
“What  Is  the  ‘Sin  Unto
Death’?” [Jimmy Williams]
I have always been puzzled with 1 John 5:16-17 and the meaning
of the “sin unto death.” Can you explain exactly what John is
referring to?

16 If any man see his brother sin a sin which is not unto
death, he shall ask, and he shall give him life for them that
sin not unto death. There is a sin unto death: I do not say
that he shall pray for it.
17 All unrighteousness is sin: and there is a sin not unto
death.

I would really appreciate any help you can give me on this.

Thank you for your e-mail and your concerns about “the sin
unto death” mentioned in 1 John 5:16-17.

Let me see if I can give you an acceptable answer to your
question. In doing so, we will first have to explore a number
of factors which come from the Bible. Let me begin with a
passage from Hebrews 12:

“My son, do not regard lightly the discipline of the Lord. .
. Nor faint when you are reproved by Him; for those whom the
Lord loves He disciplines, and scourges every son whom He
receives. It is for discipline that you endure; God deals
with you as with sons; for what son is there whom his father
does not discipline? . . . “All discipline for the moment
seems not to be joyful, but sorrowful; yet to those who have
been trained by it, afterwards it yields the peaceful fruit
of righteousness. Therefore, strengthen the hands that are
weak and the knees that are feeble, and make straight paths
for your feet. . .” (Heb. 12:5-13).
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Whether we are reading the Old Testament or the New, we find
that God is at work to create a family for His own pleasure, a
company of sons and daughters who will commune with and look
to Him for love, provision, guidance, and consolation. In the
Gospel of John, chapters 1 and 3 make it clear that when we
place our faith in Jesus Christ to be our Savior Who, through
His death, can make us presentable to God, we join the family
of God through a new spiritual birth and thus embark upon our
personal Christian pilgrimage which ends on the day we die.

As newborns in this family, we are admonished by the Word to
“Grow in grace and knowledge of our Lord Jesus Christ” (2 Pet.
3:18), and “as newborn babes, long for the pure milk of the
Word, that by it you may grow in respect to salvation” (1 Pet.
2:2).

All children, physical and spiritual, undergo a process of
development which involves time. The theological term for this
process is “sanctification,” which means the Christian life.
Along the way, as we saw above in the Hebrews passage, we
observe  that  God,  like  any  good  father,  disciplines  us
appropriately  when  necessary.  The  goal  is  training,  not
punishment.  This  training  process  may  occur  through
circumstances we encounter, and which God allows, or it can
come through knowledge of the Bible:

“All Scripture is inspired by God and is profitable for
teaching, for reproof, for correction, for instruction in
righteousness; that the man of God may be adequate, equipped
for every good work” (2 Timothy 3:16,17).

We have a vivid example of this process in the Apostle Paul’s
life. He describes it this way:

“And because of the surpassing abundance of (my) revelations,
for this reason, to keep me from exalting myself, there was
given me a thorn in the flesh, a messenger of Satan to buffet
me–to  keep  me  from  exalting  myself….  Concerning  this  I



entreated the Lord three times that it might depart from me.
And He has said to me, ‘My grace is sufficient for you, for
power is perfected in weakness'” (2 Cor. 12:7-9).

We don’t have a clear picture what this “thorn” was. Most
believe it was a physical ailment. There is some indication
that it may have been an eye problem. But the point I make
here is that God may allow all kinds of circumstances into our
life which are designed for training purposes. This process is
the normal Christian Life.

Another good example comes from 1 Corinthians 11:21-31. Paul
writes this epistle to address several problems and/or abuses
occurring among the church members there. One abuse was that
when the believers came together to take communion, some of
the members showed up to enjoy the food and some came drunk!
Paul rebukes them saying, “Therefore when you meet together,
it is not to eat the Lord’s supper, for in your eating each
one takes his own supper first; and one is hungry, and another
is drunk. What! Do you not have houses in which to eat and
drink? Or do you despise the church of God and shame those who
have nothing? What shall I say to you? Shall I praise you? In
this I will not praise you. . . For he who eats and drinks,
eats and drinks judgment to himself, if he does not judge the
body rightly. For this reason many among you are weak and
sick, and a number sleep.”

This passage makes it clear to us that there are consequences
to  our  disobedience.  Some  of  these  Corinthian  believers
evidently are disciplined by God through both illness and even
death (“some of you sleep”). That is not to say that all
illness and death are divine judgments, but some are.

In  this  particular  instance,  some  of  the  disobedient
Corinthians experienced the “sin unto death.” (That is, some
of them died).

With this background, we come to the heart of your question.



The “sin unto death” is found throughout the Bible and seems
to be connected to new eras of biblical history.

