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Steve Cable analyzed the data concerning 18- to 40-year-old born-agains and
presents a concise summary of the results.

Good News for Evangelicals?
How is the evangelical church doing in America as we begin to make our way
through the second decade of this century? Are we growing in numbers and in the
clarity of our message, or are we holding our own against a tide of secularism, or
are we on the verge of a major collapse partially obscured by continuing
attendance? The people who should have the best handle on this question are the
sociologists and pollsters who map and track many different aspects of our
society. What are they saying about the evangelical church?
First, consider Bradley Wright, professor of sociology at the
University of Connecticut. In his 2010 book, Christians Are Hatefilled Hypocrites . . . and Other Lies You’ve Been Told, he finds
“there seems to be no compelling evidence–based on the data we
have about our young people–that the church in America is on the
verge of collapse.”{1}

Looking at the data from the Pew U. S. Religious Landscape Survey, 2008, and
the General Social Survey, he concludes, “On the negative side, the number of
young people who do not affiliate with any religion has increased in recent
decades just as it has for the whole population. . . . On the positive side, the
percentage of young people who attend church or who think that religion is
important has remained mostly stable. . . . What I don’t see in the data are
evidence of a cataclysmic loss of young people.”{2}
Wright notes that the percentage of Evangelicals has remained fairly constant in
recent years, while mainline Protestantism has declined. He suggests that one
reason mainline Protestantism has decreased as a percentage of the population is
that most mainline churches have not emphasized church planting. Therefore,
“the number of Americans has grown every year but the number of seats in
mainline churches has not.”{3}
Another sociologist looking at this question is Byron Johnson, professor of Social
Sciences at Baylor University. Considering data from a survey commissioned by
Baylor in 2005,{4} he concludes, “Leading religious observers claim that
evangelicalism is shrinking and the next generation of evangelicals is becoming
less religious and more secular, but these are empirical questions, and the
evidence shows that neither of these claims is true. . . . Those who argue that a
new American landscape is emerging–one in which the conservative
evangelicalism of the past few decades is losing numbers and influence–are
simply ignoring the data.”{5}
As Johnson points out, “For starters, evangelicals have not lost members . . . Fully
one-third of Americans (approximately 100 million) affiliate with an evangelical
Protestant congregation.”{6}
Another eminent sociologist, Christian Smith of the University of Notre Dame, has
done an extensive study of young Americans over the five years from 2003 to
2008, which he summarizes in his book Souls in Transition, The Religious and

Spiritual Lives of Emerging Adults.{7} He begins by identifying the distinctly
different culture of today’s twenty-somethings in contrast with those of prior
generations. The major source of distinction is the view that they don’t really
need to start living as married adults until they reach their thirties. The twenties
are for exploring different jobs, lifestyles, and relationships before getting
married and settling down. But when it comes to religion, he states, “The
preponderance of evidence here shows emerging adults ages 18 to 25 actually
remaining the same or growing more religious between 1972 and 2006–with the
notable exceptions of significantly declining regular church attendance among
Catholics and mainline Protestants, a near doubling in the percent of nonreligious
emerging adults, and significant growth in the percent of emerging adults
identifying as religiously liberal.”{8}
However, looking at the more detailed data from his surveys, he concludes, “Most
emerging adults are okay with talking about religion as a topic, although they are
largely indifferent to it–religion is just not that important to most of them. . . .
Most of them think that most religions share the same core principles, which they
generally believe are good.”{9} He goes on to say, “Furthermore, among
emerging adults, religious beliefs do not seem to be important, action-driving
commitments, but rather mental assents to ideas that have few obvious
consequences.”{10} He also concludes that among these young adults the tenets
of liberal Protestantism have won the day, influencing many evangelicals,
Catholics and Jews as well as mainline Protestants. One surprising outcome of
this trend is the demise of mainline Protestant churches since their teaching is
“redundant to the taken-for-granted mainstream” that they helped create.{11}
Standing in contrast to these eminent sociologists are the findings of George
Barna and the Barna Group. Their surveys between 1995 and 2009{12} indicate
that among all Americans who self-identify as being born again, less than 20% of
them agree with six basic historic Christian beliefs{13} which Barna associates
with a biblical worldview. Among those between 18 and 25, this number drops

