7 Questions Skeptics Ask -
Radio Transcript

Rusty Wright considers some common questions skeptics ask
about our belief in Christianity. He shows us how to answer
these questions from an informed biblical worldview.

Questions of Faith

Picture the scene. You're discussing your faith with a
coworker or neighbor, perhaps over lunch or coffee. You
explain your beliefs but your friend has questions:

How could a loving God allow evil and suffering? The Bible 1is
full of contradictions. What about people who’ve never heard
of Jesus?

How do you feel about these questions and objections? Anxious?
Confused? Defensive? Combative?

Sensitively and appropriately answering questions that
skeptics ask you can be an important part of helping them to
consider Jesus. Peter told us, “In your hearts set apart
Christ as Lord. 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.”{1l} This series
looks at seven common questions skeptics ask and gives you
some pointers on how to respond. Consider first a story.

As the flight from Chicago to Dallas climbed in the sky, I
became engrossed in conversation with the passenger to my
left. “Aimee,” a French businesswoman, asked me about my work.
On learning I was a Christian communicator, she related that a
professing Christian had signed a contract with her, attempted
to lead her to Christ, then later deceitfully undercut her.
“How could a Christian do such a thing?” she asked.
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I told her that Christians weren’t perfect, that some fail
miserably, that many are honest and caring, but that it is
Jesus we ultimately trust. Aimee asked question after
question: How can you believe the Bible? Why do Christians say
there is only one way to God? How does one become a Christian?

I tried to answer her concerns tactfully and explained the
message of grace as clearly as I could. Stories I told of
personal pain seemed to open her up to consider God's love for
her. She did not come to Christ in that encounter, but she
seemed to leave it with a new understanding.

Hurting people everywhere need God. Many are open to
considering Him, but they often have questions they want
answered before they are willing to accept Christ. As
Christian communicators seek to blend grace with truth, {2} an
increasing number of skeptics may give an ear and become
seekers or believers.

As you interact with skeptics, compliment them where you can.
Jesus complimented the skeptical Nathanael for his pursuit of
truth.{3} Listen to their concerns. Your listening ear speaks
volumes. It may surprise you to learn that your attitude can
be just as important as what you know.

Dealing with Objections

How do you deal with questions and objections to faith that
your friends may pose?

When I was a skeptical student, my sometimes-relentless
questions gave my Campus Crusade for Christ friends at Duke
University plenty of practice! I wanted to know if
Christianity was true. After trusting Christ as Savior, I
still had questions.

Bob Prall, the local Campus Crusade director, took interest in
me. At first his answers irritated me, but as I thought them
through they began to make sense. For two years I followed him



around campus, watching him interact. Today, as I am
privileged to encounter inquisitive people around the globe,
much of my speech and manner derive from my mentor.

Consider some guidelines. Pray for wisdom, for His love for
inquirers{4} and for your questioner’s heart. If appropriate,
briefly share the gospel first. The Holy Spirit may draw your
friends to Christ. Don’t push, though. It may be best to
answer their questions first.

Some questions may be intellectual smokescreens. Once a
Georgia Tech philosophy professor peppered me with questions,
which I answered as best I could.

Then I asked him, If I could answer all your questions to your
satisfaction, would you put your life in Jesus’ hands? His
reply: “[Expletive deleted] no!”

Okay. This first objection is one you might have heard:

1. It doesn’t matter what you believe as long as you are
sincere.

I once gave a speech arguing for this proposition. Later, I
reconsidered. In the 1960s, many women took the drug
thalidomide seeking easier pregnancies. Often they delivered
deformed babies. Sincerely swallowing two white pills may cure
your headache if the pills are aspirin. If they are roach
poison, results may differ.

After discussing this point, a widely respected psychologist
told me, “I guess a person could be sincere in what he or she
believed, but be sincerely wrong.” Ultimately faith is only as
valid as its object. Jesus demonstrated by His life, death and
resurrection that He is a worthy object for faith.{5}

Focus on Jesus. Bob Prall taught me to say, “I don’t have
answers to every question. But if my conclusion about Jesus is
wrong, I have a bigger problem. What do I do with the evidence



for His resurrection, His deity and the prophecies He
fulfilled? And what do I do with changed lives, including my
own?”

I don’t have complete answers to every concern you will
encounter, but in what follows I’'ll outline some short
responses that might be useful.

The second question is:
2. Why is there evil and suffering?

Sigmund Freud called religion an illusion that humans invent
to satisfy their security needs. To him, a benevolent, all-
powerful God seemed incongruent with natural disasters and
human evil.

God, though sovereign, gave us freedom to follow Him or to
disobey Him. Oxford scholar C.S. Lewis estimated that eighty
percent of human suffering stems from human choice. Lewis
called pain “God’s megaphone” that alerts us to our need for
Him.{6} This response does not answer all concerns (because
God sometimes does intervene to thwart evil) but it suggests
that the problem of evil is not as great an intellectual
obstacle to belief as some imagine.

Pain’s emotional barrier to belief, however, remains
formidable. When I see God, items on my long list of questions
for Him will include a painful and unwanted divorce, betrayal
by trusted coworkers, and all sorts of disappointing human
behavior and natural disasters. Yet in Jesus’ life, death, and
resurrection{7} I have seen enough to trust Him when He says
He “causes all things to work together for good to those who
love God."”{8}

3. What about those who never hear of Jesus?

Moses said, “The secret things belong to the Lorp.{9} Some
issues may remain mysteries. Gods perfect love and justice far



exceed our own. Whatever He decides will be loving and fair.
One can make a case that God will make the necessary
information available to someone who wants to know Him. An
example: Cornelius, a devout military official. The New
Testament records that God assigned Peter to tell him about

Jesus.{10}

A friend once told me that many asking this question seek a
personal loophole, a way so they wont need to believe 1in
Christ. That statement angered me, but it also described me.
C.S. Lewis in Mere Christianity wrote, “If you are worried
about the people outside [of faith in Christ], the most
unreasonable thing you can do 1s to remain outside
yourself.”{11} If Christianity is true, the most logical
behavior for someone concerned about those without Christ’s
message would be to trust Christ and go tell them about Him.

Here's a tip: When someone asks you a difficult question, if
you don’t know the answer, admit it. Many skeptics appreciate
honesty. Don’t bluff. It's dishonest and often detectable.

4. What about all the contradictions in the Bible?

Ask your questioner for specific examples of contradictions.
Often people have none, but rely on hearsay. If there is a
specific example, consider these guidelines as you respond.

Omission does not necessarily create contradiction. Luke, for
example, writes of two angels at Jesus’ tomb after the
Resurrection.{12} Matthew mentions “an angel.”{13} Is this a
contradiction? If Matthew stated that only one angel was
present, the accounts would be dissonant. As it stands, they
can be harmonized.

Differing accounts aren’t necessarily contradictory. Matthew
and Luke, for example, differ in their accounts of Jesus’
birth. Luke records Joseph and Mary starting in Nazareth,
traveling to Bethlehem (Jesus’ birthplace), and returning to
Nazareth.{14} Matthew starts with Jesus’ birth in Bethlehenm,



relates the family’s journey to Egypt to escape King Herod’s
rage, and recounts their travel to Nazareth after Herod’s
death.{15} The Gospels never claim to be exhaustive records.
Biographers must be selective. The accounts seem
complementary, not contradictory.

Time precludes more complex examples here. But time and again,
supposed biblical problems fade in light of logic, history,
and archaeology. The Bible’'s track record under scrutiny
argues for 1its trustworthiness.

5. Isn’t Christianity just a psychological crutch?

My mentor Bob Prall has often said, “If Christianity is a
psychological crutch, then Jesus Christ came because there was
an epidemic of broken legs.” Christianity claims to meet real
human needs such as those for forgiveness, love, identity and
self-acceptance. We might describe Jesus not as a crutch but
an iron lung, essential for life itself.

Christian faith and 1its benefits can be described 1in
psychological terms but that does not negate its validity.
“Does it work?” 1is not the same question as, “Is it true?”
Evidence supports Christianity’s truthfulness, so we would
expect it to work in individual lives, as millions attest.

A caution as you answer questions: Don’t offer “proof” but
rather evidences for faith. “Proof” can imply an airtight
case, which you don’t have. Aim for certainty “beyond a
reasonable doubt,” just as an attorney might in court.

Don’t quarrel. Lovingly and intelligently present evidence to
willing listeners, not to win arguments but to share good
news. Be kind and gentle.{16} Your life and friendship can
communicate powerfully.

6. How can Jesus be the only way to God?

When I was in secondary school, a recent alumnus visited,



saying he had found Christ at Harvard. I respected his
character and tact and listened intently. But I could not
stomach Jesus’ claim that “I am the way, and the truth, and
the life; no one comes to the Father but through Me.”{17} That
seemed way too narrow.

Two years later, my spiritual and intellectual journey had
changed my view. The logic that drew me (reluctantly) to his
position involves three questions:

e If God exists, could there be only one way to reach Him? To
be open-minded, I had to admit this possibility.

* Why consider Jesus as a candidate for that possible one
way? He claimed 1it. His plan of rescuing humans “by
grace..through faith.. not..works”{18} was distinct from those
requiring works, as many other religions do. These two kinds
of systems were mutually exclusive. Both could be false or
either could be true, but both could not be true.

 Was Jesus’ plan true? Historical evidence for His
resurrection, fulfilled prophecy{19} and deity, and for the
reliability of the New Testament{20} convinced me I could
trust His words.

One more common objection:

7. I could never take the blind leap of faith that believing
in Christ requires.

We exercise faith every day. Few of us comprehend everything
about electricity or aerodynamics, but we have evidence of
their validity. Whenever we use electric lights or airplanes,
we exercise faith not blind faith, but faith based on
evidence. Christians act similarly. The evidence for Jesus 1is
compelling, so one can trust Him on that basis.

As you respond to inquirers, realize that many barriers to
faith are emotional rather than merely intellectual.



As a teenager, I nearly was expelled from secondary school for
some problems I helped create. In my pain and anger I
wondered, “Why would God allow this to happen?” I was mad at
God! In retrospect, I realize I was blaming Him for my own bad
choices. My personal anguish at the time kept me from seeing
that.

Your questioners may be turned off because Christians haven’t
acted like Jesus. Maybe they’re angry at God because of
personal illness, a broken relationship, a loved one’s death,
or personal pain. Ask God for patience and love as you seek to
blend grace with truth. He may use you to help skeptics become
seekers and seekers become His children. I hope He does.
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Was Darwin Wrong? A Rebuttal
to the November 2004 National
Geographic Cover Story

Our authors examine arguments for evolution commonly brought
out by evolutionists. They show these arguments are not as
strong as they purport and in many instances make a stronger
case for 1intelligent design. Every person, especially
Christians, should be aware of the information presented 1in
this article.

