
“I Have Questions about the
Christian Canon”
I just read Don Closson’s article about the history of the
Christian Canon and found it to be interesting and helpful. I
have recently been looking deeper into my religion and other
Christian  religions  to  get  a  better  understanding  of  the
various beliefs. However, I have some questions.

Don mentions that the Church Fathers respected and quoted from
works  that  have  generally  passed  out  of  the  Christian
tradition. Why are these books no longer considered important?
It’s almost as though there were some kind of stock market
drop in the value of these writings. If certain writings were
so important as to guide the early Christians in what was
probably the most difficult time for the Church why do they
not hold the same value today? Also, were any of the early
teachings taken from the Apocrypha?

My other question is more of an observation. When you explain
the process of determining the Canon of the NT after the
Reformation you write, “As usual, the Catholic position rested
upon the authority of the Church hierarchy itself.” Then you
go on to say, “Instead of the authority of the Church, Luther
and the reformers focused on the internal witness of the Holy
Spirit.” To me this seems to be a very biased statement in an
otherwise  objective  article.  From  what  I  understand,  the
Catholic Church also believes in the internal witness of the
Holy Spirit working through its leaders. And since the NT of
both Protestants and Catholics is the same (a surprising fact
I just learned and which your article was a little misleading)
would you not say it probably did inspire both groups?

Thanks for the thoughtful questions and observations. Let me
try to respond to each issue you raise.
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Why don’t we read the writings of the Church Fathers today?

It appears that there has been an ebb and flow regarding the
popularity  of  these  writings  among  average  believers.
Protestants may have carried the notion of Sola Scriptura too
far, fearing that spending too much time in the writings of
the early church might lead to an unhealthy elevation of these
works. However, there appears to be growth in both interest
in, and appreciation for, the works of the early church among
all Christians that might move us towards a better balance. I
recently finished Reading Scripture With The Church Fathers,
by Christopher Hall (an InterVarsity publication) and found
that his admonition to delve into the writings of the early
church an enticing one. Part of the problem is that many
Christians do not read theological works of any type, much
less serious works that are planted in a very different set of
cultural challenges. Theological writing is done in response
to the demands of pressing cultural questions and issues. The
foreignness  of  the  cultural  milieu  surrounding  the  early
church can make reading the Church Fathers a considerable
effort. I do see a trend, especially among the post-baby-
boomer generations, towards desiring a deeper spiritual life,
one  that  is  often  exhibited  by  the  leaders  of  the  early
church. People are looking to that era for models of devotion
and authentic community that are often lacking in our modern,
and postmodern, society.

My bias against the Roman Catholic Church.

You  are  right,  my  statement  is  overly  biased.  I  need  to
revisit that section of the essay and restate my views. I do
not  mean  to  say  that  the  Catholic  Church  does  not  claim
guidance from the Holy Spirit, but that they have depended
more  on  the  decisions  of  a  centralized  leadership
(magisterium) in deciding on the canon rather than on actual
use and acceptance by the universal church and individual
believers. Thanks for pointing this out. If you don’t mind I
am going to paste into this response a portion of an essay



that I wrote on the Apocrypha that might help explain my view.

In a recent meeting of Catholics, Protestants, and Eastern
Orthodox  theologians  called  the  Rose  Hill  conference,
evangelical theologian Harold O. J. Brown asks that we hold a
dynamic view of this relationship between the church and the
Bible.  He  notes  that  Catholics  have  argued  “that  the
church—the Catholic Church—gave us the Bible and that church
authority authenticates it.” Protestants have responded with
the view that “Scripture creates the church, which is built
on the foundation of the prophets and apostles.” However, he
admits that there is no way to make the New Testament older
than the church. Does this leave us then bowing to church
authority only? Brown doesn’t think so. He writes, “[I]t is
the work of the Spirit that makes the Scripture divinely
authoritative and preserves them from error. In addition the
Holy  Spirit  was  active  in  the  early  congregations  and
councils, enabling them to recognize the right Scriptures as
God’s Word.” He adds that even though the completed canon is
younger than the church, it is not in captivity to the
church. Instead, “it is the ‘norm that norms’ the church’s
teaching and life.”

Many Catholics argue that the additional books found in the
Apocrypha (Septuagint plus) which they call the deutero-
canon,  were  universally  held  by  the  early  church  to  be
canonical. This is a considerable overstatement. However,
Protestants have acted as if these books never existed or
played any role whatsoever in the early church. This too is
an  extreme  position.  Although  many  of  the  early  church
fathers recognized a distinction between the Apocryphal books
and inspired Scripture, they universally held them in high
regard. Protestants who are serious students of their faith
cannot ignore this material if they hope to understand the
early church or the thinking of its earliest theologians.

On the issue of canonicity, of the Old Testament or the New,
Norman  Geisler  lists  the  principles  that  outline  the
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Protestant  perspective.  Put  in  the  form  of  a  series  of
questions he asks, “Was the book written by a spokesperson
for God, who was confirmed by an act of God, who told the
truth in the power of God, and was accepted by the people of
God?” If these can be answered in the affirmative, especially
the  first  question,  the  book  was  usually  immediately
recognized as inspired and included in the canon. The Old
Testament Apocrypha lacks many of these characteristics. None
of the books claim to be written by a prophet, and Maccabees
specifically denies being prophetic. Others contain extensive
factual errors. Most importantly, many in the early church
including Melito of Sardis, Origen, Athanasius, Gregory of
Nazianzus,  and  Jerome  rejected  the  canonicity  of  the
Apocrypha, although retaining high regards for its devotional
and inspirational value.

A final irony in this matter is the fact that even Cardinal
Cajetan, who opposed Luther at Augsburg in 1518, published a
Commentary on All the Authentic Historical Books of the Old
Testament (1532) in which he did not include the Apocrypha.

Sincerely,

Don Closson

Probe Ministries

Please check out the related posts below for more information.

One Nation Under God
The Christian influence in American history has been lost.
Kerby Anderson provides an overview of nearly 160 years of our
nation’s  founding  history  by  discussing  Ten  Things  Every
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Christian Should Know About the Founding of America.

 This article is also available in Spanish.

Founders of America: Part One

G.K. Chesterton once said that “America
is the only nation in the world that is founded on a creed.
That creed is set forth with dogmatic and even theological
lucidity in the Declaration of Independence.”{1} We are going
to document the origins of this country by looking at a book
entitled One Nation Under God: Ten Things Every Christian
Should Know About the Founding of America.{2}

The  first  thing  every  Christian  should  know  is  that
“Christopher Columbus was motivated by his Christian faith to
sail to the New World.” One example of this can be found in
his writings after he discovered this new land. He wrote,
“Therefore let the king and queen, the princes and their most
fortunate kingdoms, and all other countries of Christendom
give thanks to our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ, who has
bestowed upon us so great a victory and gift. Let religious
processions be solemnized; let sacred festivals be given; let
the churches be covered with festive garlands. Let Christ
rejoice on earth, as he rejoices in heaven, when he foresees
coming to salvation so many souls of people hitherto lost.”{3}

The second thing every Christian should know is “The Pilgrims
clearly stated that they came to the New World to glorify God
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and to advance the Christian faith.” It could easily be said
that America began with the words, “In the name of God. Amen.”
Those  were  the  first  words  of  our  nation’s  first  self-
governing document—the Mayflower Compact.

The Pilgrims were Bible-believers who refused to conform to
the heretical state Church of England and eventually came to
America. Their leader, William Bradford, said “A great hope
and inward zeal they had of laying some good foundation, or at
least to make some way thereunto, for the propagating and
advancing the gospel of the kingdom of Christ in those remote
parts of the world; yea, though they should be but even as
stepping stones unto others for the performing of so great a
work.”{4}

Many scholars believe that the initial agreement for self-
government,  found  in  the  Mayflower  Compact,  became  the
cornerstone of the U.S. Constitution. This agreement for self-
government,  signed  on  November  11,  1620,  created  a  new
government in which they agreed to “covenant and combine”
themselves together into a “Body Politick.”

British  historian  Paul  Johnson  said,  “It  is  an  amazing
document . . . . What was remarkable about this particular
contract was that it was not between a servant and a master,
or a people and a king, but between a group of like-minded
individuals and each other, with God as a witness and symbolic
co-signatory.”{5}

Founders of America: Part Two
The third thing every Christian should know is “The Puritans
created  Bible-based  commonwealths  in  order  to  practice  a
representative government that was modeled on their church
covenants.” Both the Pilgrims and the Puritans disagreed with
many things about the Church of England in their day. But the
Pilgrims  felt  that  reforming  the  church  was  a  hopeless



endeavor.  They  were  led  to  separate  themselves  from  the
official  church  and  were  often  labeled  “Separatists.”  The
Puritans, on the other hand, wanted to reform the Church of
England from within. They argued from within for purity of the
church. Hence, the name Puritans.

At  that  time,  there  had  been  no  written  constitution  in
England. The British common law was a mostly oral tradition,
articulated as necessary in various written court decisions.
The  Puritans  determined  to  anchor  their  liberties  on  the
written page, a tradition taken from the Bible. They created
the Body of Liberties which were established on the belief
that Christ’s rule is not only given for the church, but also
for the state. It contained principles found in the Bible,
specifically ninety-eight separate protections of individual
rights, including due process of law, trial by a jury of
peers, and prohibitions against cruel and unusual punishment.

The fourth thing every Christian should know is that “This
nation was founded as a sanctuary for religious dissidents.”
Roger  Williams  questioned  many  of  the  Puritan  laws  in
Massachusetts, especially the right of magistrates to punish
Sabbath-breakers.  After  he  left  Massachusetts  and  founded
Rhode Island, he became the first to formulate the concept of
“separation of church and state” in America.

Williams said, “The civil magistrate may not intermeddle even
to stop a church from apostasy and heresy.”{6} In the 1643
charter for Rhode Island and in all its subsequent charters,
Roger Williams established the idea that the state should not
enforce religious opinion.

Another dissident was the Quaker William Penn. He was the main
author of the founding governmental document for the land that
came to be known as Pennsylvania. This document was called The
Concessions, and dealt with not only government matters but
was also concerned with social, philosophical, scientific, and
political matters. By 1680, The Concessions had 150 signers,



and in the Quaker spirit, this group effort provided for far-
reaching liberties never before seen in Anglo-Saxon law.

Paul Johnson said that at the time of America’s founding,
Philadelphia was “the cultural capital of America.” He also
points  out:  “It  can  be  argued,  indeed,  that  Quaker
Pennsylvania was the key state in American history. It was the
last great flowering of Puritan political innovation, around
its great city of brotherly love.”{7}

Education and Religion in America
The  fifth  thing  every  Christian  should  know  is  that  “The
education of the settlers and founders of America was uniquely
Christian and Bible-based.” Education was very important to
the founders of this country. One of the laws in Puritan New
England was the Old Deluder Act. It was called that because it
was intended to defeat Satan, the Old Deluder, who had used
illiteracy in the Old World to keep people from reading the
Word of God. The New England Primer was used to teach colonial
children to read and included the Lord’s Prayer, the Apostle’s
Creed, and the text of many hymns and prayers.

We can also see the importance of education in the rules of
many of the first colleges. The Laws and Statutes of Harvard
College in 1643 said: “Let every student be plainly instructed
and earnestly pressed to consider well the main end of his
life and studies is to know God and Jesus Christ which is
eternal life (John 17:3).”{8}

Yale College listed two requirements in its 1745 charter: “All
scholars  shall  live  religious,  godly,  and  blameless  lives
according to the rules of God’s Word, diligently reading the
Holy  Scriptures,  the  fountain  of  light  and  truth;  and
constantly attend upon all the duties of religion, both in
public and secret.”{9}

Reverend John Witherspoon was the only active minister who



signed the Declaration of Independence. Constitutional scholar
John Eidsmoe says, “John Witherspoon is best described as the
man who shaped the men who shaped America. Although he did not
attend  the  Constitutional  Convention,  his  influence  was
multiplied many times over by those who spoke as well as by
what was said.”{10}

New  Jersey  elected  John  Witherspoon  to  the  Continental
Congress that drafted the Declaration of Independence. When
Congress called for a national day of fasting and prayer on
May 17, 1776, John Witherspoon was called upon to preach the
sermon. His topic was “The Dominion of Providence over the
Affairs of Men.”

The  sixth  thing  every  Christian  should  know  is  that  “A
religious revival was the key factor in uniting the separate
pre- Revolutionary War colonies.”

Paul Johnson, author of A History of the American People,
reports that the Great Awakening may have touched as many as
three out of four American colonists.{11} He also points out
that this Great Awakening “sounded the death-knell of British
colonialism.”{12}

As John Adams was to put it afterwards, “The Revolution was
effected before the War commenced. The Revolution was in the
mind and hearts of the people: and change in their religious
sentiments of their duties and obligations.”

Paul Johnson believes that “The Revolution could not have
taken place without this religious background. The essential
difference  between  the  American  Revolution  and  the  French
Revolution is that the American Revolution, in its origins,
was a religious event, whereas the French Revolution was an
anti-religious event.”{13}



Clergy and Biblical Christianity
The seventh thing every Christian should know is that “Many of
the clergy in the American colonies, members of the Black
Regiment, preached liberty.” Much of this took place in so-
called “Election Sermons” of Massachusetts, Connecticut, New
Hampshire,  and  Vermont.  Often  the  ministers  spoke  on  the
subject  of  civil  government  in  a  serious  and  instructive
manner.  The  sermon  was  then  printed  so  that  every
representative  had  a  copy  for  himself,  and  so  that  every
minister of the town could have a copy.

John Adams observed, “The Philadelphia ministers thunder and
lighten every Sabbath’ against George III’s despotism.”{14}
And  in  speaking  of  his  native  Virginia,  Thomas  Jefferson
observed that “pulpit oratory ran like a shock of electricity
through the whole colony.”{15}

Some  of  the  most  influential  preachers  include  John
Witherspoon, Jonathan Mayhew, Samuel West, and Reverend John
Peter Muhlenberg. Reverend Mayhew, for example, preached a
message  entitled  “Concerning  Unlimited  Submission  to  the
Higher Powers, to the Council and House of Representatives in
Colonial New England.” He said, “It is hoped that but few will
think the subject of it an improper one to be discoursed on in
the pulpit, under a notion that this is preaching politics,
instead of Christ. However, to remove all prejudices of this
sort,  I  beg  it  may  be  remembered  that  all  Scripture  is
profitable  for  doctrine,  for  reproof,  for  correction,  for
instruction in righteousness.’ Why, then, should not those
parts  of  Scripture  which  related  to  civil  government  be
examined and explained from the desk, as well as others?”{16}

The eighth thing every Christian should know is that “Biblical
Christianity was the driving force behind the key leaders of
the American Revolution.”

In 1772, Samuel Adams created a “Committee of Correspondence”



in Boston, in order to keep in touch with his fellow Americans
up and down the coast. Historian George Bancroft called Sam
Adams, “the last of the Puritans.”{17} His biographer, John C.
Miller, says that Samuel Adams cannot be understood without
considering  the  lasting  impact  Whitefield’s  preaching  at
Harvard during the Great Awakening had on him.{18} Adams had
been telling his countrymen for years that America had to take
her stand against tyranny. He regarded individual freedom as
“the law of the Creator” and a Christian right documented in
the New Testament.{19} As the Declaration was being signed,
Sam Adams said, “We have this day restored the Sovereign to
Whom all men ought to be obedient. He reigns in heaven and
from the rising to the setting of the sun, let His kingdom
come.”

The Founding Documents
The  ninth  thing  every  Christian  should  know  is  that
“Christianity played a significant role in the development of
our  nation’s  birth  certificate,  the  Declaration  of
Independence.” For example, the Presbyterian Elders of North
Carolina drafted the Mecklenburg Declaration in May 1775 under
the  direction  of  Elder  Ephraim  Brevard  (a  graduate  of
Princeton). One scholar says “In correcting his first draft of
the Declaration it can be seen, in at least a few places, that
Jefferson has erased the original words and inserted those
which are first found in the Mecklenburg Declaration. No one
can doubt that Jefferson had Brevard’s resolutions before him
when he was writing his immortal Declaration.”{20}

The relationship between the Declaration of Independence and
the Constitution is crucial. The Declaration is the “why” of
American government, while the Constitution is the “how.”

Another  influence  on  the  Declaration  was  George  Mason’s
“Virginia Declaration of Rights.” Notice how similar it sounds
to the Declaration: “That all men are by nature equally free
and independent and have certain inherent rights, of which,



when they enter into a state of society, they cannot, by any
compact,  deprive  or  divest  their  posterity;  namely,  the
enjoyment of life and liberty, with the means of acquiring and
possessing property, and pursuing and obtaining happiness and
safety.”

Paul Johnson says, “There is no question that the Declaration
of Independence was, to those who signed it, a religious as
well as secular act, and that the Revolutionary War had the
approbation of divine providence. They had won it with God’s
blessing  and  afterwards,  they  drew  up  their  framework  of
government with God’s blessing, just as in the seventeenth
century the colonists had drawn up their Compacts and Charters
and  Orders  and  Instruments,  with  God  peering  over  their
shoulders.”{21}

The  tenth  thing  every  Christian  should  know  is  that  “The
Biblical  understanding  of  the  sinfulness  of  man  was  the
guiding principle behind the United States Constitution.” John
Eidsmoe says, “Although Witherspoon derived the concept of
separation of powers from other sources, such as Montesquieu,
checks  and  balances  seem  to  have  been  his  own  unique
contribution to the foundation of U.S. Government.”{22} He
adds,  “One  thing  is  certain:  the  Christian  religion,
particularly  Rev.  Witherspoon’s  Calvinism,  which  emphasized
the fallen nature of man, influenced Madison’s view of law and
government.”{23}
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“Did Jesus Cleanse the Temple
More than Once, Or Is There a
Mistake in the Bible?”
In  John  2:13-25  is  the  story  of  when  Jesus  cleansed  the
temple. It immediately follows Jesus turning the water into
wine,  and  immediately  precedes  the  conversation  with
Nicodemus. In Matthew 21:12-16 is the same story immediately
precedes the cursing of the barren fig tree. In Mark 11:15-18
the cleansing of the temple takes place immediately after the
cursing of the fig tree.

Now, as I see it, there are only three possibilities.