even further. Young people may be affiliating with evangelical churches at similar
rates over the last fifty years, but that affiliation does not mean that they have
beliefs similar to prior generations.
So what is right? Is it true that there is no compelling evidence that the church in
America is on the verge of collapse? Or, do we have more religious young people
who are heavily influenced by the beliefs of mainline Protestantism? Or, is the
dearth of a biblical worldview an early warning sign of a significant collapse? As
you can imagine, this is a question that we at Probe just had to get to the bottom
of. So, we dove in to analyze the data behind the statements above, using their
own data to validate or question their conclusions. We also commissioned our own
survey of 18- to 40-year-old, born-again Americans to probe deeper into this
question. Unfortunately, what we found convinced us that things are not only
worse than what Wright, Johnson, and Smith concluded, but they appear to be
worse in some ways than our prior assumptions from the existing Barna surveys.

Where Do We Really Stand?
When we look at the underlying survey data used by Wright, Johnson, Smith, and
Barna, we discover an unsurprising result: on similar questions they get similar
results. For example, consider the question “Do you believe God is all powerful
and involved in the world today?” This question is asked in one form or another by
all four surveys used by the authors above.{14} Looking at twenty-somethings,
we find the following affirmative responses:

Question

Author Source Survey Result

Wright

GSS

All powerful God
Johnson
Baylor 2005
involved in the world
Smith NSYR 2008{15}
today
Barna
Barna 2009

79%
83%
83%
83%

As you can see, all sources have essentially the same results (which is nice since it
tends to corroborate their polling techniques). So, how did they come to such
different conclusions about the meaning of similar sets of data? Looking at these
high percentages, how could Smith say there is something different about this
emerging generation, or how could Barna say that “Jesus would be disappointed
by the answers He received from today’s Americans?”
The answer comes from two sources. First, you need to ask more questions about
their beliefs and practices than just “Do you believe in a God and in Jesus as His
Son?” A person can mean a lot of different things when answering yes to those
questions. Second (and it turns out to be extremely important), you must look at
the combined answers to a set of related questions. In his book, Smith took the
first step of asking a lot of probing questions, both in the survey and in face-toface interviews. By doing this, it became clear that their answers to a few
questions about God and Jesus did not mean that they were biblically literate
Christians. Barna took the second step of looking at the answers to a combined
set of questions and discovered that the beliefs of Americans were disjointed and
inconsistent, particularly among the younger generations. So, even though 83% of
18- to 26-year-olds who professed to be born-again believed that God is all
powerful and involved in the world today, only a small subset of them believed all
six biblical worldview questions.{16}
What happens if we look at the results of the surveys used by Wright, Johnson,
and Smith? Fortunately, we were able to access the raw questionnaire results
using the Association of Religious Data Archives online database. Of course, these
surveys did not ask exactly the same questions, but we were able to find a set of

roughly equivalent questions within each survey. And this is what we found about
those with a biblical worldview, compared to those who actually apply their
biblical worldview to the way they live:

Belief

Baylor NSYR Barna Probe{17}

Biblical Worldview

27%

22%

19%

37%

Biblical Worldview plus
Cultural Application

8%

3%

NA

10%

So each of the surveys used by the four different sociologists basically showed the
same result: less than one third of born-agains (or evangelicals) had a set of
beliefs consistent with the biblical worldview taught by Jesus, and less than 10%
had a biblical worldview and a set of cultural beliefs (e.g. beliefs about sex outside
of marriage, abortion, materialism, caring for the poor, etc.) taught by Jesus in
the New Testament. So, it appears that if they had done more in-depth analysis of
their own data, Wright, Johnson and Smith should have been espousing the same
message as the Barna survey.
This surprising result (at least to Wright and Johnson) that their data actually is
consistent with Barna’s data allows us to quit worrying about the differences and
concentrate on the common message of these surveys. Among several, I think that
three major messages from the survey results are important for us to consider
here.
1. First, as the culture has adopted more unbiblical views regarding pluralism,
sexuality, honesty, etc., the majority of evangelical church members have adapted
to accept the new cultural positions rather than stand firm in the truth taught by
Christ and his apostles. In other words, they have been taken “captive by the
empty deception and philosophy according to the traditions of men, according to
the elementary principles of the world, rather than according to Christ” (Col. 2:8).

