the mathematical sense,
we need to note that proof is person-relative; what will
convince one person might not convince another. This doesn’t
mean, however, that Christianity only becomes true when
someone is convinced. It’s true whether anyone believes it or
not.

In making a case for the faith we seek to present a sound
argument which will be persuasive for a particular listener.
On the one hand, this consideration frees us from the
responsibility of having an argument which will convince
everyone; on the other hand, it means that we must not depend
upon “one-size-fits-all” arguments.

Even if we’re able to deal adequately with the challenges of a
given individual, we need to also note what the real basis of
our belief is. A true knowledge of God is based upon divine
testimony which 1is accepted by faith, but which is also
confirmed for us by evidences of various types. The testimony
of Scripture about such matters as the work of Christ on the
cross and justification by faith are things which can’t be
proved; they are accepted by faith.

We must also remember the nature of our message. Christianity



is not just a system of beliefs, but rather the message of the
One who is truth. This is an especially pertinent point today,
given the mentality of the younger generations. Today we've
lost the confidence in our ability to reason through the major
issues of life in a disinterested, scientific manner and come
to firm conclusions. Conceptual schemes that don’t touch us
where we really live hold little interest anymore. We need to
draw people to Jesus who is the answer to the major questions
of life. Christianity 1is 1living truth, and it should be
preached and defended as such.

We might only be able to convince the non-believer that
Christianity is plausible or believable. But that’s a good
start; often it takes many steps for a person to come to
faith. Our job is to provide a solid intellectual foundation
to make those steps sure.

The Case for Christianity Part 2

Now we’ll finish our discussion by outlining a way of
presenting a case for Christianity. Note that this is just an
outline; it’'ll be up to you to fill in the details.

Since God created the universe and is active in His creation,
there is no lack of evidence for the truth of Christianity.
When I use the word “evidence,” I’'m using it in a broad way to
include not only factual evidence, but logical arguments and
human experience as well. Evidence is anything that can be
brought to bear on the truth-claims of Scripture.

As we present evidence, we must be aware that the false
presuppositions unbelievers hold about God, man, and the world
might skew their evaluation of the evidences. In fact, the
idea of encouraging people to evaluate Christianity makes some
people uneasy. Are we allowing sinful people to bring God to
the bar of judgment? No, we aren’t. We are simply recognizing
that, although the Bible never hints that anyone is justified
in rejecting its message, it does present witnesses to the



truth, typically through historical reminders and miracles.
Further, because unbelievers are made in God’s image and live
in God’'s world, they have some understanding of the truth, and
we can appeal to that understanding.

We can divide the kinds of evidence at our disposal into three
categories: fact (or empirical evidence); reason (or logical
thinking); and experience (or human nature and the experience
of life).

These three kinds of evidence can be used two ways: evaluation
and explanation.

First, we can look for evidence in a given area which confirms
Scripture. This is the evaluation aspect of apologetics. So,
for example, we can ask, Are there observable facts which
affirm what Scripture teaches? Consider history and
archeology. Are the teachings of Scripture coherent and
logically consistent? Yes, they are. Typically, people who say
there are contradictions in the Bible have a hard time
remembering one. Is what the Bible says about human nature and
human experience true to what we know? Yes it is; we can
identify with biblical characters.

The second way we use evidences is to see if Christianity can
explain them. The following questions might clarify what I
mean. We can ask, Does the Christian worldview explain the
facts of nature? Yes, it does, for it says that Jesus created
and sustains the universe. Does Christianity provide an
explanation for the reliability of human reason itself? Sure;
we are created in the image of God with intelligence. Does the
Bible explain human nature and experience? Yes, for it relates
that, while the image of God and common grace enable us to do
good to a certain extent, we are given to sin because of the
Fall.

In this essay I’'ve tried to provide some foundational
principles for defending the faith. As we prepare to give an



answer to our society, it’s important that we learn to think
logically, that we respond to the questions of our day, that
we become familiar with the broad range of evidence at our
disposal, and that we consider the person or persons we are
addressing as we present our case. With this in mind, we
exhibit the truth of Jesus Christ in all its splendor, and, as
always, leave the results to God.

©1997 Probe Ministries.

How Do You Spell Truth?

What 1is Truth?

Do you remember the commercial that asked, “How do you spell
relief?” To the horror of elementary teachers everywhere, you
were supposed to answer “R-0-L-A-I-D-S.” In a similar fashion,
today, if you ask someone, “How do you spell truth?” you might
be surprised by the response. As a young Christian in college,
I was greatly influenced by the writings of Francis Schaeffer.
I will never forget the impact of his critique of modern
culture and his use of the phrase “true truth.” True truth
might be thought of as truth with a capital “T” because it is
based on the existence of a personal God, the creator of all
that exists, and a revealer of Himself via the Bible and the
Incarnation of His Son, Jesus. Today, if you ask average men
and women how to spell truth, their responses will probably
indicate a view that is strictly earthbound truth beginning
with a small “t.” God is not in the picture; in fact, belief
in God would be seen as a handicap in discerning truth
accurately. The methodology of science provides this type of
truth and also sets its limits. However, there is another
spelling for truth that is finding more and more adherents.
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Today, especially on college campuses, the question might be
answered with C-0-N-S-T-R-U-C-T, as in social construct. Like
the Rolaids answer above, this response doesn’t seem to fit.
In this approach truth is generated by the social group,
whether they be white middle-class male Americans or female
southeast Asians. What is true for one group may not be true
for another, and there is no such thing as universal truth,
something that is true for all people, all the time.

These three conceptions of truth describe three comprehensive
systems of thought that are active in Western culture and in
the U.S. The first (Truth) portrays Christian theism (what
some refer to as a pre-modern view). Although this view 1is
still quite popular, many in our churches function as if they
were members of the second group which is often classified as
a modernist perspective (truth). The third group (truth as
social construct) is a fairly recent arrival, but has become
highly influential both in academia and in common culture. It
has been called postmodernism. People within these three
different perspectives see the world quite differently. Until
recently, Christians focused their apologetics, or defense of
the faith, mainly at modernists and as a result often
attempted to justify belief within a modernist framework of
truth. Now we are being called upon to respond to a postmodern
view that will require a far different approach. Although
postmodernism has many aspects that Christians must reject, it
has also revealed just how much Christian thinking has been
influenced by the modernist challenge.

In this discussion we will look at modernism and postmodernism
in light of Christian evangelism and apologetics. We are now
fighting a two-front battle, and we need to develop different
tools for each. We also are in need of a vaccine against
assuming the presuppositions of either modernism or
postmodernism as we attempt to live and think within a
biblical framework. Much of this debate revolves around the
notion of what is true, or perhaps how we as individuals can



know what is true. This may sound like an ivory tower
discussion, but it is a vital topic as we attempt to share the
truth of the Gospel to those we encounter.

The Modernist View

In their book Truth Is Stranger Than It Used to Be{l}, Richard
Middleton and Brian Walsh use an interesting metaphor to
describe the different views of truth and the ways that we
perceive it in our culture. Imagine three umpires meeting
after a day at the park. As they reflect on the day’s
activities one ump declares, “There’s balls and there’s
strikes and I call 'em the way they are.” Another responds,
“There’s balls and there’s strikes and I call ’'em the way I
see 'em.” The third says, “There’s balls and there’s strikes,
and they ain’t nothin’ until I call ’'em.” Each of the umpires
may make the same call, but they will be making it for very
different reasons. The position of the first ump is known as
naive realism. He believes that his calls correspond to
something quite real and substantive called balls and strikes.
He is also very confident that he can discern what is a ball
or a strike with a high degree of accuracy. This confidence 1is
a trademark of modernism. As we will see later, the other two
umpires reflect positions that reject such a confidence 1in
knowing what is true. It doesn’t mean that they don’t make
decisions, they just lack the confidence that their decision
conforms exactly to what is really “out there.”

Modernism grew out of the Enlightenment and matured in the
last century to dominate much of European and American
thought. Its greatest American advocate has been John Dewey.
Writing around the turn of the century, Dewey’s philosophy of
pragmatism has dominated American educational theory to this
day. In his book Reconstruction in Philosophy, {2} he
highlights the difference between pre-modern and modern
thinking. First, modernism rejects the reality of supernatural
events or beings. It focuses on this world and the secular.



Second, it rejects the authority of the church or religion 1in
general and replaces it with the power of individual minds
utilizing the methodology of science. Third, it replaces the
static world of the middle ages with a belief in progress
towards a future human utopia. Finally, it believes that the
patient scientific study of nature will provide the means for
this utopia. Humankind is to conquer and control nature for
its use.

The implications of modernism were and are profound. Under its
umbrella, humans were seen as biological machines just as the
universe became understood as an impersonal mechanism needing
neither a creator nor a sustainer God. All of human behavior
could conceivably be explained biologically, given enough time
for science to study the data. As a result, humans are viewed
as self- governing beings and free to embrace whatever their
rational minds discover. Modernists might be called
rationalistic optimists because they are quite confident in
their ability to perceive “reality as reality, relatively
unaffected by our own bias, distortion, or previous belief
system”{3}. One’s conclusions can reflect reality outside
ourselves, not just thoughts within our own minds.

With the advent of modernism Christianity found itself under
the cold calculating eye of science. Modernism tells a story
of mankind as its own savior that is, with the help of
science, modernism has no need for a savior provided by God.
Sin is not in its vocabulary, and redemption is not needed;
humans lack only education.

Next, we will look at the arrival of postmodernism and its
accompanying challenges.

The Postmodern Condition

We have considered the impact of modernism on the question of
what is true. Now we will focus on the postmodern view. Where
modernism is very confident that it can discover truth via



science, postmodernism is defined by its skepticism that truth
of any type can be known. Much of postmodernism is negative
response to the confidence of modernism. Yet, postmodernism is
a strange combination of a vague romantic optimism that
mankind can solve its social and economic problems, with a
dramatic pessimism of ever knowing truth at a universal level.
This reflects the strong influence of atheistic existentialism
on postmodern thinking. Individuals are told they must stand
up and confront an absurd existence and impose meaning and
order on to it, all the while admitting that there is no
universal truth guiding what they choose to do.

To a postmodern, modernism ended with atomic bombs being
dropped on Nagasaki and Hiroshima. Modernism 1led to
imperialism and the colonialization of the third world by the
supposedly more modern and advanced industrial nations. It led
to the destruction of the environment, and it has led to a
naive confidence that technology can solve any problem in its
path.

Often, postmodernism is known more for what it doesn’t believe
than for what it does. One author writes that we have come to
the point where answers to the “questions of ultimate concern
about the nature of the good, the meaning of truth and the
existence of God are taken to be unanswerable and hence, in
some fundamental sense, insignificant.”{4}

Let’s consider some of the significant themes that
postmodernists have written about. The first is the theory
that truth is a social construct. This theory would argque, for
example, that Western modernity which has come to dominate the
globe and define what is rational and normative for human life
is not in place because it is any truer than other worldviews.
Instead, it is a set of ideas that people have used to
manipulate others with in order to gain power over them. Those
who are not “scientific” are viewed as primitive and as a
result are marginalized and finally oppressed by Western
culture. Western culture, then, has not discovered how things



really are; instead, it has imposed one view on the world to
its advantage. Our basic problem is that all ideas, all
concepts, and all truths are communicated via language, and
all language is man made. No one can step outside of language
to see whether or not it corresponds with reality. In the
words of one postmodernist, all principles (or ultimate
truths) are really preferences.