1) The text in either Matthew and Mark or in John is in error
about the time of the cleansing of the temple. And either the
text in Matthew or Mark is wrong about the time of the cursing
of the fig tree.

2) The gospels were not written in chronological order.

3)  The  same  incident  happened  more  than  once  (highly
unlikely).

What is your take on this? Did I overlook something?

Thanks for your question! You have raised an important (and
relatively common) difficulty in interpreting the gospels. Let
me first say that the gospels were not necessarily written in
chronological order. In fact, it is generally accepted that
many of the incidents recorded in the gospels were NOT written
in chronological order. As a general rule, the only exception
to this is Luke’s gospel, in which he specifically states his
intention “to write it out…in consecutive order” (Luke 1:3).
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A good book which you may want to consult about some of these
issues of gospel interpretation and harmonization is Craig
Blomberg’s The Historical Reliability of the Gospels (Inter-
Varsity Press, 1987). Since this is not an area of personal
expertise  for  me,  I  will  simply  give  you  Blomberg’s
observations on possible ways in which the difficulties you
have noticed might be resolved.

Concerning the cursing of the fig tree, Blomberg believes that
Matthew has simply telescoped the events of two days “into one
uninterrupted  paragraph  which  seems  to  refer  only  to  the
second  day’s  events.”  He  points  out  that  Matthew’s
introduction, “Now in the morning,” does “not specify which
day is in view, and there is no reason to exclude an interval
of time between verses 19 and 20.” He continues by noting,
“Mark does not deny that the fig tree withered immediately,
only that the disciples did not see it until the next day.” He
concludes by pointing out that the gospels leave out a wealth
of detail (indeed, John states this explicitly in 20:30), and
such omissions simply become more evident when compared with a
more detailed account in another gospel.

Blomberg offers a couple of solutions to the problem of the
cleansing of the temple. The first solution holds that John
has simply woven this incident into his gospel thematically,
rather than chronologically. In other words, there is only one
cleansing and John, for thematic considerations, has simply
chosen to relay this incident in a manner unrelated to its
actual chronological occurrence in the life of Christ. He
offers a couple of reasons in support of this view. The second
solution  (which  commends  itself  to  my  mind)  actually
acknowledges two separate cleansings, one at the beginning and
one near the end of Jesus’ public ministry. He offers six
arguments in support of this second position:

1. The details of the cleansing given in John’s account are
completely different from those given in the Synoptics (i.e.
Matthew, Mark, Luke).



2. If Jesus felt strongly enough about the temple corruption
to cleanse it once at the beginning of His ministry, it is not
really too difficult to believe that He might do it again at
the end of His ministry.

3. Since cleansing the temple was an overtly Messianic act,
about which some of the Jews would have approved, it is not
surprising that He could get away with doing this once at the
outset  of  His  ministry.  However,  when  the  Jews  began  to
realize that Jesus was not really the sort of Messiah they
were  looking  for,  a  second  cleansing  would  have  almost
certainly sealed His fate (see Mark 11:18).

4. In the Synoptics, Jesus is accused of having said that He
would destroy the temple and rebuild another in three days not
made with human hands (Mark 14:58). But a similar comment by
Jesus is only explicitly mentioned in John 2:19. Furthermore,
since  the  witnesses  in  Mark’s  gospel  get  the  statement
slightly  wrong,  and  cannot  agree  among  themselves  (Mark
14:59), it may be a confused memory of something Jesus said
two  or  three  years  earlier,  rather  than  just  a  few  days
earlier.

5. Jesus’ statement in the Synoptics is more severe than that
in John. Only in the Synoptics does He refer to the Gentiles’
need to pray at the temple, and only in the Synoptics does He
refer to the Jews as “robbers”.

6.  In  John  2:20  the  Jews  refer  to  the  temple  rebuilding
project having begun 46 years earlier. This would mark the
date of the cleansing at around AD 27 or 28. But Jesus was
almost certainly not crucified until at least AD 30. And it is
most unlikely that John would have simply made up such a
figure. Therefore, it is quite likely that John is describing
a distinct (and earlier) cleansing from the one mentioned in
the Synoptics.

When I approach the gospel narratives with the attitude that



they are innocent until proven guilty, keeping in mind that
they  have  been  thoroughly  demonstrated  to  be  generally
reliable historical sources, the six arguments listed above
strongly incline me to the view that there were in fact two
temple cleansings in the life of Christ–one at the beginning
of His public ministry, the other at its conclusion. At any
rate, that is my take on this particular issue.

Hope this helps!

Shalom,

Michael Gleghorn

Probe Ministries

“Why  Doesn’t  the  New
Testament Violate the Command
Not to Add to Scripture?”
Revelations 22:18 states that, “I testify to everyone who
hears the words of the prophecy of this book; if anyone adds
to them, God shall add to him the plagues which are written in
this book.”

I have heard this verse used to explain why the Book of Mormon
is not to be considered a later divinely inspired revelation.
However, in Deuteronomy 4:2 and Proverbs 30:6, these same
warnings  about  adding  to  God’s  word  are  stated,  so  why
wouldn’t the New Testament fall into the same category of
unacceptable additions to the Bible? Why is it an acceptable
addition and revelation when the Book of Mormon–or, for that
matter, the Koran–is not?
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I  personally  believe  that  Revelation  22:18  should  be
interpreted more narrowly as referring only to the content of
the book of Revelation. In other words, I don’t believe John
is necessarily forbidding (or excluding) the possibility of
later  revelations  from  God;  he  is  rather  simply  warning
against adding or subtracting anything from the book which he
has just written. I think the wording of verses 18-19 supports
this view. Notice how often John specifies “this” book (i.e.
the book of Revelation), and the book of “this” prophecy, as
the content of what should not be added to or subtracted from.
Thus,  I  don’t  think  John’s  warning  necessarily  forbids
additional revelation from God in OTHER books; he is simply
warning against tampering with what is written in his own.
What he has written is the word of God and it should be kept
pure and undefiled. Of course I realize that not everyone will
share this view, but this is what I think John intended the
verse to communicate.

I  would  basically  take  Deut.  4:2  the  same  way.  Moses  is
writing the word of God, and God does not want His message
polluted with the additions and subtractions of sinful human
beings. He wants His word kept just as He gave it and not
altered  to  suit  human  fancies  or  inclinations.  What  this
forbids is purely HUMAN additions or subtractions; it does not
mean that God cannot give additional revelation in the future.
Indeed, if that were so, not only would the NT be called into
question, but the remainder of the OT would as well (for
Deuteronomy is the last book of Moses)!

Finally,  I  think  Proverbs  30:5-6  also  fits  this
interpretation. Verse 5 begins, “Every word of God is tested.”
In v. 6 we are forbidden to add to HIS words. God may reveal
additional truth to man at some later time, but man is not to
take it upon himself to add to, or subtract from, what God has
already revealed.

So what about the Book of Mormon, or the Koran? Why not accept
these books as additional revelation from God? My answer to



this is simple: whatever the source of these books, it is NOT
the God of the Bible. How do we know this? Because both books
teach beliefs and practices which are CONTRARY to the Bible.
The “God” of Mormonism and the “God” of Islam are NOT the same
God  as  the  God  of  the  Bible.  In  addition,  not  only  do
Mormonism and Islam teach a different doctrine of God than
that  revealed  in  the  Bible,  they  also  teach  a  different
doctrine of man, sin, the afterlife, salvation, etc. If we
apply  the  law  of  non-contradiction  to  these  different
“revelations” we see that while they can all be false, they
cannot all be true. Furthermore, if one of these IS true, the
others must be false (because they contradict each other on
essential beliefs and practices). See the point? If the Bible
is truly the word of God, neither the Book of Mormon nor the
Koran can qualify as His word.

It is for this reason that I think the Book of Mormon and the
Koran should be rejected as later “revelations” from God; not
because of Revelation 22:18.

Michael Gleghorn
Probe Ministries

A (Not So) Brief Defense of
Christianity
Faith

Everybody has faith. From the meticulous scientist to the most
irrational religious fanatic, everyone believes in something,
and everyone acts on that belief somehow. The question is not
whether we WILL have faith; it is whether or not the things we
believe are true. Unfortunately, many people never evaluate
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the basis for their beliefs. They go with the flow of society,
which today is dominated by the idea of religious pluralism.
Religious  pluralism  means  that  we  look  at  one  another’s
beliefs and in effect say, “I’m OK and you’re OK.” A remark
often heard, especially on campus is, “I don’t think it really
makes  much  difference  what  you  believe  as  long  as  you’re
sincere.”

Truth

Many  of  us  are  hesitant  or  feel  it’s  wrong  to  make
distinctions between people or their ideas. This is because we
feel it is arrogant, exclusionary, undemocratic, or socially
inappropriate. We want people to like us, so we try not to be
disagreeable.  Ironically,  this  very  pluralistic  environment
creates a hesitancy to express personal convictions for fear
of offending another. In reality, this creates an atmosphere
where all views held are of equal value and are therefore
“true.” It also may explain why so many people today regard
themselves  as  atheists  or  agnostics.  Viewing  so  many
“religious” options which profess to be THE truth, they become
agnostics  or  atheists,  disclaiming  the  religious  idea  of
“faith”  altogether.  Some  militant  atheists  propose
philosophical  and  scientific  “proofs”  to  explain  away  the
existence of God, hoping to convince others logically. Other
atheists  and  agnostics  have  not  come  to  their  beliefs
logically, but rather believe what they do simply because they
prefer or are more comfortable with it.

The Need for Apologetics

A committed, thinking Christians desire must be to challenge
that complacency. If there is such a thing as truth, and if
different worldviews do contradict one another, then we need
to make sure that the one we choose is the right one and that
we have good reasons for believing it to be so. Further, 1
Peter 3:15 tells us that we are to be ready always to give a
“defense” (apologia), to give answers, reasons for why we



believe  as  we  do.  This  particular  outline  is  designed  to
provide  some  of  those  answers:  thus,  the  title,  “A  Brief
Defense of Christianity.” There are three primary reasons why
such apologetical information is important:

1. The religious pluralism rampant in our culture demands it.
Many today are spiritually hungry and looking for truth in a
culture of “isms” very similar to what we find in the Graeco-
Roman world of the New Testament. It was in this kind of
cultural environment that Christianity came, flourished, and
ultimately dominated Western Civilization for 15 centuries. It
has been said that Christianity prevailed because the first
Christians “out-thought” and “out-loved” the ancient world.
Many  contemporary  Christians  are  so  enamored  of  having  a
personal “experience” with God in the safety of their various
religious enclaves they have little time left to defend the
faith and convert the pagans. Mind Games is designed to help
us better connect with the wider world through solid thinking
and loving care.

2. In the light of Peter’s admonition above, Christians are to
prepare themselves to share their faith with others and help
remove the obstacles to faith which hinder some non-Christians
from giving serious consideration to Christ and His claims
upon their lives. Apologetics can help remove these obstacles
and demonstrate the “reasonableness” of Christianity.

3. Apologetics can also serve to strengthen the faith of young
Christians  as  well  as  provide  them  with  the  discernment
necessary to identify and counter non-Christian thinking and
worldviews. This enhances personal spiritual growth and better
equips the Christian for more effective evangelism. Finally,
we noted above that EVERYONE has faithatheist, agnostic, and
Christian. The real issue is not to have faith, but rather to
have a worthy OBJECT for our faith. As you walk out on a
frozen pond, which would you prefer, a LITTLE faith in a sheet
of ice two-feet thick, or a LOT of faith in 1/4 inch of ice?
Faith  is  important,  but  the  object  of  our  faith  is  all-



important. The material in this outline is designed to help
assure you that to stand upon Christ and the world view which
He taught is to rest upon an object most worthy of your faith.
To demonstrate this, we are going to ask and then answer some
basic questions concerning the truthfulness of the Christian
faith.

SECTION I: THEISM

What is the most reasonable worldview?

Metaphysical options
We have stated that the most basic philosophical question is
not that NOTHING is here, but rather SOMETHING IS HERE, and it
demands explanation. I am a part of some kind of reality. I
have consciousness. Something is happening and I am part of
it. Where did it come from? Did everything come from nothing?
Or has the material universe always been here and things just
accidentally got started? Or is there something or someone
that transcends the material universe and is responsible for
bringing it into being, and us with it? All of these questions
relate to the philosophical concept of metaphysics. Webster
defines it thusly: “That division of philosophy which includes
ontology,  or  the  science  of  being,  and  cosmology,  or  the
science of the fundamental causes and processes in things.”

When we seek to answer these basic questions, then, we are
thinking  “metaphysically,”  thinking  about  the  origin  and
causes of the present reality. And we really have few options,
or possible answers to consider:

1. The idea that “something came from nothing.” (Most reject
this view, since the very idea defies rationality).

2. The idea that matter is eternal and capable of producing
the present reality through blind chance. This second view has
spawned two basic worldviews: Materialism (or Naturalism) and



Pantheism. Both hold to the idea that nothing exists beyond
matter.  Materialism  is  therefore  atheistic  by  definition.
Pantheism is similar with the exception that since God does
not exist, nature becomes “god” in all its parts.

3. The idea that Someone both transcends and did create the
material universe of which we are a part (Theism). THERE ARE
NO  OTHER  LOGICAL  EXPLANATIONS.  Christians  of  course  would
embrace  this  third  view,  theism,  as  the  most  reasonable
explanation for what we believe AND for what we find to be
true in ourselves and in reality at large. These ideas will be
developed more fully in the section on the arguments for the
existence of God.

In order to argue for the truth of Christianity, therefore, we
must  begin  with  the  existence  of  God.  Christianity  is  a
theistic religion. That is, we believe that there is one God
who created all things. This is not simply a statement of
blind  faith.  There  are  sound  and  rational  reasons  for
preferring  this  view  above  the  others.  We  will  begin  to
explore those, but first, let’s briefly evaluate atheism and
agnosticism.

Atheism and Agnosticism
Atheism

Ever  since  the  “Enlightenment”  in  the  eighteenth  century,
philosophers have argued that ALL of reality is to be observed
only  in  space  and  time.  Any  notion  of  a  God  who  is
transcendent, eternal, and not bound by natural laws has been
largely rejected as “unscientific” or “unproveable.” Since we
cannot “prove” the existence or the non-existence of God, they
reason,  there  is  no  real  benefit  or  practical  value  in
considering theism as a metaphysical option. An atheist is a
person who makes the bold assertion, “There is no God.” It is
bold because it claims in an absolute manner what we have just
said was not possible: i.e., the existence or non-existence of



God cannot be proven. It is also bold because in order to make
such an assertion, the atheist would have to be God himself.
He would need to possess the qualities and capabilities to
travel the entire universe and examine every nook and cranny
of  the  material  world  before  he  would  even  begin  to  be
qualified to come to such a dogmatic conclusion.

The most brilliant, highly-educated, widely-traveled human on
earth today, having maximized his/her brain cells at optimum
learning  levels  for  a  lifetime  could  not  possibly  “know”
1/1000th of all that could be known; and knowledge is now
doubling by the years rather than by decades or centuries! Is
it  possible  that  God  could  still  exist  outside  this  very
limited,  personal/knowledge  experience  of  one  highly
intelligent human being? By faith, the atheist says, “No.”
Another curious thing about the atheist is that before he can
identify himself as one, he must first acknowledge the very
idea, or concept, or possibility of God so he can then deny
His existence! David saw the fallacy of this long ago when he
said, “Only the fool has said in his heart, ‘there is no
God.'” (Psalm 14:1). (Note: For those who desire additional,
more formal material on the existence of God, see the Appendix
at the end of this outline, where this subject is addressed in
greater detail by such philosophers as Anthony Flew, Ludwig
Feuerbach, and David Hume).[Editor’s note: Anthony Flew disavowed
his atheism in 2005 after grappling with the impossibility of DNA arising
from purely naturalistic, random forces.]

Agnosticism

By definition, agnosticism takes the position that “neither
the existence nor the nature of God, nor the ultimate origin
of the universe is known or knowable” (Webster). Here again
are some bold statements. The agnostic says, “You can’t know.”
What he really means is, “I can’t know, you can’t know, and
nobody  can  know.”  Leith  Samuel  in  his  little  book,
Impossibility  of  Agnosticism,  mentions  three  kinds  of
agnostics:



1. Dogmatic. “I don’t know, you don’t know, and no one can
know.” Here is a person who already has his mind made up. He
has  the  same  problem  as  the  atheist  abovehe  must  know
everything  in  order  to  say  it  dogmatically.

2. Indifferent. “I don’t know, and I don’t care.” God will
never reveal Himself to someone who does not care to know.

3. Dissatisfied. “I don’t know, but I’d like to know.” Here is
a person who demonstrates an openness to truth and is willing
to change his position if he has sufficient reason to do so.
He  is  also  demonstrating  what  should  be  true  about
agnosticism, that is, for one who is searching for truth,
agnosticism should be temporary, a path on the way to a less
skeptical view of life.

Theism
Those  who  have  not  found  atheism  and  agnosticism
philosophically, scientifically, or personally satisfying may,
at some time in their lives consider the third alternative,
that of theism. They may come to ask our next question:

“Is it reasonable to believe that God exists?”
Theism is a reasonable idea. Theologians have traditionally
used several philosophical proofs in arguing for the existence
of God. These arguments are not always persuasive, but that
probably says as much about us as it does about the arguments.
People most often reject God for reasons other than logic.
These arguments, however, do provide insights that, while not
PROVING the existence of God, do provide insights that may be
used to show EVIDENCE of His existence.

The Cosmological Argument
The cosmological argument is quite similar to one that the
Bible uses in Psalm 19, Psalm 8, and Romans 1. The existence
of the “cosmos,” the creation, strongly suggests the existence



of  a  Creator.  Central  to  this  argument  is  the  following
proposition:  If  anything  now  exists,  something  must  be
eternal. Otherwise, something not eternal must have emerged
from nothing. If something exists right now, it must have come
from something else, come from nothing, or always existed. If
it came from something else, then that something else must
have come from nothing, always existed, or come from something
else itself. Ultimately, either something has always existed,
or at some point something came into being from nothing.

Someone may argue that it is possible that nothing now exists.
That is both absurd and self-defeating, because someone must
personally exist in order to make the statement that nothing
exists. Therefore it is undeniable that we ourselves exist.

