
“Why  Don’t  You  Respect
Others’ Beliefs?”
How come you can’t accept other religions and beliefs instead
of  always  trying  to  convert  them  to  Christianity?  I  was
brought up in a Christian family and was always taught that
you should accept others for who they are instead of forcing
them to be how YOU want them to be.

I personally am an atheist and have told my family that since
I  was  old  enough  to  fully  understand  my  own  feelings  on
religion, and my own family have not tried to convert me as
they respect what I think and feel. But when I read your
replies to people’s e-mails you try to convert people you
don’t even know. I fully respect your beliefs and thought that
since you were Christians you could respect others. I am not
trying to be disrespectful but I have friends from almost
every religion in the world and yet even when we come to
together we never try to (for lack of a better word) force,
our views on each other instead we respect each other. I am
sorry if I am sounding rude when I say this but would you
please email me back with your views on this and I will gladly
read them and attempt to understand them.

Dear ______,

I very much appreciate the respectful tone of your letter.
Bless you!

There is a difference between accepting others for who they
are and forcing them to be someone you want them to be. I am
not aware of anything on our website that attempts to force
anyone to do anything; we do OFFER the way to know God through
a personal relationship with His son Jesus, and we do OFFER a
Christian perspective on many topics, but I would be grateful
if  you  would  help  me  see  any  place  where  we’re  forcing
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anything on anyone. Especially since everyone who reads our
website freely chooses to come here and freely chooses to
continue reading once they discover our position.

We don’t have the power to convert anyone. We will do our best
to explain why Christianity makes the most sense because it’s
true, and you have no doubt discovered that we have a lot of
confidence in our position. But everything we say comes from a
deep understanding that God created us with the ability to
choose. We understand the power of influence, and we try to
use whatever influence we have by way of what we have learned
about the evidence for Christianity being true to help others
understand what is right and true.

Many people think that respecting others’ views and beliefs is
the same thing as affirming that they are all equally valid,
and we can’t do that. For instance, what if you met someone
who believed that red lights mean go and green lights mean
stop. Would you respect that view? Really? Or would you do
your best to convince the person believing it that it is a
wrong and dangerous view to hold?

That’s what we do. We believe that God has spoken to our world
through the Bible and through the person of Jesus Christ, and
thus we can know truth because God has communicated it to us.
And  those  who  believe  differently  from  what  God  has
specifically said, hold wrong and dangerous views because it
can keep them separated from God forever.

I hope you understand us better now, even if you don’t agree.
And if you get to the point where your life seems pointless
and  meaningless–because  if  there  is  no  God  there  is  no
meaning-giver–then we’ll be here to help you.

Respectfully,

Sue Bohlin
Probe Ministries



Islam and the Sword
Don Closson provides a consideration of the role that violence
has played in both historical and contemporary Islam.

On September 11, 2001 Americans found themselves confronted by
an enemy they knew little about. We had suddenly lost more
lives to a sneak attack than had been lost in the attack on
Pearl Harbor and yet few understood the reasons for the hatred
that prompted the destruction of the World Trade Center towers
and part of the Pentagon. Even in the days that followed,
Americans were getting mixed signals from the media and from
national politicians. One voice focused on the peaceful nature
of Islam, going so far as to argue that Osama bin Laden could
not be a faithful Muslim and commit the acts attributed to
him. Others warned that bin Laden has a considerable following
in the Muslim world and that even if he was removed as a
potential threat many would step in to replace him with equal
or greater fervor.

Some argued that fundamentalist Muslims are no different than
fundamentalist believers of any religion. The problem is not
Islam,  but  religious  belief  of  any  type  when  taken  too
seriously. This view holds that all forms of religious belief,
Christian, Jewish, or Islamic can promote terrorism. Robert
Wright, a visiting scholar at the University of Pennsylvania
writes that:

If Osama Bin Laden were a Christian, and he still wanted to
destroy the World Trade Center, he would cite Jesus’ rampage
against the money-changers. If he didn’t want to destroy the
World  Trade  Center,  he  could  stress  the  Sermon  on  the
Mount.{1}

His view is that terrorism can be justified by any religion
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when people are economically depressed. He adds “there is no
timeless, immutable essence of Islam, rooted in the Quran,
that condemns it to a medieval morality.”{2}

This claim points to the question: Is there something inherent
in Islam that makes it more likely to resort to violence than
other world religions like Christianity or Buddhism? While it
is important to admit that all religions and ideologies have
adherents that are willing to use violence to achieve what
they believe are justified ends, it does not follow that all
religions  and  ideologies  teach  equally  the  legitimacy  of
violent means.

People have committed horrible atrocities in the name of Jesus
Christ, from the inquisitions to the slaying of abortionists.
However, it is my position that it is not possible to justify
these actions from the teachings of Christ Himself. Nowhere in
the New Testament does Jesus teach that one should kill for
the sake of the Gospel, the Kingdom of God, or to defend the
honor of Jesus Himself.

What  about  Islam?  My  contention  is  that  Islam’s  founder
Muhammad, and the Qur’an, its holy book, condone violence as a
legitimate tool for furthering Allah’s goals. And that those
who  use  violence  in  the  name  of  Allah  are  following  a
tradition  that  began  with  the  very  birth  of  Islam.

Muhammad
As  mentioned  earlier,  there  are  followers  in  most  of  the
world’s belief systems that justify the use of violence to
achieve their religious or political goals. However, this says
more about the sinfulness of humanity than it does about the
belief  system  itself.  It  is  important  to  look  past  the
individual behavior of a few followers to the message and
actions of the founder of each system and his or her closest
disciples. In the case of Islam, this means Muhammad and the



leadership of Islam after Muhammad’s death.

One  cannot  overstate  the  centrality  of  Muhammad’s  example
within  the  religion  of  Islam.  One  of  the  greatest  Muslim
theologians, al- Ghazzali, writes of Muhammad:

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 . . . God
has said: “What the messenger has brought—accept it, and
what he has prohibited—refrain from it!” (59:7). That means,
you have to sit while putting on trousers, and to stand when
winding a turban, and to begin with the right foot when
putting on shoes.{3}

Although considered only human, one Muslim writer describes
Muhammad as “[T]he best model for man in piety and perfection.
He is a living proof of what man can be and of what he can
accomplish in the realm of excellence and virtue. . . .”{4} So
it is important to note that Muhammad believed that violence
is a natural part of Islam. Many passages of the Quran, which
came from Muhammad’s lips support violence. Followers are told
to “fight and slay the Pagans wherever ye find them (9:5),”
and to “Fight those who believe not in God, nor the Last Day.”
(9:29) Muhammad also promises paradise for those who die in
battle for Allah, “Those who left their homes . . . or fought
or  been  slain,—Verily,  I  will  blot  out  from  them  their
iniquities, and admit them into Gardens with rivers flowing
beneath;—A  reward  from  the  Presence  of  God.”  (3:195;  cf.
2:244; 4:95)

While living in Medina, having escaped from persecution in
Mecca, Muhammad supported himself and his group of followers
by raiding Meccan caravans. His fame grew after a stunning
defeat of a large, well-defended caravan at Badr. Muhammad was
also willing to have assassinated those who merely ridiculed
his prophetic claims. The list of those killed included Jews,



old men and women, slaves, and a mother of five children who
was killed while she slept.{5} Also, in order to violate a
long-standing ban against warfare during a sacred month, he
claimed a new revelation that gave him permission to kill his
enemies.{6}

Violent expediency seems to have been the guiding rule of
Muhammad’s ethics.

Early Islam
Muhammad’s  life  as  a  prophet  was  a  precarious  one.  After
fleeing Mecca and establishing himself in Medina, Muhammad was
constantly being tested militarily by those who considered him
a  religious  and  political  threat.  Although  at  an  initial
disadvantage,  Muhammad  wore  down  his  opponents  by  raiding
their caravans, seizing valuable property, taking hostages and
disrupting the all-important economic trade Mecca enjoyed with
the surrounding area.{7} The turning point for Muhammad and
his followers seems to have come in what is known as the
Battle of the Ditch or the Siege of Medina. A large Meccan
force failed to take the city and destroy the new religion.
Suspecting that a local Jewish tribe had plotted with the
Meccans to destroy him, Muhammad had all the men of the tribe
killed and the women and children sold into slavery.{8} In
A.D. 630 Muhammad returned to Mecca with a large force and
took it with little bloodshed. He rewarded many of its leaders
financially for surrendering and within a short period of time
a large number of the surrounding tribes came over to this new
and powerful religious and political movement.

Muhammad  continued  building  his  following  by  using  a
combination of material enticements, his religious message,
and force when necessary. With the fall of Mecca, many other
tribes  realized  Muhammad’s  position  as  the  most  powerful
political leader in western Arabia and sent representatives to
negotiate agreements with him.



Muhammad’s death in 632, just two years after his triumphant
return to Mecca, thrust an important decision on the community
of  believers.  Should  they  choose  one  person  to  lead  in
Muhammad’s place or do they separate into many communities.
The decision was made to pick Abu Bakr, the Prophet’s father-
in-law and early supporter to assume the role of caliph or
successor to Muhammad. Immediately, many who had submitted to
Muhammad refused to do so to Abu Bakr. Several tribes wanted
political independence, some sought to break religiously as
well. The result is known as the Apostasy wars. At the end of
two years of fighting to put down both religious and political
threats, Abu Bakr had extended his control to include the
entire Arabian Peninsula. Islam was now in position to extend
its influence beyond Arabia with a large standing army of
believers.

Violence and warfare seems to have dominated early Islam. Two
of  the  first  four  caliphs  were  assassinated  by  internal
rivals, and within the first fifty years of its existence
Islam  experienced  two  bloody  civil  wars.  Rival  tribal
loyalties within and the religious struggle or jihad against
the Byzantine and Sasanian Empires made the first century of
Islam a bloody one.

Jihad
Historian Paul Johnson writes,

[T]he history of Islam has essentially been a history of
conquest  and  re-conquest.  The  7th-century  “breakout”  of
Islam from Arabia was followed by the rapid conquest of
North Africa, the invasion and virtual conquest of Spain,
and a thrust into France that carried the crescent to the
gates of Paris.{9}

From the beginning, Muslims “saw their mission as jihad, or
militant  effort  to  combat  evil  and  to  spread  Muhammad’s



message of monotheism and righteousness far and wide.”{10}
Although  many  Muslims  in  America  have  argued  that  jihad
primarily  refers  to  a  struggle  or  striving  for  personal
righteousness,  Bernard  Lewis,  professor  of  Near  Eastern
Studies at Princeton University writes that, “The more common
interpretation, and that of the overwhelming majority of the
classical jurists and commentators, presents jihad as armed
struggle for Islam against infidels and apostates.”{11}

Although highly regulated by Islamic law, the call for every
able- bodied Muslim to defend Islam began with Muhammad and
has continued with the fatwas of Osama bin Laden in 1996 and
1998. Bin Laden argues that his attacks on American civilians
and military personnel conform to Islamic law because America
is acting as an imperialistic aggressor against Islam. He has
three specific complaints: America has placed infidel troops
on holy soil in Saudi Arabia; America has caused the death of
over a million Iraqi children since Desert Storm; and American
support for the evil Zionist nation of Israel.

Regarding the history of jihad in Islam, an ex-chief justice
of Saudi Arabia has written “[A]t first ‘the fighting’ was
forbidden, then it was permitted and after that it was made
obligatory, . . .” Muslims are to fight against those who
oppress Islam and who worship others along with Allah.{12} He
adds that even though fighting is disliked by the human soul,
Allah has made ready an immense reward beyond imagination for
those who obey. He also quotes Islamic tradition, which says,
“Paradise has one hundred grades which Allah has reserved for
the Mujahidin who fight in His Cause.”{13}

Numerous  passages  in  the  Qur’an  refer  to  Allah’s  use  of
violence.  A  surah  titled  “The  Spoils  of  War”  states,  “O
Prophet! Rouse the Believers to the fight. If there are twenty
amongst  you  .  .  .  they  will  vanquish  two  hundred:  if  a
hundred, they will vanquish a thousand of the Unbelievers: for
these are a people without understanding.”{14} Another says,
“O ye who believe! When ye meet the Unbelievers in hostile



array, never turn your backs to them. . . .”{15} It adds that
those  who  do  will  find  themselves  in  hell,  a  significant
incentive to fight on.

Muslims and Modernity
Islam was born in the midst of persecution and eventually
conquest. Muhammad was adept at both religious and military
leadership, but what about modern Islam? Do all Muslims see
jihad in the light of conquest and warfare?

While it is probably safe to say that American born Muslims
apply  the  teachings  of  Muhammad  and  Islamic  traditions
differently than Saudi or Iranian Muslims. The use of violence
in the propagation of Islam enjoys wide support. Part of the
reason is that the concept of separation of church and state
is alien to Islam. Muhammad Iqbal, architect of Pakistan’s
split from Hindu India, wrote, “The truth is that Islam is not
a church. It is a state conceived as a contractual organism. .
. .”{16} Responding to the inability of Islam to accommodate
the modern world, an Algerian Islamic activist points to the
example of Muhammad:

The Prophet himself did not opt to live far away from the
camp of men. He did not say to youth: “Sell what you have
and follow me. . . .” At Medina, he was not content merely
to be the preacher of the new faith: he became also the
leader of the new city, where he organized the religious,
social and economic life. . . . Later, carrying arms, he put
himself at the head of his troops.{17}

The powerful combination within Islam of immediate paradise
for those who die while fighting for Allah and the unity of
political, religious, and economic structures, helps us to
understand the source of suicide bombers and children who
dream of becoming one. Young Palestinians are lining up by the
hundreds in the West Bank and Gaza Strip to volunteer for



suicide  missions.  Eyad  Sarraj,  the  director  of  the  Gaza
Community Mental Health Project, detects a widespread zeal.
“If they are turned down they become depressed. They feel they
have  been  deprived  of  the  ultimate  award  of  dying  for
God.”{18} Palestinian support for suicide bombers is now at 70
to 80 percent.

