
The World of the Occult : A
Christian  Worldview
Perspective
Dr. Pat Zukeran explains why Christians need to be wise and
discerning concerning the occult, both recognizing its power
and danger, and not going overboard either.

 This article is also available in Spanish.

Occult Overview
In a popular TV show, the heroine calls upon spirits, spells,
and magic to defeat demonic beings. In another show, teen-age
witches use their white magic to defeat evil warlocks and
spirits. Such popular shows deal with the world of the occult.
The occult has thrived since the beginning of civilization.
Throughout the Old and New Testaments, the prophets of God
confronted the problem of the occult.

The term occult is derived from the Latin word “occultus,”
which means to cover up, hide, or those things which are
hidden or secret. A brief definition of the occult is the
practice of attaining supernatural knowledge or powers apart
from the God of the Bible. Through these practices occultists
seek to influence the present or future circumstances, of
their lives or the lives of others.

Why is there such an interest in the occult? Experts point to
several factors. The first is disillusionment with the church
and organized religion. The second factor is curiosity. There
is an attraction to the occult that appeals to our interest in
the unseen. Many begin with “harmless” dabbling, but this can
often lead to more. Third, there is the quest for power.
People want control over the future, spirits, or over other
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individuals.

There  are  three  primary  categories  of  the  occult  world:
divination, magick, and spiritism. Divination is the attempt
to  foretell  the  future  and  thereby  shape  our  lives
accordingly.  The  divination  arts  include  astrology,  zodiac
charts, crystal balls, tarot cards, palm reading, psychics,
numerology, and horoscopes.

The second category is magick or paganism. Those in magick
attempt to control the present by ceremonies, charms, and
spells. The magick arts include witchcraft, white magic, black
magic, sorcery, Satanism, black mass, and witch doctors.

Then there is spiritism. Those involved in spiritism attempt
to communicate with the dead and receive information or help
from  them.  Spiritism  involves  ouija  boards,  sances,
necromancy,  and  ghosts.

The world of the occult not only brings a false message, but a
dangerous one as well. Experiences with the occult drive us
away from God and bring us into contact with the demonic
realm. Jesus said the Devil is “a liar and the father of
lies.” (John 8:44) In dealing with the demonic, you cannot
expect them to deal in truth. The Devil and his legion only
seek to “steal, kill, and destroy.” (John 10:10) For this
reason, Deuteronomy 18 labels the practices of witchcraft,
sorcery, divination, and necromancy as detestable to the Lord.
It was these practices that brought judgment on the Canaanites
and  expelled  them  from  the  land.  God  did  not  want  such
teachings to infiltrate any culture. The church must not only
present the danger of the occult, but the message of life and
victory  found  in  Jesus  Christ  over  the  principalities  of
darkness.

Dangers of the Occult
“What’s wrong with joining the Vampire Club or attending a



sance?” your child may ask. For some, exposure to the occult
via fantasy games, the media, or music may lead to greater
involvement in a dangerous world.

The primary danger of the occult is that it is a path away
from God that can bring us into contact with the demonic
realm.  The  demonic  forces  seek  to  deceive  and  destroy
individuals.  Therefore,  contact  with  the  demonic  breeds
numerous problems.

First,  cult  experts  and  psychologists  have  documented  the
connection between occult involvement and psychological and
emotional  disorders.  Participants  spend  numerous  hours
studying, practicing, and playing games that involve conjuring
demons, sacrificing creatures in cruel rituals, controlling
sinister forces, and casting spells to disable and kill their
enemies. This can affect a person’s spiritual, mental, and
emotional state.

Second, there is the danger of spirit possession. The occult
arts often require one to empty one’s mind and invite foreign
spirits to control his or her intellect and body. For example,
in operating a ouija board, participants are asked to empty
their  minds  to  allow  other  forces  to  guide  them  as  they
attempt to attain messages. In other games, participants are
encouraged to call upon a spirit being to help guide them.
These techniques open the door for spirit possession.

Third, there is the danger of violence to oneself and others.
Many  cases  of  violence  and  suicides  are  connected  to  the
occult. Dr. Thomas Redecki, a psychiatrist and chairman of the
National Coalition on Television Violence, has given expert
testimony at a number of murder trials that were connected to
fantasy role-playing games. He states, “I’ve found multiple
instances of attitudes, values and perceptions of reality that
were strongly influenced by an immersion in these games. When
someone spends 15 to 30 hours a week dreaming of how to go out
and  kill  your  opponents  and  steal  treasure,  it’s  not



surprising  that  the  desire  to  act  it  out  in  real  life
occurs.”{1}

Real  cases  include  the  famous  black  occultist  Aleister
Crowley. He ended up in an insane asylum for six months after
attempting  to  conjure  up  the  Devil.  Not  only  that,  his
children died and his wives went insane or drank themselves to
death.{2} In Florida, a group of three teenagers were charged
with bludgeoning to death the parents of a fourth girl in
their group. These teenagers were involved in the fantasy
role-playing game Vampire.{3}

There is no benefit that comes from dabbling in the occult.
God’s Word tells us to avoid the occult because it can be
addicting and harmful. Instead, Philippians 4 says to spend
our  time  dwelling  on  what  is  true,  noble,  right,  pure,
admirable, and praiseworthy. What we focus on affects our
actions and outlook on life. Therefore, we should dwell on
what builds the mind, body, and spirit.

Investigating Occult Phenomena
Can seers foretell future events? Can mediums really talk to
the dead? How do you explain psychic phenomenon? Dealing with
the  occult  calls  for  a  balanced  approach.  The  biblical
worldview acknowledges both the physical and spiritual realms.
There are physical beings but also spiritual beings of good
and evil. We cannot ignore the supernatural, but we should not
be obsessed with it either. C.S. Lewis commented, “There are
two equal and opposite errors into which our race can fall
about the devils. One is to disbelieve in their existence. The
other is to believe, and to feel an unhealthy interest in
them. They themselves are equally pleased by both errors and
hail a materialist or a magician with the same delight.”{4}
Lewis’ call, as well as ours, is for a balanced approach.

There are numerous claims of supernatural occurrences in the
occult world. However, not all occult phenomena should be



attributed to the supernatural. There have been cases where
people  have  quickly  attributed  unexplained  events  to  the
demonic, only to later discover other natural explanations.
This often causes embarrassment and hurts the individual or
group’s credibility. We must be careful to investigate all
possible explanations.