Therefore, if I exist, then something must be eternal. If
something is eternal, it is then either an eternal being or an
eternal universe. Scientific evidence strongly suggests that
the universe is not eternal, but that it had a beginning. In
addition,  if  the  non-personal  universe  is  that  which  is
eternal, one must explain the presence of personal creatures
within  that  universe.  How  does  personal  come  from  non-
personal?  If  something  is  eternal  and  personal  while  the
universe is finite and non-personal, then there must be an
eternal being. If there is an eternal being, that being must
by  definition  have  certain  characteristics.  He  must  have
always existed, and he must be the ultimate cause of all that
we can see. He must possess infinite knowledge, or else he
himself would be limited, not eternal. Similarly, he must
possess infinite power and an unchanging nature.

We do not have to go very far with these arguments to realize
that we are describing the God of the Bible. One of the
questions asked most frequently concerning this cosmological
argument is, “Where did God come from?” While it is reasonable
to  ask  this  question  about  the  universe,  since  as  stated
above, the strongest evidence argues for a universe which had
a beginning. Asking that same question of God is irrational,



since it implies of Him something found only in the finite
universe: time. By definition, something eternal must exist
outside both time and space. God has no beginning; He IS
(Exod. 3:14).

The Teleological Argument
Another philosophical argument for the existence of God is the
teleological argument. This comes from the Greek word telos,
meaning “end” or “goal.” The idea behind this argument is that
the observable order in the universe demonstrates that it
functions  according  to  an  intelligent  design.  The  classic
expression of this argument is William Paley’s analogy of the
watchmaker in his book, Evidences. If we were walking on a
beach and found a watch in the sand, we would not assume that
it washed up on the shore having been formed through the
natural processes of the sea. We would assume that it had been
lost by its owner and that somewhere there was a watchmaker
who had designed it and built it with a specific purpose.

Some evolutionists maintain that the argument from design has
been invalidated by the theory of natural selection. Richard
Dawkins, a scientist at Oxford, even speaks of evolution as
“The Blind Watchmaker,” saying that it brings order without
purpose.  However,  the  theory  of  evolution  faces  major
obstacles in scientific circles to this day, and it is grossly
inadequate  in  its  explanation  of  the  ordered  species  of
animals in this world. The best explanation for the order and
complexity that we see in nature is that the divine Designer
created it with a purpose and maintains all things by the word
of His power (Heb. 1:3; Col. 1:17).

The Moral Argument
The  moral  argument  recognizes  humankind’s  universal  and
inherent sense of right and wrong (cf. Rom. 2:14,15) and says
this comes from more than societal standards. All cultures
recognize honesty as a virtue along with wisdom, courage, and
justice. These are thought of as absolutes, but they cannot be



absolute  standards  apart  from  an  absolute  authority!  The
changeless  character  of  God  is  the  only  true  source  of
universal moral principles; otherwise all morality would be
relative  to  culture  preferences  (See  “Rights  and  Wrongs”
outline).  Each  of  these  arguments  follows  the  same  basic
pattern. What we see in the creation must have come from a
sufficient cause. This is the argument of Romans 1, and it is
the argument used by Paul in Acts 14 and 17. God has provided
us with a witness to Himself in the creation, and we are
called upon to believe in Him on the basis of what we have
seen  Him  do:  “For  since  the  creation  of  the  world  His
invisible attributes, His eternal power and divine nature,
have been clearly seen, being understood through what has been
made, so they are without excuse” (Rom. 1:20).

Pantheism
Pantheism offers a self-defeating alternative. Pantheism is
the belief that all is god. Pantheists maintain that there are
no real distinctions between persons, creatures, or objects;
that all is divine. For many years, the only pantheists most
of us would have been exposed to were Buddhists. However, with
the  rise  of  the  New  Age  movement,  which  is  extremely
pantheistic, pantheism has become a very popular worldview in
North America. The hope of pantheism is an irrational one.
Evil is regarded as an illusion, however real it may seem, and
the  cruel  actions  of  others  are  attributed  to  their
misunderstanding, or non-enlightenment. Shirley MacLaine, an
actress who has been one of the most popular spokespersons for
the New Age movement, writes, “There is no such thing as evil
or good. There is only enlightened awareness or ignorance.”

Since  all  is  one  and  all  is  divine,  there  are  no  real
contradictions.  There  are  no  black-and-white  distinctions
between truth and falsity. Instead, reality consists of that
which seems contradictory, but really is not. Buddhists are
sometimes encouraged to meditate on “the sound of one hand
clapping.” There can be no sound with just one hand, and
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that’s the point. For the pantheist, reality is irrational.
Since there are not distinctions and all is divine according
to pantheists, Shirley MacLaine and others believe themselves
to  be  perfectly  justified  in  declaring,  “I  am  God.”  This
“realization” is thought to be the key to unlocking one’s true
potential, for to realize you are God is to realize that you
have no finite limitations. But that is the precise problem
with the claim. If God does not have limited knowledge and
abilities, why would we have to grow in knowledge if we are
God? Why would we even have to come to the conclusion that we
are divine? If we are unlimited, why are we so limited that we
do not always realize we are unlimited? If New Age pantheism
violates reason, as it obviously and admittedly does, then how
can it be defended? We are told that the concepts cannot be
adequate comprehended apart from one’s personal experience of
them, but the fact is that reality is logical. To argue that
logic  does  not  apply  to  reality  would  be  self-defeating,
because one cannot make the claim without using logic. Reality
IS logical, and there are distinctions in our world. I am not
you, and you are not me. Common sense tells us that as we
converse. The pantheistic option, then, is both illogical and
self-defeating. It is tragic that it has become such a popular
viewpoint in our day.

The Possibility of God
Some  five  hundred  years  ago  the  rise  of  modern  science
initiated a process we could call the “demythologizing of
nature,” the material world. Superstition and ignorance had
ascribed spirit life to forest, brook, and mountain. Things
that  were  not  understood  scientifically  were  routinely
designated as the hand of supernatural forces at work.

Theistic Skepticism

Slowly, the mysterious, the spiritual dimension was drained
away as scholars and scientists provided natural explanations
and theories for how and why things worked quite apart from



supernatural forces. Man and earth were now no longer at the
center of the universe with the sun, the planets, and the
stars revolving around this uniquely important globe. Human
significance diminished in the vastness of the cosmos, and
only time, not God, was needed to explain the totality of the
natural order.

Re-emergence of the Spiritual

Ironically, the same science which took God away then, is
bringing the possibility of His existence back today. Physics
and quantum mechanics have now brought us to the edge of
physicality,  to  the  extent  that  the  sub-atomic  particle
structure  is  described  by  some  as  characterized  more  as
spirit, ghost-like in quality. Neurophysiologists grapple with
enigmatic observations which suggest that the mind transcends
the brain. Psychology has developed an entirely new branch of
study (parapsychology) which postulates that psycho-spiritual
forces  (ESP,  Biofeedback,  etc.)  beyond  the  physical  realm
actually function. Molecular biologists and geneticists, faced
with  the  highly-ordered  and  complex  structures  of  DNA,
ascribed  a  word  implying  “intelligence”  to  the  chaining
sequences: “the genetic CODE.” Astrophysics has settled on the
“Big Bang theory,” one which seems to contradict the idea that
matter is eternal, but rather that the universe had a definite
beginning. Huge as it is, the universe appears to be finite.

The Reasonability of Theism

It certainly seems more reasonable to believe that God exists
than to suggest the alternatives explored above. And this
brings us to the next important question.

III. If God does exist, how could we know
He is there?



Introduction
Herbert Spencer, an agnostic, once pointed out that no bird
ever flew out of the heavens and therefore concluded that man
cannot know God.” What Spencer is saying is that man in his
finiteness, like the bird, can only go so far and no farther.
There is a ceiling, a veil which separates us from God, and we
are helpless to penetrate it from our side and find Him.
Tennessee Williams, in his drama, “Sweet Bird of Youth,” was
making the same point when his character, the “Heckler,” comes
on stage and says, “I believe that the long silence of God,
the absolute speechlessness of Him is a long, long and awful
thing that the world is lost because of, and I think that it
is yet to be broken to any man.” These statements hit on a
crucial point of epistemology (how we know). If God does not
exist, then knowing can come to us only through one of two
avenues: experience (empiricism) or reason (rationalism).

The Possibility of Revelation
What both of these men are saying is simply that if God does
exist, man cannot make contact with Him through any effort of
his own. But both have forgotten one other very important
possibility. If God exists and so desires, would He be able to
penetrate the veil from HIS side and make His presence known?
Of course He could. The next question would logically be, “Has
He ever done so?” Christians would answer a resounding, “Yes!”
God did so in the Person of Jesus Christ. “The Word Who was
with God and was God became flesh and dwelt among us and we
beheld His glory” (John 1:1,14). Theologically, this event is
called the Incarnation. If true, humans have an additional
source of knowing truthrevelation.

Who Was Jesus?
There have been many great and outstanding men and women of
history. But Christian and non-Christian alike would have to
agree that Jesus of Nazareth has had the greatest and most
far-reaching impact on earth than any person who ever walked



the planet. One anonymous writer said,

All the armies that ever marched,

all the navies that ever sailed,

all the parliaments that have ever sat, put together,

have not affected life on this planet as much as has that

One Solitary Life.

What do we really know about this Jesus? Some think Him merely
a man, the founder of a religion, like Muhammad or Zoroaster.
Others believe He lived, but His followers embellished the
story and made a god out of him. Or they postulate that He was
either a clever “con man” who purposefully engineered His
personal circumstances toward Messianic ends, or a paranoid
schizophrenic with “delusions of grandeur.” Still others don’t
even believe He was ever an historical person. For them Jesus
is a mythological figure. Before we can examine His Person,
His Work, and His extraordinary claim to be the Son of God in
human flesh, we must first determine if He every actually
lived, and if so, what can the source materials tell us about
the kind of man He was and about the things He did or said.

Was Jesus a Historical Person?

Introduction
Let us begin by saying that Christianity is rooted in history.
Christ’s birth was counted in a Roman census, and his death
was no doubt recorded in the Roman Archives. What do we know
about Him? We are solely dependent upon the accuracy and the
validity of the sources handed down to us. But what do we know
about Julius Caesar? Charlemagne? George Washington, or any
other person of history? We must rely on those sources which
have survived and give information concerning their lives.



Extra-Biblical Sources
Ignoring  for  the  moment  the  reliability  of  the  biblical
documents concerning Jesus, we will examine other sources from
antiquity which verify that Jesus actually lived in the first
century.

Jewish Sources

Josephus (37-95 A.D.). “And there arose about this time Jesus,
a wise man . . . for he was a doer of marvelous deeds, a
teacher of men who receive the truth with pleasure. He led
away many Jews, and also many of the Greeks. . . . And when
Pilate had condemned him to the cross on his impeachment by
the chief men among us, those who had loved him at first did
not cease . . . and even now the tribe of Christians, so named
after him, has not yet died out.”

Rabbinical Writings. After the fall of Jerusalem in 70 A.D.
Jewish  religious  scholars  began  to  codify  the  legal  and
theological traditions of Jewry based on the Old Testament.
The Mishnah (legal code) and the Gemera (commentaries on the
Mishnah) developed in the early A.D. centuries to form The
Talmud which was reduced from an oral tradition to writing
about 500 A.D. There are a number of statements or allusions
to Jesus and Christianity contained within. F. F. Bruce points
out that while most of these references were hostile, they all
refer without question to Jesus as a historical person. He
says, “According to the earlier Rabbis whose opinions are
recorded  in  these  writings,  Jesus  of  Nazareth  was  a
transgressor in Israel, who practiced magic, scorned the words
of the wise, led the people astray, and said he had not come
to destroy the law but to add to it. He was hanged on Passover
Eve for heresy and misleading the people. His disciples, of
whom five are named, healed the sick in his name.”

Roman Sources

Cornelius  Tacitus  (55-117  A.D.).  (Regarding  Nero  and  the



burning of Rome in 64 A.D.): “Hence to suppress the rumor, he
falsely charged with the guilt and punished with the most
exquisite tortures, the persons commonly called Christians,
who were hated for their enormities. Christus, the founder of
the name, was put to death by Pontius Pilate, procurator of
Judea in the reign of Tiberius. . .” (Annals, XV.44).

Seutonius ( ). In his work, Life of Nero, Seutonius also
mentions the Christians in conjunction with the Great Fire of
Rome: “Punishment was inflicted on the Christians, a class of
men addicted to a novel and mischievous superstition.”

Another possible reference to Christians may be found in his
Life  of  Claudius:  “As  the  Jews  were  making  constant
disturbances at the instigation of Chrestus, he expelled them
from Rome.”

Pliny the Younger ( ). In 112 A.D. Pliny Secundus, governor of
Bithynia in Asia, wrote to Emperor Trajan requesting advice
about how to deal with the “Christian” problem: “they were in
the habit of meeting on a certain fixed day before it was
light, when they sang an anthem to Christ as God, and bound
themselves by a solemn oath not to commit any wicked deed, but
to abstain from all fraud, theft and adultery, never to break
their word, or deny a trust when called upon to honor it;
after which it was their custom to separate, and then meet
again to partake of food, but food of an ordinary and innocent
kind.”

Archeology/Artifacts

Ossuaries. Hebrew University professor E. L. Sukenik found in
1945  what  he  believed  to  be  the  earliest  record  of
Christianity:  two  inscriptions  scratched  on  two  ossuaries
(containers for human bones) found near Jerusalem. One was a
prayer to Jesus for help; the other prayed Jesus would raise
from the dead the person whose bones were contained therein.

Name of Pontius Pilate. While Josephus and Tacitus both name



Pontius  Pilate  in  their  writings,  artifacts  are  stronger
evidence. In 1971, Pilate’s actual name was found in Caesarea
Maritima by archeologists. “Found in a step of the theater, it
was  originally  part  of  a  nearby  temple.  The  Latin  reads,
‘Pontius Pilate, the Prefect of Judea, has dedicated to the
people of Caesarea a temple in honor of Tiberius.’

The Cross. For Paul and the other New Testament writers to
speak  of  the  cross  as  a  symbol  of  faith,  would  be  the
equivalent of our doing the same thing today with the electric
chair.  Yet  Tertullian  (145-220  A.D.)  speaks  of  its  early
prominence in the Christian community: “In all travels and
movements, in all our coming in and going out, in putting on
our shoes, at the bath, at the table, in lighting our candles,
in lying down, in sitting down, whatever employment occupies
us, we mark our forehead with the sign of the cross.”

Conclusion

Without the aid of the biblical documents, we here find a
Christianity  and  a  Jesus  with  which  we  are  familiar,  a
perspective that moves from “a good and wise man, a doer of
wonderful works” to one who “practiced sorcery and beguiled
and led astray Israel.” From the annals of history, we know
that this man, Yeshua, underwent trial and persecution by the
reigning religious and Roman authorities (including the name
of the Procurator (Pilate) who pronounced sentence upon him),
was executed by crucifixion, and that his teachings became the
foundation  for  a  “cult”  of  religious  worshippers  called
Christians. These sources corroborate, rather than contradict,
the Jesus portrayed in the biblical documents. We now turn to
the crucial question of how reliable these documents are.

SECTION  II:  ARE  THE  BIBLICAL



DOCUMENTS RELIABLE?

Introduction
How do we know that the Bible we have today is even close to
the  original?  Haven’t  copiers  down  through  the  centuries
inserted and deleted and embellished the documents so that the
original  message  of  the  Bible  has  been  obscured?  These
questions are frequently asked to discredit the sources of
information from which the Christian faith has come to us.

Three Errors To Avoid
1.  Do  not  assume  inspiration  or  infallibility  of  the
documents,  with  the  intent  of  attempting  to  prove  the
inspiration or infallibility of the documents. Do not say the
bible is inspired or infallible simply because it claims to
be. This is circular reasoning.

2. When considering the original documents, forget about the
present form of your Bible and regard them as the collection
of ancient source documents that they are.

3. Do not start with modern “authorities” and then move to the
documents to see if the authorities were right. Begin with the
documents themselves.

Procedure for Testing a Document’s Validity
In his book, Introduction in Research in English Literary
History, C. Sanders sets forth three tests of reliability
employed in general historiography and literary criticism.{1}
These tests are:

 

Bibliographical (i.e., the textual tradition from the original
document to the copies and manuscripts of that document we
possess today)



Internal evidence (what the document claims for itself)

External evidence (how the document squares or aligns itself
with facts, dates, persons from its own contemporary world).

It might be noteworthy to mention that Sanders is a professor
of military history, not a theologian. He uses these three
tests of reliability in his own study of historical military
events.

We will look now at the bibliographical, or textual evidence
for the Bible’s reliability.

The Old Testament
For both Old and New Testaments, the crucial question is: “Not
having any original copies or scraps of the Bible, can we
reconstruct  them  well  enough  from  the  oldest  manuscript
evidence we do have so they give us a true, undistorted view
of actual people, places and events?”

The Scribe
The scribe was considered a professional person in antiquity.
No printing presses existed, so people were trained to copy
documents. The task was usually undertaken by a devout Jew.
The Scribes believed they were dealing with the very Word of
God and were therefore extremely careful in copying. They did
not just hastily write things down. The earliest complete copy
of the Hebrew Old Testament dates from c. 900 A.D.

The Massoretic Text
During the early part of the tenth century (916 A.D.), there
was a group of Jews called the Massoretes. These Jews were
meticulous in their copying. The texts they had were all in
capital letters, and there was no punctuation or paragraphs.
The Massoretes would copy Isaiah, for example, and when they
were through, they would total up the number of letters. Then
they would find the middle letter of the book. If it was not



the same, they made a new copy. All of the present copies of
the Hebrew text which come from this period are in remarkable
agreement. Comparisons of the Massoretic text with earlier
Latin and Greek versions have also revealed careful copying
and little deviation during the thousand years from 100 B.C.
to 900 A.D. But until this century, there was scant material
written in Hebrew from antiquity which could be compared to
the Masoretic texts of the tenth century A.D.

The Dead Sea Scrolls
In 1947, a young Bedouin goat herdsman found some strange clay
jars in caves near the valley of the Dead Sea. Inside the jars
were some leather scrolls. The discovery of these “Dead Sea
Scrolls”  at  Qumran  has  been  hailed  as  the  outstanding
archeological discovery of the twentieth century. The scrolls
have revealed that a commune of monastic farmers flourished in
the valley from 150 B.C. to 70 A.D. It is believed that when
they saw the Romans invade the land they put their cherished
leather scrolls in the jars and hid them in the caves on the
cliffs northwest of the Dead Sea.