Here are some examples where people experienced death through
disobedience:

Giving of the Law, Mount Sinai: Golden Calf (Exodus 32)
Institution  of  Levitical  Priesthood:  “Strange  Fire”
(Leviticus 10)
Conquest of the Land: Achan (Joshua 7)
Beginning of the Church: Ananias & Sapphira (Acts 5)
(See also Samson and Saul–God was longsuffering with
both)

Speaking  of  the  incident  in  Leviticus  10  where  Nadab  and
Abihu,  the  sons  of  Aaron,  offered  “strange  fire”  which
“consumed them, and they died before the Lord” (Lev. 10:2),
Rev. Ray Stedman of Palo Alto Bible Church says:

This was a sin of presumption, not a sin of ignorance. They
knew better and what incense they were supposed to burn. . .
they had been told emphatically that God would be offended if
they  offered  incense  other  than  that  which  he  had
prescribed.* Second, it was a sin dealt with severely because
it  distorted  God’s  revelation  of  Himself.  All  of  these
sacrifices and rituals were intended for us to learn what
kind of God He is. Third, God used it to set an example. God
is here teaching a lesson-to show how important it was for
the priests at the beginning of their priesthood to follow
explicitly what God commanded. And it only happened once.
Similarly, though the sin of Ananias and Sapphira (deception,
hypocrisy) was common among Christians of the early church
and common ever since, God never visited death like that
again. It is a manifestation of God’s love and concern. At
the outset, He is wanting to stop this kind of thing from
happening  again,  and  He  is  giving  fair  warning  of  the
eventual consequences to anyone presumptuous enough to sin



deliberately in this way.” That is the way we human beings
work.  Unless  an  issue  is  vividly,  dramatically,  openly,
symbolically made clear to us, we’ll go right on and do the
wrong thing. So God is stopping that, arresting it with his
judgment at this point. But he really wants us to learn to
refrain for the sake of his glory, not out of fear for our
lives.  *(Cf.  elaborate  instructions  on  incense,  Exodus
30:34-38, particularly v. 38).

Sin Unto Death (1 John 5)

Now let’s look at the passage you have questioned. The first
thing to note is the context. This major topic from 5:13-18 is
prayer.  We  are  given  in  verses  13-15  that  God  hears  and
responds to our prayers. The key word is “anything.” Then John
remembers there is an exception: praying for a disobedient,
sinning brother or sister in Christ. What to do? How do we
pray for that one? Here is the sequence we must keep in mind
for such a one as we pray.

First of all, the Apostle John tells us that there is a sin
not leading to death (physical). In verse 16, he tells us that
it  is  possible  for  Christians  to  fall  into  this  sin  not
leading to death. [See also 1 John 2:1,2–the ideal is to “sin
not.” But if anyone sins (and we will), we have an Advocate, a
defense attorney.]

When Christians observe disobedience in brothers and sisters,
they are to pray for him/her (16b); as a result of these
prayers,  God  may  choose  to  preserve,  prolong,  extend  the
person’s physical life (not eternal life, since that life is
determined by one’s personal faith decision).

This intercession is effective only in the case of sin not
leading to death (16c): that is, the person has not reached
the end limits of God’s patience and grace (His “last straw”).
See also v. 17 where John says, “All unrighteousness is sin,
but there is a sin which is not unto (physical) death.”



Secondly, there is a sin which results in physical death–the
sin unto death (v. 16d): This is the death of a believer
characterized by persistent, willful sinning in which “the
flesh is destroyed [physical death–1 Cor. 5:1-5] so that the
spirit might be saved.”

John tells us that this is a sin not to be prayed for, because
God’s  immutable  law  concerning  this  final,  “last  straw”
disobedience is involved and will be unaltered by intercessory
prayer (16e), and frankly, we do not know another’s heart
condition before the Lord. We are not encouraged to speculate
about  the  cause  of  any  believer’s  untimely  death.  In  our
prayer  life,  we  can  continue  to  intercede  for  a  wayward
brother or sister, but we are not to draw any conclusions
about  what  may,  should,  or  has  happened  in  regard  to  a
believer’s death.

Thirdly,  when  some  Christian  we  know  dies,  we  might  be
inclined to ask the question of ourselves, “Was this the sin
unto death or not?” John is telling us in this passage not to
speculate, because we just don’t know.

All  through  this  Epistle  (1  John)  the  Apostle  has  been
addressing sin in the life of the believer–yours and every
Christian  you  know.  It  is  fitting  that  John  portrays  the
remedy of habitual sin on the part of a believer in the
context of the new birth. The “black and white” contrast all
through 1 John concludes with the same idea, and one that is
also expressed in the book of James:

“Even so, faith, if it has no works is dead, being by itself.
But someone may say, ‘You have faith, and I have works; show
me your faith without the works, and I will show you my faith
by my works.’ . . Are you willing to recognize, you foolish
fellow, that faith without works is useless? . . . For just
as the body without the spirit is dead, so also faith without
works is dead.” (James 2:17,18, 20, 26)



The New Testament clearly teaches that “Faith alone saves
(Ephesians  2:8,9;  Titus  3:5),  but  saving  faith  is  never
alone.”

This  leads  us  to  a  practical  application  in
observing/evaluating  another  believer’s  life  and
imperfections. This verse comes to mind: “The Spirit Himself
bears witness with our spirit that we are the children of God”
(Romans 8:16). What we learn from this verse is that we can
know about ourselves, (i.e. that we have the Spirit, that we
are born again), but ultimately we cannot know about another.
In other words, I can know about me, but I can’t know about
you. You can know about you, but you can’t know about me.