Most occult phenomena are mere trickery. Techniques such as
sleight of hand, physical or mechanical deception, luck or
mathematical probability, and body reading can explain many
accounts. For example, Jewish psychic Uri Geller was believed
to have supernatural powers such as the ability to move or
bend objects from a distance with his mind. He even managed to
fool scientists with his feats. However, his alleged powers
were eventually shown to be false when magician James Randi
performed the same feats, exposing the charlatan’s tricks.

Other phenomena can be attributed to psychological factors.
For  example,  someone  demonstrating  many  personalities  and
speaking in different voices may have a multiple personality
disorder  that  should  be  treated  with  medication.  Unusual
changes in personality or the fear of objects or names may be
due to some kind of chemical imbalance. One should be careful
and investigate these possibilities before concluding occult
powers at work or demon possession.

The fourth explanation can be attributed to our sin nature.
James 1:14 states, “but each one is tempted when, by his own
desire, he is dragged away and enticed. Then after desire has
conceived, it gives birth to sin; and sin when it is full-
grown, gives birth to death.” Too often Christians are quick
to attribute bad habits and conflicts to the demonic and fail
to  take  responsibility  for  their  actions.  For  example,
addiction to pornography is the result of yielding to our sin
nature, not necessarily satanic activity.

Before ascribing events and difficulties to the demonic realm,
we  must  first  determine  if  it  is  consistent  with  demonic



activity as described in the Bible and cannot be explained
naturally. Then we can consider the possibility that it is
demonic.

Witnessing to Those in the Occult
What should you do if you discover a friend or child involved
in the occult? In witnessing to occultists, we must understand
that they view Christians as intolerant and mean-spirited.
They feel misunderstood, and quick condemnation often causes
the person to retreat and delve further into the occult. Many
people enter occult organizations because the church and their
peers have rejected them. So, in witnessing, we must remember
to be firm, but loving and sensitive as well.

I remember one situation at a Six Flags amusement park. While
waiting in line, two Christian men noticed a student wearing a
shirt promoting a band with clear connections to the occult.
In a very condescending manner they questioned the young boy
as to why he would wear such a shirt. “I like their music,”
was the response. To which the men rebuked him harshly. Soon a
short and heated argument ensued. The boy was left feeling
angry and condemned while the two Christian men congratulated
one another on a fine job of “witnessing.” Such incidents
unfortunately are too common. The first step in witnessing is
demonstrating gentleness and respect.

Second, do some research in the area so that you know what you
are talking about. People in the occult do not view their
activity as dangerous and consider others’ warnings as nave
and misinformed. Therefore, being able to point to specific
examples  of  concern  goes  a  lot  further  than  generalized
accusations. If you are not able to find information, sit down
and patiently listen to the person explain why and how he got
involved. As you listen, ask questions that would cause the
person to examine his beliefs. Listening always goes a long
way in any kind of witnessing.



Third, point out the danger of addiction that can be the
result  of  spending  numerous  amounts  of  time  and  money  on
occult activities. 1 Corinthians 6:12 warns us not to “be
mastered  by  anything.”  Addiction  to  the  occult  leads  to
bondage, but God’s truth sets us free.

Fourth, know what the Bible says about the occult. Point out
that the nature of the Adversary is to deceive and destroy.
God’s  nature  is  truth  and  love.  Dwelling  on  the  false
teachings of the occult can distort one’s view of reality.
This message ultimately leads to ruin, while God’s truth leads
to life. Share God’s message of love and demonstrate it in
your actions.

Finally, present the message of life, truth, and hope found in
Christ. The occult only offers a false message that brings
destruction because the force behind it is the father of lies.
The deception of the occult leads to bondage, but truth sets
you free. In engaging the world of the occult, Christians need
not be afraid for we have authority over the demonic through
Christ who triumphed over all powers and authorities by the
cross. (Colossians 1:15)

Deliverance from the Occult
If you have been dabbling in the occult or know someone who
wants to come out of it, what should you do? First, permanent
deliverance and restoration begins with a relationship with
Jesus Christ. If you have not trusted Christ, receiving Him as
your Lord and Savior is the first step. When this happens, you
are set free from the Kingdom of Darkness and are now under
the authority of the Kingdom of Light. 1 Peter 2:9 states that
it  is  Christ  who  “called  you  out  of  darkness  into  his
wonderful  light.”

Second, recognize and confess your sin of involvement in the
occult. Then accept God’s forgiveness by faith. 1 John 1:9
states, ‘If we confess our sin, he is faithful and just to



forgive us our sin and cleanse us from all unrighteousness.”

Third, remove all occult objects. This example was set for us
in Acts 19:19-20. Those who had come to Christ burned their
objects publicly. Having occult items around such as game
boards, cards, and statues may provide a source of temptation
to return. Removing all such objects helps avoid facing that
temptation and dealing with memories.

Fourth, break off all medium contacts and occult associations.
Spirit guides and friends in the occult will encourage you to
abandon your trust in Christ and return to participating in
the  occult.  One  must  courageously  trust  that  Christ  will
protect you from demonic retaliation and provide new friends
who will encourage you in the Lord.

Fifth, if you are finding the transition difficult, seek a
Christian  counselor  with  knowledge  in  this  area.  Only  a
Christian counselor understands that healing comes when we
deal with not only the physical, mental, and emotional aspect,
but the spiritual as well.

Sixth, join a fellowship of Christians who will pray and care
for you. Also, strive to grow in your new walk with Jesus
Christ. You have been filling your mind with the teachings of
the occult and now you must, as Paul says in Romans 12, “Be
transformed  by  the  renewing  of  your  mind.”  This  comes  by
filling your mind with God’s truth and fellowshipping with
Him.

In  seeking  deliverance  from  the  occult,  we  cannot  stop
halfway. We must be committed to turning from our sin and
following  Christ  with  all  our  heart.  Believers  must  heed
Paul’s exhortation to put on the spiritual armor of God. In
Ephesians 6, Paul reminds us that, “Our battle is not against
flesh  and  blood,  but  against  the  rulers,  against  the
authorities, against the powers of this dark world and the
spiritual  forces  of  evil  in  the  heavenly  realms.”  Only



Christians who come in the authority of Christ can engage the
world of the occult and those protected by His armor can
resist the Adversary and be delivered from the occult.
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“Jesus  Contributed  to
Drunkenness!”
I know drunkenness is condemned in Scripture, yet it seems
that Jesus contributed to the drunkeness at the wedding feast
when he turned the water to wine.