The Dead Sea Scrolls include a complete copy of the Book of
Isaiah, a fragmented copy of Isaiah, containing much of Isaiah
38-6, and fragments of almost every book in the Old Testament.
The  majority  of  the  fragments  are  from  Isaiah  and  the
Pentateuch  (Genesis,  Exodus,  Leviticus,  Numbers,  and
Deuteronomy). The books of Samuel, in a tattered copy, were
also found and also two complete chapters of the book of
Habakkuk. In addition, there were a number of nonbiblical
scrolls related to the commune found.

These materials are dated around 100 B.C. The significance of
the find, and particularly the copy of Isaiah, was recognized
by Merrill F. Unger when he said, “This complete document of
Isaiah quite understandably created a sensation since it was
the first major Biblical manuscript of great antiquity ever to
be recovered. Interest in it was especially keen since it



antedates by more than a thousand years the oldest Hebrew
texts preserved in the Massoretic tradition.”{2}

The  supreme  value  of  these  Qumran  documents  lies  in  the
ability  of  biblical  scholars  to  compare  them  with  the
Massoretic Hebrew texts of the tenth century A.D. If, upon
examination, there were little or no textual changes in those
Massoretic  texts  where  comparisons  were  possible,  an
assumption could then be made that the Massoretic Scribes had
probably been just as faithful in their copying of the other
biblical texts which could not be compared with the Qumran
material.

What was learned? A comparison of the Qumran manuscript of
Isaiah with the Massoretic text revealed them to be extremely
close in accuracy to each other: “A comparison of Isaiah 53
shows that only 17 letters differ from the Massoretic text.
Ten  of  these  are  mere  differences  in  spelling  (like  our
“honor” and the English “honour”) and produce no change in the
meaning at all. Four more are very minor differences, such as
the presence of a conjunction (and) which are stylistic rather
than substantive. The other three letters are the Hebrew word
for “light.” This word was added to the text by someone after
“they  shall  see”  in  verse  11.  Out  of  166  words  in  this
chapter, only this one word is really in question, and it does
not at all change the meaning of the passage. We are told by
biblical scholars that this is typical of the whole manuscript
of Isaiah.”{3}

The Septuagint
The  Greek  translation  of  the  Old  Testament,  called  the
Septuagint, also confirms the accuracy of the copyists who
ultimately gave us the Massoretic text. The Septuagint is
often referred to as the LXX because it was reputedly done by
seventy Jewish scholars in Alexandria around 200 B.C. The LXX
appears to be a rather literal translation from the Hebrew,
and the manuscripts we have are pretty good copies of the



original translation.

Conclusion
In his book, Can I Trust My Bible, R. Laird Harris concluded,
“We can now be sure that copyists worked with great care and
accuracy on the Old Testament, even back to 225 B.C. . . .
indeed, it would be rash skepticism that would now deny that
we have our Old Testament in a form very close to that used by
Ezra when he taught the word of the Lord to those who had
returned from the Babylonian captivity.”{4}

The New Testament

The Greek Manuscript Evidence
There are more than 4,000 different ancient Greek manuscripts
containing all or portions of the New Testament that have
survived  to  our  time.  These  are  written  on  different
materials.

Papyrus and Parchment

During the early Christian era, the writing material most
commonly used was papyrus. This highly durable reed from the
Nile Valley was glued together much like plywood and then
allowed to dry in the sun. In the twentieth century many
remains  of  documents  (both  biblical  and  non-biblical)  on
papyrus have been discovered, especially in the dry, arid
lands of North Africa and the Middle East.

Another material used was parchment. This was made from the
skin of sheep or goats, and was in wide use until the late
Middle Ages when paper began to replace it. It was scarce and
more expensive; hence, it was used almost exclusively for
important documents.

Examples

1. Codex Vaticanus and Codex Sinaiticus



These are two excellent parchment copies which date from the
4th century (325-450 A.D.). Sinaiticus contains the entire New
Testament, and Vaticanus contains most of it.{5}

2. Older Papyri

Earlier still, fragments and papyrus copies of portions of the
New Testament date from 100 to 200 years (180-225 A.D.) before
Vaticanus and Sinaiticus. The outstanding ones are the Chester
Beatty Papyri (P45, P46, P47) and the Bodmer Papyri II, XIV,
XV (P66, P75).

From these five manuscripts alone, we can construct all of
Luke, John, Romans, 1 and 2 Corinthians, Galatians, Ephesians,
Philippians, Colossians, 1 and 2 Thessalonians, Hebrews, and
portions of Matthew, Mark, Acts, and Revelation. Only the
Pastoral Epistles (Titus, 1 and 2 Timothy) and the General
Epistles (James, 1 and 2 Peter, and 1, 2, and 3 John) and
Philemon are excluded.{6}

3. Oldest Fragment

Perhaps  the  earliest  piece  of  Scripture  surviving  is  a
fragment of a papyrus codex containing John 18:31-33 and 37.
It is called the Rylands Papyrus (P52) and dates from 130
A.D., having been found in Egypt. The Rylands Papyrus has
forced the critics to place the fourth gospel back into the
first  century,  abandoning  their  earlier  assertion  that  it
could not have been written then by the Apostle John.{7}

4. This manuscript evidence creates a bridge of extant papyrus
and  parchment  fragments  and  copies  of  the  New  Testament
stretching back to almost the end of the first century.

Versions (Translations)
In addition to the actual Greek manuscripts, there are more
than 1,000 copies and fragments of the New Testament in Syria,
Coptic,  Armenian,  Gothic,  and  Ethiopic,  as  well  as  8,000



copies of the Latin Vulgate, some of which date back almost to
Jerome’s original translation in 384 400 A.D.

Church Fathers
A further witness to the New Testament text is sourced in the
thousands of quotations found throughout the writings of the
Church Fathers (the early Christian clergy [100-450 A.D.] who
followed the Apostles and gave leadership to the fledgling
church, beginning with Clement of Rome (96 A.D.).

It  has  been  observed  that  if  all  of  the  New  Testament
manuscripts and Versions mentioned above were to disappear
overnight,  it  would  still  be  possible  to  reconstruct  the
entire New Testament with quotes from the Church Fathers, with
the exception of fifteen to twenty verses!

A Comparison
The evidence for the early existence of the New Testament
writings  is  clear.  The  wealth  of  materials  for  the  New
Testament becomes even more significant when we compare it
with other ancient documents which have been accepted without
question.

 

Author and Work
Author’s
Lifespan

Date of
Events

Date of
Writing*

Earliest
Extant
MS**

Lapse:
Event
to

Writing

Lapse:
Event to

MS

Matthew,Gospel
ca.

0-70?
4 BC –
AD 30

50 –
65/75

ca. 200
<50

years
<200
years

Mark,Gospel
ca.

15-90?
27 – 30 65/70 ca. 225

<50
years

<200
years

Luke,Gospel
ca.

10-80?
5 BC –
AD 30

60/75 ca. 200
<50

years
<200
years

John,Gospel
ca.

10-100
27-30 90-110 ca. 130

<80
years

<100
years



Paul,Letters ca. 0-65 30 50-65 ca. 200
20-30
years

<200
years

Josephus,War
ca.

37-100
200 BC
– AD 70

ca. 80 ca. 950
10-300
years

900-1200
years

Josephus,Antiquities
ca.

37-100
200 BC
– AD 65

ca. 95 ca. 1050
30-300
years

1000-1300
years

Tacitus,Annals
ca.

56-120
AD

14-68
100-120 ca. 850

30-100
years

800-850
years

Seutonius,Lives
ca.

69-130
50 BC –
AD 95

ca. 120 ca. 850
25-170
years

750-900
years

Pliny,Letters
ca.

60-115
97-112 110-112 ca. 850

0-3
years

725-750
years

Plutarch,Lives
ca.

50-120
500 BC
– AD 70

ca. 100 ca. 950
30-600
years

850-1500
years

Herodotus,History
ca.

485-425
BC

546-478
BC

430-425
BC

ca. 900
50-125
years

1400-1450
years

Thucydides,History
ca.

460-400
BC

431-411
BC

410-400
BC

ca. 900
0-30
years

1300-1350
years

Xenophon,Anabasis
ca.

430-355
BC

401-399
BC

385-375
BC

ca. 1350
15-25
years

1750
years

Polybius,History
ca.

200-120
BC

220-168
BC

ca. 150
BC

ca. 950
20-70
years

1100-1150
years

 

 

*Where a slash occurs, the first date is conservative, and the second is liberal.

**New Testament manuscripts are fragmentary. Earliest complete
manuscript  is  from  ca.  350;  lapse  of  event  to  complete
manuscript is about 325 years.

Conclusion
In  his  book,  The  Bible  and  Archaeology,  Sir  Frederic  G.
Kenyon, former director and principal librarian of the British



Museum, stated about the New Testament, “The interval, then,
between the dates of original composition and the earliest
extant evidence becomes so small as to be in 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.”{8}

To  be  skeptical  of  the  twenty-seven  documents  in  the  New
Testament, and to say they are unreliable is to allow all of
classical antiquity to slip into obscurity, for no documents
of the ancient period are as well attested bibliographically
as these in the New Testament.

B.  F.  Westcott  and  F.J.A.  Hort,  the  creators  of  The  New
Testament in Original Greek, also commented: “If comparative
trivialities  such  as  changes  of  order,  the  insertion  or
omission of the article with proper names, and the like are
set aside, the works in our opinion still subject to doubt can
hardly mount to more than a thousandth part of the whole New
Testament.”{9}  In  other  words,  the  small  changes  and
variations in manuscripts change no major doctrine: they do
not affect Christianity in the least. The message is the same
with or without the variations. We have the Word of God.

 

The Anvil? God’s Word

 

Last eve I passed beside a blacksmith’s door
And heard the anvil ring the vesper chime:

Then looking in, I saw upon the floor

Old hammers, worn with beating years of time.



“How many anvils have you had,” said I,

“To wear and batter all these hammers so?”

“Just one,” said he, and then, with twinkling eye,

“The anvil wears the hammers out, you know.”

And so, thought I, the anvil of God’s word,

For ages skeptic blows have beat upon;

Yet though the noise of falling blows was heard,

The anvil is unharmed . . . the hammer’s gone.

Author unknown
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SECTION III: WHO WAS JESUS?
 

Jesus Was a Man of History

 

Having  established  above  the  overwhelming  historical
reliability  of  the  extra-biblical  and  biblical  source
documents  concerning  His  life,  only  dishonest  scholarship
would lead one to the conclusion that Jesus never lived. From
the evidence, there is a high probability that He did, and we
can  therefore  discard  the  notion  that  He  is  only  a
mythological  figure,  like  Zeus  or  Santa  Claus.

Jesus Is the Unique Man of History
But there seems to be a problem for many with the portrayal of
Jesus in the source documents. He does things which defy our
rationality.  He  is  born  of  a  virgin.  He  makes  strange
statements  about  Himself  and  His  mission.  After  years  of
obscurity, He appears for a brief time in a flurry of public
ministry in a small and insignificant province of the Roman
Empire. He loves and heals and serves. He is a master teacher,
but all of His teaching points to Himself, to His identity.
The following claims which He makes concerning Himself are
extraordinary.

The Claims of Christ

1. Able to forgive sins (Mark 2:5-10).

2. A Healer of disease (Mark 5:21).

3. Allows others to worship Him (Matt. 14:33, 28:9; cf. also



Acts 10:25,26;14:12-15).

4. Claims to be “other worldly” in origin and destiny (John
6:38).

5. Performs miracles over nature (Luke 9:16,17).

6. Claims He has absolute, moral purity (John 8:46, 2 Cor.
5:21).

7. Claimed to be God, Messiah, and the way to God (Mark
14:61,62; John 10:30; 14:6-9).

8. Claimed to be the fulfillment of all Messianic prophecies
in the Old Testament (John 5:46-7; Luke 24:44).

9. Allowed others to call Him God and Messiah (John 20:29;
Matt. 16:15-17).

Responding to the Claims

The wide divergence of opinion about who Jesus really was is
not based, as we have seen, on a lack of good and adequate
historical evidence; it rather comes from grappling with His
unique  and  audacious  claims  listed  above.  There  is  no
intellectually honest way to carve up the documents according
to our own liking and philosophical preferences. Many have
done this, including a great American patriot and president,
Thomas Jefferson. He admired Jesus as a moral man, but would
have nothing to do with the supernatural elements found in the
documents. Using scissors and paste, the Sage of Monticello
left on the cutting floor anything, he felt, which contravened
the laws of nature. Jefferson entitled his creation, The Life
and Morals of Jesus. Only 82 columns, or little more than one
tenth of the 700 columns in the King James Bible remained. The
other nine tenths of the gospel record were discarded. His
book ended with the words, “There laid they Jesus (John 19:42)
. . . and rolled a great stone to the door of the sepulchre
and departed (Matt. 28:60).” One way to deal with the claims



is to remove the historical material which is offensive to us,
such as Jefferson did. The other option is to honestly accept
the historical accuracy of the documents and come up with a
plausible explanation. Our choices are reduced to one of four:
He was either a Liar, a Lunatic, a Legend, or our Lord.

Considering the Options

Liar. Everything that we know about Jesus discourages us from
selecting this option. It is incomprehensible that the One who
spoke of truth and righteousness was the greatest deceiver of
history. He cannot be a great moral teacher and a liar at the
same time.

Lunatic. Paranoid schizophrenics do not behave as Jesus did.
Their  behavior  is  often  bizarre,  out  of  control.  They
generally  do  not  like  other  people  and  are  mostly  self-
absorbed. Nor do they handle pressure well. Jesus exhibits
none of these characteristics. He is kind and others-centered,
and He faces pressure situations, including the events leading
to and including His death, with composure and control.

Legend. The greatest difficulty with this option is the issue
of time. Legends take time to develop. Yet most of the New
Testament, including Matthew, Mark, Luke, Acts, and all of
Paul’s Epistles were written by 68 A.D. An equivalent amount
of  time  today  would  be  the  interval  between  President
Kennedy’s assassination in 1963 to the present. For people to
start saying Kennedy claimed to be God, forgave people’s sins,
and was raised from the dead would be a difficult task to make
credible. There are still too many people around who knew Jack
Kennedy . . . and know better.

Lord. In his book, Mere Christianity, C. S. Lewis said,

A man who was merely a man and said the sort of things Jesus
said would not be a great moral teacher. He would either be a
lunaticon a level with the man who says he is a poached eggor
else he would be the Devil of Hell. You must make your



choice. Either this man was, and is, the Son of God, or else
a madman or something worse.”

Other than the fact that the Liar, Lunatic, and Legend choices
are not persuasive as explanations for who Jesus was, we are
still faced with the question of why we should accept Him as
Lord.  During  the  latter  days  of  His  ministry,  Jesus  was
confronted by a hostile crowd which posed this question to
Him:  “Teacher,  we  want  to  see  a  sign  from  you.”  Jesus
answered, “An adulterous generation craves for a sign; and yet
no sign shall be given to it but the sign of Jonah the
prophet; for just as Jonah was three days and three nights in
the belly of the great fish, so shall the Son of Man be three
days  and  three  nights  in  the  heart  of  the  earth”  (Matt.
12:38-40). Here we are led to understand that Jesus pointed to
His bodily resurrection as THE authenticating sign by which He
would confirm His own unique claims. Later on, the Apostle
Paul, in speaking of the importance of this event to the faith
of a Christian would say, “If there is no resurrection of the
dead, then not even Christ has been raised; and if Christ has
not been raised, then our preaching is vain, your faith is
also vain. . . . If Christ has not been raised, your faith is
worthless; you are still in your sins (1 Cor. 15:13-17).” We
now  turn  to  explore  the  possibility  of  such  an  event
occurring.

The  Resurrection  of  Jesus  Christ  is  a
Historical Fact
There are really two points that we must prove in order to
demonstrate the truth of the resurrection of Jesus Christ.
First, the tomb of Jesus Christ was found empty on the third
day after His death. Second, the tomb was empty because Jesus
was alive.

The tomb of Jesus Christ was found empty on the third day.



Many people have denied that Jesus’ tomb was found empty on
the  third  day  after  His  death,  but  their  reasons  have
generally been theological or philosophical. It’s extremely
difficult to argue against the empty tomb on the basis of
historical  evidence.  Here  are  some  historical  facts  that
support the idea that Jesus’ body was no longer in the grave.

Christians have argued that the tomb was empty on the third
day since the beginning.

It usually takes at least two generations for false legends to
develop, for the simple reason that it takes about that long
for those witnesses who might contradict the tale to die off.
By  all  accounts,  however,  the  followers  of  Jesus  began
proclaiming right away that he had been raised from the dead.
The books of the New Testament were written early enough that
eyewitnesses could have still contradicted them, and those
books at times reveal oral traditions (in the form of early
creeds, songs, or sayings) that show the church’s belief in
the resurrection to be even older. There does not appear to
have been sufficient time for a legendary account to have
developed the resurrection was talked about immediately after
the death of Christ.

Even the opponents of Christianity believed that the tomb was
empty. If Jesus’ body had still been in the tomb, it would
have been pretty easy for the opponents of Christianity to
discredit the resurrection. They could have simply produced
the corpse, paraded it around town, and put an end to any
further speculation. Why didn’t they do it? Because the body
wasn’t  there.  The  Gospel  of  Matthew  records  one  of  the
arguments  that  the  religious  leaders  of  the  day  used  to
explain the fact of the empty tomb. Apparently the story was
widely spread among the Jews that the disciples had stolen the
body from the tomb while the guards were sleeping (Matt, 28:13
15). They did not deny that the tomb was empty. They simply
offered another explanation for the disappearance of the body!
Some may suggest that the body of Jesus was never buried in a



recognizable  tomb,  and  that  the  opponents  of  Christianity
simply were unable to locate the corpse when Jesus’ disciples
began talking about the resurrection. However, the earliest
historical accounts maintain that He was placed in the tomb of
Joseph of Arimathea, a wealthy member of the Sanhedrin. There
is no reason to question the credibility of this testimony,
which  is  very  ancient  and  contains  a  number  of  specific
details. As Craig writes,

Even the most skeptical scholars acknowledge that Joseph was
probably the genuine, historical individual who buried Jesus,
since it is unlikely that early Christian believers would
invent an individual, give him a name and nearby town of
origin, and place that fictional character on the historical
council of the Sanhedrin, whose members were well known.

