
Is Jesus the Only Way?
Paul Rutherford explains why Jesus is the only way to know
God.

I was sitting in my car at a red
light and I saw a bumper sticker
on the car in front of me that
said,  “Coexist.”  Only,  the
letters  on  the  bumper  sticker
are  religious  symbols.  A

crescent stands in place of the letter “c,” a peace symbol in
place  of  the  letter  “o,”  and  some  of  the  other  symbols
included a cross, a Star of David, and a yin-yang, all used to
create the word “coexist.”

Perhaps you’ve seen an image just like this bumper sticker,
but on a t-shirt or tattoo. It represents a common sentiment
in our culture that everyone should get along, or coexist
peacefully. And I love that sentiment. We should get along. In
fact, I’m grateful to God I live in a country in which an
unprecedented number of people from all different religions,
backgrounds, and ethnicities do, in fact, coexist every day,
and for the most part without violent protest. The life we
enjoy in the United States is historically unprecedented.

But  the  coexistence  advocated  in  this  bumper
sticker is something more subtle. It’s a way of getting along
that is more than meets the eye. It frequently calls for a
peaceable lifestyle free of conflict between faiths. People
hope  that  we  can  all  unite  in  a  single  brotherhood  and
celebrate our differences, particularly religious ones. They
don’t understand why we bicker over who’s right and who’s
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wrong.

The call to coexist is a reaction to the exclusive truth
claims  of  religion,  especially  Christianity.  In  fact,  its
exclusivism  is  the  most  offensive  aspect  of  Christianity
today. “Repent. Believe. Come to Jesus. He’s the only way!”
These  are  phrases  easily  associated  with  Christianity,
especially  street  preaching.  What  should  we  do  with
Christianity’s  exclusivism  in  a  twenty-first  century
cosmopolitan  society?  Haven’t  we  progressed  beyond  such
narrow-mindedness in these modern times? Isn’t claiming Jesus
as  the  only  way  intolerant  of  other  faiths?  Don’t  those
Christians  know  all  religions  are  equally  valid  paths  to
heaven? They shouldn’t force their beliefs on others!

Claiming Jesus is the only way to heaven is exclusive, I
admit. It says there is no other way to God except by trust in
Jesus Christ. Jesus most famously says this Himself in the
Bible: “I am the way, and the truth, and the life; no one
comes to the Father but through Me” (John 14:6).

Even though it’s offensive, I believe Jesus really is the only
way  to  God.  In  this  article  we’re  going  to  explore  that
question by discussing objections to it, and discover why He
really is the only way.

Tolerance
As believers, when we claim Jesus is the only way, you often
hear people give some variation of, “That’s so intolerant!” In
doing so, they reject the claim. Often implied, but not said
straight out, is the demand that the Christian “tolerate”
others’ beliefs, or take back what he just said.

It’s  worth  pointing  out  that  claiming  Christianity  to  be
intolerant is itself an intolerant claim. But the notion of
tolerance is complex and has a long history. And rather than
elaborate that contradiction, let’s begin by exploring the
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complexity of tolerance.

What’s usually meant by tolerance these days is including
beliefs  that  include  all  others.  This  position  generally
rejects Jesus as the only way because diversity and equality
are  now  celebrated  as  the  highest  values.  “Tolerance”
celebrates  differences  of  religions  and  equality  of
opportunity to practice them. To claim Jesus is the only way
squelches both equality and diversity by claiming only one
religion is right. Since squelching diversity and equality are
socially  unacceptable,  the  exclusivity  of  Jesus  isn’t
tolerated.

But this issue is complex. (That might be apparent already.)
Truth and tolerance are actually linked. In fact, tolerance
relies on truth. In the book The Truth about Tolerance, David
Couchman says, “If there is no real truth, there is no reason
for me to be tolerant. Without some kind of beliefs which
cause me to value you as a person, even though I disagree with
you, why should I be tolerant towards you?”{1} For tolerance
to exist at all, it relies upon a framework of truth. That
resonates  with  an  idea  mentioned  earlier,  how  intolerance
contradicts itself.

But the rabbit hole goes even deeper. Truth also relies upon
tolerance. “[I]t is also the case that truth as a reflective
goal for individuals and communities. . .needs a context of
right-minded toleration to flourish in.”{2} Without tolerance,
truth likewise becomes the hammer of oppression. We find then
that truth and tolerance go hand in hand.

Nevertheless, tolerance is the hammer of choice in culture
today. Too often suppression of Christians sharing the truth
that Jesus is the only way of salvation is justified in the
name of tolerance. Don’t be taken captive by this distortion.
Genuine tolerance acknowledges all positions, even those that
are exclusive. A biblical worldview holds only one truth,
Jesus is the only path to heaven, while maintaining respect



and dignity for those who disagree. That’s genuine tolerance.

Absolutes Don’t Exist
Here is another objection you might hear: Christians can’t
claim Jesus is the only way because there are no absolutes.
What Christians claim is an absolute truth. And there simply
are no absolute truths.

Their justification goes like this. We know from study, from
reason, from the postmodern era, that society has moved beyond
absolutes. There is no absolute truth. There is no overarching
metanarrative (or idea of truth) which can transcend culture,
nation, or time. Truth is a construct created by each man,
each culture, and bound by the strictures of the time in which
it was created.

This objection shares a similar weakness to the tolerance
objection.  Denying  absolutes  is  also  self-defeating.  It
contradicts itself. If we were to ask this objector if she
really believed what she was saying was true, we could ask
her, “You believe no absolute truth exists, right? Are you
absolutely sure of that?” This objector would have to agree.
That’s what the position holds, thus contradicting her own
claim.

This objection often comes out of the postmodern school of
thought, which says there is no such thing as objective truth,
such as 2 + 2 always equals 4. Postmodern thought also denies
the  meaningfulness  of  history  along  with  the  ability  to
interpret literature in a unified and meaningful way. The
unfortunate  consequence  is  that  we’re  left  with  a  bleak
reality stripped of purpose or meaning, which frankly, isn’t
very appealing. Without truth, meaning, history, or purpose,
what’s the point?

The great irony of it all is that postmodern thought arrives
at its conclusions by way of reason, which it then concludes
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isn’t true, and then holds it in contempt. It calls into
question reason itself and the whole Enlightenment project
along with it. So there’s a healthy dose of despair that
frequently  accompanies  adherents  to  postmodern  thought,
including our friends who don’t believe Jesus can be the only
way to God because there are no absolutes. But that’s the lie
to which I don’t want you to be taken captive. Jesus really is
the only way. He’s the only way to find peace in a wrecked
world. He is meaning for a confused life. And He leads us home
to heaven out of a world where we don’t belong. The remedy to
that despair is Jesus.

Despair at the failure of reason to improve mankind is the sad
but ultimate end of every god which usurps the rightful place
of the one true God: Jesus Christ. The truth is, all gods
fail, disappoint, and leave us desperate. The only one who is
faithful is Jesus. (cf. Deut. 7:9; 2 Thess. 3:3) But we won’t
find that satisfaction until we rest assured in the truth that
Jesus really is the only way.

Pluralism
There is another category of objectors to Christ’s claim to
exclusivity. A difficult but less in-your-face objection is
pluralism. Pluralism is the belief that any variety of beliefs
and values are all equally true and valid.

When  I  claim  Jesus  is  the  only  way,  some  calmly  object.
Pluralists tend to be more laid-back. Typically they affirm my
right to follow Christ, even celebrate it. These folks calmly
share their belief that all religions are right: they all lead
to god. Often they cite the Eastern proverb that there are
many paths to the top of the mountain.

First, I’d like to point out that pluralism is intellectually
lazy. It doesn’t take seriously the law of non-contradiction.
(This law says that two opposite things cannot both be true at
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the same time and in the same way.) When a Christian claims
the  path  is  exclusive,  that  Jesus  is  the  only  way,  the
pluralist might think, “That’s nice, but actually, I know that
all  religions  lead  to  heaven.”  He  doesn’t  accept  the
Christian’s position as true. He says he believes Christianity
is true while at the same time denying its central tenet,
which is that Jesus is the only way.

But  this  response  is  not  unique  to  Christianity.  A
conservative Jew sincere about his faith won’t say any path
leads  to  heaven;  neither  will  a  Sunni  Muslim.  Pluralism
attempts to make peace where there is none, and only succeeds
in agreeing with no one.

Second,  Christians  who  hold  to  exclusivism  are  sometimes
falsely  accused  of  pushing  their  beliefs  on  others.  In
condemning  the  exclusivist  claims  of  Christianity,  the
pluralist imposes her beliefs on the Christian. It contradicts
the very intended principle.

We  all  have  beliefs  or  actions  we  want  others  to  take
seriously.  There’s  nothing  wrong  with  that.  From  my
experience,  pluralism  is  usually  based  on  fear,  which  is
completely  understandable.  The  other  person  disagrees  but
fears conflict. They fear the relationship might be at stake
if  they  express  their  true  belief.  As  believers  we  still
accept and honor people even if they don’t agree with us. This
is how we alleviate fear, demonstrating acceptance for those
with  whom  we  disagree.  (And  that’s  the  true  meaning  of
tolerance, by the way.)

When someone throws up this smokescreen in conversation, it
can feel scary—alarming. Suddenly, the person you’re talking
to gets defensive. We can wonder, “Where did this come from?”
In that moment it’s probably not wise to press. Ask them why
they believe that way, or affirm them. Certainly no one has a
right to force compliance on another unwillingly. Communicate
that we don’t have to agree to be accepted. Further, don’t



fall prey to this area where culture takes many believers
captive. Jesus is the only way. Stand fast.

The Only Way
Is Jesus the only way? Yes. Multiple scriptures teach this
truth. Let’s consider a few.

Matthew 11:27 says, “All things have been handed over to Me by
My Father; and no one knows the Son except the Father; nor
does anyone know the Father except the Son, and anyone to whom
the Son wills to reveal Him.” Jesus is claiming that God his
Father has handed everything over to Him. This is an indirect
claim to be God Himself. But Jesus also makes it clear He is
the only one, since no one knows the Father but the Son.

Let’s also consider John’s gospel. Before Jesus even began his
ministry John the Baptist responds to Jesus’ identity. “The
next day he saw Jesus coming to him and said, “Behold, the
Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world!” (John 1:29)
In Hebrew culture at the time, calling someone the Lamb of God
was a claim to the Messiah who was prophesied (Isaiah 53:7).
Further, only God has the power to take away sin. This was an
unmistakable claim to divinity. It’s interesting also that
Jesus doesn’t correct him, or deny Godhood. On the contrary, a
short time later, Jesus picks up his first two disciples and
encourages them, saying, “Come and you will see” (John 1:39).

It’s one thing to claim divinity and yet another to claim to
be the only divinity. So, where does the Bible say Jesus is
the only way? As we mentioned earlier, by Jesus’ own admission
He is the only way to God in John 14:6—”I am the way, the
truth and the life; no one comes to the Father but through
Me.” Peter also explains the meaning of Jesus’ exclusivity in
Acts 4:12, “Salvation is found in no one else, for there is no
other name under heaven given to men by which we must be
saved.”



Believers, take heart. Jesus Christ is the one and only way.
Questioning  Jesus’  exclusivity  is  a  recent  historical
phenomenon.  That  question  is  commonly  asked  in  the  20th
century West, a culture increasingly influenced by postmodern
thinking and multiculturalism. Take courage. We who accept the
exclusivity  of  Christ  are  in  a  historical  majority.
Repudiation for Christians as being intolerant, exclusive, or
uneducated  is  a  recent  occurrence.  These  are  the  current
trends of our culture. Don’t be taken captive. Jesus is the
only way.

Notes

1. David Couchman, quoted in The Truth about Tolerance, Brad
Stetson and Joseph G. Conti, (InterVarsity Press, 2005), 75.

2.  Brad  Stetson  and  Joseph  G.  Conti,  The  Truth  about
Tolerance,  (InterVarsity  Press,  2005),  75.
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Measuring  Pluralism:  A
Difficult Task
Steve Cable examines the data concerning American Christians’
beliefs about pluralism, the belief that all religions are
true  and  valid  ways  to  know  about  God,  the  world,  and
salvation.

We are in the process of examining two related Pew Research
surveys taken by about 35,000 people, once in 2007[{1} and
again in 2014{2}. In today’s post we want to consider the
question of religious pluralism among American Christians. As
there are different views concerning the meaning of “religious
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pluralism,”  for  this  post  we  will  use  this  definition:
Pluralism  is  basically  the  belief  that  the  various  world
religions are true and equally valid in their communication of
the truth about God, the world, and salvation. I.e., there are
multiple religious beliefs and practices which will suffice to
get one to heaven. It does not mean that all religions are
sufficient,  but  that  more  than  one  distinctly  different
religious concept will result in eternal salvation.

In  their  2007  survey,  Pew  had  one  question  dealing  with
pluralism:

Which of these two statements comes closer to your own views
even if neither is exactly right?

1. My religion is the one, true faith leading to eternal life.
[OR]
2. Many religions can lead to eternal life

The responses to this question for Evangelical Christians and
for  Non-Evangelical  Christians{3}  are  given  in  the  table
below.

Table 1 – Percent of Respondents Who Said “My Religion is the
One, True Faith”

Age Range 18 – 27 30 plus

Evangelical 44.6% 36.4%

Non-Evangelical Christian 19.0% 14.2%
Not surprisingly, the percentage of Evangelicals who selected
statement  #1  far  exceed  the  percentage  of  Non-Evangelical
Christians.

However, it is disappointing that significantly fewer than one
half of Evangelicals would select that statement. And it is
surprising that the younger cohort is much more likely than
the older cohort to make such a statement.

