
No Reason to Fear: Examining
the Logic of a Critic
Rick Wade uses the faulty arguments in Sam Harris’ book Letter
to a Christian Nation to show why Christians don’t have to be
afraid of the new atheists’ assault on our faith.

Getting Started
Sometimes we Christians shy away from books which attack our
beliefs because we’re afraid we can’t answer the objections.
That’s understandable. Often the authors of such books carry
impressive credentials. It’s easy to feel intimidated.

Another response which is the opposite of fearful
avoidance is haughty dismissal. Sometimes we act as
if our position is so obviously true that others
can be dismissed as downright stupid and hardly
worth  bothering  with.  Even  if  the  opponents’
arguments  are  bad,  that’s  no  reason  to  adopt  an  arrogant
attitude. It’s especially bad when the dismissive Christian
hasn’t even bothered to read the book!

A better response, I think, is to use such occasions to grow
in understanding and to exercise one’s apologetic “muscles” by
working at answering the challenges posed. So, for example,
when a doctrine is challenged, by studying the subject, we
grow in our knowledge of Christian beliefs and (here’s the
uncomfortable  part)  we  are  sometimes  corrected  in  our
understanding. Another advantage is preparation for real face-
to-face encounters with critics. Responding to arguments in a
book means there isn’t the pressure of a person staring at
you, waiting for an answer (and fully expecting one; critics
do have such a high view of us!).

In this article I’m going to use Sam Harris’s book Letter to a
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Christian Nation to give some suggestions about what to look
for in such books.{1} I won’t try to address every challenge.
Others have given more extensive responses.{2}

I titled this essay “No Reason to Fear” for a good reason. The
challenges of critics throughout the ages have not been able
to prove Christianity false, and those of modern day critics
won’t  either.  Most  of  their  arguments  have  already  been
answered. When we brace ourselves and start reading a critic’s
book, we often find that the arguments don’t pack that great a
punch after all, much like the neighborhood bully who the
other boys are afraid of but really have no reason to be.

Of course, we can’t always answer seemingly good objections,
and  certainly  can’t  answer  them  all  to  the  atheist’s
satisfaction. I’ll go further than that. I don’t think we have
to answer every objection. There will always be objections.
But it’s as intellectually wrong to drop one’s convictions
because of a few unanswered criticisms as it is to hold to
such convictions for no reason at all. Atheists obviously
don’t abandon their beliefs so easily, and they shouldn’t
expect us to either.

Fallacious Arguments
If we’re going to engage books like Letter to a Christian
Nation responsibly, we have to be ready to hear some good
criticisms of our beliefs or actions. We have to accept the
fact that there are some hard things to deal with in our
beliefs, especially the problem of evil. We need to admit our
inability to give satisfying answers to all objections if
we’re going to expect that kind of openness from critics.
Also, it is often Christians who come under attack rather than
Christianity. Harris spends a lot of time here. Christians
have done some bad things, and they need to be acknowledged.

More to the point for this article, Christians can sometimes



give bad arguments for what they believe. I’m not suggesting
that we have to bow to all the demands of skeptics; there are
several theories of the proper use of evidences and logical
arguments and personal experience, and some formulations are
unreasonable. It is to say, however, that we must use good
reasoning when we make a case.

The problem with using poor reasoning is that it undermines
one’s case. That’s what we find in Harris’s book, and that
will be our focus here. When we read a case for a particular
belief,  we  should  keep  a  lookout  for  such  things  as
questionable  assumptions,  logical  fallacies,  and  incorrect
facts. Harris’s book is plagued with fallacious arguments, a
surprising turn since he presents his side as being that of
reason. So I’m going to spend most of my time on those and
mention the other things when appropriate.

Don’t  let  the  term  “logical  fallacies”  put  you  off,  like
they’re  things  only  specialists  can  understand.  It’s  just
another name for poor reasoning. So, for example, if you make
the claim that Christianity is the only true religion, and
someone responds that you only believe that because you grew
up in a Christian nation, you could cry “Foul!” You’re making
a universal claim; where you’re from is irrelevant. If it’s
true, it’s true in India and China and the US and everywhere
else, too. This is a kind of fallacy of false cause. No one is
a Christian because he lives in a Christian nation. We are
Christians because we have believed Jesus’ claims that are
universal. It also reflects the current mood according to
which religions are human constructs, and Christianity is just
one such religion among many.

Although  fallacious  arguments  can  have  psychological  force
(when we don’t spot them and they seem correct), they have no
logical force. Their conclusions should not be believed.



