Homosexuality: Questions and
Answers from a Biblical
Perspective

Sue Bohlin provides distinctly biblical answers to your
questions about homosexuality. As a Christian, it 1is
important to understand what the Bible says and to be able to
communicate this message of compassion.

Q. Some people say homosexuality is natural and moral; others
say it is unnatural and immoral. How do we know?

A. Our standard can only be what God says. In Romans 1 we
read,

God gave them over to shameful lusts. Even their women
exchanged natural relations for unnatural ones. In the
same way the men also abandoned natural relations with
women and were inflamed with lust for one another. Men
committed indecent acts with other men, and received in
themselves the due penalty for their perversion (Romans
1:26-27).

So even though homosexual desires feel natural, they are
actually unnatural, because God says they are. He also calls
all sexual involvement outside of marriage immoral. (There are
44 references to fornication-sexual immorality—-in the Bible.)
Therefore, any form of homosexual activity, whether a one-
night stand or a long-term monogamous relationship, 1is by
definition immoral—just as any abuse of heterosexuality
outside of marriage is immoral.

Q. Is homosexuality an orientation God intended for some
people, or is it a perversion of normal sexuality?

A. If God had intended homosexuality to be a viable sexual
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alternative for some people, He would not have condemned it as
an abomination. It is never mentioned in Scripture in anything
but negative terms, and nowhere does the Bible even hint at
approving or giving instruction for homosexual relationships.
Some theologians have argued that David and Jonathan’s
relationship was a homosexual one, but this claim has no basis
in Scripture. David and Jonathan’s deep friendship was not
sexual; it was one of godly emotional intimacy that truly
glorified the Lord.

Homosexuality is a manifestation of the sin nature that all
people share. At the fall of man (Genesis 3), God’s perfect
creation was spoiled, and the taint of sin affected us
physically, emotionally, intellectually, spiritually-and
sexually. Homosexuality 1is a perversion of heterosexuality,
which is God’s plan for His creation. The Lord Jesus said,

In the beginning the Creator made them male and female.
For this reason, a man will leave his father and mother
and be united to his wife, and the two will become one
flesh (Matthew 19:4, 5).

Homosexual activity and pre-marital or extra-marital
heterosexual activity are all sinful attempts to find sexual
and emotional expression in ways God never intended. God’s
desire for the person caught in the trap of homosexuality 1is
the same as for every other person caught in the trap of the
sin nature; that we submit every area of our lives to Him and
be transformed from the inside out by the renewing of our
minds and the purifying of our hearts.

Q. What causes a homosexual orientation?

A. This is a complex issue, and it is wunfair to give
simplistic answers or explanations. (However, for insight on
this issue please consider our articles Answers to Questions
Most Asked by Gay-Identifying Youth and “Why Doesn’t God

Answer Prayers to Take Away Gay Feelings?”) Some people start
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out as heterosexuals, but they rebel against God with such
passionate self-indulgence that they end up embracing the gay
lifestyle as another form of sexual expression. As one
entertainer put it, “I'm not going to go through life with one
arm tied behind my back!”

But the majority of those who experience same-sex
attraction sense they are “different” or “other than” from
very early in life, and at some point they are encouraged to
identify this difference as being gay. These people may
experience “pre-conditions” that dispose them toward
homosexuality, such as a sensitive and gentle temperament in
boys, which is not recognized as acceptably masculine in our
culture. Another may be poor eye-hand coordination that
prevents a boy from doing well at sports, which is a sure way
to invite shame and taunting from other boys (and, most
unfortunately, from some of their own fathers and family
members). Family relationships are usually very important in
the development of homosexuality; the vast majority of those
who struggle with same-sex attraction experienced a hurtful
relationship with the same-sex parent in childhood. The
presence of abuse is a recurring theme in the early lives of
many homosexual strugglers. In one study, 91% of lesbian women
reported childhood and adolescent abuse, 2/3 of them victims
of sexual abuse.{1l} There is a huge difference, however,
between predispositions that affects gender identity, and the
choices we make in how we handle a predisposition. Because we
are made in the image of God, we can choose how we respond to
the various factors that may contribute to a homosexual
orientation.

Q. Wouldn’'t the presence of pre-conditions let homosexuals
“off the hook,” so to speak?

A. Preconditions make it easier to sin in a particular area.
They do not excuse the sin. We can draw a parallel with
alcoholism. Alcoholics often experience a genetic or
environmental pre-condition, which makes it easier for them to



fall into the sin of drunkenness. Is it a sin to want a drink?
No. It’'s a sin to drink to excess.

ALl of us experience various predispositions that make it
easier for us to fall into certain sins. For example, highly
intelligent people find it easier to fall into the sin of
intellectual pride. People who were physically abused as
children may fall into the sins of rage and violence more
easily than others.

Current popular thinking says that our behavior is determined
by our environment or our genes, or both. But the Bible gives
us the dignity and responsibility missing from that
mechanistic view of life. God has invested us with free
will-the ability to make real, significant choices. We can
choose our responses to the influences on our lives, or we can
choose to let them control us.

Someone with a predisposition for homosexuality may fall into
the sin of the homosexual behavior much more easily than a
person without it. But each of us alone is responsible for
giving ourselves permission to cross over from temptation into
sin.

Q. What’'s the difference between homosexual temptation and
sin?

A. Unasked-for, uncultivated sexual desires for a person of
the same sex constitute temptation, not sin. Since the Lord
Jesus was “tempted in every way, just as we are (Hebrews
4:15),” He fully knows the intensity and nature of the
temptations we face. But He never gave in to them.

The line between sexual temptation and sexual sin is the same
for both heterosexuals and homosexuals. It is the point at
which our conscious will gets involved. Sin begins with the
internal acts of lusting and creating sexual fantasies. Lust
is indulging one’s sexual desires by deliberately choosing to
feed sexual attraction—you might say it is the sinful opposite



of meditation. Sexual fantasies are conscious acts of the
imagination. It is creating mental pornographic home movies.
Just as the Lord said in the Sermon on the Mount, all sexual
sin starts in the mind long before it gets to the point of
physical expression.

Many homosexuals claim, “I never asked for these feelings. I
did not choose them,” and this may be true. That is why it is
significant to note that the Bible specifically condemns
homosexual practices, but not undeveloped homosexual feelings
(temptation). There is a difference between having sexual
feelings and letting them grow into lust. When Martin Luther
was talking about impure thoughts, he said, “You can’t stop
the birds from flying over your head, but you can keep them
from building a nest in your hair.”

Q. Isn’t it true that “Once gay, always gay?”

A. It is certainly true that most homosexuals never become
heterosexual—-some because they don’t want to, but most others
because their efforts to change were unsuccessful. It takes
spiritual submission and much emotional work to repent of
sexual sin and achieve a healthy self-concept that glorifies
God.

But for the person caught in the trap of homosexual desires
who wants sexual and emotional wholeness, there is hope in
Christ. In addressing the church at Corinth, the Apostle Paul
lists an assortment of deep sins, including homosexual
offenses. He says,

And that is what some of you were. But you were washed,
you were sanctified, you were justified in the name of the
Lord Jesus Christ (1 Corinthians 6:11).

This means there were former homosexuals in the church at
Corinth! The Lord’s 1loving redemption includes eventual
freedom for all sin that is yielded to Him. Some (rare) people
experience no homosexual temptations ever again. But for most



others who are able to achieve change, homosexual desires are
gradually reduced from a major problem to a minor nuisance
that no longer dominates their lives. The probability of
heterosexual desires returning or emerging depends on a
person’s sexual history.

But the potential for heterosexuality is present in everyone
because God put it there.

See our article “Can Homosexuals Change?” at
www.probe.org/can-homosexuals-change/.

Q. If homosexuality is such an abomination to God, why doesn’t
it disappear when someone becomes a Christian?

A. When we are born again, we bring with us all of our
emotional needs and all of our old ways of relating.
Homosexuality is a relational problem of meeting emotional
needs the wrong way; it is not an isolated problem of mere
sexual preference. With the power of the indwelling Spirit, a
Christian can cooperate with God to change this unacceptable
part of 1life. Some people-a very few—are miraculously
delivered from homosexual struggles. But for the majority,
real change is slow. As in dealing with any besetting sin, it
is a process, not an event. Sin’s power over us is broken at
the moment we are born again, but learning to depend on the
Holy Spirit to say no to sin and yes to godliness takes time.
2 Corinthians 3:18 says, “We..are being transformed into His
likeness from glory to glory.” Transformation (this side of
eternity!) is a process that takes a while. Life in a fallen
world is a painful struggle. It is not a pleasant thing to
have two oppositional natures at war within us!

Homosexuality is not one problem; it is symptomatic of other,
deeper problems involving emotional needs and an unhealthy
self-concept. Salvation is only the beginning of emotional
health. It allows us to experience human intimacy as God
intended us to, finding healing for our damaged emotions. It
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isn’t that faith in Christ isn’t enough; faith in Christ 1is
the beginning.

Q. Does the fact that I had an early homosexual experience
mean I'm gay?

A. Sex 1is strictly meant for adults. The Song of Solomon says
three times, “Do not arouse or awaken love until it so
desires.” This is a warning not to raise sexual feelings until
the time 1is right. Early sexual experience can be painful or
pleasurable, but either way, it constitutes child abuse. It
traumatizes a child or teen. This loss of innocence does need
to be addressed and perhaps even grieved through, but doesn’t
mean you're gay.

Sexual experimentation is something many children and teens do
as a part of growing up. You may have enjoyed the feelings you
experienced, but that is because God created our bodies to
respond to pleasure. It probably made you feel confused and
ashamed, which is an appropriate response to an inappropriate
behavior. Don’t let anyone tell you it means you’'re gay: it
means you’'re human.

Even apart from the sexual aspect, though, our culture has
come to view close friendships with a certain amount of
suspicion. If you enjoy emotional intimacy with a friend of
the same sex, especially if it is accompanied by the presence
of sexual feelings that emerge in adolescence, you can find
yourself very confused. But it doesn’t mean you’re gay.

It is a tragic myth that once a person has a homosexual
experience, or even thinks about one, that he or she is gay
for life.

Q. Are homosexuals condemned to hell?

A. Homosexuality is not a “heaven or hell” issue. The only
determining factor is whether a person has been reconciled to
God through Jesus Christ.



In 1 Corinthians 6, Paul says that homosexual offenders and a
whole list of other sinners will not inherit the kingdom of
God. But then he reminds the Corinthians that they have been
washed, sanctified, and justified in Jesus’ name. Paul makes a
distinction between unchristian behavior and Christian
behavior. He'’s saying, “You’re not pagans anymore, you are a
holy people belonging to King Jesus. Now act like it!”

If homosexuality doesn’t send anyone to hell, then can the
believer indulge in homosexual behavior, safe in his or her
eternal security? As Paul said, “May it never be!” If someone
is truly a child of God, he or she cannot continue sinful
behavior that offends and grieves the Father without suffering
the consequences. God disciplines those He loves (Hebrews
12:6). This means that ultimately, no believer gets away with
continued, unrepented sin. The discipline may not come
immediately, but it will come.