Over the last few decades more and more scientists from every
field of discipline have voiced concerns with Darwinian
evolution’s ability to explain the origin and diversity of
life on earth. However, you would not know that from reading a
recent article in National Geographic. The cover of the
November 2004 issue grabs the reader’s attention with the
question, “Was Darwin wrong?” To few people’s surprise, upon
turning to the first page of the article you see the boldfaced
words, “NO. The evidence for Evolution is overwhelming.” But
how can this be when so many scientists are in disagreement?
Is it possible that the five lines of evidence presented in
the article aren’t as indisputable as the reader is led to
believe? What if each one of these evidences for evolution is
fatally flawed? What would evolution have left to stand upon?
It is my opinion, as well as many others’, that this is indeed
the case. Let us critically evaluate each of these five lines
of evidence (embryology, biogeography, morphology,
paleontology, and bacterial resistance to antibiotics) and see
what, if anything, we can conclude from them.
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Embryology

First let’s examine the so-called evidence from embryology,
which Darwin himself considered to be “by far the strongest
single class of facts in favor of” his theory.{1l} National
Geographic asks the question, “Why does the embryo of a mammal
pass through stages resembling stages of the embryo of a
reptile?”{2}This, however, is a loaded question.

This 1line of evidence presented by National Geographic 1is
known as Embryonic Recapitulation, or in other words, as the
embryo develops it passes through stages that retrace its
evolutionary past. This idea was originally developed in the
mid 1800’'s by Ernst Haeckel, which he illustrated with
drawings of embryos of various species. However, as Jonathan
Wells points out in his book Icons of Evolution, this has been
known to be false for over 100 years! Not only were Haeckel’s
drawings fraudulent but the late Stephen J. Gould called them
“the most famous fakes in biology.” Furthermore, embryologist
Walter Garstang also stated in 1922 that the various stages of
embryo development of different species “afford not the
slightest evidence” of similarities with other species
supposed to be their ancestors, stating that Haeckel’s
proposal is “demonstrably unsound.”{3}In 1894 Adam Sedgwick
wrote, “A species 1is distinct and distinguishable from its
allies from the very earliest stages all through the
development.” {4}

So how is National Geographic's question, “Why does the embryo
of a mammal pass through stages resembling stages of the
embryo of a reptile?” a loaded question? Because mammalian
embryos never pass through such stages in the first place!
Darwin’s “strongest” evidence for evolution turns out to be no
evidence at all.



Biogeography

Biogeography, as defined by National Geographic, “is the study
of geographical distribution of 1living creatures—-that is,
which species inhabit which parts of the planet and why.”{5}
National Geographic asks, “Why should [such similar] species
inhabit neighboring patches of habitat?”{6} Why are there
several different species of zebras found in Africa, or dozens
of species of honey creepers in Hawaii, or thirteen species of
finches in the Galapagos Islands? The answer given is that
“similar species occur nearby in space because they have
descended from common ancestors.” There 1is nothing
controversial about that. But I don’t believe that this in
anyway supports the kind of evolution that National Geographic
is trying to promote. Allow me to explain by taking a closer
look at the term “evolution.”

There are two different kinds of “evolution” within the
biological sciences. The first kind of evolution 1is
macroevolution, or, big change over time. Macroevolution
requires a vast amount of new genetic information and
describes the kind of evolution required to make a man out of
a microbe. It is this kind of evolution that is being
propagated by National Geographic.

The second kind of evolution is microevolution which describes
small changes or variations within a kind. For example, you
may breed a pair of dogs and get another dog which is smaller
than both its parents. You may then breed the new smaller dog
and get an even smaller dog. However, there are limits to this
kind of change.{7} No matter how often you repeat this
procedure the dog will only get so small. It is also important
to note that the offspring will always be a dog. You will
never get a non-dog from a dog through this kind of change.
Not to mention this kind of evolution tells us nothing about
where the dog came from in the first place.

So what about National Geographic‘s examples? They are all



examples of microevolution. Why, for example, are there
several species of zebras in Africa? Because they had a common
ancestor that probably lived in Africa—a zebra. Or why are
there thirteen species of finch on the Galapagos Islands?
Because they are all descended from a single pair or group of
finches. To use this kind of observation and try to explain
where a zebra or finch came from in the first place goes
beyond the data and the scientific method, and enters into the
realm of imagination.

Evolutionists are still puzzling over the connection between
these two forms of evolution, macro and micro. Perhaps the
puzzle remains because macroevolution 1is just wishful
thinking.

Morphology

Morphology is a term referring to “a branch of biology that
deals with the form and structure of animals and plants.”{8}
It is presented by National Geographic as having been labeled
by Darwin the “‘very soul of natural history.” So what is this
evidence from morphology that lends itself as “proof” for
microbes-to-man evolution? Simply put, it is that similarities
in shape and design between different species may indicate
that those species have originated from a common ancestor by
way of descent with modification. National Geographic gives a
few examples such as the “five-digit skeletal structure of the
vertebrate hand,” and “the paired bones of our lower legs”
which are also seen “in cats and bats and porpoises and
lizards and turtles.”{9}

Perhaps an easier to follow illustration concerning this 1is
evolutionist Tim Berra’s famous illustration which he used in
his book Evolution and the Myth of Creationism. In it he
states the following:

If you look at a 1953 Corvette and compare it to the latest
model, only the most general resemblances are evident, but if



you compare a 1953 and a 1954 Corvette, side by side, then a
1954 and a 1955 model, and so on, the descent with
modification 1is overwhelmingly obvious. This 1is what
paleontologists do with fossils, and the evidence is so solid
and comprehensive that it cannot be denied by reasonable
people [emphasis in original].{10}

So why is this illustration famous? It’'s because Berra,
although an evolutionist, unwittingly demonstrated why similar
structures across different species 1is just as naturally
attributed to intelligent design. For what do each of these
various Corvette models have in common? They were all designed
and manufactured by the same company, General Motors. In fact,
the Corvette has many design features in common with other
automobiles as well, such as four wheels, a gasoline engine,
brakes, a steering wheel, etc. Why do most cars share these
things, and many others things, in common? Because they are
effective and efficient features designed for the proper
operation of the vehicle. Maybe this is the same reason we
find commonalities between many different kinds of plants and
animals.

It must be granted that if evolution were true, then one would
expect to see similarities between closely related species.
However, as illustrated above, they could also be explained as
the result of a common designer. So how can we tell which it
is?

There are at least two ways. First, if similar structures did
truly descend from a common ancestor, then those structures
should have similar developmental pathways. In other words,
they should develop in a similar manner while still in the
embryonic stage. However, as early as the late 1800’s
scientists observed that this simply isn’t the case.
Embryologist Edmund Wilson in 1894 noted that structures which
appear similar between adults of different species often
differ greatly either in how they form or from where they



form, or both.{11}

Secondly, if similar structures are the result of descent with
modification, then you would expect the development of those
structures to be governed by similar genes. Concerning this
very point biologist Gavin de Beer said, “This is where the
worst shock of all is encountered . . . the inheritance of
homologous structures from a common ancestor . . . cannot be
ascribed to identity of genes.”{12} In other words, different
genes govern the development of similar structures which runs
contrary to what evolution would predict.

{

It would appear then, that morphology, the “‘very’ soul of
natural history,” is more the “ghost” of natural history than
supporting evidence for evolution. There are certainly many
features of organisms resulting from a common ancestry, such
as the beak of the Galapagos finches; but that doesn’t mean
that the beaks of all birds are also related by common
ancestry. Perhaps applying the perspective of Intelligent
Design can help clarify the difference.

Paleontology

Paleontology simply put is the study of the fossil record. So
how does the fossil record support the “theory” of evolution?
According to National Geographic, Darwin observed that species
presumed to be related tend to be found in successive rock
layers.{13} National Geographic asks 1if this 1is just
coincidental. The answer provided, of course, is a firm no.
Rather, they say, it is “because they are related through
evolutionary descent.”{14} Is this conclusion truly supported
by scientific observation?

The biggest problem with identifying a gradual change from one
species into another within the fossil record is that by and
large no such gradual sequence of fossils exists! With the
exception of a few disputed examples, such as the horse and
whale, what truly stands out in the fossil record is sudden



appearance. The late Stephen J. Gould, a world renowned
evolutionist, noted concerning this, “The extreme rarity of
transitional forms in the fossil record persists as the trade
secret of paleontology. The evolutionary trees that adorn our
textbooks have data only at the tips and nodes of their
branches; the rest is inference, however reasonable, not the
evidence of fossils.”{15} This 1is especially true within the
Cambrian rock layer, dated by evolutionists at over 500
million years old, where complex species appear for the first
time with no sign of gradual development from simpler forms.

To illustrate this point, imagine, if you will, that you
covered the entire state of Texas with playing cards. If
someone were to then go for a walk across Texas and
periodically pick up a card at random, what might they begin
to think if all they ever picked up were 2s and aces, and
never any of the cards in between? He might begin to wonder if
those other cards were there at all.

This is precisely what we find within the Cambrian rock layer.
We always find fully formed species, like finding just 2s and
aces, and never any intermediates, like your 3s, 4s, and so
on. In fact, National Geographic even acknowledges this
problem when it compares the fossil record in general to a
film with 999 out of every 1,000 frames missing.{16} It’s more
likely that there are few if any missing frames; rather those
frames never existed in the first place.

Darwin himself, observing the lack of transitional forms
within the fossil record, noted this problem to be “perhaps
the most obvious and serious objection which can be urged
against [his theory of evolution].”{17} Today, with nearly 150
years of advancements in the area of paleontology, the fossil
record still fails to meet the expectation of Darwin’s theory.
This problem goes unaddressed by National Geographic.



Bacterial Resistance to Antibiotics

National Geographic derives a fifth line of evidence from more
recent scientific data. They state, “These new forms of
knowledge overlap one another seamlessly and intersect with
the older forms, strengthening the whole edifice, contributing
further to the certainty that Darwin was right.”{18} Is this
really the case? The most lauded of these “new forms of
knowledge” 1is from the study of bacteria that acquire
resistance to modern medicines. National Geographic states
that “there’s no better or more immediate evidence supporting
the Darwinian theory than this process of forced
transformation among our inimical germs.”{19}

These adaptations are in fact evidence for change over time,
but not the kind that would change a microbe into a man.
Rather, all examples of bacterial resistance are that of
micro-evolution, i.e. change within a kind. For example, a
staph infection 1is caused by a bacterium known as a
Staphylococcus or “staph” for short. Whenever a staph
bacterium acquires resistance to a particular antibiotic, it
still remains a staph. It doesn’t change into a different kind
of bacterium altogether. In fact, no matter how much it
changes, it always remains a staph.

Secondly, when we take a closer look at how bacteria become
resistant to a particular treatment, we find something very
interesting. Just like in humans, information on how bacteria
grow and survive 1is stored in the bacteria’s DNA. Therefore,
if any change is to take place to turn an organism from one
kind to another “more complex” kind, such as a microbe into a
man, 1t must add new information to that organism’s DNA.
However, that is not what we observe taking place in bacteria
at all. New information is never created. Existing information
may be modified, lost, or even exchanged between bacteria, but
never created.

Thirdly, and perhaps most significantly, is that nothing which



National Geographic presents even begins to explain where the
information to make a bacterium came from in the first place.
Rather, and to no surprise to the creationists, the study of
bacterial resistance testifies to an intelligent Designer who
created all living organisms with an ability to adapt to
changing environments.