As a result of postmodernist thinking, anyone who claims to
know something that is universally true, true for everyone,
everywhere, anytime, is accused of marginalizing those who
disagree. Once a person or group 1s marginalized, a
justification has been established to oppress them. To
postmodernists, a totalizing meta- narrative (a story that
claims to answer all the big questions about reality) always
results in violence towards those outside the accepted
paradigm. They point to Western culture’s aptitude towards
conquering and destroying other cultures in the name of
progress and modernization.

One can easily see that a Christian worldview conflicts with
much of what postmodernity teaches. Christianity claims to be
true for everyone, everywhere. It is not surprising that
postmodern feminists and others have pointed their finger at
Christianity for oppressing women, gays, and anyone else who
holds to a different construct of reality. How do we as
Christians respond to this critique? Do we side with the
modernists and join the fight against postmodern influences?
Or can we find something helpful in the issues raised by
postmodernism?

Postmodernist Kenneth Gergen argues that, “When convinced of
the truth or right of a given worldview a culture has only two
significant options: totalitarian control of the opposition or
annihilation of it.” Another has written that modernity has
given us “as much terror as we can take.”{5} Postmodernists
argue that by claiming to know the truth we automatically
marginalize and oppress others. It encourages the questioning



of everything that modernism has come to accept as natural or
good. Capitalism, patriarchy, and liberal humanism are just a
few ideas that modernity has left us with and that we have to
realize are just social constructs. We are free, according to
postmoderns, to throw off anything that doesn’t work since all
institutions and social norms are social constructs created by
society itself. However, with +this freedom comes
disorientation. The current social scene in America 1is a prime
example of this effect. Traditions about family, gender roles,
economic responsibility, and social norms are being questioned
and abandoned. This has left us with a sense of loss, a
horrifying loss that acknowledges that there is nothing solid
undergirding why we live the way we do. It has left us with an
amazing amount of pluralism and a radical multiculturalism
that some feel has removed essential buffers to chaos.

The confidence of modern man in rugged individualism has been
deconstructed by postmodernism to reveal the inevitability of
violence and subjugation. What is left? Many postmodernists
argue that not only is the self a construct, that the
autonomous self is a myth, but that the self is actually a
servant of language. Most people see language as a tool to be
used by individuals to express ideas to another person. Many
postmodernists see things quite differently. They would argue
that our language uses us instead. Another way of thinking of
this is that we don’t have a language, a language has us. All
that we know of reality is given to us by the symbols present
in our language. This has created a self- identity problem of
dramatic proportions for postmoderns. Many have responded by
embracing this lack of rootedness by seeing that life is being
in a “state of continuous construction and reconstruction.”

Now that we have briefly surveyed both the modern and
postmodern positions, let’s begin to think about them from a
biblical standpoint. We should first acknowledge that when
doing apologetics, or defending the faith, we are not merely
attempting to win arguments or make others look foolish.



Apologetics should always be done in the context of
evangelism, the goal of which is to share the gospel in a
meaningful way, to convey the truth of special revelation
concerning God'’s plan for salvation with humility and
compassion.

Christians should probably reject both the confidence of
modernism and the pessimism of postmodernism regarding our
ability to know and understand truth. Modernity’'s dependence
on science as the only valid source for truth is too limited
and fails to consider the effects of the fall on our ability
to know something without bias. We are often sinfully
rational, willfully rejecting what is true. On the other hand,
the postmodern view leaves us without hope that we can know
anything about what is really real. It holds that we are
literally a prisoner of the language game played by our
culture group, regardless of its social class or race.

Next, we will consider how postmodern thinking should affect
evangelism.

A Christian View of Truth

We have been considering the challenges of modern and
postmodern thinking to the notion of truth and the
communication of the Gospel. Earlier we used the metaphor of
umpires who call strikes and balls within different frameworks
for knowing. The ump who “calls ’'em the way they are” 1is a
naive realist; the second ump who “calls ’'em like he sees 'em
represents the critical realist view, and the ump who says
“they ain’t nothin’ until I call ’'em” portrays a radical
perspectivist view. The questions before us are, What view
should a Christian take? and How does this choice affect the
way in which we do apologetics and evangelism?

n

If we accept the view of the first ump who “calls ’'em the way
they are,” we have adopted a modernist perspective.
Unfortunately, experience tells us that the assumptions that



come with this view don’t seem to hold up. It assumes that
common sense and logic will always lead people to the Truth of
the Gospel we just need to give people enough evidence. While
this approach does work with some, it works mainly because
they already agree with us on a theistic, Western view of
reality. However, modernism has also led many to see the
universe as a godless machine run by the logical laws of
nature as discovered by science. For example, New Agers or
Hindus have a common understanding that leads them elsewhere.
Their basic assumptions about reality are quite different from
ours, and it is much more difficult to find common ground with
them. In fact, they have consciously rejected the Western view
of reality.

The third ump who says “they ain’t nothin’ until I call ’'em”
sees truth as entirely personal. Although we admit that people
do create personal frameworks for interpreting life and
reality, there is ultimately only one true reality, one true
God. However, we might learn from the perspectivist in order
to find common ground when witnessing. One commonality 1is the
notion of an acute consciousness of suffering by marginalized
people. Christianity shares this concern yet offers a
radically different solution.

The second umpire states that there are balls and strikes, and
“I call 'em as I see 'em.” This view of truth, called critical
realism, recognizes that there is one true reality, but that
our ability to perceive it is limited. The Bible teaches that
sin has distorted our view. Even as believers we must admit
that we don’'t always understand why God does what He does.
This is partially because truth is personal in the sense that
it is rooted in a personal God, and we can never know all that
there is to know about Him. Even Peter, who walked with
Christ, didn’t understand God’s plans. He rebuked Jesus when
Jesus told His disciples that He would go to Jerusalem, be
crucified, and resurrected.

The best evangelistic approach attempts to find common ground



with an unbeliever while never relinquishing all that is true
of the Christian worldview. If rational, logical arguments are
persuasive, use them. If storytelling works, as in the more
narratively oriented societies of the Middle East, use it. We
should not be limited to either a modernist or postmodernist
view of truth, but work from a distinctively Christian
perspective that holds that the God who created the universe
wants us to gently instruct others in the hope that He will
grant them repentance and lead them to a knowledge of the
truth.
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The Problem of Evil

Rick Rood helps us understand the challenging question of evil
and why it is allowed to remain in this world. Speaking from
a Christian worldview perspective, he gives us a thorough
understanding of how Christians should consider and deal with
evil in this world. The Bible does not shirk from addressing
the nature and existence of evil AND our responsibility to
stand against it.

=] This article is also available in Spanish.

The Problem of Evil — Introduction

John Stott has said that “the fact of suffering undoubtedly
constitutes the single greatest challenge to the Christian
faith.” It is unquestionably true that there is no greater
obstacle to faith than that of the reality of evil and
suffering in the world. Indeed, even for the believing
Christian, there is no greater test of faith than this—that
the God who loves him permits him to suffer, at times 1in
excruciating ways. And the disillusionment 1is intensified in
our day when unrealistic expectations of health and prosperity
are fed by the teachings of a multitude of Christian teachers.
Why does a good God allow his creatures, and even his children
to suffer?

First, it’s important to distinguish between two kinds of
evil: moral evil and natural evil. Moral evil results from the
actions of free creatures. Murder, rape and theft are
examples. Natural evil results from natural processes such as
earthquakes and floods. Of course, sometimes the two are
intermingled, such as when flooding results in loss of human
life due to poor planning or shoddy construction of buildings.

It’'s also important to identify two aspects of the problem of
evil and suffering. First, there is the philosophical or
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apologetic aspect. This is the problem of evil approached from
the standpoint of the skeptic who challenges the possibility
or probability that a God exists who would allow such
suffering. In meeting this apologetic challenge we must
utilize the tools of reason and evidence in “giving a reason
for the hope within us.” (I Pet. 3:15)

Second is the religious or emotional aspect of the problem of
evil. This is the problem of evil approached from the
standpoint of the believer whose faith in God is severely
tested by trial. How can we love and worship God when He
allows us to suffer in these ways? In meeting the
religious/emotional challenge we must appeal to the truth
revealed by God in Scripture. We will address both aspects of
the problem of evil in this essay.

It’s also helpful to distinguish between two types of the
philosophical or apologetic aspect of the problem of evil. The
first is the logical challenge to belief in God. This
challenge says it is irrational and hence impossible to
believe in the existence of a good and powerful God on the
basis of the existence of evil in the world. The logical
challenge is usually posed in the form of a statement such as
this:

1. A good God would destroy evil.

2. An all powerful God could destroy evil.

3. Evil is not destroyed.

4. Therefore, there cannot possibly be such a good and
powerful God.

It is logically impossible to believe that both evil, and a
good and powerful God exist in the same reality, for such a
God certainly could and would destroy evil.

On the other hand, the evidential challenge contends that
while it may be rationally possible to believe such a God
exists, it is highly improbable or unlikely that He does. We



have evidence of so much evil that is seemingly pointless and
of such horrendous intensity. For what valid reason would a
good and powerful God allow the amount and kinds of evil which
we see around us?

These issues are of an extremely important nature—-not only as
we seek to defend our belief in God, but also as we live out
our Christian lives.{1}

The Logical Problem of Evil

We have noted that there are two aspects of the problem of
evil: the philosophical or apologetic, and the religious or
emotional aspect. We also noted that within the philosophical
aspect there are two types of challenges to faith in God: the
logical and the evidential.

David Hume, the eighteenth century philosopher, stated the
logical problem of evil when he inquired about God, “Is He
willing to prevent evil, but not able? Then He is impotent. Is
He able, but not willing? Then He is malevolent. Is He both
able and willing? Whence then is evil?” (Craig, 80). When the
skeptic challenges belief in God on the basis of the logical
problem of evil, he 1is suggesting that it is irrational or
logically impossible to believe in the existence of both a
good and all powerful God and in the reality of evil and
suffering. Such a God would not possibly allow evil to exist.

The key to the resolution of this apparent conflict is to
recognize that when we say God is all powerful, we do not
imply that He is capable of doing anything imaginable. True,
Scripture states that “with God all things are possible” (Mt.
19:26). But Scripture also states that there are some things
God cannot do. For instance, God cannot lie (Tit. 1:2).
Neither can He be tempted to sin, nor can He tempt others to
sin (James 1:13). In other words, He cannot do anything that
is “out of character” for a righteous God. Neither can He do
anything that is out of character for a rational being in a



rational world. Certainly even God cannot “undo the past,” or
create a square triangle, or make what is false true. He
cannot do what is irrational or absurd.

And it is on this basis that we conclude that God could not
eliminate evil without at the same time rendering it
impossible to accomplish other goals which are important to
Him. Certainly, for God to create beings in his own image, who
are capable of sustaining a personal relationship with Him,
they must be beings who are capable of freely loving Him and
following his will without coercion. Love or obedience on any
other basis would not be love or obedience at all, but mere
compliance. But creatures who are free to love God must also
be free to hate or ignore Him. Creatures who are free to
follow His will must also be free to reject it. And when
people act in ways outside the will of God, great evil and
suffering is the ultimate result. This line of thinking 1is
known as the “free will defense” concerning the problem of
evil.

But what about natural evil-evil resulting from natural
processes such as earthquakes, floods and diseases? Here it is
important first to recognize that we live in a fallen world,
and that we are subject to natural disasters that would not
have occurred had man not chosen to rebel against God. Even
so, it is difficult to imagine how we could function as free
creatures in a world much different than our own-a world in
which consistent natural processes allow us to predict with
some certainty the consequences of our choices and actions.
Take the law of gravity, for instance. This is a natural
process without which we could not possibly function as human
beings, yet under some circumstances it is also capable of
resulting in great harm.