Q. How do I respond when someone in my life tells me he or she
is gay?

A. Take your cue from the Lord Jesus. He didn’t avoid sinners;
He ministered grace and compassion to them—without ever
compromising His commitment to holiness. Start by cultivating
a humble heart, especially concerning the temptation to react
with judgmental condescension. As Billy Graham said, “Never
take credit for not falling into a temptation that never
tempted you in the first place.”

Seek to understand your gay friends’ feelings. Are they
comfortable with their gayness, or bewildered and resentful of
it? Understanding people doesn’t mean that you have to agree
with them—but it is the best way to minister grace and love in
a difficult time. Accept the fact that, to this person, these
feelings are normal. You can’t change their minds or their
feelings. Too often, parents will send their gay child to a
counselor and say, “Fix him.” It just doesn’t work that way.



As a Christian, you are a light shining in a dark place. Be a
friend with a tender heart and a winsome spirit; the biggest
problem of homosexuals is not their sexuality, but their need
for Jesus Christ. At the same time, pre-decide what your
boundaries will be about what behavior you just cannot condone
in your presence. One college student I know excuses herself
from a group when the affection becomes physical; she just
gets up and leaves. It is all right to be uncomfortable around
blatant sin; you do not have to subject yourself—-and the Holy
Spirit within you—-to what grieves Him. Consider how you would
be a friend to people who are living promiscuous heterosexual
lives. Like the Lord, we need to value and esteem the person
without condoning the sin.

Note

1. Anne Paulk, Restoring Sexual Identity (Eugene OR: Harvest
House, 2003), p. 246.
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The Coming Revolution 1in
Science

The Design Inference

THE DESIGN
INFERENCE

%]

True scientific revolutions that impact more
than a single discipline rarely occur more than once a
century. Newton’s Principia, published in the 17th century,
truly qualifies. Darwin’s 0Origin of Species, published in
1859, also belongs on the list. Standing in the wings, ready
to join these esteemed works and perhaps even overturn the
latter, stands William Dembski’s The Design Inference.{l} This
impressive work published by the distinguished Cambridge
University Press outlines the mathematical principles
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necessary to distinguish intelligently caused events from
natural events.

ust listen to some of the comments from the dust jacket of the
book from secular philosophers and mathematicians. One wrote,
“Dembski has written a sparklingly original book. Not since
David Hume’s Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion has someone
taken such a close look at the design argument.” Being put in
the same sentence as David Hume is no small potatoes.
Mathematician David Berlinski warns, “Those who agree with its
point of view will read it with pleasure, and those who do not
will ignore it at their peril.”

Dembski has rigorously detailed the Kkey trademark of
intelligent causes, what he calls specified complexity. The
term specified refers to the notion that an event conforms to
an independently given pattern. Complexity refers to an event
of small probability. For instance, people win improbable
lotteries all the time. The odds are usually in the millions
to one. But when the number of tickets purchased 1is
considered, nobody questions the legitimacy of someone holding
the winning ticket. This would be an event of small
probability without any specification. Somebody will win, but
nobody can predict whom. But let’s propose that the same
person wins the same lottery three times in a row! Suddenly
there 1is an independent pattern and we immediately become
suspicious that more than just chance is involved. We now have
an event of extremely small probability that also conforms to
a pattern or is specified. The most likely cause for such an
event 1s that someone has intelligently tampered with the
lottery.

Dembski boldly suggests that these same principles can be
applied to the question of the origin of life and other
evolutionary questions and still maintain the integrity of
science. While Dembski has been sharply criticized by the
evolutionary establishment, to their discredit, their
critiques have been largely emotional and dismissive. No one



has successfully challenged the heart of his thesis.

Now before you decide to run out a get a copy, please be
advised that this book is not for the casual reader. Loaded
with technical jargon and symbolic logic, you had better haven
eaten your mental Wheaties before tackling this one. But
Dembski has written a scaled down version, which I will now
discuss.

Hasn’t Science and Philosophy Ruled Out
Design?

= william Dembski’s groundbreaking book, The Design
Inference from Cambridge University Press, 1is highly
technical. Dembski has therefore written a follow-up book
titled, Intelligent Design: The Bridge between Science and
Theology, {2} which is more accessible to the general reader.
Christianity Today has named it their 1999 Book of the Year in
the “Christianity and Culture” category.

Listen to a few sound bites from comments of those
recommending Dembski’s Intelligent Design. A quantum chemistry
professor from the University of Georgia says, “William
Dembski is perhaps the very brightest of a new generation of
scholars.” A professor of philosophy from the University of
Texas says, “William Dembski is the Isaac Newton of
information theory.” Another university professor proclaims
“If Dembski is right, and I believe he is, then it 1is
unscientific to deny the existence of God.” Wow! Unscientific
to deny God! Do you think that comment is rankling a good
number of evolutionary biologists? Finally, another University
of Texas professor of government goes further by claiming that
“Dembski strengthens the case for saying that our deepest
moral inclinations not only look designed, they are.”

Let me now begin to satiate your curiosity by telling you a
little more about this groundbreaking work. The book 1is



divided into three parts. In the first part Dembski gives a
historical backdrop to the current controversy over design. In
academia, the design argument has been considered dead for
over 150 years. Dembski identifies two major reasons for this
demise of design. The first was the continual attack on
miracles, which culminated in the 18th and 19th century.
Dembski cogently explains that their arguments don’t work.

The second blow to design came from Darwin’s Origin of
Species. Darwin dismissed the prevalent British natural
theology of his day by not so much refuting it, but by
announcing that it simply wasn’t scientific. Dembski quotes
evolutionary philosopher David Hull, “He dismissed it not
because it was an incorrect scientific explanation, but
because it was not a proper scientific explanation at all.”
Darwin’s faulty conception of science is still with us and
Dembski sets out to refute it.

The criteria used by the British natural theologians were
naive in the sense that they believed that design was self-
evident. This led to far too many false positives, that is,
assignments of design that were later proved to be
naturalistic. The design argument was forced to retreat. In
the second part of Intelligent Design, Dembski articulates the
principles laid out in his The Design Inference for the
general reader.

What Does a Theory of Design Look Like?

Having told you about Dembski’s work and the impact it 1is
beginning to have, I will summarize Dembski’s prescription or
cure for the rule of naturalism in science.{3}

No one in the design movement as far as I know seeks to invoke
God at every turn as an explanation for natural phenomena. So
why bring God into the picture at all? For most scientists,
God is only a hypothesis, and an unnecessary one at that. But
beyond the ordinary operation of nature is its order. Dembski



references Einstein’s remark that the most incomprehensible
thing about the universe is that it is comprehensible. This
order must come from outside the universe or from within. But
science tells us today that the only allowable answer is that
it comes from within. This naturalistic philosophy has become
a form of idolatry. Nature becomes the do all and end all. As
Dembski says, “Rather it is a matter of investing the world
with a significance it does not deserve.”{4}

Naturalism is pervasive in the culture. Even most Christians
think and live naturalistically without realizing it. So how
can naturalism be defeated? What is needed, says Dembski, is a
means of detecting God’s actions in the natural world. In
other words there must be a reliable way to distinguish
natural causes from intelligent causes. Some sciences already
employ such methods such as forensic medicine, cryptography,
archeology, and even the SETI program, the search for
extraterrestrial intelligence. SETI depends on the ability to
distinguish an intelligent message from space from the
surrounding radio noise. This can be done without necessarily
understanding the message or knowing the message sender.

This brings up another crucial point of intelligent design.
Dembski says that intelligent design 1is theologically
minimalist.{5} By this he means that intelligent design
empirically detects design without speculating about the
nature of the intelligence. This 1is crucial to answer the
critics who accuse design theorists of simply wanting to bring
the Bible into science. If one detects design or concludes
that a particular natural phenomena contains the necessary
earmarks of design, that’s all that needs to be said. One can
personally reflect on the nature of this intelligence, but it
is not a part of the scientific test.

Dembski calls for a new generation of scholars open to
pursuing intelligent causes in the universe. Here at Probe
we're committed to helping find, select, and train such
potential scholars to take part in a true scientific



revolution.

Does Intelligent Design Offer a Bridge
between Science and Theology?

In this review and summarization of Dembski’s insights let’s
now explore the future Dembski foresees for the dialogue
between science and theology.{6}

Of course most within the scientific community see no future
at all for such a discourse. Most within modern academia hold
to either of three models that Dembski labels as conflicting,
complementing, or compartmentalizing. Most of us are very
familiar with the conflict model. Most who call themselves
rationalists or secular humanists would subscribe to this
view. Basically they see science as having explained all of
reality and that there is no room for theology at all. I once
attended a conference where a theology professor was so
intimidated by this view that he said that theology was a dead
discipline and would cease to exist in twenty years.

Stephen J. Gould, a Harvard paleontologist, and the National
Academy of Sciences have advocated the compartmentalization
view. Basically they maintain that science and theology inform
different parts of reality-science the realm of facts and
theology the realm of morals and faith. There is no conflict
and also no dialogue between the two. It is also not hard to
see that this view basically rules theology out of any
important discussions about real facts. Theology inhabits only
the fuzzy world of morals, which must be relative if
naturalism rules 1in science.

Similar is the complementarity view, which essentially states
that science and theology can actually inform the same
reality, but their language is so foreign to the other that no
meaningful discourse can take place. Both are necessary to
give a complete account of reality, but you can forget about
the two ever talking to each other.



In one way or another, each of these three views will
eventually rule theology as irrelevant to the important
questions and a fully naturalistic science will eventually be
the wellspring for all useful information and discourse. But
as you might expect, Dembski offers a fourth view and argues
that it is the only proper view of the two disciplines.

Dembski compares science and theology to two different windows
that view the same reality. Since the windows are different,
they gain a different perspective. But since they are viewing
the same reality, what is seen from each window can in many
cases be meaningfully related. Both science and theology may
on occasion, be capable of further explaining observations
from each window. He offers the current discussion concerning
the cosmology’s Big Bang and theology’s act of Creation as an
example. If the Big Bang is true, then Christianity’s theology
of creation ex nihilo is a better explanation than
naturalism’s attempt to explain something from nothing.

There is much more work to be done here as Dembski readily
admits, but the tone and direction is very refreshing.

What Are the Standard Objections to
Design in Science?

There is the potential of the intelligent design movement
bringing about a revolution in science. I have summarized the
work of William Dembski, a double Ph.D. in philosophy and
mathematics with a Master’s of Divinity thrown in for good
measure. In the appendix of his much acclaimed book,
Intelligent Design: The Bridge between Science and Theology,
Dembski investigates several of the more common objections to
intelligent design. To conclude this review I will examine one
of these objections.