Are We Really So Evil?
Harris’s favorite target in his attack on religion is its
supposed immorality. He tells us that “Christians have abused,
oppressed, enslaved, insulted, tormented, tortured, and killed
people in the name of God for centuries, on the basis of a
theologically defensible reading of the Bible.”{3}Well, that’s
a surprise! Not that Christians have done bad things, but that
such  acts  are  theologically  defensible!  Such  things  are
sanctioned by God because He, too, does such things. Harris
accuses  Christians  of  picking  and  choosing  sections  of
Scripture that present a more loving God while ignoring the
truly telling ones which reveal a God who condones slavery and
the beating and killing of rebellious children.

But Harris is guilty of this picking and choosing himself. He
commits the fallacy which is called the neglect of relevant
evidence. To be fair, he does note that “it is undeniable that
many people of faith make heroic sacrifices to relieve the
suffering of other human beings.”{4} But he doesn’t bother
listing them. He gives no space to the great work done by
Christians in the fields of medicine, literacy, agriculture,
famine relief, etc. He ignores the good work of organizations
like Mercy Ships which takes life-changing medical help to
people in third world nations in the name of Christ.

Well, he doesn’t completely ignore missionary efforts. One of
his  favorite  rants  is  against  the  evils  perpetrated  by
missionaries. They waste time preaching about such things as
the virgin birth when there is important work to be done. The
most memorable accusation is when he charges missionaries who
preach against the use of condoms with “genocidal” piety!{5}
“Genocidal!” Maybe a little exaggeration there? (And, by the
way, while it’s true that Christian medical missionaries do
present the gospel to people—which they should, since one’s
eternal life is more important than one’s temporal life—I’ve
never heard of any who withhold medical help from people in



need until they first preach a sermon on the virgin birth.)

In another place Harris commits the fallacy called causal
oversimplification. As he sees it, religion is the cause of
conflicts in Palestine, the Balkans, Sudan, Nigeria, and other
countries.  Religion  is  so  unnatural  and  wrong-headed  to
atheists, that it becomes an easy target for casting blame.

I’m going to give a bit more space to this charge since it’s a
very popular one these days.

In 2004, the BBC published what it called a “War Audit” which
was conducted to determine how significant religion has been
in war, at least in the last century.{6} In the article “God
and War: An Audit and an Exploration,” authors Greg Austin,
Todd Kranock and Thom Oommen report that

at a philosophical level, the main religious traditions have
little truck with war or violence. All advocate peace as the
norm and see genuine spirituality as involving a disavowal
of  violence.  It  is  mainly  when  organised  religious
institutions become involved with state institutions or when
a political opposition is trying to take power that people
begin advocating religious justifications for war.

They continue:

After reviewing historical analyses by a diverse array of
specialists, we concluded that there have been few genuinely
religious wars in the last 100 years. The Israel/Arab wars
from 1948 to now, often painted in the media and other
places as wars over religion, or wars arising from religious
differences,  have  in  fact  been  wars  of  nationalism,
liberation  of  territory  or  self-defense.

Regarding Islamic terrorism, the authors write:

The Islamist fundamentalist terror war is largely about
political order in the Arab countries, and the presence of



US  forces  in  Saudi  Arabia.  It  is  not  about  religious
conversion or a clash of religions. Nevertheless, bin Laden
claims a religious duty in executing the war. . . .

It is mainly when organised religious institutions become
involved  with  state  institutions  that  people  begin
advocating  religious  justifications  for  war.

We need to go back to the wars of Arab expansion, the
Crusades and the Reformation Wars for genuine wars over
religion.

The  authors—or  as  they  call  themselves,  compilers—of  this
article include tables which give death tolls in different
categories of wars. The writers say that the tables

show  that  the  overwhelming  majority  of  wars  and  the
overwhelming majority of the victims of such wars cannot be
classified  primarily  according  to  religious  causes  or
religious beliefs. There have been horrific examples though
where particular communities have been targeted because of
their religious faith [italics mine], and these atrocities
have been perpetrated by the three most 17 vicious and
blood-thirsty regimes ever to hold power: Stalin’s Russia,
Mao’s China and Hitler’s Germany.

It’s interesting that Harris tries so hard to make religion a
source of violence when, as this report indicates, it is often
the religious who are targeted by violence.{7}

A Few More
Sam Harris’s book is titled Letter to a Christian Nation, not
simply  because  he’s  against  Christianity.  He  wants  all
religion to come to an end. It just happens that Christianity
is the most prominent religion in America. Because he lumps
all religions together, he can smear Christianity with the
evils of Islam by implication.



This  is  a  fallacy.  It’s  called  the  fallacy  of  over-
generalization (or converse accident). If evil is done in the
name of Islam, and Islam is a religion, then every religion is
prone to evil. Thus, what counts against Islam counts against
Christianity, too. (If one is reluctant to group Christianity
with other religions, then one might see here the fallacy of
faulty comparison, or what is more commonly called “comparing
apples to oranges.”)