Certainly, God is capable of destroying evil-but not without
destroying human freedom, or a world in which free creatures
can function. And most agree that this line of reasoning does
successfully respond to the challenge of the logical problem



of evil.

The Evidential Problem of Evil

While most agree that belief in a good and powerful God 1is
rationally possible, nonetheless many contend that the
existence of such a God is improbable due to the nature of the
evil which we see in the world about us. They conclude that if
such a God existed it is highly unlikely that He would allow
the amount and intensity of evil which we see in our world.
Evil which frequently seems to be of such a purposeless
nature.

This charge is not to be taken lightly, for evidence abounds
in our world of evil of such a horrendous nature that it is
difficult at times to fathom what possible purpose it could
serve. However, difficult as this aspect of the problem of
evil is, careful thinking will show that there are reasonable
responses to this challenge.

Surely it is difficult for us to understand why God would
allow some things to happen. But simply because we find it
difficult to imagine what reasons God could have for
permitting them, does not mean that no such reasons exist. It
is entirely possible that such reasons are not only beyond our
present knowledge, but also beyond our present ability to
understand. A child does not always understand the reasons
that lie behind all that his father allows or does not allow
him to do. It would be unrealistic for us to expect to
understand all of God’s reasons for allowing all that He does.
We do not fully understand many things about the world we live
in—what lies behind the force of gravity for instance, or the
exact function of subatomic particles. Yet we believe in these
physical realities.

Beyond this, however, we can suggest possible reasons for God
allowing some of the horrendous evils which do exist in our
world. Perhaps there are people who would never sense their



utter dependence on God apart from experiencing the intense
pain that they do in life (Ps. 119:71). Perhaps there are
purposes that God intends to accomplish among his angelic or
demonic creatures which require his human creatures to
experience some of the things that we do (Job 1-2). It may be
that the suffering we experience in this life is somehow
preparatory to our existence in the life to come (2 Cor.
4:16-18). Even apart from the revelation of Scripture, these
are all possible reasons behind God’s permission of evil. And
at any rate, most people agree that there is much more good in
the world than evil-at least enough good to make life well
worth the living.

In responding to the challenge to belief in God based on the
intensity and seeming purposelessness of much evil in the
world, we must also take into account all of the positive
evidence that points to his existence: the evidence of design
in nature, the historical evidence for the reliability of
Scripture and of the resurrection of Jesus Christ. In light of
the totality of the evidence, it certainly cannot be proven
that there are no sufficient reasons for God’s allowing the
amount of evil that we see in the world..or even that it is
improbable that such reasons exist.

The Religious Problem of Evil — Part I

But the existence of evil and suffering in our world poses
more than a merely philosophical or apologetic problem. It
also poses a very personal religious and emotional problem for
the person who is enduring great trial. Although our painful
experience may not challenge our belief that God exists, what
may be at risk is our confidence in a God we can freely
worship and love, and in whose love we can feel secure. Much
harm can be done when we attempt to aid a suffering brother or
sister by merely dealing with the intellectual aspects of this
problem, or when we seek to find solace for ourselves in this
way. Far more important than answers about the nature of God,



is a revelation of the love of God-—even in the midst of trial.
And as God’s children, it is not nearly as important what we
say about God as what we do to manifest his love.

First, it is evident from Scripture that when we suffer it is
not unnatural to experience emotional pain, nor 1is it
unspiritual to express it. It is noteworthy for instance that
there are nearly as many psalms of lament as there are psalms
of praise and thanksgiving, and these two sentiments are
mingled together in many places (cf. Pss. 13, 88). Indeed, the
psalmist encourages us to “pour out our hearts to God” (Ps.
62:8). And when we do, we can be assured that God understands
our pain. Jesus Himself keenly felt the painful side of life.
When John the Baptist was beheaded it is recorded that “He
withdrew to a lonely place” obviously to mourn his loss (Mt.
14:13). And when his friend Lazarus died, it is recorded that
Jesus openly wept at his tomb (Jn. 11:35). Even though He was
committed to following the Father’s will to the cross, He
confessed to being filled with anguish of soul 1in
contemplating it (Mt. 26:38). It is not without reason that
Jesus was called “a man of sorrows and acquainted with grief”
(Isa. 53:3); and we follow in his steps when we truthfully
acknowledge our own pain.

We cross the line, however, from sorrow to sin when we allow
our grief to quench our faith in God, or follow the counsel
that Job was offered by his wife when she told him to “curse
God and die” (Job 2:9Db).

Secondly, when we suffer we should draw comfort from
reflecting on Scriptures which assure us that God knows and
cares about our situation, and promises to be with us to
comfort and uphold us. The psalmist tells us that “the Lord is
near to the brokenhearted” (Ps. 34:18), and that when we go
through the “valley of the shadow of death” it is then that
his presence is particularly promised to us (Ps. 23:4).
Speaking through the prophet Isaiah, the Lord said, “Can a
woman forget her nursing child, and have no compassion on the



son of her womb? Even these may forget, but I will not forget
you” (Isa. 49:15). He is more mindful of us than is a nursing
mother toward her child! It is of the One whom we know as the
“God of all comfort and Father of mercies” that Peter speaks
when He bids us to cast our anxieties on Him, “for He cares
for us” (1 Pet. 5:7). Our cares are his personal concern!

The Religious Problem of Evil — Part II

We noted that when suffering strikes it is neither unnatural
to experience emotional pain, nor unspiritual to express 1it.
But we also noted that when suffering strikes, we must be
quick to reflect on the character of God and on the promises
He gives to those who are enduring great trial. Now we want to
focus on one of the great truths of God’s Word-that even in
severe trial God is working all things together for the good
of those who love Him (Rom. 8:28). This is not at all to imply
that evil is somehow good. But it does mean that we are to
recognize that even in what is evil God is at work to bring
about his good purposes in our lives.

Joseph gave evidence of having learned this truth when after
years of unexplained suffering due to the betrayal of his
brothers, he was able to say to them, “You meant it for evil,
but God meant it for good” (Gen. 50:20). Though God did not
cause his brothers to betray him, nonetheless He was able to
use it in furthering his good intentions.

This is the great hope we have in the midst of suffering, that
in a way beyond our comprehension, God is able to turn evil
against itself. And it is because of this truth that we can
find joy even in the midst of sorrow and pain. The apostle
Paul described himself as “sorrowful, yet always rejoicing” (2
Cor. 6:10). And we are counseled to rejoice in trial, not
because the affliction itself is a cause for joy (it is not),
but because in it God can find an occasion for producing what
is good.



What are some of those good purposes suffering promotes? For
one, suffering can provide an opportunity for God to display
his glory—to make evident his mercy, faithfulness, power and
love in the midst of painful circumstances (Jn. 9:1-3).
Suffering can also allow us to give proof of the genuineness
of our faith, and even serve to purify our faith (1 Pet. 1:7).
As in the case of Job, our faithfulness in trial shows that we
serve Him not merely for the benefits He offers, but for the
love of God Himself (Job 1:9-11). Severe trial also provides
an opportunity for believers to demonstrate their love for one
another as members of the body of Christ who “bear one
another’s burdens” (1 Cor 12:26; Gal. 6:2). Indeed, as D.A.
Carson has said, “experiences of suffering.. engender
compassion and empathy.., and make us better able to help
others” (Carson, 122). As we are comforted by God in
affliction, so we are better able to comfort others (2 Cor.
1:4). Suffering also plays a key role in developing godly
virtues, and in deterring us from sin. Paul recognized that
his “thorn in the flesh” served to keep him from boasting, and
promoted true humility and dependence on God (2 Cor. 12:7).
The psalmist recognized that his affliction had increased his
determination to follow God’s will (Ps. 119:71). Even Jesus
“learned obedience from the things He suffered” (Heb. 5:8). As
a man He learned by experience the value of submitting to the
will of God, even when it was the most difficult thing in the
world to do.

Finally, evil and suffering can awaken in us a greater hunger
for heaven, and for that time when God’s purposes for these
experiences will have been finally fulfilled, when pain and
sorrow shall be no more (Rev. 21:4).
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Apologetics and Evangelism

Probe’s founder Jimmy Williams, a master 1in classical
apologetics, explores the use of apologetics in sharing the
gospel.

This article is also available in Spanish. L

Today as never before, Christians are being called upon to
give reasons for the hope that is within them. Often in the
evangelistic context seekers raise questions about the
validity of the gospel message. Removing intellectual
objections will not make one a Christian; a change of heart
wrought by the Spirit is also necessary. But though
intellectual activity is insufficient to bring another to
Christ, it does not follow that it is also unnecessary. In
this essay we will examine the place and purpose of
apologetics in the sharing of our faith with others.

The word “apologetics” never actually appears in the Bible.
But there is a verse which contains its meaning:

But sanctify the Lord God in your hearts, and be ready always
to give an answer to every man who asketh you the reason for
the hope that is within you with meekness and fear (1 Peter
3:15).

The Greek word apologia means “answer,” or “reasonable
defense.” It does not mean to apologize, nor does it mean just
to engage in intellectual dialogue. It means to provide
reasonable answers to honest questions and to do it with
humility, respect, and reverence.

The verse thus suggests that the manner in which one does
apologetics is as important as the words expressed. And Peter
tells us in this passage that Christians are to be ready
always with answers for those who inquire of us concerning our
faith. Most Christians have a great deal of study ahead of
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them before this verse will be a practical reality in their
evangelistic efforts.

Another question that often comes up in a discussion about the
merits and place of apologetics is, “What is the relationship
of the mind to evangelism?” “Does the mind play any part in
the process?” “What about the effects of the fall?” “Isn’t man
dead in trespasses and sins?” “Doesn’t the Bible say we are to
know nothing among men except Jesus Christ and Him crucified?”
“Why do we have to get involved at all in apologetics if the
Spirit is the One Who actually brings about the New Birth?”

I think you will agree that today there are many Christians
who are firmly convinced that answering the intellectual
gquestions of unbelievers is an ineffectual waste of time. They
feel that any involvement of the mind in the gospel
interchange smacks too much of human effort and really just
dilutes the Spirit’s work.

But Christianity thrives on intelligence, not ignorance. If a
real Reformation is to accompany the revival for which many of
us pray, it must be something of the mind as well as the
heart. It was Jesus who said, “Come and see.” He invites our
scrutiny and investigation both before and after conversion.

We are to love God with the mind as well as the heart and the
soul. In fact, the early church was powerful and successful
because it out-thought and out-loved the ancient world. We are
not doing either very well today.

Reasoning and Persuading

Most Christians today seem to prefer experiencing Christianity
to thinking about or explaining it. But consider these verses:

Matthew 13:23: “But he who received the seed on the good
ground is he who hears the word and understands it, who indeed
bears fruit.” They all heard it, but only the “good soil”
comprehended 1it.



Acts 8:30: “When the Spirit prompted Philip to join himself to
the chariot of the Ethiopian eunuch (who was reading Isaiah
53), he asked, Do you understand what you are reading?’ The
eunuch replied, "How can I except some man should guide me?'”

Acts 18:4: Paul at Corinth was “reasoning in the synagogue
every sabbath and trying to persuade the Jews and Greeks.”

Acts 19:8: Paul at Ephesus “entered the synagogue and
continued speaking out boldly for three months, reasoning and
persuading them about the kingdom of God.”