Dembski states the first objection this way, “Design
substitutes extraordinary explanations where ordinary
explanations will do and thereby commits a god-of-the-gaps



fallacy.” Those believing that God used evolution as His means
of creation usually voice this objection. This view 1is
motivated by the tremendous history of naturalistic science in
explaining very difficult natural phenomena by natural means.
This often occurs after someone has claimed that God was
necessary to explain a particular observation. Isaac Newton
thought divine intervention was necessary to explain the
irregularities of planetary orbits. It was eventually shown
that these irregularities were periodic and not random and
thus explainable by natural law.{7}

Newton was widely criticized for this view, and many
Christians fear that appealing to design now will end up in
ridicule later when natural processes may also explain
contrivances of intelligent design later. While this fear 1is
understandable in the light of history, there are considerable
differences. Design does not claim to simply explain what we
do not understand. Rather, intelligent design is attempting to
demonstrate a real solution to problems based on what we know
about design, not what we don’t know about natural
explanations.

Besides, if we believe that the laws of nature are incapable
of producing certain natural phenomena, such as the genetic
code of DNA, just how long are we supposed to keep looking for
a naturalistic solution instead of looking elsewhere? This
puts shackles on scientific inquiry and stifles new ideas.
Certainly we should attempt to exhaust all known naturalistic
possibilities before pursuing a design answer. But fear of
failure should not be our deterrent. There is always risk in
proposing new scientific ideas and hypotheses. The risk 1is
that you just might be wrong. But this has never permanently
hindered the proposal of a new idea. Failure should be a
constant risk in science. Otherwise nothing new will ever be
discovered.

“Not all gaps are created equal. To assume that they are 1is to
presuppose the very thing that is in question, namely,



naturalism.”{8} William Dembski has issued a strong challenge
through his books and more are to follow from others dealing
with the philosophy and science of intelligent design. The
next several years should be very exciting indeed.
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What Difference Does the
Trinity Make?

Greg Crosthwait examines the Christian teaching of the
Trinity—one God in three Persons—with a view toward how it
impacts one’s daily life.'’

How much do you love the Trinity? Strange question, isn’t it?
Well, it certainly struck me as strange the first time I read
it. But James R. White, in his article Loving the Trinity,{1}
both asks the question and then addresses why it’s so
important.

On the issue of the Trinity in the contemporary church, he
writes, “For many Christians, the Trinity 1is an abstract
principle, a confusing and difficult doctrine that they
believe, although they are not really sure why in their honest
moments. They know it is important, and they hear people
saying it is ‘definitional’ of the Christian faith. Yet the
fact of the matter is . . . little is taught about the
relationship of the divine Persons and the Triune nature of
God. It is the great forgotten doctrine.”{2}

When I hear that, it prompts me to ask two questions. First of
all, to what extent as Christians are we consciously
Trinitarian? Well, that softens the question. Perhaps I should
ask more accurately, To what extent as Christians are we
relentlessly, doggedly, and fervently Trinitarian? Secondly,
why should we be?

In this article I’'ll examine why the Trinity is important. And
hopefully we’ll lay some groundwork so that we may happily
realize that to be truly Christian 1is to be consciously
Trinitarian.
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Why the Trinity is Important: An Overview

Perhaps some find it easier to think that the Trinity is the
“secret handshake” of Christian theologians. Or maybe some may
consider the Trinity of value only so we can sing the hymn
Holy, Holy, Holy. At the root of these notions is the idea
that the Trinity serves no place in the real life of one who
holds a Christian worldview. But that’s a mistake. A. W. Tozer
begins his book The Knowledge of the Holy saying, “What comes
into our minds when we think about God is the most important
thing about us.”{3} This statement follows his comment in the
preface that reads, “It is impossible to keep our moral
practices sound and our inward attitudes right while our idea
of God is erroneous or inadequate. If we would bring back
spiritual power to our lives, we must begin to think of God
more nearly as He is.”{4}

Before moving on in our discussion, though, it may be helpful
to give a brief explanation of what I mean when I refer to the
Trinity. Of course, we could borrow a short phrase from Holy,
Holy, Holy, “God in three persons, Blessed Trinity.” Another
handy definition 1is this, “Although not itself a biblical
term, ‘the Trinity’ has been found a convenient designation
for the one God self-revealed in Scripture as Father, Son, and
Holy Spirit. It signifies that within the one essence of the
Godhead we have to distinguish three ‘persons’ who are neither
three gods on the one side, nor three parts or modes of God on
the other, but coequally and coeternally God."”{5}



Even though it’'s short, this
definition is both a mouthful and
a mind full. But let’'s settle on
four basic concepts before we move
on to the implications. At the
heart of the definition of the
Blessed Trinity we have: one God,
three Persons, who are coequal and
coeternal. With this sketch 1in
place, then, we are ready to move
out and survey the importance of the Trinity with respect to
the Christian worldview and its practical aspects for the
Christian life. At the end of our discussion I truly hope that
we can affirm together our love for the Trinity.

The\ Is Not

Father l

The Trinity and the Christian Worldview

Having established a short, working definition of the
Trinity—-one God, three Persons, who are coequal and
coeternal-let’s look at the implications of the Trinity on
your worldview.

When it comes to discussing worldviews the starting point is
the question, Why is there something rather than nothing?{6}
As you may already know, there are three basic answers to this
question. The pantheist would generally answer that all is
one, all is god, and this “god with a small g” has always
existed. Second, the naturalist would say that something,
namely matter, has always existed. Third, the theist holds
that a personal, Creator-God is eternal and out of nothing He
created all that there is.

When we look around at what exists, we see an amazing
collection of seemingly disparate elements such as gasses,
liquids, and solids, planets and stars, horses, flowers,
rocks, and trees. And seeing all of these things we notice
that they all exist in some sort of equilibrium or unity. How
is it that such diversity exists in such apparent unity? And



are we as human beings any more important than gasses or ants?

Because the pantheist believes that everything melds into a
gigantic oneness, he ultimately has no place for individual
things or people. As Scott Horrell argues, “When a worldview
begins with an all-inclusive, apersonal deity, there is no
final place for the human being or for ethics on either an
individual or a social level.”{7}

The pantheist’s commitment to an all-inclusive oneness leaves
no room for the real world in which people live, where I am
not you and neither of us is one with a tree or a mountain.
The naturalist has no problem accepting the reality of the
physical world and the diversity present in it. However, there
is no solid ground for understanding why it is all held
together. In short, there is no infinite reference point so we
are left with the circular argument: everything holds together
because everything holds together; if it didn’'t, we wouldn’t
be here to see it. What a coincidence! In fact, coincidence,
or chance, is the only basis for anything. As a result human
beings are left with an absurd existence. “Without a unifying
absolute, everything exists by chance and chance alone.

The human being is reduced to either a cog in a cosmic machine

or an astronaut adrift in space. . . . If there 1is no
infinite, absolute reference in the universe, then all of the
particulars . . . have absolutely no meaning.”{8}

Trinitarian theism is the only option that contains within
itself an explanation of both the one and the many while
saying that people are important. In the Trinity, God has
revealed Himself as the eternal, infinite reference point for
His creation. Moreover, the Trinity provides the only adequate
basis for understanding the problem of unity and diversity
since God has revealed Himself to be one God who exists in a
plural unity. Ultimately then, as Horrell concludes, “Every
thing and every person has real significance because each is
created by and finally exists in relationship to the Triune

God."”{9}



The Trinity and Salvation

In reference to the Christian worldview I used the term
Trinitarian theism. I used that term because the doctrine of
the Trinity separates Christianity from any other type of
theism. And, most importantly, it’s the only view that
adequately describes God’s work in salvation.

There are other religions beside Trinitarian theism that
believe in one God. Judaism, Islam, and so-called Unitarian
Christianity (an oxymoron to be sure) all hold to a mono-
personal God. This wunderstanding of “God in one person”
suffers in two important respects.

First of all, if we understand God to be self-existent,
eternal, and personal, characterized by such an action as
love, then a mono-personal God cannot be adequate, for love
demands an object. Consider Deuteronomy 6:4-5: “Hear, O
Israel! The LORD is our God, the LORD is one! And you shall
love the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your
soul and with all your might.” The first part of this passage
is one of the great texts affirming the essential unity of
God. And love is the proper human response to Him. This love
is not some squishy feeling, but rather an expression of
devotion from someone to someone. Love has a source and love
has an object. Since human beings are created in the image of
God, then He must be capable of love in His very self. So,
when we hear, “God is love,” (1 John 4:16) we must realize
that in Himself God must be at least two. Scott Horrell
writes, “In short, it seems from every vantage that for God to
be infinitely personal and to be love, he must exist as at
least two persons. A mono-personal God is not ‘big enough’ to
be God.”{10}

The other area in which a strictly mono-personal God 1is
inadequate is in the relationship between God’s mercy and His
justice. In Romans 3:25-26 we read of Jesus Christ, “a
sacrifice of atonement” (NIV) and God the Father who is “just



and the justifier of the one who has faith in Jesus.” Simply
stated, a mono-personal God cannot be both just and the
justifier. Horrell argues, “[I]f God, as Moral Absolute of the
universe, shows mercy and forgives the sinner, then he has
violated his righteous justice. And if God exercises justice
against the sinner, then he has denied his mercy. For a mono-
personal God, compassion contradicts holiness, forgiveness 1is
finally contrary to justice. God’s judgment and mercy are
arbitrary, if not capricious.”{11}

So far we have seen the work of God the Father, the righteous
judge, and God the Son, the only One who can satisfy the
judgment of God the Father, and therefore the only worthy
object of saving faith. The Trinity is complete as we
understand that the Holy Spirit is the One who, in Jesus’
words, “when He comes, will convict the world concerning sin
and righteousness and judgment” (John 16:8). The Holy Spirit
is the active agent in the hearts of men and women, and He
“works in the fallen world convicting and leading sinners to
salvation. With God’s absolute holiness satisfied at the
cross, true forgiveness can be freely offered to all who
believe.”{12}

So we see that the gospel, the story of the God who saves His
people, is Trinitarian at its very core. Otherwise God would
not be truly just, in which case grace would be far less than
amazing.

The Trinity and the “Everydayness” of
Everyday

What greater reality can be contained within the Christian
confession of the Trinity than that of a God who is able to
exercise perfect justice and perfect mercy perfectly? Such a
self-revelation from God regarding His activity in salvation
should encourage confessing Christians to focus on and revel
in the Trinity rather than ignoring or dismissing it as though



it were some eccentric, old uncle at a family reunion. And
according to James R. White, this is what is happening in
parts of the church.

Entire sections of the modern church are functionally “non-
Trinitarian.” I did not say “anti-Trinitarian,” for that
would involve a positive denial of the doctrine. Instead,
while maintaining the confession that the Trinity is true,
many today function as if the Trinity did not exist. It has
no impact on their theology, their proclamation, prayer, or

worship.{13}

This observation leads us into the final section of our
discussion. Since we covered the importance of the Trinity
with regard to the Christian worldview and the gospel, let’s
not leave it on the shelf or in the text book. Let’s dress the
doctrine of the Trinity in some work clothes and allow this
blessed truth to change our lives where we live them, in the
everydayness of everyday.

Trinitarianism impacts three important areas: worship, prayer,
and the local church.

Worship

Worship 1s a debated topic these days. But in the midst of the
opinions and preferences about drums, organs, guitars, hymns,
praise choruses, and seeker sensitivity, how often does
someone declare that our worship is not Trinitarian enough?