Islam and Christianity both require its followers to sacrifice
and turn from the world and self. Yet while Islam equates
political  conquest  with  the  furtherance  of  Allah’s  reign,
Jesus taught that we render unto Caesar what is Caesar’s and
unto  God  what  is  God’s.  Christianity  recognizes  that  the
advancement of God’s kingdom is not necessarily a political
one. The New Testament did not advocate the overthrow of the
Roman Empire. Muslims are given the example of Muhammad’s
personal sacrifice in battle so that Allah’s enemies might be
defeated. Christians are given the example of Christ who gave
His  life  as  a  sacrifice,  so  that  even  His  enemies  might
believe and have eternal life.
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Thanksgiving Roots
We live in an uncertain moment in history when everyone is
looking  for  “Roots.”  November,  especially,  is  a  time  to
reflect upon family and traditions. Curiously, we Christians
tend to be strangers to what is best in our own tradition. I
refer to the Puritans, the historic source of our Thanksgiving
heritage and much of what is still good about America.

We can still feel today the impact and the echoes of this
robust community upon our own lives–in family, in work, in
education, in economics, in worship, and in national destiny.
But let them speak for themselves:

On the God-Centered Life: “I was now grown familiar with the
Lord Jesus Christ; he would oft tell me he loved me. I did not
doubt to believe him; if I went abroad, he went with me, when
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I returned he came home with me. I talked with him upon my
way, he lay down with me, and usually I did awake with him:
and so sweet was his love to me, as I desired nothing but him
in heaven or earth.” –John Winthrop.

On the Sacred and the Secular: “Not only my spiritual life,
but even my civil life in this world, all the life I live, is
by the faith of the Son of God: he exempts no life from the
agency of faith.” –John Cotton.

On  God  and  the  Commonplace:  “Have  you  forgot.  .  .the
milkhouse, the stable, the barn and the like, where God did
visit your soul?” –John Bunyan.

On  Spiritual  Vitality:  “Therefore  the  temper  of  the  true
professor is. . . to advance his religion. . .In the cause of
Christ,  in  the  course  of  religion,  he  must  be  fiery  and
fervent.” –Richard Sibbes.

On the Centrality of the Bible: “The word of God must be our
rule and square whereby we are to frame and fashion all our
actions; and according to the direction received thence, we
must do the things we do, or leave them undone.” –William
Perkins.

On the Family: “The great care of my godly parents was to
bring me up in the nurture and the admonition of the Lord:
whence I was kept from many visible outbreakings of sin which
else I had been guilty of: and whence it was that I had many
good impressions of the Spirit of God upon me, even from my
infancy.” –Cotton Mather.

The Puritans viewed themselves as pilgrims on a journey to God
and heaven. That journey led through this world and was not an
escape from it. The Puritans saw themselves as participants in
a great spiritual battle between good and evil, God and Satan.
As warfaring and wayfaring Christians, they were assured of
victory because they were on God’s side.



Dartmouth, Harvard, Yale, Princeton and many other colonial
universities were originally founded for the express purpose
of propagating these principles. Perhaps these universities
would still be for us objects of thanksgiving rather than
uneasiness  if  the  substance  of  Christian  thought  which
characterized their historic beginnings was still primary in
their philosophies and curricula.

But there are still glimmers here and there. And herein is our
great task and challenge for the new century: to rekindle the
fires and recapture the spirit of the Puritan lifestyle which
was fed by the spiritual springs of new life in Christ. These
are roots worth searching for this Thanksgiving. Maya the Lord
find each of us diligently seeking to find and emulate them.

©2002 Probe Ministries.

Astrology:  Do  the  Heavens
Declare the Destiny of Man?
Dr.  Michael  Gleghorn  critically  examines  the  claim  of
astrology that the heavenly bodies somehow influence, or even
determine, events on earth.

 This article is also available in Spanish.

A Brief Historical Introduction
Astrology is based on the notion that the heavenly bodies
somehow influence, or even determine, events on earth. It is
believed  that  an  accurate  understanding  of  these  heavenly
influences, especially at the time of one’s birth, can give us
insight into a person’s character and destiny. Although belief
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in  astrology  is  very  ancient,  it  continues  to  have  many
adherents even in our own day. One writer estimates that as
many as one quarter of the world’s population “believe in and
follow astrology to some extent.”{1} Unfortunately, Christians
are not exempt from such beliefs. Estimates indicate that
anywhere from ten to thirty percent of those claiming to be
“born again” Christians entertain some belief that astrology
is true.{2}

Although there is some scholarly disagreement over when the
western  system  of  astrology  originated,  astrologer  Robert
Parry  observes,  “Conventional  scholarship  leans  toward  the
view  that  astrology  began  in  the  old  Mesopotamian
civilizations of the Middle-East sometime around the second
millennium B.C.”{3} At this time there was no distinction
between astrology and astronomy. However, “because centers of
learning  were  also  .  .  .  centers  of  religion,  natural
astrology soon became corrupted by pagan myths, deities, and
magic. As a result, two forms of astrology began to coexist:
natural  astrology  ([or]  astronomy)  and  religious
astrology.”{4} It was “the Alexandrian astronomer Ptolemy . .
. [who] refined astrology to its present form in the second
century A.D.”{5} It is this brand of astrology that has most
influenced the West. But it is by no means the only form in
existence.

Ancient  astrological  systems  differing  from  our  western
variety were developed both in China and India–as well as
elsewhere. But not only do these systems differ from ours,
they also differ from each other. Furthermore, within each of
these three major systems, we also find many contradictory
subsystems.{6} For example, “Not all western astrologers agree
that there are 12 zodiacal signs. Steven Schmidt in his book
Astrology 14 claims . . . a total of 14 signs. But some argue
for only 8, others for 10, and a few for 24.”{7} It was
doubtless these many differences that led astrologer Richard
Nolle to admit that there are nearly as many astrological



systems as there are astrologers!{8}

But  don’t  all  these  differences  affect  astrology’s
reliability? After all, won’t different systems give different
results? Indeed they will. For instance, one astrologer may
predict that you’ll have a wonderful marriage; another that
you’ll  never  marry–you  might  easily  receive  contradictory
readings  from  different  astrologers!  And  the  law  of  non-
contradiction says they can’t both be right (though they could
both be wrong). It is for reasons such as these that we should
be hesitant about placing our faith in astrology.

Difficulties in Chart Interpretation
“The basis of all astrological work is the Birth Chart. This
is an accurate map of the sky for the exact date, time and
place of birth. . . . [T]his can be the birth of a person . .
. a nation . . . or even of an idea or question.”{9} Once the
astrologer  has  such  information,  he  is  ready  to  begin
interpreting the chart. But what sort of information is most
relevant to chart interpretation?

Although we cannot cover all the details, the astrologer is
primarily concerned with examining the planets, houses, and
signs–and  how  these  are  related  to  one  another.  Thus,
astrologer Robert Parry writes, “[E]ach planet has a distinct
and definite character which is modified by the sign and house
in which it is placed. Mars, for example, is the planet of
aggression, extraversion, self-confidence and sexuality.”{10}
The “signs” are the twelve signs of the zodiac. “Everyone is .
. . born under one of these . . . signs (Pisces the fish, and
so on).”{11} Finally, “the houses are the 12 divisions of the
zodiac that are said to correspond symbolically to every area
of life . . . the planets are said to travel through the
houses, influencing each area of life as they do.”{12}

But the astrologer must not only pay attention to the planets,
houses and signs, he must also note their relationships to one



another. For instance, “Angular relationships between planets
are  .  .  .  very  important.  These  relationships  are  called
‘aspects’  .  .  .  a  Square  (90-degree)  aspect  between  two
planets indicates tension or disagreement . . . whereas a
Trine  (120-degree)  aspect  indicates  sympathy  and
cooperation.”{13}

Interpreting a birth chart is thus a very complex affair.
Indeed, one astrologer “calculated the least possible number
of different combinations resulting from the most basic . . .
chart . . . [as] roughly equivalent to the estimated number of
atoms in the known universe!”{14} And such complexity is just
one of many difficulties.

Another is that not all astrologers agree on the number of
signs that need to be considered in interpreting a chart.
While most acknowledge twelve, some think there are less and
others more than this. There are also differences regarding
where the various houses should be placed on a chart. And
clearly  such  differences  will  lead  to  conflicting
interpretations.

Finally, there is the problem of authority.{15} What factual
basis do astrologers have for asserting that the Square aspect
indicates disagreement, while a Trine indicates cooperation?
Why do some astrologers consider Saturn a “bad” planet and
Jupiter a “good” planet? How does the astrologer know “that
the first house represents personality, the second . . . money
[and] . . . the eighth . . . death?”{16} Since such assertions
appear  to  be  arbitrary,  it  follows  that  results  will  be
arbitrary  as  well.  One  should,  therefore,  be  wary  about
accepting  the  advice  of  astrologers–at  least  when  they’re
speaking as astrologers!

The Problem of Twins
In his book, In Defense of Astrology, Robert Parry attempts to



defend astrology against the twelve most common objections
that are usually raised against it. Let’s consider just one of
these: the problem of twins.

Some twins are born within minutes of each other, yet they may
lead very different lives. But if one’s character and destiny
are largely determined by the positions of the heavenly bodies
at the time of birth, we would expect twins to be remarkably
similar  in  these  respects.  Clearly,  however,  this  is  not
always the case. Even Parry admits that one twin may die quite
young while “the other lives on to a ripe old age.”{17} As an
astrologer, how does he deal with this difficulty?

He begins by observing, “Even a few minutes can make a lot of
difference to a birth chart.”{18} He then argues that even
when one twin dies while the other lives, “the same event,
namely death, has entered both lives at the same time. One
twin dies . . . the other is touched radically by the sorrow .
. . of . . . death.”{19} He concludes, “Surely this is an
argument  for,  rather  than  against  astrology.”{20}  But  how
convincing is this argument, really?

While it may be true that a few minutes can occasionally make
a big difference to a birth chart, this is clearly not always
the  case.  Indeed,  some  scholars  state  that  even  “a  birth
interval  of  several  minutes  would  make  no  real
difference.”{21} Second, there is surely a very big difference
indeed between someone actually dying on the one hand, and
someone losing a loved one to death on the other. It seems
undeniable that the destinies of two such people are radically
different. Surely this constitutes a legitimate objection to
the ability of astrology to predict a person’s destiny.

Additionally, for those of us who accept the authority of the
Bible, it’s instructive to contemplate the lives of Jacob and
Esau, twins born so close to one another in time that Jacob
came out of the womb “with his hand holding on to Esau’s
heel.”{22} Astrology would expect these two men to have very



similar personalities and destinies. But did they?

The Bible records, “When the boys grew up, Esau became a
skillful hunter, a man of the field; but Jacob was a peaceful
man living in tents.”{23} In addition to being quite different
in personality and temperament, they were different physically
as well. Esau was a hairy man, but Jacob a smooth man.{24} But
most importantly, the destinies of both men, as well as their
descendents,  were  drastically  different.  God  bestowed  His
special favor on Jacob, but rejected Esau declaring, “I have
loved Jacob; but I have hated Esau.”{25} Surely if astrology
were true, one would not expect twins born at virtually the
same  time  to  be  so  thoroughly  different  in  both  their
character  and  destiny.

Astrology and Science
Numerous  studies  have  attempted  to  test  the  claims  of
astrology. The scientist most often cited by astrologers as
having furnished “proof” for some of its ideas is the late
French psychologist Michel Gauquelin. Astrologer Robert Parry
writes:

Gauquelin’s  results  are  remarkable.  For  instance,  the
traditionally energetic and aggressive planet Mars is shown
quite  conclusively  to  be  more  frequently  strong  in  the
charts of sportsmen than chance would normally allow. . . .
These professional attributes tend, moreover, to be in line
with  traditional  astrological  law,  which  has  always
associated  Mars  with  competitive  spirit.{26}

Gauquelin’s results are known as the “Mars effect.” He claimed
to  have  found  evidence  for  this  effect  in  “a  study  that
attempted to test whether or not the birth dates of 2088
sports champions were ‘statistically significant’ according to
the position of Mars.”{27} Ironically, although some slight
evidence for this effect was indeed noted, Gauquelin “did not
consider it an astrological effect.”{28} Moreover, although



frequently cited as lending validity to the subject, he “never
claimed to validate traditional astrology in any sense.”{29}

Still,  he  did  claim  to  find  some  evidence  for  the  “Mars
effect.” Doesn’t this lend some credibility to astrology? Not
necessarily. “The problem for astrologers is that the ‘Mars
effect’ has never been confirmed in 30 years of subsequent
studies.”{30} One of the most damaging studies in this regard
was published in 1995 by a team of French scientists. After an
exhaustive  twelve-year  study,  the  team’s  “attempt  to
independently  replicate  Gauquelin’s  findings  failed;  it
offered ‘no evidence for the Mars effect.'”{31} Since this
“effect” is generally considered strong confirmation for the
truth of astrology, it seems that scientific support for the
subject is quite hard to come by.