Another  argument  Harris  presents  employs  a  fallacy  we’ve
already discussed, the fallacy of causal oversimplification.
Harris commits this fallacy when he tells us that “the anti-
Semitism  that  built  the  Nazi  death  camps  was  a  direct
inheritance  from  medieval  Christianity.”{8}

The reality of Christian anti-Semitism through the ages cannot
be denied. However, Harris’s evaluation is simplistic. It is
very easy to narrowly focus on the very real anti-Semitism of
Christians  and  ignore  other  very  significant  factors.  For
example, Harris fails to tell us that the Jews were persecuted
quite apart from Christianity and even before Christianity
came into existence. For example, serious tensions between the
Jews and the Greeks of Alexandria in the first century B.C.
spilled over into the next century. Things got so bad that
Jews were forced to live in one section of the city. Their
houses were broken into and looted. Synagogues were burned,
and women were dragged to the theater and forced to eat pork.
Historian  H.  I.  Bell  reports  that  “men,  women,  and  even
children [were] beaten to death, dragged living through the
streets,  or  flung  on  to  improvised  bonfires.”{9}  He  also
ignores  the  shift  from  religious  persecution  to  racial
persecution which occurred in the nineteenth century, notably
in Russia.

Of course, this doesn’t prove that Hitler didn’t get his anti-
Semitism from Christians; but it does mean that one should not
immediately assume that Christian prejudice is at the root of
anti-Semitism.  There  have  been  other  causes  as  well.  A



significant factor in Hitler’s hatred of the Jews was the
strong  influence  of  Darwinism  that  led  him  to  think  that
people who were racially or eugenically inferior needed to be
eliminated from the evolving human race.{10}

Although some people already believed in the inferiority of
some  races,  and  although  Darwinism  wasn’t  Hitler’s  sole
inspiration, Historian Richard Weikart writes, “Darwinism was
a central, guiding principle of Nazi ideology, especially of
Hitler’s own world view.” Weikart quotes Richard Evans, a
historian at Cambridge University: “The real core of Nazi
beliefs lay in the faith Hitler proclaimed in his speech of
September 1938 in science—a Nazi view of science—as the basis
for action. Science demanded the furtherance of the interests
not of God but of the human race, and above all the German
race and its future in a world ruled by ineluctable laws of
Darwinian competition between races and between individuals.”
Weikart continues: “This is not a controversial claim by anti-
evolutionists, but it is commonly recognized by scholars who
study Nazism.”{11}

A Fundamental Commitment to Atheism
One of the questionable assumptions in Letter to a Christian
Nation is Sam Harris’s assertion that “there is no question
that human beings evolved from nonhuman ancestors.”{12} Of
course, there is indeed a question about this, a question
raised by highly educated scientists easily as qualified as
Mr. Harris.

It’s  no  wonder,  really,  that  Harris  makes  such  bold
statements. He is prevented from allowing the possibility of
divine creation by his basic worldview commitments. He admits
that  he  doesn’t  know  why  the  universe  exists,  but  he’s
confident  there’s  no  God  behind  it.  That  sounds  like  a
philosophical presupposition. What evidence or reasons does he
give for it? Harris might like to pretend that his beliefs are



based solely on the “trinity” of science, reason, and nature,
but his naturalism cannot be established by these. Rather, it
informs his use of them.

One of the (potentially!) maddening things about the arguments
of atheists these days is their frequent silence with respect
to any justification of their own basic worldview commitments.
Harris goes so far as to claim that atheism isn’t really a
belief; that there shouldn’t even be the word “atheism.”{13}
Although “atheism” has long been understood to mean the belief
that there is no God, many atheists today deny that. It isn’t
the belief that there is no God; it’s simply an absence of
belief in God.{14} It’s a kind of “default” position, a “zero”
belief,  where  everyone  should  be  until  given  sufficient
reasons to believe in God. Thus, the atheist has nothing to
defend or prove.

But really, folks. Who’s going to believe that atheists are
belief-less about God, that they don’t actually believe that
there is no God? It’s astonishing the effort they put forth in
arguing against religious belief if indeed they have no belief
at all.

However, we can go back and forth with atheists about whether
they truly deny the existence of God, or we can let that stand
and simply ask what they do believe about ultimate reality,
for surely they believe something. It’s simply false to assume
that atheism is some kind of zero belief, that it involves no
metaphysical commitments. If one denies God, one must have
some  other  view  about  ultimate  reality.  Naturalism  is  a
metaphysical position, and it has serious problems of its
own.{15} If Christians are responsible to give good reasons
for their belief in Christian theism, naturalistic atheists
must give reasons for their naturalism.