Practically speaking then, we should accept every person’s
testimony  who  claims  to  be  a  Christian.  Actual  Christian
behavior is on a spectrum which John describes by saying, “all
sin [big and little] is unrighteousness.” Only God can rightly
see the totality of a believer’s obedience and disobedience
over a lifetime, and rightly judge it. As a loving Father, He
may bring discipline to get us “back on track.” 1 John 1 and 2
speak to the way this may be accomplished–God’s grace through
the  Blood  of  Christ  providing  daily  cleansing  through
confession/acknowledgement  (1  John  1:9)  and  thus,  further
potential opportunity to serve.

Since we cannot see the heart of another, we can only inspect
the “fruit” (or lack thereof) we see in a life. The farther a
believer appears to wander away from God, the more “bad fruit”
we observe, and the more we wonder about the truthfulness of
that believer’s profession of faith. We cannot help being
tempted  to  ask  the  question:  “Is  this  person  really  a
Christian?” We are to go no farther in our evaluation or
conclusion; rather, we should continue our intercession for
him or her.

John 21: 20-22: “And looking around, Peter saw the disciple
whom Jesus loved (John the Apostle) following them. . .and



therefore seeing him said to Jesus, ‘Lord, what about this
man?’ Jesus said to him, ‘If I want him to remain until I
come, what is that to you? You follow me!” (Old Aramaic
Expression: “Stick to your knitting!” <smile>).

I hope this answers your question, ______.

Sincerely in Christ,

Jimmy Williams, Founder
Probe Ministries

“How Can I Know I’m Going to
Heaven?”
Some people know they’re going to heaven, and I would like to
be sure too. Can you help me?

Thank you for your e-mail requesting information about an
assurance of your salvation. I will try to lay out some things
which I hope will help. God wants us to have an assurance of
our salvation, and until we do, we live life in uncertainty.

1. First of all, I would point out that the very fact you are
concerned about this is an indication that you are in the
Family of God. Non-Christians don’t spend any time thinking
about this or being anxious about their spiritual condition.
That you are concerned, in my judgment is a “sign of life.”

2. Secondly, we have the clear teaching of Jesus in John 3 in
his dialogue wth Nicodemus, that salvation comes about by a
new, or spiritual birth. The analogy is very clear: Jesus
compares physical birth with spiritual birth. And with both,
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there must be a beginning, a birth before there can be life
and growth. In a number of passages we read of this new birth
which brings about a transformation when we fine ourself IN
CHRIST: “Therefore, if any man is IN Christ, he is a new
creature; old things pass away and behold, all things become
new.” (II Cor. 5:17).

Now Jesus did not say that we must be born again and again and
again. We are born into God’s family once by faith, claiming
Christ as our Saviour and Substitute, and we begin to trust in
Him, and Him alone, to make us presentable to God the Father
when we die. And Paul tells us in Ephesians 2:8-9 that this is
a result of God’s grace to us, and it is totally apart from
any good works that we could do to merit or attain heaven
apart from Him and what He did on our behalf.

3. One of the things Paul warns the Galatians about is that
they had originally understood salvation was by faith, but
they started adding various works to make sure that they were
saved. Paul asks, “You foolish Galatians, who has bewitched
you. . .Having begun in the Spirit (by unmerited grace through
faith), are you now being perfected by the flesh (works)?”
(Gal. 3:1-5)

This is exactly the question you are asking, ____. Do we begin
in faith + no works, but then have to keep on working in order
to stay saved?

4. There is a place for good works in the Christian life, but
it is very important where we position these good works. If we
put them before we exercise faith in Christ, then we are
working  our  way  to  heaven  just  like  every  other  religion
teaches. Good works become the means of achieving salvation.
And if we could get to heaven by our good works, then God made
a terrible mistake! He let His only Son come and die for our
sins. By choosing our good works as the means of our salvation
we negate, nullify what Christ accomplished on the Cross.



5. Where do good works have significance? After our new, or
spiritual birth. Good works are a sign of Christ’s life within
us. We do not perform them in order to remain in God’s family.
We do them out of grateful hearts because we find ourselves
“accepted in the Beloved.” (Ephesians 1:6).

If we take the Galatians approach, knowing that we were “saved
by grace,” but then turn right around and do our good works to
stay saved, then we are right back on the old treadmill.
Furthermore, the driving force/motivation to do good works
with this approach is FEAR. We keep trying because we are
afraid we will lose our relationship with God. We could never
say with the Apostle Paul that “to be absent from the body is
to be present with the Lord.” How could he say that? He wasn’t
perfect! He could say it because “I know whom I have believed,
and  am  persuaded  that  He  is  able  to  guard  what  I  have
entrusted to Him until that day.” (II Tim. 1:12)

If we take Paul’s approach, we are motivated, not out of Fear,
but out of LOVE. We want to serve God and glorify Him in our
lives. But there’s a problem.

6.  Sin  is  the  problem.  Christians  still  sin  after  their
conversion. You know, God could have dealt another way with
sinning Christians. When a person first heard and understood
the Gospel, and then became a believer, God could have zapped
him/her dead right on the spot! That would have taken care of
sin in a believer’s life!