But aren’t there other tests for the validity of astrology?
For instance, don’t all the predictions made by astrologers
offer a means of testing the subject’s accuracy? Indeed they
do, but the results are usually quite unconvincing. While
successful predictions may sometimes occur, as a general rule,
“published predictions . . . seem to have a worse record than
client self-disclosures.”{32}

In a study conducted between 1974-79, over 3,000 predictions
by such alleged astrologers as Jeane Dixon and Carroll Righter
were  examined.  The  number  of  failures  was  2673–almost  90
percent!  Moreover,  “the  astrologers  .  .  .  were  given  the
benefit of the doubt for any prediction that could have been
attributed  to  shrewd  guessing,  vague  wording,  or  inside
information.”{33}  Without  such  benefits,  the  failure  rate
would have been almost 100 percent! The authors of the study
concluded, “The results . . . paint a dismal picture . . . for
the . . . claim that ‘astrology works’.”{34}

Astrology and the Bible
What does the Bible say about astrology? According to one



astrologer,  “The  Bible  is  full  of  the  philosophy  of
astrology.”{35} But when one carefully examines the passages
thought  to  speak  favorably  of  astrology,  one  is  bound  to
conclude  with  Drs.  Bjornstad  and  Johnson:  “Absolutely  NO
scriptural  passage  supports  astrology  .  .  .  not  a  single
reference even indicates tolerance of this art.”{36}

The Bible condemns faith in astrology as futile and misplaced.
In Jeremiah 10, God issues this warning: “Do not learn the way
of the nations, and do not be terrified by the signs of the
heavens although the nations are terrified by them; for the
customs  of  the  peoples  are  vanity.”{37}  God  is  both  the
Creator  and  sovereign  Ruler  of  the  heavens;  people  are
therefore to trust and fear Him–not what He has made.

Unlike God, astrology is powerless to deliver those who trust
in it. In Isaiah 47, “God condemns Babylon and tells of its
impending judgment.”{38} In verse 13 He says, “Let now the
astrologers,  those  who  prophesy  by  the  stars,  those  who
predict by the new moons, stand up and save you from what will
come upon you.” But that their efforts would be in vain is
clearly seen in the concluding words of the chapter, “There is
none to save you.”{39} Whatever predictive power astrology
has, it is utterly eclipsed by the power of the sovereign Lord
who created and rules all things!

Finally, in Deuteronomy 18:10-12, astrology comes under the
same condemnation as all other forms of divination. There are
likely many reasons for this, but let me mention just one. If
the ideas of astrology are largely discredited, what accounts
for its sometimes-remarkable predictive power? The Bible, as
well as the frank admissions of some astrologers, indicates
supernatural, or spiritual, involvement. But if God condemns
astrology, what sort of spirits are we talking about? Though
it may be unpopular to say so, the Bible suggests they are
demons.{40}  And  it’s  eerie  how  many  astrologers  actually
attribute  their  predictive  powers  to  the  wisdom  of  their
spirit guides. One professional astrologer of twelve years



confessed: “I never met a really successful astrologer . . .
who did not admit . . . that spiritism was the power behind
the craft.”{41} Could it be that astrology works (when it
works) not because of its discredited and contradictory ideas,
but because of the unseen power of the spirit world? If so,
God’s condemnation of astrology may be partially motivated by
a concern to protect people from the influence of such evil
spirits.

In conclusion, the heavens do not declare the destiny of man,
but the glory of the God who made them.{42} It is God, not the
heavens,  “who  works  all  things  after  the  counsel  of  His
will.”{43}
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Why  Dr.  Laura  is  (Usually)
Right

Why Dr. Laura Is Popular
Dr. Laura Schlessinger’s call-in radio show is wildly popular
in North America. According to her web site, Dr.Laura.com, the
purpose  of  her  program  is  to  dispense  morals,  values,
principles and ethics. Her refusal to coddle people’s self-
centered behavior and immoral or stupid choices is either
highly entertaining or absolutely infuriating, depending on
your worldview. She’s opinionated and not afraid to fly in the
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face of the culture. Most of the time I agree with her, but
sometimes she misses the boat. In this essay I’ll be looking
at why Dr. Laura is usually right–not because she agrees with
me (I mean, how arrogant is that?), but because her positions
are consistent with what God has revealed in the Bible.

Dr.  Laura  rejects  the  victim  mentality.  She  says,
“Victimization  status  is  the  modern  promised  land  of
absolution  from  personal  responsibility.  Nobody  is
acknowledged to have free will or responsibility anymore.”{1}
Instead  of  coddling  people  because  of  past  difficult
experiences, she calls her audience to make right choices. In
her book How Could You Do That?, she writes, “I don’t believe
for a minute that everything that happens to you is your doing
or your fault. But I do believe the ultimate quality of your
life, and your happiness, is determined by your courageous and
ethical choices, and your overall attitude.”{2} This call to
assume  responsibility  for  our  choices  and  our  behaviors
resonates with us because it is consistent with the dignity
God endowed us with when He gave us the ability to make
significant choices and not be His puppets. Joshua encouraged
the Israelites, “Choose ye this day whom ye shall serve: but
as for me and my house, we will serve the Lord” (Josh. 24:15).
It was a real choice with real consequences. That’s because we
live in a cause-and-effect universe where “God is not mocked:
a man reaps what he sows” (Gal. 6:7).

There is a most interesting postscript in Dr. Laura’s book How
Could You Do That? She quotes from the Genesis 4 passage where
God confronts Cain for his bad attitude after He would not
accept Cain’s offering. God tells Cain, “If you do what is
right, will you not be accepted? But if you do not do what is
right, sin is crouching at your door; it desires to have you,
but you must master it.” (Gen. 4:7) She makes the point that
God seems to be teaching that there is joy in doing right, and
“God also reassures us that we do have the capacity to rise
above  circumstance  and  attain  mastery  over  our  weaker



selves.”{3} It’s a good observation, and this passage makes a
strong statement about what God expects of every person, as a
moral creature made in His image. He wants us to do what is
right and resist the pull of sin’s temptation.

In a culture that gets increasingly secular every day, where
we have lost our moral compass, listeners are relieved to hear
someone who has a strong commitment to God-given absolutes.
Dr. Laura acts like an anchor of common sense for many who
find life’s choices too confusing and overwhelming in today’s
postmodern world.

Much of Dr. Laura’s “preaching, teaching and nagging” (her
words) is directed at helping people decide to make good moral
choices. Even if they don’t know God, their lives will work
better simply because they will be more in line with how God
created us to live. (Of course, from a Christian perspective,
this has no value in light of eternity if a life that “works
better” is lived separated from the life of God through Jesus
Christ.)

Dr. Laura’s emphasis on honor, integrity and ethics strikes a
nerve in eighteen million listeners.{4} No surprise, really:
that  nerve  is  common  to  all  of  us–the  nerve  called
morality–because we are made in the image of a moral God.

Self-Esteem
One reason why Dr. Laura’s values and beliefs attract millions
of listeners to her daily radio program is her common-sense
approach to the whole issue of self-esteem. When a caller
complains, “I don’t feel very good about myself,” Dr. Laura
will fire back a great question: “Why should you feel good
about yourself? What have you done that gives you a reason to
feel good about yourself?” In a culture where people want to
believe they’re wonderful and worthwhile without any basis for
such  an  assessment,  Dr.  Laura  has  a  completely  different
approach: self-esteem is earned.



In her books and radio show, she suggests several means of
earning the right to enjoy self-respect, and all of them are
good ideas from a pragmatic perspective.

Dr.  Laura  points  out  that  we  derive  pleasure  from  having
character. We need to choose high moral values and then honor
them during times of temptation. She writes, “There is no fast
lane to self-esteem. It’s won on . . . battlegrounds where
immediate  gratification  comes  up  against  character.  When
character triumphs, self-esteem heightens.”{5}

She  also  says  that  choosing  personal  and  professional
integrity over moral compromise will make us feel good about
ourselves in the long run. So will valuing and honoring our
responsibilities, which she calls “the express route” to self-
esteem.{6}  We  build  self-respect  by  choosing  loyalty,
sacrifice,  and  self-reliance  over  short-term  self-
indulgence.{7}

In her book Ten Stupid Things Women Do to Mess Up Their Lives,
Dr. Laura astutely demonstrates one of the differences between
the sexes: “Women tend to make a relationship their life,
their identity, while men make it a part of their lives.”{8}
She’s  absolutely  right.  The  reason  a  relationship  cannot
provide true self-esteem for a woman is the same reason a
man’s job or accomplishments can’t do it: it is idolatry to
look  to  relationships  or  accomplishments  for  meaning  and
purpose. God will never honor our false gods.

But self-esteem is only part of the equation for a healthy
view of ourselves. Self-esteem is how we feel about ourselves;
it needs to be built on the foundation of how we think about
ourselves, which is our sense of self-worth. How valuable am
I? What makes me significant? It doesn’t matter how good we
feel about ourselves if on a purely human level, we’re in
actuality worthless.

Pastor  Don  Matzat  tells  of  a  woman  who  came  to  him



complaining, “I feel like I am completely worthless.” He blew
her away with his response. Gently and slowly, he said, “Maybe
you are completely worthless.”{9} Are you shocked? This lady
was. But it’s true. We are only valuable because God made us,
not because of anything within ourselves. We are infinitely
precious because He made us in His image, able to be indwelled
by  God  Himself.  And  He  proved  our  value  by  paying  an
unimaginable price for us: the lifeblood of His very Son.
Apart from God, we are completely worthless.

C. S. Lewis put it so well:

Look for yourself and you will find in the long run only
hatred, loneliness, despair, rage, ruin and decay. But look
for Christ and you will find Him, and with Him everything
else thrown in.{10}

Dr. Laura’s right: we earn our self-respect. But our sense of
worth is one of God’s great gifts to us, because He’s the one
who determines our value.

Man as a Moral Creature
If you call Dr. Laura’s radio program, the screener will ask,
“What is your moral dilemma? What is the issue of right and
wrong that you want to discuss?” Zeroing in on moral problems
and not psychological ones sets her call-in talk show apart
from most others. Dr. Laura sees man as a moral creature,
capable of choosing good and evil. This is what she wrote in
her book, How Could You Do That?:

Why do people do good things?

In contrast to all other creatures on earth, only humans
measure themselves against ideals of motivation and action.
We are elevated above all other creatures because we have a
moral sense: a notion of right and wrong and a determination
to bring significance to our lives beyond mere existence and



survival, by actions that are selfless and generous.{11}

It’s true, we are indeed elevated above all other creatures by
our moral sense. We are far, far more than animals. But where
does that morality come from?

Human beings are moral creatures because God created us in His
image. That means we can choose between good and evil because
God chooses between good and evil. We can think on a higher
level, contemplating abstracts and ideals like goodness and
nobility,  because  our  minds  are  a  reflection  of  God’s
unimaginably complex mind. We can choose to love others by
serving them sacrificially because that’s what God is like,
and He made us like Himself. Dr. Laura thinks it’s because
we’re lapsing into our animal natures.{12} But we are not the
product of evolution. We were never animals. People do bad
things because we are born as fallen image-bearers. I love the
way Larry Crabb described it: “When Adam sinned, he disfigured
both himself and all his descendants so severely that we now
function far beneath the level at which we were intended.
We’re something like an airplane with cracked wings rolling
awkwardly down a highway rather than flying through the air.
The image has been reduced to something grotesque. It has not
been lost, just badly marred.”{13} But our airplanes keep
wanting to wander off the runway and go our own way because we
let our flesh rule us. That’s why we do bad things.

Why do people do bad things?

But  although  Dr.  Laura  is  right  about  man  being  a  moral
creature, she misses the boat on what it means to be human:

When Adam and Eve were in the Garden they were not fully
human because they made no choices between right and wrong,
no value judgments, no issues of ethics or morality. Leaving
Eden, though, meant becoming fully human.{14}



They certainly did make a moral choice in the Garden. They
chose wrong over right and chose disobedience over fellowship
with God. Actually, when Adam and Eve were still living in the
Garden, they were more fully human than we’ve ever been since,
because God created man sinless, perfect and beautiful. When
we look at the Lord Jesus, the Second Adam, we see just how
sinless, perfect and beautiful “fully human” is.

Dr. Laura is right to insist that we see ourselves as moral
creatures, because a moral God has made us in His image.

Dr. Laura’s Wisdom
Dr. Laura’s strong positions on certain topics has made some
people  stand  up  and  applaud  her  while  others  fume  in
frustration  at  her  bluntness.

She makes no bones about the sanctity of marriage and that sex
belongs only within a committed relationship sealed with a
sacred vow. People living together and having sex without
marriage are “shacking up.” She’s right because God ordained
sex  to  be  contained  only  in  the  safe  and  committed
relationship  of  marriage.

Another of her well-known positions is that abortion is wrong
because it’s killing a baby. The much better alternative is
adoption. She gets particularly frustrated with women who say,
“Oh, I could never do that. I could never give up my baby once
it was born.” Her answer to that is, “You can kill it but you
can’t wave goodbye?” Here again, she’s right because abortion
is the deliberate taking of a human life. God’s Word clearly
commands us not to murder (Ex. 20:13).

Her strong views on abortion continue in her commitment to
children, and her disdain for the way so many parents indulge
their own whims and agendas at the expense of their kids. In a
day when divorce is so prevalent, she makes an impassioned
case for doing what’s best for the children, with parents



remaining active and involved in the raising of their kids.
She  believes  that  the  family  is  the  cornerstone  of
civilization, and this is consistent with the biblical view
starting right in the first chapter of Genesis.(Gen. 1:28)

Part of the way parents should take care of their children is
to make sure they raise them in a religious faith shared by
both  parents.  Dr.  Laura  warns  people  not  to  enter  into
interfaith marriages because usually the kids end up with no
religion at all. Both the Old and New Testaments warn against
being unequally yoked; God knows it’s a recipe for heartbreak
at best and disaster at worst.

She  shows  practical  wisdom  in  many  ways.  She  makes  a
distinction  between  those  who  are  evil  and  those  who  are
merely weak. In the same way, the book of Proverbs goes into
great detail about the difference between the wicked and the
fool.