Sam Harris speaks as a voice on high, shouting down to us
poor, ignorant people who are stuck in our absurd religious
beliefs.  It’s  hard  to  imagine  anyone  with  thoughtful



convictions changing his or her beliefs based on this book.
He’s preaching to the choir. Now that you have a few tips on
what to look for, you might want to take a look at the book,
and hear the rest of the “sermon.”
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Christian  Worldview  and
Social Issues

Biblical Principles
How can we apply a Christian worldview to social and political
issues? I would like to set forth some key biblical principles
that we can apply to these issues.

A key biblical principle that applies to the area of bioethics
is the sanctity of human life. Such verses as Psalm 139:13-16
show that God’s care and concern extends to the womb. Other
verses such as Jeremiah 1:5, Judges 13:7-8, Psalm 51:5 and
Exodus 21:22–25 give additional perspective and framework to
this principle. These principles can be applied to issues
ranging from abortion to stem cell research to infanticide.

A related biblical principle involves the equality of human
beings. The Bible teaches that God has made “of one blood all
nations of men” (Acts 17:26). The Bible also teaches that it
is  wrong  for  a  Christian  to  have  feelings  of  superiority
(Phil. 2). Believers are told not to make class distinctions
between various people (James 2). Paul teaches the spiritual
equality of all people in Christ (Gal. 3:28; Col. 3:11). These
principles  apply  to  racial  relations  and  our  view  of
government.

A  third  principle  is  a  biblical  perspective  on  marriage.
Marriage is God’s plan and provides intimate companionship for
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life  (Gen.  2:18).  Marriage  provides  a  context  for  the
procreation and nurture of children (Eph. 6:1-2). And finally,
marriage provides a godly outlet for sexual desire (1 Cor.
7:2). These principles can be applied to such diverse issues
as artificial reproduction (which often introduces a third
party into the pregnancy) and cohabitation (living together).

Another biblical principle involves sexual ethics. The Bible
teaches that sex is to be within the bounds of marriage, as a
man and the woman become one flesh (Eph. 5:31). Paul teaches
that we should “avoid sexual immorality” and learn to control
our own body in a way that is “holy and honorable” (1 Thess.
4:3-5). He admonishes us to flee sexual immorality (1 Cor.
6:18). These principles apply to such issues as premarital
sex, adultery, and homosexuality.

A final principle concerns government and our obedience to
civil authority. Government is ordained by God (Rom.13:1-7).
We  are  to  render  service  and  obedience  to  the  government
(Matt. 22:21) and submit to civil authority (1 Pet. 2:13-17).
Even though we are to obey government, there may be certain
times when we might be forced to obey God rather than men
(Acts 5:29). These principles apply to issues such as war,
civil disobedience, politics, and government.

Communicating in a Secular Culture
How can we communicate biblical morality effectively to a
secular culture? Here are a few principles.

First,  we  must  interpret  Scripture  properly.  Too  often,
Christians have passed off their sociological preferences (on
issues like abortion or homosexual behavior) instead of doing
proper biblical exegesis. The result has often been a priori
conclusions buttressed with improper proof-texting.

In areas where the Bible clearly speaks, we should exercise
our prophetic voice as we seek to be salt and light (Matt.
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5:13-16). In other areas, concessions should be allowed.

The  apostle  Paul  recognized  that  the  first  priority  of
Christians  is  to  preach  the  gospel.  He  refused  to  allow
various distinctions to hamper his effectiveness, and he tried
to “become all things to all men” that he might save some (1
Cor. 9:22). Christians must stand firm for biblical truth, yet
also recognize the greater need for the unsaved person to hear
a loving presentation of the gospel.

Second,  Christians  should  carefully  develop  biblical
principles which can be applied to contemporary social and
medical  issues.  Christians  often  jump  immediately  from
biblical passages into political and social programs. They
wrongly neglect the important intermediate step of applying
biblical principles within a particular social and cultural
situation.

Third, Christians should articulate the moral teachings of
Scripture  in  ways  that  are  meaningful  in  a  pluralistic
society. Philosophical principles like the “right to life” or
“the dangers of promiscuity” can be appealed to as part of
common  grace.  Scientific,  social,  legal,  and  ethical
considerations  can  be  useful  in  arguing  for  biblical
principles  in  a  secular  culture.

Christians can argue in a public arena against abortion on the
basis of scientific and legal evidence. Medical advances in
embryology and fetology show that human life exists in the
womb. A legal analysis of the Supreme Court’s Roe v. Wade
decision shows the justices violated a standard principle of
jurisprudence. The burden of proof is placed on the life-taker
and the benefit of the doubt is given to the life-saver.