But God chose not to do that. He chose rather to leave us
here, imperfect though we are, to be His ambassadors. And He
made  provision  for  cleansing  the  believer  by  means  of
acknowledging our sin to Him in confession and claiming the
forgiveness over it which Christ provided through the Cross.

Let me have you just focus on I John 2:1-3. There John says,
“My little children, I am writing these things to you — (he’s
just talked about confessing our sins [I John 1:9] with the



promise that God is faithful and just to forgive our sins and
cleanse us from all unrighteousness)– ” that you SIN NOT.”
(This is the ideal) “But if anyone does sin, we have an
Advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous; and He
Himself is the propitiation (satisfaction) for our sins; and
not for ours only, but also for those of the whole world.”

God does not want us to sin. But if we do, here is the
provision  for  God’s  forgiveness.  We  have  an  Advocate,  a
defense attorney who pleads our case and we are cleansed. Now
I want you to just think about this for a moment. Does one
sin,  like  being  angry  at  your  spouse,  cause  a  loss  of
salvation? How about 10 times a week? Or 100 times a month?
How much gossip? Or coveting what others possess? Do you see
where I’m going with this? People who talk about being good
enough or having (in their own estimation) done enough to
retain their salvation in good standing really don’t have a
very accurate picture of how pervasive our problem is.

7. If one sin isn’t enough for us to lose our standing in
Christ, then how many and what kind of sins would be enough to
push us over the edge and out of the Family of God? No one has
answered that question to me satisfactorily We would never
know the answer to that question. Martin Luther addressed this
problem five hundred years ago. He, as a monk, had lived with
this uncertainty about his soul until he came to understand
that the “just shall live by faith.” The issue was not sins,
it was a lack of righteousness. Being born into God’s Family
means God has declared us righteousness through our identity
with and trust in Christ.

I am not saying that good works are not important. They are.
And people who know they have been dealt with in grace and are
forgiven have a strong motivation not to sin. I think it’s
kind of like the difference between a cat and a pig. A cat
might fall into a mud puddle, but it immediately gets out and
starts cleaning itself. That’s its nature. But a pig can lie
all day in the mud and it loves it because that’s its nature.



Another sign of “life” in a believer is that when we sin we
feel bad. It hurts us. We tend to be more sensitive to it. And
sometimes when we decide to stay in the mud, God has another
provision for us. We find it in Hebrews 12: “Whom the Lord
loves, He chastens” (vs. 5-14). Our sin becomes a “family”
matter when we have been born into the God’s family. Paul
tells us in I Cor. 11 that “if we would judge ourselves, we
would not be judged.” If we fail to get ourselves back in line
and out of the mud, choosing to ignore the “warning lights,”
our Father, though longsuffering, may have to take us to the
“divine woodshed” and discipline us. But it is the discipline
of a Father, not the punishment of a Judge. That is what Paul
meant  when  he  said  to  the  Corinthians,  “For  that  reason
(disobedience) some of you are weak and sickly. . .and some of
you sleep (have died under discipline.”

8. And that brings us to another problem connected to all of
this, and that is the fact that we disappoint God, our family,
and the body of Christ, and we see them disappointing us. We
rarely wonder how we could act in an un-Christian way, but we
sure do wonder about others! And then we begin to wonder if we
are really “in the Family,” and we wonder the same about
others.

Our problem here is that we, as the Bible says, “(man) looks
on the outward appearance, while God looks upon the heart.”
Paul says in Romans 8:16,17 “The Spirit Himself bears witness
with our spirit that we are the children of God.” This means
that You can know about you, and I can know about me, but we
can’t ultimately know by someone’s outward behaviour whether
they  are  God’s  children  or  not.  We  have  probably  made
misjudgments on both sides. There are some who appear godly,
upstanding, etc., who have been playing a clever charade.
There are others whom we might assume not to be Christians
that may well be. We can wonder. We can speculate. And if we
see little or no evidence of the fruits of the spirit, we can
wonder. But we cannot, should not judge. Because we just don’t



know.

But here is what we DO know. “The one who believes in the Son
of  God  has  the  witness  in  Himself.  The  one  who  has  not
believed God has made Him a liar, because he has not believed
in the witness that God has borne concerning His Son. He who
has the Son has the life. He who does not have the Son does
not have the life. These things I have written to you who
believe in the name of the Son of God, in order that you may
know (not think, hope, feel) that you have (present tense, not
future, present! We possess it now!) eternal life.” (I John
5:10-13)

_____, I hope some of this will help answer your question.
Someone has defined “faith” like this: “Faith is when you stop
saying please to God, and you start saying, Thank You.” If we
have asked Christ to be our Savior, and we have opened the
door to our heart and our life to Him and we are trusting only
in Him for our salvation, then we need to be saying “thank
You”  to  Him,  and  then  living  our  lives  in  a  way  which
demonstrates a genuine gratitude to the One who has forgiven
us. and prepared a way of access into God’s presence.

May God Bless you,

Jimmy Williams

Founder, Probe Ministries

Do All Roads Lead to God? The
Christian  Attitude  Toward
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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
United States.