Jesus was buried in a known tomb, but the tomb was empty the
third  day.  This  is  a  fact  that  even  the  opponents  of
Christianity  recognized,  and  it’s  one  that  Christians  can
appeal to in their arguments for the gospel (Acts 26:26).

If the tomb had not been empty, it probably would have been
treated as a shrine. It was common in first-century Judaism to
regard  the  graves  of  holy  men  as  shrines,  but  there  is
absolutely no suggestion that the grave of Jesus was ever
treated in that way. His followers did not come back again and
again to the place to worship, nor did they treat it with any
special esteem. There was no reason to, because there was
nothing inside.

If the tomb was occupied, what would make the disciples of
Jesus risk their lives by saying that it was empty? Jesus’
followers clearly believed His tomb was empty, for they were
persecuted from the very beginning for their testimony to that
effect. That doesn’t prove that what they said was true, but
it does strongly suggest that they believed what they said.
People have died for lies, but only because they believed



them. What would make the followers of Jesus believe that His
tomb was empty? Their own writings state that they believed it
because they went to see the tomb and found that His body was
no longer there. They did what you and I would do. They
checked it out, and it was empty.

The tomb of Jesus was empty because He had been resurrected
from the dead.

There is very little question that the tomb of Jesus was found
empty on the third day after His death. This is a fact that
was widely proclaimed at a time when it would have been easily
discredited  had  it  not  been  true.  Even  the  opponents  of
Christianity agreed that the tomb was empty, and therein lies
the crux of our next problem.

Given that the tomb was empty, what happened to the body of
Jesus? There have been several suggestions, only one of which
can be true.

Did the disciples steal the body? As noted above, this was one
of the earliest skeptical explanations for the empty tomb. It
may be early, but it isn’t very credible. For the disciples to
steal the body, they would have had to overcome guards who
were stationed there specifically to prevent its theft. At the
same time, they would have had to manifest a tremendous amount
of courage, which is some thing they apparently did not have
when they fled the night Jesus was arrested. If the disciples
had stolen the body, they obviously would have known that the
resurrection had not really taken place. The fact that these
men suffered in life and were then killed for their faith in
the  resurrection  strongly  suggests  that  they  believed  it
really happened. They did not give their lives for what they
knew was a lie. The disciples did not steal the body of Jesus.

Were the disciples deceived? Some have suggested that the
disciples really did believe in the resurrection, but that
they were deceived by hallucinations or religious hysteria.



This  would  be  possible  if  only  one  or  two  persons  were
involved, but He was seen alive after His death by groups of
people who touched Him, ate with Him, and conversed with Him.
Even more to the point, the tomb really was empty! If the
disciples didn’t steal it, even if they did only imagine that
they had seen it, what happened to the body of Jesus?

Did the Jewish leaders take it? If the Jewish leaders had
taken the body of Jesus, they would have certainly produced it
in order to refute the idea that He had been raised from the
dead. They never did that, because they didn’t have the body.

Did Jesus really die? When left with no other credible option,
some have suggested that Jesus did not really die, that He
only appeared to be dead, was revived, and then appeared to
the disciples. This makes a mockery out of the sufferings of
the cross, suggesting that a beaten and crucified man could
force his way out of a guarded tomb. At the same time, it
portrays  Jesus  as  the  sort  of  person  who  would  willingly
deceive his disciples, carrying off the greatest hoax of all
time. That the disciples would believe Him to be resurrected
in triumph over death would be even more surprising if He was
in fact on the edge of death after a severe beating. Jesus was
truly killed, He was actually buried, and yet His grave was
empty. Why? It is extremely unlikely that anybody took the
body, but Jesus’ disciples offered another explanation.

Jesus was raised from the dead. Since the other explanations
do not adequately explain the fact of the empty tomb, we have
reason to consider more seriously the testimony of those who
claimed to be eyewitnesses. The followers of Jesus said that
the tomb was empty because Jesus had been raised from the
dead, and many people claimed to have seen Him after the
resurrection. In 1 Corinthians 15, Paul identifies a number of
individuals who witnessed the resurrected Christ, noting also
that Christ had appeared to over five hundred persons at one
time (v. 6). He tells his readers that most of those people
were still alive, essentially challenging them to check out



the  story  with  those  who  claimed  to  be  eyewitnesses.  The
presence of such eyewitnesses prevented Paul and others from
turning history into legend.

Alternative explanations are inadequate, and eyewitnesses were
put to death because they continued to maintain that Jesus had
been raised from the dead. Christianity exists because these
people truly believed in the resurrection, and their testimony
continues to be the most reasonable explanation for the empty
tomb of Jesus Christ.

The Resurrection Demonstrates the Truth
of Christianity
It is no exaggeration to say that the Christian faith rests on
the fact of Jesus’ resurrection. Paul, who wrote much of the
New  Testament,  said  that  his  entire  ministry  would  be
worthless if the resurrection had not taken place. “If Christ
has not been raised,” he wrote, “then our preaching is vain,
your faith also is vain. . . . If Christ has not been raised,
your faith is worthless; you are still in your sins” (1 Cor.
15:14, 17). On the other hand, if Jesus Christ has been raised
from the dead, then Paul’s message is true, faith has meaning,
and we can be freed from our sins.

That’s essentially what we have been arguing. It makes good
sense to believe in the teachings of Christianity, because
those teachings are based on a simple historical fact the
resurrection  of  Jesus  Christ  from  the  dead.  If  Jesus  was
raised from the dead, then what He said about himself must
have been true. When the religious leaders of His day asked
for some proof of His authority, Jesus told them that the only
proof they would be given would be His resurrection from the
dead (John 2:18 19; Matt. 12:38 40). When He was raised from
the dead, that proof was provided.

What was proven through Jesus’ resurrection? Here are some of
the things that Jesus said about Himself, all of which were



affirmed by His resurrection from the dead:

“I am the bread of life; he who comes to me shall not hunger,
and he who believes in me shall never thirst” (John 6:35).

“I am the light of the world; he who follows me shall not walk
in the darkness, but shall have the light of life” (John
8:12).

“Truly, truly, I say to you, before Abraham was born, I AM” [a
claim to be God himself] (John 8:58).

“I am the door; if anyone enters through me, he shall be
saved, and shall go in and out, and find pasture” (John 10:9).

“I am the good shepherd; the good shepherd lays down his life
for the sheep” (John 10:11).

“I am the resurrection and the life; he who believes in me
shall live even if he dies” (John 11:25).

“I am the way, and the truth, and the life; no one comes to
the Father, but through me” (John 14:6).

If these statements are true, then anything that contradicts
them cannot also be true. In other words, if it is true that
Jesus is God, then anyone who says Jesus is not God must be
wrong. If it is true that Jesus gives eternal life to those
who believe in Him and that He is the only way to the Father,
then anyone who says that there are other ways to salvation
must be wrong. How do we know that what Jesus said about
Himself is true? We know by His resurrection, which He offered
as definitive proof for all that He did and said. What this
means is that the statements quoted above demonstrate the
uniqueness of Jesus, but they also demonstrate the uniqueness
of Christianity. If what Jesus said about Himself is true,
then Christianity is true, and any contradictory religious
belief must be false. That’s not a very popular message in
today’s pluralistic culture, but the fact is that there are



genuine differences between worldviews. Only one can really be
correct. If Jesus Christ was actually raised from the dead,
there’s little need for further debate. He alone is the way,
the truth, and the life.

Jesus is the Lord of History
The  material  in  this  outline  forms  the  foundation  for  a
Christian worldview. It is on these critical truths Christians
have  stood  over  the  centuries.  When  someone  asks  us  the
REASONS for the hope that is within usthat is, why we hold to
the  Christian  faith,  these  are  the  reasons.  We  prefer  to
believe that the universe and man were created, rather than
being  the  products  of  blind  chance  in  a  closed,  material
world. We believe that God not only created, but that He
communicated,  revealed  Himself  to  humankind,  through  His
prophets, apostles, and finally through His Son (Heb. 1:1). We
believe  that  Jesus  lived,  and  that  His  life  and  mission,
outlined  most  extensively  in  the  biblical  documents  but
corroborated by extra-biblical documents, are what they have
purported to be over the millennia: the seeking and saving of
the  lost  through  His  sacrificial  death.  We  believe  that
Christianity cannot be acceptably explained, historically, by
leaving a dead Jew hanging on a cross. Only His resurrection
from the dead adequately explains the boldness and commitment
unto death of His disciples, the forsaking of worship on the
Sabbath in preference to Sunday, and the exponential growth of
the church which began immediately, and has continued to this
day. Every mighty river on this planetthe Mississippi, the
Nile, the Volgahas its source. Each one begins somewhere.
Every Christian church or community in the world also has an
historical source. It flows from Palestine, from Jerusalem,
from a hill called Golgotha . . . and a nearby empty tomb. We
said  in  the  beginning  that  everyone  has  faith,  but  also
pointed out that faith must have an object. Christians believe
that Jesus Christ is the most worthy of all objects to which
we could entrust our lives, our purpose, and our destiny.
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Archaeology  and  the  New
Testament
Dr. Patrick Zukeran shows that numerous people, places and
events described in the New Testament have been verified by
archeology.

 This article is also available in Spanish.

There  is  an  ongoing  debate  among  scholars  regarding  the
historical accuracy of the Bible. Some feel that the Bible is
a fictitious work and should be read as a work of literary
fiction.  Others  feel  it  is  an  accurate  historical  work
divinely inspired by God. Archaeology has played a major role
in determining the trustworthiness of the Bible. In a previous
article, we discussed archaeological confirmations of the Old
Testament. In this one, we will look at the archaeological
discoveries that have confirmed the historical accuracy of the
New Testament. There is a great deal of evidence outside of
the Bible that confirms the account of Jesus as written in the
Gospels.

It is important to realize, however, that it is unrealistic to
expect archaeology to back up every event and place in the New
Testament. Our perspective is to look for what evidence exists
and see whether or not it corresponds with the New Testament.

Historical Confirmation of Jesus
The  first  evidence  comes  from  the  four  Gospels  which,
themselves, are proven to be accurate.{1} Outside the biblical
text are several witnesses as well. Jewish historian Josephus
(37 A.D.100 A.D.) recorded the history of the Jewish people in
Palestine from 70 A.D. to 100 A.D. In his work Antiquities, he
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states:

Now there was about this time, Jesus, a wise man, if it be
lawful to call him a man, for he was a doer of wonderful
works, a teacher of such men as receive the truth with
pleasure. He drew over to him both many of the Jews and many
of the gentiles. He was the Christ and when Pilate, at the
suggestion of the principal men amongst us, had condemned
him to the cross, those that loved him at the first did not
forsake him. For he appeared alive again the third day, as
the divine prophets had foretold these and ten thousand
other wonderful things concerning him; and the tribe of
Christians, so named from him, are not extinct to this
day.{2}

Although  he  mentions  Jesus  in  a  sarcastic  way,  Josephus
confirms the facts that Jesus did do many great miracles, drew
a following, was crucified, and was proclaimed alive on the
third day.

Pliny the Younger, Emperor of Bythynia in northwestern Turkey,
writing to Emperor Trajan in 112 A.D. writes:

They were in the habit of meeting on a certain fixed day
before it was light, when they sang an anthem to Christ as
God, and bound themselves by a solemn oath not to commit any
wicked  deed,  but  to  abstain  from  all  fraud,  theft  and
adultery, never to break their word, or deny a trust when
called upon to honor it; after which it was their custom to
separate,  and  then  meet  again  to  partake  of  food,  but
ordinary and innocent kind.

One of the most important Romans historians is Tacitus. In 115
A.D. he recorded Nero’s persecution of the Christians, in the
process of which he wrote the following:

Christus, from whom the name had its origin, suffered the
extreme penalty during the reign of Tiberius at the hands of
one  of  our  procurators,  Pontius  Pilatus,  and  a  most



mischievous superstition, thus checked for the moment, again
broke out not only in Judea, . . . but even in Rome.{3}

There are over 39 extra-biblical sources that attest to over
one hundred facts regarding the life and teachings of Jesus.

Accuracy of the Gospels
The accuracy of the Gospels has been supported by archaeology.
The names of many of the Israelite cities, events, and people
described  in  them  have  now  been  located.  Here  are  a  few
examples.

The  Gospels  mention  four  neighboring  and  well-populated
coastal cities along the Sea of Galilee: Capernaum, Bethsaida,
Chorazin, and Tiberias. Jesus performed many miracles in the
first  three  cities.  Despite  this  testimony,  these  cities
rejected  Jesus  and  therefore  were  cursed  by  Him  (Matt.
11:20-24; Luke 10:12-16). These cities eventually disappeared
from  history  and  their  locations  remained  missing  for
centuries. Their demise fulfills the prophetic condemnation of
Jesus.

Only  recently  has  archaeology  recovered  their  possible
locations. Tell Hum is believed to be Capernaum. (A “tell” is
a mound or elevated land that has arisen by repeated and long-
term rebuilding of the same site. Layers of civilizations can
be found at different strata). The locations of Bethsaida and
Chorazin still remain unconfirmed, but the present site at a
tell 1.5 miles north of the Galilean shoreline is believed to
be Bethsaida, while Tell Khirbet Kerezah, 2.5 miles northwest
of Capernaum, is thought to be Chorazin.

Matthew 2 states that Jesus was born during the reign of
Herod. Upon hearing that a king had been born, the frightened
Herod ordered all children under the age of two to be killed.
His slaughter of innocents is consistent with the historical
facts that describe his character. Herod was suspicious of



anyone  whom  he  thought  may  take  his  throne.  His  list  of
victims included one of his ten wives, who was his favorite,
three of his own sons, a high priest, an ex-king, and two of
his  sister’s  husbands.  Thus,  his  brutality  portrayed  in
Matthew is consistent with his description in ancient history.

John’s  accuracy  has  also  been  attested  to  by  recent
discoveries. In John 5:1-15 Jesus heals a man at the Pool of
Bethesda. John describes the pool as having five porticoes.
This site had long been in dispute until recently. Forty feet
underground,  archaeologists  discovered  a  pool  with  five
porticoes, and the description of the surrounding area matches
John’s description. In 9:7 John mentions another long disputed
site,  the  Pool  of  Siloam.  However,  this  pool  was  also
discovered  in  1897,  upholding  the  accuracy  of  John.

Evidence for Pontius Pilate, the governor who presided over
the trial of Jesus, was discovered in Caesarea Maritama. In
1961, an Italian archaeologist named Antonio Frova uncovered a
fragment of a plaque that was used as a section of steps
leading to the Caesarea Theater. The inscription, written in
Latin,  contained  the  phrase,  “Pontius  Pilatus,  Prefect  of
Judea has dedicated to the people of Caesarea a temple in
honor of Tiberius.” This temple is dedicated to the Emperor
Tiberius  who  reigned  from  1437  A.D.  This  fits  well
chronologically  with  the  New  Testament  which  records  that
Pilot ruled as procurator from 2636 A.D. Tacitus, a Roman
historian  of  the  first  century,  also  confirms  the  New
Testament designation of Pilate. He writes, “Christus, from
whom the name had its origin, suffered the extreme penalty
during the reign of Tiberius at the hands of one of our
procurators, Pontius Pilatus. . . .”

Confirmation Regarding the Crucifixion
All four Gospels give details of the crucifixion of Christ.
Their  accurate  portrayal  of  this  Roman  practice  has  been
confirmed by archaeology. In 1968, a gravesite in the city of



Jerusalem was uncovered containing thirty-five bodies. Each of
the men had died a brutal death which historians believe was
the result of their involvement in the Jewish revolt against
Rome in 70 A.D.

The  inscription  identified  one  individual  as  Yohan  Ben
Ha’galgol. Studies of the bones performed by osteologists and
doctors from the Hadassah Medical School determined the man
was twenty-eight years old, stood five feet six inches, and
had some slight facial defects due to a cleft right palate.

What intrigued archaeologists were the evidences that this man
had been crucified in a manner resembling the crucifixion of
Christ. A seven-inch nail had been driven through both feet,
which were turned outward so the nail could be hammered inside
the Achilles tendon.

Archaeologists  also  discovered  that  nails  had  been  driven
through his lower forearms. A victim of a crucifixion would
have to raise and lower his body in order to breathe. To do
this, he needed to push up on his pierced feet and pull up
with  his  arms.  Yohan’s  upper  arms  were  smoothly  worn,
indicating  this  movement.

John  records  that  in  order  to  expedite  the  death  of  a
prisoner, executioners broke the legs of the victim so that he
could not lift himself up by pushing with his feet (19:31-33).
Yohan’s legs were found crushed by a blow, breaking them below
the knee. The Dead Sea Scrolls tell that both Jews and Romans
abhorred crucifixion due to its cruelty and humiliation. The
scrolls also state it was a punishment reserved for slaves and
any who challenged the ruling powers of Rome. This explains
why Pilate chose crucifixion as the penalty for Jesus.

Relating to the crucifixion, in 1878 a stone slab was found in
Nazareth with a decree from Emperor Claudius who reigned from
4154 A.D. It stated that graves must not be disturbed nor
bodies to be removed. The punishment on other decrees is a



fine but this one threatens death and comes very close to the
time of the resurrection. This was probably due to Claudius
investigating the riots of 49 A.D. He had certainly heard of
the resurrection and did not want any similar incidents. This
decree was probably made in connection with the Apostles’
preaching of Jesus’ resurrection and the Jewish argument that
the body had been stolen.

Historian Thallus wrote in 52 A.D. Although none of his texts
remain,  his  work  is  cited  by  Julius  Africanus’  work,
Chronography. Quoting Thallus on the crucifixion of Christ,
Africanus states, “On the whole world, there pressed a most
fearful darkness, and the rocks were rent by an earthquake,
and  many  places  in  Judea  and  other  districts  were  thrown
down.”{4}  Thallus  calls  this  darkness,  “as  appears  to  me
without reason, an eclipse of the sun.”{5}

All the discoveries made are consistent with the details in
the crucifixion account given by the writers of the Gospels.
These facts lend indirect support for the biblical accounts of
Jesus’ crucifixion and that the tomb was empty.