Romans 10:17: “So then faith comes by hearing and hearing by
the word of God.” Again the emphasis is on hearing with
perception.
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2 Corinthians 5:11: “We persuade men,” says Paul. Vine's
Expository Dictionary describes this Greek word like this: “to
apply persuasion, to prevail upon or win over, bringing about
a change of mind by the influence of reason or moral
considerations.”

All of these words—persuasion, dialogue, discourse, dispute,
argue, present evidence, reason with-are vehicles of
communication and are at the heart of Paul’s classical
evangelistic model. Can there be saving faith without
understanding? Can there be understanding without reasoning?
The Bible would appear to say no. Paul urges believers in 2
Timothy 2:15 to study to show ourselves approved unto God,
workmen that need not to be ashamed.

J. Gresham Machen, a great Christian scholar, said the
following words in 1912 to a group of young men at Princeton
Seminary:

It would be a great mistake to suppose that all men are
equally well-prepared to receive the gospel. It is true that
the decisive thing is the regenerative power in connection
with certain prior conditions for the reception of the



Gospel. . . . I do not mean that the removal of intellectual
objections will make a man a Christian. No conversion was
ever wrought by argument. A change of heart is also
necessary . . . but because the intellectual labor 1is
insufficient, it does not follow that it is unnecessary. God
may, it is true, overcome all intellectual obstacles by an
immediate exercise of His regenerative power. Sometimes He
does. But He does so very seldom. Usually He exerts His
power in connections with certain conditions of the human
mind. Usually He does not bring into the kingdom, entirely
without preparation, those whose mind and fancy are
completely contaminated by ideas which make the acceptance
of the Gospel logically impossible.

If these words were true in 1912, how much more are they
needed today?

Individual Responses

People respond to the gospel for various reasons—some out of
pain or a crisis, others out of some emotional need such as
loneliness, gquilt, insecurity, etc. Some do so out of a fear
of divine judgment. And coming to know Christ brings a process
of healing and hope to the human experience. To know Christ 1is
to find comfort for pain, acceptance for insecurity and low
self-esteem, forgiveness for sin and guilt.

And others seem to have intellectual questions which block
their openness to accept the credibility of the Christian
message. These finally find in Christ the answers to their
intellectual doubts and questions.

Those today who are actively involved in evangelism readily
recognize the need for this kind of information to witness to
certain people, and there are many more doubters and skeptics
out there today than there were even twenty years ago.

We can see more clearly where we are as a culture by taking a



good look at Paul’s world in the first century. Christianity’s
early beginnings flourished in a Graeco-Roman culture more X-
rated and brutal than our own. And we find Paul adapting his
approach from group to group.

For instance, he expected certain things to be in place when
he approached the Jewish communities and synagogues from town
to town. He knew he would find a group which already had
certain beliefs which were not in contradiction to the gospel
he preached. They were monotheists. They believed in one God.
They also believed this God had spoken to them in their
Scriptures and had given them absolute moral guidelines for
behavior (the Ten Commandments).

But when Paul went to the Gentile community, he had no such
expectations. There he knew he would be faced with a culture
that was polytheistic (many gods), biblically ignorant, and
living all kinds of perverted, wicked lifestyles. And on Mars
Hill in Athens when he preached the gospel, he did somewhat
modify his approach.

He spoke of God more in terms of His presence and power, and
he even quoted truth from a Greek poet in order to connect
with these “pagans” and get his point across: “We are God’s
offspring” (Acts 17:28).

One hundred years ago, the vast majority of Americans pretty
much reflected the Jewish mentality, believing in God, having
a basic respect for the Bible, and strong convictions about
what was right and what was wrong.

That kind of American can still be found today in the 90s, but
George Gallup says they aren’t having much of an impact on the
pagan, or Gentile community, which today holds few beliefs
compatible with historic Christianity.

To evangelize such people, we have our work cut out for us.
And we will have to use both our minds and our hearts to
“become all things to all men in order to save some.”



A Variety of Approaches

As we’'re considering how we as Christians can have an impact
on our increasingly fragmented society, we need to keep in
mind that many do not share our Christian view of the world,
and some are openly hostile to it.

In fact, a college professor recently commented that he felt
the greatest impediment to social progress right now was what
he called the bigoted, dogmatic Christian community. That's
you and me, folks.

If we could just “loosen up a little,” and compromise on some
issues, America would be a happier place. What is meant by
this is not just a demand for tolerance . . . but wholesale
acceptance of any person’s lifestyle and personal choices!

But the Bible calls us to be “salt and light” in our world.
How can we be that effectively?I don’t have a total answer,
but I'lLl tell you after 30+ years of active ministry what
isn’t working. And by my observation, far too many Christians
are trying to address the horrendous issues of our day with
one of three very ineffective approaches.

Defensive Approach — Many Christians out there are mainly
asking the question, “How strong are our defenses?” “How
high are our walls?” This barricade mentality has produced
much of the Christian subculture. We have our own language,
literature, heroes, music, customs, and educational systems.
Of course, we need places of support and fellowship. But
when Paul describes spiritual warfare in 2 Corinthians 10,
he actually reverses the picture. It is the enemy who 1is
behind walls, inside strongholds of error and evil. And Paul
depicts the Christians as those who should be mounting
offensives at these walls to tear down the high things which
have exalted themselves above the knowledge of God. We are
to be taking ground, not just holding it.



Defeatist Approach — Other Christians have already given up.
Things are so bad, they say, that my puny efforts won’t
change anything. “After all, we are living in the last days,
and Jesus said that things would just get worse and worse.”
This may be true, but it may not be. Jesus said no man knows
the day or the hour of His coming. Martin Luther had the
right idea when he said, “If Jesus were to come tomorrow,
I'd plant a tree today and pay my debts.” The Lord may well
be near, He could also tarry awhile. Since we don’t know for
sure, we should be seeking to prepare ourselves and our
children to live for Him in the microchip world of the 21st
century.

Devotional Approach — Other Christians are trying to say
something about their faith, but sadly, they can only share
their personal religious experience. It is true that Paul
speaks of us as “epistles known and read” by all men. Our
life/experience with Christ is a valid witness. But there
are others out there in the culture with “changed” lives

. and Jesus didn’t do the changing! Evangelism today must be
something more than “swapping” experiences. We must learn
how to ground our faith in the facts of history and the
claims of Christ. We must have others grapple with Jesus
Christ, nor just our experience.

Apologetics and Evangelism

I want to conclude this essay with some very important
principles to keep in mind if we want to be effective in
seeing others come to know Christ through our individual
witness.

1. Go to people. The heart of evangelism is Christians taking
the initiative to actually go out and “fish for men.” Acts
17:17 describes for us how Paul was effective in his day and
time: “Therefore he reasoned in the synagogue with the Jews
and with the gentile worshippers, and in the marketplace daily
with those who happened to be there.”



2. Communicate with people. Engage them. Sharing the Gospel
involves communication. People must be focused upon and then
understand the Gospel to respond to it. It 1is our
responsibility as Christians to make it as clear as possible
for all who will listen. “Knowing, therefore, the terror of
the Lord, we persuade men” (2 Cor. 5:11).

3. Relate to people. Effective witness involves not only the
transmission of biblical information; it also includes
establishing a relationship with the other person. Hearts, as
well as heads, must meet. “So, affectionately longing for
you,” said Paul to the Thessalonians, “we were well pleased to
import to you not only the good news of God, but also our own
lives, because you have become dear to us” (1 Thess. 2:8).

4. Remove barriers. Part of our responsibility involves having
the skills to eliminate obstacles, real or imagined, which
keep an individual from taking the Christian message
seriously. When God sent the prophet Jeremiah forth, He said,
“Behold, I have put my words in your mouth . . . and I have
ordained you to pluck up and to break down, to destroy and to
overthrow, to build and to plant.” Sometimes our task as well
is one of “spiritual demolition,” of removing the false so the
seeds of truth can take root. Apologetics sometimes serves in
that capacity, of preparing a highway for God in someone’s
life.
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5. Explain the gospel to others. We need an army of Christians
today who can consistently and clearly present the message to
as many people as possible. Luke says of Lydia, “The Lord
opened her heart so that she heeded the things which were
spoken by Paul” (Acts 16:14). Four essential elements 1in
sharing the gospel:

« someone talking (Paul)
 things spoken (gospel)
 someone listening (Lydia)

« the Lord opening the heart.



6. Invite others to receive Christ. We can be clear of
presentation, but ineffective because we fail to give someone
the opportunity and encouragement to take that first major
step of faith. “Therefore we are ambassadors for Christ, as
though God were pleading through us: we beg you in Christ’s
behalf, be reconciled to God” (2 Cor. 5:20).

7. Make every effort by every means to establish them in the
faith. Stay with them, ground them in the Scripture, help them
gain assurance of their salvation, and get them active in a
vital fellowship/church.

©1994 Probe Ministries

Why Isn’t +the Evidence
Clearer? — The Truth of the
Scriptures

Written by Lou Whitworth

[Note: “Why Isn’t the Evidence Clearer?” is the name of a
chapter in the Probe book, Evidence for Faith: Deciding the
God Question, an excellent collection of articles on Christian
evidential apologetics. The chapter (pp. 305-17) was written
by John A. Bloom (Ph.D. in physics, Cornell University, Ph.D.
in Ancient Near Eastern Studies, Dropsie College, and now
Associate Professor of Physics at Biola College). This essay
is an edited and condensed version of the chapter as found in
the book. For the documentation of this material, please see
the original. The book was edited/compiled by Dr. John Warwick
Montgomery, who holds eight earned degrees in philosophy, law,
and theology. ]
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Sometimes unbelievers complain, “If God really exists, why
isn’t the evidence more plain and simple?” “Is God tricking us
by making us hunt and search for answers?” They say, “Why
isn’t the evidence for the God of the Bible clearer?” That 1is,
why isn’t the evidence for the truth of the Scriptures so
obvious and undeniable that virtually everyone would
acknowledge it, repent, and accept Christ as personal savior?

In his book, Contact, Carl Sagan satirically asks why God
doesn’t place a glowing cross in the sky at night to serve as
irrefutable proof of Jesus’ resurrection? One could extend
this line of thought further and ask why God doesn’t have His
own television channel and toll-free “hotline”?

Despite Sagan’s ridicule, he has a legitimate point. Why must
we read a two-thousand-year-old book and study ancient history
for proof of the existence of God? Why isn’t the evidence for
the existence of the God of the Bible made obvious to
everyone, no matter how rebellious or blinded by sin? What we
are really asking is, “Are there any reasons for the evidence
to appear obscure other than the possibility that the God of
the Bible doesn’t exist?” This question should be addressed
seriously, and, as we do so in this brief discussion, I think
we will find that the answer is more profound than many
realize.

There are two reasonable demands for any set of evidence.
First, the evidence should be clear enough to be
intellectually sound at the same level of certainty one uses
in making other important decisions. Second, the evidence must
be clear enough to select one set of claims over another (that
is, clear enough to select Christianity over other religions).

Some are tempted to apply the rule that “the more critical the
decision, the clearer the evidence must be.” They demand that
the evidence for Christianity must be extraordinarily and
especially clear to win their allegiance. The problem with
this standard is that it assumes that there are no



consequences to the decision. If, however, there are
cataclysmic consequences to the observer, he will have to
settle for “sufficient evidence, or the most trustworthy
evidence.”