As followers of Jesus Christ, what should our attitude be
toward non-Christian religions and toward those who embrace
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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.
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One of the tasks of Christian apologetics is to serve as a
tool for evangelism. It is very easy, however, to stay in the
realm  of  ideas  and  never  confront  unbelievers  with  the
necessity of putting their faith in Christ.

One apologist who was not guilty of this was Blaise Pascal, a
seventeenth-century  mathematician,  scientist,  inventor  and
Christian  apologist.  Christ  and  the  need  for  redemption
through Him were central to Pascal’s apologetics.

There was another feature of Pascal’s thought that was, and
remains, rare in apologetics: his understanding of the human
condition as both created and fallen, and his use of that
understanding as a point of contact with unbelievers.

Peter  Kreeft,  a  modern  day  Christian  philosopher  and
apologist, says that Pascal is a man for our day. “Pascal,” he
says, “is three centuries ahead of his time. He addresses his
apologetic  to  modern  pagans,  sophisticated  skeptics,
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comfortable members of the new secular intelligentsia. He is
the  first  to  realize  the  new  dechristianized,
desacramentalized world and to address it. He belongs to us. .
. . Pascal is our prophet. No one after this seventeenth-
century man has so accurately described our twentieth-century
mind.”{1}

Pascal was born June 19, 1623 in Clermont, France, and moved
to Paris in 1631. His mother died when he was three, and he
was  raised  by  his  father,  a  respected  mathematician,  who
personally directed his education.

Young Blaise took after his father in mathematics. In 1640, at
age 16, he published an essay on the sections of a cone which
was much praised.{2} Between 1642 and 1644 Pascal developed a
calculating  machine  for  his  father  to  use  in  his  tax
computations.  Later,  he  “invented  the  syringe,  refined
Torricelli’s barometer, and created the hydraulic press, an
instrument based upon the principles which came to be known as
Pascal’s law” of pressure.{3} He did important work on the
problem of the vacuum, and he is also known for his work on
the calculus of probabilities.

Although a Catholic in belief and practice, after the death of
his father and the entrance of his younger sister into a
convent, Pascal entered a very worldly phase of his life.
Things changed, however, on the night of November 23, 1654,
when he underwent a remarkable conversion experience which
changed the course of his life. He joined a community of
scholars in Port-Royal, France, who were known as Jansenists.
Although he participated in the prayers and work of the group,
he didn’t become a full- fledged member himself. However, he
assisted them in a serious controversy with the Jesuits, and
some  of  his  writings  on  their  behalf  are  considered  “a
monument in the evolution of French prose” by historians of
the language.{4}

In 1657 and 1658 Pascal wrote notes on apologetics which he



intended to organize into a book. These notes were published
after his death as the Pensees, which means “thoughts” in
French.  It  is  this  collection  of  writings  which  has
established  Pascal  in  Christian  apologetics.  This  book  is
still available today in several different versions.{5}

Pascal was a rather sickly young man, and in the latter part
of his short life he suffered from severe pain. On August 19,
1662, at the age of 39, Pascal died. His last words were “May
God never abandon me!”{6}

The Human Condition
To properly understand Pascal’s apologetics, it’s important to
recognize his motive. Pascal wasn’t interested in defending
Christianity  as  a  system  of  belief;  his  interest  was
evangelistic.  He  wanted  to  persuade  people  to  believe  in
Jesus. When apologetics has evangelism as its primary goal, it
has to take into account the condition of the people being
addressed. For Pascal the human condition was the starting
point and point of contact for apologetics.

In  his  analysis  of  man,  Pascal  focuses  on  two  very
contradictory sides of fallen human nature. Man is both noble
and wretched. Noble, because he is created in God’s image;
wretched, because he is fallen and alienated from God. In one
of his more passionate notes, Pascal says this:

What kind of freak is man! What a novelty he is, how absurd
he is, how chaotic and what a mass of contradictions, and
yet what a prodigy! He is judge of all things, yet a feeble
worm. He is repository of truth, and yet sinks into such
doubt and error. He is the glory and the scum of the
universe!{7}

Furthermore, Pascal says, we know that we are wretched. But it
is this very knowledge that shows our greatness.

Pascal says it’s important to have a right understanding of



ourselves. He says “it is equally dangerous for man to know
God without knowing his own wretchedness, and to know his own
wretchedness without knowing the Redeemer who can free him
from it.” Thus, our message must be that “there is a God whom
men can know, and that there is a corruption in their nature
which renders them unworthy of Him.”{8} This prepares the
unbeliever  to  hear  about  the  Redeemer  who  reconciles  the
sinner with the Creator.