Though it seems like a dry, academic issue this 1is an
important question in two ways. First of all, if our worship
is not Trinitarian enough, then we fail to worship the God of
the Bible. And in biblical terms worshiping anything other
than the Most High God is idolatry. As Isaiah records,
“Remember the former things long past, For I am God, and there
is no other; I am God, and there is no one like me” (Isa.
46:9).



Would a visitor to a typical worship service realize that a
Christian church confesses and worships the Triune God? Most
certainly someone would realize that we worship Jesus. That
person might even hear Him called God’s Son. But would this
person hear prayers addressed to the Father, in the name of
the Son, by the power of the Holy Spirit? Would this visitor
hear songs to the different Persons of the Trinity, about the
different Persons of the Trinity?

Good examples of this type of song are the classic hymn Holy,
Holy, Holy and the chorus There is a Redeemer, with the
refrain, “Thank you, 0 my Father, for giving us Your Son; And
leaving Your Spirit ’'til the work on earth is done.” That last
example is not foggy theology, but an expression of gratitude
to the Living God for who He 1is and what He has done, 1is
doing, and will do.

I am not arguing that all Christian worshipers must hold
doctorates in theology, but simply that we exercise care in
the content of our worship so that we truly worship the one
true God in three Persons. We can focus on Jesus, and indeed
we ought to for He is our Savior. But we must not exclude
confession and adoration of the Father and the Holy Spirit,
much less the blessed Trinity.

Prayer

In his book, God: Who He Is, What He Does, How to Know Him
Better, J. Carl Laney includes a helpful section on prayer. He
writes, “Although God is one divine essence, He is also three
persons. Which of these should we address in our prayers?”{14}
Though this question may seem like an unnecessary trifle, we
must be informed by Scripture. We are taught by Jesus to
address God the Father, “Pray, then, in this way: Our Father
who is in heaven, hallowed be Your Name” (Matt. 6:9). In
another statement on prayer Jesus says, “Truly, truly, I say
to you, if you ask the Father for anything in My name, He will
give it to you” (John 16:23). We see that, in Laney’s words,



“Christian prayer involves requesting the Father on the basis
of the Son’s merits, influence, and reputation”{15}—that is to
say, ask of the Father in the name of the Son. We can also
address our prayers to Jesus, who says, “If you ask Me
anything in My name, I will do it” (John 14:14).{16}

The Spirit is also active when we pray. Paul writes, “In the
same way the Spirit also helps our weakness; for we do not
know how to pray as we should, but the Spirit intercedes for
us with groanings too deep for words” (Rom. 8:26). So then we
pray to the Father, in the name of the Son, by the power of
the Spirit who assists us in our weakness. What a wonderful
provision from the Triune God who not only desires us to ask
of Him, but also enables us to do it.

The Local Church

As we seek to apply the Trinity in the everydayness of
everyday, let’s consider life in the local church. And here we
encounter an important application of Trinitarian theology.

The Trinity serves as a model for the local church. For as
there are three Persons united in the Godhead, all of whom are
equally God, so also those who are children of God, united in
Christ, and members of the church universal are all equally
sons and daughters of God and coheirs of His promises. As
Scott Horrell writes, “Believers are to be given real value
and dignity by the local church, not left as anonymous
spectators amidst professional performances.”{17} The
foundation of the value and dignity of believers, regardless
of gender or training, rests in the Trinity.

However, this does not negate the need for order in the
church. For, though each member of the Trinity is equally God,
we see that there is a functional order within the Trinity.
The Father sends the Son, the Son glorifies the Father, the
Father and the Son together send the Spirit, and the Spirit
bears witness of the Son. So also we have a functional order



in the local church. There are those who are responsible to
exercise authority, elders and deacons, and those who are
responsible to submit to authority. But it’s important that we
realize that submission does not imply inferiority. The
Trinity models this truth. “Whether in the church, family, or
society, submission to another does not admit inferiority any
more than the Son, by his obedience, 1is inferior to the
Father.”{18}

Though brief in some respects, I hope this discussion has been
profitable for you. It’s only a beginning point, and I
encourage you to press on, for the deep well of the greatness
of our Triune God can never run dry. May we then remove the
concept of the Trinity from our dusty shelves and proudly
display it as the jewel of God’s revelation that it is.
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Why We Should Believe in the
Trinity

Dr. Pat Zukeran directly confronts unorthodox teaching on the
Trinity, confirming the historic Christian formulation of one
God in three persons—and examining John 1:1 in detail.

How the Doctrine of the Trinity Developed

The doctrine of the Trinity separates orthodox Christian
teaching from heresy. This essential teaching of Christianity
states that we believe in one God who exists in three separate
and distinct persons—God the Father, God the Son, and God the
Holy Spirit. Each member is equal in nature and substance.
(For a biblical defense of the Trinity, see Jehovah's
Witnesses and the Trinity.)

A common question raised by heretical groups is, When and how
did this doctrine develop? According to the Watchtower tract
Should You Believe in the Trinity? this doctrine was not held
by the church fathers. Rather, it was imposed on the church by
the pagan emperors who had “converted” to Christianity at the
Council of Nicea in A.D. 325 and the Council of
Constantinople in A.D. 381. The bishops in attendance were
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overawed by the emperor and signed the creed against their
inclination. Let’s take a careful look at what really happened
at these two key church councils.

The Council of Nicea was the first church council ever called.
Until this time, the church was under severe persecution from
the Roman Empire. Early in the fourth century, the emperor
Constantine showed an interest in Christianity and was tutored
by Hosius of Cordova who held to the doctrine of the Trinity.
With peace in the empire, Christianity spread all across the
world. However, in Alexandria a presbyter named Arius gathered
a significant following around his teaching that Jesus was a
created being and not God. As his teachings spread, the
controversy grew and Constantine realized it needed to be
addressed. He thus called for the first universal church
council at Nicea to debate the matter.

Although the doctrine of the Trinity itself was not discussed,
the doctrine of the deity of Christ was confirmed. In
attendance were approximately 300 bishops, many of whom were
divided over the issue. Arius with his supporters, Theonas,
Secundus, and Eusebius of Nicomedia, held the view that Jesus
was an inferior creature to God the Father. The orthodox camp
was led by Bishops Hosius, Alexander of Alexandria, Eusebius
of Caesarea, and Athanasius who argued that Jesus is God.

After hours of debate, the council concluded the following in
their creed:

“We believe . . . in one Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of God,
begotten from the Father, only-begotten, that is from the
substance of the Father, God from God, light from light,
true God from true God, begotten, not made, of one substance
(homoousios) with the Father. . . .”

While the deity of Christ—a crucial aspect of the doctrine of
the Trinity-was affirmed, Arius nevertheless continued to
teach his doctrine of Christ’s inferiority, and Arianism came



back into favor for a short time. Fifty years later, in A.D.
381, the Council of Constantinople was called by Emperor
Theodosius. Here the Nicene Creed was reaffirmed and further
clarified. It is at this council that the Holy Spirit was
declared equal in divinity with the Father and the Son.

The councils of Nicea and Constantinople did not establish a
new creed. The councils clarified and formalized the belief in
the deity of Christ and the Holy Spirit, views already held by
the apostles and church fathers. However, Jehovah’s Witnesses
contest this point. Let’s see if the church fathers who lived
before the Council of Nicea, the ante-Nicene fathers, held to
the deity of Christ.

What Did the Church Fathers Say About the
Trinity?

According to the Jehovah’s Witnesses, the deity of Christ and
the doctrine of the Trinity were never a part of the theology
of the church fathers. In the article Should You Believe 1in
the Trinity? several church fathers are cited as denying the
orthodox view of Jesus. They include Justin Martyr who died in
A.D. 165, Irenaeus A.D. 200, Clement of Alexandria A.D. 215,
Tertullian A.D. 230, Hippolytus A.D. 235, and Origen who died
in A.D. 250. The Watchtower list quotes from each theologian,
claiming that they believed the inferiority of the Son to the
Father. But the article contains no footnotes citing the
source of these quotations.

Did these significant figures in church history really deny
the divine nature of Christ? Let us take a careful (and
referenced) look at what the ante-Nicene fathers stated in
their original writings.

Justin Martyr: “..the Father of the universe has a Son; who
being the logos and First-begotten is also God” (First Apology
63:15).



Irenaeus: (referencing Jesus) “..in order that to Christ Jesus,
our Lord, and God, and Savior, and King, according to the will
of the invisible Father, . . .” (Against Heresies I, x, 1).

Clement of Alexandria: "“Both as God and as man, the Lord
renders us every kind of help and service. As God He forgives
sin, as man He educates us to avoid sin completely” (Christ
the Educator, chapter 3.1). In addition, “Our educator, O
children, resembles His Father, God, whose son He is. He 1is
without sin, without blame, without passion of soul, God
immaculate in form of man accomplishing His Father’'s will”
(Christ the Educator Chapter 2:4).

Tertullian: “..the only God has also a Son, his Word who has
proceeded from himself, by whom all things were made and
without whom nothing has been made: that this was sent by the
Father into the virgin and was born of her both man and God.
Son of Man, Son of God, ..” (Against Praxeas, 2).

Hippolytus: “And the blessed John in the testimony of his
gospel, gives us an account of this economy and acknowledges
this word as God, when he says, ‘In the beginning was the
Word, and the Word was with God and the Word was God.’ If then
the Word was with God and was also God, what follows? Would
one say that he speaks of two Gods? I shall not indeed speak
of two Gods, but of one; of two persons however, and of a
third economy, the grace of the Holy Ghost” (Against the
Heresy of One Noetus. 14).

Origen: (with regard to John 1:1) “..the arrangement of the
sentences might be thought to indicate an order; we have
first, ‘in the beginning was the Word,’ then ‘And the Word was
with God,’ and thirdly, ‘and the Word was God,’ so that it
might be seen that the Word being with God makes Him God”
(Commentary on John, Book 2, Chapter 1).

Not only in these instances, but also throughout their
writings the ante-Nicene fathers strongly defend the deity of



Christ.

What Did the Apostle John Say?

To summarize our argument thus far, we discovered that the
doctrine of the Trinity was formally adopted as the official
teaching of Christianity after the Council of Nicea in A.D.
325. I argued against opponents who state that the doctrine
was imposed on the church by Constantine in a political move.
Rather, the Nicene Creed was a formal statement of a doctrine
already articulated by the church fathers even before Nicea.
Now, let us take a look and see what the apostle John teaches.

John opens his Gospel with, “In the beginning was the Word,
and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.” In the
beginning was the Word shows that the Word was eternally with
the Father and not a created being. The second phrase, and the
Word was with God, shows that the Word is a distinct person
from the Father. Thirdly, and the Word was God reveals that
although separate and distinct, the Word in nature and
substance is fully God.

Throughout his Gospel, John demonstrates that Jesus possesses
the attributes which qualify Him to be God. Jesus displays
power over nature, over disease, and even death. He has a
grasp of the Law of God which He, though not formally trained,
teaches with such authority as had never been seen before
(7:14-16). Testimony from John the Baptist (1:29; 3:26-36)
shows His authority to be God. Jesus also accepted the worship
of men (9:38).