Historical Accuracy of Luke
At one time, scholars did not view Luke’s historical accounts
in his Gospel and Acts as accurate. There appeared to be no
evidence for several cities, persons, and locations that he
named  in  his  works.  However,  archaeological  advances  have
revealed that Luke was a very accurate historian and the two
books he has authored remain accurate documents of history.

One of the greatest archaeologists is the late Sir William
Ramsay. He studied under the famous liberal German historical
schools  in  the  mid-nineteenth  century.  Known  for  its
scholarship, this school taught that the New Testament was not
a historical document. With this premise, Ramsay investigated
biblical claims as he searched through Asia Minor. What he
discovered caused him to reverse his initial view. He wrote:



I began with a mind unfavorable to it [Acts], for the
ingenuity and apparent completeness of the Tubingen theory
had at one time quite convinced me. It did not then in my
line of life to investigate the subject minutely; but more
recently I found myself often brought into contact with the
Book  of  Acts  as  an  authority  for  the  topography,
antiquities, and society of Asia Minor. It was gradually
borne in upon me that in various details the narrative
showed marvelous truth.{6}

Luke’s accuracy is demonstrated by the fact that he names key
historical figures in the correct time sequence as well as
correct  titles  to  government  officials  in  various  areas:
Thessalonica,  politarchs;  Ephesus,  temple  wardens;  Cyprus,
proconsul; and Malta, the first man of the island.

In Luke’s announcement of Jesus’ public ministry (Luke 3:1),
he  mentions,  “Lysanius  tetrarch  of  Abilene.”  Scholars
questioned Luke’s credibility since the only Lysanius known
for centuries was a ruler of Chalcis who ruled from 4036 B.C.
However an inscription dating to be in the time of Tiberius,
who  ruled  from  1437  A.D.,  was  found  recording  a  temple
dedication which names Lysanius as the “tetrarch of Abila”
near Damascus. This matches well with Luke’s account.

In  Acts  18:12-17,  Paul  was  brought  before  Gallio,  the
proconsul  of  Achaea.  Once  again  archaeology  confirms  this
account. At Delphi an inscription of a letter from Emperor
Claudius  was  discovered.  In  it  he  states,  “Lucius  Junios
Gallio, my friend, and the proconsul of Achaia . . .”{7}
Historians date the inscription to 52 A.D. which corresponds
to the time of the apostle’s stay in 51.

In Acts 19:22 and Romans 16:23, Erastus, a coworker of Paul,
is  named  the  Corinthian  city  treasurer.  Archaeologists
excavating  a  Corinthian  theatre  in  1928  discovered  an
inscription. It reads, “Erastus in return for his aedilship
laid the pavement at his own expense.” The pavement was laid



in 50 A.D. The designation of treasurer describes the work of
a Corinthian aedile.

In Acts 28:7, Luke gives Publius, the chief man on the island
of  Malta,  the  title,  “first  man  of  the  island.”  Scholars
questioned  this  strange  title  and  deemed  it  unhistorical.
Inscriptions have recently been discovered on the island that
indeed gives Publius the title of “first man.”

“In all, Luke names thirty-two countries, fifty-four cities,
and  nine  islands  without  error.”{8}  A.  N.  Sherwin-White
states,  “For  Acts  the  confirmation  of  historicity  is
overwhelming.  .  .  .  Any  attempt  to  reject  its  basic
historicity must now appear absurd. Roman historians have long
taken it for granted.”{9}

The Shroud of Turin
The  Gospels  record  that  after  His  crucifixion  Jesus  was
wrapped in a long linen cloth and placed in the tomb (Matt.
27:59). John records that when Peter investigated the empty
tomb, he found the burial cloth folded neatly next to where
Christ once laid (20:6-7).

A linen shroud called the Shroud of Turin, on display at the
Vatican, has been claimed to be that burial cloth. It is 14.25
feet long and 3.5 feet wide. On it is an image with pierced
wrists and ankles believed to be that of Christ.

The shroud first appeared for public display sometime after
1357  in  Lirey,  France.  A  knight  named  Geoffrey  de  Charny
brought  the  shroud  to  France.  In  1453  de  Charny’s
granddaughter gave the shroud to the Duke of Savoy who then in
1578 brought it to Turin, Italy. In 1983, it was willed to the
Vatican.

In 1898, Secondo Pia photographed the shroud and believed the
image was a negative image like that of a photograph. This
added to the mystery of the shroud since photography had not



been  invented  during  medieval  times.  In  1973  a  group  of
experts confirmed the fact that no pigment of paint was found
even under magnification. For many, this was proof of the
shroud’s authenticity.

The  most  extensive  study  was  undertaken  in  1977.  An
international team of Swiss, American, and Italian scientist
studied the shroud for five days at the Savoy Royal Palace at
Turin. They used six tons of equipment and 2.5 million dollars
for their research. It has been one of the most intensely
studied artifacts of all time.

The study could not determine the authenticity of the fabric.
Experiments that followed proved the image contained blood as
well as aragonite, a particular calcium carbonate that is
found in Jerusalem’s first century tombs. Swiss criminologist
Max Frei found forty-eight samples of pollen, of which seven
could have come from plants in Palestine. The weave of the
cloth was herringbone twill, a style that existed in ancient
times.

Although  these  findings  supported  the  authenticity  of  the
shroud,  other  findings  testified  otherwise.  In  1987,  the
shroud was carbon 14 tested to verify its date. Laboratories
in Oxford, Zurich, and the University of Arizona tested the
cloth. The result indicated a fourteenth century date for the
shroud. This conclusion continues to be challenged and future
tests are sure to follow. Another problem is that coins minted
by Pontius Pilate were placed over the eyes of the figure.
This was not a Jewish custom, nor does it seem likely that
Joseph of Arimathea or Nicodemus would have placed on Jesus’
eyes a coin with the image of the leader who condemned him.

Despite  the  fourteenth  century  date,  scientists  are  still
unable to explain how the negative image was created. The
shroud  remains  a  mystery  as  well  as  a  lesson  for  us  as
believers  that  we  should  not  put  our  faith  in  mysterious
articles.
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Rescuing  the  Gospel  from
Bishop Spong

Who is Bishop Spong?
Retired Episcopal Bishop John Shelby Spong is a man with a
mission.  He  is  out  to  save  Christianity  from  the
fundamentalists.  He  argues  that  while  liberal,  mainline
churches have abandoned the Bible, which he claims to love,
fundamentalists have made an idol of it. Fortunately, Bishop
Spong has discovered the real meaning of the Bible, and not
surprisingly, it ends up sounding more like Sigmund Freud than
anything remotely familiar to historical Christianity.
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Spong reveals to us the real message of the Bible
in his best selling book, Rescuing the Bible from
Fundamentalism. For those who are curious about
how a thoroughly postmodern bishop might view the
Bible, this is a fascinating read. Bishop Spong’s
depiction of Christianity also gives us insight
into the kind of theology that motivates gay

rights activists, radical feminists, and Marxists
to use the Bible in support of their various
movements. For, according to Bishop Spong, the
gospel of Christ is found in three words: love,

life, and being. This gospel can be reduced to the
idea that tolerance is the only absolute because

humanity itself is divine, without need of
redemption, or even much instruction.

Bishop Spong makes it quite clear that the words of the Bible
are not the words of God.{1} The bulk of Spong’s book attempts
to separate the Bible from any notion of truth, except where
the Bishop finds a saying or thought helpful to his gospel of
tolerance. Although the Bible is not propositional truth, the
Bishop claims to possess truth on many subjects, things that
are true for all people everywhere. While denying truth and
special revelation, he claims to have found universal truth in
the Bible just the same. How does he accomplish this? By
reading behind, between, and underneath the words. Only this
way, he claims, can one discover what the writers really meant
and what truth is relevant for all humanity.

Even though the Bible is unscientific and locked into the
culture of the tribal primitives who wrote it, Spong is sure
that the real truth of the Bible is that Christ called us to
“be all that one can be.”{2} Spong is very dogmatic about his
view of truth. And his view is very popular today. It is a
gospel that tells us to be spiritual without “religion.” In
other words, we are free to pick and choose spiritual ideas
from a smorgasbord of “religious” sources.

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0060675187/probeministries


Bishop Spong has every right to believe as he sees fit. What
is irritating is that he insists he is saving Christianity
from itself. He also insists that we accept his myth-making to
be universally true, replacing what Christianity has taught as
revealed truth for two thousand years. In this article we will
consider some of the ideas that Bishop Spong would have us
accept as a new gospel, the gospel according to Bishop Spong.

Bishop Spong’s View of Scripture
We will begin by considering Bishop Spong’s view of revelation
and  the  Bible.  Spong  rejects  the  notion  that  God
supernaturally  used  the  Bible  to  reveal  information  about
Himself, the human condition, or our need for salvation. In
fact, Spong doubts that any objective information can be found
in the Bible. Being a good postmodernist, he argues that there
is “no such thing as ‘objective history’.”{3} The only thing
that the ancient world can possibly communicate with us is a
pre-scientific,  narrow,  limited  view  of  reality  shaped  by
national and tribal interests. He argues that the Bible is
just as vulnerable to these limitations as any other book,
maybe more so.

Spong sees Scripture as totally locked into the culture and
lives  of  the  authors.  He  says,  “The  Bible  becomes  not  a
literal road map to reality, but a historic narrative of the
journey our religious forebears made in the eternal human
quest to understand life, the world, themselves, and God.”{4}
In fact, God is wrapped up in culture as well since Spong
believes that “We have come to the dawning realization that
God might not be separate from us but rather deep within
us.”{5}  He  adds  that  “We  look  for  and  find  meaning  and
divinity, not always so much in an external God as in the very
depths of our humanity. . . .”{6}

The Bible then is only a book of religious experiences, not
special revelation from God. However, even at this level it is
a highly flawed work. A majority of the two hundred and forty-



nine pages of Spong’s “rescuing” focuses on discrediting the
authorship, the internal consistency, and the transmission of
the biblical text. What is truly remarkable is that in the
end, Spong claims to love the Bible, and decries the lack of
biblical knowledge in our churches.

One response to Bishop Spong might be, “Why bother?” If the
Bible  is  such  a  flawed  product,  hopelessly  biased  by  its
authors,  filled  with  mistakes  and  inconsistencies,  why  be
surprised or care that people no longer know what’s in it?

Fortunately, Spong admits that his attack on the Scriptures
contains nothing new. Most of it is the result of 19th century
Enlightenment  scholarship  and  rooted  in  the  anti-
supernaturalism of that age, in which miracles, prophecy, and
virtually  any  form  of  God’s  supernatural  interaction  or
intervention in the world was denied. What Spong is attempting
to do is come up with a new Christianity loosely tied to the
ancient text that founded orthodox belief. He has the right to
do so, but this new gospel is not the good news given to us
through the prophets and apostles by the God of the Bible.

A Sex Driven Gospel
Bishop Spong readily admits that one of the major factors that
shapes  his  view  of  Scripture  is  its  teaching  on  human
sexuality. He begins his book with a preamble titled “Sex
Drove Me to the Bible.” Spong finds that the Bible’s attitude
on sex and gender is embarrassingly out of step with the
times. What it says about everything from premarital living
arrangements to homosexuality, according to Spong, is narrow-
minded,  misogynic,  homophobic,  and  worst  of  all,  pre-
scientific. In contrast, Spong argues that God wants us to
experience love, life, and to be all that we can be, to really
be ourselves. Since he denies any notion of original sin,
whatever we desire becomes a good thing as long as it allows
everybody to do their thing.{7} Although he admits that the
Bible is full of statements about sexual virtue, including



prohibitions  against  premarital  sex,  adultery,  and
homosexuality,  the  authors  of  the  Bible  were  hopelessly
uninformed,  lacking  the  benefits  of  modern  research.  One
author in particular, the Apostle Paul, may have been driven
by an inner struggle with his sexual identity.

According to Spong, Paul was a guilt-ridden homosexual. He
claims that Paul’s pre-conversion hostility towards Christians
came from religious fundamentalism and self-loathing. These
are the same emotions that cause modern Christians to be so
angry about sexual sin today. However, salvation in Christ
supposedly brought Paul peace with who he was and thus he was
empowered to share this new gospel of freedom with the world.
How does Bishop Spong know all this? He doesn’t get it from
reading the biblical text. As Spong bravely declares, “If a
religious system requires that a literal Bible be embraced, I
must walk away from that system.”{8} Spong writes, “So enter
with me into the realm of speculation as we probe the life of
Paul, using his words not as literal objects but as doorways
into his psyche, where alone truth that changes life can be
processed.”  In  other  words,  we  are  to  ignore  what  Paul
actually wrote and accept what the Bishop speculates.

This speculation has gotten the Bishop into trouble with his
own church. Recently, Episcopalian bishops from Africa and
Asia rejected Spong’s liberal views on human sexuality at a
conference  in  England.  His  response  was  to  charge  that
“They’ve moved out of animism into a very superstitious kind
of  Christianity.  They’ve  yet  to  face  the  intellectual
revolution of Copernicus and Einstein that we’ve had to face
in the developing world.”{9} When the bishops voiced their
objections, Spong responded by declaring “I’m not going to
cease being a twentieth-century person for fear of offending
somebody in the Third World. . . .” Spong’s reply doesn’t seem
very Christ-like to those who question his speculations and
mythmaking.



Who Is Jesus?
Let’s turn our focus to Spong’s view of the person of Jesus
Christ.

Bishop  Spong  denies  virtually  everything  about  Jesus  that
orthodox Christianity has believed for the last two millennia.
The virgin birth, the deity of Christ, the atoning death on
the cross, the resurrection, the miracles, everything that
would verify the biblical claims of Christ’s authority and
uniqueness are discounted, and yet Spong refers to Jesus as
Lord and God’s only Son. How can this be? Spong argues that
“the essence of Christ was confused with the form in which
that essence was communicated.”{10} All the biblical writers
got it wrong. The first century mentality that they brought to
the subject became universalized in the text of the Bible and
eventually entered into the creeds of Christianity. According
to Spong, Mark would never have understood or accepted the
idea of an incarnation and Paul “quite obviously was not a
trinitarian.”{11} Christ is “the hero of a thousand faces” and
“many things to many people.”{12} “All of them are Christ and
none of them is Christ.”{13} He adds that, “A Christianity
that is not changing is a Christianity that is dying.”{14}
What sense are we to make of all this?

Not surprisingly, Spong tells us that to get beyond these
words and images we must use our imagination. The worldview
that thinks in natural and supernatural categories must pass
away.  Spongs  finds  the  answer  in  the  project  of  Rudolf
Bultmann,  a  theologian  who  attempted  to  demythologize
Christianity in order to get to its core. However, Spong adds
a twist. He calls us to demythologize Christianity so that we
can  create  new  myths  that  work  for  believers  today.
Unfortunately, our re-mythologizing of the Christ event will
not last long either; every generation has to come up with new
myths.

But what is the essence of Christianity for Spong? It is



remarkably predictable. He writes, “. . . Jesus means love-
divine, penetrating, opening, life-giving, ecstatic love. Such
love is the very essence of what we mean by God. God is love.
Jesus is love. God was in Christ.”{15} This is why he feels
that the church should reject the ideas of original sin, God’s
wrath, and the atoning sacrifice of Christ. It should also be
broken  of  its  prejudices,  particularly  towards  those  who
commit  sexual  sins.  Spong  appropriately  calls  this  a
“terrifying,  barrier-  free  love.”{16}

The problem with all this is that the Bible, the primary
record we have of Jesus’ life and teachings bears nothing
similar to Spong’s views. It seems that he would be much
better off being a disciple of Mahatma Gandhi who believed
that God is Supreme Good and that our goal in life is “self-
realization.”{17}

Christianity and Universalism
Bishop  John  Spong  advocates  a  form  of  Christianity  often
called universalism. It teaches that everyone will experience
salvation  of  some  sort  and  that  what  you  believe  is
irrelevant. All that really matters is that one act morally.
In Bishop Spong’s view, acting morally is tied to an all-
inclusive,  totally  tolerant  Christianity  that  rejects  the
notion of sin and atonement. He strips Christianity of its
historical tenets fearing that all the details will alienate
the modern mind. So how do modern minds respond to Spong’s
gospel?

Outspoken  atheist  Robert  Price  notes  that  although  Spong
classifies the biblical material as legend, he still thinks
that Jesus must be something like the person the Gospels make
of him.{18} Price charges that in creating his Jesus, Spong
uses only biblical passages that fit his theological agenda.
He adds that fundamentalist apologists have at least equal
justification  for  their  view  of  what  Jesus  said  and  did.
Referring  to  Spong’s  gospel,  Price  observes  that  “for



Christianity to change on such a scale, and for it to die, are
one and the same thing.”{19} It would seem that if Spong is
trying  to  save  Christianity  for  the  modern,  scientific,
rational  mind,  he  has  failed.  At  least  in  the  case  of
Professor  Price.

Again we ask, how does Bishop Spong know what he claims to
know. How does he know that God is a form of super-tolerant
love with few moral expectations for humanity? How does he
know that all religions lead to this one God? He seems to
recognize that when special revelation is rejected, all that
is left is culturally based knowledge. Why assume then that
God is love? Perhaps the Islamic view of God, represented by a
stern, legalistic religious system is a more accurate view of
reality. Or maybe the warlike gods of Norse mythology best
portray the spiritual domain. How does he know which view is
really true?

Much of Bishop Spong’s argument against orthodox Christianity
consists of Bible difficulties and the notion that if we are
modern we must reject the idea of special revelation. Mr.
Spong lumps all types of conservative Christians together into
one straw man, one who happens to believe in a flat earth
located at the center of the universe. He seems to be unaware
that  there  are  evangelicals  who  are  astrophysicists,
philosophers, or for that matter, even college educated. He
has  adopted  the  liberal  views  about  Jesus  from  the  Jesus
Seminar and has failed to deal with the Christology of modern,
conservative scholars.