Which brings up the question: When someone says “my religion



is the one,” are they referring to Christianity vs. other
major religions, OR are they referring to their denomination
vs. other Christian denominations? One would guess that many
Christians, especially from older generations, may be thinking
about the latter.

In fact, the Pew Research organization realized this issue
almost immediately after releasing the results of the 2007
survey. They did another smaller survey in 2008{4} to get
insight into this question and reported:

One of the most frequently asked questions to arise from the
2007 Landscape Survey findings is how the 70% of religiously
affiliated respondents who said “many religions can lead to
eternal life” interpreted the phrase “many religions.” For
example, do Christians who express this view have in mind only
Christians from denominations other than their own, or are
they thinking more broadly of non-Christian religions? To shed
light on this issue, the new survey asks those who believe
that many religions can lead to eternal life a series of
follow-up  questions  .  .  .  nearly  three-quarters  (72%)  of
evangelicals who say many religions can lead to salvation name
at least one non-Christian faith that can do so.{5}

Turning this around, they found that 28% of evangelicals who
said that many religions can lead to eternal life were only
talking about other Christian religions. Thus, this group of
evangelicals  would  not  be  considered  pluralistic.  So,  I
analyzed the data from this 2008 survey and used those results
to calculate data of Christians’ views on pluralism as shown
in Table 2.

Table 2 – Results from 2008 Religion and Public Life Survey

Age Range
18 –
27

30 plus



Evangelical
One True Faith 64% 49%

Only Christians in
Heaven{6}

74% 61%

Non-Evangelical
Christian

One True Faith 24% 16%

Only Christians in
Heaven

37% 22%

 

So we can see that adding these people who were pluralistic
only among different Christian faiths, we add another ten
percent or so to those Christians who are not pluralistic.
However, this 2008 data introduces another issue. Those who
said their religion was the one, true faith appears to have
increased  by  almost  20  percentage  points  for  Evangelicals
under 28 (from 45% to 64%). I don’t believe this is possible
given  the  lack  of  events  in  2008  to  account  for  such  a
significant, sudden change. However, the Pew report comments
on it this way, “. . . the number of people saying theirs is
the one, true faith that can lead to eternal life increased
slightly between 2007 and 2008, from 24% to 29%. The increase
is especially pronounced for white evangelical Protestants,
among whom the figure rose from 37% to 49%.”{7}

In the 2014 Religious Landscape survey, the ambiguity was
resolved by asking two questions:

1. The question asked in the 2007 survey listed above, and
2.  ASK  IF  CHRISTIAN  AND  SAY  “MANY  RELIGIONS”  to  prior
question: And do you think it’s only Christian religions
that can lead to eternal life, or can some non-Christian
religions also lead to eternal life?

a) Only Christian religions can lead to eternal life
b) Some non-Christian religions can lead to eternal life

We can then compare the results from both Religious Landscape
surveys as shown in table 3 below:



Table 3 – Comparing 2007 and 2014 Religious Landscape Results
with Estimates for Shaded Areas

Evangelical Non-Evangelical Christian

Year
Surveyed

2007 2014 2007 2014

Age Range 18-27
30
plus

18-24 25-34 18-27
30
plus

18-24 25-34
35
plus

My
religion
is one,

true faith

45% 36% 52% 42% 39% 19% 14% 23% 19% 15%

Only
Christians
in heaven

55%{8} 50% 60% 54% 59% 32% 20% 27% 27% 25%

 

Note:  the  numbers  for  2007  Only  Christians  in  heaven  are
estimates and could be off significantly.

And the results from the 2008 Religion and Public Life with
the 2014 Religious Landscape survey as shown in table 4:

Table 4 – Comparing 2008 Religion and Public Life Survey with
2014 Religious Landscape Survey

Evangelical Non-Evangelical Christian

Year
Surveyed

2008 2014 2008 2014

Age Range 18-27
30
plus

18-24 25-34
35
plus

18-27
30
plus

18-24 25-34
35
plus

My
religion
is one,

true faith

64% 49% 52% 42% 39% 24% 16% 23% 19% 15%

Only
Christians
in heaven

74% 61% 60% 54% 59% 37% 22% 27% 27% 25%

I think the important things to note from the two tables are:



1) Adding those who said “Many religions can lead to
eternal life but non-Christian religions cannot” to those
who said “My religion is the one, true faith leading to
eternal life.” we see an increase of between 8 and 20
percentage points;

2) The increased percentages in 2014 also even out the
results  from  across  age  groups.  For  example,  for
Evangelicals you can see a swing of 13 percentage points
from the 18 to 24 age group compared to the 35 plus age
group on the “one, true faith” response. But, when you
look at “only Christians in heaven,” you see the swing
across  age  groups  has  dropped  to  1  percentage  point.
Apparently, the youngest adults are less likely to be
thinking only of their denomination when they answered the
first question with “My religion . . .”

3) Finally, there is a slight drop off in Evangelicals who
are not pluralists between 2007 and 2014.

As  this  somewhat  tortuous  journey  through  the  subject  of
pluralism exploring three different surveys clearly shows, it
is hard to nail down what people are thinking when asked about
pluralism. The primary takeaway is that slightly less than one
out of two Evangelicals (~40%) have a pluralistic view, while
three out of four Non-evangelical Christians have such a view.
An Evangelical with a pluralistic viewpoint has no reason to
be  concerned  with  evangelism  and  technically  is  not  an
Evangelical.  In  a  subsequent  post,  we  will  examine  the
difference  in  worldview  beliefs  between  non-pluralist
Evangelicals  and  pluralist  Evangelicals

Notes

1. The U.S. Religious Landscape Survey 2007, Pew Forum on
Religion & Public Life (a project of The Pew Research Center).
The  Pew  Research  Center  bears  no  responsibility  for  the
analyses or interpretations of the data presented here. The



data were downloaded from the Association of Religion Data
Archives,  www.TheARDA.com,  and  were  collected  by  the  Pew
Research Center.
2. The U.S. Religious Landscape Survey 2014, Pew Forum on
Religion & Public Life (a project of The Pew Research Center).
The  Pew  Research  Center  bears  no  responsibility  for  the
analyses or interpretations of the data presented here. The
data were downloaded from the Association of Religion Data
Archives,  www.TheARDA.com,  and  were  collected  by  the  Pew
Research Center.
3. Consists of Mainline Protestant Denominations, Catholics,
and some Historically Black Denominations.
4. Pew Research, Religion and Public Life Survey 2008, Pew
Forum on Religion & Public Life (a project of The Pew Research
Center). The Pew Research Center bears no responsibility for
the analyses or interpretations of the data presented here.
The data were downloaded from the Association of Religion Data
Archives,  www.TheARDA.com,  and  were  collected  by  the  Pew
Research Center.
5. Pew Research, Many Americans Say Other Faiths Can Lead to
Eternal Life, December 18, 2008
6. This factor was determined by looking at the people who
answered  the  first  question:  “Many  religions  can  lead  to
eternal  life”  but  in  answering  subsequent  questions  said
Islam, Hinduism, Atheism and No Religious Faith cannot achieve
eternal life. When they answered the first question with “many
religions”, they obviously were referring to many Christian
religions (or possibly Christian and Jewish religions). I did
not  include  the  subsequent  question  about  the  “Jewish
religion” because the Bible is clear that many OT Jews will be
in heaven.
7.  Perhaps  the  candidacy  of  Barack  Obama  triggered  this
decrease in pluralism for white evangelical Protestants. If it
did, its effect had dissipated by the 2014 survey with results
much closer to the 2007 survey than the 2008 survey. I think
it was probably the result of surveying cell phone users as
well as landlines in 2008.



8. This number is estimated by taking the number for One, True
Faith and adding the percentage of those Christians in the
2008 survey who said that many religions could lead to eternal
life but not Islam, Hinduism, atheism, and No Religious Faith.
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Emerging  Adults  Part  2:
Distinctly Different Faiths –
Evangelical Views Declining

National Study of Youth and Religion
The National Study of Youth and Religion (Wave 3) contains the
detailed data from which Christian Smith presented a summary
of the results in his book, Souls in Transition: The Religious
&  Spiritual  Lives  of  Emerging  Adults.  My  prior  article,
“Emerging  Adults  and  the  Future  of  Faith  in  America,”
summarized some of the important results reported in his book.
One of his results showed that the number of young adults who
identify themselves as not religious or as a religious liberal
has grown from one in three young adults in 1976 to almost two
out of three young adults in 2008. This huge difference in
beliefs reflects that the dominant culture has changed from
supporting Christian beliefs to now being basically counter to
them. Today’s emerging adults are immersed in a postmodern
culture that “stressed difference over unity, relativity over
universals, subjective experience over rational authorities,
feeling over reason.”{1}

This culture has produced a set of young Americans who may
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still  claim  to  be  associated  with  Protestant  or  Catholic
beliefs but in reality have accepted the view that God and
Christ are potentially helpful upon death, but are of little
value until then. As these young adults moved from teenagers
into emerging adults, Smith found that over four out of ten of
them became less religious over a five year span. However, he
did find that about one in three would identify themselves as
evangelical and probably continue to identify themselves that
way for the foreseeable future.

However, to look at the data more closely, we can access this
study of 18- to 23-year-olds online at the Association of
Religious Data Archives.{2} Using this data, we can look at
the association between questions in ways that we could not
see in Christian Smith’s book. As we studied this data, we
found an even bleaker view of the future of the evangelical
church than that presented by his book.

Along  with  general  demographic  information,  the  questions
asked  by  the  survey  can  be  generally  divided  into  four
segments:  Religious  Beliefs,  Religious  Practices,  Cultural
Beliefs, and Cultural Practices. When we analyze the data in
these four segments, we find a significant disconnect between
each of these four segments. One might expect that we would
find a small but significant subset that shared an evangelical
belief  and  practice  and  that  applied  those  beliefs
consistently to their cultural beliefs and practices. Instead,
what we find is that of 881 evangelicals, a grand total of
zero (that is zilch, nada, none) share a common set of beliefs
across all four categories. In other words, there is no set of
common beliefs amongst these 18- to 23-year-olds who belong to
an evangelical church.

It is worth noting here that the 881 evangelicals discussed
here are down from the 1064 evangelicals in the study of this
same group as teenagers. The 881 includes 728 who were among
the 1064 plus 155 new evangelicals. The new evangelicals were
about  one-third  from  mainline  protestant,  one-third  from



catholic, and one-third from not religious or non-Christian
religions. Of the 336 who left evangelical Christianity about
half went to other Christian religions and the other half went
to  nonreligious  or  indeterminate  religious  beliefs.  Almost
undoubtedly, if we were to include these original evangelicals
in our evangelical statistics we would get even worse data. We
should also note here that this group was 18 to 23 in 2008 so
now they are 20 to 25. However, we will refer to them as 18 to
23 in this article.

Religious Beliefs
Let  us  begin  by  first  considering  the  data  on  religious
beliefs. By itself, this is very interesting. First, we find
that four out of five of those associated with an evangelical
church believe in God as a personal being and Jesus as His Son
who was raised from the dead. Unfortunately, it also means we
are starting with one-fifth of those still associated with an
evangelical church who either don’t believe in God or in Jesus
as  His  Son.  It  is  interesting  to  note  that  one-third  of
mainline Protestants and nearly half of Catholics have this
same attitude of unbelief. However, the number of evangelicals
who believe in God and Christ is still a significant number
and is 28% of the total population of 18- to 23-year-olds in
America. When we add in the mainline and Catholic believers,
we find approximately half of all young adults have a correct
view of God and Jesus at this very basic level. Although half
is not what we would like, it is probably more than we would
expect to find with active Christians.

But when we add in the concepts that only people whose sins
are forgiven through faith in Jesus Christ go to heaven and
that  there  is  only  one  true  religion,  the  number  of
evangelicals in this age group who agree drops to 38%. Thus,
only  one  in  three  ascribe  to  the  most  basic  beliefs  of
evangelical Christianity. When we add in mainline Protestants
and Catholics, the percentage of young Americans who believe



in salvation only through Jesus Christ drops to less than one
in five.

When one adds in the concepts that faith is important, that
demons are real beings, and that there are some actions that
are always right or wrong, and combine those with attending a
worship service at least two times a month, the number among
evangelicals drops to less than one in five. That is, four out
of  five  young  evangelicals  do  not  agree  with  these  basic
concepts.  For  mainline  Protestants  and  Catholics,  the
percentages are 9% and 2%, indicating that almost none of them
have  a  basic  set  of  Christian  beliefs.  Combining  these
together shows that only 7% of all young adults hold to these
basic beliefs.

Clearly, we have a major disconnect of belief for this age
group, even among those who are associated with an evangelical
church. As we probe beyond God and Jesus, we find that most of
them do not have a set of beliefs consistent with the basic
truths of the Bible.

In  his  book,  Smith  points  out  that  for  emerging  adults
“evidence and proof trump blind faith.”{3} By this he means
that most emerging adults view scientific views as based on
evidence and truth while religious beliefs are simply blind
faith. As one young person put it, “I mean there is proven
fact and then there is what’s written in the Bible–and they
don’t match up.”{4} Or as another young person put it, “You
have to take the Bible as symbolic sometimes. If you take it
as literal there’s definitely a problem. There’s scientific
proof [that contradicts it]. So you have to take it piece by
piece and choose what you want to believe.”{5}

The interesting result of this belief is that it does not
primarily apply to the extremely small segment of the Bible
which some might consider at odds with scientific theories
(e.g., creation of the universe). Rather, they apply it to
things like teachings on sexuality, the uniqueness of Jesus,



and the beginning of life. So they use the excuse of science
to  modify  any  beliefs  taught  by  the  Bible  that  are
inconsistent  with  current  cultural  beliefs.