This does not mean we should sublimate the biblical message.
But our effectiveness in the public arena will be improved if
we  elaborate  the  scientific,  social,  legal,  and  ethical
aspects of a particular issue instead of trying to articulate



our case on Scripture alone.

Christians  should  develop  effective  ways  to  communicate
biblical  morality  to  our  secular  culture.  Law  and  public
policy should be based upon biblical morality which results
from an accurate interpretation of Scripture and a careful
application to society.

Christian Principles in Social Action
How should Christians be involved in the social and political
arena? Here are a few key principles.

First,  Christians  must  remember  that  they  have  a  dual
citizenship. On the one hand, their citizenship is in heaven
and  not  on  earth  (Phil.  3:17–21).  Christians  must  remind
themselves that God is sovereign over human affairs even when
circumstances look dark and discouraging. On the other hand,
the Bible also teaches that Christians are citizens of this
earth  (Matt.  22:15–22).  They  are  to  obey  government
(Rom.13:1–7)  and  work  within  the  social  and  political
circumstances to affect change. Christians are to pray for
those  in  authority  (1  Tim.  2:1–4)  and  to  obey  those  in
authority.

Jesus compared the kingdom of heaven to leaven hidden in three
pecks of meal (Matt.13:33). The meal represents the world, and
the leaven represents the Christian presence in it. We are to
exercise our influence within society, seeking to bring about
change that way. Though the Christian presence may seem as
insignificant as leaven in meal, nevertheless we are to bring
about the same profound change.

Second, Christians must remember that God is sovereign. As the
Sovereign over the nations, He bestows power on whom He wishes
(Dan. 4:17), and He can turn the heart of a king wherever He
wishes (Prov.21:1).



Third, Christians must use their specific gifts within the
social and political arenas. Christians have different gifts
and ministries (1 Cor. 12:4–6). Some may be called to a higher
level  of  political  participation  than  others  (e.g.,  a
candidate  for  school  board  or  for  Congress).  All  have  a
responsibility to be involved in society, but some are called
to a higher level of social service, such as a social worker
or crisis pregnancy center worker. Christians must recognize
the diversity of gifts and encourage fellow believers to use
their individual gifts for the greatest impact.

Fourth, Christians should channel their social and political
activity through the church. Christians need to be accountable
to each other, especially as they seek to make an impact on
society.  Wise  leadership  can  prevent  zealous  evangelical
Christians from repeating mistakes made in previous decades by
other Christians.

The  local  church  should  also  provide  a  context  for
compassionate social service. In the New Testament, the local
church became a training ground for social action (Acts 2:45;
4:34). Meeting the needs of the poor, the infirm, the elderly,
and widows is a responsibility of the church. Ministries to
these  groups  can  provide  a  foundation  and  a  catalyst  for
further outreach and ministry to the community at large.

Christians are to be the salt of the earth and the light of
the  world  (Matt.  5:13–16).  In  our  needy  society,  we  have
abundant opportunities to preach the gospel of Jesus Christ
and meet significant social needs. By combining these two
areas  of  preaching  and  ministry,  Christians  can  make  a
strategic difference in society.

Fallacies and Tactics
Let’s now focus on some logical fallacies and tactics used
against Christians. We need to exercise discernment and be on
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alert  for  these  attempts  to  sidetrack  moral  and  biblical
reflection on some of the key issues of our day.

The first tactic is equivocation. This is the use of vague
terms.  Someone  can  start  off  using  language  we  think  we
understand and then veer off into a new meaning. If you have
been listening to the Probe radio program for any time, you
are well aware of the fact that religious cults are often
guilty of this. A cult member might say that he believes in
salvation by grace. But what he really means is that you have
to join his cult and work your way toward salvation. Make
people define the vague terms they use.

This tactic is used frequently in bioethics. Proponents of
embryonic stem cell research often will not acknowledge the
distinction between adult stem cells and embryonic stem cells.
Those trying to legalize cloning will refer to it as “somatic
cell  nuclear  transfer.”  Unless  you  have  a  scientific
background, you will not know that it is essentially the same
thing.

A second tactic is what is often called “card stacking.” That
is when an opponent has a selective use of evidence. Don’t
jump on the latest bandwagon and intellectual fad without
checking the evidence. Many advocates are guilty of listing
all  the  points  in  their  favor  while  ignoring  the  serious
points against it.

For example, the major biology textbooks used in high school
and  college  never  provide  students  with  evidence  against
evolution. Jonathan Wells, in his book Icons of Evolution,
shows that the examples that are used in most textbooks are
either wrong or misleading. Some of the examples are known
frauds (such as the Haeckel embryos) and continue to show up
in textbooks decades after they were shown to be fraudulent.