2. Second, our 18- to 29-year-olds are leaving a classical evangelical faith in large
numbers. A third of them directly leave any involvement with evangelical church,
with half of that number going into liberal mainline denominations and the other
half leaving behind all church affiliation. Of those who remain associated with an
evangelical church, one third of them attend church but do not hold to a biblical
worldview and another third do not go to church or hold to a biblical worldview.
So, just less than 8% of American teenagers move into emerging adulthood with a
strong, evangelical worldview.
3. The percentage of Americans belonging to evangelical churches has remained
fairly consistent, but that does not mean that the beliefs of the members have
remained constant. The sacred / secular split, described by Nancy Pearcey in her
book Total Truth,{18} allows them to ascribe to at least a limited set of
evangelical beliefs in their sacred side while keeping the “real truths” of the
secular side isolated and unaffected by any evangelical beliefs.

How Did We Get to This State?
If you find your child trapped inside the dryer at home, you not only want to get
them freed from captivity, you also want to understand how they got into that
mess so you can prevent it in the future. In the same way, Probe has undertaken
an in-depth survey to help us understand how seemingly born-again believers in
Christ are so often taken captive by the thoughts of men rather than Christ. Our
survey found they fall into three equally sized categories:
• Those with a biblical worldview who attend church regularly (Free Ones)
• Those without a biblical worldview who attend church regularly (Partial
Captives)
• Those without a biblical worldview who do not attend church regularly
(Full Captives)

The first take-away from this study is disturbing but not very surprising. Most
American born-agains between the ages of 18 and 40 received their spiritual
beliefs (and most of their other beliefs) from their parents or grandparents. In
other words, their hodgepodge of inconsistent beliefs covering everything from
God to gossip, they essentially obtained from the previous generation. What the
other surveys show is that people in their 40s and 50s have viewpoints that are
more conformed to the culture than to Christ just as their children do. It is not
quite as dramatic but it is very pronounced. If we parents are holding beliefs that
are captive to the traditions of men and the elementary principles of this world,
then it is not surprising to see that thinking expanded in our children.
It is very interesting to note that 42% of church-going young adults with a biblical
worldview (called the Free Ones hereafter) stated that their spiritual beliefs were
driven by sources other than immediate family members, versus only 30% for
other born-agains (an increase of 40%). Interestingly, this difference also
coincides with the higher percentage of college graduates among the Free Ones
relative to other young born-agains. In fact, college graduates influenced by
sources outside their family are more than twice as likely to be church attendees
with a biblical worldview than are those who did not graduate from college. So, it
appears that this committed group of church-going young adults with a biblical
worldview had to deal with challenges to their faith in college which led them to
delve into the questions and develop a solid biblical worldview, drawing from
sources outside their families.
However, it is worthwhile to note that when asked an additional six worldview
questions only half of the Free Ones expressed a biblical point of view on those
questions.
The second take away is in the different ways of viewing non-biblical thinking
among young adults. We surveyed their attitudes and actions on a number of
unbiblical areas of behavior including sexual activity, negative feelings such as
anger and unforgiveness, use of the tongue, self-focus and greed, negative

attitudes and sinful actions. For these unbiblical behaviors, if they engaged in that
behavior we asked them what they thought about it. They could select from “I do
not believe it is wrong,” “Believe it is wrong, do it anyway and feel guilty or
embarrassed,” or “Believe it is wrong, do it anyway, without feeling guilty or
embarrassed.” Not surprisingly, the Free Ones tended to have the same level of
participation in each area as other born-agains, but a significantly lower
percentage of those said the behavior wasn’t wrong or did it without feeling guilty
or embarrassed. On the other hand, among the one-third with irregular church
attendance and no biblical worldview (the Fully Captive), about one-third had no
guilt with their sexual indiscretions and over one-half had no guilt associated with
issues of internal attitudes, sins of the tongue, and other negative actions.
A third take-away from our survey was a difference in attitude as a function of
age. Those between 30 and 40 were almost 30% more likely to subscribe to a
biblical worldview than those between 18 and 24. Similarly, Christian Smith’s
data shows that over one-third of all 18- to 24-year-olds are no longer affiliated
with any Christian religion today as compared to about one in five thirtysomethings.{19} If this is a precursor to permanent erosion in the number of
people with a biblical worldview, we need to address it now.
In summary, the majority of young born-agains
1. Caught their unbiblical beliefs from their parents
2. Make important decisions without considering biblical truth
3. Don’t consider sinful behavior much of a problem
It should be noted that not all of the 817 born-agains questioned in our survey are
affiliated with evangelical churches. From the Baylor survey, we find that in the
general population from age 18 to 44, 35% are evangelical or Pentecostal, 20%
are mainline Protestants, 20% are Catholic, and the remaining 25% are not
Christians. Among those who self-identified as born-again, 57% are evangelical or