I’m afraid we can’t agree with your conclusions. First of all,
Scripture doesn’t say anything about drunkenness occurring at
the wedding at Cana (John 2:1-11). Secondly, to blame the Lord
Jesus for drunkenness by changing water into wine is like
blaming God for the Great Chicago Fire because He created wood
with  the  capacity  to  burn.  No  one  is  responsible  for
drunkenness except the person who chooses to overdrink. I
think it’s important to draw a distinction between the fact
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that God created good things in the first place, and the
possibility that those good things can be abused. He is never
responsible for our sinful choices.

Sue Bohlin
Probe Ministries

“Were  Jesus’  Miracles  a
Demonstration of His Humanity
or Deity?”
I am writing a thesis about Jesus’ dual nature and I would
like  to  know  what  you  think  about  the  miracles  Jesus
performed. Were they a demonstration of His humanity or deity?
I’ve already heard that He performed His miracles as a man who
was been used by the Holy Spirit as some preachers today that
have the gift of healing. Please give me biblical references.

Great question!

His deity. Only God can do miracles; there’s nothing in our
humanness that can do them.

When Jesus exorcised demons, He simply said, “Be gone,” not
“In the name of the Father.” When He calmed the sea, He simply
said, “Be still,” not “In the name of Yahweh.” When he fed the
4,000 and the 5,000, He simply blessed the food and kept
handing it out. Period.

We do see examples of people performing miracles in the Bible,
like Peter healing the crippled in man in Acts 3:6. Peter had
no power on his own, but said, “In the name of Jesus Christ of
Nazareth, walk.” Jesus never had to appeal to a higher power;
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He WAS the higher power.

Hope this helps!

Sue Bohlin
Probe Ministries

“Jesus Was Only Representing
Jehovah”
I read your letter concerning Jehovah’s Witnesses and the
Trinity. Like you, I like to get my facts straight, that’s why
I did a little research.

I found out something concerning the Alpha and the Omega. If
you turn your bible to the first chapter of Revelations, you
will see something that maybe the witnesses you’ve talked to
haven’t.  In  my  version  it  states,  “A  revelation  by  Jesus
Christ, which God gave him, to show his slaves the things that
must shortly take place.” So here you clearly see that when
Jesus said he was the Alpha and the Omega, he was representing
God, Jehovah God.

I am yet to do some more research concerning that other verse
of yours, but please take into consideration that I’m not
trying to be rude, and I am listening to what you are saying,
what I’m trying to do is help another one in understanding the
deep things of God.

I  welcome  your  comments  and  discussions,  and  I  might  be
writing to you again. My e-mail is enclosed.

And please don’t get the point that I’m some snobby religious
person trying to get back at another. I’m 14 yrs old and I
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read and study the bible everyday so don’t think that I’m not
coming from anywhere.

Anyway, Good Day!

Thank you for writing. I have read your response to my article
and I am glad you are interested in searching for the truth.
As you do, let me encourage you to seek answers from the Bible
alone, not the Watchtower organization.

In regards to your response, it does not change the argument
that Jesus is God the Son in any way. I agree that this
message is given by God and mediated through Christ. In 1:8
God the Father is speaking. We know this because after He
states, “I am the Alpha and the Omega,” He states, “Who is,
and who was, and is to come, the Almighty.” The phrase “who
was, who is, and is to come” refers to God the Father.

When we look at Revelation 22:12-21, Jesus is speaking about
himself, not on behalf of God the Father. How do we know this?
22:12 states, “Behold, I am coming soon and my reward is with
me.” When scripture refers to the coming of the king to earth,
it is referring to Jesus. Jesus is the one who is coming. God
the Father is not referred to as the one who is coming soon.
Jesus is the one coming soon in all occasions. (Matthew 16:27,
24:30-31) Revelation 1:7 makes it clear once again that Jesus
is coming because it states that the one who is coming is
“pierced.” So when Jesus says, in 22:7 and 12, “Behold I am
coming  soon,”  He  is  not  quoting  God  the  Father,  He  is
referring clearly to himself. He, Jesus, is coming soon. In
22:16 Jesus states again, “I Jesus have sent my angel…” It
therefore does not fit if you look at the grammar of the
discourse to say in verse 22:12 Jesus is referring to Himself,
then in the same discourse He suddenly switches to quote God
in verse 13 and then switches back to refer to Himself in
verses  14-21.  This  is  an  attempt  by  the  Watchtower
organization  to  manipulate  the  text  to  fit  their
interpretation.



However, if you look at the grammatical context, in verse
22:12 Jesus refers to himself, for He is the one who is
coming. And verses 13-21 refer to Jesus. To say verse 13
suddenly refers to God the Father and not Jesus is being
dishonest to the grammar and context of the passage.

I  would  recommend  you  read  through  the  entire  book  of
Revelation, outline it and state what the theme of the entire
book is. Do not simply accept what the Watchtower teaches you,
study the scriptures for yourself. The record of 100 years of
false  prophecy  from  the  Watchtower  clearly  displays  their
record  of  false  interpretation  for  over  a  century.  God
commands  us  to  study  His  word,  not  the  teachings  of  an
organization. God says, “Blessed is the one who reads the
words of this prophecy,” (Rev. 1:3) and He is not referring to
the Watchtower magazines.

Thanks for writing. Keep studying God’s word.

Patrick Zukeran
Probe Ministries

“Christ  Was  Around  Before
Satan?”
In your essay on angels it states that Christ created the
angels, wouldn’t that mean that Christ would have to have been
around before Satan? It states somewhere in the bible (can’t
remember at the moment where exactly) that he is a “fallen
angel.” Your statement confuses me at this point–please, if
you can, explain. And I apologize if this shows naivete on my
part, but like I said, it’s just a question.
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Yes, that’s exactly right. Jesus Christ has existed eternally,
in loving fellowship with the Father and the Holy Spirit; He
was not created, He has always existed. He didn’t come to
earth until 2000 years ago when He took on human flesh and
became fully human as well as remaining fully God, but He DID
exist before there was anything else. He created the universe,
the earth, and the angels (John 1:3, Col. 1:16). He watched
Satan choose to rebel and become a fallen angel, and He agreed
to come to earth to redeem us and pay the penalty for our sin
by dying on a cross for us, and then coming back to life three
days later. Then, forty days after that, He went back to
heaven, which is where He came from in the first place.