Jesus also makes several statements revealing His divinity. In
John 5:22-23 Jesus says, “Moreover, the Father judges no one,
but has entrusted all judgment to the Son, that all may honor
the Son just as they honor the Father. He who does not honor
the Son does not honor the Father who sent Him.” Here, Jesus
commands followers to honor Him as they honor the Father. To
do this, one must acknowledge Jesus as being equal in nature



to God.

John 8:58 states, “‘I tell you the truth,’ Jesus answered,
‘before Abraham was born, I am.'” The term I am is the term
God used when He spoke to Moses in Exodus 3:14. Here 1is a
clear statement of Christ declaring His divinity.

In John 10:30 Jesus says, “I and the Father are one.” Jesus
did not mean “I am one in purpose with God.” He was claiming
to be God. The verses that follow His declaration make that
clear: “Again the Jews picked up stones to stone Him, but
Jesus said to them, ‘I have shown you many great miracles from
the Father. For which of these do you stone me?’ ‘We are not
stoning you for any of these,’ replied the Jews, ‘but for
blasphemy, because you, a mere man, claim to be God” (vv.
31-33). The Jews clearly understood His statement and Jesus
does not deny their accusation.

The culmination of John’'s testimony of Jesus’ deity is 1in
20:28, which is the conclusion he desires all his readers to
come to. “Thomas said to him, ‘My Lord and my God!'” John
argues throughout his entire Gospel for the purpose that all
who read it might come to believe that Jesus is God incarnate.

John 1:1

In spite of the overwhelming testimony throughout the entire
Gospel of John, there are some who argue about the translation
of John 1:1. The New World Translation of the Jehovah’s
Witnesses reads, “In the beginning was the word and the word
was with God and the word was a god,” which makes Jesus to be
an inferior being to God. In refutation of this translation, I
will explain the Greek rules behind the proper translation and
argue that the Greek word God (theos) in John 1l:1c must be
translated in the definite or qualitative sense—written God
with a capital G-rather than indefinitely—a god—as the NWT has
done. This discussion will get a little technical, but the
importance of the subject deserves careful attention.



Let me first define some key terms of Greek grammar. An
anarthrous noun is a noun without the definite article, the
English equivalent of the word the. A noun in the nominative
case in Greek often signifies that this is the subject of the
sentence. A predicate nominative noun is a noun in the same
case and is equivalent to the subject. The Greek construction
of Johnl:1lc looks 1like this, theos én ho logos, and 1is
literally translated “God was the Word.”

The subject of this phrase is the Word (ho logos). We know
this because it is in the Greek nominative case and it
possesses the definite article ho. God (theos) is in the
nominative case and does not have an article. It precedes the
equative verb “was” (én), and therefore 1s the predicate
nominative.

The Jehovah’s Witnesses argue that since God (theos) does not
have the article before 1it, it must be translated
indefinitely. So we get their translation, “a god.” However,
there are other possibilities available for translation.

According to a Greek grammar rule called Colwell’s rule, the
construction in John 1l:lc—anarthrous predicate nominative
(theos)-equative verb (én)-articular noun (ho logos)—does not
automatically mean that the predicate nominative must be
indefinite. Colwell’s rule, in summary, states that an
anarthrous predicate nominative preceeding an equative verb
can be translated as either (1) definite, (2) qualitative, or
(3) indefinite. Thus, (1) as a definite noun the Word equals
God, (2) as a qualitative the Word has the attributes and
qualities of God, or (3) as an indefinite noun the Word is a
god. Context determines which one it will be.

In the vast majority of cases in the New Testament, especially
in the Gospel of John, this construction is translated as a
qualitative or definite noun. Greek Scholar Dan Wallace
writes, “an anarthrous pre verbal PN [predicate nominative] 1is
normally qualitative, sometimes definite and only rarely



indefinite. . . . We believe there may be some in the NT, but
this is nevertheless the most poorly attested semantic force
for such a construction.”{1}

Furthermore, the translators of the New World Translation are
not even consistent with their own rule of translation.
Throughout John we find instances of an anarthrous God (theos)
translated not as “a god,” but as “God.” John 1:6 and 1:18 are
clear examples of this. Therefore, to argue that God (theos)
in John 1:1c must be translated as indefinite solely because
it has no article is clearly incorrect.

In an effort to insure that our decision agrees with the
overall context of John’s Gospel, we must see if the Gospel of
John argues that Christ is inferior to God. As I showed
previously, this is certainly not the case.

We must conclude that grammar and context argue against an
indefinite translation that makes the Word an inferior being
to God. The noun God (theos) should be translated “God,” as a
definite or qualitative, thus upholding the fact that Jesus 1is
100 percent God and 100 percent man.

Alleged Objections from the Gospel of
John

To close this discussion, I will address several problem
verses in the Gospel of John that are used in attempts to deny
the deity of Christ.

In some translations like the King James Version and New
American Standard, John 1:14 reads that Jesus is “the only
begotten from the Father.” Some cults understand the Greek
word translated only begotten to mean “to procreate as the
Father.”{2} In other words, God created Jesus. However, this
definition would be inconsistent with John 1l:1la, 17:5, and
17:24 which declare the eternal nature of the Word.



The term, translated in some versions as “only begotten,” may
sound to English ears 1like a metaphysical relationship.
However, in Greek it means no more than unique or only.
Elsewhere in the New Testament it is used of the widow of
Nain’s “only” son and Jairus’ “only” daughter (Luke 7:12, 9:38
and 8:42). Its use in Hebrews 11:17 with reference to Isaac 1is
particularly insightful. Isaac, we know, was not Abraham’s
only son. According to Genesis 16 and 25:1, Abraham fathered
several other sons. Isaac 1is the “only begotten” in that he
was unique; he was the only son given to Abraham by God’s
promise. Therefore, when only begotten is used of Jesus, He is
the only begotten in the sense that He is unique. No other 1is
or can be the Son of God. The unique relationship the Son has
with His Father is one of the great themes in the Gospel of
John.

i

The next controversial verse is John 14:28. Jesus states,

I am going to the Father for the Father is greater than I.”
Here the Jehovah’s Witnesses understand the term greater to
mean “superior in nature.” Thus they assert that Jesus 1is
stating His inferiority to God. Once again, however, this
would argue against John’s consistent theme of the deity of
Christ. Greater here refers to position, not to nature. For
example, we would agree with the statement that the President
of the United States 1is greater than you or I. As the chief
executive of the country he is greater due to his position.
However, we would disagree with a statement that says the
President is by nature better than you or I. In other words,
is he a superior being to the rest of the citizens of the
United States? No, we are all human and equal in nature.
Greater refers to position, not to nature.

There is an established economy in the Trinity. The Father 1is
the head who sends the Son. The Son sends the Spirit. All
three are equal in nature, but different in position. This is
called “functional subordination.” We see the same principle
in 1 Corinthians 11:3, “ and the head of every woman 1is



man, and the head of Christ is God.” The husband is greater
than his wife, her head by position. However, he is not a
superior being to his wife. The same applies to Jesus. The
Father is greater by position, not by nature.

It is essential that we defend the doctrine of the Trinity,
the foundation of Christian theology. Many of the great church
fathers courageously defended this truth. Let us follow in
their footsteps.

Notes
1. Dan Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics (Grand Rapids,
MI: Zondervan), 262.

2. Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, Should You Believe 1in
the Trinity? (Brooklyn: Watchtower Bible and Tract Society,
1989), 15.
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Dietrich Bonhoeffer - A
Christian Voice and Martyr

Todd Kappelman presents a stirring overview of Dietrich
Bonhoffer looking at both his life experience standing against
the Nazis and some of his key perspectives on the true
Christian life. He was a thought provoking voice for
Christianity as well as a famous martyr.
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Dietrich Bonhoeffer, The Man and His
Mission

Since his death in 1945, and especially in the last ten years,
Bonhoeffer’s writings have been stirring remarkable interest
among Christians, old and young alike. Thus, we are going to
examine the merits of reading the works of Dietrich
Bonhoeffer. We will do this by examining the man and his
particular place in the canon of Christian writers, his
background and historical setting, and finally three of his
most important and influential works.

Bonhoeffer’s importance begins with his opposition to the Nazi
party and its influence in the German church during the rise
of Hitler. This interest led him into areas of Christian
ecumenical concerns that would later be important to the
foundation of our contemporary ecumenical movements. Many
denominational factions and various groups claim him as their
spokesman, but it’s his remarkable personal life, and his
authorship of difficult devotional and academic works, which
have gained him a place in the history of twentieth century
theology.

Bonhoeffer was born on February 4, 1906 in Breslau, Germany
(now part of Poland) and had a twin sister named Sabine. In
1933, before Hitler came to power, Bonhoeffer, a minister in
the Lutheran church, was already attacking the Nazis in radio
broadcasts. Two years later he was the leader of an
underground seminary with over twenty young seminarians. That
seminary 1is often seen as a kind of Protestant monastery, and
is responsible for many of his considerations about the
Christian life as it pertains to community. Later the seminary
was closed by the Secret Police. In 1939, through arrangements
made by Reinhold Niebuhr, he fled to the United States, but
returned to Germany after a short stay. He believed it was
necessary to suffer with his people if he was to be an
effective minister after the war. The last two years of his



life were spent in a Berlin prison. In 1945 he was executed
for complicity in a plot on Hitler’s life.

During the time that Bonhoeffer was in prison he wrote a book
titled Letters and Papers from Prison. The manuscript was
smuggled from jail and published. These letters contain
Bonhoeffer’s consideration of the secularization of the world
and the departure from religion in the twentieth century. In
Bonhoeffer’s estimation, the dependence on organized religion
had undermined genuine faith. Bonhoeffer would call for a new
religionless Christianity free from individualism and
metaphysical supernaturalism. God, argued Bonhoeffer, must be
known in this world as he operates and interacts with man in
daily life. The abstract God of philosophical and theological
speculation is useless to the average man on the street, and
they are the majority who needs to hear the gospel.

We will examine three of Bonhoeffer’s most influential and
important works in the following four sections. The first work
to be considered will be The Cost of Discipleship, written in
1939. This work is an interpretation of The Sermon on the
Mount. It calls for radical living, if the Christian is to be
an authentic disciple of Christ. The Ethics, written from
1940-1943, 1is Bonhoeffer’s most technical theological
exposition. It details the problems in attempting to build an
ethical foundation on philosophical or theoretical grounds.
Then we will examine more thoroughly Letters and Papers from
Prison, one of Bonhoeffer’s most personal and moving
achievements.

The Cost of Discipleship

Bonhoeffer’s most famous work is The Cost of Discipleship,
first published in 1939. This book is a rigorous exposition
and interpretation of the Sermon on the Mount, and Matthew
9:35-10:42. Bonhoeffer’s major concern is cheap grace. This is



grace that has become so watered down that it no longer
resembles the grace of the New Testament, the costly grace of
the Gospels.