Conclusion

Modern science has indeed offered us great insight into the
complexities of life and the inner workings of all living
things. Advances 1in population genetics, biochemistry,
molecular biology, and the human genome will surely result in
greater understanding of life on our planet. But unlike what
National Geographic suggests, it is these advances which have
served to convince an increasing number of scientists to
abandon Darwin’s theory as an explanation for the origin of
life on earth. Rather, these advancements point to the
necessity of intelligent design as an added tool in the
toolbox.
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Understanding Our Mormon
Neighbors — As Evangelical
Christians

Mormon missionaries are sounding more and more Llike
evangelical Christians. Has something changed in Mormon
theology? A group of evangelical theologians have opened a
dialogue with their Mormon counterparts and arque that the LDS
movement 1s indeed changing. Don (Closson considers these
changes in Mormon thinking and how it affects our dialogue
with our Mormon neighbors.
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Mormon Neo-orthodoxy?

Have you noticed that Mormons are sounding more and more like
evangelical Christians? In the last few decades individuals
inside the Mormon Church, and many outside, have noticed a
shift in the content and presentation of the Mormon faith.
Certain aspects of Mormon theology, like the physical, limited
nature of God, are either downplayed or left unsaid. Other
aspects, like salvation by faith in the justifying work of
Jesus Christ, are highlighted. Is something significant
happening within Mormonism? Although Mormon theology has been
somewhat fluid over the decades, some feel that a new band of
Mormon scholars are indeed moving the religion in a new
direction and that Christians need to be aware of these
changes if we are to have effective dialogue with our Mormon
neighbors.

Mormon sociologist Kendall White has been writing about this
change in Mormon thinking since the 1960’s. He writes that
traditional Mormon theology produced in the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries by B. H. Roberts, James Talmage,
and John Widtsoe, centered on an “optimistic humanism, finite
theism, and [an] emphasis on human merit in attaining
salvation.”{1} The new movement, called neo-orthodox Mormonism
by some, “stresses the omnipotence and sovereignty of God,
human sinfulness and inability to merit salvation, and the
necessity of salvation by grace.”{2} The primary theological
sources for neo-orthodox Mormons are the Bible and the Book of
Mormon. The later writings of Joseph Smith, including sections
of the Doctrine and Covenants, the Pearl of Great Price, and
the King Follett Discourse are seen as less helpful.

White argues that this theological trend is actually a return
to the earliest form of Mormon beliefs found in the 1830s.
It’'s interesting to note that, while White admits that Mormon
neo-orthodoxy is a valid form of Mormonism, he’s not in favor
of it. On the other hand, Robert Millet, past dean of



Religious Education at Brigham Young University, argues that
the neo-orthodox movement is a positive trend and more in line
with the teachings found in the Book of Mormon.

In the book The New Mormon Challenge evangelical theologian
Carl Mosser writes that neo-orthodox Mormons “promote an
understanding of the relationship between works and grace that
is openly modeled after noted evangelical pastor John
MacArthur’s expositions of ‘Lordship salvation.'”{3} Mosser
also argues that it is these neo-orthodox Mormon writers and
teachers who are influencing typical Mormons today rather than
those who support a more traditional Mormon theology.

The result is a new Mormon synthesis that may cause the
traditional Christian to ask himself, Have the Mormons
returned to the historic orthodox Christian faith? In what
follows we will highlight some of this new Mormon theology in
order to help the reader decide how orthodox neo-orthodox
Mormonism really is.

Recent Events and Historical Patterns

It was a bit of a shock recently when I discovered that Ravi
Zacharias, a highly respected Christian apologist, had
addressed a mixed crowd of Mormons and evangelicals at the
Mormon Temple in Salt Lake City. Even more interesting is the
fact that after his hour long discussion on the exclusivity of
Christ, Zacharias received a standing ovation from the entire
crowd. The apologist was introduced by Dr. Richard Mouw,
president of Fuller Seminary. Dr. Mouw began his comments by
saying “Let me state it clearly, We evangelicals have sinned
against you . . .” He added that not every evangelical has
sinned against Mormons, but he feels that too often we are
guilty of misrepresenting what most Mormons believe and
ignoring their pleas when they protest. He went on to argue
that traditional Christians and Mormons have enough in common
to profit from a dialogue. He explained that, “when my good



friend [and Brigham Young University professor] Bob Millet
says that his only plea when he gets to heaven is ‘the mercy
and merit of Jesus Christ,’ I want to respond by saying with
enthusiasm, ‘Let’s keep talking!'” Topped off with the music
of Michael Card, this was a unique event. It had been over 100
years since the last evangelical spoke in the Temple; Dwight
L. Moody preached there in 1871.

When considering the traditionally negative view that
evangelical Christians have of Mormons, this kind of event can
be difficult to evaluate. Also challenging are the results of
a recent George Barna survey that found 26% of those Mormons
that participated were classified as “born again” by their
responses. How can this be? Are all these Mormons being
disingenuous regarding their true beliefs? Part of the answer
lies in the fact that at any given moment there are more first
generation converts within Mormonism than there are second
generation. Since Mormon evangelism is primarily aimed at the
Christian population, it 1is not surprising that many who
attend Mormon worship services have carried with them a more
traditional theology and are often there because of the youth
programs and the accepting community that often exists within
Mormon Wards.

But another part of the explanation is a movement within
Mormon circles that began with the presidency of Ezra Taft
Benson. It has called Mormons back to their roots by focusing
more on the Bible and the Book of Mormon and away from the
later writings of Joseph Smith. The leaders of this movement
have worked hard to distance themselves from the more
speculative thoughts and writings of past LDS authorities.

Many evangelicals are hoping that the Mormon Church will go
through something similar to the recent changes 1in the
Reorganized Latter Day Saints Church. This group was an early
offshoot from the main LDS Church which never did accept many
of the later writings of Smith. In recent years, its numbers
have declined significantly because many have turned back



towards a traditional evangelical theology.

The Mormon Neo-0Orthodox Movement

Stephen Robinson is professor of ancient Scripture at Brigham
Young University. He and Craig Blomberg, professor of New
Testament at Denver Seminary, co-wrote the book “How Wide the
Divide” which explores both the similarities and distance
between evangelical and Mormon theology regarding revelation,
the nature of God, the person of Christ, and what one must do
to be saved. Robinson passionately implores evangelicals to
not give into a caricature of Mormon theology, one that few
Mormons actually believe. He argues that there are legitimate
reasons for misunderstanding between Mormons and evangelicals.
They both use identical theological terms in different ways;
in fact the LDS Church as a whole lacks a sophisticated
theological language. Also, Mormonism’s lack of professional
clergy, creeds, catechisms, or theologians in the strict sense
often contributes to the confusion.

In his book with Blomberg, Robinson complains that Mormons are
chastised because they take the Bible too literally, actually
believing everything in it that is written about God. He
accuses evangelicals of accepting second and third century
explanations of biblical truth that are dependent upon Greek
philosophical thought rather than on what the Bible actually
says. Both Blomberg and Robinson agree that the two sides hold
to a very different description of God and humanity. But they
also conclude that many of our differences are found in areas
where the Bible is silent and where the Mormon canon has
claimed to fill in the void with new revelation.

However, Robinson’s greatest concern is that evangelicals take
him and other Mormons seriously when they claim to believe
certain things to be true. For instance, Robinson believes
that “through the atonement of Christ, fallen humanity may be
saved by accepting and obeying the gospel of Jesus Christ.”{4}



He also argues that Mormons believe in the God of the Bible,
“the Eternal Father, and in God'’s Son, Jesus Christ, and in
the Holy Ghost.”{5} He adds that they accept the biblical
description of God as three and also one, but not the post-New
Testament attempts to explain how this can be reconciled.

It would be more than impolite to accuse Dr. Robinson of being
less that genuine when he personally claims to believe
something. However, he admits that there is much theological
speculation within Mormon circles and that it can be difficult
to discover exactly what represents official Mormon doctrine.

Let’s consider some specific examples of Dr. Robinson’s
beliefs and compare them to both traditional Mormon and
Christian theology.

Robinson describes God as omniscient, omnipresent, infinite,
eternal, and unchangeable. However, he also believes that God
and man are of the same nature or species, and that God has a
body of flesh and blood. He denies that this constitutes a
finite theism, a charge often attributed to Mormons. Robinson
also states that salvation is only acquired through grace by
faith in Jesus Christ. He argues at length that Mormons do not
believe that one can be justified by works in the eyes of a
righteous and Holy God, but instead that works follow
justification and conversion. He attributes evangelical claims
that Mormons believe otherwise to confusion about Mormon
terminology and a deficient desire to really understand what
Mormons teach.

How do these theological positions compare with traditional
Mormon thought? Is this a new or neo-orthodox Mormonism?
Mormonism has always held that God has attained his position
via a path of eternal progression, and comments to that effect
by past Mormon leaders seem to conflict with Robinson’s
statements. For instance, when Mormon Apostle Orson Hyde said
that God was once a child who rose step by step to be where he
is today, it appears to contradict the idea of an unchangeable



deity. Apostle John Widtsoe states the issue even more
plainly. He says that God “must now be engaged in progressive
development and infinite as God is, he must have been less
powerful in the past than he is today.”{6}

Robinson argues that there was once a time, before the
beginning of our creation, that God was human. But he adds
that any speculation about the events of that time is done so
without support from the Bible or LDS literature. Robinson is
different from earlier Mormons in being unwilling to speculate
on how, or even when God rose from a finite human to an
infinite God, but he still believes that it happened.

Robinson’s beliefs about God are dramatically different from
traditional Christian, and I believe biblical, teachings. The
Mormon god is contingent or dependent on matter rather than
its creator. He is finite in the sense that there was a time
when he was not God, no matter how long ago that might have
been. He is obviously not the First Cause or only self-
existent being. Even though Robinson refuses to speculate on
the origin of God, Mormon views imply that God 1is the
offspring of other Gods, leading to polytheism which the Bible
calls idolatry. As God said through Isaiah long ago, “I am the
LORD, and there is no other; apart from me there is no

God."{7}

Are Mormons Christian?

Above we introduced ideas about salvation from the Mormon
scholar Dr. Stephen Robinson, professor of Ancient Scriptures
at Brigham Young University. He states that individuals are
saved by accepting the gift God has provided in his perfect
Son, Jesus Christ. Robinson believes that “If humans accept
this gift and enter the gospel covenant by making Christ their
Lord, they are justified of their sins, not by their own works
and merits, but by the perfect righteousness of Jesus Christ
accepted on their behalf.”{8} He admits that the LDS Church 1is



thoroughly Arminian, rejecting the Calvinist doctrine of
eternal security, but that this shouldn’t remove them from the
sphere of biblical Christianity.

While not doubting that Dr. Robinson believes all this to be
true, it is difficult to interpret Mormon doctrine in light of
past statements by Mormon leaders and in Mormon writings. For
instance, how do we interpret the Book of Mormon when it
states “for we know that it is by grace we are saved, after
all we can do”?{9} Or when Joseph Smith writes “We believe
that through the Atonement of Christ, all mankind may be
saved, by obedience to the laws and ordinances of the
Gospel”?{10} Even more disconcerting are statements made by
Bruce McConkie, a popular Mormon writer. He writes that,
“Repentance is a gift from God conferred upon those who earn
the right to receive it. It comes by obedience to law.” And
again, he writes, it 1s a gift “reserved for those who abide
the law that entitles them to receive 1it.”{11} These
statements point to an earned salvation based upon individuals
fulfilling legalistic obligations, the kind of religion that
Paul condemns in the book of Galatians.