Does this help?

Sue Bohlin
Probe Ministries

Evidence of Jesus’ Existence?
Rusty Wright responds to the 2002 news about the ossuary (bone
box) with the very intriguing and unusual inscription “James,
son of Joseph, brother of Jesus.”

Rarely these days does Israel make headlines for something
other than conflict. But a recent (Fall 2002) announcement
about an ancient artifact there attracted wide attention.

Biblical  Archaeology  Review  revealed  that  a  stone  ossuary
(bone receptacle) has an inscription reading “James, son of
Joseph, brother of Jesus.” If authentic, this would be the
earliest  archaeological  find  that  corroborates  biblical
references to Jesus.

Andre Lemaire, a French expert on ancient writings from the
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Sorbonne, suspected the ossuary’s significance when he saw it
in the owner’s private collection.

Time magazine claims that if the ossuary is authentic and the
inscription refers to the biblical James, “this would be the
most  important  discovery  in  the  history  of  New  Testament
archaeology.”

The New Testament in several places refers to James, Jesus’
brother.  In  Matthew  13:53-55,  citizens  of  Jesus’  hometown
Nazareth  mention  “His  brother…James….”  Paul,  an  early
expositor of the faith, refers to “James, the Lord’s brother”
(Galatians 1:19), a leader of Jerusalem’s Christians.

Is the ossuary a first-century antiquity or a later forgery?
The  Geological  Survey  of  Israel  subjected  it  to  rigorous
tests. It is made of Jerusalem-area limestone quarried from
the first or second century A.D. Its patina (sheen) bears
evidence of centuries in a cave and shows no evidence of
modern  chemicals  or  disruption.  Survey  scientists  conclude
it’s not a later forgery.

Paleography, the science of ancient writings, supports the
early date. Johns Hopkins paleographer P. Kyle McCarter says
the “script is consistent with a date in the middle of the
first  century  A.D.”  Josephus,  a  first  century  Jewish
historian,  put  James’  death  in  62  A.D.

Does the inscription refer to the biblical James, Joseph and
Jesus?  Lemaire’s  statistical  analysis  argues  that  in  mid-
first-century Jerusalem “there were probably about 20 people
who could be called ‘James son of Joseph brother of Jesus.'”

Only  one  other  known  ancient  Jewish  ossuary  inscription
mentions a brother. Was this Jesus, James’ brother, mentioned
because he was well known? Lemaire sees a 90 percent chance
that the ossuary’s James is the biblical brother of Jesus.

The  case  has  critics.  We  know  nothing  of  the  ossuary’s



original location; evidence might have been compromised. At
least one scholar disagrees with Lemaire’s paleographic dating
of  the  box.  Some  question  his  statistical  basis  for
eliminating other possible Jameses in Jerusalem and feel that
Lemaire  overstates  his  case.  But  at  least  one  feels  he
understates it.

Christianity, Judaism and Islam claim historical foundations.
Historical and archaeological confirmation — or contradiction
— of their writings affects their credibility.

Christian faith does not stand or fall on the authenticity of
this  ossuary.  But  if  genuine,  the  ossuary  supports  the
conclusion of the late, renowned Jewish archaeologist Nelson
Glueck,  who  asserted  “the  almost  incredibly  accurate
historical memory of the Bible, and particularly so when it is
fortified by archaeological fact.”

Duke University Judaic Studies professor Eric Meyers, while
advising  caution  on  the  James  ossuary,  feels  “there  is  a
strong possibility that the artifact is what Lemaire says it
is:  the  oldest  extra-biblical  archaeological  evidence  of
Jesus.”

© 2002 Rusty Wright. Used by permission. All rights reserved.

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
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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
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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“Did  Jesus  Preach  to  the
Cherokee Indians?”
Dear Sue,

I heard in a newspaper article a while ago that some time in
his life Jesus travelled on a Phonecian sailing vessel to
North America and ministered to the Cherokee Indians there.
The article said that there was evidence of this because the
Cherokee  believe  in  a  single,  all-powerful  God,  which  is
something  unusual  in  Native  American  religions;  that  the
Cherokee believe many of the same things from the Gospels; and
that they had drawings of a man with a beard (who looked like
the stereotypical image of Jesus) in their art and that this
was strange because no men in the tribe grew beards.

I really don’t know if all this is true or not, it seems to be
but I know that the newspaper I read this from is not a
reliable source and is known for making phony stories to get
sales, but I can’t help but wonder if this one is true. Have
you ever heard anything about this?

You know what you said about the newspaper being known for
making up phony stories to get sales? There’s your answer.
<smile> I’m sure the article gave no documentation for their
“story” (written from the perspective of the “Well, it COULD
have  happened!!”  school  of  “journalism”).  That’s  because
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there’s nothing to it. . . they just stole some ideas from
Mormon claims that Jesus came to North America. There is no
New World archeology that supports such a claim.

Furthermore,  Greek  culture  had  absorbed  the  Phoenician
civilization before Jesus was even born. Alexander the Greek
took the Phoenician city of Tyre around 332 B.C. and it was
all downhill from there, so the Lord Jesus couldn’t have taken
a Phoenician sailing vessel anywhere.

It’s not surprising that native North American spirituality
included the concept of one God–ever hear of the term “the
Great Spirit”? Don Richardson’s book The Peace Child shows
that cultures and peoples all over the world are aware of
biblical truth that has been handed down since the time of
Noah and the tower of Babel when civilizations really began
migrating all over the world.

If I were you, I’d stay away from the tabloids.

Hope this helps.

Sue Bohlin

Probe Ministries

Christ’s Inner Circle – The
Primary Apostles of Jesus
Don Closson examines the ministry and role of the four most
prominent apostles, Peter, Andrew, John and James. He shows
how these primary apostles were changed from fishermen into
true fishers of men through the power of the Lord.
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This article is also available in Spanish. 

Matthew 10:2-4 records:

These are the names of the twelve apostles: first, Simon
(who is called Peter) and his brother Andrew; James son of
Zebedee,  and  his  brother  John;  Philip  and  Bartholomew;
Thomas and Matthew the tax collector; James son of Alphaeus,
and Thaddaeus; Simon the Zealot and Judas Iscariot, who
betrayed him.