Pascal  says  that  people  know  deep  down  that  there  is  a
problem, but we resist slowing down long enough to think about
it. He says:
Rick Wade examines the contemporary
relevance of the apologetics of Blaise Pascal, a 17th century
mathematician,  scientist,  inventor,  and  Christian
apologist.Man finds nothing so intolerable as to be in a state
of  complete  rest,  without  passions,  without  occupation,
without diversion, without effort. Then he faces his nullity,
loneliness, inadequacy, dependence, helplessness, emptiness.
And  at  once  there  wells  up  from  the  depths  of  his  soul
boredom, gloom, depression, chagrin, resentment, despair.{9}

Pascal says there are two ways people avoid thinking about
such matters: diversion and indifference. Regarding diversion,
he says we fill up our time with relatively useless activities
simply to avoid facing the truth of our wretchedness. “The
natural  misfortune  of  our  mortality  and  weakness  is  so
miserable,” he says, “that nothing can console us when we
really think about it. . . . The only good thing for man,
therefore, is to be diverted so that he will stop thinking
about  his  circumstances.”  Business,  gambling,  and
entertainment are examples of things which keep us busy in
this way.{10}

The other response to our condition is indifference. The most
important question we can ask is What happens after death?
Life is but a few short years, and death is forever. Our state
after death should be of paramount importance, shouldn’t it?



But the attitude people take is this:
Just as I doRick Wade examines the contemporary
relevance of the apologetics of Blaise Pascal, a 17th century
mathematician, scientist, inventor, and Christian apologist.
not know where I came from, so I do not know where I am going.
All I know is that when I leave this world I shall fall
forever into oblivion, or into the hands of an angry God,
without knowing which of the two will be my lot for eternity.
Such is my state of mind, full of weakness and uncertainty.
The only conclusion I can draw from all this is that I must
pass my days without a thought of trying to find out what is
going to happen to me.{11}

Pascal is appalled that people think this way, and he wants to
shake people out of their stupor and make them think about
eternity. Thus, the condition of man is his starting point for
moving people toward a genuine knowledge of God.

Knowledge of the Heart
Pascal lived in the age of the rise of rationalism. Revelation
had fallen on hard times; man’s reason was now the final
source for truth. In the realm of religious belief many people
exalted  reason  and  adopted  a  deistic  view  of  God.  Some,
however, became skeptics. They doubted the competence of both
revelation and reason.

Although Pascal couldn’t side with the skeptics, neither would
he go the way of the rationalists. Instead of arguing that
revelation  was  a  better  source  of  truth  than  reason,  he
focused on the limitations of reason itself. (I should stop
here  to  note  that  by  reason  Pascal  meant  the  reasoning
process. He did not deny the true powers of reason; he was,
after  all,  a  scientist  and  mathematician.)  Although  the
advances in science increased man’s knowledge, it also made
people aware of how little they knew. Thus, through our reason
we  realize  that  reason  itself  has  limits.  “Reason’s  last
step,” Pascal said, “is the recognition that there are an



infinite  number  of  things  which  are  beyond  it.”{12}  Our
knowledge  is  somewhere  between  certainty  and  complete
ignorance, Pascal believed.{13} The bottom line is that we
need to know when to affirm something as true, when to doubt,
and when to submit to authority.{14}

Besides the problem of our limited knowledge, Pascal also
noted how our reason is easily distracted by our senses and
hindered by our passions.{15} “The two so-called principles of
truth*reason and the senses*are not only not genuine but are
engaged in mutual deception. Through false appearances the
senses deceive reason. And just as they trick the soul, they
are in turn tricked by it. It takes its revenge. The senses
are  influenced  by  the  passions  which  produce  false
impressions.”{16} Things sometimes appear to our senses other
than they really are, such as the way a stick appears bent
when put in water. Our emotions or passions also influence how
we think about things. And our imagination, which Pascal says
is our dominant faculty{17}, often has precedence over our
reason. A bridge suspended high over a ravine might be wide
enough and sturdy enough, but our imagination sees us surely
falling off.

So,  our  finiteness,  our  senses,  our  passions,  and  our
imagination can adversely influence our powers of reason. But
Pascal believed that people really do know some things to be
true  even  if  they  cannot  account  for  it  rationally.  Such
knowledge comes through another channel, namely, the heart.

This brings us to what is perhaps the best known quotation of
Pascal:  “The  heart  has  its  reasons  which  reason  does  not
know.”{18}  In  other  words,  there  are  times  that  we  know
something  is  true  but  we  did  not  come  to  that  knowledge
through  logical  reasoning,  neither  can  we  give  a  logical
argument to support that belief.

For Pascal, the heart is “the `intuitive’ mind” rather than
“the  `geometrical’  (calculating,  reasoning)  mind.”{19}  For



example, we know when we aren’t dreaming. But we can’t prove
it rationally. However, this only proves that our reason has
weaknesses; it does not prove that our knowledge is completely
uncertain. Furthermore, our knowledge of such first principles
as space, time, motion, and number is certain even though
known by the heart and not arrived at by reason. In fact,
reason bases its arguments on such knowledge.{20} Knowledge of
the heart and knowledge of reason might be arrived at in
different  ways,  but  they  are  both  valid.  And  neither  can
demand that knowledge coming through the other should submit
to its own dictates.

The Knowledge of God
If  reason  is  limited  in  its  understanding  of  the  natural
order, knowledge of God can be especially troublesome. “If
natural things are beyond [reason],” Pascal said, “what are we
to say about supernatural things?”{21}

There are several factors which hinder our knowledge of God.
As noted before, we are limited by our finitude. How can the
finite understand the infinite?{22} Another problem is that we
cannot see clearly because we are in the darkness of sin. Our
will is turned away from God, and our reasoning abilities are
also adversely affected.