The more appropriate rule 1is: “The more severe the
consequences, the less we should take risks.” Therefore, even
if biblical Christianity has a less than one-in-ten-million
chance of being true, we should accept it because the
possibility of an eternal Hell is such a great torment. If the
available evidence shows that biblical Christianity is “the
most trustworthy” of all religions, then we are on even firmer
ground.

For the balance of this article, we’ll be looking at this
issue of the clarity of the evidence from several
perspectives. We’ll consider the scientific and historical
perspectives on this question; we’ll attempt to look at it
from God’s point of view and from our own human vantage point.
Finally, we’ll summarize the results of our analysis in light
of God’s grace and our human accountability.

The Scientific Perspective

The chief task of the scientist is to comb through “raw” data
and attempt to extract useful information from which he
constructs a hypothesis. He then tests the hypothesis against
the original data and against new data from experimentation.
Often the data are inconclusive or ambiguous preventing a
rigorous conclusion. However, abandoning the research and
pronouncing that no one can ever discover the answer 1is poor
methodology. The fact 1is that the natural order rarely
produces ideal data, and nature appears to be more far more
complex the more we know about it. Is it logical to expect the
Creator to be less complex than His creation?

The scientist should have a healthy skepticism and desire
careful experimentation. However, the extremely skeptical



position we mentioned aboveCarl Sagan in demanding a glowing
cross in the sky as proof of Christ’s resurrection is not
scientific. It is like not believing in galaxies unless
someone has one in his laboratory. Some people may refuse to
believe in the authority of the Ten Commandments because they
aren’t written on the surface of the moon, but those same
people would consider a person an idiot if he said he doubted
the authority of the periodic table because it wasn’t written
on the surface of the moon. The point is that clarity 1is
relative, not absolute; thus skepticism must have practical
limits.

In addition, the clarity and conclusiveness of experimental
data must be judged relative to competition, that 1is,
alternate explanations. In our case, the clarity of the
evidence for the truth of biblical Christianity would be
obscured by competition from other belief systems if any of
them had comparable evidence to support their truth claims.
Scientists have learned that they cannot wait for irrefutable
data.

The Historical Perspective

Arguments against the Bible based on a “Why isn’t it clearer?”
foundation can appear stronger than they really are because of
the distortions inherent in recording history. For example, a
casual reading of the Bible might lead one to the conclusion
that miracles were a daily occurrence in ancient Israel. Thus
the absence of similar miracles in modern times could lead one
to assume that “God is dead” or that those events which the
ancients thought were miracles were only natural events which
were not understandable at the time.

In fact, a close study of the Bible indicates that miracles
were rare and mainly cluster around four specific points:

= Moses and the Exodus
= The time of Elijah and Elisha



= The lives of Jesus and the Apostles, and
» The still future Second Coming of Christ

The clusters of miracles appear in conjunction with some new
aspect of God’s plan or new revelation and seem more prominent
than they really are because of the historical compression of
the biblical record.

God’s Perspective

We have been looking at the question of why the evidence for
the truth of the Bible isn’t clearer, and now we will look at
this question from God’'s perspective. In other words, could
God have reasons for not making the evidence so striking that
even the most sinful and rebellious person would see it and
repent?

First a few observations about God. Ancient thought often held
that the gods made man because they were in need of servants.
Much modern thought argues that God made man because He was
lonely or did not have anyone around to love or appreciate
Him. However, the God of the Bible is in no way dependent upon
mankind even for love or worship. That He reveals Himself at
all is for our benefit, not His.

But even if He reveals evidence of Himself only to benefit us,
why isn’t He more forthright about it? This much seems clear:
If He made His presence or the evidence too obvious, it would
interfere with His demonstration, which 1is intended to draw
out or reveal the true inner character of mankind. We know
from several passages of Scripture that this is part of God's
purpose for maintaining a relative silence. For example, in
Psalm 50:21-22 we read, “These things you have done, and I
kept silence; you thought that I was just like you; I will
reprove you, and state the case in order before your eyes.”
From these statements we come to see that God is not
struggling desperately to gain man’s attention. Actually He is
restraining Himself in order to demonstrate to human beings



something about our inner character, or tendency to evil. We
might call this “the Sheriff in the tavern” principle—people
tend to be good when they think they are being watched by an
authority. If a sheriff wants to find out or reveal who the
troublemakers are in a tavern, he must either hide or appear
to be an ineffective wimp, otherwise the bad guys will behave
as well as everyone else.

0Of course we should not push this analogy too far: unlike the
Sheriff, God doesn’t need to see men’s evil actions in order
to accurately judge them. Moreover, He has not stated His full
reasons for allowing men to demonstrate their evil intent
through their actions. The point we are trying to make here 1is
that there are reasons that we can understand that may explain
to some degree why God has chosen to run the world the way He
has.

So why isn’t the evidence clearer? To use another analogy, it
is because God is like a good scientist who doesn’t want to
disturb His experiment by intruding into it. The problem of
disturbing an experiment while measuring it is the bane of the
experimental sciences in that any and every measurement
changes and thus distorts to some degree the system it
measures. Of course God is not running an experiment because
He already knows the outcome. It is more like a demonstration
with the results saved for Judgment Day.

The Human Perspective

We have been dealing thus far in this essay the question of
why the evidence for the truth of the Bible isn’t clearer,
that is, overwhelmingly and inescapably clear. Now we want to
examine this question from man’s viewpoint, that is, the human
factor that is involved whenever a person tries to judge the
quality of the evidence.

In Romans 1:1-8 Paul wrote that God has given human beings
sufficient evidence that He exists. However, some people



cannot bear to think that there is an authority or power
greater than themselves, especially one that they cannot
control and to which they should be subject. We should not be
surprised, therefore, when we find that many people often
distort the evidence that God has already given them (yet keep
demanding more).

Given this tendency on the part of man, how clear does the
evidence have to be before people would universally recognize
the existence of the God of the Bible? Would a cross in the
sky actually be sufficient to convert Carl Sagan? Would the
performance of an undeniable miracle in a scoffer’s presence
be enough? However impressive such feats would be, the records
of history show that most people choose to ignore whatever
evidence they have, no matter how clear it may be.

During the wilderness wanderings, the Israelites, who had
personally observed the miracles in Egypt and who were being
fed and guided daily by miraculous means (manna and the pillar
of fire), repeatedly rebelled against the God-directed
leadership of Moses. The miracles performed by Elijah and
Elisha were not sufficient to convert he Northern Kingdom of
Israel to unperverted forms of biblical worship. In the New
Testament Jesus healed the lame and the blind and even raised
the dead, yet the Jewish leaders, who could not dispute the
genuineness of His miracles, wanted to kill Him.

In His account of an unnamed rich man and a poor man named
Lazarus, Jesus Himself makes our point clear: The rich man,
now in hell, pleads with Abraham to send Lazarus back from the
dead to warn his brothers so they will not face the same
torment that he is experiencing. Abraham replies, “If they do
not listen to Moses and the Prophets, they will not be
convinced even if someone rises from the dead.”

From the human perspective, why isn’t the evidence clearer?
Because God knows, and has already demonstrated, that no
matter how clear He makes the evidence, it will never be



sufficient for some. More evidence by itself will not convince
people whose minds are already emotionally attached to an
opposing view, because people are not always rational. The
mind is all too often the servant of the desired fantasy.

Is God frustrated and defeated by the fact that man is so
sinful he will not pay attention to God no matter how big the
flag is that God waves in front of him? Only if we assume that
God’s purpose in giving evidence 1is to convert everyone.

God’s Grace and Man’s Accountability

In this discussion we have observed that the God of the Bible
does not intend to make His presence so obvious that it curbs
the actions of evil men, and that most men will ignore
whatever evidence they receive anyway. This being the case,
why does God bother to give any evidence at all? Why doesn’t
He hide Himself even better? From the Bible we deduce that God
gives the level of evidence He does because He is both a
gracious God and a God who holds men accountable for the
evidence they receive.

Some people will repent on seeing even a low level of
evidence; for others a higher level is required. Some people
will get much more evidence than is needed to convert others
but still not repent. Despite the varying levels of evidence
to which people are exposed throughout various times and
cultures, God states that He has given each person enough so
that they know better than to continue doing evil. Given the
willful rejection of the evidence which they do receive, God
is not obligated to provide more.

At the very least, the evidence which God gives includes His
glory as seen in nature, evidence which in our day we tend to
obscure by ascribing it to less personally demanding causes
like “chance” or the “laws of nature.”

However we might personally feel about it, God says that He



has provided evidence clear enough that every human being is
morally responsible to respond to it. The evidence He has
provided is sufficient; therefore, He is saddened but not
frustrated that many do not respond. Those who choose to
ignore His evidence will have to answer to Him and it is not
an enviable task—-somewhat like arguing with a Judge over a
speeding ticket: How can we say we did not see the sign when
the Judge himself posted it? How foolish would we be if we
tried to argue that we saw the sign but thought it was too
small and too quaint to take seriously?

This points out the main purpose for miracles and biblical
evidence: they are warning signs to get us to pay attention to
the message associated with the sign. A traffic sign may
simply advise us to slow down around a curve, but it may also
warn us that a bridge is out ahead. We would be foolish indeed
to accelerate past a “Bridge Out” sign because the sign seemed
a little too small or too old. But the warning God gives
through miracles and biblical evidence is far worse than a
bridge being out. Man is accountable to God, and there 1is
eternal torment ahead for those who brush aside God’s warning
signs and refuse to repent.

On the other hand, humble seeker for truth will find that the
evidence is indeed sufficient. Why? Because the biblical data,
when compared to that offered by other religions or by
atheism, is clear enough to show that the God of the Bible
really exists and that His warnings should be heeded.

In Matthew 12:38-39 the Pharisees challenged Jesus by
demanding that He perform a sign impressive enough to force
them to believe His warnings. But God does not feel obligated
to cater to the egos of the morally and sexually corrupt who
bend whatever evidence they receive to suit their own ends.

These demands express a sovereignty over God at the opposite
extreme from repentance. Should we expect God to jump through
any hoop we set up to please us? Is God so insecure that He



needs our approval? Yet some people deal with the Creator of
the universe as if He were a dog. But in spite of such
attitudes, God provides sufficient evidence for self-centered
people.

© 1994 Probe Ministries.

The New Testament: Can I
Trust It?

Rusty Wright and Linda Raney Wright examine how the New
Testament documents measure up when subjected to standard
tests for historical reliability.

=] This article is also available in Spanish.

“How can any well-educated person believe the New Testament?
It was written so long after the events it records that we
can’t possibly trust it as historically reliable.” This is a
common question on the university campus and deserves an
honest answer.

How does one determine the authenticity of an ancient book? C.
Sanders, a military historian, outlines three basic tests used
by historians and literary critics.{1} These are the internal,
external and bibliographic tests. Let’s consider briefly how
the New Testament stands up to each one.

1. The Internal Test

Here our question concerns the trustworthiness of the writers
as revealed by the text itself. One of the chief issues 1is
whether or not we have eyewitness testimony. The New Testament
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accounts of the life of Christ were written by eyewitnesses or
by people relating the accounts of the eyewitnesses of the
actual events. John wrote, “what we have seen and heard
[concerning Christ], we proclaim to you also.”{2} Peter stated
that he and his associates were “eyewitnesses of His
majesty.”{3} Luke claimed that his gospel was based on
accounts compiled from eyewitnesses.{4} In a court of law,
eyewitness testimony is the most reliable kind.

Another issue in the internal test is the consistency of the
reports. If two writers present testimony that 1is
contradictory, doubt is cast on the integrity of one or both
records.