Mormon teaching tools, such as the booklet Gospel Principles,
also make statements that appear to contradict a gospel of
grace. In a chapter titled “Freedom to Choose” the book
states, “We began to make choices as spirit children in our
Heavenly Father’s presence. Our choices there made us worthy
to come to earth. Our heavenly Father wants us to grow in
faith, power, knowledge, wisdom, and all other good things. If
we keep his commandments and make right choices, we will learn
and understand. We will become like him.”{12} Not only does
this teach that salvation depends on works during this life,
but also on works performed during a pre-existence as spirit
beings.

In spite of the recent changes in Mormon theology, a person
who holds to the full spectrum of Mormon teachings has a view
of God, salvation, and particularly the relationship between



mankind and its creator, that is radically different from what
traditional Christians believe and what we think the Bible
teaches. This is not a reason to stop talking with Mormons; in
fact, it is why we need to continue to express the reasons for
the hope that we have in Christ.
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Mel Gibson’s Passion Film
Ignites Passions

The storm of controversy surrounding Mel Gibson’'s film about
Jesus death has had many facets. Is the movie anti-Semitic?
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Too violent for kids? Would Gibsons Jesus get married?

Representatives of the Jewish Anti-Defamation League and the
Simon Wiesenthal Center feared provocation of anti-Jewish
feelings and violence. Prerelease screenings found warm
response from leaders including Vatican officials and Billy
Graham. Others remained skeptical.

Much of the controversy centers on two questions about the
film and the history it depicts: Were Jewish people
responsible for Jesus death? And, if so, are all Jewish people
thereby Christ killers? Anti-Semitisms ugly stains make
certain fears understandable.

Raised as a Gentile in Miami, I had many Jewish friends.
Miamis Jewish population exceeds that of many cities of
Israel. My classmates talked of Hebrew school, synagogue, and
bar mitzvahs. In school we sang Hanukah songs and Christmas
carols. My parents taught and modeled respect and tolerance.
Anti-Semitism makes my blood boil.

After finding faith as a university student, I explored
concerns about anti-Semitism in biblical accounts of Jesus
death. Jesus was Jewish, as were his early followers. Jewish
people who opposed him aligned against Jewish people who
supported him. This was essentially a Jewish-Jewish conflict.
One faction pressured Pilate, a Roman ruler, into executing
Jesus.

Jewish leaders did not physically hang him on a cross; Roman
executioners did that. But some Jewish people were part of the
mix.

Should all Jewish people bear the guilt for Jesus execution?
Of course not. Neither should all Germans bear guilt for the
Holocaust nor all Christians for racism or anti-Semitism,
pedophilia, corruption, or other outrageous acts of
Christians. We all bear responsibility for our own decisions.



But there 1is another facet to the guilt question. After I
spoke in a University of Miami anthropology class, one student
asked if Jews are responsible for the death of Jesus.
Absolutely, I replied. Jews are responsible for Jesus death.
And so are Christians, Buddhists, Muslims, Hindus, atheists
and agnostics.

Jesus said he came to help plug people into God, to give his
life as a ransom for many. He believed his death would pay the
price necessary to provide forgiveness for all who would
accept it, becoming a bridge linking them to eternity.

According to this perspective, we — all of us — and our flaws
are the reason Jesus went to the cross. Are we guilty of
physically executing him? No. Was it because of us that he
suffered? By his reasoning, yes.

Gibsons film is significant. Of course, I brought my own
biases to the screening. I left impressed with the terrible
pain Jesus endured, especially poignant because I believe he
endured it for me.

Rembrandt, the famous Dutch artist, painted a memorable
depiction of the crucifixion. In it, several people help to
raise the cross to which Jesus is nailed. Light emphasizes one
particular face among the cross-raisers. The face 1is
Rembrandts, a self-portrait. The painter believed he himself
was part of the reason Jesus died.

Gibson told the Associated Press, “I came to a difficult point
in my life and meditating on Christ’'s sufferings, on his
passion, got me through it.” The Passion film and story are
worth considering and discussing among friends of any faith or
of no faith.

© 2005 Probe Ministries



7 Questions Skeptics Ask
About the Validity of
Christianity

Rusty Wright considers some common questions skeptics ask
about our belief in Christianity. He shows us how to answer
these questions from an informed biblical worldview.

Questions of Faith

Picture the scene. You're discussing your faith with a
coworker or neighbor, perhaps over lunch or coffee. You
explain your beliefs but your friend questions:

How could a loving God allow evil and suffering? The Bible
i1s full of contradictions. What about people who’ve never
heard of Jesus?

How do you feel about these questions and objections? Anxious?
Confused? Defensive? Combative?

Sensitively and appropriately answering questions that
skeptics ask you can be an important part of helping them to
consider Jesus. Peter told us, “In your hearts set apart
Christ as Lord. 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.”{1l} This series
looks at seven common questions skeptics ask and gives you
some pointers on how to respond. Consider first a story.

As the flight from Chicago to Dallas climbed in the sky, I
became engrossed in conversation with the passenger to my
left. “Aimee,” a French businesswoman, asked me about my work.
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On learning I was a Christian communicator, she related that a
professing Christian had signed a contract with her, attempted
to lead her to Christ, then later deceitfully undercut her.
“How could a Christian do such a thing?” she asked.

I told her that Christians weren’t perfect, that some fail
miserably, that many are honest and caring, but that it is
Jesus we ultimately trust. Aimee asked question after
question: “How can you believe the Bible?” “Why do Christians
say there is only one way to God?” “How does one become a
Christian?”

I tried to answer her concerns tactfully and explained the
message of grace as clearly as I could. Stories I told of
personal pain seemed to open her up to consider God’s love for
her. She did not come to Christ in that encounter, but she
seemed to leave it with a new understanding.

Hurting people everywhere need God. Many are open to
considering Him, but they often have questions they want
answered before they are willing to accept Christ. As
Christian communicators seek to blend grace with truth, {2} an
increasing number of skeptics may give an ear and become
seekers or believers.

As you interact with skeptics, compliment them where you can.
Jesus complimented the skeptical Nathanael for his pursuit of
truth.{3} Listen to their concerns. Your listening ear speaks
volumes. It may surprise you to learn that your attitude can
be just as important as what you know.

Dealing with Objections

How do you deal with questions and objections to faith that
your friends may pose?

When I was a skeptical student, my sometimes-relentless
questions gave my Campus Crusade for Christ friends at Duke
University plenty of practice! I wanted to know if



Christianity was true. After trusting Christ as Savior, I
still had questions.

Bob Prall, the local Campus Crusade director, took interest in
me. At first his answers irritated me, but as I thought them
through they began to make sense. For two years I followed him
around campus, watching him interact. Today, as I am
privileged to encounter inquisitive people around the globe,
much of my speech and manner derive from my mentor.

Consider some guidelines. Pray for wisdom, for His love for
inquirers{4} and for your questioner’s heart. If appropriate,
briefly share the gospel first. The Holy Spirit may draw your
friends to Christ. Don’t push, though. It may be best to
answer their questions first.

Some questions may be intellectual smokescreens. Once a
Georgia Tech philosophy professor peppered me with questions,
which I answered as best I could.

Then I asked him, “If I could answer all your questions to
your satisfaction, would you put your life in Jesus’ hands?”
His reply: “[Expletive deleted] no!”

Okay. This first objection is one you might have heard:

1. It doesn’t matter what you believe as long as you are
sincere.

I once gave a speech arguing for this proposition. Later, I
reconsidered. In the 1960s, many women took the drug
thalidomide seeking easier pregnancies. Often they delivered
deformed babies. Sincerely swallowing two white pills may cure
your headache if the pills are aspirin. If they are roach
poison, results may differ.

After discussing this point, a widely respected psychologist
told me, “I guess a person could be sincere in what he or she
believed, but be sincerely wrong.” Ultimately faith is only as



valid as its object. Jesus demonstrated by His life, death and
resurrection that He is a worthy object for faith.{5}

Focus on Jesus. Bob Prall taught me to say, “I don’t have
answers to every question. But if my conclusion about Jesus 1is
wrong, I have a bigger problem. What do I do with the evidence
for His resurrection, His deity and the prophecies He
fulfilled? And what do I do with changed lives, including my
own?”

I don’t have complete answers to every concern you will
encounter, but in what follows I’'ll outline some short
responses that might be useful.

The second question is:
2. Why is there evil and suffering?

Sigmund Freud called religion an illusion that humans invent
to satisfy their security needs. To him, a benevolent, all-
powerful God seemed incongruent with natural disasters and
human evil.

God, though sovereign, gave us freedom to follow Him or to
disobey Him. Oxford scholar C.S. Lewis estimated that eighty
percent of human suffering stems from human choice. Lewis
called pain “God’s megaphone” that alerts us to our need for
Him.{6} This response does not answer all concerns (because
God sometimes does intervene to thwart evil) but it suggests
that the problem of evil is not as great an intellectual
obstacle to belief as some imagine.

Pain’s emotional barrier to belief, however, remains
formidable. When I see God, items on my long list of questions
for Him will include a painful and unwanted divorce, betrayal
by trusted coworkers, and all sorts of disappointing human
behavior and natural disasters. Yet in Jesus’ life, death, and
resurrection{7} I have seen enough to trust Him when He says
He “causes all things to work together for good to those who



love God."”{8}
3. What about those who never hear of Jesus?

Moses said, “The secret things belong to the Loro.”{9} Some
issues may remain mysteries. God’'s perfect love and justice
far exceed our own. Whatever He decides will be loving and
fair. One can make a case that God will make the necessary
information available to someone who wants to know Him. An
example: Cornelius, a devout military official. The New
Testament records that God assigned Peter to tell him about

Jesus.{10}

A friend once told me that many asking this question seek a
personal loophole, a way so they won’t need to believe in
Christ. That statement angered me, but it also described me.
C.S. Lewis in Mere Christianity wrote, “If you are worried
about the people outside [of faith in Christ], the most
unreasonable thing you can do 1s to remain outside
yourself.”{11} If Christianity is true, the most logical
behavior for someone concerned about those without Christ’s
message would be to trust Christ and go tell them about Him.

Here's a tip: When someone asks you a difficult question, if
you don’t know the answer, admit it. Many skeptics appreciate
honesty. Don’t bluff. It's dishonest and often detectable.

4. What about all the contradictions in the Bible?

Ask your questioner for specific examples of contradictions.
Often people have none, but rely on hearsay. If there is a
specific example, consider these guidelines as you respond.

Omission does not necessarily create contradiction. Luke, for
example, writes of two angels at Jesus’ tomb after the
Resurrection.{12} Matthew mentions “an angel.”{13} Is this a
contradiction? If Matthew stated that only one angel was
present, the accounts would be dissonant. As it stands, they
can be harmonized.



Differing accounts aren’t necessarily contradictory. Matthew
and Luke, for example, differ in their accounts of Jesus’
birth. Luke records Joseph and Mary starting in Nazareth,
traveling to Bethlehem (Jesus’ birthplace), and returning to
Nazareth.{14} Matthew starts with Jesus’ birth in Bethlehenm,
relates the family’s journey to Egypt to escape King Herod's
rage, and recounts their travel to Nazareth after Herod’s
death.{15} The Gospels never claim to be exhaustive records.
Biographers must be selective. The accounts seem
complementary, not contradictory.

Time precludes more complex examples here. But time and again,
supposed biblical problems fade in light of logic, history,
and archaeology. The Bible’'s track record under scrutiny
argues for 1its trustworthiness.