Christians  hold  in  high  esteem  (excluding  Judas  Iscariot)
those who were personally called by Jesus and who walked with
Him during His ministry on Earth. That is especially true of
the twelve Apostles. The Greek words used for apostle convey
both the notions of sending or dispatching (apostolos) as well
as the idea of commissioning someone with divine authorization
(apostello). The idea of apostleship might be traced back to
the Hebrew notion of an envoy. This Jewish institution would
have been familiar to Jesus and is well documented in the
rabbinic  writings  where  it  refers  to  “one  who  has  been
authorized  to  carry  out  certain  functions  on  behalf  of
another.” A well-known Jewish adage is “a man’s envoy is as
himself.”

It is interesting to note that Jesus called to Himself those
whom He wished (Mark 3:13-14). There were no volunteers. They
were to travel, share food, and live with Jesus, experiencing
firsthand His life and ministry. They were then sent out to
proclaim that the Kingdom of heaven was at hand, and that they
had been commissioned to act as Jesus’ representatives with
His authority.

Lists of the Twelve are found in four places in the New
Testament, and comparisons of the lists can reveal important
information  about  the  apostles.  Peter  is  always  mentioned
first and Judas Iscariot last. The twelve are also listed in
three  groups  of  four,  the  first  four  always  being  Peter,
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Andrew, James, and John. This group of four apostles had a
special relationship with Christ and will be the focus of this
article.

Another interesting insight into the make-up of the group can
be found in the process used to replace Judas Iscariot after
his  death.  The  first  chapter  of  Acts  states  that  Judas’
replacement  must  have  accompanied  the  apostles  from  the
beginning. In other words, he must have been present at John’s
baptism of Christ and still around to see Jesus’ ascension
into heaven. It was also noted that he must have been an
eyewitness to the resurrection. The apostles were eyewitnesses
to the life, teachings, miracles, and finally the death and
resurrection of our Lord. This was essential for them to have
a clear and accurate testimony of the Messiah.

In this article we will look at the inner circle of Christ’s
apostles: Peter, Andrew, James and John. We will see how God
changed the lives of these ordinary men forever.

The Apostle Peter
In every one of the four lists of the Apostles found in the
New Testament, Peter is always mentioned first. Peter is often
called the primus inter pares or the first among equals. It is
obvious  that  he  plays  a  leadership  role  among  his  fellow
apostles and is recognized by Christ as a foundation of the
church. Although we might debate what this leadership role is,
we cannot deny its existence.

The New Testament gives Peter four names. His Hebrew name was
Symeon,  which  in  Greek  is  Simon.  Peter  was  probably  a
bilingual  Jew  who  was  influenced  by  the  Greek  culture  in
Galilee at the time. John records that Jesus gave him the
Aramaic name Cephas which translates as Peter in Greek and
means “a rock.” This new name given by Jesus is an indication
of how Peter would change while under the Lord’s influence.
Peter’s early impetuousness would be transformed into that of



a stable, charismatic witness for Christ.

Unlike many of the other Apostles, the New Testament gives us
some background information about Peter’s family life. His
father’s name was Jonah or John and we know that he was
married. Jesus healed Peter’s mother-in-law (Matt. 8:14), and
Paul mentions that Peter took his wife with him on journeys to
various churches (1 Cor. 9:5). Peter probably lived with his
brother, Andrew, in Bethsaida and later moved to Capernaum as
he followed Jesus in ministry.

Peter became a disciple in the very early days of Jesus’
ministry. John mentions an early encounter with Jesus after
Andrew  introduces  the  two.  Later,  perhaps  a  year  or  so,
Matthew  and  Mark  record  Jesus  calling  Peter  to  full-time
ministry as a fisher of men.

As  an  apostle,  Peter  plays  a  significant  role  among  the
Twelve. Peter is often singled out and the rest are mentioned
as a group with him (Mark 1:36). He also acts as a spokesman
for the group. In Luke 12 he asks Jesus about the meaning of a
parable. In Matthew 16 he affirms Jesus as the Messiah, and
then in chapter 19 he reminds Jesus of the sacrifices made by
the apostles as a group. He is often the first to act as well.
Matthew 14 records Peter’s attempt to meet Jesus on the water,
even though he loses heart midway.

Peter’s leadership role lends added significance to a number
of events in the Bible. For instance, the detail given of
Peter’s denial of Jesus has its impact precisely because of
Peter’s prominence in the group. Also, the account in John
chapter 21 of Jesus questioning Peter’s love and admonishing
him to “feed my sheep” takes on poignancy.

The Apostle Peter and His Brother Andrew
The Roman Catholic Church has long used Matthew 16:17-19 as
justification for the office of the Pope and the succession of



popes starting with Peter. Protestants have reacted by tending
to  downplay  Peter’s  significance  as  a  leader  among  the
apostles and any special office that he might hold in the body
of  Christ.  As  I  mentioned  previously,  Peter  is  clearly
represented as the leader of the apostles. However, the use of
this passage in Matthew to justify the modern office of the
Pope reads too much into the Scriptures.

For  instance,  Matthew  16  says  nothing  about  Peter’s
successors, their infallibility, or their authority. Part of
the  problem  with  ascribing  these  attributes  to  Peter’s
successor is that he would have had authority over a still
living apostle, John. Peter is the first to make a formal
confession of faith (Matt. 16:16), but he continues on as a
very fallible part of the team Christ has assembled. He is
sent, along with John, by the apostles to Samaria, when word
had come that some had accepted the word of God there. In Acts
11 the church in Jerusalem took issue with Peter’s entering a
gentile’s  home.  Although  they  eventually  agreed  with  his
explanation, they still had the authority to question Peter’s
actions. In Galatians, Paul writes that he rebuked Peter to
his  face  for  separating  himself  from  the  Gentiles  when
accompanied by Jews from Jerusalem (Galatians 2:11). The New
Testament  allows  us  to  claim  Peter  as  the  leader  of  the
apostles, but not the first in a line of infallible popes.

Where Peter is outspoken and prominent, his brother Andrew was
happy  to  play  a  background  role  among  the  Twelve.  Andrew
worked  in  his  father’s  fishing  business  with  Peter  in
Bethsaida and probably shared a home with Peter until Peter’s
marriage.