Religious Practices
Perhaps we have now found the truly religious 18- to 23-year-
olds among the one-out-of-four evangelicals that express a set
of  core  religious  beliefs.  Even  if  we  add  another  seven
questions on belief in things like life after death, heaven,
judgment  day,  and  miracles,  we  still  have  almost  15%  of
evangelical young adults who answer correctly. However, if
this 15% is the core group of believers, then their religious
behaviors will match their beliefs.

If this group of young adults is the core group, we would
expect them to pray on a daily basis and to read the Bible at
least once per week. When asked those questions, less than one
in ten evangelical emerging adults hold the religious beliefs
and engage in the religious practices. In fact, nearly half of
those with the core beliefs do not read their Bibles or pray.
When we add on questions about whether they are interested in
learning more about their faith and have shared their faith
with someone else, the number drops to less than one in twenty
of the evangelical young adults. So, over 95 out of 100 young
people affiliated with evangelical churches do not believe and
practice their belief. Sadly, if we look at those who do these
things and attend Sunday School or some weekday group and have
read a devotional book in the last year, the number drops to
3% of evangelicals.

This  data  clearly  shows  that,  for  18-  to  23-year-old
evangelicals, beyond a belief in God and Jesus there is no
common  set  of  beliefs  and  practices.  Virtually  every
evangelical young adult will depart from the faith on one or
more basic core beliefs and practices. It appears that there
is no common core group of dedicated faithful believers among
this age group.



As Christian Smith points out, emerging adults view religious
ideas as a cafeteria line where you take the ones you like and
leave the rest behind. As he says, “People should take and use
what is helpful in it, . . . and they can leave the rest. . .
. At least some parts of religions are ‘outdated.’ Emerging
adults are the authorities for themselves on what in religion
is good or useful or relevant for them.”{6} As one of the
emerging  adults  put  it,  “Instead  of  fighting  various
religions, I just kinda combined religious ideas that were
similar or sounded good.”{7} So, since the emerging adult is
the authority on what religious beliefs to accept rather than
the  Scriptures,  their  culture  determines  their  religious
beliefs rather than the other way around.

Cultural Beliefs
The data from this survey indicates that there is not a set of
doctrinally  pure  religious  believers  in  the  18  to  23  age
range. But perhaps they are clearer on cultural beliefs that
should be informed by their faith. To make the analysis easier
we will consider two different sets of beliefs. The first set
looks at their beliefs about creation, waiting on sex until
marriage, and respect for religion in America. The second set
considers living meaningful but not guilty lives, caring about
the poor, and being against unmarried sex and divorce.

When asked about the creation of the world, approximately half
of the evangelical emerging adults said that God created the
world without using evolution over a long period of time to
create  new  species.  Only  one  in  four  young  evangelicals
believe they should wait to have sex and don’t need to try out
sex with their partner before they get married. Interestingly,
only 16% of mainline Protestants and less than one in ten
Catholic young adults believe the same way. As Smith points
out, this belief is odd given the numerous studies which show
that couples who do not live together before marriage have a
significantly greater chance of success than those who do.



Forty-eight percent of evangelicals have respect for organized
religion in this country and believe it is ok for religious
people to try to convert other people to their faith. However
when  we  combine  these  three  beliefs  together,  i.e.  about
creation, sex, and evangelism, we find that only one in ten
evangelicals, one in twenty mainline Protestants, and only one
in a hundred Catholics agree with all three of these areas.
Then when we look to see how many have the religious beliefs
and practices and believe these cultural topics, we find that
only 8 evangelicals (< 1%) and no mainline Protestants or
Catholics qualify. Thus, we have only 8 people out of over
2500  who  have  a  consistent  set  of  evangelical  religious
beliefs, religious practices, and cultural beliefs.

Of course that is only a small subset of the cultural beliefs
that should be impacted by our religious beliefs. Let’s look
at few more. Let’s consider those who have not felt guilty
about things in their life over the last year, who believe
their life is meaningful and that they can change important
things in their life as needed. We find that approximately
one-third  of  each  of  the  major  groups  agree  with  these
statements. If we look at how many don’t need to buy more and
who care about the needs of the poor, we find that about one
in  four  of  all  young  adults  agree  with  these  objectives.
However, when we combine these two areas, we find that only
about one in ten young adults agree. Now add in the idea that
unmarried sex and divorce are not okay, a statement with which
28% of evangelicals and 14% of all emerging adults agree. When
we combine all three of these belief areas, we discover that
only 2% of evangelicals agree with all three areas. If we
combine these areas with religious beliefs and practices, we
find that only four evangelicals (or less than one in two
hundred) agreed.

When  we  combine  both  sets  of  cultural  beliefs  with  the
religious beliefs and practices, we find that there is one
emerging adult out of over 2500 who agrees with those beliefs.



In both sets of data above, we considered questions dealing
with sexual activity. In the first, we saw that the idea of
waiting to have sex until marriage was rejected by three out
of four of the evangelical, emerging adults. In the second set
of data, we saw that a similar number believe that unmarried
sex and divorce are okay. These beliefs are clearly counter to
the teaching of Christianity, but they are dominant beliefs
among evangelical, emerging adults. As Christian Smith put it,
“[M]ost emerging adults reduce a certain cognitive dissonance
they feel–arising from the conflict of religious teachings
against partying and sex before marriage versus their wanting
to  engage  in  those  behaviors–by  mentally  discounting  the
religious teachings and socially distancing themselves from
the source of those teachings.” In other words, they discount
any religious teachings that would discourage them from doing
what the culture promotes as acceptable, contrasted with the
Bible which says, “Love not the world neither the things of
the world. For all that is in the world, the lust of the flesh
and the lust of the eyes and the boastful pride of life, are
not of the Father but are of the world.”{8}

Cultural Practices
Perhaps the disturbing cultural beliefs are belied by the
cultural  practices.  Let’s  look  at  some  of  the  relevant
cultural practices addressed in the National Study on Youth
and Religion. Let’s begin with the number of people who have
not smoked pot or engaged in binge drinking in the two weeks
before the survey. Among evangelical, emerging adults over
half (54%) have not engaged in these two activities. Of course
this also means that almost half of them have engaged in one
of both of these activities. Amongst Catholic emerging adults,
two out of three have engaged in these behaviors.

How many have not engaged in viewing X-rated videos in the
last year or unmarried sex (including oral sex)? This number
begins at approximately one third of evangelicals not engaging



in unmarried sex but drops to only one fifth when X-rated
videos are added. So, 4 out of 5 evangelical, emerging adults
are engaged in sexual sin, most of them on a regular basis.

On another venue of behavior, how many emerging adults have
given money for charitable purposes, volunteered, and don’t
admire people based on how much money they have? We find that
approximately 15% of evangelicals, mainline Protestants, and
Catholics have done so. So, over 8 out of 10 have not given of
themselves to help others.

Certainly  Christians  are  called  to  “give  thanks  in  all
circumstances” (1 Thess. 5:18) and to “set their minds on
heavenly things” (Col. 3:2). So let’s consider those who are
grateful for the present and sometimes think about the future.
This includes about half of all emerging adults. Thus, over
half of emerging adults seldom give thanks and rarely think
about the future.

Now let’s combine these thoughts and actions together and we
find that only about 2% of all emerging adults hold to a
biblical set of practices. So even though over half hold to a
belief in abstaining from drugs and binge drinking, one-fifth
affirm abstaining from illicit sexual activity, half hold to
an attitude of gratitude for the present and the future, and
15% have given in some way of their time or money, when you
combine them together only 2% have done all four items.

If  we  combine  the  four  categories,  Religious  Beliefs,
Religious Practices, Cultural Beliefs, and Cultural Practices,
we find that no one holds to the set of beliefs which are most
consistent with Scripture.

Conclusions
There are many conclusions that could be drawn from the data
above. Two of the most important conclusions are as follows.
First, the basic religious beliefs of emerging adults largely



depart from the Bible, and when you add in religious practices
and  cultural  beliefs  and  practices  we  find  that  no  one
maintains a distinctly biblical worldview. Second, there does
not appear to be uniformity in the beliefs of emerging adults.
Rather than having a subset of evangelicals, say 15%, holding
to  a  distinctly  biblical  worldview,  you  end  up  with  none
because they trip up in different areas.

As Christian Smith pointed out, “emerging adults felt entirely
comfortable  describing  various  religious  beliefs  that  they
affirmed but that appeared to have no connection whatsoever to
the  living  of  their  lives.”{9}  This  is  because  religious
teachings are not the authority on this world. Rather, it is
what you choose to believe that is your authority for the
“truth” in your life. As one emerging adult put it, “I think
that what you believe depends on you. I don’t think I could
say that Hinduism is wrong or Catholicism is wrong . . . I
think it just depends on what you believe.”{10} This concept
results in a set of evangelical, emerging adults who don’t
hold to a set of common beliefs about God, Jesus, religion,
and cultural practices, but instead hold to a wide variety of
beliefs  which  are  counter  to  the  Bible.  We  must  not  say
because they go to church that they believe the truth of the
Bible. This survey shows that almost certainly they do not.

At Probe, we are committed to making a difference in this
emerging generation. Over the next decade, we are committed to
freeing the minds of 50 million Christians and converting them
into confident ambassadors for Christ. If we and others like
us are not successful, the children of these emerging adults
may have no Christian example to follow.
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Member”

I think religion is great! I don’t however see why we have to
dis other people. We are all children of God and here trying
to get back to Him. I hate it when I see all these sites
talking bad about the Mormons. They aren’t bad people, they
just believe a little different. I think it’s kinda cool the
things they do, like work in their temples for people that
have passed on. In the Bible it says that we need to be
baptized to enter into heaven and what if someone didn’t get
the chance, they can still be saved because of the Mormons
beliefs. It also talks about baptisms for the dead in Peter,
so it is scriptural. I also had a thought. Are you guys Active
Members in Full Fellowship of the Mormon Church? If not why
are you talking about the Mormons? It’s like this, If you have
a Ford Explorer and it has a very serious electrical problem
that requires specific dealer attention, are you going to take
it to a BMW Dealer…. I personally don’t feel that is very
Christ-like talking bad about other religions whomever it may
be. Why don’t we focus on our own churches and magnify our own
beliefs  and  our  own  salvation  [rather]  than  attack  other
religions that are trying to do good acording to what they
know. Why can’t we all just love our neighbors like Jesus
Christ says? Whata ya say.

We certainly aspire to love our neighbors as Jesus commanded.
But being loving and gracious does not exclude truth telling.
In fact, ignoring the issue of truth is not very loving at
all. If we believe that someone is in danger it would be cruel
not  to  inform  them.  Certainly,  we  are  to  do  this  with
gentleness and respect as Peter writes in 1 Peter 3:15-16, but
we are still responsible for sharing the truth in love. Jesus
warned that there would be false prophets, and that they would
be dangerous (see passages below). The danger is that people
might be deceived into trusting a gospel that is not capable
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of  saving  them.  The  price  for  being  deceived  is  steep:
spending eternity separated from God.

Actually it is the Mormons who first charged that all of
traditional Christianity is apostate. The message that Joseph
Smith supposedly received from the divine figures in his first
vision is that all the denominations and teachers at that time
were  an  abomination  to  God.  Mormons  claim  that  they  are
restoring the true gospel that was lost a short time after
Christ. There is a long tradition within Christianity, going
back to the first generation after the birth of the church, to
defend itself against new gospels and new messiahs. Defending
biblical Christianity against the claims of Mormonism is the
responsibility of everyone who claims the Christ of the Bible
as their savior.

Although tolerance has come to mean that we are to hold all
ideas equal, that is not what the word means. To tolerate
someone you must first disagree with them, otherwise there
would be no need to be tolerant. A tolerant individual gives
someone he disagrees with an opportunity to make their case,
to convince them that their view is correct. After meeting
with Mormon bishops for over four years I feel that I have
been tolerant and will continue to do so in the future.

Sincerely,

Don Closson

False  Prophets  –  Matthew  7:15-23  “Watch  out  for  false
prophets. They come to you in sheep’s clothing, but inwardly
they  are  ferocious  wolves.  16  By  their  fruit  you  will
recognize them. Do people pick grapes from thornbushes, or
figs from thistles? 17 Likewise every good tree bears good
fruit, but a bad tree bears bad fruit. 18 A good tree cannot
bear bad fruit, and a bad tree cannot bear good fruit. 19
Every tree that does not bear good fruit is cut down and
thrown  into  the  fire.  20  Thus,  by  their  fruit  you  will



recognize them. 21 “Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’
will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only he who does the
will of my Father who is in heaven. 22 Many will say to me on
that day, ‘Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in your name, and
in your name drive out demons and perform many miracles?’ 23
Then I will tell them plainly, ‘I never knew you. Away from
me, you evildoers!’

False Christs – Matthew 24:5 For many will come in my name,
claiming, ‘I am the Christ,’ and will deceive many.

False Gospels – Galatians 1:8 But even if we or an angel from
heaven should preach a gospel other than the one we preached
to you, let him be eternally condemned!

False Gods – Exodus 20:3 “You shall have no other gods before
me.”
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“How  Can  I  Teach  Pluralism
Wisely?”
I am teaching Life of Pi, by Yann Martel, in my Advanced
Placement English class.

As an evangelical Christian working in a public school, I want
to evoke discussion about pluralism as we read. The book does
discuss  Christianity  (through  the  Catholic  tradition),
Hinduism, and Islam. The main character in the book explores
all three and converts to Islam and Christianity while still a
Hindu.

I think this is the “ultimate pluralist” created by Martel. �
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Keep in mind that my students are freshmen, and my definition
of religious pluralism would need to be somewhat simple.