Many have charged that the New Testament contains
contradictions. To deal with such charges, it is important to
understand that “contrary” 1is defined by Webster as “a
proposition so related to another that, though both may be
false, they cannot both be true.” Thus, the statement, “Joe
and Bill are in this room” contradicts the statement, “Only
Joe is in this room.” It does not, however, contradict the
statement, “Joe is in this room.” Omission does not
necessarily constitute contradiction.

With this in mind, consider several alleged New Testament
contradictions. Some observe that Luke writes of two angels at
the tomb of Jesus after the resurrection{5} while Matthew
mentions “an angel.”{6} The observation of the statements is
accurate, but the interpretation of them as contraries 1is not.
If Matthew explicitly stated that only one angel was present
at that time, the two accounts would be dissonant. As it is,
they are harmonious.

Others note an apparent discrepancy in the accounts of the
birth of Jesus. Hans Conzelmann, a German theologian, writing
of Matthew’s and Luke’s accounts of the nativity, states that
“in every detail they disagree.”{7} He focuses on apparent
geographical inconsistencies.



Simple observation shows that the two accounts do differ. Luke
tells of Joseph and Mary starting in Nazareth and traveling to
Bethlehem (for the census and the birth of Jesus in
Bethlehem). He then records the family’s return to
Nazareth.{8} Matthew’s account begins with the couple 1in
Bethlehem (and Jesus’ birth there) and records their flight
into Egypt to escape King Herod’s wrath, and relates their
travel to Nazareth after Herod’'s death.{9}

Contradictory vs. Complementary

Conzelmann regards these details as contradictory, but are
they? The Gospels never claim to be exhaustive records of the
life of Christ. Any biographer must of necessity be selective.
Could not Matthew have chosen to omit the census journey from
Nazareth to Bethlehem and Luke the flight into Egypt? As such,
the accounts are complementary, rather than contradictory.{10}

Often such critics seem unable to carefully discern the
content of biblical texts because of their own negative
presuppositions and lofty speculations. One is inclined to
agree with C. S. Lewis’ criticism of these skeptics when he
writes, “These men ask me to believe they can read between the
lines of the old texts; the evidence (that they cannot) 1is
their obvious inability to read (in any sense worth
discussing) the lines themselves.”{11} Consider a final (and
more difficult) example of alleged inconsistency. Many have
noted a difference between the synoptic accounts (those in
Matthew, Mark and Luke) and John’s account of the dating of
the death of Jesus. Specifically, the issue concerns the
chronological relationship of the crucifixion to the
celebration of the Passover meal by the Jews. Mark refers to
some Jews observing the Passover the evening before the
crucifixion.{12} John seems to indicate a Passover celebration
after the crucifixion.{13} In a recent definitive article, Dr.
Harold Hoehner of Dallas Theological Seminary solves the
puzzle.{1l4} Citing evidence from the Mishnah and the scholars



Strock-Billerbock, Hoehner shows that the Pharisees and
Sadducees (two contemporary religious parties) disagreed about
the day of the week on which the Passover should fall. The
result was that the Pharisees celebrated the Passover one day
before the Sadducees did. This makes it entirely plausible
that the synoptics use the reckoning of the Pharisees, while
John presents that of the Sadducees, thus accounting for the
difference.

2. External Test

This test asks whether other historical and archaeological
materials confirm or deny the internal testimony provided by
the documents themselves. Several authors of antiquity wrote
of Jesus as a person of history. Among them were Tacitus,
Josephus, Seutonius, and Pliny the Younger.{15} Sir William
Ramsey, an eminent archaeologist, once held that Luke’s
writings were not historically sound. His own subsequent
investigation of near-eastern archaeology forced him to
reverse his position and conclude that “Luke is a historian of
the first rank.”{16}

Nelson Glueck, former president of Jewish Theological Seminary
in Cincinnati, one of the greatest archaeologists, and a Jew,
wrote: “It may be stated categorically that no archaeological
discovery has ever controverted a biblical reference.”{17}

Archaeological Evidence

Consider a few examples of archaeological confirmation of the
New Testament. In I Corinthians, Paul refers to the meat
market in Corinth.{18} An inscription from ancient Corinth has
been discovered which refers to the “meat market.”{19} Luke
refers to the temple of Artemis in Ephesus and speaks of a
riot that occurred in a theater in the same city.{20} The
temple was excavated in 1803 and measured 100 by 340 feet.{21}
Twentieth-century Austrian archaeologists unearthed the
theater and found it could hold nearly 25,000 people.{22}



Mark writes of Jesus healing a blind man as He left
Jericho.{23} Luke, apparently writing of the same event, says
it happened while Jesus was approaching Jericho.{24}

Excavations in 1907-09 by Ernest Sellin, of the German
Oriental Society, showed that there were “twin cities” of
Jericho in Jesus’ time—an old Jewish city and a Roman city
separated by about a mile.{25} Apparently Mark referred to one
and Luke referred to the other, and the incident occurred as
Jesus traveled between the two.

William F. Albright, one of the world’'s leading biblical
archaeologists, adds a helpful comment: “We can already say
emphatically that there is no longer any solid basis for
dating any book of the New Testament after about A.D. 80, two
full generations before the date of between A.D. 130 and 150
given by the more radical New Testament critics of today.”{26}
This statement is crucial because it means that some of
Christ’s opponents, who were living when He was on earth, were
undoubtedly still around when the New Testament books were
penned. Their presence would have prompted the New Testament
writers to give careful attention to the veracity of the
statements. And we can be certain that if any errors were made
in their accounts the opponents of Christ (of which there were
many) would have been quick to expose them.

3. Bibliographic Test

This final test is necessary because we do not possess the
original manuscripts of most ancient documents. The question
that must be asked, then, is: “How many early copies do we
have and how close in time are they to the original?” A. T.
Robertson, author of one of the most comprehensive grammars of
New Testament Greek, wrote, “..we have 13,000 manuscript copies
of portions of the New Testament.”{27} Many of these copies
are dated only a short time (80-400 years) after the original.

When the New Testament documents are compared with other



writings of antiquity for the numbers of early copies and the
chronological proximity of the copies to the original, the New
Testament is far superior. (For instance, we have only 10 good
copies of Gallic Wars and they are 1,000 years after the
original; seven copies of Plato’s Tetrologies, 1,200 years
after the original. Similar results hold for the writings of
Thucydides, Herodotus and a host of others.){28}

The late Sir Frederic Kenyon, former director and principal
librarian of the British Museum, was one of the leading
authorities on the reliability of ancient manuscripts. He drew
this conclusion:

“The interval then, between the dates of original composition
and the earliest extant evidence becomes so small as to be 1in
fact negligible, and the last foundation for any doubt that
the Scriptures have come down to us substantially as they
were written has now been removed. Both the authenticity and
the general integrity of the books of the New Testament may
be regarded as finally established.”{29}

If one concludes that the New Testament documents are
historically reliable, it stands to reason that he should
seriously consider the message they present. In the 0ld
Testament and the New, the message of the Bible is the message
of Jesus Christ. And He offers an abundant and eternal life to
anyone who will consider and respond to His claims: “I am the
light of the world; he who follows Me shall not walk in the
darkness, but shall have the light of life..and you shall know
the truth, and the truth shall make you free.”{30}
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Who’'s Got the Body?

Rusty Wright and Linda Raney Wright provide a short documented
examination of evidences for Jesus’ resurrection.

This article is also available in Spanish.

Who cares? What difference does it make if Jesus rose from the
dead? It makes all the difference in the world. If Christ did
not rise, then thousands of Christians have lived and died for
a hoax.

If, however, He did rise, then He is still alive and can act
now to straighten out our chaotic world. Facts always speak
louder than opinions. Let’s take a look at some of the
historical evidence for the resurrection and see where the
facts lead.

One preliminary consideration: countless scholars—among them,
the apostle Paul, St. Augustine, Sir Isaac Newton and C. S.
Lewis—believed in the resurrection. We need not fear
committing intellectual suicide by accepting it also.

Paul wrote that “Christ died for our sins, He was buried, He
was raised on the third day. He appeared to Cephas, then to
the twelve. After that, He appeared to more than five hundred
brethren at one time, most of whom remain until now. {1}

Consider also these four pieces of evidence:
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1. The Explosive Growth of the Christian
Church

Within a few weeks after the crucifixion a movement arose
which, by the later admission of its enemies, “upset the
world.” {2} Something happened to ignite this movement a very
short time after its leader had been executed. What was it?

2. The Changed Lives of the Disciples

After Jesus’ arrest and crucifixion, most of the disciples
were frightened. Peter, for instance, denied Christ three
times (twice to two servant girls!) Yet 10 out of the 11
disciples were martyred for their faith. Peter was crucified
upside down; Thomas was skewered; John was boiled in oil but
survived. Something had happened to revolutionize these men’s
lives. Each believed he had seen the risen Christ.

3. The Empty Tomb

Jesus’ dead body was removed from the cross, wrapped in
graveclothes like a mummy, covered with 100 pounds of aromatic
spices and placed in a tomb.{3} The tomb had been hewn out of
rock{4} and apparently contained only one cavern.{5} An
extremely large stone{6} was rolled into a slightly depressed
groove at the tomb’s entrance.{7} Some have conservatively
estimated the weight of the stone at one-and-a-half to two
tons.

A crack “Green Beret” unit of Roman soldiers was placed out
front to guard the grave.{8} The military discipline of the
Romans was so strict that severe corporal and often capital
punishment awaited the soldier who left his post or failed in
his duty.{9} Sunday morning, the stone was found rolled away,
the body was gone, but the graveclothes were still in
place.{10} What happened?

Some say that Christ’s friends stole the body. This means that



either one of the women sweet-talked the guards while the
other two moved the stone and tip-toed off with the body, or
else guys like Peter (remember how brave he was) and Thomas
(how easily convinced he was) overpowered the guards, stole
the body, and fabricated a myth.

These theories hardly seem plausible. The guard was too
powerful, the stone too heavy, and the disciples, not yet
experiencing the power of the Holy Spirit were too spinelesss
to attempt such a feat.

Others say that Christ’'s enemies stole the body. Yet if the
Romans or Jews had the body, they would have exposed it
publicly and Christianity would have died out. They didn’t and
it didn’'t.

Then there is the “swoon theory,” that Christ didn’t really
die but was only unconscious. The expert Roman executioners
merely thought He was dead. After a few days in the tomb,
without food or medicine, the cool air revived Him. Then,
according to this theory, He burst from the 100 pounds of
graveclothes, rolled away the stone with His nail-pierced
hands, scared the daylights out of the Roman soldiers, walked
miles on wounded feet, and convinced His disciples that He’d
been raised from the dead. This one is harder to believe than
the resurrection itself.

In other words, if Jesus was put to death, who'’s got the body?
All that we do have is an empty tomb.

4. The Appearances of the Risen Christ

For 40 days after His death, Christ was reported to be seen
alive on earth. Some say these were hallucinations, but do the
accounts show that?

Only certain high-strung and imaginative types of people
usually have such psychic experiences. Yet a woman, a stubborn
tax collector, several fisherman and more than 500 people at



one time claimed they saw Him. Hallucinations are very
individualistic—contrasting with the fact that over 500 people
saw the same thing at the same time and place.

Two other facts undermine the hallucination idea. Such
imaginations are usually of expected events, yet the disciples
had lost hope after the crucifixion. Also, psychic phenomena
usually occur in cycles, but the appearances came in no set

patttern.{11}

Attempts to explain away the appearances run into a brick wall
of facts. The facts point to one conclusion: Christ is risen.