Another evidence of her wisdom is her response to the fact
that some people are uncomfortable keeping secrets, believing
it’s dishonest to not tell everything you know. Dr. Laura says
there  is  a  difference  between  maintaining  privacy  and
withholding truth. The question to ask is, “Will this benefit
the person I tell?” If not, don’t tell. The reason this works
is that this is how God operates. Everything He tells us in
His Word is truth, but it’s not exhaustive truth. Plus, God
doesn’t owe it to us to tell us everything He knows, and He’s
not being dishonest when He keeps information from us, like
the “whys” of our trials and sufferings, or the exact details
of how the endtimes will play out.

Finally, Dr. Laura exhorts people to choose “as if” behavior.
“What a radical idea: choosing how to behave regardless of how
you feel–and discovering that behaving differently seems to
change how you feel.”{15} In 2 Corinthians 5:7 we are told to
“walk  by  faith,  not  our  senses”  (a  paraphrase),  which  is
another way of urging us to act as if something were already



true instead of being limited by our feelings. I do love Dr.
Laura’s practical wisdom.

Where Dr. Laura’s Wrong
Most of the time, Dr. Laura’s views are right on the mark
because  they  are  consistent  with  the  laws  and  values  of
Scripture. A fairly recent convert to conservative Judaism,
she is still developing her own belief system, yet she can be
fair and open- minded in considering other viewpoints. But
there  are  some  areas  where  she  departs  from  the  Bible’s
teachings.

For example, Dr. Laura believes that all religions are equally
effective for establishing morality. If a young mother calls,
looking for a religion in which to raise her children, Dr.
Laura  doesn’t  care  if  it’s  Hinduism  or  Islam  or
Presbyterianism, just as long as there is a religion. To her
the issue is what works, or what seems to work, and most
religions are the same to her in the area of shaping behavior.
On the other hand, the truthfulness of religious claims is
apparently not as important to her. Yet only one religion
offers a personal relationship with God on His terms, by His
own definition. Only one religion is God reaching down to man:
Christianity, with its roots in Judaism.

Dr. Laura misunderstands biblical Christianity. She rejects
the notion that Jews can believe in Christ. Many rabbis teach
that to be Jewish is to reject Jesus as Messiah; they teach
that Jesus is the God of the Gentiles. Two thousand years of
unjust  persecution  feeds  a  heartbreaking  “anti-Jesus”
mentality. But Jesus Christ was a Jew, and almost all of the
first believers were Jewish. As one messianic rabbi put it, to
believe in the Jewish Messiah is the most Jewish thing someone
can do!{16} Dr. Laura is mistaken in her belief here. When a
Jew trusts Christ as Savior, he does not stop being Jewish.
What  he  discovers,  in  an  intensely  personal  way,  is  that
Judaism is the root, and Christianity is the fruit. He feels



“completed” in ways many Gentiles never can.

What is the purpose of life? Dr. Laura has told many people
who are floundering without personal meaning that they need to
find their niche in life to do their job, which is to perfect
the world. This sounds noble . . . but there is nothing in
Scripture that calls us to perfect an unperfectable world. In
fact, God plans on scrapping the whole thing and starting over
(Rev. 21:1). Perfecting the world is not our purpose in life:
the  reason  we  are  here  is  to  bring  glory  to  God  (Eph.
1:6,12,14).

One other area where Dr. Laura misses the boat is in dealing
with guilt. I remember one caller who was filled with remorse
and regret over her abortion, and she asked what to do with
her guilt. But since Dr. Laura’s belief system doesn’t offer a
way of handling it, she advised the woman to just carry the
guilt. This is her usual advice in such circumstances because
she believes the person will learn a deep life lesson from the
continual pain. I grieve that she has no understanding of the
cleansing that comes with Christ’s forgiveness. Jesus paid for
our sins on the cross, and when we come to Him in belief and
trust, He not only forgives the sin but cleanses us of the
guilt. We don’t have to carry guilt that He washed away!

There are a few subjects where Dr. Laura departs from the
Scriptures, most notably about Jesus and salvation, and we
can’t agree with her. But for the most part, as far as her
positions and beliefs, Dr. Laura is usually right, and I think
she honors God as she proclaims His laws and ways. I just pray
she will respond to the light of the WHOLE truth.

 

Addendum on why I left out Dr. Laura’s views on homosexuality
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Conversation  with  a  Muslim
and a Christian
An e-mail conversation between a Christian (Don Closson) and
an earnest Muslim revealed the mindset and attitudes of a
follower of Allah.

 This article is also available in Spanish.

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

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

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

Next we will look at the issue of the person of Jesus Christ
from a Muslim perspective and begin to consider how one might
make a biblical response.

Christological Mathematics
Since I had never spoken to a Muslim regarding the claims of
Christianity, I was looking forward to the kinds of questions
that might be raised. I was not surprised that the first issue
that came up was the nature of Jesus Christ, since this really
is the heart of the matter. Muslims believe that Jesus was a
prophet, perhaps even a unique prophet, but not in any sense
God. Ali got the conversation going by declaring that there



was no place in the Bible that says that Jesus is both 100
percent  God  and  100  percent  man.  Along  with  this  initial
challenge Ali pointed out that he was very sensitive to proper
interpretation and would be looking for incidents of verse
twisting in order to make a passage say something that it
actually doesn’t.

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

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

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

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

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

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

What about John 5:30? Jesus says; “By myself I can do nothing;
I judge only as I hear, and my judgment is just, for I seek
not to please myself but Him who sent me.” Ali claims that the
verse shows that Jesus is inferior and helpless, that in fact
He can do nothing. The key to this passage, as always, is in
the context. I pointed out to Ali that in John 5:19-23 Jesus
says that “He can do only what He sees His Father doing,
because whatever the Father does the Son also does.” Jesus
raises the dead, has been given all judgment, and is to be
given the same honor that the Father is given. Ali replied,
“Great, this is what a messenger does, this doesn’t make him
god.”



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

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

The Trinity
It  is  not  surprising  that  Ali  does  not  understand  nor
acknowledge the Trinitarian relationship between Jesus and the
Father. Surah 4 verse 171 in the Qur’an calls on people of the
book, Christians, not to commit excesses in their religion. It
claims that Jesus was just a messenger of Allah and His Word,
which was given to Mary. It literally tells Christians to “say
not Trinity” for Allah is one. It is possible that Muhammad
believed that the Trinity consisted of Jesus, the Father, and
Mary. He rejected Jesus as the Son of God because he pictured
Jesus as a physical offspring from a union of God the Father
and Mary. This would commit the ultimate sin in the eyes of
Islam, equating a physical thing with God the Creator (shirk).
Ali writes, “To say that Jesus is God or Son of God is not
only a mockery of Godhood, but blasphemy of the lowest order
and an insult to the intelligence of men.”

As a result, Ali alternates between denying that the Bible
teaches that Jesus is God and ridiculing as illogical the



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

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

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

A Difficult Decision
As  I  mentioned  earlier,  the  outcome  of  the  six-month
interchange was neither a conversion, nor even a congenial
agree-to-disagree ending. In fact, I ended the dialogue after



realizing that continuing the exchange could profit little and
that my time might be better spent elsewhere. I must add that
this was not an easy decision to make. I wondered whether I
had  given  up  too  easily  or  had  somehow  not  communicated
adequately the hope that I have in Christ.

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

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

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

When Paul and Timothy were opposed by the Jews, who became
abusive, the book of Acts (18:5) records, “[H]e shook out his



clothes in protest and said to them, ‘Your blood be on your
own heads! I am clear of my responsibility.'”

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

©2001 Probe Ministries.

The Mystery of Reincarnation
– A Christian Perspective
Can reincarnation be true? Dr. Pat Zukeran examines evidence
for  this  Eastern  belief  and  compares  it  to  the  Biblical
concept of resurrection.

 This article is also available in Spanish.

Eastern Doctrine of Reincarnation
Many  cultures  throughout  the  world  have  long  held  to  the
concept of reincarnation. A recent Gallup Poll revealed that
one in four Americans believed in reincarnation. Reincarnation
literally means, “to come again in the flesh.” World religions
author Geoffrey Parrinder defines reincarnation as “the belief
that the soul or some power passes after death into another
body.”{1}

Reincarnation is a major facet of the eastern religions of
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Hinduism  and  Buddhism.  Many  sects  have  variant  views  of
reincarnation.  Here  is  a  general  summary  of  the  basic
principles. Most hold to a pantheistic view of God. Pantheism
comes from the Greek pan meaning “all” and concept of theism
meaning “God.” In Pantheism, God is an impersonal force made
up of all things; the universe is God and God is the universe.
All created beings are an extension of or an emanation from
God.

Living things possess a physical body and an immaterial entity
called the soul, life force, or Jiva. At death, the life force
separates from the body and takes a new physical form. The law
of karma determines what form the individual will take. This
law teaches that one’s thoughts, words, and deeds have an
ethical consequence, fixing one’s lot in future existences.{2}
Our present state is the result of actions and intentions
performed in a previous life. The amount of good or bad karma
attained in our present life will determine if one returns in
a higher or a lower form of existence.

One will endure hundreds, even millions of reincarnations,
either evolving into a higher or lower form of life to work
off the debt of karma. This cycle of reincarnation is called
the law of samsara. Eventually one hopes to work off all bad
karma and free oneself from the reincarnation cycle and attain
unity  with  the  divine.  This  freeing  from  the  cycle  of
reincarnation  is  called  moksha.  The  soul  is  viewed  as
imprisoned in a body and must be freed to attain unity with
the divine.

Each school of thought varies in their teaching regarding how
one attains ultimate deliverance from the reincarnation cycle.
Most agree that it is only from the human form one can attain
unity with the divine. Deliverance from the bondage of the
body can be attained through various means. Some schools teach
that  through  enlightenment  that  comes  from  knowledge,
meditation, and channeling, one can break the cycle. Other
schools teach that deliverance comes through faith and service



to  a  particular  deity  or  manifestation  of  the  divine.  In
return, the deity will aid you in your quest for moksha. Other
schools  teach  that  one  can  attain  deliverance  through
discipline  and  good  works.

Much of the reincarnation teaching in the West is adapted from
the teachings in the eastern religions. Is there evidence that
proves reincarnation to be true? We will examine these next.

Evidences for Reincarnation
Leading reincarnation researcher Dr. Ian Stephenson, head of
the department of Neurology and Psychiatry at the University
of  Virginia,  believes  there  is  compelling  evidence  for
reincarnation.  Proponents  give  five  proofs:  hypnotic
regression, déjà vu, Xenoglossy, birthmarks, and the Bible.

The  first  proof  is  hypnotic  regression.  Reincarnation
proponents  cite  examples  of  individuals  giving  vivid  and
accurate  descriptions  of  people,  places,  and  events  the
individual could not have previously known. Today there is a
small branch of psychology that practice past life therapy,
the  belief  that  one’s  present  problems  are  the  result  of
problems from a previous life.

However, the accuracy of facts attained from hypnosis remains
highly questionable. First, some people are known to have lied
under hypnosis. Second, human memory is subject to distortions
of all sorts. Third, under hypnosis a patient’s awareness of
fantasy  and  reality  is  blurred.  Dr.  Kenneth  Bowers,  a
psychologist at the University of Waterloo and Dr. Jan Dywane
at McMaster University states:

“. . .although hypnosis increases recall, it also increases
errors.  In  their  study,  hypnotized  subjects  correctly
recalled twice as many items as did unhypnotized members of
a control group but also made three times as many mistakes.
During hypnosis, you are creating memories.”{3}



Fourth, studies have shown that under hypnosis, patients are
easily influenced by leading questions. In the process of
hypnosis, the patient is asked to release control of his or
her consciousness and body. Hans Holzer states, “Generally
women  are  easier  to  hypnotize  than  men.  But  there  are
exceptions even among women, who may have difficulty letting
go  control  over  their  bodies  and  personalities,  something
essential if genuine hypnosis is to take place.”{4} In this
state, memories can be altered by the cues from the hypnotist.
For these reasons, many law courts do not consider testimony
under hypnosis reliable evidence.

Past life recall can also be attributed to the influence of
culture.  Cultures  heavily  steeped  in  the  doctrine  of
reincarnation create an environment conducive to past life
recall. The countries of India, Sri Lanka, Burma, and western
Asia have a very high number of cases. Many who make claims of
past life recall win the respect of their society. In areas
like these the culture can have a strong influence on one’s
subconscious mind. If reincarnation is true, past life recall
should be prevalent in all cultures, not primarily in one
area.

Finally, the majority of the incidents occur among children.
Dr. Stephenson states, “Many of those claiming to have lived
before are children. Often they are very emotional when they
talk of the person they used to be, and they give minute
details of the life they lived.”{5} Children are the most
susceptible to suggestion and their testimony should be viewed
with caution.

At best, the evidence from hypnotic regress can only suggest a
possibility of reincarnation, but it does not conclusively
prove it.

Déjà vu refers to a distinct feeling you have been to a place
or performed an event before, while engaged in something that
is  presently  happening.  Reincarnation  proponents  attribute



this to a previous life. However, researchers give alternate
explanations. In our subconscious, we often relate a present
event  with  a  past  one  that  the  conscious  mind  does  not
remember. Since the two events are similar we often fuse the
events together in our minds, thus creating an impression that
we have experienced this before. Other researchers have shown
that the data that enters the eye is sometimes delayed for a
microsecond on its way to the brain. This leads one to think
that they have seen the data before.

Xenoglossy is the sudden ability to speak a language one has
never learned. Reincarnation advocates attribute this as the
language one spoke in a previous life. However, cryptoamnesia
can  account  for  this  phenomenon.  In  cryptoamnesia,  an
individual forgets information that was learned earlier and
recalls it at a later time, not knowing its source. It is
possible that one can hear foreign terms through the media or
as a child and recall these when prompted.