Although Andrew is listed as one of the inner circle closest
to Jesus, we do not have a lot of information about his
ministry. He is first mentioned as a follower of John the
Baptist. When John directs his followers towards Jesus, Andrew
is quick to seek time with the Lord. After listening to Jesus
for a few hours, Andrew is convinced that Jesus is the messiah



and  immediately  begins  to  tell  others,  starting  with  his
brother Peter.

Andrew  has  been  called  “the  apostle  who  shared  Christ
personally.” Andrew was recorded as one who brought people to
Christ. First he brings Peter to the Lord, then at Passover he
introduces searching Greek Gentiles to Jesus. When food is
needed to feed the multitude, Andrew brings a child with bread
and fish.

Andrew  may  not  have  had  the  leadership  qualities  of  his
brother Peter. He is never noted for his eloquent speech or
his bold actions. However, one can imagine Andrew’s heart when
his brother, whom he introduced to the Lord, preached in the
power of the Spirit in Jerusalem, resulting in thousands of
new believers. Andrew may have played a background role among
the inner circle of Christ’s followers, but it was a vital
role just the same.

The Sons of Zebedee
James and John make up the other pair of brothers who were
part of Christ’s inner circle. Like Peter and Andrew, they
were also from Bethsaida and worked together with them in the
fishing industry. They were known as the “sons of thunder”
because of their fiery temperaments, which would occasionally
give rise to some awkward moments (Mark 3:17). Their father,
Zebedee,  and  mother,  Salome,  were  probably  well  off
materially. The family is mentioned to have had servants (Mark
1:20)  and  Salome  ministered  to  Jesus  with  her  resources
(Matthew 27:55-56). John implies that Salome is Mary’s sister,
making James and John cousins to Jesus (John 19:25).

Both James and John are members of the first group of four
apostles, always mentioned first in lists of the Twelve. But
they are also part of what might be called the inner three,
those into whom Christ poured special time and teachings.



It is widely recognized that the designation “the disciple
whom Jesus loved” refers to the apostle John. John stands out
among the apostles as being the only one to have witnessed the
crucifixion and afterwards, took Jesus’ mother home to live
with him (John 19:25-27). He was also the first of the twelve
to see the empty tomb.

John was first a follower of John the Baptist. That meant that
he was seriously seeking God prior to meeting Jesus and was
primed to make a commitment to the Messiah. He and Andrew had
an  early  encounter  with  Jesus  before  becoming  full  time
disciples.  Both  had  spent  time  listening  to  the  Lord  and
becoming  convinced  of  His  authenticity.  While  with  Jesus,
their temperaments became evident on a number of occasions.
Luke describes an incident in which John asks Jesus if they
should call down fire on a Samaritan village that had refused
them  hospitality  (Luke  9:54).  Having  just  experienced  the
transfiguration of Jesus, John was indignant at the lack of
proper respect for his Lord.

There is also the well-known incident when Salome asks Jesus
to place one of her sons at His right hand when He establishes
His kingdom (Matthew 20:21). Jesus responds sharply to the
request by telling them that they do not know what they are
asking. He asks them, “Can you drink the cup I am going to
drink?”  (Matthew  20:22)  With  their  typical  bravado,  they
answer, “We can.” They were still hoping that Jesus was about
to  establish  a  political  kingdom  in  Israel.  They  did  not
realize that His kingdom would begin with His sacrificial,
atoning death on the cross. It is somewhat fitting that James
becomes  the  first  martyr  from  among  the  Twelve.  Acts  12
records that Herod Agrippa had James put to death by the sword
probably around 42 A.D. (Acts 12:2)

The apostle John was an interesting combination: the disciple
Jesus loved, and yet one who could be intolerant and self-
seeking. James would be the first to die a martyr, and yet his
brother would live the longest of all the apostles. Next we



will look at the legacy left by the inner circle of Jesus and
what we can learn from their lives.

The Legacy of Those Closest to Jesus
John writes in Revelation 21:10, 14:

And he carried me away in the Spirit to a mountain great and
high, and showed me the Holy City, Jerusalem, coming down
out of heaven from God. . . . The wall of the city had
twelve foundations, and on them were the names of the twelve
apostles of the Lamb.

Whether this verse refers to an actual city as many argue, or
to the church or body of Christ, as others hold, it portrays
the remarkable honor allotted to the Twelve Apostles. And
among the Twelve, Jesus poured His life into an inner circle
that had a key role in establishing the church. Peter, Andrew,
James and John were privileged to be with Jesus when He healed
Jairus’ daughter (Mark 5:37), and at the Transfiguration of
Christ  (Mark  9:2).  They  were  the  audience  at  the  Olivet
Discourse (Mark 13:3) and were with Jesus during His time of
agony in the Garden of Gethsemane (Matthew 26:37).

These four men left quite a legacy. Peter is credited with
providing  the  material  for  the  book  of  Mark  and  the  two
epistles given his name. He was the leader of the church in
Jerusalem  during  the  first  15  years  covered  in  the  first
twelve books of Acts, after which James, the brother of Jesus,
took over. Peter then became a missionary to the Jews and to a
lesser degree, the Gentiles. Although tradition gives Peter
credit for leading the church at Rome, it is unlikely. Yet he
did  go  there  near  the  end  of  his  ministry  and  probably
suffered martyrdom there.

The last mention we have of Andrew is in the upper room with
Jesus. The book of Acts is silent regarding him. Tradition has
Andrew  traveling  as  a  missionary  to  Russia  and  meeting



martyrdom by crucifixion at Patras in Greece around 60 A.D.

We know that James was the first of the Twelve to be put to
death. Thus he left no writings. Tradition has it that the
officer guarding James was so taken by his testimony that he
repented and was beheaded with the apostle.

Finally,  we  have  the  apostle  John.  Along  with  internal
evidence from the book of John, early church fathers Irenaeus
and Polycrates identify the apostle John as the “disciple
Jesus loved.” Having lived the life of an apostle the longest,
John  wrote  the  fourth  gospel,  the  remarkable  book  of
Revelation, and three epistles to the church. Of all Christ’s
followers,  John  conveys  the  majesty  of  Christ  the  most
clearly. According to tradition, John spent his last days in
Ephesus, traveling there after the death of Domitian (who had
exiled him to the Isle of Patmos). John’s followers, Polycarp,
Papias, and Ignatius, would become pillars in Christ’s church,
just as John had been.