5. Isn't Christianity just a psychological crutch?

My mentor Bob Prall has often said, “If Christianity 1is a
psychological crutch, then Jesus Christ came because there was
an epidemic of broken legs.” Christianity claims to meet real
human needs such as those for forgiveness, love, identity and
self-acceptance. We might describe Jesus not as a crutch but
an iron lung, essential for life itself.

Christian faith and its benefits can be described 1in
psychological terms but that does not negate its validity.
“Does it work?” is not the same question as, “Is it true?”
Evidence supports Christianity’s truthfulness, so we would
expect it to work in individual lives, as millions attest.

A caution as you answer questions: Don’t offer “proof” but
rather evidences for faith. “Proof” can imply an airtight
case, which you don’t have. Aim for certainty “beyond a
reasonable doubt,” just as an attorney might in court.

Don’t quarrel. Lovingly and intelligently present evidence to
willing listeners, not to win arguments but to share good
news. Be kind and gentle.{16} Your life and friendship can



communicate powerfully.
6. How can Jesus be the only way to God?

When I was in secondary school, a recent alumnus visited,
saying he had found Christ at Harvard. I respected his
character and tact and listened intently. But I could not
stomach Jesus’ claim that “I am the way, and the truth, and
the life; no one comes to the Father but through Me.”{17} That
seemed way too narrow.

Two years later, my spiritual and intellectual journey had
changed my view. The logic that drew me (reluctantly) to his
position involves three questions:

e If God exists, could there be only one way to reach Him?
To be open-minded, I had to admit this possibility.

» Why consider Jesus as a candidate for that possible one
way? He claimed it. His plan of rescuing humans — “by
grace..through faith..not..works”{18} was distinct from those
requiring works, as many other religions do. These two kinds
of systems were mutually exclusive. Both could be false or
either could be true, but both could not be true.

e Was Jesus’ plan true? Historical evidence for His
resurrection, fulfilled prophecy{19} and deity, and for the
reliability of the New Testament{20} convinced me I could
trust His words.

One more common objection:

7. I could never take the blind leap of faith that believing
in Christ requires.

We exercise faith every day. Few of us comprehend everything
about electricity or aerodynamics, but we have evidence of
their validity. Whenever we use electric lights or airplanes,
we exercise faith — not blind faith, but faith based on
evidence. Christians act similarly. The evidence for Jesus 1is



compelling, so one can trust Him on that basis.

As you respond to inquirers, realize that many barriers to
faith are emotional rather than merely intellectual.

As a teenager, I nearly was expelled from secondary school for
some problems I helped create. In my pain and anger I
wondered, “Why would God allow this to happen?” I was mad at
God! In retrospect, I realize I was blaming Him for my own bad
choices. My personal anguish at the time kept me from seeing
that.

Your questioners may be turned off because Christians haven’t
acted like Jesus. Maybe they’re angry at God because of
personal illness, a broken relationship, a loved one’s death,
or personal pain. Ask God for patience and love as you seek to
blend grace with truth. He may use you to help skeptics become
seekers and seekers become His children. I hope He does.
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Cultural Relativism

Kerby Anderson presents the basics of cultural relativism and
evaluates it from a Christian worldview perspective.

Comparing the tenets of cultural relativism to a biblical view
of ethics shows how these popular ideas fail the
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reasonableness test.
This article is also available in Spanish. =]

John Dewey

ERWINLL

88 Any student in a class on anthropology cannot help
but notice the differences between various cultures of the
world. Differences in dress, diet, and social norms are
readily apparent. Such diversity in terms of ethics and
justice are also easily seen and apparently shaped by the
culture in which we live.

If there is no transcendent ethical standard, then often
culture becomes the ethical norm for determining whether an
action is right or wrong. This ethical system is known as
cultural relativism.{1l} Cultural relativism is the view that
all ethical truth is relative to a specific culture. Whatever
a cultural group approves 1is considered right within that
culture. Conversely, whatever a cultural group condemns 1is
wrong.

The key to cultural relativism is that right and wrong can
only be judged relative to a specified society. There 1is no
ultimate standard of right and wrong by which to judge
culture.

A famous proponent of this view was John Dewey, often
considered the father of American education. He taught that
moral standards were like language and therefore the result of
custom. Language evolved over time and eventually became
organized by a set of principles known as grammar. But
language also changes over time to adapt to the changing
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circumstances of its culture.

Likewise, Dewey said, ethics were also the product of an
evolutionary process. There are no fixed ethical norms. These
are merely the result of particular cultures attempting to
organize a set of moral principles. But these principles can
also change over time to adapt to the changing circumstances
of the culture.

This would also mean that different forms of morality evolved
in different communities. Thus, there are no universal ethical
principles. What may be right in one culture would be wrong in
another culture, and vice versa.

Although it is hard for us in the modern world to imagine, a
primitive culture might value genocide, treachery, deception,
even torture. While we may not like these traits, a true
follower of cultural relativism could not say these are wrong
since they are merely the product of cultural adaptation.

Clifford Gertz argued that culture must be seen as “webs of
meaning” within which humans must live.{2} Gertz believed that
“Humans are shaped exclusively by their culture and therefore
there exists no unifying <cross-cultural human
characteristics.”{3}

As we will see, cultural relativism allows us to be tolerant
toward other cultures, but it provides no basis to judge or
evaluate other cultures and their practices.

William Graham Sumner

A key figure who expanded on Dewey’s ideas was William Graham
Sumner of Yale University. He argued that what our conscience
tells us depends solely upon our social group. The moral
values we hold are not part of our moral nature, according to
Sumner. They are part of our training and upbringing.

Sumner argued in his book, Folkways: “World philosophy, life



policy, right, rights, and morality are all products of the
folkways.”{4} In other words, what we perceive as conscience
is merely the product of culture upon our minds through
childhood training and cultural influence. There are no
universal ethical principles, merely different cultural
conditioning.

Sumner studied all sorts of societies (primitive and
advanced), and was able to document numerous examples of
cultural relativism. Although many cultures promoted the idea,
for example, that a man could have many wives, Sumner
discovered that in Tibet a woman was encouraged to have many
husbands. He also described how some Eskimo tribes allowed
deformed babies to die by being exposed to the elements. In
the Fiji Islands, aged parents were killed.

Sumner believed that this diversity of moral values clearly
demonstrated that culture is the sole determinant of our
ethical standards. In essence, culture determines what 1is
right and wrong. And different cultures come to different
ethical conclusions.

Proponents of cultural relativism believe this cultural
diversity proves that culture alone is responsible for our
morality. There is no soul or spirit or mind or conscience.
Moral relativists say that what we perceive as moral
convictions or conscience are the byproducts of culture.

The strength of cultural relativism is that it allows us to
withhold moral judgments about the social practices of another
culture. In fact, proponents of cultural relativism would say
that to pass judgment on another culture would be
ethnocentric.

This strength, however, 1is also a major weakness. Cultural
relativism excuses us from judging the moral practices of
another culture. Yet we all feel compelled to condemn such
actions as the Holocaust or ethnic cleansing. Cultural



relativism as an ethical system, however, provides no
foundation for doing so.

Melville Herskovits

Melville J. Herskovits wrote in Cultural Relativism:
“Judgments are based on experience, and experience 1s
interpreted by each individual in terms of his own
enculturation.”{5} In other words, a person’s judgment about
what 1s right and wrong is determined by their cultural
experiences. This would include everything from childhood
training to cultural pressures to conform to the majority
views of the group. Herskovits went on to argue that even the
definition of what is normal and abnormal is relative to
culture.

He believed that cultures were flexible, and so ethical norms
change over time. The standard of ethical conduct may change
over time to meet new cultural pressures and demands. When
populations are unstable and infant mortality is high,
cultures value life and develop ethical systems to protect it.
When a culture is facing overpopulation, a culture redefines
ethical systems and even the value of life. Life is valuable
and sacred in the first society. Mercy killing might become
normal and acceptable in the second society.

Polygamy might be a socially acceptable standard for society.
But later, that society might change its perspective and
believe that it is wrong for a man to have more than one wife.
Herskovits believed that whatever a society accepted or
rejected became the standard of morality for the individuals
in that society.

He believed that “the need for a cultural relativistic point
of view has become apparent because of the realization that
there is no way to play this game of making judgment across
cultures except with loaded dice.”{6} Ultimately, he believed,
culture determines our moral standards and attempting to



compare or contrast cultural norms is futile.

In a sense, the idea of cultural relativism has helped
encourage such concepts as multiculturalism and postmodernism.
After all, if truth is created not discovered, then all truths
created by a particular culture are equally true. This would
mean that cultural norms and institutions should be considered
equally valid if they are useful to a particular group of
people within a culture.

And this is one of the major problems with a view of cultural
relativism: you cannot judge the morality of another culture.
If there is no objective standard, then someone in one culture
does not have a right to evaluate the actions or morality of
another culture. Yet in our hearts we know that certain things
like racism, discrimination, and exploitation are wrong.

Evolutionary Ethics

Foundational to the view of cultural relativism is the theory
of evolution. Since social groups experience cultural change
with the passage of time, changing customs and morality evolve
differently in different places and times.

Anthony Flew, author of Evolutionary Ethics, states his
perspective this way: “All morals, ideas and ideals have been
originated in the world; and that, having thus in the past
been subject to change, they will presumably in the future
too, for better or worse, continue to evolve.”{7} He denies
the existence of God and therefore an objective, absolute
moral authority. But he also believes in the authority of a
value system.

His theory 1is problematic because it does not adequately
account for the origin, nature, and basis of morals. Flew
suggests that morals somehow originated in this world and are
constantly evolving.

Even if we concede his premise, we must still ask, Where and



when did the first moral value originate? Essentially, Flew is
arguing that a value came from a non-value. In rejecting the
biblical idea of a Creator whose character establishes a moral
standard for values, Flew is forced to attempt to derive an
ought from an 1is.

Evolutionary ethics rests upon the assumption that values are
by nature constantly changing or evolving. It claims that it
is of value that values are changing. But is this value
changing?

If the answer to this question is no, then that would mean
that moral values don’t have to always change. And if that 1is
the case, then there could be unchanging values (known as
absolute standards). However, if the value that values change
is itself unchanging, then the view is self-contradictory.

Another form of evolutionary ethics is sociobiology. E. O.
Wilson of Harvard University 1s a major advocate of
sociobiology, and claims that scientific materialism will
eventually replace traditional religion and other
ideologies.{8}

According to sociobiology, human social systems have been
shaped by an evolutionary process. Human societies exist and
survive because they work and because they have worked in the
past.

A key principle 1is the reproductive imperative.{9} The
ultimate goal of any organism is to survive and reproduce.
Moral systems exist because they ultimately promote human
survival and reproduction.

Another principle is that all behavior is selfish at the most
basic level. We love our children, according to this view,
because love is an effective means of raising effective
reproducers.

At the very least, sociobiology is a very cynical view of



human nature and human societies. Are we really to believe
that all behavior is selfish? Is there no altruism?

The Bible and human experience seem to strongly contradict
this. Ray Bohlin’s article on the Probe Web site provides a
detailed refutation of this form of evolutionary ethics.{10}

Evaluating Cultural Relativism

In attempting to evaluate cultural relativism, we should
acknowledge that we could indeed learn many things from other
cultures. We should never fall into the belief that our
culture has all the answers. No culture has a complete
monopoly on the truth. Likewise, Christians must guard against
the assumption that their Christian perspective on their
cultural experiences should be normative for every other
culture.