A third tactic is “appeal to authority.” That means a person
is  relying  on  authority  to  the  exclusion  of  logic  and
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evidence. Just because an expert says it doesn’t necessarily
make it true. We live in a culture that worships experts, but
not all experts are right. Hiram’s Law says, “If you consult
enough experts, you can confirm any opinion.”

Those who argue that global warming is caused solely by human
activity  often  say  that  “the  debate  in  the  scientific
community is over.” But an Internet search of critics of the
theories behind global warming will show that there are many
scientists with credentials in climatology or meteorology who
have questions about the theory. It is not accurate to say
that the debate is over when the debate still seems to be
taking place.

A fourth tactic often used against Christians is known as an
ad hominem attack. This is Latin for “against the man.” People
using this tactic attack the person instead of dealing with
the validity of their argument. Often the soundness of an
argument is inversely proportional to the amount of ad hominem
rhetoric. If there is evidence for the position, proponents
usually argue the merits of the position. When evidence is
lacking, they attack the critics.

Christians who want public libraries to filter pornography
from minors are accused of censorship. Citizens who want to
define marriage as between one man and one woman are called
bigots. Scientists who criticize evolution are subjected to
withering  attacks  on  their  character  and  scientific
credentials.  Scientists  who  question  global  warming  are
compared to holocaust deniers.

Another tactic is the straw man argument. This is done by
making your opponent’s argument seem so ridiculous that it is
easy to attack and knock down. Liberal commentators say that
evangelical Christians want to implement a religious theocracy
in  America.  That’s  not  true.  But  the  hyperbole  works  to
marginalize  Christian  activists  who  believe  they  have  a



responsibility to speak to social and political issues within
society.

A sixth tactic is sidestepping. This is done when someone
dodges the issue by changing the subject. Ask a proponent of
abortion whether the fetus is human and you are likely to see
this technique in action. He or she might start talking about
a woman’s right to choose or the right of women to control
their own bodies. Perhaps you will hear a discourse on the
need to tolerate various viewpoints in a pluralistic society.
But you probably won’t get a straight answer to an important
question.

A final tactic is the “red herring.” That means to go off on a
tangent (and is taken from the practice of luring hunting dogs
off the trail with the scent of a herring). Proponents of
embryonic  stem  cell  research  rarely  will  talk  about  the
morality of destroying human embryos. Instead they will go off
on a tangent and talk about the various diseases that could be
treated and the thousands of people who could be helped with
the research.

Be on the alert when someone in a debate changes the subject.
They may want to argue their points on more familiar ground,
or  they  may  know  they  cannot  win  their  argument  on  the
relevant issue at hand.

A person with discernment will recognize these tactics and
beware. We are called to develop discernment as we tear down
false arguments raised up against the knowledge of God. By
doing this we will learn to take every thought captive to the
obedience to Christ (2 Cor. 10:4-5).
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Christian Discernment
We are confronted with ethical choices and moral complexity.
We  must  apply  biblical  principles  to  these  social  and
political issues. And we must avoid the pitfalls and logical
fallacies that so often accompany these issues.

 This article is also available in Spanish.

Turn on a television or open a newspaper. You are immediately
presented  with  a  myriad  of  ethical  issues.  Daily  we  are
confronted with ethical choices and moral complexity. Society
is  awash  in  controversial  issues:  abortion,  euthanasia,
cloning,  race,  drug  abuse,  homosexuality,  gambling,
pornography,  and  capital  punishment.  Life  may  have  been
simpler in a previous age, but now the rise of technology and
the fall of ethical consensus have brought us to a society
full of moral dilemmas.

Never  has  society  needed  biblical  perspectives  more  to
evaluate contemporary moral issues. And yet Christians seem
less  equipped  to  address  these  topics  from  a  biblical
perspective. The Barna Research Group conducted a national
survey  of  adults  and  concluded  that  only  four  percent  of
adults  have  a  biblical  worldview  as  the  basis  of  their
decision-making. The survey also discovered that nine percent
of born again Christians have such a perspective on life.{1}

It  is  worth  noting  that  what  George  Barna  defines  as  a
biblical worldview would be considered by most people to be
basic Christian doctrine. It doesn’t even include aspects of a
biblical perspective on social and political issues.