The fourth proof is the appearance of unique birthmarks that
are  similar  to  those  possessed  by  a  deceased  individual.
However,  it  is  difficult  to  show  any  connection  to
reincarnation.  Similarity  does  not  prove  sameness.

These  alternative  explanations  can  explain  most  of  the
evidences for reincarnation. However where they fall short, we
must entertain the possibility of demonic possession where a
foreign spirit takes control of the person as demonstrated
several times throughout the New Testament. Demonic spirits
have existed for thousands of years and are not limited by
time and space. The information they possess can be injected
into a person’s mind during possession. Eastern meditation
techniques allow for this possibility. Dr. Bro writes of Edgar
Cayce, the father of the New Age movement, “Cayce’s power came
without equipment, in quiet. He appeared to empty himself, to
hollow out his consciousness as a receptacle, a conduit.”{6}

Even reincarnation advocates believe that many cases of past



life recall can be attributed to possession. They confess that
it is difficult to determine whether a past life recall is the
result  of  reincarnation  or  possession.  William  de  Arteaga
states, “In reference to the demonic counterfeit hypothesis,
we can safely say that for many past life visions it is the
most solidly verified hypothesis of all.”{7}

Edgar Cayce stated, “That’s what I always thought, and against
this I put the idea that the Devil might be tempting me to do
his work by operating through me when I was conceited enough
to think God had given me special power. . . .”{8}

Although  the  evidence  can  be  interpreted  to  support
reincarnation,  it  cannot  conclusively  prove  it.

Biblical Evidence for Reincarnation
Although reincarnation proponents cite the Bible as proof of
their claim, the Bible refutes the idea. It teaches that we
live once, die once, and then enter our eternal state. Hebrews
9:26b-27 states, “But now he has appeared once for all at the
end of the ages to do away with sin by the sacrifice of
himself. Just as man is destined to die once and after that to
face judgment, so Christ was sacrificed once to take away the
sins  of  many  people.  .  .  .”  The  focus  here  is  on  the
sacrificial work of Christ. Instead of the continual animal
sacrifices needed to atone for sins under the old covenant,
under the new covenant Christ paid for sins once and for all.

In the same way as Christ, who appeared only once, man is
destined to die once. Just as there is finality in Christ’s
sacrifice, there is finality in man’s physical death. After
that, the soul faces the judgment before God to determine
one’s eternal destiny. Once judgment is delivered, Scripture
gives no evidence that sins can be atoned for in another time
of  living  on  earth  (Rev.  20:11-15;  Luke  16:19-31;  Matt.
25:31-46).



The  passage  often  appealed  to  by  those  who  support
reincarnation is John 9:1-3, which states, “As he went along,
he  saw  a  man  blind  from  birth.  His  disciples  asked  him,
‘Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents, that he was born
blind?'” Reincarnation proponents claim that in this passage
the  disciples  are  attributing  the  man’s  blindness  as  the
result of bad karma from a previous existence.

However,  Jewish  theology  attributed  birth  defects  to  two
factors. Prenatal sin committed by the baby after conception,
but before birth, or sin committed by the parents. Genesis
25:22, the struggle of Jacob and Esau in Rachel’s womb, was
interpreted as a conflict that resulted from prenatal sin.
Exodus  20:5  states  that  the  parents’  sin  often  had
repercussions on their offspring. However, in the passage in
John 9:1-3, Jesus refutes any connection between the man’s
defects and any previous sins, thus putting an end to any
concept of karma.

Another passage is Matthew 11 where Jesus states that John the
Baptist is Elijah. Reincarnation proponents interpret John as
being the reincarnated Elijah from the Old Testament. This
cannot be true for the following reasons. First, in 2 Kings 2,
Elijah  never  died,  but  was  taken  to  heaven.  In  the
reincarnation model one must die before one can take on a new
form. Second, in Matthew 17 Elijah appears with Moses on the
Mount of Transfiguration. John the Baptist had lived and died
by this time. If he had been the reincarnation of Elijah, John
would  have  appeared  instead.  John  came  not  as  the
reincarnation of Elijah, but in a metaphorical sense as Elijah
in that he was filled with the same spirit and power as
Elijah. So the Bible does not affirm reincarnation.

Reincarnation and Resurrection
The  Bible  teaches  that  what  happens  after  death  is  a
resurrection, not reincarnation. First Corinthians 15 is one
of the clearest passages on what happens to the human soul



after death. Like the reincarnation proponents, we agree that
the immaterial component of man separates from the body at
death and survives eternally. We both agree that the soul
inhabits another bodily form.

The major difference is this: reincarnation proponents believe
that the soul inhabits many bodily forms in an evolutionary
progress toward union with the divine. This can happen over
millions of years or in a shorter period. The Bible teaches in
Hebrews 9:26b-27, as previously discussed, that we live once,
die once and then enter into an eternal state.

Our eternal state is described in 1 Corinthians 15. Verse 20
states, “But Christ has indeed been raised from the dead, the
firstfruits of those who have fallen asleep.” By “firstfruits”
Paul was drawing on the imagery found in the Old Testament.
The firstfruits were prior to the main harvest and served as
an example and an assurance of the harvest that was coming. So
Christ’s resurrection is a precursor and a guarantee of the
believer’s resurrection. His resurrection greatly differs from
the reincarnation model.

First,  Christ’s  resurrected  body  physically  resembled  His
earthly body. It had physical properties displayed by the fact
that He could be touched, He communicated, and He ate. His
glorified body also possessed supernatural attributes. He was
able to walk through walls, appear and disappear, and ascend
to heaven.

Paul describes the glorified body as having a different kind
of flesh from the earthly body. He states, “All flesh is not
the same: Men have one kind of flesh, animals have another,
birds another, fish another. There are also heavenly bodies
and earthly bodies. . . .” The new body will be imperishable
and immortal. It will be a spiritual body that is designed for
life in heaven. The glorified body will not suffer the effects
of sin or the effects of time, sickness, or pain.



The unrighteous, however, enter a state of eternal torment
immediately  after  death.  Luke  16:19-31  demonstrates  this
point. In this example the unrighteous wealthy man enters hell
immediately at death. In Matthew 25 the goats enter a state of
eternal punishment with no hope of escape.

In summary, these are the differences. First, reincarnation
teaches  that  the  migration  of  the  soul  occurs  over  many
lifetimes  while  resurrection  occurs  once.  Second,
reincarnation teaches we inhabit many different bodies while
resurrection teaches we inhabit only one body on earth and a
glorified immortal body in heaven that resembles our earthly
one. Third, reincarnation teaches we are in an evolutionary
progress  to  union  with  God  while  resurrection  teaches  we
arrive at our ultimate state immediately at death. The Bible
does not support reincarnation and it must not be confused
with  the  doctrine  of  the  resurrection,  which  is  very
different.
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“Did Stalin Have a Deathbed
Conversion?  What  About
Trotsky?”
I am trying to check the validity of the following material. I
came across one of your articles on the Web and thought you
may be able to comment. I am not expecting you to research
this,  but  just  if  you  happen  to  know  would  you  mind
responding?  It  would  be  a  help.

Question 1. The statement “Religion is a crutch for the weak.
. .” and various variants of it I had heard attributed to
Joseph Stalin. Do you know if this is correct. Or was it Marx?
I know Marx penned the famous “Religion is the opiate of the
masses,” but who is generally attributed as the author of the
first quote. Possibly it was just a common atheist saying and
thus picked up by most of the communists.

Question 2. I recall hearing it said that Stalin close to his
death had said, “I cannot escape the overwhelming feeling that
I am about to be cast into an ocean of the blood of the lives
I  have  destroyed,”  or  words  to  this  effect.  Do  you  know
whether this is correctly attributed to Stalin, or was it
another?

Question 3. I also recall reading somewhere that one of the
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old communists (again I thought it was Stalin) was the son of
a Jewish father who upon moving to a new city changed to
attending the Lutheran church, telling his son it was better
for business. This contributed to the son rejecting God and
adopting a strongly atheistic world view.

 

I am afraid I can’t help you from my memory on these quotes.
On  #1,  I  know  that  Stalin  attended  an  Orthodox  Christian
School for ten years. He was kicked out of seminary for his
radical  Marxist  views.  I  checked  the  Oxford  Book  of
Quotations, but found nothing there. I have heard the quote
about religion being a “crutch” mentioned many times, but I
have never related this to Stalin.

On Questions #2 let me offer the following: I am not inclined
to think Stalin made this statement of regret. I found these
words  about  Stalin’s  deathbed  scene,  as  described  by  his
daughter, Svetlana, in Allen Bullock’s Hitler and Stalin. She
says:

“The death agony was terrible. God grants an easy death only
to the just. He literally choked to death as we watched. At
what seemed like the very last moment he suddenly opened his
eyes and cast a glance over everyone in the room. It was a
terrible glance, insane or perhaps angry and full of fear of
death.  .  .Then  something  incomprehensible  and  terrible
happened that to this day I can’t forget. . .He suddenly
lifted his left hand as though he were pointing to something
up above and bring down a curse on us all. The gesture was
incomprehensible and full of menace. . .The next moment,
after a final effort, the spirit wrenched itself free of the
flesh.”

Bullock immediately adds,

“Like Hitler, Stalin preserved his image of himself intact to



the end, without retraction or regret. Both men died defying
their enemies.” (pg. 968).

With regard to #3, my first guess would be Trotsky. He was the
son of a Russian Jew who settled in Ukraine, and there Trotsky
was educated (Odessa on the Black Sea). His real name was Lev
Bronstein. He took the name “Trotsky” at a time when he needed
a  forged  passport  to  continue  his  underground  activities
undetected. I would start looking at his life first.

Hope this helps.

Jimmy Williams, Founder
Probe Ministries

Justin  Martyr:  Defender  for
the Church

Justin’s Conversion and Writings
In  a  previous  article  I  talked  about  the  persecutions
Christians experienced in the early church.{1} One of the
striking  characteristics  of  persecuted  Christians  was  the
courage they exhibited on their way to execution. In fact,
we’re told by an adult convert of the early second century
that this courage was a factor in making him open to the
gospel. This convert was a philosopher named Justin, whom you
might be familiar with as Justin Martyr. Justin was one of the
church’s earliest apologists or defenders. Church historian
Robert  Grant  says  Justin  was  “the  most  important  second
century apologist.”{2} As we consider the work of Justin,
along the way we’ll see some similarities in the charges made
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against Christians in his day and ours. Maybe we can learn
something from this second century Christian.

Justin’s Life

It is believed that Justin was born shortly after 100 A.D. His
birthplace  was  Flavia  Neapolis,  in  Syria-Palestine,  or
Samaria.{3}  Justin’s  childhood  education  included  rhetoric,
poetry,  and  history.  As  a  young  adult  he  took  a  special
interest in philosophy, and studied primarily Stoicism and
Platonism.{4} Justin was searching for God, which “is the goal
of Plato’s philosophy,” he said.{5}

Justin was introduced to the faith directly by an old man who
engaged him in discussion about philosophical issues and then
told him about Jesus. He took Justin to the Hebrew prophets
who were before the philosophers, he said, and who spoke “as
reliable witnesses of the truth.”{6} They prophesied of the
coming  of  Christ,  and  their  prophecies  were  fulfilled  in
Jesus. Justin said that afterward “my spirit was immediately
set on fire, and an affection for the prophets, and for those
who are friends of Christ, took hold of me; while pondering on
his words, I discovered that his was the only sure and useful
philosophy. . . . it is my wish that everyone would be of the
same sentiments as I, and never spurn the Savior’s words.”{7}
Justin  sought  out  Christians  who  taught  him  history  and
Christian doctrine, and then “devoted himself wholly to the
spread and vindication of the Christian religion.”{8}

Justin continued to wear the cloak which identified him as a
philosopher, and he taught students in Ephesus and later in
Rome.  James  Kiefer  notes  that  “he  engaged  in  debates  and
disputations  with  non-Christians  of  all  varieties,  pagans,
Jews, and heretics.”{9}

Justin’s conviction of the truth of Christ was so complete,
that  he  died  a  martyr’s  death  somewhere  around  165  A.D.
Eusebius, the early church historian, said he was denounced by



the Cynic Crescens with whom he engaged in debate shortly
before his death.{10} Justin was beheaded along with six of
his students.

Historian  Philip  Schaff  sums  up  Justin’s  character  and
ministry this way:

He  had  acquired  considerable  classical  and  philosophical
culture before his conversion, and then made it subservient
to the defense of the faith. He was not a man of genius and
accurate scholarship, but of respectable talent, extensive
reading, and enormous memory. . . . He had the courage of a
confessor in life and of a martyr in death. It is impossible
not to admire his fearless devotion to the cause of truth and
the defense of his persecuted brethren.{11}

Justin’s Writings

Several books have been attributed to Justin, but only three
are universally accepted as genuine. They are what are now
called  the  First  Apology  and  the  Second  Apology,  and  the
Dialogue With Trypho the Jew. His First Apology was addressed
to Emperor Antoninus Pius, who reigned from 138-161 A.D., his
sons, Lucius and Marcus Aurelius, and to the Roman Senate and
“the  whole  Roman  people.”{12}  The  Second  Apology  was
apparently  addressed  to  the  Roman  Senate,  although  it
originally might have been attached to the First. Both were
written in response to persecution.