However, as we have already seen, the central weakness of
cultural relativism is its unwillingness to evaluate another
culture. This may seem satisfactory when we talk about
language, customs, even forms of worship. But this non-
judgmental mindset breaks down when confronted by real evils
such as slavery or genocide. The Holocaust, for example,
cannot be merely explained away as an appropriate cultural
response for Nazi Germany.

Cultural relativism faces other philosophical problems. For
example, it is insufficient to say that morals originated in
the world and that they are constantly changing. Cultural
relativists need to answer how value originated out of non-
value. How did the first value arise?

Fundamental to cultural relativism is a belief that values
change. But if the value that values change is itself
unchanging, then this theory claims an unchanging value that
all values change and evolve. The position is self-
contradictory.
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Another important concern 1is conflict. If there are no
absolute values that exist trans-culturally or externally to
the group, how are different cultures to get along when values
collide? How are we to handle these conflicts?

Moreover, is there ever a place for courageous individuals to
challenge the cultural norm and fight against social evil?
Cultural relativism seems to leave no place for social
reformers. The abolition movement, the suffrage movement, and
the civil rights movement are all examples of social movements
that ran counter to the social circumstances of the culture.
Abolishing slavery and providing rights to citizens are good
things even if they were opposed by many people within
society.

The Bible provides a true standard by which to judge attitudes
and actions. Biblical standards can be used to judge
individual sin as well as corporate sin institutionalized
within a culture.

By contrast, culture cannot be used to judge right and wrong.
A changing culture cannot provide a fixed standard for
morality. Only God’'s character, revealed in the Bible provides
a reliable measure for morality.
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American Government and
Christianity - A Biblical
Worldview Perspective

Kerby Anderson looks at how a Christian, biblical framework
operated as a critical force in establishing our constitution
and governmental system. The founders views on the nature of
man and the role of government were derived from their
biblical foundation.

America’s Christian Roots

The founding of this country as well as the framing of the key
political documents rests upon a Christian foundation. That
doesn’t necessarily mean that the United States is a Christian
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nation, although some framers used that term. But it does mean
that the foundations of this republic presuppose a Christian
view of human nature and God’'s providence.

In previous articles we have discussed “The Christian Roots of
the Declaration and Constitution” [on the Web as “The
Declaration and the Constitution: Their Christian Roots” ] and
provided an overview of the books 0On Two Wings and One Nation
Under God. Our focus in this article will be to pull together
many of the themes of these resources and combine them with
additional facts and quotes from the founders.

First, what was the perspective of the founders of America?
Consider some of these famous quotes.

John Adams was the second president of the United States. He
saw the need for religious values to provide the moral base
line for society. He stated in a letter to the officers of the
First Brigade of the Third Division of the Militia of
Massachusetts:

We have no government armed with power capable of contending
with human passions unbridled by morality and religion.
Avarice, ambition, revenge, or gallantry, would break the
strongest cords of our Constitution as a whale goes through a
net. Our Constitution was made only for a moral and religious
people. It 1is wholly inadequate to the government of any
other.{1}

In fact, John Adams wasn’t the only founding father to talk
about the importance of religious values. Consider this
statement from George Washington during his Farewell Address:

And let us with caution indulge the supposition, that
morality can be maintained without religion. Whatever may be
conceded to the influence of refined education on minds of
peculiar structure, reason and experience both forbid us to
expect that national morality can prevail in exclusion of
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religious principle.{2}

Two hundred years after the establishment of the Plymouth
colony in 1620, Americans gathered at that site to celebrate
its bicentennial. Daniel Webster was the speaker at this 1820
celebration. He reminded those in attendance of this nation’s
origins:

Let us not forget the religious character of our origin. Our
fathers were brought hither by their high veneration for the
Christian religion. They journeyed by its light, and labored
in 1its hope. They sought to incorporate its principles with
the elements of their society, and to diffuse its influence
through all their 1institutions, civil, political, or
literary.{3}

Religion, and especially the Christian religion, was an
important foundation to this republic.

Christian Character

It is clear that the framers of this new government believed
that the people should elect and support leaders with
character and integrity. George Washington expressed this in
his Farewell Address when he said, “0Of all the dispositions
and habits which lead to political prosperity, Religion and
Morality are indispensable supports.”

Benjamin Rush talked about the religious foundation of the
republic that demanded virtuous leadership. He said that, “the
only foundation for a useful education in a republic is to be
laid on the foundation of religion. Without this there can be
no virtue, and without virtue there can be no liberty, and
liberty is the object and 1life of all republican
governments.”{4}

He went on to explain that



A Christian cannot fail of being a republican . . . for every
precept of the Gospel inculcates those degrees of humility,
self- denial, and brotherly kindness which are directly
opposed to the pride of monarchy. . . . A Christian cannot
fail of being useful to the republic, for his religion
teaches him that no man “liveth to himself.” And lastly a
Christian cannot fail of being wholly inoffensive, for his
religion teaches him in all things to do to others what he
would wish, in like circumstances, they should do to him.{5}

Daniel Webster understood the importance of religion, and
especially the Christian religion, in this form of government.
In his famous Plymouth Rock speech of 1820 he said,

Lastly, our ancestors established their system of government
on morality and religious sentiment. Moral habits, they
believed, cannot safely be trusted on any other foundation
than religious principle, nor any government be secure which
is not supported by moral habits. . . .Whatever makes men
good Christians, makes them good citizens.{6}

John Jay was one of the authors of the Federalist Papers and
became America’s first Supreme Court Justice. He also served
as the president of the American Bible Society. He understood
the relationship between government and Christian values. He
said, “Providence has given to our people the choice of their
rulers, and it is the duty, as well as the privilege and
interest of our Christian nation to select and prefer
Christians for their rulers.”{7}

William Penn writing the Frame of Government for his new
colony said, “Government, like clocks, go from the motion men
give them; and as governments are made and moved by men, so by
them they are ruined too. Wherefore governments rather depend
upon men, than men upon governments. Let men be good, and the
government cannot be bad.”{8}



The founders believed that good character was vital to the
health of the nation.

New Man

Historian C. Gregg Singer traces the line of influence from
the seventeenth century to the eighteenth century in his book,
A Theological Interpretation of American History. He says,

Whether we look at the Puritans and their fellow colonists of
the seventeenth century, or their descendants of the
eighteenth century, or those who framed the Declaration of
Independence and the Constitution, we see that their
political programs were the rather clear reflection of a
consciously held political philosophy, and that the various
political philosophies which emerged among the American
people were 1intimately related to the theological
developments which were taking place. . . . A Christian world
and life view furnished the basis for this early political
thought which guided the American people for nearly two
centuries and whose crowning lay in the writing of the
Constitution of 1787.{9}

Actually, the line of influence extends back even further.
Historian Arnold Toynbee, for example, has written that the
American Revolution was made possible by American
Protestantism. Page Smith, writing in the Religious Origins of
the American Revolution, cites the influence of the Protestant
Reformation. He believes that

The Protestant Reformation produced a new kind of
consciousness and a new kind of man. The English Colonies in
America, in turn, produced a new unique strain of that
consciousness. It thus follows that it 1is 1impossible to
understand the intellectual and moral forces behind the
American Revolution without understanding the role that
Protestant Christianity played in shaping the 1ideals,



principles and institutions of colonial America.{10}

Smith argues that the American Revolution “started, in a
sense, when Martin Luther nailed his 95 theses to the church
door at Wittenburg.” It received “its theological and
philosophical underpinnings from John Calvin’s Institutes of
the Christian Religion and much of its social theory from the
Puritan Revolution of 1640-1660.{11}

Most people before the Reformation belonged to classes and
social groups which set the boundaries of their worlds and
established their identities. The Reformation, according to
Smith, changed these perceptions. Luther and Calvin, in a
sense, created a re- formed individual in a re-formed world.

Key to this is the doctrine of the priesthood of the believer
where each person is “responsible directly to God for his or
her own spiritual state... The individuals who formed the new
congregations established their own churches, chose their own
ministers, and managed their own affairs without reference to
an ecclesiastical hierarchy.”{12}

These re-formed individuals began to change their world
including their view of government and authority.

Declaration of Independence

Let’s look at the Christian influence on the Declaration of
Independence. Historian Page Smith points out that Thomas
Jefferson was not only influenced by secular philosophers, but
was also influenced by the Protestant Reformation. He says,

Jefferson and other secular-minded Americans subscribed to
certain propositions about law and authority that had their
roots in the Protestant Reformation. It is a scholarly
common-place to point out how much Jefferson (and his fellow
delegates to the Continental Congress) were influenced by
Locke. Without disputing this we would simply add that an



older and deeper influence — John Calvin — was of more
profound importance.{13}

Another important influence was William Blackstone. Jefferson
drew heavily on the writings of this highly respected jurist.
In fact, Blackstone’s Commentaries on the Laws of England were
among Jefferson’s most favorite books.

In his section on the “Nature of Laws in General,” Blackstone
wrote, “as man depends absolutely upon his Maker for
everything, it is necessary that he should, in all points,
conform to his Maker’s will. This will of his Maker is called
the law of nature.”{14}

In addition to the law of nature, the other source of law is
from divine revelation. “The doctrines thus delivered we call
the revealed or divine law, and they are to be found only in
the Holy Scriptures.” According to Blackstone, all human laws
depended either upon the law of nature or upon the law of
revelation found in the Bible: “Upon these two foundations,
the law of nature and the law of revelation, depend all human

laws.”{15}

Samuel Adams argues in “The Rights of the Colonists” that they
had certain rights. “Among the natural Rights of the Colonists
are these: First, a Right to Life; second, to Liberty; third,
to Property; . . . and in the case of intolerable oppression,
civil or religious, to leave the society they belong to, and
enter into another. When men enter into society, it is by
voluntary consent.”{16} This concept of natural rights also
found its way into the Declaration of Independence and
provided the justification for the American Revolution.

The Declaration was a bold document, but not a radical one.
The colonists did not break with England for “light and
transient causes.” They were mindful that they should be “in
subjection to governing authorities” which “are established by
God” (Rom. 13:1). Yet when they suffered from a “long train of



abuses and usurpations,” they believed that “it is the right
of the people to alter or abolish [the existing government]
and to institute a new government.”

Constitution

The Christian influence on the Declaration is clear. What
about the Constitution?