The above does not constitute an exhaustive proof, but rather
a reasoned examination of the evidence. We must each consider
and evaluate the evidence ourselves to determine the truth of
the resurrection claim. (Of course, the truth or falsity of
the resurrection is a matter of historical fact and is not
dependent on any individual’s belief.)

If the facts support the claim, then we can conclude that He
arose. In any case, a mere intellectual assent to the facts
does nothing for one’s life.

A major evidence comes experientially, in personally receiving
Christ as Savior and Lord. Jesus said, “Behold I stand at the
door and knock; if any one hears My voice and opens the door,
I will come in to him.”{12}

Care to give Him a try?
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A Short Story

There was once a rich man, who dressed in purple and the
finest linen, and feasted in great magnificence every day. At
his gate, covered with sores, lay a poor man named Lazarus,
who would have been glad to satisfy his hunger with the scraps
from the rich man’s table. Even the dogs used to come and lick
his sores.

One day the poor man died and was carried away by the angels
to be with Abraham. The rich man also died and was buried, and
in Hades, where he was in torment; he looked up, and there,
far away, was Abraham with Lazarus close beside him.

“Abraham, my father,” he called out, “take pity on me! Send
Lazarus to dip the tip of his finger in water, to cool my



tongue, for I am in agony in this fire.” But Abraham said,
“Remember, my child, that all the good things fell to you
while you were alive, and all the bad to Lazarus; now he has
his consolation here and it is you who are in agony. But that
is not all: there is a great chasm fixed between us; no one
from our side who wants to reach you can cross it, and none
may pass from your side to us.”

“Then, father,” he replied, “will you send him to my father’s
house, where I have five brothers, to warn them, so that they
too may not come to this place of torment?” But Abraham said,
“They have Moses and the prophets; let them listen to them.”
“No, father Abraham,” he replied, “but if someone from the
dead visits them, they will repent.” Abraham answered, “If
they do not listen to Moses and the prophets they will pay no
heed even if someone should rise from the dead.” (Luke
16:19-31, New English Bible)

©1976 Rusty Wright and Linda Raney. Used by permission. All
rights reserved.

Jesus: The Divine Xerox -
Reasons to Believe

Probe’s founder Jimmy Williams provides a compelling set of
reasons to believe that Jesus 1is in fact the Son of God. By
asking questions one would expect of God on this earth, we see
that Jesus is the only one who fulfills them all. Jesus’
characteristics are His own apologetic.

You know, today when you walk across the campus and begin to
talk about the New Testament, the claims of Christ, and how He
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is relevant to high school or college life, often you get this
expression of amazement, as if you have committed intellectual
suicide, because you actually believe His claims. Some tell us
that becoming a Christian involves a blind leap with little or
no evidence to support it. In fact, the blinder the leap and
the more lacking the evidence, the more noble the faith. It is
certainly true that any philosophy or belief cannot be proved;
I would not try and insult anyone’s intellect by saying I
could prove to him that Jesus Christ is God. However, I think
when we look into the history of this unique person, we see
some things that have to grasp the mind of any thinking man
and impress upon him the strong consideration that Jesus may
be who He claimed to be..namely, God incarnate in human flesh.

Now whatever we may say about Jesus Christ, most everyone
would agree that in the person of Christ we view one of the
most unique personalities of all the centuries—whether He is
God or not. The unbeliever, atheist, Moslem, Hindu and
Buddhist alike all generally agree on this one central fact,
that Jesus Christ is indeed a unique personality.

“Here was a man born of a peasant woman in an obscure
village. He grew up in another obscure military camp town
where He worked as a carpenter’s son. He never wrote a book;
He possessed neither wealth nor influence. He never ran for
political office; He never went more than 200 miles from His
home town; He never even entered a big city. In infancy He
startled a king; in childhood He puzzled doctors; in manhood
He ruled the course of nature and hushed the sea to sleep.
During the last three years of His life He became an
itinerant preacher, roaming the land of His birth, healing
the sick and comforting the poor. At the end of this three
years of ministry the tide of public opinion began to turn
against Him. He was betrayed by one of His closest friends
and arrested for disturbing the status quo. All of His
followers deserted Him; one denied Him three times. He went
through six trials, each of which was a mockery of



jurisprudence. Prior to one of the trials He was beaten to
the point of death with leather strips imbedded with studs
of iron. A crown of thorns was then rammed down upon His
head, tearing the flesh so that blood poured down the side
of His face. The Roman procurator officiating at His trial
was nervous. The uniqueness of this man made Pilate want to
wash his hands of the whole affair. But the crowds cried for
His death.

“As the Roman procurator brought this insignificant, now
mutilated and beaten carpenter’s son before the crowds, he
hurled a challenge to them which has resounded across twenty
centuries: he said, “Behold the man.” Pilate was impressed.
He had never before seen such quiet dignity, intrepid
courage, noble majesty. Never had any other who had stood
before his bar carried himself as this One. The Roman was
deeply impressed, and avowed his captor’s uniqueness. But
the mob shouted, ‘Crucify Him.’ So He was taken outside the
gates of the city and nailed to a cross to die the death of
a common criminal.

“Yet the story doesn’t end here. For something happened
after that strange, dark day that has changed the entire
course of human history. He came forth from the tomb in
resurrection power. His greatness has never been paralleled.
He never wrote a book, yet all the libraries of the country
could not hold the books that have been written about Him.
He never wrote a song, and yet He has furnished the theme
for more songs that all the songwriters combined. He never
founded a college, but all the schools put together cannot
boast of having as many students. Every seventh day the
wheels of commerce cease their turning and multitudes wind
their way to worshiping assemblies to pay homage and respect
to Him. The names of the past proud statesmen of Greece and
Rome have come and gone. The names of the past scientists,
philosophers, and theologians have come and gone, but the
name of this man abounds more and more. Though over 1900



years lie between the people of this generation and the time
of His crucifixion, He still lives. Herod could not destroy
Him, and the grave could not hold Him. He stands forth upon
the highest pinnacle of heavenly glory.

“Never had any other who had stood before his bar carried
himself as this One. The Roman was deeply impressed, and
avowed his captor’s uniqueness. But the mob shouted,
‘Crucify Him.’ So He was taken outside the gates of the city
and nailed to a cross to die the death of a common criminal.
Still today He is the cornerstone of history, the center of
human progress. I would be well within the mark when I say
that all the armies that have ever marched, all the navies
that have ever sailed, all the parliaments that have ever
sat, and all of the kings that have ever reigned, put
together, have not influenced the course of man’s life on
this earth as powerfully as has that one solitary life,
Jesus of Nazareth. History has been called His story. He
split time: B.C., before Christ; A.D., Anno Domini, in the
year of our Lord.{1l}

When, some 20 centuries ago, Pontius Pilate said, “Behold the
man,” I doubt that he had any idea of who it was that stood
before him. He certainly wouldn’t have dreamed that this
humble peasant would launch a movement (indeed, already had)
that would change the course of Western civilization. In view
of the claims that He made and the impact He had upon history,
it behooves us to “Behold the man.” Who was He? Those who knew
Him best were convinced that He was God. What do you say? I am
convinced that the only reasonable conclusion that can be
drawn from a fair examination of the evidence is that He was
and is, indeed, God, the Saviour of the world. Let’s consider
some of these evidences together.

I would like to consider several lines of historical evidence
that suggest that Jesus Christ is God. The first line of
evidence 1is:



Because the Hypothesis Fits the Facts.

Now what I would like to do in terms of presenting the first
line of evidence for His claim that He is God is to ask the
question, “What would God be like, if God became a man?” If
the facts about Jesus Christ fit the answers to the above
question—pre-eminently so, uniquely so, we will have offered
evidence, that He may be who He claimed to be. So I would like
to suggest four things that I think we would all agree would
characterize God if God became a man.

If God were a man, we would expect His words to be the
greatest words ever spoken.

What is great literature or great oratory? The masterpieces of
one generation often appear stilted and artificial to another.
The words which endure are the words which have something to
say about that which is universal in human experience, that
which doesn’t change with time.

Statistically speaking, the Gospels are the greatest
literature ever written. They are read by more people, quoted
by more authors, translated into more tongues, represented in
more art, set to more music, than any other book or books
written by any man in any century in any land. But the words
of Christ are not great on the grounds that they have such a
statistical edge over anybody else’s words. They are read
more, quoted more, loved more, believed more, and translated
more because they are the greatest words ever spoken. And
where is their greatness? Their greatness lies in the pure,
lucid spirituality in dealing clearly, definitively, and
authoritatively with the greatest problems that throb in the
human breast; namely, Who is God? Does history have meaning?
Does He love me? Does He care for me? What should I do to
please Him? How does He look at my sin? How can I be forgiven?
Where will I go when I die? How must I treat others?

This amazing purity of the words of Christ became more real to



me in a forceful way while I was studying the Greek language
in graduate school. The New Testament is written in Greek. I
was taking a course called Rapid Greek Reading in which we did
nothing but read the Greek New Testament and recite in class.
We read about eight pages of Greek a week or about the equi-
valent timewise of 600 pages of English. We struggled night
and day while reading the Gospels in order to be able to read
them out loud in class directly from the Greek text to our
professor. It was sometimes humorous to hear one another
struggle with the text of Matthew or Luke. The interesting
thing was that when reading one of the Gospels aloud, we would
stumble and toil with the sections where Matthew was simply
recounting narrative, but as soon as Matthew began to quote
the words of Christ the struggle ceased. His words were the
easiest to translate. They were so simple and yet profound. To
labor with the narrative portions and then come to the words
of Christ was like moving from the intensity of the hurricane
to the calm serenity of the eye of the storm. It was the
difference between sailing on rough tempestuous seas and on a
glassy lake at eventide.

Certainly, no mere man could impregnate such simple words with
such sublime thoughts. Consider the volumes of truth stored up
in the phrase, “Do unto others as you would have them do unto
you”{2}, and “Whosoever would find his life, must lose it”{3}.
Libraries could be filled with works which simply develop
those concepts.

No other man’s words have the appeal of Jesus’ words. They are
the kind of words we would expect God to utter if God were a
man.

The second line of evidence is:

If God were a man, we would expect Him to exert a profound
power over human personality.

One of the greatest impacts among human beings is the impact



of personality upon personality. Most human beings are rather
ordinary in their impact upon other human beings. I can’t
think of anyone in my life whose personality has made an
impact upon me; strong influence, yes, but impact, no.
Periodically in history a Churchill, Hitler, or a Caesar comes
along and impact is made. Certainly, if God were a man, His
personality would be so dynamic it would have unprecedented
impact on His contemporaries. Is this the case with Jesus of
Nazareth? We find most emphatically that it is. Whether Jesus
be man or God, whether the Gospels be mainly fiction or fancy,
certainly a historic person named Jesus made such an impact on
a small band of men as to be unequaled by far in the entire
annals of the human race. Consider for a moment the historic
nucleus from which Christianity sprang: Peter, a weak-willed
fisherman; John, a gentle dreamer; Thomas, who had a question
mark for a brain; Matthew, a tax collector; a few peasants and
a small cluster of emotional women. Now I don’t want to
minimize the character of these men, but seriously, does this
rather heterogeneous group of simple folk look like the
driving force that could turn the Roman Empire upside down, so
that by 312 A.D., Christianity was the official religion of
the Empire? Frankly they do not. The impact of the personality
of Christ upon these people turned them into flaming revolu-
tionaries who launched a movement that has changed the history
of Western Civilization.