There is another significant limitation on our knowledge of
God. Referring to Isaiah 8:17 and 45:15{23}, Pascal says that
as a result of our sin God deliberately hides Himself (“hides”
in the sense that He doesn’t speak}. One reason He does this
is to test our will. Pascal says, “God wishes to move the will
rather than the mind. Perfect clarity would help the mind and
harm the will.” God wants to “humble [our] pride.”{24}

But God doesn’t remain completely hidden; He is both hidden
and revealed. “If there were no obscurity,” Pascal says, “man
would not feel his corruption: if there were no light man
could not hope for a cure.”{25}



God not only hides Himself to test our will; He also does it
so that we can only come to Him through Christ, not by working
through  some  logical  proofs.  “God  is  a  hidden  God,”  says
Pascal, ” and . . . since nature was corrupted [God] has left
men  to  their  blindness,  from  which  they  can  escape  only
through Jesus Christ, without whom all communication with God
is broken off. Neither knoweth any man the Father save the
Son,  and  he  to  whosoever  the  Son  will  reveal  him.”{26}
Pascal’s  apologetic  is  decidedly  Christocentric.  True
knowledge of God isn’t mere intellectual assent to the reality
of a divine being. It must include a knowledge of Christ
through whom God revealed Himself. He says:

All who have claimed to know God and to prove his existence
without Jesus Christ have done so ineffectively. . . . Apart
from  him,  and  without  Scripture,  without  original  sin,
without the necessary Mediator who was promised and who
came, it is impossible to prove absolutely that God exists,
or to teach sound doctrine and sound morality. But through
and in Jesus Christ we can prove God’s existence, and teach
both doctrine and morality.{27}

If we do not know Christ, we cannot understand God as the
judge and the redeemer of sinners. It is a limited knowledge
that doesn’t do any good. As Pascal says, “That is why I am
not trying to prove naturally the existence of God, or indeed
the Trinity, or the immortality of the soul or anything of
that kind. This is not just because I do not feel competent to
find natural arguments that will convince obdurate atheists,
but because such knowledge, without Christ, is useless and
empty.”  A  person  with  this  knowledge  has  not  “made  much
progress toward his salvation.”{28} What Pascal wants to avoid
is proclaiming a deistic God who stands remote and expects
from us only that we live good, moral lives. Deism needs no
redeemer.

But  even  in  Christ,  God  has  not  revealed  Himself  so
overwhelmingly that people cannot refuse to believe. In the



last days God will be revealed in a way that everyone will
have to acknowledge Him. In Christ, however, God was still
hidden enough that people who didn’t want what was good would
not have it forced upon them. Thus, “there is enough light for
those who desire only to see, and enough darkness for those of
a contrary disposition.”{29}

There is still one more issue which is central to Pascal’s
thinking about the knowledge of God. He says that no one can
come to know God apart from faith. This is a theme of central
importance for Pascal; it clearly sets him apart from other
apologists of his day. Faith is the knowledge of the heart
that only God gives. “It is the heart which perceives God and
not the reason,” says Pascal. “That is what faith is: God
perceived by the heart, not by the reason.”{30} “By faith we
know he exists,” he says.{31} “Faith is different from proof.
One is human and the other a gift of God. . . . This is the
faith that God himself puts into our hearts. . . .”{32} Pascal
continues, “We shall never believe with an effective belief
and  faith  unless  God  inclines  our  hearts.  Then  we  shall
believe as soon as he inclines them.”{33}

To emphasize the centrality of heart knowledge in Pascal’s
thinking,  I  deliberately  left  off  the  end  of  one  of  the
sentences above. Describing the faith God gives, Pascal said,
“This is the faith that God himself puts into our hearts,
often using proof as the instrument.”{34}

This is rather confusing. Pascal says non-believers are in
darkness, so proofs will only find obscurity.{35} He notes
that “no writer within the canon [of Scripture] has ever used
nature to prove the existence of God. They all try to help
people believe in him.”{36} He also expresses astonishment at
Christians who begin their defense by making a case for the
existence of God.

Their enterprise would cause me no surprise if they were
addressing the arguments to the faithful, for those with



living faith in their hearts can certainly see at once that
everything which exists is entirely the work of the God they
worship. But for those in whom this light has gone out and
in who we are trying to rekindle it, people deprived of
faith and grace, . . . to tell them, I say, that they have
only to look at the least thing around them and they will
see in it God plainly revealed; to give them no other proof
of this great and weighty matter than the course of the moon
and the planets; to claim to have completed the proof with
such an argument; this is giving them cause to think that
the proofs of our religion are indeed feeble. . . . This is
not how Scripture speaks, with its better knowledge of the
things of God.{37}

But  now  Pascal  says  that  God  often  uses  proofs  as  the
instrument of faith. He also says in one place, “The way of
God, who disposes all things with gentleness, is to instil
[sic] religion into our minds with reasoned arguments and into
our hearts with grace. . . .”{38}