Whatever I teach focuses on whomever I teach. How can I, as a
Christian teacher, probe their minds and hearts to think about
deeper issues?

Thanks for writing. It’s great that you want to help your
students think about pluralism. It’s probably safe to say that
many teachers are quite happy with pluralism and wouldn’t
think to challenge the notion.

Since you can’t promote Christianity, I can think of two ways
to approach the subject: making clear the differences between
the major religions, and talking about the nature of truth.

First, a lot of people say all religions are the same without
knowing what they teach. It would be instructive to put up a
chart  or  make  a  list  of  the  beliefs  of  the  different
religions. For example, regarding God or ultimate reality:

• Hindus are pantheists or polytheists.
• Buddhists are atheists or pantheists.
• Muslims are theists and unitarian.
• Christians are theists but trinitarian.

There’s a pamphlet called “The Spirit of Truth and the Spirit
of Error” which you might find at a Christian bookstore that
lists a lot of differences.

The point is that they teach contradictory ideas. How can they
all be true?

If the students respond with the “it’s true for them” line,
ask why they think so? The only ways that could be so would be
if 1) there really is no god; religion is just something
people make up, or 2) there is a god, but no one can really
know  anything  about  him.  Whichever  of  these  they  might
believe, you can ask why they think so.

http://www.amazon.com/Spirit-Truth-Error-handouts-Revised/dp/0802482171
http://www.amazon.com/Spirit-Truth-Error-handouts-Revised/dp/0802482171


You may even want to back up a little and talk about truth
itself. Talk about its exclusive nature. If it’s true that I’m
typing on a keyboard, for example, it has to be false that I’m
typing on a tree or an elephant. Logic reflects the way the
world is. A thing (like a keyboard) can’t be another thing (at
the same time and in the same sense). And, a thing can’t both
exist in reality and not exist. You can extend this to moral
issues as well. Ask if it’s okay for one set of parents to
beat their child blue with rods when they don’t get their
homework  done  (or  use  another  example  they’ll  find
horrendous). If they say it’s wrong, say something like, “But
it’s true for them, then it’s good.”

You  can  also  talk  about  whether  it’s  important  to  make
distinctions between true and false. This and the above are
more preparatory kinds of things that make it possible for
people to believe one religion can be true and others false.
You have to relate these questions to real life. Talk about
other things in their lives that have to be either true or
false (including moral issues, if not religious ones). The
main point is to get the students thinking about the nature of
truth, using things in their world where they know true and
false in the classical sense apply. That can raise in their
minds a conflict. They’re used to the “true for me” thinking,
but in their lives they don’t and can’t live that way. You can
then relate this to the matter of religion.

Finally, they may talk more about social matters, about the
need to respect all people. To this you can pose this problem.
Ask what, say, a Muslim might think if you tell him you
respect his religious beliefs even though no one can really
know what God (or Allah) is like, or if you say that there
really is no God, but that religion is something that people
make up to meet their needs. Would a Muslim feel gratified and
respected by this “inclusive” attitude? I know as a Christian
it doesn’t make me feel more respected when someone claims
that Jesus really isn’t the only way to God, because that is



central to my beliefs. Students need to know that people can
disagree about ideas without hating each other. Unfortunately,
that  idea  (that  disagreement  equals  hatred)  is  so  often
fostered today. To think someone is wrong means you hate them
and will do harm to them. That’s all part of the tolerance
nonsense being taught today.

If all this is clear as mud, write back and we’ll talk some
more.

Rick Wade

© 2009 Probe Ministries

Cross Cultural Apologetics in
Uganda
For any speaker, cross-cultural teaching is challenging. So
when  Pat  Zukeran  and  I  were  asked  to  participate  in  two
pastors’ training conferences in Uganda, Africa, my prayer
life took on a new urgency. Although the official language of
Uganda is English, most of its citizens use one of twenty-nine
other languages. Uganda is mostly an agricultural society and
is somewhat isolated from the Western media. A majority of the
pastors had received only a limited education, and would be
fortunate  to  own  a  Bible  much  less  have  books  for  a
theological  library.  Pat  and  I  realized  we  would  have  to
adjust the way we normally present our lessons to incorporate
word pictures and stories to help the Ugandan translators
effectively  communicate  our  messages  with  this  specialized
audience.

However, a more central question was whether or not these
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pastors felt a need for the kind of apologetics information
that Probe usually provides. Did they care about arguments for
the  authority  of  Scripture  or  the  deity  of  Christ?  Was
maintaining  a  Christian  worldview  something  they  would
understand or even be interested in? Would defenses against
religious pluralism, Mormonism, and Islam be wanted or deemed
unnecessary? I fervently prayed for wisdom and discernment as
we made our preparations. Thankfully when it came time to go,
I experienced a peace as I stepped out in faith. The Lord was
sending us and I was eager to see how He would accomplish His
plan for the Ugandan pastors!

Our time in Uganda was split into two one-week conferences.
The first conference was near the town of Jinja, not far from
the country’s eastern border with Kenya. This town is on the
shores  of  Lake  Victoria,  near  the  headwaters  of  the  Nile
River. Our actual conference location was a 30 minute van ride
to what we later discovered was the first church in Uganda,
built in the 1880s by the Anglicans. Most of the attendees
were lay pastors in area churches along with a few priests. We
later discovered that the Anglican priests were responsible
for as many as twenty churches and spent most of their time
marrying, baptizing, and burying members. Much of the work of
evangelizing and mentoring new believers fell upon the lay
workers. As a result, this group of 125 workers was essential
to  energizing  and  equipping  the  Anglican  movement  in  the
region.

Pat opened the conference with a great session on the biblical
mandate to be ready to give a reason for the hope that we have
in Christ. Some of the pastors admitted that they had never
really thought about having to defend what they believe. They
would share with their neighbors that they believed about
Jesus, but they didn’t even think about defending the faith if
questions or objections arose. We later discovered that Jinja
was the center of Mormon activities in Uganda. The pastors
were  shocked  to  hear  what  Mormons  believe  concerning  the



nature of God and specifically the person of Christ. They also
responded positively to arguments against religious pluralism
acknowledging that they were hearing them for the first time.

For the next leg of the trip, we headed out to Fort Portal to
partner with ALARM Ministries on the western border of Uganda
next to the Congo. We had received an e-mail from both the
Ugandan government and our state department warning us about
the ongoing conflict in the Congo. Fortunately, the fighting
had not spilled over into Uganda. Other than refugees entering
into the country we did not notice any problems.

It turns out that
the group of
pastors in Fort
Portal was
especially
passionate about
the apologetics
material Pat and I
covered during the
six hours each day.
They were
experiencing a
direct challenge
from Islam and had little information with which to respond.
Many of them felt the burden to defend their faith from the
rising influx of money and mosques from Libya. Libya’s ruler
Muammar Kaddafi has taken an interest in Uganda. In Fort
Portal he has built a large, gold-domed mosque and a mansion
for the local fifteen-year-old tribal king. Local Muslims have
been targeting pastors and their sons by offering money and
even cars to those who would convert to Islam. Sadly, some
have done so.

In response, Pat and I decided to change our scheduled topics
to make the last day entirely focused on Islam. I did a
session on the history of the religion and its basic beliefs



while Pat covered apologetic strategies to use when talking
with a Muslim. At the end, one pastor jumped to his feet and
began shouting in the local dialect. We wondered what we might
have  said  to  upset  him  and  looked  to  the  translator.
Translated  he  said,

“For years the Muslims have challenged us and we’ve never
been able to answer their challenges. Today, our teachers
have provided answers and addressed the issues they bring up.
Now for the first time I feel we are equipped to answer them
when they come for their crusades here in Fort Portal!”

Another pastor agreed with him and stood up to say,

“For too long we have given bad answers or just beat around
the bush. Now we can provide solid answers!”

Then a third pastor exclaimed,

“After receiving my new Bible (given to them by the mission
trip funds) and hearing the teaching today, I love God’s Word
more than ever!”

With that, they
began celebrating by
raising their new
Bibles above their
heads, dancing and
singing a song
titled, “Heaven and
earth will pass away
but God’s Word will
endure forever.” It
was a very moving
for us to see the
joy in their hearts

because of our teaching.



Our  other  material  also  connected  as  well.  I  spoke  about
temptations  all  Christians  experience  when  life  becomes
difficult.  We  in  the  U.S.  tend  to  trust  in  our  wealth,
technology, and entertainment when we should be turning to God
for strength and endurance. In Africa, the tendency is to
revert to the traditional African religions that include local
witch doctors and ancestor worship. We had a number of good
discussions about trusting only in God and the truth revealed
in  Scripture  rather  than  in  other  belief  systems  and
unbiblical  practices.

Our  time  in  Uganda  reconfirmed  the  need  for  apologetics
regardless of location and culture. Although the challenges
may  be  different,  Christians  everywhere  need  to  have
confidence in the gospel message if they are going to take it
into the world. It is our prayer that we left our brothers and
sisters in Uganda with tools that will equip them to be more
effective ambassadors for Christ.

© 2008 Probe Ministries

Truth Decay
We live in a world that has dramatically changed its view of
truth. What is the impact of the worldview of postmodernism
and the ethical system of relativism in our society and inside
the church?

Three Views of Truth
We live in a world that has dramatically changed its view of
truth, and thus have inherited an ethical system that denies
the existence of truth. The worldview of the twenty-first
century is postmodernism, and the dominant ethical system of
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the last two centuries has been relativism.

 To understand this changed view of truth, we need
to consider the story of three baseball umpires.{1}
One said, “There’s balls and there’s strikes, and I
call ‘em the way they are.” Another said, “There’s
balls and there’s strikes, and I call ‘em the way I
see  ‘em.”  And  the  third  umpire  said,  “There’s  balls  and
there’s strikes, and they ain’t nothing until I call them.”

Their three different views of balls and strikes correspond
with three different views of truth. The first is what we
might call premodernism. This is a God-centered view of the
universe  that  believes  in  divine  revelation.  Most  of  the
ancient world had this view of true and believed that truth is
absolute (“I call ‘em the way they are”). By the time of the
Enlightenment,  Western  culture  was  moving  into  a  time  of
modernism.  This  view  was  influenced  by  the  scientific
revolution, and began to reject a belief in God. In this
period, truth is relative (“I call ‘em the way I see ‘em”).
Today we live in what many call postmodernism. In this view,
there is a complete loss of hope for truth. Truth is not
discovered; truth is created (“they ain’t nothing until I call
them”).

Postmodernism is built upon the belief that truth doesn’t
exist except as the individual wants it to exist. Truth isn’t
objective  or  absolute.  Truth  is  personal  and  relative.
Postmodernism isn’t really a set of doctrines or truth claims.
It is a completely new way of dealing with the world of ideas.
It has had a profound influence in nearly every academic area:
literature,  history,  politics,  education,  law,  sociology,
linguistics, even the sciences.

Postmodernism, however, is based upon a set of self-defeating
propositions. What is a self-defeating proposition? If I said
that my brother is an only child, you would say that my
statement is self-refuting. An only child would not have a
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brother. Likewise, postmodernism is self-refuting.

Postmodernists assert that all worldviews have an equal claim
to the truth. In other words, they deny absolute truth. But
the denial of absolute truth is self-defeating. The claim that
all worldviews are relative is true for everyone, everywhere,
at all times. But that claim itself is an absolute truth.

It’s like the student who said there was no absolute truth.
When asked if his statement was an absolute truth. He said,
“Absolutely.”  So  he  essentially  said  that  he  absolutely
believed there was no absolute truth, except the absolute
truth that there is no absolute truth!

Postmodernism
Postmodernism may seem tolerant, but in many ways it is not.
For example, postmodernists tend to be skeptical of people
(e.g., Christians) who claim to know truth. Now that doesn’t
mean  that  it  is  hostile  to  religion  or  spirituality.
Postmodernists have no problem with religion unless it makes
certain claims about its religion.

Postmodernists tolerate religion as long is it makes no claim
to universal truth and has no authority. But they are very
critical  of  those  who  believe  there  is  one  truth  or  an
absolute  truth.  They  are  also  critical  of  Christian
missionaries  because  they  believe  they  are  “destroyers  of
culture.” This is reminiscent of the TV show “Star Trek” that
had “The Prime Directive” which prohibited those on the star
ship from interfering with any culture. The assumption was
that each culture must decide what is true for itself.

Related to this idea of cultural relativism is the belief in
religious pluralism. This is the belief that every religion is
true.  While  it  is  proper  to  show  respect  for  people  of
different religious faiths, it is incorrect to assume that all
religions are true.



Various religions and religious groups make competing truth
claims, so they cannot all be true. For example, God is either
personal  or  God  is  impersonal.  If  God  is  personal  then
Judaism,  Christianity,  and  Islam  could  be  true.  But  the
eastern religions (Hinduism and Buddhism) are false. Either
Jesus is the Messiah or He is not. If He is the Messiah then
Christianity is true, and Judaism is false.

Religious  pluralism  essentially  violates  the  “Law  of  Non-
contradiction.” This law states that A and the opposite of A
cannot both be true (at the same time in the same way). You
cannot have square circles. And you cannot have competing and
contradictory religious truth claims all be true at the same
time.

Jesus made this very clear in John 14:6 when He said, “I am
the way, and the truth, and the life; no one comes to the
Father  but  through  Me.”  Jesus  taught  that  salvation  was
through Him and no one else. This contradicts other religions.

Postmodernism has also changed the highest value in society.
We used to live in a society that believed in “Truth” (with a
capital T). This has now been replaced by a new word with a
capital T. And that is the word “Tolerance.” We are told to
tolerate  every  view  and  value.  Essentially,  all  moral
questions can be summed up with the phrase: Who are you to
say?