Of even greater concern is the fact that most Christians do
not  base  their  beliefs  on  an  absolute  moral  foundation.
Biblical ethics rests on the belief in absolute truth. Yet
surveys show that a minority of born again adults (forty-four
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percent)  and  an  even  smaller  proportion  of  born  again
teenagers  (nine  percent)  are  certain  of  the  existence  of
absolute moral truth.{2} By a three-to-one margin adults say
truth is always relative to the person and their situation.
This perspective is even more lopsided among teenagers who
overwhelmingly  believe  moral  truth  depends  on  the
circumstances.{3}

Social scientists as well as pollsters have been warning that
American society is becoming more and more dominated by moral
anarchy. Writing in the early 1990s, James Patterson and Peter
Kim said in The Day America Told the Truth that there was no
moral authority in America. “We choose which laws of God we
believe in. There is absolutely no moral consensus in this
country as there was in the 1950s, when all our institutions
commanded more respect.”{4} Essentially we live in a world of
moral anarchy.

So how do we begin to apply a Christian worldview to the
complex social and political issues of the day? And how do we
avoid falling for the latest fad or cultural trend that blows
in the wind? The following are some key principles to apply
and some dangerous pitfalls to avoid.

Biblical Principles
A key biblical principle that applies to the area of bioethics
is the sanctity of human life. Such verses as Psalm 139:13-16
show that God’s care and concern extend to the womb. Other
verses such as Jeremiah 1:5, Judges 13:7-8, Psalm 51:5 and
Exodus 21:22–25 give additional perspective and framework to
this principle. These principles can be applied to issues
ranging from abortion to stem cell research to infanticide.

A related biblical principle involves the equality of human
beings. The Bible teaches that God has made “of one blood all
nations of men” (Acts 17:26). The Bible also teaches that it



is  wrong  for  a  Christian  to  have  feelings  of  superiority
(Philippians  2).  Believers  are  told  not  to  make  class
distinctions between various people (James 2). Paul teaches
the spiritual equality of all people in Christ (Galatians
3:28;  Colossians  3:11).  These  principles  apply  to  racial
relations and our view of government.

A  third  principle  is  a  biblical  perspective  on  marriage.
Marriage is God’s plan and provides intimate companionship for
life  (Genesis  2:18).  Marriage  provides  a  context  for  the
procreation and nurture of children (Ephesians 6:1-2). And
finally, marriage provides a godly outlet for sexual desire (1
Corinthians 7:2). These principles can be applied to such
diverse  issues  as  artificial  reproduction  (which  often
introduces a third party into the pregnancy) and cohabitation
(living together).

Another biblical principle involves sexual ethics. The Bible
teaches that sex is to be within the bounds of marriage, as a
man and the woman become one flesh (Ephesians 5:31). Paul
teaches that we should “avoid sexual immorality” and learn to
control our own body in a way that is “holy and honorable” (1
Thessalonians  4:3-5).  He  admonishes  us  to  flee  sexual
immorality (1 Corinthians 6:18). These principles apply to
such issues as premarital sex, adultery, and homosexuality.

A final principle concerns government and our obedience to
civil authority. Government is ordained by God (Rom.13:1-7).
We  are  to  render  service  and  obedience  to  the  government
(Matt. 22:21) and submit to civil authority (1 Pet. 2:13-17).
Even though we are to obey government, there may be certain
times when we might be forced to obey God rather than men
(Acts 5:29). These principles apply to issues such as war,
civil disobedience, politics, and government.



Biblical Discernment
So how do we sort out what is true and what is false? This is
a  difficult  proposition  in  a  world  awash  in  data.  It
underscores the need for Christians to develop discernment.
This is a word that appears fairly often in the Bible (1
Samuel 25:32-33; 1 Kings 3:10-11; 4:29; Psalm 119:66; Proverbs
2:3; Daniel 2:14; Philippians 1:9 [NASB]). And with so many
facts, claims, and opinions being tossed about, we all need to
be able to sort through what is true and what is false.

Colossians 2:8 says, “See to it that no one takes you captive
through  philosophy  and  empty  deception,  according  to  the
tradition of men, according to the elementary principles of
the  world,  rather  than  according  to  Christ.”  We  need  to
develop discernment so that we are not taken captive by false
ideas. Here are some things to watch for:

1. Equivocation — the use of vague terms. Someone can start
off using language we think we understand and then veer off
into a new meaning. Most of us are well aware of the fact that
religious cults are often guilty of this. A cult member might
say that he believes in salvation by grace. But what he really
means is that you have to join his cult and work your way
toward salvation. Make people define the vague terms they use.

This tactic is used frequently in bioethics. Proponents of
embryonic stem cell research often will not acknowledge the
distinction between adult stem cells and embryonic stem cells.
Those trying to legalize cloning will refer to it as “somatic
cell  nuclear  transfer.”  Unless  you  have  a  scientific
background, you will not know that it is essentially the same
thing.

2. Card stacking — the selective use of evidence. Don’t jump
on the latest bandwagon and intellectual fad without checking
the evidence. Many advocates are guilty of listing all the
points  in  their  favor  while  ignoring  the  serious  points



against it.