Pentecostal, 30% are affiliated with mainline Protestant denominations, and only
5% are Catholics. However, when we look at those born-agains with a biblical
worldview, we find almost 71% are evangelicals and Pentecostals, about 27% are
mainline Protestants and only 1% are Catholics. This result shows the wide
disparity of beliefs across denominations even among those who meet the criteria
of being born-again.
We asked these born-agains in making decisions associated with family, business,
and religious matters, “What is the primary basis or source of those principles
and standards that you take into consideration?” We found there was a huge
difference between Free Ones and the remainder. In fact, 75% of the Free Ones
looked to a biblical source in making those decisions while only 33% of the
Partially Captive and 10% of the Fully Captives considered a biblical source.

From Captives to Conquerors
As we dove into the data on how the American church is faring today, we started
with something that first looked like a pure, white sand Caribbean beach but
turned out upon further evaluation to be a trash-filled swamp of putrid, stale
water. And, we have to ask the question, Can the church continue on this
trajectory of scattered beliefs and split personalities for long? I think the answer
has to be no. Either the evangelical church will follow the path of other Protestant
denominations into shrinking, irrelevant entities, or something will bring it back
to the truth found in Christ Jesus.
An encouraging note in this discouraging journey of discovery is that our status is
not new. The apostle Paul expressed concern about a similar loss of the truth
impacting the genuine believers of Colossae. He warned them, “I say this so that
no one will delude you with persuasive argument” (Col 2:4) with the intent of
taking them captive “through philosophy and empty deception . . . rather than
according to Christ” (Col 2:8).

We find in the New Testament that it is clearly a strategy of Satan to offer
watered-down and distorted views of what it means to live in Christ as a way to
prevent Christians from bringing more people into eternal life through faith in
Jesus. Clearly, from the data we have looked at for American evangelicals, this
strategy is having a powerful effect in America today.
In this second chapter of Colossians, Paul goes on to highlight four different types
of arguments that could lead us astray: Naturalism, Legalism, Mysticism and
Asceticism. All four of these false views are alive and well in our world today.
Naturalism (e.g. neo-Darwinism) and Mysticism (e.g. the forms presented by
Eckhart Tolle and Oprah Winfrey{20}) are the most prevalent in our society, but
Legalism (i.e. religious rituals and performance over grace) still has a strong
influence, and Asceticism (i.e. denying the body through severe treatment) is very
strong in other parts of the world.
But, just as it was true for the Colossians, it is true for us: we don’t have to fall for
these traps that are out to delude our minds. Christ gives us the freedom and Paul
gives us clear directions on how to escape from delusional thinking. Paul’s advice
can be summarized in five key areas:
• Ask God to fill us with the knowledge of His will (of the truth) with all
spiritual wisdom and understanding (Col. 1:9-10; 2:2-3).
• Recognize that Christ is the maker and the sustainer of all, and therefore
every truth in this world is Christ’s truth (Col. 1:15-20).
• Accept that in Christ I have been made complete, and the acceptance of
men and accolades of this world cannot add to that completeness (Col.
2:9-10).
• In the same way I received Christ Jesus for eternal life, I am to walk in His
truth in this life. Jesus is not just my insurance for when I die; He is my life
and I need to be “firmly rooted and grounded in Him” (Col. 2:6-7).

• Realize that I am now living in eternity with Christ and am assigned for a
brief time to this temporal world (Col. 3:1-3).
Don’t fall for Satan’s trap that some man-made concept has a better grip on truth
than Jesus our creator and sustainer. We have seen that coming generations are
looking to you to define their beliefs. Are you going to show them an active belief
in Christ as your Truth? If you do, it can make a difference!
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