Moral Relativism
The worldview of postmodernism provides the foundation for
moral relativism. Although a view of ethics as relative began
in the era of modernism, it has reached full bloom in the era
of postmodernism. If there is no absolute truth, then there is
no absolute standard for ethical behavior. And if truth is
merely personal preference, then certainly ethics is personal
and situational.



Moral relativism is the belief that morality is relative to
the person. In other words, there is no set of rules that
universally applies to everyone. In a sense, moral relativism
can be summed up with the phrase: “It all depends.” Is murder
always  wrong?  Relativists  would  say,  “It  depends  on  the
circumstances.” Is adultery wrong? They would say, “It just
depends on whether you are caught.”

Moral relativism is also self-defeating. People who say they
believe in relativism cannot live consistently within their
ethical system. Moral relativists make moral judgments all the
time. They speak out against racism, exploitation, genocide,
and much more. Christians have a consistent foundation to
speak  out  against  these  social  evils  based  upon  God’s
revelation.  Moral  relativists  do  not.

There  are  two  other  problems
with  moral  relativism.  First,
one  cannot  critique  morality
from  the  outside.  In  my  book
Christian  Ethics  in  Plain
Language,  I  point  out  the
problem  with  cultural
relativism.{2}  If  ethics  are
relative to each culture, then
anyone outside the culture loses
the  right  to  critique  it.
Essentially  that  was  the
argument of the Nazi leaders during the Nuremberg Trials. What
right  do  you  have  to  criticize  what  we  did  within  Nazi
Germany? We had our own system of morality. Fortunately, the
judges and Western society rejected such a notion.

Second, one cannot critique morality from the inside. Cultural
relativism leaves no place for social reformers. The abolition
movement, the suffrage movement, and the civil rights movement
are all examples of social movements that ran counter to the
social circumstances of the culture. Reformers like William
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Wilberforce or Martin Luther King Jr. stood up in the midst of
society and pointed out immoral practices and called society
to a moral solution. Abolishing slavery and fighting for civil
rights were good things even if they were opposed by many
people within society.

Not only is moral relativism self-defeating; it is dangerous.
Moral relativism leads to moral anarchy. It is based upon the
assumption  that  every  person  should  be  allowed  to  live
according to his or her own moral standards. Consider how
dangerous  that  would  be  in  a  society  with  such  vastly
different  moral  standards.

Some people think stealing is perfectly moral, at least in
certain  circumstances.  Some  people  think  murder  can  be
justified. Society simply cannot allow everyone to do what
they think is right in their own eyes.

Obviously, society allows a certain amount of moral anarchy
when there is no threat to life, liberty, or property. Each
year when I go to the state fair, I see lots of anarchy when I
watch the people using the bumper cars. In that situation, we
allow people to “do their own thing.” But if those same people
started acting like that on the highway, we simply could not
allow them to “do their own thing.” There is a threat to life,
liberty, and property.

Moral relativism may sound nice and tolerant and liberating.
But if ever implemented at a societal level, it would be
dangerous. We simply cannot allow total moral anarchy without
reverting to barbarism. That is the consequence of living in a
world that has changed its view of truth and established an
ethical system that denies the existence of truth.

Impact of Truth Decay
What has been the impact of a loss of truth in society? There
are  many  ways  to  measure  this,  and  many  ministries  and



organizations have done just that.

Each  year  the  Nehemiah  Institute  gives  the  PEERS  test  to
thousands of teenagers and adults. They have administered this
test since 1988. The PEERS test measures understanding in five
categories:  Politics,  Economics,  Education,  Religion,  and
Social  Issues.{3}  It  consists  of  a  series  of  statements
carefully structured to identify a person’s worldview in those
five categories.

Based upon the answers, the respondent is then classified
under  one  of  four  major  worldview  categories:  Christian
Theism, Moderate Christian, Secular Humanism, or Socialism. In
the mid-1980s, it was common for Christian youth to score in
the Moderate Christian worldview category. Not anymore.

Currently, Christian students at public schools score in the
lower half of secular humanism, headed toward a socialistic
worldview. And seventy-five percent of students in Christian
schools score as secular humanists.

Take this question from the PEERS test as an example: “Moral
values are subjective and personal. They are the right of each
individual. Individuals should be allowed to conduct life as
they choose as long as it does not interfere with the lives of
others.”  The  Nehemiah  Institute  found  that  seventy-five
percent of youth agreed with this statement.

Let’s also consider the work of George Barna. He 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.{4}
And when you look at the questions, you can see that what is
defined as a biblical worldview is really just basic Christian
doctrine.

George Barna has also found that a minority of born again
adults (forty-four percent) and an even smaller proportion of



born  again  teenagers  (nine  percent)  are  certain  of  the
existence of absolute moral truth.{5}

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.{6}

Back in 1994, the Barna Research Group conducted a survey of
churched youth for Josh McDowell. Now remember, we are talking
about young people who regularly attend church. They found
that of these churched youth, fifty-seven percent could not
say that an objective standard of truth exists. They also
found that eighty-five percent of these same churched youth
reason that “just because it’s wrong for you doesn’t mean its
wrong for me.”

George Barna says that the younger generation tends to be
composed of non-linear thinkers. In other words, they often
cut and paste their beliefs and values from a variety of
sources, even if they are contradictory.

More to the point, they hold these contradictory ideas because
they do not have a firm belief in absolute truth. If truth is
personal and not objective, then there is no right decision
and each person should do what is right for him or her.

Biblical Perspective
What is a biblical perspective on postmodernism? One of the
problems with the postmodern worldview is that it affects the
way we read the Bible.

Because of the popularity of postmodernism, people are reading
literature  (including  the  Bible)  differently  than  before.
Literary  interpretation  uses  what  is  called  “postmodern
deconstruction.” Not only is this used in English classes on
high  school  and  college  campuses,  it  is  being  applied  to



biblical interpretation.

Many Christians no longer interpret the Bible by what it says.
Instead, they interpret the Bible by asking what the passage
means to them. While biblical application is important, we
must first begin by understanding the intent of the author.
Once  that  principle  goes  out  the  window,  proper  biblical
interpretation is in jeopardy.

So what should we do? First we must be prepared for the
intellectual and philosophical battle we face in the twenty-
first century. 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 must also be studying the Scriptures on a daily basis. Paul
says the Bereans were “noble-minded” because “they received
the word with great eagerness, examining the Scriptures daily
to see whether these things were so” (Acts 17:11).

Studies of born again Christians say that they are not reading
their Bibles on a regular basis. An important antidote to
postmodernism and relativism is daily Scripture study so that
we make sure that we are not being conformed to the culture
(Romans 12:2).

We should also develop discernment, especially when we are
considering the worldviews that are promoted in the media.
Philippians 4:8 says, “Finally, brethren, whatever is true,
whatever is honorable, whatever is right, whatever is pure,
whatever is lovely, whatever is of good repute, if there is
any excellence and if anything worthy of praise, dwell on
these things.”

The  average  student  in  America  watches  22,000  hours  of
television before graduation. That same student also listens
to 11,000 hours of music during their teenage years. Add to
this time spent on a computer, on the Internet, and absorbing



the culture through books and magazines.

Postmodernism is having a profound impact on our society. This
erosion of truth is affecting the way we view the world. And
the rejection of absolutes leads naturally to a rejection of
absolute  moral  standards  and  the  promotion  of  moral
relativism.

Christians must wisely discern these trends and apply proper
biblical instruction to combat these views.
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Christianity  and  Religious
Pluralism  –  Are  There
Multiple Ways to Heaven?
Rick  Wade  takes  a  hard  look  at  the  inconsistencies  of
religious pluralism.  He concludes that if Christ is a way to
heaven  there  cannot  be  other  ways  to  heaven.   Whether
Christianity is true or not, pluralism does not make rational
sense  as  it  considers  all  religious  traditions  to  be
essentially  the  same.

Aren’t All Religions Basically the Same?
In a humorous short article in which he highlighted some of
the silly beliefs people hold today, Steve Turner wrote, “We
believe that all religions are basically the same, at least
the one we read was. They all believe in love and goodness.
They only differ on matters of creation sin heaven hell God
and salvation.”{1}

It is the common belief today that all religions are basically
the same. They may look different—they may differ with respect
to holy books or forms of worship or specific ideas about
God—but at the root they’re pretty much the same. That idea
has  become  so  deeply  rooted  that  it  is  considered  common
knowledge. To express doubt about it draws an incredulous
stare. Obviously, anyone who thinks one religion is the true
one is close-minded and benighted! More than that, the person
is clearly a bigot who probably even hates people of other
religions (or people with no religion at all). Now, this way
of thinking is very seldom formed by serious consideration of
the  issues,  I  believe  (although  there  are  knowledgeable
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scholars who hold to it), but that doesn’t matter. It is part
of our cultural currency and is held with the same conviction
as the belief that planets in the solar system revolve around
the Sun and not Earth.

On the surface at least, it’s clear enough that the various
religions of the world are different. Theists believe in one
personal God; Hindus believe in many gods; atheists deny any
God exists. Just on that issue alone, the differences are
obvious. Add to that the many beliefs about the dilemma of the
human race and how it is to be solved. Why don’t people
understand  the  significance  of  these  differences?  On  the
scholarly level, the fundamental objection is this. It is
believed that, if there is a God, he (or she or it) is too
different from us for us to know him (or her or it). Because
of our limitations, he couldn’t possibly reveal himself to us.
Religious  writings,  then,  are  merely  human  attempts  at
explaining  religious  experience  without  actually  being
objectively true.

Philosopher John Hick wrote that this is really a problem of
language. Statements about God don’t have the same truth value
as ones about, say, the weather, because “there is no . . .
agreement about how to determine the truth value of statements
about  God.”{2}  We  use  religious  language  because  it  is
meaningful to us, but there is really no way to confirm the
truth of such talk. Because we can’t really know what the
truth is about God, we do our best to guess at it. For this
reason, we are not to suggest that our beliefs are true and
others false.

On the more popular level, the loss of confidence in being
able  to  know  religious  and  moral  truths  which  comes  from
academia and filters through the media, is teamed up with an
inclusivist attitude that doesn’t want anyone left out—that
is, if there are any truths to be known.

I want to take a look at the issue of religious pluralism, the



belief that there are many valid ways to God. We’ll start with
some  definitions  and  a  reminder  of  what  historical
Christianity  teaches  about  God  and  us  and  how  we  can  be
reconciled to Him.

Starting Points
There  are  three  basic  positions  on  the  question  of  the
relation of Christianity to other religions. The historic view
is called exclusivism. That word can be a real turn-off to
people because we live in an inclusivistic era. What it means
in this context is that the claim of Christianity that Jesus
is the only way means that all other ways to God are excluded.
If Jesus is the only way to the one true God, then no other
claims can be true.

Another view on the matter is inclusivism. This is the belief
that, while salvation is made possible only by the cross of
Christ, it can be obtained without hearing the gospel. Even
people who are externally part of other religions traditions
can be saved. This is a temptation for Christians who are
convinced that Jesus is the way, the truth, and the life, but
don’t like the idea that there are people who haven’t heard
the gospel who thus cannot be saved.

By religious pluralism, we mean the belief that all religions
(at least the major, enduring ones) are valid as ways to
relate to God. There is nothing unique about Christ; He was
one of many influential religious teachers and leaders. This
is the position I’ll be considering in this article.

Before looking at pluralism, it would be good to review the
historic Christian understanding of salvation to bring the
contrast into bold relief.

One God
The Bible is clear that there is one God. Through Isaiah the



prophet God said, “I am the Lord, and there is no other;
besides Me there is no God” (Is. 45:5a; see also 43:10; 44:6).

Beyond  this,  it’s  important  to  note  that,  philosophically
speaking, it is impossible that there could be two (or more)
“Gods” like the God of the Bible. Scripture is clear that God
is everywhere present at once, so there can’t be a truly
competing presence (Ps. 139:7-12). God is capable of doing
whatever He wills. There can be no ultimate interference by
another deity. “The LORD does whatever pleases him, in the
heavens and on the earth, in the seas and all their depths,”
says the Psalmist (135:6). Or more succinctly, “Our God is in
heaven; he does whatever pleases him” (Ps. 115:3; see also
Dan. 4:35). How could there be two Gods like this? They would
have to be absolutely identical, since neither one could be
interfered with. And if so, they would be the same God!

One Savior
The Bible is also clear that there is only one Savior. Jesus
said, “I am the way, and the truth, and the life; no one comes
to the Father but through Me” (Jn. 14:6). To the rulers and
elders and scribes in Jerusalem, Peter declared, “There is
salvation in no one else; for there is no other name under
heaven that has been given among men by which we must be
saved” (Acts 4:12).

Theological necessity
In addition, it was theologically necessary for salvation to
come through Christ alone. In Hebrews chapter 9 we read that
the death of the sacrifice was necessary. According to Hebrews
chapter 7, the Savior had to be divine (see also 2 Cor. 5:21).
And Hebrews 2:17 says the Savior had to be human. Jesus is the
only one who fulfills those requirements.

One more consideration
To this we can add the fact that the apostles never even



hinted that people could be saved any other way than through
Christ.  It  is  this  belief  that  has  fueled  evangelistic
endeavors all over the world.

Religious Pluralism Can’t Accomplish Its
Goal
Even on the surface of it, the notion of religious pluralism
is contradictory. If we can’t know that particular religions
are true, how can we know that any are valid ways to God? The
pluralist  has  to  know  that  we  can’t  know  (which  is  an
interesting idea in itself!), while also having confidence
that somehow we’ll be able to reach our goal through our
particular beliefs and practices.