The explanation for this tension can perhaps be seen in the
types of proofs Pascal uses. Pascal won’t argue from nature.
Rather he’ll point to evidences such as the marks of divinity
within man, and those which affirm Christ’s claims, such as
prophecies  and  miracles,  the  most  important  being
prophecies.{39} He also speaks of Christian doctrine “which
gives  a  reason  for  everything,”  the  establishment  of
Christianity despite its being so contrary to nature, and the
testimony  of  the  apostles  who  could  have  been  neither
deceivers nor deceived.{40} So Pascal does believe there are
positive evidences for belief. Although he does not intend to
give reasons for everything, neither does he expect people to
agree without having a reason.{41}

Nonetheless,  even  evidences  such  as  these  do  not  produce
saving faith. He says, “The prophecies of Scripture, even the
miracles and proofs of our faith, are not the kind of evidence
that are absolutely convincing. . . . There is . . . enough



evidence to condemn and yet not enough to convince. . . .”
People who believe do so by grace; those who reject the faith
do so because of their lusts. Reason isn’t the key.{42}

Pascal  says  that,  while  our  faith  has  the  strongest  of
evidences in favor of it, “it is not for these reasons that
people adhere to it. . . . What makes them believe,” he says,
” is the cross.” At which point he quotes 1 Corinthians 1:17:
“Lest the cross of Christ be emptied of its power.”{43}

The Wager
The question that demands to be answered, of course, is this:
If our reason is inadequate to find God, even through valid
evidences, how does one find God? Says Pascal:

Let us then examine the point and say: “Either God exists,
or he does not.” But which of the alternatives shall we
choose?  Reason  cannot  decide  anything.  Infinite  chaos
separates us. At the far end of this infinite distance a
coin is being spun which will come down heads or tails. How
will you bet? Reason cannot determine how you will choose,
nor can reason defend your position of choice.{44}

At this point Pascal challenges us to accept his wager. Simply
put, the wager says we should bet on Christianity because the
rewards are infinite if it’s true, while the losses will be
insignificant if it’s false.{45} If it’s true and you have
rejected it, you’ve lost everything. However, if it’s false
but you have believed it, at least you’ve led a good life and
you haven’t lost anything. Of course, the best outcome is if
one believes Christianity to be true and it turns out that it
is!

But the unbeliever might say it’s better not to choose at all.
Not so, says Pascal. You’re going to live one way or the
other, believing in God or not believing in God; you can’t
remain in suspended animation. You must choose.



In response the unbeliever might say that everything in him
works against belief. “I am being forced to gamble and I am
not free,” he says, “for they will not let me go. I have been
made in such a way that I cannot help disbelieving. So what do
you expect me to do?”{46} After all, Pascal has said that
faith comes from God, not from us.

Pascal says our inability to believe is a problem of the
emotions  or  passions.  Don’t  try  to  convince  yourself  by
examining  more  proofs  and  evidences,  he  says,  “but  by
controlling your emotions.” You want to believe but don’t know
how. So follow the examples of those who “were once in bondage
but who now are prepared to risk their whole life. . . .
Follow the way by which they began. They simply behaved as
though they believed” by participating in various Christian
rituals. And what can be the harm? “You will be faithful,
honest,  humble,  grateful,  full  of  good  works,  a  true  and
genuine friend. . . . I assure you that you will gain in this
life, and that with every step you take along this way, you
will realize you have bet on something sure and infinite which
has cost you nothing.”{47}

Remember that Pascal sees faith as a gift from God, and he
believes that God will show Himself to whomever sincerely
seeks Him.{48} By taking him up on the wager and putting
yourself in a place where you are open to God, God will give
you faith. He will give you sufficient light to know what is
really true.

Scholars have argued over the validity of Pascal’s wager for
centuries.  In  this  writer’s  opinion,  it  has  significant
weaknesses. What about all the other religions, one of which
could (in the opinion of the unbeliever) be true?

However, the idea is an intriguing one. Pascal’s assertion
that one must choose seems reasonable. Even if such a wager
cannot have the kind of mathematical force Pascal seemed to
think, it could work to startle the unbeliever into thinking



more seriously about the issue. The important thing here is to
challenge people to choose, and to choose the right course.

Summary
Pascal began his apologetics with an analysis of the human
condition drawn from the experience of the new, modern man. He
showed what a terrible position man is in, and he argued that
man is not capable of finding all the answers through reason.
He insisted that the deistic approach to God was inadequate,
and proclaimed Christ whose claims found support in valid
evidences such as prophecies and miracles. He then called
people to press through the emotional bonds which kept them
separate from God and put themselves in a place where they
could find God, or rather be found by Him.

Is Blaise Pascal a man for our times? Whether or not you agree
with the validity of Pascal’s wager or some other aspect of
his apologetics, I think we can gain some valuable insights
from his ideas. His description of man as caught between his
own  nobility  and  baseness  while  trying  to  avoid  looking
closely at his condition certainly rings true of twentieth-
century man. His insistence on keeping the concrete truth of
Christ at the center keeps his apologetics tied to the central
theme of Christianity, namely, that our identity is found in
Jesus, where there is room for neither pride nor despair, and
that in Jesus we can come to a true knowledge of God. For
apart from the knowledge of Christ, all the speculation in the
world about God will do little good.
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