Justin and Greek Philosophy

Justin’s understanding of Christianity was filtered through
the philosophy he had learned. The Platonism of Justin’s day
had a strong theistic bent, and its high moral tone seemed to
accord with Christianity. Justin (and others) connected the
Logos  of  philosophy  with  the  Logos  of  John  chapter  1.
Historian Philip Schaff describes the thinking this way:



The Logos is the pre-existent, absolute, personal Reason, and
Christ is the embodiment of it, the Logos incarnate. Whatever
is  rational  is  Christian,  and  whatever  is  Christian  is
rational. The Logos endowed all men with reason and freedom,
which are not lost by the fall. He scattered seeds of truth
before his incarnation, not only among the Jews, but also
among  the  Greeks  and  barbarians,  especially  among
philosophers and poets, who are the prophets of the heathen.
Those who lived reasonably and virtuously in obedience to
this preparatory light were Christians in fact, though not in
name; while those who lived unreasonably were Christless and
enemies  of  Christ.  Socrates  was  a  Christian  as  well  as
Abraham, though he did not know it.{13}

In  addition  to  this  source  of  truth,  Justin  (and  others)
believed that the teachings of Moses were handed down through
the Egyptians to the Greeks.{14} God was not simply known
through abstract reasoning; He made Himself known personally
as well as He spoke to the prophets who in turn made Him known
to us.{15}

If Justin’s idea about Christ and the Logos seems odd, we
should  keep  in  mind  that  we,  too,  typically  understand
Christianity through the categories of the philosophies of our
day. We aren’t completely neutral readers of Scripture.

For example, in modern times science has been considered to be
the  supreme  source  of  truth.  This  fed  the  development  of
evidential  apologetics.  This  is  a  method  which  emphasizes
historical and natural facts as evidences for the faith. But
scholars have come to see that facts aren’t the completely
value-free  “truths”  modernism  taught.  Other  Christians  who
object to what they consider such an overly rationalistic
approach have drawn from existentialist philosophers who are
more concerned with the human condition. In other areas, too,
we reveal the ideals of modernism in our Christian lives. How
many  “how-to”  books  are  on  the  shelves  of  Christian



bookstores? There is a tendency to take a “do this and such-
and-such  will  result”  attitude  about  our  personal  and
spiritual development. Proper technique is a very modernistic
notion.

Thus, we shouldn’t be too harsh with Justin Martyr. He was a
man of his times who did his best to explicate and defend
Christian beliefs using the framework of thought with which he
was familiar. In doing so, he was a significant force in the
development of Christian theology and apologetics in the early
church.

Justin’s Apologetics
Christians Treated Unfairly

In his two Apologies, Justin’s primary goal was to defend
Christians  rather  than  Christianity  per  se.{16}  Christians
were being treated unfairly; Justin’s ambition was to get fair
treatment for them. Persecution had advanced to the point
where Christians were worthy of judgment just for bearing the
name Christian. Their odd worship habits, their refusal to
participate in the civic cults and in emperor worship, and
their strange beliefs were enough to create a general bias
against them. Thus it was that under some emperors and local
governors  Christians  could  be  brought  to  trial  just  for
bearing the name.

Christians and Atheism

Part  of  the  problem  was  a  misrepresentation  of  Christian
beliefs. Because Christians wouldn’t worship the Greek and
Roman gods, they were called atheists. Justin asked how they
could be atheists since they worshipped “the Most True God.”
Christians worship the Father, Son, and Prophetic Spirit, he
said, and “pay homage to them in reason and truth.” Justin
also pointed out the inconsistency of Roman rulers. Some of
their own philosophers taught that there were no gods, but



they weren’t persecuted just for bearing the name philosopher.
Even worse, some poets denounced Jupiter but were honored by
governmental leaders. {17}

Christians and Citizenship

Another  accusation  against  Christians  was  that  they  were
enemies of the state. Their lack of participation in pagan
religious rituals, which were a part of everyday public life
during those days, and their talk about belonging to another
kingdom led to charges that they weren’t good citizens. Justin
responded they weren’t looking for an earthly kingdom, one
that would threaten Rome. If they were, they wouldn’t go to
their deaths so calmly, but would run away and hide until the
kingdom came on earth. Furthermore, he insisted that “we, more
than all other men, are truly your helpers and allies in
fostering peace,” because Christians knew they would face God
one day and give an account of their lives.{18} “Only God do
we worship,” he said, “but in other things we joyfully obey
you, acknowledging you as the kings and rulers of men.”{19} As
a specific example of being good citizens, Justin cited that
Christians are faithful in paying taxes because Jesus said
they should (Matt. 22:20-21). Justin’s general argument was
that by living virtuous lives, something highly regarded in
Greek philosophy, Christians were by conviction good citizens.

The Situation Today

Does this kind of situation sound familiar to you? Today,
bearing the name fundamentalist or being associated with a
well-known Christian like Jerry Falwell or Pat Robertson is
enough to be convicted of being mean-spirited, bigoted, close-
minded, and certainly harmful to society.{20} If we Christians
would just keep our religion private while in public, agreeing
with  the  sentiments  of  secular  society,  we  would  be
acceptable. To this we must respond as Justin did, not by
getting red in the face and sinking to the level of name-
calling  in  response,  but  by  setting  forth  what  we  really



believe and by showing that we–and Christianity itself–really
aren’t harmful to a well-ordered society, but in fact are good
for it. We might want to go further and show how the morality
of our day is harmful to society. This might be persuasive to
some, but certainly not on everyone, maybe not on most. But in
clarifying what we believe and why we believe it, we will
strengthen the church, and this is important if, as I think,
believers are weakened more through name-calling and ostracism
than through attacks on doctrine.

Christianity as Moral

In addition to being called enemies of the state and atheists,
Christians in the early church were charged with engaging in
gross immorality. For example, they were said to engage in
orgies and in cannibalism in their worship services. In his
apologies, Justin defended Christians as being instead people
of high moral character.

For  one  thing,  Justin  said,  Christians  demonstrated  their
honesty by not lying when brought to trial. Because they were
people of truth, they would confess their faith even unto
death. They loved truth more than life itself. Christians were
patient in times of persecution, and showed love even to their
enemies.

This attitude of living according to truth was one example of
the change brought about in people’s lives following their
conversion. One writer notes that this change came to be known
as “the triumphal song of the Apologists.”{21} Justin said:

We who once reveled in impurities now cling to purity; we who
devoted  ourselves  to  the  arts  of  magic  now  consecrate
ourselves to the good and unbegotten God; we who loved above
all else the ways of acquiring riches and possessions now
hand over to a community fund what we possess, and share it
with every needy person; we who hated and killed one another
and would not share our hearth with those of another tribe



because of their [different] customs, now, after the coming
of Christ, live together with them, and pray for our enemies,
and try to convince those who hate us unjustly. . . .{22}

Justin also emphasized the chaste behavior of Christians, in
response to accusations of immoral behavior during worship. To
show how far that was from the truth, he told the story of a
young man who asked that a surgeon make him a eunuch to prove
that Christians do not practice promiscuity. The request was
denied,  so  the  young  man  chose  to  remain  unmarried  and
accountable to fellow believers.{23}

One of Justin’s apologetical tactics was to contrast what the
Christians were falsely charged with doing, and punished for
it,  with  what  the  Romans  did  with  impunity.  For  example,
Christians  were  charged  with  killing  babies  in  worship
services and then consuming them. Justin countered that it was
the  worshipers  of  Saturn  who  engaged  in  homicide  and  in
drinking blood, and other pagans who sprinkled the blood of
men and animals on their idols. Christians were accused of
sexual immorality, but it was their critics, Justin said, who
imitated “Jupiter and the other gods in sodomy and sinful
relations with women.”{24}

Today, Christians who oppose abortion are said to hate women.
Those who believe that homosexuality is wrong are called hate-
mongers. When we try to present our case as Justin did it can
be hard to get a hearing. This isn’t to say we shouldn’t
attempt to clarify our beliefs or even to show how critics can
be as immoral as they accuse Christians of being.{25} What we
need  to  remember  is  that  a  clarification  of  Christian
teachings isn’t enough. It wasn’t in Justin’s day. Consider
the means he listed by which people were brought to Christ. He
said  that  many  were  “turned  from  a  life  of  violence  and
tyranny, because they were conquered either by the constancy
of their neighbors’ lives, or by the strange patience they
noticed in their injured associates, or by experiencing their



honesty  in  business  matters.”{26}  Christians’  high  moral
character, even though often maligned, is a powerful witness
and apologetic for the faith.

Justin’s Case for Christ
As part of his defense of Christians before the Emperor and
Roman Senate, Justin also argued that Christianity was true.
This was important because reason and the pursuit of truth
were highly valued by the Roman intelligentsia. Since one of
the  charges  against  Christians  was  that  they  held
superstitious beliefs, it had to be shown that their beliefs
were reasonable. Let’s consider Justin’s central case for the
truth of Christianity, namely, that the coming of Christ–the
Logos  of  God–was  foretold  through  the  Prophetic  Spirit
thousands of years in advance.

Eternal Logos

Earlier  I  spoke  of  how  Christ  was  identified  with  the
Logos–the  locus  of  reason  in  the  universe–of  which  the
philosophers spoke. Speaking of Him in these terms would help
gain a hearing from the cultured classes of his day. As one
historian  noted,  “Whenever  [the  Logos]  was  mentioned  the
interest of all was at once secured.”{27} It was important to
show the reasonableness of the faith, and the Logos was the
locus of reason in major schools of Greek philosophy. To quote
Philip Schaff again, “Christianity is the highest reason,” for
Justin. “The Logos is the pre-existent, absolute, personal
Reason,  and  Christ  is  the  embodiment  of  it,  the  Logos
incarnate. Whatever is rational is Christian, and whatever is
Christian is rational.”{28} In addition to guaranteeing the
rationality of Christianity, identifying Jesus as the Logos
indicated His antiquity, which was important to the Greek mind
in establishing the truth of a belief. I should note here that
this emphasis on reason should not leave us thinking that
faith meant nothing for Justin. He repeatedly refers to faith
in his apologies. He speaks of us being made whole “by faith



through the blood and the death of Christ.”{29} He even refers
back to Abraham who “was justified and blessed by God because
of his faith in Him.”{30} However, even here the matter of
knowledge  is  central  because  Justin  put  more  weight  on
believing in the teachings of Christ than on believing in
Christ himself. Fulfilled Prophecies But why should this claim
about  Jesus  be  believed?  The  reason  was  that  He  was  the
fulfillment  of  prophecies  made  thousands  of  years  earlier
which proved that He wasn’t just a man who could do magic, but
the  promised  Son  of  God.  “We  are  actual  eye-witnesses  of
events that have happened and are happening in the very manner
in  which  they  were  fortold  [sic],”  he  said.{31}  Justin
summarized the Old Testament prophecies about Christ this way:

In the books of the Prophets, indeed, we found Jesus our
Christ foretold as coming to us born of a virgin, reaching
manhood, curing every disease and ailment, raising the dead
to life, being hated, unrecognized, and crucified, dying,
rising from the dead, ascending into Heaven, and being called
and actually being the Son of God. And that He would send
certain persons to every nation to make known these things,
and that the former Gentiles rather [than Jews] would believe
in  Him.  He  was  foretold,  in  truth,  before  He  actually
appeared,  first  five  thousand  years  before,  then  four
thousand, then three thousand, then two thousand, then one
thousand,  and  finally  eight  hundred.  For,  in  succeeding
generations new Prophets rose time and again.{32}

Not only was the fulfillment of prophecy remarkable in itself,
but it was also significant that such prophecies were made
long  before  the  Greek  philosophers,  for,  unlike  today,
antiquity was important to the Greek mind in establishing the
truth of a belief.

Conclusion

For all the weaknesses in his theology and apologetics, Justin



Martyr provides an example of those who took their faith very
seriously  in  the  early  church,  and  who  sought  to  be  a
mouthpiece for the Lord and a defender of His people. Schaff
says  that  “[Justin’s  writings]  attest  his  honesty  and
earnestness, his enthusiastic love for Christianity, and his
fearlessness in its defense against all assaults from without
and perversions from within.”{33} While it might seem to us
that  Christianity  was  really  just  philosophy  to  Justin,
historian Jaroslav Pelikan notes that Justin’s faith was fed
more by what the church confessed about Christ than by his own
philosophical speculation. “He was, after all, ready to lay
down his life for Christ; and his martyrdom speaks louder,
even doctrinally, than does his apologetics.”{34}
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Christian View
Rick Wade adds to our understanding of worldviews by adding
three classical and one very current life perspective to our
worldview  discussion.  Understanding  how  deism,  nihilism,
existentialism,  and  postmodernism  address  the  fundamental
worldview  questions  helps  us  to  deeply  understand  their
similarities and differences with Christian theism.

This article is also available in Spanish. 

Introduction
A few years ago, former Probe staff member Jerry Solomon wrote
an  article  on  worldviews  in  which  he  provided  a  basic
introduction to the subject, and then gave a sketch of three
major worldviews: Christian theism, naturalism, and New Age
pantheism.{1}  In  this  article  we’ll  look  at  four  more
worldviews:  deism,  nihilism,  existentialism,  and
postmodernism.  We  frequently  refer  to  these  various
philosophies in our articles, so it seems good to give a brief
description for reference.{2}

Worldviews: Some Basics

What  is  a  worldview?  James  Orr,  the  19th  century  church
historian, said that a worldview “[denotes] the widest view
which the mind can take of things in the effort to grasp them
together as a whole from the standpoint of some particular
philosophy  or  theology.”{3}  A  developed  worldview  supplies
answers to the questions of origin, purpose, and destiny among
other  things,  or  as  some  put  it,  the  “why,  whence,  and
whither” of things.{4}

But some may object that such a view of Christianity is too
intellectual or esoteric, or might say that Christianity by
its very nature doesn’t allow being forced into some set of
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philosophical ideas. It’s true that one can present an overly
philosophical picture of Christianity, one that makes it seem
very  remote  from  real  life.  But  does  that  invalidate  the
cognitive element? Note that the apostle Paul had no problem
with considering the rational aspect of the faith. There must
be knowledge of Christianity in order to live it out. Read
Eph.  1:17,18.{5}  In  Colossians  we  see  how  Paul  gave  his
readers intellectual grounds for rejecting the philosophy of
the day (cf. 1:9ff).