But  that  brings  serious  questions  to  the  surface.  Do  all
religions even have the same goal? That’s an important issue.
In  fact,  it’s  the  first  of  three  problems  with  religious
pluralism I’d like to consider.

Can religious pluralism accomplish its goal? What do I mean by
that? Two ideas are at work here. First, it is believed that
we can’t really know what is true about God; our religions are
only approximations of truth. Second, if that is so, aren’t we
being high-handed if we tell a people that their religion
isn’t true? How can any religion claim to have the truth? To
be intellectually honest, we need to consider all religions
(at least the major, enduring ones) as equally valid. There is
a personal element here, too. The pluralist wants to take the
people of all religions seriously. Telling anyone his or her
religion is false doesn’t seem to signal that kind of respect.
So the goal of which I speak is taking people seriously with
respect to their religious beliefs.

I can explain this best by introducing a British scholar named
John Hick and tell a little of his story.{3} Hick was once a
self-declared  evangelical  who  says  he  underwent  a  genuine



conversion experience as a college student. He immediately
began  to  associate  with  members  of  InterVarsity  Christian
Fellowship in England. Over time, however, his philosophical
training and reading of certain New Testament scholars made
him begin to have doubts about doctrinal matters. He also saw
that, on the one hand, there were adherents of other religions
who were good people, while, on the other, there were some
Christians who were not very nice people but were sure of
their seat in heaven. How could it be, he thought, that God
would send these good Sikhs and Muslims and Buddhists to hell
while saving those not-so-good Christians just because they
believed  in  Jesus?  Hick  went  on  to  develop  his  own
understanding of religious pluralism and became probably the
best-known pluralist in the scholarly world.

I relate all this to you to point out that, at least as far as
the eye of man can see, Hick’s motivation was a good one: he
wanted to believe that all people, no matter what religious
stripe, can be saved. Harold Netland, who studied under Hick
and wrote a book on his pluralism, speaks very highly of
Hick’s  personal  character.{4}  And  isn’t  there  something
appealing  about  his  view  (again,  from  our  standpoint)?
Wouldn’t we like everyone to be saved? And having heard about
(or experienced directly) the violence fueled by religious
fanaticism, it’s easy to see why many people recoil against
the  idea  that  only  one  religion  has  the  truth.  We  want
everyone included! We want everyone to feel like his or her
religious beliefs are respected and even affirmed!

The problem is that we are supposed to view our beliefs as
approximations of truth, as somehow meaningful to us but not
really true. All people are to be welcomed into the universal
family of faith—but they are to leave at the door the belief
that what they believe is true. It’s as though the pluralist
is saying, “It is really noble of you to be so committed to
your faith. Of course, we know that little of what you believe
can be taken as truth, but that’s okay. It gives meaning to



your life.” Or in other words, “We want you to feel validated
in your religion, even though your religious doctrines aren’t
literally true.”

To  be  quite  honest,  I  don’t  feel  affirmed  by  that.  My
religious belief is completely undermined by this idea. If
Jesus isn’t the only way to God, Christianity is a complete
lie, and I am believing in vain.

My belief is that salvation—the reconciliation of persons to
the one, true trinitarian God—has been made possible by Jesus,
and that I know this to be the case. In his first epistle,
John wrote: “I write these things to you who believe in the
name of the Son of God so that you may know that you have
eternal life” (1 Jn. 5:13). If I can’t know this to be true,
the promises of Scripture are only wishes. In that case, my
hope for eternity is no more secure than crossing my fingers
and saying I hope it won’t rain this weekend. We are all, in
short, forced to abandon our notions of the validity of our
religious beliefs and accept the skepticism of the pluralist.
And I don’t feel affirmed by that.

For my money, to be told I might be very sincere but sincerely
wrong if I take my beliefs as true in any literal sense is
like being condescendingly patted on the head. To be honest, I
take such a notion as arrogance.

So my first objection to religious pluralism is that it does
not  accomplish  its  goal  of  making  me  feel  affirmed  with
respect  to  my  religious  beliefs  beyond  whatever  emotional
fulfillment I might get from pretending the beliefs are true.

Religious Pluralism Doesn’t Make Sense
My second objection to religious pluralism is that it doesn’t
make sense in light of what the various religions claim. Let
me explain.



Christianity is a confessional religion. In other words, there
are particular beliefs we confess to be true, and it is partly
through confessing them that we are saved. Is that surprising?
Aren’t we saved by faith, by putting our trust in Christ? Yes,
but there are specific things we are supposed to believe. It
isn’t  just  believing  in;  it’s  also  believing  that.  For
example, Jesus said to the scribes and Pharisees, “You are
from below; I am from above. You are of this world; I am not
of this world. I told you that you would die in your sins, for
unless you believe that I am he you will die in your sins”
(Jn. 8:23-24). And then there’s Paul’s clear statement that
“if you confess with your mouth, ‘Jesus is Lord,’ and believe
in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be
saved”  (Rom.  10:9).  So  what  we  believe  is  very  important
despite what some are saying now about how Christianity is a
relationship and how doctrine isn’t all that important.

Back to my point. Christians who know what the Bible teaches
and the basics of other religions find themselves staring
open-mouthed  at  people  who  say  that  all  religions  are
basically the same. How could anyone who knows anything about
the major religions of the world even think such a thing? I
suspect  that  most  people  who  say  this  do  not  know  the
teachings  of  the  various  religions.  They  have  some  vague
notions about religion in general, so they reduce these great
bodies of belief to a few essentials. Don’t all religions
believe in a higher power or powers? Isn’t their function just
to give meaning to our lives? Don’t they all typically include
such things as prayer, rituals of one kind or another in
public and private worship, standards for moral living, holy
books, and the like?

Christian apologist Ravi Zacharias has said something like
this: Most people think all religions are essentially the same
and only superficially different, but just the opposite is
true. People believe there are some core beliefs and practices
such as those I just named which are common to all religions,



and that religions are different only on the surface. Muslims
have  the  Koran;  Christians  have  the  Bible;  Jews  have  the
Torah; Hindus have the Bhagavad Gita. Muslims pray five times
a day; Christians pray at church on Sundays and most anytime
they want during the week. Buddhists have their shrines; Jews
their synagogues; Hindus their temples; Muslims their mosques;
and Christians their churches. So at the core, the same; on
the surface, different.

But just the opposite is true! It is on the surface that there
is similarity; that is why we can immediately look at certain
bodies of beliefs and practices and label them “religion.”
They aren’t identical, but they are similar enough to be under
the same category, “religion.” On the surface we see prayers,
rituals,  holy  books,  etc.  It’s  when  we  dig  down  to  the
essential beliefs that we find contradictory differences!

For  example,  Islam  is  theistic  but  is  unitarian  while
Christianity is trinitarian. Hindus believe we are not true
individual selves but are parts of the All, while orthodox
Jews believe we are individuals created in the image of God.
Muslims believe salvation comes through obedience to Allah,
while Buddhists believe “salvation” consists of spinning out
of the cycle of birth, death, and rebirth into nirvana.

No,  religions  are  not  essentially  the  same  and  only
superficially  different.  At  their  very  core  they  are
drastically  different.  So  while  pluralists  might  take  the
religious person seriously, they don’t take his or her beliefs
seriously. How can all these different beliefs be true in any
meaningful sense? How can the end of human existence be both
nirvana and heaven or hell? Pluralists have to reduce all
these beliefs to some vague possibility of an afterlife of
some kind; they have to empty them of any significant content.

So what we believe to be true, pluralists know isn’t. Isn’t it
interesting that the pluralist is insightful enough to know
what millions of religious adherents don’t! That’s a strange



position to take given that the heart of pluralism is the
belief that we can’t know what is ultimately true about God!

It is for this reason that my second objection to religious
pluralism is that it doesn’t make sense in light of what the
various religions claim. It claims that our different beliefs
are essentially the same, which is false on the surface of it.
And it claims that the differences result from the fact that
we can’t know what is true, while the pluralist acts like he
or she can know what is true.

Pluralism  Is  Incompatible  with
Christianity
Religious pluralism may well be the most common attitude about
religion in America. You might be wondering, Aren’t there a
lot of Christians in America? According to the polls, one
would think so. But I dare say that if you polled people in
your church, especially young people, you would find more than
a few who are religious pluralists. They believe that, while
Christianity is true for them, it isn’t necessarily true for
other people. Is pluralism a legitimate option for Christians?
In short, no.

This, then, is my third objection to religious pluralism,
namely,  that  religious  pluralism  is  incompatible  with
Christianity  because  it  demands  that  Christians  deny  the
central truths of Scripture. If religious pluralism is true,
Jesus’ claims to deity and biblical teaching about His atoning
death and resurrection cannot be true.

The Bible is clear that salvation comes through accepting by
faith the finished work of Jesus who is the only way to
salvation. Paul told the Ephesians that at one time they “were
separate from Christ, excluded from citizenship in Israel and
foreigners to the covenants of the promise, without hope and
without God in the world” (2:12). Without Christ they were



without  God.  He  told  the  Romans  that  righteousness  came
through Jesus and the atoning sacrifice He made (5:6-10, 17).
Jesus said plainly that “no one comes to the Father but by me”
(Jn. 14:6). Because pluralism denies these specifics about
salvation, it is clearly at odds with Christianity.

There is a more general truth that separates Christianity and
pluralism, namely, that Christianity is grounded in specific
historical events, not abstract religious ideas. Pluralists,
as it were, line up all the major, enduring religions in front
of  them  and  look  for  similarities  such  as  those  we  have
already noted: prayers, rituals, holy books, and so on. They
abstract these characteristics and say, “Look. They’re all
really the same because they do and have the same kinds of
things.” But that won’t do for Christianity. It is not just
some set of abstract “religious” beliefs and practices. It is
grounded in specific historical events.

This is a crucial point. The historicity of Christianity is
critical to its truth or falsity. God’s project of salvation
is inextricably connected with particular historical events
such as the fall, the flood, the obedience of Abraham, the
Exodus, the giving of the Law, the fall of Israel and Judah,
the return to Israel—all events leading to Jesus, a historical
person who accomplished our salvation through a historical
event.  It  is  through  these  events  that  God  declared  and
carried out His plans, and nowhere do we read that He would do
so with other people through other events and teachings. The
truth of Christianity stands or falls with the crucifixion and
resurrection of Christ and their meaning revealed by God. If
the resurrection is historically false, “we are to be pitied
more than all men,” Paul wrote (1 Cor. 15:19). If this was
God’s way, and Jesus declared Himself to be the only way, then
no other way is available.

One thing the church must not do is let any of its members
think that their way is only one way. This isn’t to condone
elitism  or  condescension  or  discrimination  against  others,



even though that’s what a lot of people believe today. That
believing in the exclusivity of Christ does not necessarily
result in an attitude of elitism is seen in Jesus Himself. His
belief that He was and is the only way to the Father is clear,
but few people will criticize Him for having the attitudes
just mentioned. It is a strange thing, isn’t it? Christians
who say Jesus is the only way are condemned as self-righteous
bigots, while the One who boldly declared not His religion but
Himself as the only way is considered a good man!

To sum up, then. Pluralism falls under its own weight, for it
cannot affirm all religious beliefs as it seems to desire, and
its belief that religions are all pretty much the same, even
though their core teachings are contradictory, doesn’t make
sense. It also is certainly incompatible with Christianity
which declares that the truth of its teachings stand or fall
with specific historical events. And frankly, its claim to
know that no religion really has the truth because such truth
can’t be known, comes off as a rather hollow declaration in
light of the knowledge pluralists think they possess.

Notes
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Do All Roads Lead to God? The
Christian  Attitude  Toward
Non-Christian Religions
Rick Rood discusses the fact of religious pluralism in our
age,  the  origin  of  non-Christian  religions,  and  the
Christian’s  attitude  toward  other  religions.

Few facts have become more evident in our lifetime than the
fact that we live in a pluralistic world and society. With the
rapid increase in the transmission of information and the
ability  to  travel  on  a  worldwide  scale  has  also  come  an
increasing awareness that both our world and society contain a
multitude  of  diverse  and  conflicting  viewpoints  on  many
different issues.

No where is this pluralism more evident than in the realm of
religion.  More  than  ever  before,  we  are  conscious  of  the
existence of the world’s many religions-not only the major
religions of Judaism, Islam, Hinduism, and Buddhism, but also
a host of smaller yet enduring religious movements.

According  to  the  World  Christian  Encyclopedia,  there  are
approximately 1 billion Muslims, over 650 million Hindus, over
300 million Buddhists, over 200 million followers of Chinese
folk religion, in addition to the world’s 1.6 billion nominal
Christians. What is important for us to understand is that
these figures are more than statistics in a book or almanac.
They represent real people; people who are born, live, and die
every day.

What brings this reality home even more, however, is the fact
that  an  increasing  number  of  followers  of  non-Christian
religions are living in our cities, in our communities, and in
our  neighborhoods.  Islamic  mosques  and  Buddhist  and  Hindu
worship centers can be found in every metropolitan area of the
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United States.

As followers of Jesus Christ, what should our attitude be
toward non-Christian religions and toward those who embrace
them? Among those who are seeking to respond to this question,
three distinct answers can be heard today. Some are saying
that we must acknowledge that all religions are equally (or
nearly equally) valid as ways to approach God. Though there
may be superficial differences among the world’s religions, at
heart they are fundamentally the same. Often the analogy is
used of people taking different paths up the same mountain,
but all arriving at the same summit. This is the viewpoint
known as religious pluralism.