Ordinary fishermen, these four men are a testimony to the life
changing  impact  that  walking  with  our  Savior  can  have  on
anyone who chooses to be His disciple.

©2001 Probe Ministries.

Jesus:  Political  Martyr  or
Atoning God?

Introduction
Every  Easter  season  journalists  feel  obliged  to  write
something relating to Jesus and the passion narratives. This
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year our paper covered the current struggle many are having
over the meaning of Christ’s death on the cross. The paper
quotes a seminary professor in Atlanta who has observed that
more and more of his students are rejecting the traditional
view of why Christ died and what His death accomplished. The
professor says, “They don’t consider Jesus a ransom for sin.
They shudder at hymns glorifying the ‘power of the blood.’
They cringe at calling the day Jesus died Good Friday.”{1} Yet
even more serious is their rejection of a God who required a
human sacrifice in order to forgive people. This version of
God simply does not mesh with their views of how a God who “is
love” would behave.

Although disturbing, we shouldn’t be surprised. Our culture
has been moving away from a biblical view of truth and toward
the acknowledgment of just one moral duty or virtue, that
is–tolerance. This new absolute requires that we be tolerant
of every possible faith assumption and moral system except, it
seems, the traditional Christian view of God and salvation.
It’s not that we have new information about the life of Jesus
or the reason for His death. As a society we no longer want to
hear about a God who is holy and requires satisfaction when
His moral order is violated. This view applies the notion “I’m
OK, you’re OK to God.” Maybe if we tolerate Him, even with His
outdated  notions  of  holiness,  He  will  tolerate  us  in  our
fallenness.

Was  Jesus  just  a  political  martyr,  or  was  his  death  an
atonement for sin? What is remarkable is that some individuals
who  claim  to  be  Christian,  who  desire  seminary  training,
reject what the Bible teaches about the nature of God and the
salvation He has provided in Christ. When cut-off from the
Bible, our perception of God can become a mere reflection of
our  culture’s  likes  and  dislikes.  Even  when  the  Bible  is
consulted,  it  is  often  interpreted  through  the  lens  of
absolute  tolerance.  However,  if  the  necessity  of  Christ’s
death for our sins is denied, the Gospel is no longer Good



News and Christianity’s message of grace is abandoned, leaving
us with an ethical system with no basis for forgiveness or
reconciliation with God.

Unfortunately, the Bible contains a lot of bad news. It says
that because of the Fall we are in bondage to sin and the
kingdom  of  Satan,  and  that  without  Christ  everyone  is
separated from God and under His wrath. As a result, we all
deserve death and eternal punishment. Why then do we call the
biblical message Gospel or good news? How does the death of
Christ relate to mankind’s precarious condition? How has the
church  attempted  to  explain  what  the  death  of  Christ
accomplished? Lets take a deeper look at what theologians call
the atonement.

What Did Jesus’ Death Accomplish?
As we mentioned earlier, the notion of God requiring a blood
sacrifice  for  sin  is  becoming  less  and  less  palatable  to
modern tastes. It is not surprising then that many question
the idea that the death of Christ was an atoning sacrifice for
humanity’s sins.

What did the death of Jesus accomplish? As we investigate this
issue, we should keep in mind that the answer depends on what
one believes to be true concerning the kind of person God the
Father is, who Jesus Christ is, and the current condition of
mankind. For instance, if God the Father is not all that upset
by sin, or if Jesus was just a good man and no more, the death
of Christ might be seen as an encouragement or example to
mankind, not as a payment for sin. This, in fact, is the first
view of the atonement we will consider.

In  the  sixteenth  century  Laelius  Socinus  taught  that  the
obedience and death of Jesus were part of a perfect life that
was pleasing to God and should be seen primarily as an example
for the rest of humanity. Socinians rejected the idea of Jesus
being a payment for sin. To support this view they point to 1



Peter 2:21 which says “For to this you have been called,
because Christ also suffered for you, leaving you an example,
that you should follow in His steps.” As mentioned earlier,
one’s view of the atonement depends on his or her view of God
and humanity. The Socinians taught that mankind is capable of
living  in  a  manner  pleasing  to  God,  both  morally  and
spiritually. They accepted the teachings of Pelagius, a 4th
century theologian who argued that mankind is able to take the
initial steps toward salvation independent of God’s help. This
Socinian  tenet  became  the  foundation  of  Unitarian  thought
which rejects the notion of the Trinity as well.

There are a number of passages in the Bible that make the
Socinian perspective untenable. Even the passage in 1 Peter 2
works against their view. Jesus was an example for us, but
verse 24 adds that, “He Himself bore our sins in His body on
the  tree,  so  that  we  might  die  to  sins  and  live  for
righteousness; by his wounds you have been healed.” The entire
sacrificial system of the Old Testament taught the Jews the
need for atonement, a way for God’s people to return to a
harmonious  relationship  with  God.  The  annual  “Day  of
Atonement” sacrifice was instituted to cleanse Israel from all
of her sins, thus removing God’s wrath from the nation. The
book of Hebrews teaches that Jesus was the perfect high priest
as well as the perfect sacrifice, making the final atonement
for the sins of the people (Hebrews 2:17). Yes, Jesus was an
example of a sinless human life, but He was so much more than
that.

Views of the Atonement
 

Many modern day theologians argue that Jesus did no more than
die a martyr’s death on behalf of the poor and marginalized
people of the world. His death was more a political act than a
spiritual one. As one scholar writes, “The salvation he brings
is a transformation of the social order. . .”{2} According to



this view, Jesus is to be seen as a political figure who
challenged  the  power  structures  of  His  day  and  offered
salvation  through  class  warfare  and  the  redistribution  of
wealth. Needless to say, this has not been the position held
by the church for the last two thousand years.