What strikes me most about Bishop Spong is his arrogance. He
belittles those who disagree with him and questions their
sincerity,  attributing  orthodox  views  of  morality  to
“irrational  religious  anger.”{20}  Unfortunately,  Bishop
Spong’s  rational  Christianity  would  leave  us  with  no
Christianity  at  all.
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St. Augustine
Former Probe intern Tim Garrett explains that St. Augustine’s
The  City  of  God  and  his  Confessions  reveal  not  only  a
brilliant  mind,  but  demonstrate  his  abiding  concern  to
announce God’s righteousness in His dealings with man.

Who Was St. Augustine?
One of the most remarkable things about a close reading of
Church history is that no one is beyond the reach of God’s
grace. In the New Testament we find that a man who called
himself “the chief of sinners” due to his murderous hatred
toward Christians was saved when Christ Himself appeared to
him on the road to Damascus. What is clear from the account in
the ninth chapter of the Book of Acts is that it was not Saul
who was seeking Christ: instead, it was Christ who was seeking
Paul.

In modern times we see a similar situation in the life of C.
S. Lewis. In Surprised by Joy, he recounts the night that he
knelt to admit that God was God by calling himself “the most
dejected  and  reluctant  convert  in  all  England.”  Like  the
Apostle Paul, we can see that Lewis was perfectly prepared to
be an apologist for the faith, but that preparation occurred
before he ever became a Christian! It is only after the fact
that we see how God was actively seeking the sinner.

In this article we will examine another reluctant convert, a
man  whose  life  and  ministry  has  been  crucial  to  church
history. His name was Aurelius Augustine: we know him as St.
Augustine of Hippo. But until his conversion, Augustine was
anything but a saint! Born in the year 354 in North Africa,
Augustine was raised by a Christian mother and a pagan father.

https://probe.org/st-augustine/


The  father’s  main  desire  was  that  his  son  get  a  good
education, while his mother constantly worried about her son’s
eternal  destiny.  Augustine  indeed  received  a  first  class
education,  but  his  mother  was  tormented  by  his  indulgent
lifestyle. Augustine became involved with a concubine at the
age of seventeen, a relationship which lasted thirteen years
and  produced  one  son.  Recognizing  that  sexual  lust  was
competing with Christ for his affections, Augustine uttered
the famous prayer “Make me chaste Lord . . . but not yet.”

While sexual passion ruled his heart, Augustine sought wisdom
with his mind. After suffering enormous internal conflicts,
Augustine submitted himself to Christ at the age of thirty-
two, and soon thereafter became Bishop of Hippo. Augustine
became a tireless defender of the faith, diligent in his role
as a shepherd to the flock as well as one of the greatest
intellects the Church has ever known.

In this look at the life of Augustine we will focus on two of
his greatest books–the Confessions, and The City of God. As we
will see, Augustine’s life and work is a testimony to the
boundless mercy and grace of the Lord Jesus Christ.

Augustine’s Youth
In a gripping television interview recently broadcast on 60
Minutes, the man convicted of the Oklahoma City bombings spoke
of his grievances against the federal government. During the
interview,  Timothy  McVeigh  revealed  that  his  lawyers  have
filed  an  appeal  that  maintains  that  pre-trial  publicity
prevented him from getting a fair trial. Like many of us,
McVeigh seems intent on avoiding the penalty of his actions;
but rather than doing so by insisting upon his innocence, he
is  attempting  to  have  the  verdict  thrown  out  due  to  a
technicality.

It was truly disturbing to see an articulate young man such as
McVeigh coldly dismiss the mass murder of innocents on the



basis of a legal technicality. In many respects, his demeanor
reflects the contemporary shift in attitude toward sin and
guilt that has had devastating consequences for society. As a
nation, America has seen a shift from a worldview primarily
informed  by  biblical  Christianity  to  one  in  which  the
individual is no longer responsible for his actions. Now it is
either society or how one is raised that is given emphasis.

Against this cultural backdrop it is truly therapeutic to read
Augustine’s Confessions. Throughout this wonderful book, which
is written in the form of a prayer, Augustine freely admits
his willful disobedience to God. Augustine’s intent is to
reveal the perversity of the human heart, but specifically
that  of  his  own.  But  Augustine  was  not  intent  on  just
confessing his sinfulness: this book is also the confession of
his faith in Christ as well. Augustine, as he is moved from a
state  of  carnality  to  one  of  redemption,  marvels  at  the
goodness of God.

One  of  the  most  telling  incidents  in  the  Confessions  is
Augustine’s recollection of a decisive event in his youth. He
and an assortment of friends knew of a pear tree not far from
his house. Even though the pears on the tree didn’t appeal to
Augustine, he and his friends were intent on stealing the
pears simply for the thrill of it. They had no need of the
pears, and in fact ending up throwing them to some pigs.
Augustine’s account of this thievery reveals a penetrating
insight into our dilemma as human beings. Whereas today many
want to blame their parents or their environment for their
problems, Augustine admits that his sole motive was a love of
wickedness: he enjoyed his disobedience.

This  reflects  one  of  Augustine’s  major  contributions  to
Christian theology: his emphasis on the perversity of the
human  will.  We  would  all  do  well  to  read  Augustine’s
Confessions if only to remind us that evil isn’t simply a
sickness but a condition of the heart that only Jesus Christ
can heal.



Augustine’s Search for Wisdom
In his fascinating book entitled Degenerate Moderns, author
Michael  Jones  convincingly  documents  how  many  of  the
intellectual gurus of the modern era have conformed truth to
their own desires. Jones research reveals how Margaret Mead,
Alfred Kinsey, and other prominent trend-setters intentionally
lied in their research in order to justify their own sexual
immorality. Sadly, contemporary culture has swallowed their
findings, leading many to conclude that sexual immorality is
both normal and legitimate.

However,  when  we  turn  to  Augustine’s  Confessions,  we  see
someone who has subordinated his own desires to the truth. The
Confessions  is  an  account  of  how  Augustine  attempted  to
satisfy the longings of his heart with professional ambition,
entertainment,  and  sex,  yet  remained  unfulfilled.  One  of
Augustine’s most famous prayers is therefore the theme of the
whole book: “Our hearts are restless until they find their
rest in Thee, O God.” Only by submitting his own desires to
the Lordship of Christ did Augustine find the peace that he
was seeking.

But that submission did not come easy. Throughout most of his
adult life, Augustine had been seeking to discover wisdom. But
two questions were especially disturbing for him: What is the
source  of  evil,  and  How  can  a  Being  without  physical
properties  exist?  Obviously,  this  second  question  was  a
barrier to his belief in the God of the Bible. In his search
for answers, Augustine became involved with a group known as
the  Manichees,  who  combined  Christian  teaching  with  the
philosophy  of  Plato.  Plato’s  philosophy  helped  convince
Augustine that existence did not require physical properties,
but he found their answer to the question of evil problematic,
and after eight years as a seeker left the Manichees.

Still,  the  most  difficult  barrier  for  Augustine  was  not
intellectual, but a matter of the heart. He eventually came to



the point where he knew he should submit himself to Christ,
but  was  reluctant  to  do  so  if  it  meant  giving  up  his
relationship  with  his  concubine.  One  day,  while  strolling
through a walled garden, Augustine heard from the other side
of the wall what sounded like a child’s voice, saying “pick up
and read, pick up and read.” At first he thought it was a
children’s game. Then, acknowledging what he took to be a
command of the Lord, he picked up a nearby Bible, and upon
opening it immediately came to Romans 13:13-14, words tailor
made for Augustine: “Not in riots and drunken parties, not in
eroticisms and indecencies, not in strife and rivalry, but put
on the Lord Jesus Christ and make no provision for the flesh
in its lusts.” Augustine’s search for wisdom was complete, as
he acknowledged that wisdom is ultimately a person: Jesus
Christ. The wisdom of God had satisfied his deepest longings.

Augustine’s  Philosophy  of  History:  The
City of God
The United States is currently going through what some call a
“culture war.” On the one hand there are those who believe in
eternal truth and the importance of maintaining traditional
morality. At the other end of the spectrum are those who
believe that the individual is autonomous and should be free
to live as he pleases without anyone telling him what is right
or wrong. Until thirty years ago the first group held sway.
Today, that same group is considered divisive and extreme by
the “politically correct” mainstream culture.

But culture wars are not unique to modern America. In the year
410, mighty Rome was sacked by an invading army of Goths. Soon
thereafter, the search was on for a scapegoat. In the year 381
Christianity superceded the ancient religion of the Romans as
the state religion. This enraged those who favored the old
state  religion,  who  claimed  that  Rome  had  gained  world
supremacy due to the favor of the ancient gods. When Rome
officially accepted the Christian God and forsook the gods,



the gods were said to have withdrawn their favor and allowed
the invading armies to breach the walls of Rome in order to
demonstrate their anger at being replaced by the Christian
God. Educated Romans found such an argument silly, but an even
more serious charge was that Christians were disloyal to the
state,  since  their  allegiance  was  ultimately  to  God.
Therefore, Christianity was blamed for a loss of patriotism
since Christians believed themselves to ultimately be citizens
of another kingdom¾the Kingdom of God.

Augustine  responded  to  these  accusations  by  writing  his
philosophy of history in a book entitled The City of God.
Augustine spent thirteen years researching and writing this
work, which takes it title from Psalm 87:3: “Glorious things
are spoken of you, O City of God.” Augustine’s main thesis is
that  there  are  two  cities  that  place  demands  on  our
allegiance. The City of Man is populated by those who love
themselves and hold God in contempt, while the City of God is
populated  by  those  who  love  God  and  hold  themselves  in
contempt. Augustine hoped to show that the citizens of the
City of God were more beneficial to the interests of Rome than
those who inhabit the City of Man.

For  anyone  interested  in  the  current  debate  between
secularists and the “Religious Right,” Augustine’s argument is
a masterful combination of historical research and literary
eloquence. Christians in particular would be well served by
studying this important document, since believers are often
accused  of  being  divisive  and  extreme,  characteristics
considered by some as un-American.

In  Augustine’s  time,  it  was  asserted  that  the  values  of
Christianity were not consistent with good Roman citizenship.
But Augustine’s historical investigation revealed that it is
sin that is at the root of all our problems: starting with
Cain’s murder of Abel, the sin of Adam has borne terrible
consequences.



Much of Augustine’s task was to demonstrate the consequences
of a society that loses its moral compass. Augustine took it
upon himself to demonstrate the falsity of the assertion that
the Christian worldview is incompatible with civic life. Those
who maintained that the acceptance of Christian virtues had
had a direct bearing on Rome’s fall did so primarily from a
very  limited  perspective.  The  clear  implication  was  that
Christianity, a religion that asks its adherents to love their
neighbor and pray for their enemies, had fostered a society
incapable  of  defending  itself  against  its  more  vicious
neighbors.

Augustine’s response was to demonstrate that Rome had suffered
through numerous catastrophes long before Christianity ever
became the religion of the Romans. Actually, it was due to the
respect of the Goths for Christianity that their attack wasn’t
worse  than  it  was:  they  relented  after  only  three  days.
Against those who claimed that Christians could not be loyal
citizens due to their higher allegiance to God, Augustine
reminded  them  that  the  Old  and  New  Testament  Scriptures
actually command obedience to the civil authorities. And any
assertion that Christianity had weakened the defense of the
empire  failed  to  acknowledge  the  real  cause  of  Rome’s
collapse, namely that Rome’s moral degeneracy had created a
society where justice was no longer valued. Augustine quotes
the Roman historians as themselves recognizing the brutality
at the very root of the nation, beginning with Romulus’ murder
of his brother Remus.

Augustine’s analysis came to conclude that the virtues of
Christianity are most consistent with good citizenship, and
then went on to show the biblical distinction between the
founding of Rome and that of the City of God. Just as Rome’s
origins date back to the dispute between Romulus and Remus,
the City of God had its origin in the conflict between Cain
and  Abel.  The  City  of  Man  and  the  City  of  God  have
intermingled ever since, and only at the final judgment of



Christ  will  “the  tares  be  separated  from  the  wheat.”  For
Augustine, the ultimate meaning of history will be borne out
only when each one of us acknowledges who it was that we loved
most: ourselves, or God.

©2000 Probe Ministries.

Churches That Equip
I STILL REMEMBER THE SINKING FEELING IN THE PIT OF MY STOMACH.
I was a university student, a young believer, and my faith in
Christ seemed like a house of cards that had just crumbled.
For awhile, the Christian life that had been so exciting and
joyful became a myth. I felt rootless, adrift, and confused.

One of my fraternity brothers had just asked me some questions
about Christianity that I couldn’t answer. This bothered me
deeply until Bob Prall, a pastor and campus Christian worker,
answered them for me. “Always remember,” he advised as he
finished, “just because you don’t know the answer, doesn’t
mean there is no answer.”

For the next two years I followed him around, watching as he
shared Christ with skeptics, listening to his speeches, and
observing  how  he  dealt  with  non-Christians.  Bob’s  loving,
learned example and teaching helped me sink my spiritual roots
deeply into God’s truth and provided a foundation for three
decades of interaction with unbelievers. I shall always be
grateful to him for equipping me in this way.

Just as Bob helped me, a number of churches across North
America are helping equip their members to answer effectively
questions that non-Christians ask. Maybe their stories will
encourage you.

https://probe.org/churches-that-equip/


Conversation and Cuisine
Dennis  McCallum  pastors  Xenos  Christian  Fellowship  in
Columbus,  Ohio.  He  is  keenly  interested  in  reaching
“postmoderns” for Christ, and Xenos members have developed
some successful methods of equipping members for outreach. In
his book, The Death of Truth, McCallum outlines a practical
plan  using  dinner-party  discussion  groups.  “It’s  not
impossible to communicate with postmodern culture,” he claims,
“it’s just more difficult.” Just as missionaries need to learn
the language and customs and build relationships with those
they seek to reach, so we must understand and befriend today’s
postmoderns.

Xenos’ “Conversation and Cuisine” gathers Christians in a home
with non-Christian friends for food and discussion. Guests are
assured it’s not a church service and that all opinions are
welcome.  Topics  include  “To  judge  or  not  to  judge,”
“Forgiveness in relationships,” “Views of the afterlife,” and
current events.

After dinner the facilitator presents several scenarios for
discussion. For instance, in a session on judging, he might
describe  a  situation  of  racism  in  the  workplace  and  ask
participants to decide “OK” or “bad.” Next the facilitator
tells  of  a  mother  who  chooses  to  leave  her  husband  and
children for another man. The participants also vote. The
point is to create a bit of confusion and help participants
realize that—in contrast to today’s “tolerate all viewpoints”
mindset—they  themselves  sometimes  make  judgments  that  they
feel are entirely appropriate.

This  dialogue  can  lead  to  discussions  of,  for  instance,
Hitler’s Germany. Was killing Jews merely a cultural tradition
that should be respected?

The aim is not to preach, but gently to lead non-Christians to
rethink their presuppositions. Sessions don’t always include a



gospel  presentation.  They  may  be  “pre-evangelistic”—helping
unbelievers reconsider their own relativism, appreciate that
some universal or absolute truths might be necessary, and
realize that Christians may have some answers. Church members
can  then  continue  the  relationships  and  share  Christ  as
appropriate. “Once people’s thinking has been thawed—or even
shocked—out of their totalistic postmodern pattern,” claims
McCallum, “they will have a new receptiveness to the gospel.”

Xenos is also committed to grounding youth in God’s Word. Its
curriculum uses age-appropriate games, stories, and study to
help grade-school through university students understand and
explain God’s truth. High school home meetings designed for
secular audiences involve adult-student team teaching: kids
reaching kids. Campus Bible studies reach Ohio State students.

Kellie Carter’s New Age background could not save her mom from
breast  cancer.  Disillusioned  with  God  after  her  mother’s
death, Kellie sought answers in crystal healing, astrology,
and meditation. Then a friend invited her to a Xenos campus
Bible study, where she debated Christianity with attendees.

“The  amazing  thing  here  was  that  I  was  getting  answers,”
Kellie recalls. “These people knew what they believed and why.
I  wanted  that.”  Scientific  and  historical  evidences  for
Christianity prompted her to trust Christ as Savior.

Kellie later invited Jeremy (“Germ”) Gedert to a Xenos meeting
about anger, a problem he recognized he had. Subsequent Bible
studies on fulfilled prophecy pointed Germ to faith in Christ.
Now  Germ  claims  God  has  given  him  “great  relationships,
controlled temper, and a real vision for my life with Christ”
plus  “an  awesome  wife  (named  Kellie  Gedert).”  Equipped
students are reaching students.

Xenos offers courses, conferences, papers, and books to help
Christians understand and communicate the gospel in modern
culture.  For  information  visit  their  web  site  at



www.xenos.org.

Spreading the Passion
When George Haraksin became a Christian while studying at
California State University Fullerton, he switched his major
to  comparative  religions  so  he  could  investigate
Christianity’s truth claims. Through his involvement in New
Song Church in nearby San Dimas, he found his biblical and
apologetic  knowledge  strengthened  and  was  able  to  teach
classes on New Age thinking. Study in philosophy and ethics at
Talbot Seminary fanned his passion for communicating biblical
truth, which Haraksin now spreads as New Song’s Pastor of
Teaching and Equipping.

“Ephesians tells us to equip the church,” he notes. “People
learn on three levels: a classroom level, a relational level,
and at home.” He and his co-workers seek to use all three
levels to help prepare members to be ready to answer questions
non-Christians ask.

New Song’s leaders integrate equipping the saints into their
regular  gatherings.  Some  sermons  handle  apologetic  themes.
Weeknight classes cover such topics as “Evangelism and the
Postmodern Mindset.” Monthly men’s breakfasts may deal with
“Evidences for the Resurrection” or “Is Jesus the Only Way?”
New  Song  has  also  invited  faculty  from  the  International
School of Theology to teach courses on “Developing a Christian
World View” and other theological topics.

“I’m trying to find people within the church who have that
sort of passion (for apologetics) and gifts for teaching,”
Haraksin explains. “As I identify them, I’m trying to come
alongside them, develop that passion, and develop them as
leaders.”

If people have questions about science and Christianity, he
wants to be able to refer them to a member with that specialty

http://www.xenos.org


who can help them. He’s setting up an apologetics network at
the local church level.

New Song member Jeff Lampman received a phone call and letter
from a cousin with unusual perspectives on the Bible. “I had
no idea how to respond to him,” Jeff recalls. He showed the
letter  to  Haraksin,  who  recognized  Jehovah’s  Witness
doctrines. When two Jehovah’s Witness members showed up at
Jeff’s door, he invited them to meet with him and Haraksin. “I
was very uncomfortable at first,” Jeff explains, but he grew
in his knowledge of the Bible as he watched Haraksin in action
over the next six months.