There are a couple of reasons for thinking of Christianity in
worldview terms. Over a hundred years ago church historian
James  Orr  called  for  such  a  perspective  because  first,
Christianity  does  involve  a  lot  of  interconnected  beliefs
which  cannot  be  picked  and  chosen  in  a  cafeteria-style
fashion. He says, “He who with his whole heart believes in
Jesus as the Son of God is thereby committed to much else
besides. He is committed to a view of God, to a view of man,
to a view of sin, to a view of Redemption, to a view of the
purpose of God in creation and history, to a view of human
destiny,  found  only  in  Christianity.  This  forms  a
‘Weltanschauung,’  or  ‘Christian  view  of  the  world,’  which
stands in marked contrast with theories wrought out from a
purely  philosophical  or  scientific  standpoint.”{6}
Christianity,  thus,  by  its  nature  forms  a  worldview.

Second,  Orr  says,  since  Christianity  as  a  whole  is  under
attack, it must be defended as a whole; not just as individual
doctrines  but  the  whole  concept  of  supernatural,  revealed
religion.  “The  opposition  which  Christianity  has  to
encounter,”  says  Orr,  “is  no  longer  confined  to  special
doctrines or to points of supposed conflict with the natural
sciences–for example, the relations of Genesis and geology–but
extends to the whole manner of conceiving of the world and of
man’s place in it, the manner of conceiving of the entire
system  of  things,  natural  and  moral,  of  which  we  form  a
part.”{7}



Evaluating Worldviews

How shall we evaluate a worldview? We have every right to
expect that a true description of reality will be rational, be
supported by evidence, provide the widest explanation for all
of reality, and accord with human experience. Regarding its
rational nature, it must both not contradict itself and be
coherent as a system. Regarding evidence, it must not only be
consistent with and explain the facts of nature and history,
but  it  must  give  an  adequate  explanation  for  special
occurrences in history (I’m thinking here specifically of the
person  and  work  of  Jesus,  including  His  life,  death,  and
resurrection). A worldview answers the “why” question in its
ability to explain what we see around and within ourselves.
Regarding human experience, it must both explain what we know
of ourselves and answer our deepest longings and aspirations.

Furthermore,  we  should  not  be  surprised  at  supernatural
elements such as miracles and prophecies, and reports of such
should withstand investigation as far as we’re able.

Finally  any  truths  revealed  which  couldn’t  be  known
otherwise–even though transcending what we can know on our own
and  being  difficult  to  understand–should  not  conclusively
contradict what we know in the range of human experience.

Let’s turn now to a consideration of our four worldviews.

Deism
Historical background

The era called the Enlightenment, which spanned the 17th and
18th centuries, saw significant changes in the way Western man
viewed  his  world.  The  flowering  of  knowledge  in  the
Renaissance which broke through in the arts and sciences led
to  the  restoration  of  a  high  view  of  man.  Even  in  the
Christian church there developed something called “Christian
humanism.” In the Enlightenment era which followed, though,



the “Christian” part began to fall off, leaving man as the
final authority on all that is true. But this change didn’t
occur overnight. There was a period of time when God was still
recognized, although some believed He had lost touch, as it
were, with His creation. He was pushed out and restricted to
His heaven. Notions of God’s providential care over the earth
faded away. Thus was born deism, the first of four worldviews.

Several factors were involved in this transition. One was the
flowering of science, specifically Newtonian physics, which
supposedly gave a rational, orderly explanation of the world,
thereby  removing  the  mysterious,  supernatural  elements.
Another factor was the religious wars a century or two before
which  had  a  souring  effect  on  people’s  attitudes  about
organized religion. Finally, there was a growing awareness of
other  peoples  and  religions  which  made  Christianity  seem
provincial rather than universal.{8} Divine law gave way to
natural law. Now there was “revealed religion” coming from
God, and “natural religion” discovered in nature. And “natural
religion,” believed to be neutral and universal, became the
norm for what could be accepted as true “revealed religion.”

Described

Deism, then, is the belief that “natural religion contains all
that is true in revealed religion; where the latter differs,
the  differences  are  either  morally  insignificant  or
superstitious.”{9}  There  is  nothing  higher  than  natural
religion. Reason is capable of knowing God and His will, so
there is no need for revelation. On the moral side, man’s duty
is simply to do God’s will which is to seek the happiness of
all men.

How was it that deists retained belief in God? According to
one writer, the Newtonian view of the cosmos seemed to demand
a  God;  the  intricate  order  of  the  universe  suggested  an
intelligent designer. In fact, this made God seem bigger than
ever. However, God was removed from an active part in human



affairs. His transcendence was emphasized at the expense of
His immanence. Also, although God was the author of natural
law, He “receded behind the battery of secondary causes with
which men have daily to do.”{10} God was seen as too big to be
involved in the trivial experiences of man’s life. There was
no real concern on God’s part for the details of our lives and
no divine purpose in history. Knowledge of God was “emptied of
most of its concrete religious connotations.”{11}

Contrasted with Christian Theism

Three major factors separate deism from biblical Christianity.
First, God was separated from the workings of real life due to
His awesome transcendence. As Sire puts it, “God is distant,
foreign,  alien.”{12}  Scripture  teaches,  however,  that  God
continues to be involved in His creation both in sustaining
the natural order (Col. 1:17) and in relating to mankind.

Second,  deists  saw  man  as  just  a  part  of  the  clockwork
universe, operating according to strict laws. While man was
recognized as a creation of God and made in His image, he
wasn’t seen as essentially a sinner. Gone was the sense of the
drama of human interaction with God over concerns about sin
and grace and judgment. Man was now in charge of himself.
However, he was not truly free for man was locked in the
natural system of cause and effect.{13}

Third, because the world was not seen as fallen, but rather as
God created it to be, the natural order reflected what was
good and right. As Pope said, “One truth is clear, whatever
is, is right.”{14} Not every deist went this far, however.
Ethics was very important to deists; they didn’t turn morality
over to the subjective realm. But wrongdoing wasn’t against
God  so  much  as  against  some  abstract  ethical  principles
discernible in nature.

Internal Weaknesses

Although few if any people would claim to be deists today,



there are some aspects of deism which still reveal themselves
in our beliefs. For example, some speak of one God who is all-
powerful yet not directly concerned with the daily lives of
human beings, who is known through the world of nature, but
who hasn’t revealed Himself authoritatively and finally in
Scripture or through Jesus.

However, the halfway position of deism made it incapable of
standing as a serious worldview for very long. Deists believed
they knew things about God, but they were limited to empirical
knowledge; that is, knowledge obtained through nature. If we
only  gain  knowledge  from  nature,  we  cannot  see  the  whole
picture, and there are certainly things about God which can’t
be known unless He tells us (which is what revelation is). It
would seem that they were presupposing certain things about
God  learned  from  special  revelation  without  giving  credit
where it was due.

Thus,  one  needed  to  either  keep  God  in  the  picture  and
acknowledge His significance, or remove Him altogether. The
latter was the response of naturalism. Since that worldview
was considered in the previous article, we’ll move next to
nihilism, a frame of mind growing out of naturalism.

Nihilism
Now that God was pushed to the edge of human experience, why
not remove Him altogether? He had lost all practical value;
why believe in Him at all? Thus was ushered in naturalism, the
belief that there is only one order of existence and that is
nature;  there  is  no  supernatural  order.  This  view  was
discussed in the earlier article, so I won’t develop it here.

Historical Background

For many, naturalism was a breath of fresh air, for now one
needn’t look to religion to find answers. Modern man with his
naturalistic  beliefs  tended  to  be  optimistic  about  man’s



prospects for making a good life for himself. Being free from
the confines of the supernatural, man was free to make of
himself whatever he wanted

Many,  however,  didn’t  see  the  clear  benefits  of  this
“freedom.” Naturalism produced an emptiness it couldn’t fill.
Are we really just another stage of evolutionary development?
Is this present reality all there is? Is there no permanent,
transcendent value in the universe? The worldview–or perhaps
we should say, mindset– which emerged was nihilism. Nihilism
isn’t really a philosophy because it doesn’t present any kind
of a systematic conception of the world. It is more anti-
philosophy  than  philosophy  because  it  is  essentially
denial–denial of real value in anything. There is no real
right and wrong, no beauty, no knowledge, etc.

A  name  very  often  associated  with  nihilism  is  that  of
Friedrich  Nietzsche,  the  19th  century  philosopher.  Having
decided that God was dead, Nietzsche saw that with God’s death
went the high values of Western man which were based upon
belief in God. He also recognized the loss of freedom which
this loss entailed. That we are just the natural products of
evolution,  just  materialistic  bodies  and  minds  means  that
there is no real freedom at all. We are determined parts of a
determined universe.

Another explanation for the rise of nihilism brings in the
social and political elements. After going through many “isms”
this century, many people have decided that one simply cannot
put one’s confidence in any of them, so they simply adopt a
basic  pragmatism,  the  idea  that  workability  is  all  that
matters. German theologian Helmut Thielicke made this comment:

In a world that is saturated and infested with pragmatism,
the question inevitably arises whether everything is not
“pseudo,” whether everything is not–at best–a productive
lie, and thus whether at the tail end of this parade of
idols there is Nothing, a Nothing which is always dressed up



in  some  new  ideology,  but  still  nothing  but
nothingness.”{15}

Described

Thielicke continues, “Nihilism is not a program but rather a
value  judgment.  It  is  the  last  of  all  conceivable  value
judgments–at least in any logical series–and to that extent a
judgment of death. Nihilism has no other will or purpose; it
is content to draw a line and call it quits.”{16}

James Sire mentions Breath, a play by Samuel Beckett, as a
prime example of nihilism in theater. There are no actors,
just a pile of rubbish on the stage. The light on the stage
dims, then brightens, then dims again. “There are no words,
only a ‘recorded’ cry opening the play, an inhaled breath, an
exhaled breath and an identical ‘recorded’ cry closing the
play. For Beckett life is such a ‘breath.'”{17}

Nihilism, then, is a philosophy of loss; those who toy with it
as a trendy worldview either don’t understand it or haven’t
tried to. As one writer said, “Nietzsche replaces easy-going
atheism with agonized atheism.”{18}

Contrasted with Christian Theism

Nihilism is obviously out of accord with Christian doctrine.
God is not dead, and His nature and will provide a structure
for  value  and  meaning  which  transcend  us.  Because  God  is
active in the world and is working to bring about His plans,
there is real basis for hope. Internal Weaknesses

Nihilism also has its own internal weaknesses. Because it is
fundamentally  naturalistic,  it  carries  naturalism’s
weaknesses. It robs us of any real freedom since the natural
order is believed to operate either on a strictly causal basis
or by chance (or both). Yet nihilists, like everyone else, act
as  if  they  have  significant  freedom.  We  are  all  daily
confronted with the responsibility of making right choices and



of  facing  the  consequences  if  we  don’t.  Also,  the  strict
naturalism  of  nihilists  makes  their  claims  to  knowledge
suspect. If the chemicals and electrical charges in our brains
are simply following the physical laws of cause and effect,
why should we believe our ideas reflect any reality outside
ourselves and aren’t just the results of the random activity
of our brain cells? Finally, morality can’t be simply a matter
of “what is, is what ought to be” or else there would be no
room for reform. Any charge that another person or culture
ought to do something–not just because it would work better
but because it is right–would be illegitimate. Nihilism thus
leaves us empty with respect to our being, our knowledge, and
our morality. With all of these goes a loss of meaning.

But  all  this  is  to  say  what  the  nihilist  already  knows!
Sincere nihilists haven’t just adopted this worldview because
they like to be trendy. They are simply reflecting back in
their words the way they see the world, and they grieve over
it.

How can we respond to nihilism? We can start out by pointing
out the existential inconsistencies nihilists exhibit. For one
thing, although they say there is no meaning to anything, they
indicate what they think is meaningful by the time and effort
they put into various activities. The art of nihilism, such as
Dada, for example, attempts to say something; it is purported
to have meaning. If it doesn’t mean anything, it can’t convey
the image of the world nihilism wants to reveal. Second, all
their  assertions  about  meaninglessness  are  supposed  to  be
statements about the way the world is. But if there is no
knowledge, nihilists can’t know the way the world is. Third,
it simply flies in the face of everything our being seems to
require–meaning, value and dignity being three examples.

Very  few  people  can  live  out  a  completely  nihilistic
worldview. The most thoroughgoing cynics will apply themselves
to  something–even  if  it’s  small–which  they  consider
meaningful,  even  if  it  is  crying  out  against  the



meaninglessness of life. To feel the despair of the loss of
meaning and value indicates that one really wants such things.
What can the nihilist do? He can take his life so he doesn’t
have to face such an absurd world. He can keep on living but
keep his philosophy of no value and his life of value-seeking
separate. Or he can look for something to give life value and
meaning. In existentialism we find a worldview which seeks to
find meaning in an absurd universe. To that we now turn.

Existentialism
Existentialism  is  a  worldview  (or  really  a  collection  of
worldviews)  which  holds,  in  essence,  that  our  choices
determine what we are. We create our own meaning and value.
“Existence precedes essence,” it is said. What we do, the
choices we make, determine our essence. Existentialists, thus,
seek to create their own meaning in a meaningless world.