By the phrase cheap grace, Bonhoeffer means the grace which
has brought chaos and destruction; it is the intellectual
assent to a doctrine without a real transformation in the
sinner’s life. It is the justification of the sinner without
the works that should accompany the new birth. Bonhoeffer says
of cheap grace:

[It] 1s the preaching of forgiveness without requiring
repentance, baptism without church discipline, Communion
without confession, absolution without personal confession.
Cheap grace is grace without discipleship, grace without the
cross, grace without Jesus Christ, living and incarnate.{1}

Real grace, in Bonhoeffer’s estimation, is a grace that will
cost a man his life. It is the grace made dear by the life of
Christ that was sacrificed to purchase man’s redemption. Cheap
grace arose out of man’s desire to be saved, but to do so
without becoming a disciple. The doctrinal system of the
church with its lists of behavioral codes becomes a substitute
for the Living Christ, and this cheapens the meaning of
discipleship. The true believer must resist cheap grace and
enter the life of active discipleship. Faith can no longer
mean sitting still and waiting; the Christian must rise and
follow Christ.{2}

It is here that Bonhoeffer makes one of his most enduring
claims on the life of the true Christian. He writes that “only
he who believes is obedient, and only he who is obedient
believes.”{3} Men have become soft and complacent in cheap
grace and are thus cut off from the discovery of the more
costly grace of self-sacrifice and personal debasement.
Bonhoeffer believed that the teaching of cheap grace was the
ruin of more Christians than any commandment of works.{4}



Discipleship, for Bonhoeffer, means strict adherence to Christ
and His commandments. It is also a strict adherence to Christ
as the object of our faith. Bonhoeffer discusses this single-
minded obedience in chapter three of The Cost of Discipleship.
In this chapter, the call of Levi and Peter are used to
illustrate the believer’s proper response to the call of
Christ and the Gospel.{5} The only requirement these men
understood was that in each case the call was to rely on
Christ’s word, and cling to it as offering greater security
than all the securities in the world.{6}

In the nineteenth chapter of Matthew’s Gospel we have the
story of the rich young man who is inquiring about salvation
and is told by Christ that he must sell all of his
possessions, take up his cross, and follow. Bonhoeffer
emphasizes the bewilderment of the disciples who ask the
question, “Who then can be saved?”{7} The answer they are
given is that it is extremely hard to be saved, but with God
all things are possible.

Bonhoeffer and the Sermon on the Mount

The exposition of the Sermon on the Mount is another important
element of The Cost of Discipleship. In it, Bonhoeffer places
special emphasis on the beatitudes for understanding the
incarnate and crucified Christ. It is here that the disciples
are called “blessed” for an extraordinary list of qualities.

The poor in spirit have accepted the loss of all things, most
importantly the loss of self, so that they may follow Christ.
Those who mourn are the people who do without the peace and
prosperity of this world.{8} Mourning is the conscious
rejection of rejoicing in what the world rejoices in, and
finding one’s happiness and fulfillment only in the person of
Christ.

The meek, says Bonhoeffer, are those who do not speak up for
their own rights. They continually subordinate their rights



and themselves to the will of Christ first, and in consequence
to the service of others. Likewise, those who hunger and
thirst after righteousness also renounce the expectation that
man can eventually make the world into paradise. Their hope 1is
in the righteousness that only the reign of Christ can bring.

The merciful have given up their own dignity and become
devoted to others, helping the needy, the infirm, and the
outcasts. The pure in heart are no longer troubled by the call
of this world, they have resigned themselves to the call of
Christ and His desires for their lives. The peacemakers abhor
the violence that is so often used to solve problems. This
point would be of special significance for Bonhoeffer, who was
writing on the eve of World War II. The peacemakers maintain
fellowship where others would find a reason to break off a
relationship. These individuals always see another option.{9}

Those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake are willing
to suffer for the cause of Christ. Any and every just cause
becomes their cause because it is part of the overall work of
Christ. Suffering becomes the way to communion with God.{10}
To this list is added the final blessing pronounced on those
who are persecuted for righteousness sake. These will receive
a great reward in heaven and be likened to the prophets who
also suffered.

Bonhoeffer’s emphasis on suffering is directly connected to
the suffering of Christ. The church is called to bear the
whole burden of Christ, especially as it pertains to
suffering, or it must collapse under the weight of the
burden.{11} Christ has suffered, says Bonhoeffer, but His
suffering is efficacious for the remission of sins. We may
also suffer, but our suffering is not for redemptive purposes.
We suffer, says Bonhoeffer, not only because it is the
church’s lot, but so that the world may see us suffering and
understand that there is a way that men can bear the burdens
of life, and that way is through Christ alone.



Discipleship for Bonhoeffer was not limited to what we can
comprehend—it must transcend all comprehension. The believer
must plunge into the deep waters beyond the comprehension and
everyday teaching of the church, and this must be done
individually and collectively.

Bonhoeffer’s Ethics

Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s work Ethics was written from 1940-1943.
Intended as lectures, this 1s his most mature work and 1is
considered to be his major contribution to theology.{12}
Christian ethics, he says, must be considered with reference
to the regenerated man whose chief desire should be to please
God, not with the man who is concerned with an airtight
philosophical system. Man is not, and cannot, be the final
arbitrator of good and evil. This is reserved for God alone.
When man tries to decide what is right and wrong his efforts
are doomed to failure. Bonhoeffer wrote that “instead of
knowing only the God who is good to him and instead of knowing
all things in Him, [man] knows only himself as the origin of
good and evil.”{13} With this statement, Bonhoeffer entered
one of the most difficult philosophical and theological
problems in the history of the church: the problem of evil.

Bonhoeffer believed that the problem of evil could only be
understood in light of the Fall of mankind. The Fall caused
the disunion of man and God with the result that man 1is
incapable of discerning right and wrong.{14} Modern men have a
vague uneasiness about their ability to know right and wrong.
Bonhoeffer asserted this is in part due to the desire for
philosophical certainty. However, Bonhoeffer urged the
Christian to be concerned with living the will of God rather
than finding a set of rules one may follow.{15} And while
Bonhoeffer was not advocating a direct and individual
revelation in every ethical dilemma, he did believe that man
can have knowledge of the will of God. He said that “if a man
asks God humbly God will give him certain knowledge of His



will; and then, after all this earnest proving there will be
the freedom to make real decisions, and [this] with the
confidence that it is not man but God Himself who through this
proving gives effect to His will.”{16}

Perhaps our first response to Bonhoeffer is that he appears to
be some sort of mystic. However, it 1is imperative to
understand the time in which he was writing, and some of the
specific problems he was addressing. World War II was raging
and the greatest ethical questions of the century were
confronting the church. Good men, and even committed
Christians, found themselves on opposing sides of the war. It
would be ludicrous to suppose that right and wrong on
individual or national levels was obvious, and that there was
universal agreement among Christians. In the midst of all of
this confusion a young pastor-theologian and member of the
Resistance could only advise that believers turn to Christ
with the expectation that true answers were obtainable. Such
confidence is sorely needed among Christians who face a world
devoid of answers.

The strength of Bonhoeffer’s Ethics lies not in its systematic
resolution of problems facing the church, but rather the
acknowledgment that life is complex and that all systems
outside of humble submission to the Word of God are doomed to
failure. As unsettling as Bonhoeffer’s Ethics may be, it is a
refreshing call to the contemporary church to repent and
return to a life characterized by prayer, the traditional mark
of the early church.

Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s Prison
Correspondence

Our final consideration of the work of Dietrich Bonhoeffer,
who was hanged in 1945 for his part in an assassination
attempt on Hitler, will center on his Letters and Papers from
Prison begun in 1942. These letters represent some of



Bonhoeffer’s most mature work, as well as troubling
observations concerning the church in the turbulent middle
years of the twentieth century.

The opening essay is titled After Ten Years. Here Bonhoeffer
identifies with the evil of the times, and especially the war.
He speaks of the unreasonable situations which reasonable
people must face. He warns against those who are deceived by
evil that is disquised as good, and he cries out against
misguided moral fanatics and the slaves of tradition and
rules.

In viewing the horrors of war, Bonhoeffer reminds us that what
we despise in others is never entirely absent from
ourselves.{17} This warning against contempt for humanity 1is
very important in light of authors such as Ernest Hemingway,
Jean Paul Sartre, and Albert Camus, whose contempt for the war
turned into disillusion with humanity. This is a striking
contrast between several witnesses to the war who came to very
different conclusions. Bonhoeffer’s conclusions were the
direct result of a personal relationship with Christ. The
conclusions of Hemingway, Sartre, and Camus were the
pessimistic observations of those without a final hope.

Bonhoeffer faced death daily for many years and came to some
bold conclusions concerning how believers might posture
themselves toward this ultimate event. He argued that one
could experience the miracle of life by facing death daily;
life could actually be seen as the gift of God that it is. It
is we ourselves, and not our outward circumstances, who make
death potentially positive. Death can be something voluntarily
accepted. {18}

The final question posed in this opening essay is whether it
is possible for plain and simple men to prosper again after
the war.{19} Bonhoeffer does not offer a clear solution, which
may be seen as an insight into the true horrors of the war, as
well as an open-ended question designed to illicit individual



involvement in the problem.

Long before movies like Schindler’s List, Saving Private Ryan,
or The Thin Red Line, Bonhoeffer reported on the atrocities of
the war. Some of the letters discuss the brutality and horrors
of life in the prison camps, and one can certainly ascertain
the expectation of execution in many of his letters. The thing
that makes these letters so much more important than the
popular films is that the letters are undoubtedly the
confessions of one who is looking at the war as a Christian.
Bonhoeffer was able to empathize with the problems faced by
Christians living in such turbulent times.

Bonhoeffer’s significance is difficult to assess completely
and accurately, but two observations may help as we come to an
end of our examination of his work.{20} We must always bear in
mind the time of his writings. This explains much that we
might at first not understand. Finally, any Christian would do
well to read the works of one who gave his life in direct
connection with his Christian convictions. There have been
many martyrs in this century, but few who so vividly recorded
the circumstances that lead to their martyrdom with both
theological astuteness and a vision for future posterity.
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The Christian Mind

The Need for a Christian Mind

“Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand.” (Matt.
4:17) (1) This familiar admonition was first

spoken by John the Baptist and soon after it was echoed by
Jesus. The phrase is certainly worthy of

a great deal of attention; it provides a lot of food for
thought. For the moment, though, let’s

concentrate on the first word: Repent. This expression is a
central portion of the doctrines
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concerning sin and salvation. Literally it refers to a change
of mind. It does not mean that

one is to be sorry for some action. Thus, the first hearers
were admonished to realize that they were

in need of radical change before a holy God, beginning with
their minds. They were to turn from sin

to God by changing their thinking. Certainly the same holds
true for us. Most of us are in need of

reminders that lead us back to one of the crucial aspects of
our salvation: repentance, or a change in

our thinking. In addition, we should couple such memories with
the realization that our changed

minds should always be alive to God. To paraphrase Kepler'’s
famous phrase, we are to “think

God'’'s thoughts after Him.” Since the Christian life is all-
inclusive, the mind is included.