The amazing thing is that these men were the very ones who ate
with Him, slept with Him, and lived with Him for over three
years and still concluded that He was God. How could a person
live with someone for that period of time and come to that
conclusion unless it were a valid conclusion? You could spend
less than an hour with the greatest saint mankind has ever
produced and be thoroughly convinced that he was not God. How
could you spend three years with a mere man and become
absolutely convinced that He was God, in fact, be so convinced
that you would be willing to die a martyr’s death to punctuate
your belief? Listen for a moment to the traditional deaths of



the apostles: Matthew, martyred by the sword in Ethiopia;
Mark, dragged through the streets of Alexandria until dead;
Luke, hanged on an olive tree in Greece; John, put in a
caldron of boiling oil but escaped death and died in exile on
the island of Patmos; Peter, crucified upside down (he said he
wasn’t worthy to be crucified in the same manner as His Lord);
James, beheaded in Jerusalem; Philip, hanged against a pillar
in Phrygia; James the Less, thrown from the pinnacle of the
temple and beaten to death down below; Bartholomew, flayed
alive; Andrew, bound to a cross where he preached to his
persecutors till he died; Thomas, run through by a spear in
India; Jude, shot to death with arrows; Barnabas, stoned to
death by Jews in Salonica; and Paul, beheaded at Rome by Nero.
Even more incredible is the fact that James and Jude, our
Lord’s own brothers, believed that He was God. You may for a
time, be able to pull the wool over the eyes of those outside
your own family, but certainly your own brothers would not
swallow such an wunbelievable claim unless there were
unimpeachable reasons to do so.

Christ’s personality had a tremendous impact upon these men.
And after nearly two thousand years the impact is not at all
spent. Daily there are people who have tremendous
revolutionary experiences which they attribute to personal
encounters with Jesus Christ.

The personality of Jesus, then, is without parallel. It is
unique and incomparable. Wherever He is, He is the Master.
When surrounded by hungry multitudes or by hating Pharisees,
when questioned by clever theologians or besought by stricken
sinners, whether examined by stupid disciples or by a Roman
governor, He is the Master.

If God were robed in human flesh, then He would possess a
personality that would have revolutionary impact, indeed,
unique impact, upon His contemporaries. Like no other man in
history, Jesus made that kind of unique and revolutionary
impact.



If God were a man, we would expect supernatural acts.

If God were a man, not only would we expect His words to be
the greatest ever spoken, and the impact of His personality to
be unique, but we would also expect that His life would be
characterized by wonderful deeds. We would expect Him to do
the things that only God could do. Now obviously the very act
of God becoming a man involves something supernatural. But if
God became a man, it makes sense that He was going to convince
men that He was indeed who He claimed to be, that men deserved
to see Him do things that only God could do—namely miracles,
suspensions of natural law. Everything about the life of Jesus
Christ confronts us with the miraculous. At the outset of His
ministry He appeared at a wedding feast and turned water into
wine. He demonstrated His power over disease by healing the
nobleman’s son and the lame man at the pool of Bethsaida and
many more. He fed 5000 people and said, “I am the bread of
life.” He walked on the water. He claimed to be the light of
the world; then He healed a man who had been blind since
birth. Once of His most startling claims was made to the
despondent sister of Lazarus (Lazarus had been dead for four
days) when He said, “I am the resurrection and the life.” Then
He said, “Lazarus, come forth,” and the dead man came out of
the tomb. Someone has noted it was a good thing Jesus called
Lazarus by name or all the dead since the dawn of time would
have come forth. When Christ made these astounding claims,
more than ordinary means were necessary to impress men with
their truthfulness.

Now there’s a funny kind of thinking going on today concerning
miracles. It all started with a fellow by the name of Hume.
Paradoxically, this may surprise you, Hume was an orthodox
Christian. But, Hume said some things about miracles that have
been used as an attack on miracles. Hume argued that miracles
are the most improbable of all events. Ever since Hume'’s
essay, it has been believed that historical statements about
miracles are the most intrinsically improbable of all



historical statements. Now, what then 1s the basis of
probability? What makes a miracle a more probable or a less
probable event? Hume says, and so do other secular critics
today, that probability rests upon what may be called the
majority vote of our past experiences. The more often a thing
is known to happen, the more probable it is that it should
happen again; and the less often, the less probable. He goes
on to say, the majority vote of our past experience is firmly
against miracles. There is in fact, “uniform experience”
against miracles. A miracle is, therefore, the most improbable
of all events. It is always more probable that the witnesses
were lying or mistaken than that a miracle occurred.

Now here is the foolishness in Hume’s whole argument. We must
agree with Hume that if there 1is absolutely “uniform
experience” against miracles, if they have never occurred,
then there is no such thing as a miracle. But, that is exactly
the point in question. Is there absolute uniform experience
against miracles? We only know that the majority vote of past
experience 1is against miracles if we know that all reports of
miracles are false. And, we can know all the reports to be
false only if we know already that miracles have never
occurred. This is a circular argument. Let me repeat it again.
The critic of miracles today says with Hume, “We know that all
historical reports of miracles are false because miracles
never happen, and we know that miracles never happen because
all historical reports of them are false.” Get that? We know
that miracles have never happened, because all reported
instances of them are false, and we know that all reported in-
stances of them are false (such as the Bible) because we know
that miracles never happen.

Very frequently today we hear or get the impression that
brilliant scholars, after examining all the evidence, have
scientifically proven that miracles never happen. This 1is
totally untrue. The rejection of the miraculous is not their
conclusion; it is their starting point, their presupposition.



It’s interesting to note that as you study the literature of
the first and second century, even some of the literature of
the critics of Christianity grant the miracles. In fact, it
was not until the 19th century that the major attacks against
the miracles began when the omniscient modern critics got on
the scene and began to look back 2,000 years and say miracles
never happened. But, the attackers of the first century
generally grant them. In Jesus and His Story by Ethelbert
Stauffer, a professor of New Testament at the University of
Erlangen—and not an evangelical scholar—-cites the following:
“In 95 A.D. Rabbi Eliezer ben Hyrcanus of Lydda speaks of
Jesus’ magic arts.”{4} “In 100 A.D.-Jewish ritual
denunciation—-"Jesus practiced magic and 1led Israel
astray.” {5}

In the second century (according to F. F. Bruce) Celsus, a
philosophic critic of Christianity, acknowledged his miracles
but attributed them to sorcery. {6}

Josephus, a first century Jewish historian, also acknowledges
the fact that Jesus performed miracles in his Antiquities of
the Jews. A basic principle of evaluation of evidence states
that when enemies agree on a common point, it may be regarded
as certain that the point is commonly accepted. Stauffer
states this with clarity in Jesus and His Story:

The sharper the clash, the wider the gulf, the more vital
does this alteration of testimony and counter-testimony
become to the historical investigator. For if a confron-
tation of witnesses yields statements that agree on some
points, then these points must represent facts accepted by
both sides.{7}

In addition to the testimony of the secular historians, we
have in the four gospel documents themselves, the personal
testimony of hundreds of eyewitnesses that the miracles of
Christ are true events. All of the evidence we have indicates
that He is indeed God manifest in the flesh.



If God were a man, we would expect Him to be sinless and
incomparably holy and divine.

Here lies, perhaps, one of the most convincing evidences for
the deity of Christ. No man has ever lived such a noble, pure,
and sinless life. Those who knew Him for three years, said “He
was without sin.”{8} The Roman centurion commented as Christ
hung on the cross, “Surely, this was the Son of God.”{9} Paul,
the brilliant intellect of the first century, perceived, “He
knew no sin.” {10} Pilate called Him, “that just man,” and
said, “I find no fault in Him.”{11} He Himself claimed to be
sinless and challenged the religious leaders of His day to
find fault in Him. {12}

There is no comparison between the person of Christ and the
most saintly of the saints of the human race. To them
confession of sin and painfully laborious efforts toward
saintliness were daily fare. In fact, the closer they came to
God, the more vivid became their consciousness of their
sinfulness.

But Jesus never appears to us as One who struggled to obtain
saintliness. He never felt the need to confess a sin, and yet
He pointed out the sin in others and urged them to confess.
Christ never admitted a need of repentance. We can’t even
imagine Him dying the death of saintly Augustine of daily
confession and repentance. Jesus possessed perfect sinlessness
and purity, not by struggle, privation, asceticism, or
pilgrimage. It was by His birth and nature.

The greatest saints of other religions are not even in the
same category as Christ. Mohammed, for instance, was
apparently a neurotic. Gandhi, whom many have acclaimed as the
most saintly man of the century, does not even compare with
Jesus Christ. Gandhi himself claimed that he didn’t even know
God and that the reason for it was his own sinfulness. He
said, “It is a constant source of sorrow to me that I am so
far separated from the one whom I know to be my very life and



being; and it is my own wretchedness and sin that separates me
from him.” {13} How different this is from the words of Jesus,
“I and the Father are one,”{14} or “He who has seen me has
seen the Father,”{15} or even more direct, “All men should
honour me, even as they honour the Father. He that does not
honour me does not honour the Father which sent me.” {16} Can
you even 1imagine Calvin, Luther, Paul, or any other great
saint making a claim such as this? Frankly, I cannot.

Jesus Christ is not a great man among great men. He 1is
uniquely the greatest man of all history. His divine quality
of life can be verified from the mouth of the atheist,
infidel, and unbeliever, not to mention the enormous testimony
from the Christian Church. Thinking men the world over who
have examined the evidence will all agree that Jesus of
Nazareth is the greatest personality of the centuries. He 1is
the greatest teacher, leader, and influence for good in the
history of the human race.

Rousseau, the French Deist said of him,

If the life and death of Socrates were those of a sage, the
life and death of Jesus were those of a God. Shall we say
the Gospel history is mere invention. My friend, it is not
such that men invent. And the facts concerning Socrates, of
which no one entertains any doubt, are less attested than
those concerning Jesus Christ. {17}

He goes on to say a little later that “the facts concerning
Jesus of Nazareth are so striking, so amazing, so utterly
inimitable, that the invention of them would be more
astonishing than the hero.”{18}

Byron, the profligate poet, whose philosophy of life was eat,
drink, and be merry said, “If ever a man were God, or God were
man, Jesus was both.”{19}

Renan, the skeptic, Who wrote a classic life of Christ in
which he tried to prove the myth of the Gospels, nevertheless



concluded with this last line: “Whatever surprises the future
may bring, one thing 1s certain, Jesus will never be
surpassed.” {20}

When exiled on the lonely isle of St. Helena, the emperor
Napoleon was once discussing Christ with General Bertrand, a
faithful officer who had followed him into banishment and who
did not believe in the deity of Jesus. Napoleon said,

I know men, and I tell you that Jesus Christ is not a man.
Superficial minds see a resemblance between Christ and the
founders of empires and the gods of other religions. That
resemblance does not exist. There is between Christianity
and whatever other religions, the distance of infinity.
Everything in Christ astonishes me. His spirit overawes me,
and His will confounds me. Between Him and whoever else 1in
the world, there is no possible term of comparison. He 1is
truly a being by Himself. {21}

If God were a man, we would expect Him to be sinless and
incomparably Holy and Divine. We see that the hypothesis fits
the facts of the life of Jesus Christ. Should we now conclude
something other than Jesus is God? The Apostle John said, “No
man has ever seen God, but the only begotten Son, who is at
the Father’s side, has made Him known.”{22} Jesus 1is the
Divine Xerox of the invisible God. The Original 1is invisible,
but His earthly Reproduction is visible for all to behold in
the unprecedented life of Jesus of Nazareth.
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