Others, more anxious to preserve some sense of uniqueness for
the Christian faith, yet equally desirous of projecting an
attitude of tolerance and acceptance, are committed to the
viewpoint known as Christian inclusivism. In their opinion,
though people of another religious conviction may be ignorant
of Christ–or possibly even have rejected Him–yet because of
their positive response to what they know about God, or even
due  to  their  efforts  to  follow  the  dictates  of  their
conscience, they are unknowingly included in the number of
those who are recipients of Christ’s salvation. The analogy is
sometimes used of a person who receives a gift, but is unaware
of who the ultimate giver of the gift may be.

A third viewpoint is known as Christian exclusivism. This is
the viewpoint traditionally held by the majority of those who
accept the Bible as their authority in spiritual matters. It
is the view that though there are indeed truths and values in
many other religions, there is only one saving truth, namely
the  gospel  of  Jesus  Christ.  This  view  is  most  naturally
deduced from Jesus’ well known statement: “I am the way, the
truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father except by me”
(John 14:6).

What should the Christian’s attitude be toward non-Christian



religions and their followers? This is a question becoming
more difficult to ignore. To answer this question accurately
and fairly we must look into the way non-Christian religions
began.

The Origin of Non-Christian Religions
There  are,  of  course,  what  we  might  call  “naturalistic”
explanations of the origin of all religions. Those committed
to a naturalistic worldview that denies the existence of God
or of a supernatural realm see all religions as the product of
man’s imagination in some way. They might say that religion is
the expression of man’s fear of the overwhelming forces of
nature,  or  of  his  desire  to  overcome  death.  While  such
naturalistic factors may indeed play a role in the development
of some religious sentiments, they are hardly sufficient to
account for the origin of all religious belief.

From the perspective of one committed to a supernaturalistic
worldview,  and  particularly  from  the  Christian  viewpoint,
there are several elements that may have contributed to the
origin of non-Christian religion. First, where we find truth
in non-Christian religion, we must attribute this to God. He
is the source of all truth. We know that, in the beginning,
the truth about God was universally known. And it is possible
that remnants of this “original revelation” have survived in
the memory of peoples around the world. It is also possible
that some elements of truth were implanted in some cultures by
ancient  contact  with  God’s  people,  Israel,  with  early
Christians, or with portions of the Scriptures. We know, for
example, that Islam owes a great deal to the influence of both
Judaism and Christianity due to Mohammed’s early contact with
representatives of both religions.

Second, we must recognize that where there is falsehood or
even a twisted perspective on the truth, this is the result of
man’s sinful nature in repressing the truth about God. Romans
1 states that man’s nature is to suppress the truth about God



that is evident to him, and to substitute for it what Paul
calls “futile speculations” (Rom. 1:21).

Third, we cannot deny the influence of Satan and his demons in
inspiring “counterfeit” religious expressions and experiences.
For example, Psalm 106:36-37 states that those who serve idols
offer sacrifices to demons. The apostle Paul says the same
thing in 1 Corinthians 10:20. And in his first letter to
Timothy he attributed false religious teachings to “deceitful
spirits”  (1  Tim.  4:1).  In  his  second  letter  to  the
Corinthians, he stated that Satan “disguises himself as an
angel of light” (2 Cor. 11:14) and that he disguises many of
his agents as “servants of righteousness” (2 Cor. 11:15).
Satan often promotes what is evil. But he can just as easily
promote a high level of morality or religion so long as it
discourages  people  from  recognizing  their  need  for  the
unmerited grace of God, expressed through the death of Jesus
Christ.

In summary, non-Christian religions can (1) represent man’s
response to the truth about God that he knows. It can also (2)
represent man’s attempt to suppress the truth and substitute
his  own  speculations.  Finally,  it  can  (3)  represent  the
deception of Satan, who replaces the truth with a lie.

Are There Many Ways to God?
Now we must turn our attention to a related issue concerning
non-Christian religions, the idea or attitude called religious
pluralism. Religious pluralism suggests that there are only
superficial differences among the religions and that these
differences are greatly overshadowed by their similarities.
Thus,  to  this  school  of  thought  all  religions  share  a
fundamental  unity  that  renders  them  equally  valid  as
approaches  to  God.

Of course, the most immediate difficulty posed by religious
pluralism for the Christian is that it compels him to deny any



claims to the uniqueness of Christ or of Christianity.

The claims of the New Testament that Jesus Christ is the
unique Son of God and Savior of the world must be recast as
mere exaggerations of the early Christians. It is impossible
to embrace religious pluralism and hold to the authority of
the New Testament when it speaks of the uniqueness of Christ
and of the salvation He has provided.

Beyond  this,  however,  religious  pluralism  significantly
underestimates the differences between the teachings of the
various  religions.  This  can  be  seen,  for  example,  in  the
differences  between  Buddhism,  Hinduism,  Islam,  and
Christianity,  with  regard  to  their  teaching  concerning
salvation. In classical Buddhism, the problem facing humanity
is the suffering caused by desire. Since whatever man desires
is  impermanent,  and  ultimately  leads  to  frustration  and
sorrow, the way to peace of mind and ultimate “salvation” is
through the elimination of all desire-even the desire to live!
In classical Hinduism, the problem facing humanity is our
being trapped in this illusory, material world over the course
of many lifetimes primarily due to our ignorance of our true
identity as fundamentally divine beings! The solution to our
dilemma  is  our  recognition  of  our  true  divine  nature.  In
Islam, man’s problem is his failure to live by the law of God
which has been revealed through His prophets. The solution is
to commit ourselves to obeying God’s laws, in hope that our
good deeds will outweigh the bad. In Christianity, the problem
is similar–our rebellion against the will of God. But the
solution  is  much  different.  It  is  through  faith  in  the
sacrifice of Jesus for our sins, provided by God’s unmerited
grace. From these examples alone, it is evident that though
there  may  be  superficial  similarities  among  the  world’s
religions the differences are fundamental in nature!

Not  surprisingly,  most  pluralists  are  unfazed  by  these
differences in belief. They emphasize that in spite of these
differences,  if  the  various  religions  foster  a  common



“religious experience” or result in the moral and ethical
improvement of man, this is enough to show that they are valid
ways to God. The problem is that with regard to “religious
experience.” Even here there are significant differences. And
with regard to the moral and ethical effect of the various
religions, this is something impossible for us to measure.
For, as Jesus so strongly emphasized, morality is as much a
matter of the heart as it is of action. And this is something
only God can know!

We  must  conclude,  then,  that  due  to  its  denial  of  the
uniqueness of Christ, and to its failure to take seriously the
vast  differences  among  the  world’s  religions,  religious
pluralism does not represent a valid point of view for the
Christian.

Are  the  Followers  of  Other  Religions
Recipients of Christ’s Salvation?
A more subtle and attractive theory of reaching out to non-
Christians  is  the  concept  called  Christian  inclusivism.
Inclusivists hold that, though Christ is the unique Savior,
nonetheless there are many people included in His salvation
who  are  ignorant  of  this  fact–even  followers  of  other
religions.

Inclusivists  generally  hold  that  Christ’s  salvation  is
available to those who positively respond to the truth they
have–whether  it  be  through  creation,  conscience,  another
religion, or some other means. Such individuals are sometimes
termed anonymous Christians.

There is no question that this is a very attractive approach
to the problem of world religions. Inclusivism seeks to widen
the extent of God’s grace while still preserving a commitment
to the uniqueness of Christ. It must be acknowledged also,
that God could have arranged things in this way if He had so
chosen. The question is not, however, whether inclusivism is



an  attractive  position,  or  a  logically  possible  one,  but
whether the evidence is convincing that it is true. And for
the Christian, this means the evidence of Scripture.

Inclusivists generally recognize this and seek to find support
for their view in Scripture. We will briefly look at one
biblical example that is often used to support the idea of
inclusivism–the case of Cornelius the centurion recorded in
Acts 10.

In this chapter Cornelius is referred to as “a devout man, . .
. who feared God,” even before he heard the gospel. This is
often  pointed  to  as  evidence  that  he  was  an  anonymous
Christian before believing in Christ. It must be remembered,
however,  that  in  the  next  chapter  (specifically  in  Acts
11:14),  it  is  clearly  stated  that  though  Cornelius  was
favorably disposed to God he did not receive salvation until
he heard and believed in the gospel.

Other examples could be discussed. But in each case we would
see that a good deal must be read into (or out of) the text to
arrive at the conclusion that salvation can come to those who
do not know Christ.

Furthermore, there are clear statements that it is necessary
to  hear  and  believe  in  the  gospel  to  receive  salvation.
Perhaps the clearest is Romans 10:17, “So faith comes from
hearing,  and  hearing  by  the  word  of  (or  about)  Christ.”
Hebrews 9:27 also strongly suggests that this faith in Christ
must be expressed before we die: “It is appointed for men to
die once and after this comes judgment.”

What then of people, like Cornelius, who do respond to the
truth they know about God, but do not yet know of Christ? Is
there  no  hope  for  them?  Actually,  the  case  of  Cornelius
provides a good illustration of what seems to be the biblical
solution to this problem. Because he had responded to what he
knew  about  God,  God  saw  that  he  eventually  received  the



gospel–in his case through Peter. But it was only then that he
experienced Christ’s salvation and the forgiveness of sins.
This principle was also well summarized in Jesus’ statement:
“To him who has, shall more be given” (Mark 4:25).

Based on our confidence in the faithfulness of God, we can be
assured that the gospel will come to all those whom God knows
would be prepared, like Cornelius, to receive it. And He has
commissioned us to carry the message to them!

What Should Our Attitude Be Toward Other
Religions?
In the course of this short discussion we have examined the
attitude of religious pluralism, as well as that of Christian
inclusivism. The former holds that all religions are equally
valid. The latter holds that Christ is the unique savior, but
that His salvation can extend to followers of other religions.
In both cases, we concluded that the evidence in support of
these views is inadequate.

The  only  remaining  option  is  the  attitude  of  Christian
exclusivism–the view that biblical Christianity is true, and
that other religious systems are false. This is more than
implied in numerous biblical statements, such as in Acts 4:12:
“And there is salvation in no one else; for there is no other
name under heaven that has been given among men, by which we
must be saved.”

This is not to say, however, that there are no truths at all
in  non-Christian  religions.  There  are  certainly  moral  and
ethical  truths,  for  instance,  in  Buddhism.  In  Buddha’s
Eightfold  Path,  he  appealed  to  his  followers  to  pursue
honesty, charity, and service, and to abstain from murder and
lust. We should certainly affirm these ethical truths.

Likewise,  there  are  theological  truths  in  other
religions–truths about God that we could equally affirm. These



may be more scarce in religions such as Buddhism and Hinduism.
But Orthodox Judaism and Islam certainly share our belief in a
personal Creator–God, though Christianity is unique in the
monotheistic tradition with regard to the doctrine of the
Trinity. There are even truths about Jesus that we share in
common with Muslims–that He was a prophet of God, and the
Messiah, and that He worked many miracles, though they deny
that He was the Son of God, or that He died for the sins of
the world.

We can, and should affirm these moral and theological truths
that we share in common with followers of other religions. We
must acknowledge, however, that in no other religion is any
saving truth to be found. And as mentioned earlier, there is
no other religion that presents the human dilemma, or solution
to that dilemma, in quite the same way as does the Christian
faith. In Christianity, the problem is not ignorance of our
divine  nature–as  in  Hinduism–nor  simply  our  desire–as  in
Buddhism.  The  problem  is  our  alienation  from  God  and  His
blessing due to our failure to live according to His will–what
the Bible calls sin. And the solution is neither in self-
discipline, nor in revised thinking, nor even in moral effort.
The  solution  lies  in  the  grace  of  God,  expressed  in  His
provision of His Son, Jesus Christ, as a sacrifice for our
sin. Salvation is not something we achieve; it is something we
receive.

It  is  clear,  then,  that  though  there  are  superficial
similarities  among  the  world’s  religions,  there  are
fundamental differences. And the most important difference is
the person and work of Christ.

What  should  our  attitude  be  toward  followers  of  other
religions? It is important for us to distinguish our attitude
toward  non-Christian  religions  from  our  attitude  toward
followers of those religions. Though we are to reject the
religion, we are not to reject them by mistakenly perceiving
them to be “the enemy.” The biblical injunction is to love our



neighbors as much as we love ourselves no matter what their
religion. Rather than viewing them as “the enemy,” we should
see them as “the victims” of the enemy who are in need of the
same grace that has freed us from spiritual slavery–in need of
the gospel of Jesus Christ.

©1999 Probe Ministries.

Christianity and Culture
At the close of the twentieth century American evangelicals
find themselves in a diverse, pluralistic culture. Many ideas
vie for attention and allegiance. These ideas, philosophies,
or world views are the products of philosophical and cultural
changes. Such changes have come to define our culture. For
example, pluralism can mean that all world views are correct
and that it is intolerable to state otherwise; secularism
reigns; absolutes have ceased to exist; facts can only be
stated in the realm of science, not religion; evangelical
Christianity has become nothing more than a troublesome oddity
amidst diversity. It is clear, therefore, that western culture
is  suffering;  it  is  ill.  Lesslie  Newbigin,  a  scholar  and
former missionary to India, has emphasized this by asking a
provocative question: “Can the West be converted?”(1)

Such  a  question  leads  us  to  another:  How  is  a  Christian
supposed to respond to such conditions? Or, how should we deal
with the culture that surrounds us?

Since  the  term  culture  is  central  in  this  discussion,  it
deserves particular attention and definition. Even though the
concept behind the word is ancient, and it is used frequently
in many different contexts, its actual meaning is elusive and
often confusing. Culture does not refer to a particular level
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of life. This level, sometimes referred to as “high culture,”
is certainly an integral part of the definition, but it is not
the central focus. For example, “the arts” are frequently
identified with culture in the minds of many. More often than
not there is a qualitative difference between what is a part
of “high culture” and other segments of culture, but these
distinctions are not our concern at this time.