But, some may ask, do we actually have a mind? Current
research and thought in the fields of

neuroscience and evolutionary psychology concludes that we are
much too free with the word

mind. Perhaps we should get used to making reference to the
brain, rather than the mind.

“Some neuroscientists are beginning to suspect that everything
that makes people human is no more

than an interaction of chemicals and electricity inside the
labyrinthine folds of the brain.”(2) E.O.

Wilson, the father of what is called sociobiology, proposes
that we can determine an ethical system

based on scientifically observable evidence. He writes, “The
empiricist argument holds that if we

explore the biological roots of moral behavior, and explain
their material origins and biases, we

should be able to fashion a wise and enduring ethical
consensus.”(3) Thus, ethics are not to be

found external to physical reality; there is no mind through
which we can respond ethically. It



seems that Wilson and those who are like-minded believe “the
mind is headed for an ignoble fate.

Just as the twinkle of stars was reduced to nuclear
explosions, and life itself to biochemical

reactions, so the brain may one day be explained by the same
forces that run the rest of the

universe.” (4)

Such perspectives should come as no surprise if we are aware
of the permeation of a naturalistic

worldview in both the physical and social sciences. The
Christian, though, is not relegated to this

type of reduction. A biblical worldview makes it clear that we
are more than physical beings; we

are also non-physical beings made in God’s image. As a popular
joke from the nineteenth century

says:

What’s the matter?
Never mind.

What is mind?

No matter. (5)

The truth of the joke should not be lost on those of us who
claim to be followers of Christ. We

should realize the importance of cultivating Christian minds.
As the great statesman Charles Malik

stated, “As Christ is the Light of the World, his light must
shine and be brought to bear upon the

problem of the formation of the mind.” (6)

The Scriptures and the Mind (Part 1)

“Come now, and let us reason together, says the LORD” (Isa.
1:18). Imagine you are in a courtroom.

You are the defense attorney; the prosecutor is God Himself.
He has just invited you, Judah’s



attorney, to engage in debate concerning the case at hand
which happens to focus on the crimes of

your client. Indeed, He wants the two of you to reason
together. That is the scenario

presented in this famous passage from the first chapter of
Isaiah. God was inviting Judah to debate a

case in court.(7) What a remarkable idea! And what a stunning
statement concerning the

importance of the mind. God was calling upon His people to use
their minds to see if they could

engage Him in debate concerning their sins.

In a time when the mind appears to be denigrated at every
hand, such a passage should serve to

reawaken us to the importance of using the minds God has given
us. After all, the Bible, which most

Christians claim to be the very word of God, calls the mind to
attention throughout its pages. As J.P.

Moreland states, “If we are going to be wise, spiritual people
prepared to meet the crises of our age,

we must be a studying, learning community that values the life
of the mind.”(8) Let’s begin such

studying and learning by considering some of what the Bible
says about the ungodly and rebellious

mind, and then the godly mind.

First, the ungodly mind is described in terms that are
sobering. When we apply these phrases to the

culture around us, we can better understand why what we see
and hear disturbs us. For example,

Romans 1:18-28 describes what one scholar called “The Night.”
Here are some of the ways

unbelievers’ minds are depicted in this dark passage:

= Suppressing the truth
= Rejecting God

= Foolish speculations
» Foolish hearts



» Professing wisdom

= Exchanging God for a counterfeit

= Lusting hearts

= Exchanging truth for a lie

 Worshipping the creature

= Degrading passions

 Exchanging the natural for the unnatural
= Committing indecent acts

= Depraved minds

Another somber statement about the ungodly way of thinking is
found in 2 Corinthians 4:4: “The

god of this world has blinded the minds of the unbelieving,
that they might not see the light of the

gospel of the glory of Christ, who is the image of God.”
Perhaps you have had conversations with

unbelievers that were characteristic of such “blindness.” The
person with whom you were talking

just didn’t see it as you attempted to share the truth of
Christ. Such responses should not surprise us.

A foolish mind also is described frequently in Scripture.
Jeremiah 4:22 is a strong indictment of
those who know the things of God, but foolishly reject them:

For My people are foolish,

They know Me not;

They are stupid children,

And they have no understanding.
They are shrewd to do evil,

But to do good they do not know.

Hosea 4:6 shows the result of God’s reaction when His people
reject the truth:

My people are destroyed for lack of knowledge.
Because you have rejected knowledge,
I also will reject you from being My priest.



These ancient proclamations could not be more contemporary.
May we heed their warnings'!

The Scriptures and the Mind (Part 2)

“We are destroying speculations and every lofty thing raised
up against the knowledge of God, and

we are taking every thought captive to the obedience of
Christ” (2 Cor. 10:5). When the apostle

Paul wrote these words, he was very aware of the need for a
Christian mind. Philosophical

speculations abounded in his time, just as in our time. Thus
he described the Christian’s mental

responsibility in terms of warfare. The Christian mind 1is
active—it enters the battle; it is filled with

the knowledge of God-it 1is prepared for battle; it puts all
things under the lordship of Christ—it

follows the only true commander into battle. And that battle
has been won innumerable times, even

in the minds of brilliant people. “One of the most astonishing
and undeniable arguments for the

truth of [Christianity] . . . 1is the fact that . . . some of
the most subtle of human intellects have been

led to render submission to the Saviour.”(9) The Bible
contains many such insights into the nature

of a Christian mind. We will consider two of these.

Reason is a term that is descriptive of the Christian mind.
This does not mean that a

Christian is to be a rationalist, but rather he is to use
reason based on the reason of God found in

Scripture. For example, on one of several occasions Pharisees
and Sadducees came to Jesus to test

Him by asking for a sign from heaven. Jesus responded by
referring to their ability to discern signs

of certain kinds of weather. Then He said, “Do you know how to
discern the appearance of the sky,



but cannot discern the signs of the times” (Matt. 16:3)7
Obviously He was noting how people use

reason to arrive at conclusions, but the Christian mind would
conclude the things of God. The book

of Acts indicates that the apostle Paul used reason
consistently to persuade his hearers of the truth

of his message. Acts 17:2-3 states that “according to Paul’s
custom, he went to them, and for three

Sabbaths reasoned [emphasis added] with them from the
Scriptures, explaining and giving

evidence that the Christ had to suffer and rise again from the
dead.” For two years in Ephesus Paul

was “reasoning [emphasis added] daily in the school of
Tyrannus” (Acts 19:9). In light of the fact

that our contemporary world attempts to reject reason, such
examples should spur us to hold out for

the possibility of reasonable dialogue with those around us.
After all, those who reject reason must

use reason to reject reason.

If the Christian mind is characterized by reason, such reason
must be founded upon knowledge from

God. Upon reflection of their conversation with Jesus on the
road to Emmaus, two of the disciples

said, “Were not our hearts burning within us while He was
speaking to us on the road, while He was

explaining the Scriptures to us” (Luke 24:32)? The word hearts
in this passage refers to

both moral and mental perception. In his letter to the
Colossians Paul wrote, “we proclaim Him,

admonishing every man and teaching every man with all wisdom,
that we may present every man

complete in Christ” (Col. 1:28). And in his Ephesian letter he
wrote, “I pray that the eyes of your

heart may be enlightened” (Eph. 1:18-19). May this beautiful
prayer apply to us as we consider how

to use our God-given minds!



Mandates for the Mind

“AND YOU SHALL LOVE THE LORD YOUR GOD WITH ALL YOUR HEART, AND
WITH ALL YOUR

SOUL, AND WITH ALL YOUR MIND, AND WITH ALL YOUR STRENGTH”
(Mark 12:30). These words

have echoed for thousands of years, beginning with Moses and
leading to Jesus. They contain the

first of what I call Mandates for the Mind: Strive to Know
God. To love someone we must

know him or her. In the case of my wife, for instance, it
would have been absurd to declare that I

loved her before ever meeting her. My love for her implies an
intimate knowledge about

and knowledge of her. In the same manner we are to strive both
to know about God

and to know Him intimately. Our minds are crucial to this
mandate. It is my contention that

one of the major problems in contemporary Christianity is that
too many of us are attempting know

God without using our minds to investigate what He has told us
of Himself in Scripture.

The second mandate is that the Christian mind should strive
for truth. “Jesus therefore was saying

to those Jews who had believed Him, ‘If you abide in My word,
then you are truly disciples of

Mine; and you shall know the truth, and the truth shall make
you free’” (John 8:31-32). Abiding in

His word implies a continual dedication to using the mind to
search the Scriptures, the place where

His truth is written.

The third mandate pertains to maturity. Romans 12:2 declares:
“And do not be conformed to this

world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind, that
you may prove what the will of God



is, that which is good and acceptable and perfect.” It 1is
pertinent to note that the words

conformed, transformed, and prove refer to continuous action.
Thus, the

Christian mind 1s to be characterized by continuous
development toward maturity. Hebrews 5:14

refers to Scripture as “solid food” as the writer describes
the mature mind. He then asserts that the

Christian is to “press on [continually] to maturity” (Heb.
6:1). Such maturity is a strategic need in

the contemporary church.

The fourth mandate involves proclaiming and defending the
faith. The maturing Christian mind will

actively engage the minds of those around him. For example,
Paul modeled this while in Athens:

“[H]e was reasoning in the synagogue with the Jews and the
God-fearing Gentiles, and in the

market place every day with those who happened to be present.
And also some of the Epicurean and

Stoic philosophers were conversing with him” (Acts 17:17-18).
Paul proclaimed and defended the

truth of the gospel in the synagogue with his own people,
among the populace, and even with the

intellectual elite of the time. Such encounters are easily
duplicated in our day.

The fifth mandate refers to the need for study. Philippians
4:8 states: “whatever is true, whatever 1is

honorable, whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever 1is
lovely, whatever is of good repute, if

there is any excellence and if anything worthy of praise, let
your mind dwell on these things.” Note

the final phrase: “let your mind dwell,” a clause indicative
of the need for concentration, or study.

The phrase also includes a command that such study is to be
continuous. We are to ponder, or think



on the things of God.

Applying the Christian Mind

“Prove yourselves doers of the word, and not merely hearers
who delude themselves” (James 1:22).

This exhortation from the book of James includes the last of
our Mandates for the Mind.

That is, the Christian mind should be applied; what is in the
mind should flow to the feet.

It would be easy to state that such a mandate applies to all
of life and let that suffice, but specific

examples can help us focus on how this works. Thus we will
focus on three contrived stories.

OQur first story involves a fellow we will call Billy. Billy is
an excellent softball player. Three nights

per week he plays for his company team. He has a reputation as
a fierce competitor who will do

virtually anything to win. He also has a volatile temper that
explodes in ways that embarrass his

family and teammates. On some occasions he even has had
shoving and cursing bouts with

opposing players. Each Sunday, and even on other occasions, he
attends a well-known church in his

city. One Sunday his pastor shared an exceptional sermon based
on 1 Corinthians 3:16: “Do you not

know that you are a temple of God, and that the Spirit of God
dwells in you?” Upon hearing this

message, he suddenly realized that softball games could not be
isolated from his commitment to

Christ. Whether in his business, his family, or his softball
games he needed to stop and think: if he

is a temple of God, all of life is a sacred task. His life,
including softball, was never the same.