The major biology textbooks used in high school and college
never  provide  students  with  evidence  against  evolution.
Jonathan Wells, in his book Icons of Evolution, shows that the
examples that are used in most textbooks are either wrong or
misleading.{5} Some of the examples are known frauds (such as
the Haeckel embryos) and continue to show up in textbooks
decades after they were shown to be fraudulent.

Another  example  would  be  the  Y2K  fears.  Anyone  who  was
concerned about the potential catastrophe in 2000 need only
read any of the technical computer journals in the 1990s to
see that no computer expert was predicting what the Y2K fear
mongers were predicting at the time.

3. Appeal to authority — relying on authority to the exclusion
of logic and evidence. Just because an expert says it, that
doesn’t necessarily make it true. We live in a culture that
worships experts, but not all experts are right. Hiram’s Law
says: “If you consult enough experts, you can confirm any
opinion.”

Those  who  argue  that  global  warming  is  caused  by  human
activity  often  say  that  “the  debate  in  the  scientific
community is over.” But an Internet search of critics of the
theories behind global warming will show that there are many
scientists with credentials in climatology or meteorology who
have questions about the theory. It is not accurate to say
that the debate is over when the debate still seems to be
taking place.

4. Ad hominem — Latin for “against the man.” People using this
tactic attack the person instead of dealing with the validity
of  their  argument.  Often  the  soundness  of  an  argument  is
inversely proportional to the amount of ad hominem rhetoric.
If there is evidence for the position, proponents usually
argue the merits of the position. When evidence is lacking,



they attack the critics.

Christians who want public libraries to filter pornography
from minors are accused of censorship. Citizens who want to
define marriage as between one man and one woman are called
bigots. Scientists who criticize evolution are subjected to
withering  attacks  on  their  character  and  scientific
credentials.  Scientists  who  question  global  warming  are
compared to holocaust deniers.

5. Straw man argument — making your opponent’s argument seem
so  ridiculous  that  it  is  easy  to  attack  and  knock  down.
Liberal commentators say that evangelical Christians want to
implement a religious theocracy in America. That’s not true.
But the hyperbole works to marginalize Christian activists who
believe they have a responsibility to speak to social and
political issues within society.

Those who stand for moral principles in the area of bioethics
often  see  this  tactic  used  against  them.  They  hear  from
proponents  of  physician  assisted  suicide  that  pro-life
advocates don’t care about the suffering of the terminally
ill. Proponents of embryonic stem cell research level the same
charge by saying that pro-life people don’t care that these
new medical technologies could alleviate the suffering of many
with intractable diseases. Nothing could be further from the
truth.

6. Sidestepping — dodging the issue by changing the subject.
Politicians do this in press conferences by not answering the
question  asked  by  the  reporter,  but  instead  answering  a
question they wish someone had asked. Professors sometimes do
that when a student points out an inconsistency or a leap in
logic.

Ask a proponent of abortion whether the fetus is human and you
are likely to see this tactic in action. He or she might start
talking about a woman’s right to choose or the right of women



to control their own bodies. Perhaps you will hear a discourse
on the need to tolerate various viewpoints in a pluralistic
society. But you probably won’t get a straight answer to an
important question.

7. Red herring — going off on a tangent (from the practice of
luring hunting dogs off the trail with the scent of a herring
fish). Proponents of embryonic stem cell research rarely will
talk about the morality of destroying human embryos. Instead
they will go off on a tangent and talk about the various
diseases that could be treated and the thousands of people who
could be helped with the research.

Be on the alert when someone in a debate changes the subject.
They may want to argue their points on more familiar ground,
or  they  may  know  they  cannot  win  their  argument  on  the
relevant issue at hand.

In conclusion, we have discussed some of the key biblical
principles we should apply to our consideration and debate
about social and political issues. We have talked about the
sanctity of human life and the equality of human beings. We
have  discussed  a  biblical  perspective  on  marriage  and  on
sexual  ethics.  And  we  have  also  talked  about  a  biblical
perspective on government and civil authority.

We have also spent some time talking about the importance of
developing biblical discernment and looked at many of the
logical fallacies that are frequently used in arguing against
a biblical perspective on many of the social and political
issues of our day.

Every day, it seems, we are confronted with ethical choices
and  moral  complexity.  As  Christians  it  is  important  to
consider these biblical principles and consistently apply them
to  these  issues.  It  is  also  important  that  we  develop
discernment  and  learn  to  recognize  these  tactics.  We  are
called to develop discernment as we tear down false arguments



raised up against the knowledge of God. By doing this we will
learn to take every thought captive to the obedience to Christ
(2 Corinthians 10:4-5).
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