(I should note here that there are theistic and atheistic
forms  of  existentialism.  Here  we  will  only  consider  the
atheistic variety.) Historical background

Existentialism has both philosophical and experiential roots.
With respect to philosophy, naturalism had left man without
God, and the radical individualism and autonomy endorsed by
modernistic thinking had left individuals standing alone. With
respect to life’s experience, technology had made us just
another part of the machine; either be efficient or get out of
the way, was the modernistic attitude. In addition, some by-
products of technology such as pollution and the atomic bomb
made  life  riskier.  Then  came  two  devastating  World  Wars
conducted on the doorsteps of Europeans. The result was that
man was thought to be in all alone and in danger. These
factors provided the setting for a philosophy of despair.
Described

Despair is at the foundation of existentialism. We are said to
live in “a ‘broken world,’ an ‘ambiguous world,’ a ‘dislocated



world,’ a world into which we are ‘thrown’ and ‘condemned’ yet
‘abandoned’  and  ‘free,’  a  world  which  appears  to  be
indifferent or even ‘absurd.'”{19} Existentialists refused to
accept  the  solutions  coming  from  reason  or  nation  or
tradition. They saw that the usual means of happiness failed
people, means such as money, physical pleasure, and fame. Of
course, atheistic existentialists refused to look to God. God
was dead, not only in the halls of philosophy, but also in the
city streets, and man was left on his own.

The real problem, they thought, was a false understanding of
the  human  condition  itself  which  kept  people  from  true
happiness. We are alone in a vast and scary universe that
doesn’t  care  a  whit  about  us.  This  realization  produces
anguish, an interplay between a sense of dread on one hand and
the exhilaration of complete freedom on the other. We don’t
know why we exist or what our destiny is; we aren’t told where
we come from or given the value of anything. It is all up to
us–to me–to decide. Even though I can have no confidence that
the universe will suit itself to my ideas and desires, I must
do something–I must act. I am condemned to make of myself
whatever I can. And to be authentic I must be true to myself
and my own chosen values above all.

Existentialism, then, is first of all a theory of value. It
focuses on the human condition and what makes for a good life.
This has made it popular with many who are sensitive to the
plight of humanity living in a very impersonal world.

Existentialism proved to be very attractive in this country in
the ’60s. It gave individuals the “freedom” to toss aside
convention and tradition and make their own rules. We see
traces of it in the prevalent notion that we, individually,
are the final authorities for value in our own lives, in our
emphasis on experience over reason, in our live-for-the moment
attitude.

The theme of turning one’s back on traditional morality in



favor of determining one’s own life was seen in the movie
Pleasantville,  the  story  of  two  young  people  who  are
transported into the world of Pleasantville, a black and white
TV show. Their lives only turn into color when they begin to
express their sexuality. The girl eventually finds herself in
the healthy area of academics, but this is a choice she alone
makes; she is in charge of her own existence. Contrasted with
Christian Theism

The  contrasts  between  atheistic  existentialism  and
Christianity are obvious. The Bible teaches that we do know
where  we  came  from;  the  universe  isn’t  just  some  vast
wasteland but the setting in which the true and living God is
working out His plans of which we are part. We do have a
source for truth, morality, and values which stands above us.
We do (or can) know where we’re going. On the other hand,
however, while we do have significant freedom, we don’t have
absolute freedom to make of ourselves what we will. Neither
are we all alone; we have the resources of God to experience
rich and meaningful lives.

There’s nothing wrong with taking note of our predicament,
with noting the dangers to life, and with being resolved to
stand  firm  in  the  face  of  a  seemingly  absurd  world.  The
problems come with believing we are all alone, and that the
burden of our lives rests upon us. God has taken on the burden
of  our  present  and  future  lives.  We  aren’t  on  our  own.
Internal Weaknesses

There are internal problems with existentialism as well. For
one thing, one wonders why we should even care if we are in
the condition existentialists say we are. Why care about being
authentic, about operating in good faith, as we create our own
existence? Why bother about bothering at all? Why not just
eat, drink and be merry? Regarding standards of value, how can
one avoid the notion that there are some values that everyone
should accept, universal standards of good and evil, beauty
and ugliness? We can’t help believing some things are worth



preserving while others are unworthy of our efforts.

With existentialism there is no basis for judging actions or
for  making  the  major  decisions  of  life  beyond  the  simple
affirmation, “I choose it.”

Is that enough?

Postmodernism
It is rather easy for us to consider the worldviews already
discussed from a distance. Probably few who read this article
are deists or nihilists or even existentialists. These can be
safely tucked away in the cupboard of tried and forgotten
worldviews by most of us (even though many of us can find
elements of one or another in our own thinking). The situation
is quite different with respect to postmodernism, the last
worldview  we’ll  consider,  because  it  describes  the  basic
mindset of turn-of-the-century Western mankind. We are all
immersed in the sea of postmodernism whether we know it or
not,  and  its  presuppositions  are  rooted  so  deeply  in  our
thinking  that  even  those  who  are  Christians  often  reveal
postmodern attitudes. Described

What is postmodernism, anyway? In the 1970s, Jean-François
Lyotard presented “a report on knowledge in the most highly
developed societies” to the Council on Universities of the
government  of  Quebec.  This  report  was  published  as  The
Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge.{20} This book, a
standard text in understanding postmodernism, gives a clue as
to  the  nature  of  this  worldview  in  its  very  title.
Postmodernism  isn’t  really  a  philosophy,  for  philosophy
traditionally has been a tool used to understand the reality
in which we live. Postmodernists believe that can’t be done.
So  postmodernism  is  more  a  condition  or  mood  than  a
philosophy.  In  short,  postmodernism  is  a  reaction  against
Enlightenment rationalism. But it’s also an era, a historical
time period which began somewhere between the late 19th and



late 20th centuries.{21} In this article we’ll concentrate on
postmodernism  as  a  mood  rather  than  as  a  time  period.
Historical  Background

By “Enlightenment rationalism” we’re referring to the ideal of
knowledge which was developed in the 17th and 18th centuries
in Europe. It formed the intellectual basis of what we call
modernity. Two issues were important in the Enlightenment:
criticism  and  power  (criticism  referring  here  to  close
analysis). The object was, as one writer says, to free people
from  “myth,  superstition  and  enthralled  enchantment  to
mysterious  powers  and  forces  of  nature.”{22}  Truth  wasn’t
found through revelation but through scientific investigation
and reason. Knowledge now had to be dispassionate, objective,
and certain. Everything now had to conform to the rules of
computation and utility; it had to be measurable, and it had
to be functional. Reason was in effect reduced to one kind of
reason, that of mathematics or scientific precision.{23}

Postmodernists  believe  that  when  knowledge  was  reduced  to
computation, something was lost.

There were several problems with Enlightenment rationalism.
First,  newfound  knowledge  gained  through  science  and  the
resulting development of technology led people to think that
man could solve the major difficulties of life without any
transcendent help. It was found, however, that reason didn’t
have the potency it was thought to have. With all our learning
and technology, we still didn’t have the power we desired over
our lives. Natural disasters and major wars such as the two
World Wars in this century made people realize that we aren’t
able to fix everything that ailed us simply through reason.

These and other factors such as new mysteries discovered by
science served to undermine our ability to really know what is
true. In fact, postmodernists veer away from the classical
understanding  of  truth,  that  is,  the  correspondence  of
propositions  with  external  reality.  Some  very  influential



postmodernists  now  espouse  pragmatism,  the  belief  that
workability  is  all  that  can  be  hoped  for.  This,  I  would
venture to say, is how many if not most Americans think today.

Another postmodern characteristic regarding truth is this. In
keeping with its rejection of the individualistic attitude
characteristic of modernism, postmodernism holds that truth
isn’t found in the workings of the individual mind, but in the
group. As one writer noted, “Truth consists in the ground
rules that facilitate personal well-being in community and the
well-being of the community as a whole.”{24} Our thinking like
all other aspects of our being is shaped by our community.{25}
Politically and sociologically this means, for example, that
the individual is expected to conform in his or her thinking
to that of the larger group.

Still  another  problem  which  resulted  from  the  secularized
nature of knowledge and from the loss of confidence in knowing
truth in general was the loss of the knowledge of ultimate
truths. There can be no “totalising metanarratives,” that is,
no big stories or explanations of the way things are which
encompass  everything.  This  can  be  both  liberating  and
frightening: liberating in the sense that one needn’t feel
bound by any system of thought; frightening in the sense that
we are in the dark about what is true. This is a bit like
eating in a cafeteria where one can choose from a variety of
foods without having any confidence in the nourishing value of
any of it.

A  second  problem  with  Enlightenment  rationalism  was  the
separation of fact from value. The mathematical mindset of
Enlightenment didn’t permit the intrusion of judgments about
value; that was something separate. What grounds were left,
then, upon which to make judgments? Thus the ethical dilemma
of postmodernism: How does one make judgments without having
any  grounds  for  judgment?{26}  One  writer  argues  that  the
Holocaust itself was a model of Enlightenment thinking. “In
the world of the death camps,” says author Thomas Docherty,



“everything was rationalized.” There was the desire to master
nature seen in determining which races and kinds of people
should  survive  and  which  shouldn’t.  The  process  was  very
orderly and efficient. The tools of technology, also, were
used efficiently to advance the Nazi cause.{27} They even used
reason as their greatest ally in accomplishing their goals.
Thus, the ideals of Enlightenment rationalism could be put to
fundamentally evil purposes.

Third, with the secularization of reason in the Enlightenment
there developed a growing pessimism about the future. With no
transcendent Being to consult, who was to know where history
was going? And who was to say whether the direction being
taken was truly progress? “No longer do we know with any
certainty  the  point  towards  which  history  is  supposedly
progressing,” says Docherty. “Humanity has embarked upon a
secular movement whose teleology is uncertain.”{28}

Postmodernism, then, leaves us without knowledge of ultimate
truths, with no basis for value judgement, and with no basis
for confidence in the future. In general, then, the postmodern
mood is pessimistic. How, then, do we know what we should
believe and do? With no knowledge of why we’re here or where
we’re going to guide us, and no grounds for determining value
coming from some transcendent source, people have grown to
believe that we must simply choose for ourselves what will be
true for us. The will is now introduced into knowledge.{29}
The questions postmodernists ask are: “What do I choose to
believe?” and “What do I choose to do?”

The postmodern mindset has shown itself in several areas of
life. One is a change in understanding language. Language is
now thought to be socially constructed; it conveys what the
group  says  it  does.  Literature,  then,  is  understood  as
reflecting the biases of a writer and his cultural group: the
writer was obviously saying what would benefit himself or his
group. It’s up to the reader, then to deconstruct the text to
find  the  real  meaning.  Since  the  writer  is  trying  to



perpetuate  his  will  on  the  reader,  the  reader  adopts  a
suspicious mindset and looks for political demons behind every
tree. Since the meaning of a text is determined by the reader,
a text can have as many interpretations as readers.

In art, there was a move to the abstract, because it was
thought that we couldn’t accurately represent the essence of
whatever the object is being painted, for instance. Those
things which couldn’t be represented accurately had to be
presented abstractly. Also, since there are no rules anymore
in general, there are none which define or delimit good art.
The artist discovers what she’s doing as she does it.

Architecture was one of the first areas in which postmodernism
showed its face. With the demise of a modernism which always
looked to the future, and, again, the loss of any rules,
architecture  moved  from  a  functionalistic,  forward-looking
style to an eclectic style. Old buildings are restored, since
the past can be appreciated, too. Several different styles can
be mixed together. As one writer said, “postmodern design is
historically and stylistically pluralistic.”{30}

Earlier  I  spoke  of  the  fact  that  even  Christians  espouse
postmodern beliefs without realizing it. It is so much a part
of the thinking of young people today that even some in the
church accept without even thinking about it a “true for you
but not for me” mindset. A young woman who taught high school
Sunday School at an evangelical Baptist church in Dallas told
a newspaper reporter that she believed what the Bible taught,
but that it wasn’t necessarily true for everyone.{31} Perhaps
she  doesn’t  understand  the  claims  of  Scripture,  but  more
likely she has fit Christianity into the framework of “my
truth, your truth.” Contrasted with Christian Theism

Although Christians can learn from postmodernists (especially
with  respect  to  the  excesses  of  the  Enlightenment),  it’s
important  to  see  the  fundamental  differences  between
postmodernism and Christianity. Most importantly, we can know



ultimate  reality  because  “it”  is  a  “He”  who  has  revealed
Himself and His will. The result is that we can know truth
even though not the exhaustive truth which the Enlightenment
thought possible. We do have an idea of where history is
going, and we do have a basis for moral judgment.{32} Internal
Weaknesses

Postmodernism cannot long survive. Besides being devoid of
anything upon which to build a philosophy of life, it also
reveals internal problems. While we might like to take an
aesthetic approach to truth–in other words, judge by style
rather than by substance–we want others to treat us in keeping
with  universal  canons  of  truth  and  morality.  Also,  it  is
impossible, we now know, to make a clean break between fact
and value. Even the most precise and objective scientists must
make value decisions with respect to the very work they do. In
other words, one project must be chosen over others, and such
choices  reflect  certain  values.  Furthermore,  postmodernism
strips us of all stability beyond what our immediate culture
can  give  us.  But  since  even  a  cultural  group  can’t  know
ultimate truth but can only choose its values based on a
pragmatic viewpoint, there is ultimately no stability in one’s
cultural group either.

As I’ve noted, postmodernism is a mood rather than a full-
fledged worldview. Something must fill the vacuum created by
the demise of modernism. This is what excites some Christian
thinkers. For now the door blocking out the supernatural has
been  thrown  open,  providing  an  avenue  for  Christians  to
announce the good news that in Christ is found truth, value,
and hope for the future, indeed, for all the human race.
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