In light of the Socinian theory, that the death of Jesus was
merely an example and that salvation comes by living like
Jesus lived, a response quickly followed by a man named Hugo
Grotius (1583-1645). Where Socinus taught that we were only
required  to  do  our  best  and  respond  to  God’s  love  for
salvation, Grotius pictured God differently. Grotius focused
on the holiness and righteousness of God, and the fact that
this holy God has established a universe governed by moral
laws. Sin is defined as a violation of these laws. Sin is not
necessarily an attack on the person of God but on the office
of ruler that God holds. As ruler, God has the right, but not
necessarily the obligation, to punish sin. God can forgive sin
and remove humanity’s guilt if He so chooses. Grotius held
that God did indeed choose to be gracious and yet acted in a
manner that teaches the severity of sin. As one theologian has
written:

It was in the best interest of humankind for Christ to die.
Forgiveness of their sins, if too freely given, would have
resulted  in  undermining  the  law’s  authority  and
effectiveness. It was necessary to have an atonement which
would  provide  grounds  for  forgiveness  and  simultaneously
retain the structure of moral government.{3}

Often called the “governmental theory” of the atonement, it
argues that the death of Christ was a real offering to God,
enabling Him to deal mercifully with mankind. The chief impact
of the act was on man, not on God. God didn’t need to have His
wrath satisfied by blood atonement, but humanity did need to
be  taught  the  severity  of  sin  and  only  an  act  of  great
magnitude could accomplish this lesson.



Although this is an interesting approach, it lacks scriptural
confirmation.  As  one  critic  notes,  “We  search  in  vain  in
Grotius for specific biblical texts setting forth his major
point.”  Being  a  lawyer,  Grotius  was  attracted  to  the  Old
Testament idea expressed in Isaiah 42:21 which says that God
will magnify His law and make it glorious. Fortunately, the
New Testament reveals that God had a plan to both maintain His
law and provide a gracious plan of substitutional atonement in
Christ.

Views of the Atonement
Modern theologians like Dr. Marcus Borg, who teaches at Oregon
State University, doubt that Jesus understood His death to be
an atonement for sin. He teaches that Jesus was only aware of
the political and religious implications of His actions.{4}
How  does  this  compare  with  teaching  on  this  subject  down
through the centuries?

So far we have considered the historical views of Socinus and
Grotius regarding the atonement. Both taught that the death of
Christ primarily affected humanity. Socinus argued that Christ
gave us a model to follow: a blueprint for living a good life.
Grotius taught that Christ’s death served to give humanity an
accurate picture of the devastating impact of sin.

One of the earliest views of the atonement was quite different
from  both  of  these  perspectives.  Often  called  the  ransom
theory, this teaching was developed by the Church Fathers
Origen and Gregory of Nyssa. It was probably the way Augustine
thought about the atonement as well, and it was popular until
the time of Anselm in the eleventh century (1033-1109).

Origen held that the Bible teaches believers “were bought at a
price” (1 Cor. 6:20), and that Jesus told His followers that
He was a ransom for many and that His death has delivered us
from the dominion of darkness (Mk. 10:45, Col. 1:13). From
this he surmised that Christ’s death actually was a payment to



Satan, buying, if you will, those held hostage by the fallen
angel.  Origen  argued  the  death  of  Christ  mostly  impacted
Satan, paying him off in order to gain the release of his
captives. While it is true that we were bought at a price and
have been delivered from darkness, the Bible never mentions
that sinners owe anything to Satan.

Gregory of Nyssa held that God actually tricked Satan to gain
our release. Satan thought he was getting a perfect man to
replace the many already in his grasp. Instead God tricked him
by wrapping Christ’s humanity around His deity. However, the
notion that Jesus was offered primarily as a sacrifice to
Satan didn’t fit well with Scripture.

Instead, the Bible often speaks of the need to appease the
wrath of God. Romans 3:25 tells us that God presented Jesus as
a sacrifice of atonement or a propitiation. The Greek word
used here carries that meaning of “a sacrifice that turns away
the  wrath  of  God–and  thereby  makes  God  propitious  (or
favorable)  towards  us.”{5}  Hebrews  2:17  states:  “For  this
reason he (Jesus) had to be made like his brothers in every
way, in order that he might become a merciful and faithful
high  priest  in  service  to  God,  and  that  he  might  make
atonement for the sins of the people.” 1 John 2:1-2 adds that
Jesus  “Speaks  to  the  Father  in  our  defense”  and  “is  the
atoning sacrifice for our sins.” The impact of the atonement
is not on Satan, but on God the Father.

The Satisfaction Theory
Did he die as a political martyr, having no notion that His
death might accomplish something eternally significant? Or did
Jesus and His followers assume that his death fulfilled a
divine purpose? It is common for modern thinkers to discount
the supernatural elements in their explanations of his death.
For instance, historian Paula Fredriksen, professor at Boston
University, argues that both his arrest and the events that
followed probably shocked Jesus.{6} She implies that the death



of Jesus and the birth of Christianity are to be thought of
and analyzed only at the political or sociological level: that
nothing  miraculous  occurred.  This  is  obviously  not  the
traditional view of the church.

Most evangelical Christians hold to an Anselmic view of the
atonement. Anselm (1033-1109) was the archbishop of Canterbury
in the twelfth century. He constructed a logical argument that
God must, and did, become a man in the person of Jesus Christ
because  of  the  necessity  of  the  atonement.  According  to
Anselm, when mankind sinned it took something from God. By
rebelling against God’s holiness and failing to recognize the
authority that God has to rule, humanity failed to render God
His due. Not only have we taken from God what is His, we have
injured His reputation and owe compensation.

God must act in a manner consistent with His role of creator
and  ruler  of  the  cosmos.  He  cannot  arbitrarily  choose  to
ignore a challenge to His authority. We cannot merely pay back
or make reparations for our personal sin. Compensation is
necessary for the damage done to all creation since the Fall,
and this compensation is greater than what our deaths alone
would repay: thus the necessity of both the incarnation and
the atonement.

The Anselmic view carries with it some important implications.

First, it holds that humanity is unable to satisfy the harm
done by sin. God had to act on our behalf or salvation would
be impossible.

Second, God’s actions show that He is both holy and just, and
at the same time a remarkably loving God.

Third,  this  view  highlights  the  centrality  of  grace  in
Christian theology. Each person must accept the infinitely
valuable and gracious gift of God’s provision for sin because
our own efforts to please God will always fall short.



The  Anselmic  perspective  gives  believers  a  great  deal  of
security.  We  know  that  it  is  not  our  works  that  earn
salvation, but Christ’s sacrificial death that paid the price
for sin even before we committed our first transgression.

Finally, Christ’s death on the cross highlights the horrible
price for sin. With this knowledge we should be eternally
grateful for what God has done on our behalf.{7}
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