James Madison was the chief architect of the Constitution as
well as one of the authors of the Federalist Papers. It is
important to note that as a youth, he studied under a Scottish
Presbyterian, Donald Robertson. Madison gave the credit to
Robertson for “all that I have been in life.”{17} Later he was
trained in theology at Princeton under the Reverend John
Witherspoon. Scholars believe that Witherspoon’s Calvinism
(which emphasized the fallen nature of man) was an important
source for Madison's political ideas.{18}

The Constitution was a contract between the people and had its
origins in American history a century earlier:

One of the obvious by-products [of the Reformation] was the
notion of a contract entered into by two people or by the
members of a community amongst themselves that needed no
legal sanctions to make it binding. This concept of the
Reformers made possible the formation of contractuals or, as
the Puritans called them, “covenanted” groups formed by
individuals who signed a covenant or agreement to found a
community. The most famous of these covenants was the
Mayflower Compact. In it the Pilgrims formed a “civil body
politic,” and promised to obey the laws their own government
might pass. In short, the individual Pilgrim invented on the
spot a new community, one that would be ruled by laws of its

making.{19}

Historian Page Smith believes, “The Federal Constitution was
in this sense a monument to the reformed consciousness. This



new sense of time as potentiality was a vital element in the
new consciousness that was to make a revolution and, what was
a good deal more difficult, form a new nation.”{20}

Preaching and teaching within the churches provided the
justification for the revolution and the establishment of a
new nation. Alice Baldwin, writing in The New England Clergy
and the American Revolution, says,

The teachings of the New England ministers provide one line
of unbroken descent. For two generations and more New
Englanders had . . . been taught that these rights were
sacred and came from God and that to preserve them they had a
legal right of resistance and, 1f necessary a right to .
alter and abolish governments and by common consent establish
new ones.{21}

Christian ideas were important in the founding of this
republic and the framing of our American governmental
institutions. And I believe they are equally important in the
maintenance of that republic.
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“What Do You Say When People
Call Christians Hypocrites?”

I was just wondering.. when people call Christians hypocrites,
what is a good response? Isn’t everyone a hypocrite in one way
or another? I mean, I TRY not to be one, but like all humans,
I mess up. Thankfully I am a Christian and have God’s
forgiveness. What is a quick reply that I can give people who
accuse me of hypocrisy?

That 1s a tough accusation, for sure. Too bad it’s so often
accurate.

I would agree with the person that many Christians are indeed
hypocrites, and it saddens God greatly. But you might remark
that the church is supposed to be a hospital for sick people,
not a museum for perfect people.

Sometimes, the “Christians are hypocrites” charge is nothing
but a smokescreen, which is why I would ask if they have any
personal experience with it, or if it’'s just something they’ve
heard and they’'re using it to keep distance between themselves
and Christians. Or, more accurately, between themselves and
God.

If someone were to make that comment to me, I would respond
with, “Is that something you’ve just heard, or have you had a
personal experience with someone in a church who hurt you?”
I'd try to find out the heart of the matter. Sometimes people
just need for someone to know and acknowledge that they were
hurt by a Christian who brought dishonor to the name of
Christ, and they would appreciate a compassionate and
regretful response. I have been able to say, “I am so sorry
you had to experience that. So is God.”
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I would also ask, in humility, “Have I done anything to make
you see hypocrisy in me that I need to ask forgiveness for?”
And then be prepared to LISTEN to the answer!

Hope this helps!

Sue Bohlin
Probe Ministries

Islam and Christianity:
Common Misconceptions Reveal
Their Stark Differences

Muslims and Christians often misunderstand what the other
actually believes about God and salvation. Don Closson
attempts to clear up some of these misconceptions.

This article is also available in Spanish.

In a recent meeting of evangelical leaders, anti-Islamic
comments made by Christians in the Western media were
denounced as “dangerous” and “unhelpful.” Ted Haggard,
President of the National Association of Evangelicals stated
that “Since we are in a global community, no doubt about 1it,
we must temper our speech and we must communicate primarily
through actions.”{1} Another prominent president of a
Christian relief agency added that “It’s very dangerous to
build more barriers when we’re supposed to be following [the]
one who pulled the barriers down,” an obvious reference to the
sacrificial death of Christ. They also concluded that it was
“nave” to merely dialogue “with Muslims in a way that
minimized theological and political differences.”{2}
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So what kind of exchange of ideas is helpful between
Christians and Muslims? We might start by beginning to clear
up some of the common misconceptions that each hold about the
other. This has become more important recently due to
heightened religious passions since 9/11 and the war in Iraq.
Muslims, both here in America and abroad, are highly
suspicious of America’s intentions in the world and some
Americans see every Muslim as a potential terrorist who
threatens our freedom and democracy. There are obviously
reasons behind both of these perceptions. America does tend to
favor Israel over its Arab neighbors, and Muslims have
committed atrocities against civilians around the world, but
this only means that we must work harder at communicating
clearly with Muslims when we have opportunity. The over one
billion Muslims in the world constitute a large part of the
mission field given to us by the Lord’s Great Commission. We
cannot turn away from them simply because of the difficulties
we face.

That said, we need to realize that both Muslims and Christians
hold to ideas about the other that are either completely wrong
or merely too broadly applied. Some of these misconceptions
are cultural issues and some are theological. Culturally,
there are significant differences in how Islam and
Christianity relate to society and government. Gender roles
are also a source of confusion. Theologically, there 1is much
to clarify regarding the respective roles of Jesus and
Muhammad in each religious tradition. There 1s also
misunderstanding regarding the origins and transmission of the
sacred texts, the Koran and the Bible. Although the religions
share commonalities—one God, the reality of a spiritual
dimension, a universal moral order, and a final judgment—Islam
and Christianity differ significantly in the details and in
the most crucial issue of how one is justified before God.



Jesus and Muhammad

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

Christians often make the mistake of equating the place that
Muhammad has in Islam with the role played by Jesus 1in
Christianity. Although Muslims believe that Muhammad is the
final prophet from Allah, most do not teach that he was
sinless. On the other hand, Muslims see Muhammad’s life and
example as near to perfection as one can get. One Muslim
scholar has noted, “Know that the key to happiness is to
follow the sunna [Muhammad’s actions] and to imitate the
Messenger of God in all his coming and going, his movement and
rest, in his way of eating, his attitude, his sleep and his
talk..”{3} Every action of Muhammad is considered a model for
believers. Some Muslims even avoid eating food that Muhammad
disdained. At the same time, Muslims are offended at the term
“Mohammedanism” sometimes used as a reference to Islam. It is
not Muhammad’s religion; he 1is only a messenger of Allah.
Muslims believe that Muhammad’'s messages revived and reformed
religious truth that had been lost.

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

Muslims accuse Christians of elevating Jesus in an
inappropriate manner. They argue that Jesus was just a prophet
to the Jews, and that he heralded the coming of Muhammad as
the seal of the prophets. The problem with this view is that
it doesn’t fit the earliest historical data we have regarding



the life and teachings of Christ. There 1is considerable
manuscript evidence for the authenticity and early date of the
New Testament. In these early manuscripts, Jesus claims to
have the powers and authority that only God could possess.
These teachings and events were recorded by eyewitnesses or by
second generation Christians like Luke who was a close
companion to Paul.

What is missing is an early text that affirms what Muslims
claim about Jesus. Muslims argue that the New Testament has
been corrupted and that texts supporting the idea that Jesus
is the Son of God were a later addition. But again, the burden
of proof for this accusation is one the Muslim apologist must
bear. However, they do not provide any evidence for when or
where the early manuscripts became corrupted. Muslims argue
that the New Testament depiction of Christ and of his death
and resurrection cannot be correct because the Koran teaches
otherwise. Although Christians affirm the importance and
authority of revelation, true revelation will be confirmed by
history.

The Bible and the Koran

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



The Islamic view of the Bible is complicated by the fact that
the Koran tells Muslims to accept both the Hebrew Scriptures
and the “Injil,” or the gospel of Jesus, and even calls the
“Book,” or Bible, the “word of God” in Sura 6:114-115.{5} On
the other hand, Muslim apologists argue that both the 0ld and
New Testaments have been corrupted and contain little if any
truth about God and His people. They contend that a lost
gospel of Jesus has been replaced with Matthew, Mark, Luke,
and John.

This view contains a number of problems. The Koran calls the
Bible the word of God, and acknowledges that it 1is a
revelation from God. It also teaches that Jesus was a prophet
and that his teaching has authority. Finally, when the Koran
was given by Muhammad it supported the New Testament of
Muhammad’s time by telling Muslims to go to Christians, who
had been reading the Bible, to affirm Muhammad’s message.{6}
If this is so, we can assume that Muhammad believed that the
Bible available in the seventh century was accurate. The Bible
we use today 1is virtually unchanged from the Bible in the
seventh century.In fact, it is probably more faithful to the
earliest manuscript evidence. If the Bible of Muhammad’s time
was accurate, why isn’t today’s copy? Again, Muslims must do
more than just claim that errors have occurred in the Bible,
they must be able to show us when and where the errors
occurred.

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

We have reasonably good copies of both the original Bible and
the Uthmanic version of the Koran. However, both documents



cannot represent revelation from God because the messages they
contain cannot be reconciled.

Human Nature, Gender, and Salvation

Islam and Christianity view the human predicament differently.
According to Islam, when Adam sinned he asked for forgiveness
and it was granted by Allah. A Muslim author writes, “..Islam
teaches that people are born innocent and remain so until each
makes him or herself guilty by a guilty deed. Islam does not
believe in ‘original sin’; and its scripture interprets Adam’s
disobedience as his own personal misdeed—a misdeed for which
he repented and which God forgave.”{8} In fact, it is common
among Muslims to see human failings as the result of
forgetfulness or as merely making mistakes. People are frail,
imperfect, constantly forgetful of God, and even intrinsically
weak, but they do not have a sin nature. As a result,
salvation 1s won by diligently observing the religious rituals
prescribed by the five pillars of Islam, reciting the
confession or Shahada, prayer, fasting, divine tax, and the
pilgrimage to Mecca.

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

Not only do Muslims and Christians have different views on
human nature and salvation, but they also have dissimilar



perceptions about gender. Although both religions teach that
men and women have equal status before God, in reality the
experience of women differs greatly under the two systems. The
Christian doctrine of the Trinity, which Islam rejects, helps
Christians to understand how women can be equal to men and yet
accept a submissive role in the family. The incarnate Jesus
took on the submissive role of a Son and yet he was still
fully God. There is no similar doctrine in Islam that teaches
role differentiation between men and women and yet encourages
gender equality before God. Islam places men over women in a
way that Christianity does not. Islam allows for polygamy, and
while men can marry non-Muslims, women cannot. Muslim men can
divorce with a simple proclamation, women cannot. And although
women have inheritance rights, they are always inferior to a
man’s. Finally, Muslim women do not enjoy equal legal rights,
and Muslim men are instructed to strike their wives if they
are disloyal.

Religion and the State

How do the two traditions view the role of religion 1in
society?

Christians in the West often view Islam through the lens of
Western tolerance. In America especially, we are used to the
separation of church and state, and assume that people
everywhere enjoy such freedom. Many Muslims neither experience
such separation nor see it as a good thing. For those who take
the Koran seriously, Islam and Islamic law regulate all of
life. The history of Islam supports the idea that the state
should be involved in both the spread of Islam and the
enforcement of religious duties by individual Muslims 1in
Islamic societies.

Beginning with Muhammad, who was both a religious and
political leader, down through the Caliphs and Islamic
Empires, there has been little separation between religious
and political law enforcement. Today in Saudi Arabia, the



Committee for the Promotion of Virtue and the Prevention of
Vice (mutawwa’in, in Arabic) patrol public places in order to
enforce religious laws, particularly the dress and habits of
women in public.