The experience “taught me why I believe what I believe,” Jeff
remembers. “Before, if somebody asked me why I believe what I
do, I wouldn’t have a clue as to how to respond to them. Now I
do. George [Haraksin] was a tremendous help. I feel a lot more
confident now and know where to go to get resources to defend
the  faith  effectively.”  He  continues  to  apply  what  he’s
learned as he interacts with skeptical co-workers and helps
equip and encourage other Christians to learn.

Not  everyone  at  New  Song  is  interested  in  apologetics.
Haraksin estimates that about 10 to 20 percent are thirsty
enough to attend weekly meetings if personally encouraged to
do so. Others want answers on a more spontaneous basis when
they  encounter  a  skeptic.  Still  others  have  little  or  no
interest.

“There  is  still  an  anti-intellectualism  in  the  church,”
Haraksin notes. People want to know “Why can’t I just love
God? Why do I need to know all this other stuff?” Society is
on information overload, and some “people don’t want to take
the time to read and study,” which can be frustrating to a
pastor with a burning desire to see people learn.

Haraksin tells of a woman who questioned Jesus’ deity. At
another church she had been told not to ask questions but to



spend time in personal devotions. Haraksin answered some of
her concerns individually and encouraged her to enroll in New
Song’s “Jesus Under Fire” class, which she did. She could ask
questions without fear of causing offense. Soon she became a
solid Christian, committed to the church.

“We’re relational people in a relational culture,” Haraksin
notes. We’re still learning.” This product of his own church’s
equipping ministry is helping to light some fires.

Issues and Answers
Barry Smith is Pastor of Discipleship Ministries at Kendall
Presbyterian Church in Miami. He has a keen desire to see
adults  and  youth  understand  Christianity’s  truth.  Sunday
schools have featured quarters on apologetics and on Christian
ethics. The heart of Kendall’s apologetics emphasis is “Issues
and Answers,” monthly dinner discussions relating faith to the
secular world.

The meetings arose out of conversations between Smith and
hospital chaplain Phil Binie, who had served on the staff of
L’Abri in Switzerland and Holland. (L’Abri is a network of
Christian  study  centers  founded  by  the  late  Dr.  Francis
Schaeffer.) The core group is composed of Kendall members—both
men and women—who are professionals in the community. Leaders
include a Miami Herald editor, a federal judge, a medical
professional, University of Miami professors, an attorney, and
a musician.

Core  members  invite  friends  and  colleagues  to  join  them.
Families,  including  children,  gather  at  a  home  and  enjoy
mealtime  conversation.  After  the  45-minute  dinner,  youth
workers spend time with the children while a group member
guides an hour-long presentation for the adults. Smith led one
on the problem of evil: “If God is good, where did evil come
from?”



Journalistic  ethics  dominated  another  discussion.  A  judge
handled  the  separation  of  church  and  state.  An  English
professor covered “deconstructionism” and literary analysis as
they apply to the Bible, a somewhat perplexing but highly
relevant theme. (Deconstructionism includes a tendency to seek
a  text’s  meaning  not  in  what  the  original  author  likely
intended, but in what readers today want it to say.)

Smith says that at least one person has professed faith in
Christ through a personal search that attending the group
prompted.  All  of  the  non-clergy  members  at  first  felt
uncomfortable sharing their faith outside the church; now all
feel  more  at  ease.  Smith  especially  notes  one  couple  (a
psychology professor and an attorney) who began the program as
young Christians and have experienced dramatic growth as they
have understood how Christianity makes sense in their work
settings.

Smith emphasizes that the “Issues and Answers” format is easy
to  replicate  and  need  not  involve  professional  clergy
leadership. It started informally and at first was not even an
official church ministry. “The idea,” he explains, “was simply
to find people trying to contextualize their Christianity in
the marketplace who could share with us how they do that.”

Scheduling seems the biggest obstacle; professionals’ crowded
calendars can be hard to mesh. But Smith is encouraged by what
the program has accomplished in its two years. He sees a
revival of interest in the works of Francis Schaeffer and
enthusiastically  recommends  them  to  both  believers  and
seekers.

The apostle Peter told believers, “Always be prepared to give
an answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the
hope that you have. But do this with gentleness and respect”
(1 Peter 3:15). Paul wrote that God gives spiritual leaders to
the church “to prepare God’s people for works of service”
(Eph. 4:12). Xenos, New Song, and Kendall churches are taking



those admonitions seriously and are seeing fruit for God’s
kingdom.

This article first appeared in the March/April 1999 issue of
Moody Magazine.

©1999 Rusty Wright. Used by permission. All rights reserved.

The World of the Apostle Paul
Rick Wade examines different aspects of life in the day of the
Apostle Paul: religion, philosophy, the family unit, social
morality, and Christians’ conflict with the culture.

 This article is also available in Spanish.

Religion
The purpose of this essay is to take a look at the Greco-Roman
world in which the Apostle Paul lived so that we can better
comprehend his ministry. Understanding the historical context
helps us to gain such a perspective. We’ll discuss religion,
philosophy, the family unit, and the social morality of the
Hellenistic culture with a concluding look at the conflict
Christians faced.

Let’s  begin  with  the  religion  of  the  first  century.  Two
episodes  in  the  book  of  Acts  provide  insight  into  the
religious  beliefs  and  practices  of  that  time.

In Acts 19 we read about the trouble Paul’s companions got
into  over  His  ministry  in  Ephesus.  Craftsmen  who  made
miniature shrines of Artemis, the local deity, objected to
Paul’s teaching that “man- made gods are no gods at all” (Acts
19:26). In Paul’s world, religion was an integral part of

https://probe.org/the-world-of-the-apostle-paul/
https://www.ministeriosprobe.org/docs/conv-musulman.html
https://www.ministeriosprobe.org/docs/el_mundo.html


everyone’s  life.  State-sponsored  civic  cults  were  one
religious expression participated in by everybody. Historian
Everett  Ferguson  notes  that  “the  most  deeply  ingrained
religious beliefs and practice in both Greece and Rome. . . .
were associated with the traditional civic cult.”(1) The state
both funded and profited by these cults.

Each city had its patron deity. The city of Ephesus honored
Artemis, the goddess of nature and of childbirth. The statue
of Artemis stood in a magnificent temple, four times as large
as  the  Parthenon  in  Athens.  Deities  such  as  Artemis  were
honored  with  festivals,  prayers,  and  sacrifices.  Annual
festivals  included  banquets,  entertainment,  sacrifices,
processions, athletic contests, and the performance of mystery
rites. Prayers included invocation, praise, and petition with
the goal of receiving the favor of the goddess. Sacrifices
were offered for praise, thanksgiving, or supplication.

The riot in Ephesus that resulted from Paul’s teaching was
prompted  partly  by  monetary  concerns;  the  craftsmen  were
afraid of losing business. But the chant, “Great is Artemis of
the  Ephesians”  which  went  on  for  two  hours–by  people  who
didn’t even know what the specific problem was–shows that
money  was  not  the  only  issue.  The  strength  of  religious
devotion to the civic cults was such that Roman emperors saw
the advantage of identifying with them instead of fighting
them. We’ll talk more about that later in this essay.

Ephesus was also a major center of magical activity, another
part of the religious practice of the first century. In Acts
19 we read about practitioners of magic or sorcery forsaking
their practices and burning their scrolls as they publicly
declared their new faith.

The Ephesians’ scrolls contained secret words and formulas
which were used to force the gods to do one’s bidding. The
precise  formula  was  critical.  Practitioners  sought  wealth,
healing, or power; they even used magic in an attempt to gain



another person’s love. Because it was also believed that to
know someone’s true name was to have power over that person,
names and formulas were blended to produce strong magic.

Paul  carried  his  message  to  a  world  with  a  multitude  of
religious beliefs, and the message he proclaimed showed its
power  over  them.  As  we  look  at  our  culture  with  its
increasingly pluralistic religious spectrum, we must remember
that we, too, carry the same gospel with the same power.

Philosophy
When the Apostle Paul visited Athens, he took the message of
Christ to the marketplace where a wide variety of people could
be encountered. Among those he talked to were Epicurean and
Stoic philosophers. We read about his encounter with them in
Acts 17.

Who were these Epicureans and Stoics? I’d like to give a
thumbnail sketch of their ideas about God, man, and the world
which will help us understand why Paul what he did.

Stoicism  and  Epicureanism  were  philosophies  which  were
developed to free people from the concerns of the present
life.

Stoicism was materialistic and pantheistic. That is, Stoics
believed that everything was composed of matter. The higher
form of matter was of a divine nature, and it pervaded the
universe. They called it various things: fire, Zeus, or even
God. They believed that this divine “fire,” or God, generated
the universe and would one day take the universe back into
itself through a great conflagration. This cycle of creation
and conflagration is repeated eternally.

Stoicism was thus deterministic. Things are the way they are
and can’t be changed. To find true happiness, they believed
one should understand the course of nature through reason and
simply accept things the way they are.



In contrast to the Stoics, Paul taught that God is personal
and not a part of this universe. He also taught that there
would be a judgment to come, not a giant conflagration leading
to another cycle.

Epicureans focused on the individual’s happiness, also, but
they went in a completely different direction than the Stoics.
They believed that the way to happiness was through maximizing
pleasure and minimizing pain. Tranquility was sought through a
quiet, contemplative life lived among a community of friends.

Epicureans  were  materialists,  also,  but  they  weren’t
pantheists. They believed the universe was formed from atoms
falling  through  space  which  occasionally  bumped  into  each
other accidentally, eventually forming the stars and planets
and us. When we die, we simply become dissolved into atoms
again. Epicureans believed in the gods, but thought they were
like men, only of a higher order. The gods resided out in
space somewhere, enjoying a life of quiet pleasure like that
of the Epicureans. They had nothing to do with men. Apart from
participation  in  sacrifices  and  religious  rituals  for
aesthetic purposes, Epicureans believed humans needn’t worry
about the gods.

Against the Epicureans, Paul taught that God is involved in
the affairs of His creation and created us specifically to
search  for  Him.  Of  course,  Paul’s  doctrine  of  a  future
judgment didn’t fit with their thinking either.

As Paul evangelized the Greek world, he sometimes used their
terminology and concepts; he even quoted their poets. But he
preached a very different message. Maybe we, too, can find
common ground with our culture by knowing what people believe
and by putting the gospel into terms they understand. Without
modifying the message itself, we must phrase it in a way that
it can be understood. If we don’t, we’ll have a hard time
getting people to listen.



The Family Unit
We’ve given some attention to the religion and philosophy of
Paul’s day, but what about the social structures of the Greco-
Roman world? More specifically, what was the family like in
the first century?

By  the  first  century  A.D.,  marriage  was  mostly  by  mutual
consent. Historian Everett Ferguson describes marriage this
way: “Consent to live together constituted marriage in all
societies, and the procreation of children was its explicit
object.  Marriages  were  registered  in  order  to  make  the
children  legitimate.”(2)  Although  marriages  were  mostly
monogamous, adultery was common. Divorce required only oral or
written notice.

Men had the dominant role in the family. They had absolute
authority over their children and slaves. Wives remained under
their  fathers’  authority.  Men  occupied  their  time  with
business interests and such social outlets as banquets, and
the gymnasia which included exercise facilities, pools, and
lecture halls. These functioned as community centers.

In the husband’s absence the wife might conduct his business
for him. However, managing the home was the wife’s primary
responsibility. Ferguson quotes the Greek writer Apollodorus
who said, “We have courtesans for pleasure, handmaidens for
the day-to- day care of the body, wives to bear legitimate
children  and  to  be  a  trusted  guardian  of  things  in  the
home.”(3)

Women weren’t necessarily confined to the home, however. Some
engaged in occupations as diverse as music, medicine, and
commerce. Many held civic office, and some held leadership
positions in the religious cults.

Children  were  not  considered  a  part  of  the  family  until
acknowledged by the father. They could be sold or exposed if



not wanted.

Parents were on their own to find suitable education for their
children. Girls could go to the elementary schools, but that
was  rare.  They  mostly  learned  household  skills  at  home.
Although most boys learned a trade at home or through an
apprenticeship, they could go through a series of primary,
secondary, and advanced schooling depending on their class
status.  Rote  memorization  was  a  key  element  in  primary
education. Rhetoric was the most important subject in advanced
education.

Slaves were a part of the family unit in the Roman Empire.
They might be obtained through a number of means including
war, child exposure, and the sale of persons to pay debts.
Slaves  might  work  in  the  mines,  in  temples,  in  homes  as
teachers, or in industry; they even held high positions as
administrators  in  civil  bureaucracy.  Slaves  often  earned
enough money to buy their own freedom, although they had to
continue working for their former owners.

Into this society the apostles brought new ideas about the
value  of  the  individual  and  about  family  relationships.
Husbands were to be faithful to their own wives and to love
them as their own bodies. Children were to be seen as much
more than economic assets or liabilities. Masters were told to
treat  slaves  with  justice  and  fairness.  People  today  who
revile Christianity as being “oppressive” probably have no
idea how much it elevated people in the Hellenistic world.

Social Morality
Moral instruction in the Hellenistic world was found more in
philosophy and custom than in religion. Religion was largely
external; that is, it was a matter of ritual more than of
inner transformation. Philosophy sought to teach people how to
live. Philosophers gave much attention to such matters as
virtue, friendship, and civic responsibility.(4)



Historian Everett Ferguson notes that evidence from the Greco-
Roman era indicates that many people lived quite virtuous
lives.  Inscriptions  on  grave  stones,  for  example,  include
praises  for  husbands  and  wives  for  kindness  and
faithfulness.(5)

In  spite  of  all  this,  history  reveals  a  morally  debased
culture  in  the  first  century.  One  example  is  sexual
immorality. “The numerous words in the Greek language for
sexual  relations,”  says  Ferguson,  “suggest  a  preoccupation
with this aspect of life.”(6) As I noted earlier, adultery was
common.  Men  often  had  courtesans  for  physical  pleasure.
Homosexuality between young men or between an older and a
younger man was openly accepted. Temple prostitution was part
of some religious cults.

A low estimate of human worth was exhibited in the Hellenistic
world. Earlier I mentioned child exposure as a way of getting
rid of children. Unwanted babies–more often girls–were put on
the garbage pile or left in some isolated area to die. They
might be picked up to be used, to be sold as slaves, or to
serve as prostitutes.

The brutality of the day was seen most clearly in the games in
the  Roman  amphitheaters.  Ferguson  notes  that,  “The
amphitheaters of the west testify to the lust for blood under
the empire. The spectacles of gladiatorial combat–man against
man, man against animal, and animal against animal–drew huge
crowds  and  replaced  Greek  drama  and  athletics  in
popularity.”(7) Executions were considered less exciting than
mortal combat. Consequently, when executions were included in
the day’s program, they were typically carried out during the
lunch break. One of the ways criminals were disposed of was by
dressing  them  in  animal  skins  and  throwing  them  to  wild
animals.

Such brutality was extended to the Christians in the days of
persecutions. Foxe’s Book of Martyrs records that Nero had



Christians thrown to the wild animals. He also had them dipped
in wax, mounted on trees, and burned like giant torches in his
gardens.(8)

Into this world of immorality and brutality came the message
of love and righteousness found in Jesus. As with Judaism
before, Christianity put religion and morality together. It
revealed God’s standard of goodness and the sacrificial love
of Christ, and it provided the power to attain that standard
through the regenerating work of the Spirit based on Christ’s
work on the cross.

Today, ethics and religion are again separate. And the results
are being seen. But as in the first century, Christians today
have a message of grace for our society: God not only tells us
what is good, He also enables us to be good.

Christians’ Conflict with the Culture
In the early church, the character of Christians was very
important for gaining a hearing and for winning converts as
they boldly gave testimony of their new faith.

What were these Christians like? The writer of the Epistle to
Diognetus, written probably in the early second century, said
this about them: “They marry as do all; they beget children,
but they do not destroy their offspring. They have a common
table, but not a common bed. They are in the flesh, but they
do not live after the flesh. They pass their days on earth,
but they are citizens of heaven. They obey the prescribed
laws, and at the same time surpass the laws by their lives.
They love all men, and are persecuted by all.”(9)

If their lives were of such an exemplary nature, what was it
that got Christians into so much trouble? Two of the most
important factors were their unwillingness to participate in
religious rituals and their refusal to bow before the images
of the emperors.



Earlier I mentioned the importance of the civic religious
cults in the Hellenistic world. The people believed that the
gods  required  their  sacrifices  and  other  observances;
otherwise, they would be angry and take their wrath out on the
people as a whole. For the Christians to refuse to participate
was to risk angering the gods.

The other factor was the matter of emperor worship. When Rome
conquered the Western world, the rulers saw how important
religion was to the people. Rather than fight against this,
they took advantage of it by putting images of the Roman
emperors in places of worship with the other deities. This
wasn’t a big problem for the Greeks. Apart from the fact that
the Romans were their rulers, Greeks weren’t exclusive in
their worship. To worship one deity didn’t preclude worshiping
others as well.

For the Christians, however, Jesus was Lord; there could be no
other gods besides Him, and they couldn’t bow before anyone
who claimed divine authority, including the emperor. However,
since in the minds of the Romans the emperor represented the
state, to refuse to bow before his image was to be an enemy of
the state.

Thus,  because  of  their  refusal  to  participate  in  these
activities, Christians were called atheists and enemies of the
state. Their behavior was baffling to their neighbors. Why
couldn’t they just go through the motions? As I already noted,
religion was non- exclusive. The people didn’t necessarily
believe in the gods to whom they made sacrifice, anyway. And
since there was little or no connection between religion and
ethics,  one’s  religious  activities  didn’t  normally  affect
one’s moral life. So, why couldn’t the Christians just play
along? The reason they couldn’t was that to bow before the
emperors or the gods would be to commit idolatry which was the
fundamental sin in the early church.

Christians in the early church had to decide where they could



conform to their society and where they couldn’t. There was a
difference of opinion as to what was appropriate and what
wasn’t. But it was clear that anyone who would be identified
as a Christian had to draw the line here: Jesus is Lord, and
there is no other.
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