T. S. Eliot has written that culture “may . . . be described
simply  as  that  which  makes  life  worth  living.”(2)  Emil
Brunner,  a  theologian,  has  stated  “that  culture  is
materialisation  of  meaning.”(3)  Donald  Bloesch,  another
theologian, says that culture “is the task appointed to humans
to realize their destiny in the world in service to the glory
of God.”(4) An anthropologist, E. Adamson Hoebel, believes
that culture “is the integrated system of learned behavior
patterns which are characteristic of the members of a society
and which are not the result of biological inheritance.”(5)
All of these definitions can be combined to include the world
views, actions, and products of a given community of people.

Christians  are  to  observe  and  analyze  culture  and  make
decisions regarding our proper actions and reactions within
it. A struggle is in progress and the stakes are high. Harry
Blamires writes: “No thoughtful Christian can contemplate and
analyze the tensions all about us in both public and private
life without sensing the eternal momentousness of the current
struggle for the human mind between Christian teaching and
materialistic secularism.”(6)

Believers are called to join the struggle. But in order to
struggle meaningfully and with some hope of influencing our
culture, we must be informed and thoughtful Christians. There
is no room for sloth or apathy. Rev. 3:15-16 states, “I know
your deeds, that you are neither cold nor hot; I would that
you were cold or hot. So because you are lukewarm, and neither
hot nor cold, I spit you out of My mouth.”



God forbid that these words of condemnation should apply to
us.

Transforming Culture
Church history demonstrates that one of the constant struggles
of Christianity, both individually and corporately, is with
culture. Where should we stand? Inside the culture? Outside?
Ignore  it?  Isolate  ourselves  from  it?  Should  we  try  to
transform it?

The  theologian  Richard  Niebuhr  provided  a  classic  study
concerning these questions in his book Christ and Culture.
Even  though  his  theology  is  not  always  evangelical,  his
paradigm is helpful. It includes five views.

First, he describes the “Christ Against Culture” view, which
encourages opposition, total separation, and hostility toward
culture. Tertullian, Tolstoy, Menno Simons, and, in our day,
Jacques Ellul are exponents of this position.

Second, the “Christ of Culture” perspective is exactly the
opposite of “Christ Against Culture” because it attempts to
bring culture and Christianity together, regardless of their
differences. Liberation, process, and feminist theologies are
current examples.

Third,  the  “Christ  Above  Culture”  position  attempts  “to
correlate the fundamental questions of the culture with the
answer of Christian revelation.”(7) Thomas Aquinas is the most
prominent teacher of this view.

Fourth,  “Christ  and  Culture  in  Paradox”  describes  the
“dualists”  who  stress  that  the  Christian  belongs  “to  two
realms  (the  spiritual  and  temporal)  and  must  live  in  the
tension  of  fulfilling  responsibilities  to  both.”(8)  Luther
adopted this view.

Fifth,  “Christ  the  Transformer  of  Culture”  includes  the



“conversionists” who attempt “to convert the values and goals
of secular culture into the service of the kingdom of God.”(9)
Augustine, Calvin, John Wesley, and Jonathan Edwards are the
chief proponents of this last view.

With the understanding that we are utilizing a tool and not a
perfected system, I believe that the “Christ the Transformer
of Culture” view aligns most closely with Scripture. We are to
be actively involved in the transformation of culture without
giving that culture undue prominence. As the social critic
Herbert Schlossberg says, “The ‘salt’ of people changed by the
gospel  must  change  the  world.”(10)  Admittedly,  such  a
perspective calls for an alertness and sensitivity to subtle
dangers.  But  the  effort  is  needed  to  follow  the  biblical
pattern.

If we are to be transformers, we must also be “discerners,” a
very important word for contemporary Christians. We are to
apply “the faculty of discerning; discrimination; acuteness of
judgment  and  understanding.”(11)  Matthew  16:3  includes  a
penetrating question from Jesus to the Pharisees and Sadducees
who were testing Him by asking for a sign from heaven: “Do you
know how to discern the appearance of the sky, but cannot
discern the signs of the times?” It is obvious that Jesus was
disheartened by their lack of discernment. If they were alert,
they  could  see  that  the  Lord  was  demonstrating  and  would
demonstrate (in v. 4 He refers to impending resurrection) His
claims. Jesus’ question is still relevant. We too must be
alert and able to discern our times.

In  order  to  transform  the  culture,  we  must  continually
recognize what is in need of transformation and what is not.
This is a difficult assignment. We cannot afford to approach
the responsibility without the guidance of God’s Spirit, Word,
wisdom, and power. As the theologian John Baille has said, “In
proportion as a society relaxes its hold upon the eternal, it
ensures the corruption of the temporal.”(12) May we live in
our temporal setting with a firm grasp of God’s eternal claims



while we transform the culture he has entrusted to us!

Stewardship and Creativity
An  important  aspect  of  our  discussion  of  Christians  and
culture is centered in the early passages of the Bible.

The first two chapters of Genesis provide a foundation for
God’s view of culture and man’s responsibility in it. These
chapters  contain  what  is  generally  called  the  “cultural
mandate,”  God’s  instructions  concerning  the  care  of  His
creation. Included in this are the concepts of “stewardship”
and “creativity.”

The  mandate  of  stewardship  is  specifically  found  within
1:27-28 and 2:15, even though these two chapters as a whole
also demonstrate it. Verse 28 of chapter 1 reads, “And God
blessed them; and God said to them, “Be fruitful and multiply,
and fill the earth, and subdue it; and rule over the fish of
the sea and over the birds of the sky, and over every living
thing that moves on the earth.”

This verse contains the word subdue, an expression that is
helpful in determining the mandate of stewardship. First, it
should be observed that man is created “in the image of God.”
Volumes have been written about the meaning of this phrase.
Obviously, it is a very positive statement. If man is created
in  God’s  image,  that  image  must  contain  God’s  benevolent
goodness, and not maliciousness. Second, it is obvious that
God’s created order includes industriousness, work–a striving
on the part of man. Thus we are to exercise our minds and
bodies in service to God by “subduing,” observing, touching,
and molding the “stuff” of creation. We are to form a culture.

Tragically, because of sin, man abused his stewardship. We are
now in a struggle that was not originally intended. But the
redeemed person, the person in Christ, is refashioned. He can
now approach culture with a clearer understanding of God’s



mandate.  He  can  now  begin  again  to  exercise  proper
stewardship.

The mandate concerning creativity is broadly implied within
the first two chapters of Genesis. It is not an emphatic
pronouncement, as is the mandate concerning stewardship. In
reality,  the  term  is  a  misnomer,  for  we  cannot  create
anything. We can only redesign, rearrange, or refashion what
God has created. But in this discussion we will continue to
use the word with this understanding in mind.

A return to the opening chapter of Genesis leads us to an
intriguing question. Of what does the “image of God” consist?
It is interesting to note, as did the British writer Dorothy
Sayers, that if one stops with the first chapter and asks that
question, the apparent answer is that God is creator.(13)
Thus, some element of that creativity is instilled in man. God
created the cosmos. He declared that what He had done was
“very good.” He then put man within creation. Man responded
creatively. He was able to see things with aesthetic judgment
(2:9). His cultivation of the garden involved creativity, not
monotonous servitude (2:15). He creatively assigned names to
the animals (2:19-20). And he was able to respond with poetic
expression  upon  seeing  Eve,  his  help-mate  (2:23).  Kenneth
Myers writes: “Man was fit for the cultural mandate. As the
bearer of his Creator-God’s image, he could not be satisfied
apart from cultural activity. Here is the origin of human
culture in untainted glory and possibility. It is no wonder
that those who see God’s redemption as a transformation of
human culture speak of it in terms of re-creation.”(14)

As  we  seek  to  transform  culture  we  must  understand  this
mandate and apply it.

Pluralism
Pluralism and secularism are two prominent words that describe
contemporary American culture. The Christian must live within



a culture that emphasizes these terms. What do they mean and
how do we respond? We will look at pluralism first.

The first sentence of professor Allan Bloom’s provocative and
controversial book, The Closing of the American Mind, reads:
“There is one thing a professor can be absolutely certain of:
almost every student entering the university believes, or says
he believes, that truth is relative.”(15)

This statement is indicative of Bloom’s concern for the fact
that many college students do not believe in absolutes, but
the concern goes beyond students to the broader population.
Relativism, openness, syncretism, and tolerance are some of
the  more  descriptive  words  for  the  ways  people  are
increasingly thinking in contemporary culture. These words are
part of what I mean by pluralism. Many ideas are proclaimed,
as has always been the case, but the type of pluralism to
which I refer asserts that all these ideas are of equal value,
and that it is intolerant to think otherwise. Absurdity is the
result. This is especially apparent in the realm of religious
thought.

In order for evangelicals to be transformers of culture they
must  understand  that  their  beliefs  will  be  viewed  by  a
significant portion of the culture as intolerant, antiquated,
uncompassionate,  and  destructive  of  the  status  quo.  As  a
result,  they  will  often  be  persecuted  through  ridicule,
prejudice, social ostracism, academic intolerance, media bias,
or  a  number  of  other  attitudes.  Just  as  with  Bloom’s
statement, the evangelical’s emphasis on absolutes is enough
to draw a negative response. For example, Jesus said, “I am
the way, and the truth, and the life; no one comes to the
Father,  but  through  Me”  (John  14:6).  Such  an  exclusive,
absolute claim does not fit current pluralism. Therefore, the
pluralist would contend that Jesus must have meant something
other than what is implied in such an egocentric statement.

It is unfortunate that Christians often have been absorbed by



pluralism.  As  Harry  Blamires  puts  it,  “We  have  stopped
thinking christianly outside the scope of personal morals and
personal  spirituality.”(16)  We  hold  our  beliefs  privately,
which is perfectly legitimate within pluralism. But we have
not been the transformers we are to be. We have supported
pluralism, because it tolerates a form of Christianity that
doesn’t make demands on the culture or call it into question.

Christianity is not just personal opinion; it is objective
truth. This must be asserted, regardless of the responses to
the contrary, in order to transform culture. Christians must
affirm  this.  We  must  enter  our  culture  boldly  with  the
understanding that what we believe and practice privately is
also  applicable  to  all  of  public  life.  Lesslie  Newbigin
writes: “We come here to what is perhaps the most distinctive
and  crucial  feature  of  the  modern  worldview,  namely  the
division of human affairs into two realms– the private and the
public, a private realm of values where pluralism reigns and a
public world of what our culture calls `facts.'”(17)

We must be cautious of incorrect distinctions between the
public and private. We must also influence culture with the
“facts” of Christianity. This is our responsibility.

Secularism
Secularism  permeates  virtually  every  facet  of  life  and
thought. What does it mean? We need to understand that the
word secular is not the same as secularism. All of us, whether
Christian or non-Christian, live, work, and play within the
secular sphere. There is no threat here for the evangelical.
As Blamires says, “Engaging in secular activities . . . does
not make anyone a `secularist’, an exponent or adherent of
`secularism’.”(18) Secularism as a philosophy, a world view,
is a different matter. Blamires continues: “While `secular’ is
a purely neutral term, `secularism’ represents a view of life
which challenges Christianity head on, for it excludes all
considerations drawn from a belief in God or in a future



state.”(19)

Secularism elevates things that are not to be elevated to such
a high status, such as the autonomy of man. Donald Bloesch
states that “a culture closed to the transcendent will find
the locus of the sacred in its own creations.”(20) This should
be a sobering thought for the evangelical.

We must understand that secularism is influential and can be
found throughout the culture. In addition, we must realize
that  the  secularist’s  belief  in  independence  makes
Christianity appear useless and the Christian seem woefully
ignorant. As far as the secularist is concerned, Christianity
is  no  longer  vital.  As  Emil  Brunner  says,  “The  roots  of
culture  that  lie  in  the  transcendent  sphere  are  cut  off;
culture and civilisation must have their law and meaning in
themselves.”(21)  As  liberating  as  this  may  sound  to  a
secularist, it stimulates grave concern in the mind of an
alert evangelical whose view of culture is founded upon God’s
precepts. There is a clear dividing line.

How is this reflected in our culture? Wolfhart Pannenberg
presents what he believes are three aspects of the long-term
effects  of  secularism.  “First  of  these  is  the  loss  of
legitimation in the institutional ordering of society.”(22)
That is, without a belief in the divine origin of the world
there  is  no  foundation  for  order.  Political  rule  becomes
“merely  the  exercising  of  power,  and  citizens  would  then
inevitably feel that they were delivered over to the whim of
those who had power.”(23)

“The  collapse  of  the  universal  validity  of  traditional
morality and consciousness of law is the second aspect of the
long-term effects of secularization.”(24) Much of this can be
attributed to the influence of Immanuel Kant, the eighteenth-
century German philosopher, who taught that moral norms were
binding even without religion.(25)



Third,  “the  individual  in  his  or  her  struggle  towards
orientation and identity is hardest hit by the loss of a
meaningful focus of commitment.”(26) This leads to a sense of
“homelessness and alienation” and “neurotic deviations.” The
loss  of  the  “sacred  and  ultimate”  has  left  its  mark.  As
Pannenberg writes: “The increasingly evident long-term effects
of the loss of a meaningful focus of commitment have led to a
state  of  fragile  equilibrium  in  the  system  of  secular
society.”(27)

Since  evangelicals  are  a  part  of  that  society,  we  should
realize  this  “fragile  equilibrium”  is  not  just  a  problem
reserved  for  the  unbelieving  secularist;  it  is  also  our
problem.

Whether the challenge is secularism, pluralism, or a myriad of
other issues, the Christian is called to practice discernment
while actively transforming culture.
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