In fact, the ultimate goal of many Muslims is what might be
called a worldwide Islamic peace enforced by Islamic law. When
Muslims talk of Islam being a religion of peace, it is often
understood that this peace will occur only when Islam rules
the world with Islamic law applied universally. As Syrian born
Harvard professor Bassam Tibi has written, “..the quest of
converting the entire world to Islam is an immutable fixture
of the Muslim worldview. Only if this task is accomplished, if
the world has become a ‘Dar al-Islam [house of Islam],’ will
it also be a ‘Dar al-Salam,’ or a house of peace.”{9}

Unfortunately, Christianity has at times had similar views
regarding the use of government to enforce religious laws.
Between the fourth century and the Reformation, the Christian
practice of religious tolerance was spotty at best. But the
growth of the separation of church and state in the West,
which greatly enhanced religious tolerance, has led to another
misconception. Muslims often assume that everyone in the West
is a Christian. When they see the sexual immorality, drug use,
and decline of the family in Western nations, they assume that
this is what Christianity endorses. Christians need to be
careful to separate themselves from the culture in which they
live and help Muslims to see that our secular governments and
society have mostly rejected Christian virtues. It is also
helpful to communicate to Muslims that becoming a Christian is
more than believing certain things to be true regarding Jesus
and the Bible. It is about becoming a new creature in Christ
through the indwelling and power of the Holy Spirit. It is
about trusting in the sacrificial death of Christ on the
Cross.
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Freudian Slip

His “True Enemy”

In 1937, shortly before World War II, a Jewish doctor had a
colleague who urged him to flee Austria for fear of Nazi
oppression. The doctor replied that his “true enemy” was not
the Nazis but “religion,” the Christian church. What inspired
such hatred of Christianity in this scientist?{1}

His father Jakob read the Talmud and celebrated Jewish
festivals. The young boy developed a fond affection for his
Hebrew Bible teacher and later said that the Bible story had
“an enduring effect” on his life. A beloved nanny took him to
church as a child. He came home telling even his Jewish
parents about “God Almighty”. But eventually the nanny was
accused of theft and dismissed. He later blamed her for many
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of his difficulties, and launched his private practice on
Easter Sunday as (some suggest) an “act of defiance.”

Anti-Semitism hounded the lad at school. Around age twelve, he
was horrified to learn of his father’'s youthful acquiescence
to Gentile bigotry. “Jew! Get off the pavement!” a so-called
“Christian” had shouted to the young Jakob after knocking his
cap into the mud. The son learned to his chagrin that his dad
had complied.

In secondary school, he abandoned Judaism for secular science
and humanism. At the University of Vienna, he studied the
atheist philosopher Ludwig Feuerbach and carried his atheism
into his career as a psychiatrist. Religion for him was simply
a “wish fulfillment,” a fairy tale invented by humans to
satisfy their needy souls.

This psychiatrist was Sigmund Freud. He became perhaps the
most influential psychiatrist of history, affecting medicine,
literature, language, religion and culture. Obsessed with what
he called the “painful riddle of death,” he once said he
thought of it daily throughout life. His favorite grandson’s
death brought great grief: “Everything has lost its meaning to
me..” he wrote. “I can find no joy in life.” He called himself
a “godless Jew.” In 1939, he slipped into eternity, a willful
overdose of morphine assuaging his cancer’s pain.

What factors might have influenced Freud’s reaction to
Christianity? Have you ever been discouraged about life or
angry with God because of a major disappointment or the way a
Christian has treated you? In the next section, we’ll consider
Freud’s encounter with bigotry.

Anti-Semitism

Have you ever observed a Christian acting in un-Christlike
ways? How did you feel? Disappointed? Embarrassed? Disgusted?
Maybe you can identify with Sigmund Freud.



When Freud was about ten or twelve, his father Jakob told him
that during his own youth, a “Christian” had knocked Jakob's
cap into the mud and shouted “Jew! Get off the pavement!”
Jakob had simply picked up his cap. Little Sigmund found his
father’s acquiescence to Gentile bigotry unheroic. Hannibal,
the Semitic general who fought ancient Rome, became Sigmund’s
hero. Hannibal’s conflict with Rome came to symbolize for
Freud the Jewish-Roman Catholic conflict.{2}

In his twenties, Freud wrote of an ugly anti-Semitic incident
on a train. When Freud opened a window for some fresh air,
other passengers shouted for him to shut it. (The open window
was on the windy side of the car.) He said he was willing to
shut it provided another window opposite was opened. In the
ensuing negotiations, someone shouted, “He’s a dirty Jew!” At
that point, his first opponent announced to Freud, “We
Christians consider other people, you’d better think less of
your precious self.”

Freud asked one opponent to keep his vapid criticisms to
himself and another to step forward and take his medicine. “I
was quite prepared to kill him,” Freud wrote, “but he did not

step up.{3}

Sigmund’s son Martin Freud recalled an incident from his own
youth that deeply impressed Martin. During a summer holiday,
the Freuds encountered some bigots: about ten men who carried
sticks and umbrellas, shouted “anti-Semitic abuse,” and
apparently attempted to block Sigmund’s way along a road.
Ordering Martin to stay back, Sigmund “without the slightest
hesitation .. keeping to the middle of the road, marched
towards the hostile crowd.” Martin continues that his
“.father, swinging his stick, charged the hostile crowd, which
gave way before him and promptly dispersed, allowing him free
passage. This was the last we saw of these unpleasant
strangers.” Perhaps Sigmund wanted his sons to see their
father boldly confronting bigotry rather than cowering before
it, as he felt his own father had done.{4}



Jews in Freud’s Austria suffered great abuse from so-called
Christians. No wonder he was turned off toward the Christian
faith. How might disappointment and loss have contributed to
Freud’s anti-Christian stance?

Suffering’s Distress

Have you ever been abandoned, lost a loved one, or endured
illness and wondered, “Where is God?” Perhaps you can relate
to Freud.

Earlier, I spoke about Freud’s Catholic nanny whom he loved
dearly, who was accused of theft and was dismissed. As an
adult, Freud blamed this nanny for many of his own
psychological problems.{5} The sudden departure—-for alleged
theft—of a trusted Christian caregiver could have left the
child with abandonment fears{6} and the adult Freud with
disdain for the nanny’s faith. Freud wrote, “We naturally feel
hurt that a just God and a kindly providence do not protect us
better from such influences [fate] during the most defenseless
period of our lives.”{7}

Freud’s daughter, Sophie, died suddenly after a short illness.

Writing to console her widower, Freud wrote: “..it was a
senseless, brutal stroke of fate that took our Sophie from us
. we are . . . mere playthings for the higher powers.{8}

A beloved grandson died at age four, leaving Freud depressed
and grief stricken. “Fundamentally everything has lost its
meaning for me,” he admitted shortly before the child died.{9}

Freud’s many health problems included a sixteen-year bout with
cancer of the jaw. In 1939, as the cancer brought death
closer, he wrote, “my world is . . . a small island of pain
floating on an ocean of indifference.”{10} Eventually a
gangrenous hole in his cheek emitted a putrid odor that
repulsed his beloved dog but attracted the flies.{11}

Like many, Freud could not reconcile human suffering with a



benevolent God. In a 1933 lecture, he asserted:

It seems not to be the case that there’s a power 1in the
universe which watches over the well-being of individuals
with parental care and brings all their affairs to a happy
ending. On the contrary, . . . Obscure, unfeeling, unloving
powers determine our fate.{12}

Freud’s suffering left him feeling deeply wounded. Could that
be one reason he concluded that a benevolent God does not
exist? Do you know people whose pain has made them mad at God,
or has convinced them He doesn’t exist? Intellectual doubt
often has biographical roots.

Spiritual Confusion

Hypocritical Christians angered Sigmund Freud. The deaths of
his loved ones and his own cancer brought him great distress.
His loss and suffering seemed incompatible with the idea of a
loving God. So what did he think the main message of the
Christian faith was?

In the book, The Future of An Illusion, his major diatribe
against religion, Freud outlined his wunderstanding of
Christianity. He felt it spoke of humans having a “higher
purpose”; a higher intelligence ordering life “for the best”;
death not as “extinction” but the start of “a new kind of
existence”; and a “supreme court of justice” that would reward
good and punish evil.{13}

Freud’s summary omits something significant: an emphasis on
human restoration of relationship to God by receiving His free
gift of forgiveness through Jesus’ sacrificial death on the
cross for human guilt.

Discussions of the biblical message often omit or obscure this
important concept. I used to feel I had to earn God’s love by
my own efforts. Then I learned that from a biblical



perspective, no one can achieve the perfection necessary to
gain eternal life.{14} Freud’s view of Christianity at this
point seemed to be missing grace, Jesus, and the cross.

Two years after he wrote The Future of An Illusion, he seemed
to have a clearer picture of Christian forgiveness. He wrote
that earlier he had “failed to appreciate” the Christian
concept of redemption through Christ’s sacrificial death in
which he took “upon himself a guilt that is common to

everyone.”{15}

Freud also attacked the intellectual validity of Christian
faith.{16} He objected to arguments that one should not
guestion the validity of religion and that we should believe
simply because our ancestors did. I don’t blame him. Those
arguments don’t satisfy me either. But he also felt the
biblical writings were untrustworthy. He shows no awareness of
the wealth of evidence supporting, for example, the
reliability of the New Testament documents or Jesus’
resurrection. {17} His apparent lack of familiarity with
historical evidence and method may have been a function of his
era, background, academic pursuits or profession.

Perhaps confusion about spiritual matters colored Freud’s view
of the faith. Do you know anyone who is confused about Jesus’
message or the evidence for its validity?

Freud’s Christian Friend

Freud often despised Christianity, but he was quite fond of
one Christian. He actually delayed publication of his major
criticism of religion for fear of offending this friend.
Finally, he warned his friend of its release.{18} Oskar
Pfister, the Swiss pastor who had won Freud’s heart,
responded, “I have always believed that every man should state
his honest opinion aloud and plainly. You have always been
tolerant towards me, and am I to be intolerant of your
atheism?”{19} Freud responded warmly and welcomed Pfister’s



published critique. Their correspondence is a marvelous
example of scholars who differ doing so with grace and
dignity, disagreeing with 1deas but preserving their
friendship. Their interchange could well inform many of
today’'s political, cultural and religious debates.

Freud’s longest correspondence was with Pfister. It lasted 30
years.{20} Freud’'s daughter and protégé, Anna, left a glimpse
into the pastor’s character. During her childhood, Pfister
seemed “like a visitor from another planet” in the “totally
non-religious Freud household.” His “human warmth and
enthusiasm” contrasted with the impatience of the visiting
psychologists who saw the family mealtime as “an unwelcome
interruption” in their important discussions. Pfister
“enchanted” the Freud children, entering into their lives and
becoming “a most welcome guest.”{21}

Freud respected Pfister’s work. He wrote, “[Y]ou are in the

fortunate position of being able to lead . . . [people] to
God."”{22}

Freud called Pfister “a remarkable man a true servant of God,
[who] feels the need to do spiritual good to everyone he
meets. You did good in this way even to me.”{23}

“Dear Man of God,” began Freud after a return home. “A letter
from you is one of the best possible things that could be
waiting for one on one’s return.”{24}

Pfister was a positive influence for Christ. But in the end,
so far as we know, Freud decided against personal faith.

People reject Christ for many reasons. Hypocritical Christians
turn some off. Others feel disillusioned, bitter, or skeptical
from personal loss or pain. Some are confused about who Jesus
is and how to know Him personally. Understanding these
barriers to belief can help skeptics and seekers discern the
roots of their dilemmas and prompt them to take a second look.
Examples like Pfister’s can show that following the Man from



Nazareth might be worthwhile after all.
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