The second story focuses on a woman named Sally. She is a



teacher in a public elementary school

who is also a young Christian. Her new life in Christ has
invigorated her to the point that she 1is

beginning to think of ways she can share her joy with her
students. She decides that at every

opportunity she will encourage the children to discover the
wonder of life. As she guides them

through science, she expresses awe as they investigate the
simplest flower, or the profundity of the

solar system. As she discusses arithmetic she encourages them
to realize the beauty of logical order

in numbers. As she reads stories to them she gently emphasizes
the amazing concept of human

imagination. In these ways and others Sally begins to realize
the excitement of using her mind for

God’'s glory. In addition, she soon finds that she is having
conversations with her students that give

her opportunities to share the One who is guiding her.

Our third story concerns Steven, a businessman and father of
an eight-year-old boy. Steven has

come to the realization that his son, Jimmy, spends most of
his time either watching television or

playing computer games. So he begins to consider ways to
stimulate Jimmy’'s thinking. Since he

also wants to see Jimmy come to faith in Christ, Steven
suggests that they read C.S. Lewis’

Chronicles of Narnia together. Soon, the two of them are
delighting in these tales, and

Steven finds ways to discuss the spiritual metaphors in Lewis’
classic fantasies.

These stories may not apply directly to your life at this
time. But, hopefully they will stimulate a

broader understanding of how your mind can be used for God’s
glory within the routines of life.

Notes
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The Problem of Evil

Rick Rood helps us understand the challenging question of evil
and why it is allowed to remain in this world. Speaking from
a Christian worldview perspective, he gives us a thorough
understanding of how Christians should consider and deal with
evil in this world. The Bible does not shirk from addressing
the nature and existence of evil AND our responsibility to
stand against it.

=] This article is also available in Spanish.

The Problem of Evil — Introduction

John Stott has said that “the fact of suffering undoubtedly
constitutes the single greatest challenge to the Christian
faith.” It is unquestionably true that there is no greater
obstacle to faith than that of the reality of evil and
suffering in the world. Indeed, even for the believing
Christian, there is no greater test of faith than this—that
the God who loves him permits him to suffer, at times 1in
excruciating ways. And the disillusionment 1is intensified in
our day when unrealistic expectations of health and prosperity
are fed by the teachings of a multitude of Christian teachers.
Why does a good God allow his creatures, and even his children
to suffer?

First, it’s important to distinguish between two kinds of
evil: moral evil and natural evil. Moral evil results from the
actions of free creatures. Murder, rape and theft are
examples. Natural evil results from natural processes such as
earthquakes and floods. Of course, sometimes the two are
intermingled, such as when flooding results in loss of human
life due to poor planning or shoddy construction of buildings.

It’'s also important to identify two aspects of the problem of
evil and suffering. First, there is the philosophical or
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apologetic aspect. This is the problem of evil approached from
the standpoint of the skeptic who challenges the possibility
or probability that a God exists who would allow such
suffering. In meeting this apologetic challenge we must
utilize the tools of reason and evidence in “giving a reason
for the hope within us.” (I Pet. 3:15)

Second is the religious or emotional aspect of the problem of
evil. This is the problem of evil approached from the
standpoint of the believer whose faith in God is severely
tested by trial. How can we love and worship God when He
allows us to suffer in these ways? In meeting the
religious/emotional challenge we must appeal to the truth
revealed by God in Scripture. We will address both aspects of
the problem of evil in this essay.

It’s also helpful to distinguish between two types of the
philosophical or apologetic aspect of the problem of evil. The
first is the logical challenge to belief in God. This
challenge says it is irrational and hence impossible to
believe in the existence of a good and powerful God on the
basis of the existence of evil in the world. The logical
challenge is usually posed in the form of a statement such as
this:

1. A good God would destroy evil.

2. An all powerful God could destroy evil.

3. Evil is not destroyed.

4. Therefore, there cannot possibly be such a good and
powerful God.

It is logically impossible to believe that both evil, and a
good and powerful God exist in the same reality, for such a
God certainly could and would destroy evil.

On the other hand, the evidential challenge contends that
while it may be rationally possible to believe such a God
exists, it is highly improbable or unlikely that He does. We



have evidence of so much evil that is seemingly pointless and
of such horrendous intensity. For what valid reason would a
good and powerful God allow the amount and kinds of evil which
we see around us?

These issues are of an extremely important nature—-not only as
we seek to defend our belief in God, but also as we live out
our Christian lives.{1}

The Logical Problem of Evil

We have noted that there are two aspects of the problem of
evil: the philosophical or apologetic, and the religious or
emotional aspect. We also noted that within the philosophical
aspect there are two types of challenges to faith in God: the
logical and the evidential.

David Hume, the eighteenth century philosopher, stated the
logical problem of evil when he inquired about God, “Is He
willing to prevent evil, but not able? Then He is impotent. Is
He able, but not willing? Then He is malevolent. Is He both
able and willing? Whence then is evil?” (Craig, 80). When the
skeptic challenges belief in God on the basis of the logical
problem of evil, he 1is suggesting that it is irrational or
logically impossible to believe in the existence of both a
good and all powerful God and in the reality of evil and
suffering. Such a God would not possibly allow evil to exist.

The key to the resolution of this apparent conflict is to
recognize that when we say God is all powerful, we do not
imply that He is capable of doing anything imaginable. True,
Scripture states that “with God all things are possible” (Mt.
19:26). But Scripture also states that there are some things
God cannot do. For instance, God cannot lie (Tit. 1:2).
Neither can He be tempted to sin, nor can He tempt others to
sin (James 1:13). In other words, He cannot do anything that
is “out of character” for a righteous God. Neither can He do
anything that is out of character for a rational being in a



rational world. Certainly even God cannot “undo the past,” or
create a square triangle, or make what is false true. He
cannot do what is irrational or absurd.

And it is on this basis that we conclude that God could not
eliminate evil without at the same time rendering it
impossible to accomplish other goals which are important to
Him. Certainly, for God to create beings in his own image, who
are capable of sustaining a personal relationship with Him,
they must be beings who are capable of freely loving Him and
following his will without coercion. Love or obedience on any
other basis would not be love or obedience at all, but mere
compliance. But creatures who are free to love God must also
be free to hate or ignore Him. Creatures who are free to
follow His will must also be free to reject it. And when
people act in ways outside the will of God, great evil and
suffering is the ultimate result. This line of thinking 1is
known as the “free will defense” concerning the problem of
evil.

But what about natural evil-evil resulting from natural
processes such as earthquakes, floods and diseases? Here it is
important first to recognize that we live in a fallen world,
and that we are subject to natural disasters that would not
have occurred had man not chosen to rebel against God. Even
so, it is difficult to imagine how we could function as free
creatures in a world much different than our own-a world in
which consistent natural processes allow us to predict with
some certainty the consequences of our choices and actions.
Take the law of gravity, for instance. This is a natural
process without which we could not possibly function as human
beings, yet under some circumstances it is also capable of
resulting in great harm.

Certainly, God is capable of destroying evil-but not without
destroying human freedom, or a world in which free creatures
can function. And most agree that this line of reasoning does
successfully respond to the challenge of the logical problem



of evil.

The Evidential Problem of Evil

While most agree that belief in a good and powerful God 1is
rationally possible, nonetheless many contend that the
existence of such a God is improbable due to the nature of the
evil which we see in the world about us. They conclude that if
such a God existed it is highly unlikely that He would allow
the amount and intensity of evil which we see in our world.
Evil which frequently seems to be of such a purposeless
nature.

This charge is not to be taken lightly, for evidence abounds
in our world of evil of such a horrendous nature that it is
difficult at times to fathom what possible purpose it could
serve. However, difficult as this aspect of the problem of
evil is, careful thinking will show that there are reasonable
responses to this challenge.

Surely it is difficult for us to understand why God would
allow some things to happen. But simply because we find it
difficult to imagine what reasons God could have for
permitting them, does not mean that no such reasons exist. It
is entirely possible that such reasons are not only beyond our
present knowledge, but also beyond our present ability to
understand. A child does not always understand the reasons
that lie behind all that his father allows or does not allow
him to do. It would be unrealistic for us to expect to
understand all of God’s reasons for allowing all that He does.
We do not fully understand many things about the world we live
in—what lies behind the force of gravity for instance, or the
exact function of subatomic particles. Yet we believe in these
physical realities.

Beyond this, however, we can suggest possible reasons for God
allowing some of the horrendous evils which do exist in our
world. Perhaps there are people who would never sense their



utter dependence on God apart from experiencing the intense
pain that they do in life (Ps. 119:71). Perhaps there are
purposes that God intends to accomplish among his angelic or
demonic creatures which require his human creatures to
experience some of the things that we do (Job 1-2). It may be
that the suffering we experience in this life is somehow
preparatory to our existence in the life to come (2 Cor.
4:16-18). Even apart from the revelation of Scripture, these
are all possible reasons behind God’s permission of evil. And
at any rate, most people agree that there is much more good in
the world than evil-at least enough good to make life well
worth the living.

In responding to the challenge to belief in God based on the
intensity and seeming purposelessness of much evil in the
world, we must also take into account all of the positive
evidence that points to his existence: the evidence of design
in nature, the historical evidence for the reliability of
Scripture and of the resurrection of Jesus Christ. In light of
the totality of the evidence, it certainly cannot be proven
that there are no sufficient reasons for God’s allowing the
amount of evil that we see in the world..or even that it is
improbable that such reasons exist.

The Religious Problem of Evil — Part I

But the existence of evil and suffering in our world poses
more than a merely philosophical or apologetic problem. It
also poses a very personal religious and emotional problem for
the person who is enduring great trial. Although our painful
experience may not challenge our belief that God exists, what
may be at risk is our confidence in a God we can freely
worship and love, and in whose love we can feel secure. Much
harm can be done when we attempt to aid a suffering brother or
sister by merely dealing with the intellectual aspects of this
problem, or when we seek to find solace for ourselves in this
way. Far more important than answers about the nature of God,



is a revelation of the love of God-—even in the midst of trial.
And as God’s children, it is not nearly as important what we
say about God as what we do to manifest his love.

First, it is evident from Scripture that when we suffer it is
not unnatural to experience emotional pain, nor 1is it
unspiritual to express it. It is noteworthy for instance that
there are nearly as many psalms of lament as there are psalms
of praise and thanksgiving, and these two sentiments are
mingled together in many places (cf. Pss. 13, 88). Indeed, the
psalmist encourages us to “pour out our hearts to God” (Ps.
62:8). And when we do, we can be assured that God understands
our pain. Jesus Himself keenly felt the painful side of life.
When John the Baptist was beheaded it is recorded that “He
withdrew to a lonely place” obviously to mourn his loss (Mt.
14:13). And when his friend Lazarus died, it is recorded that
Jesus openly wept at his tomb (Jn. 11:35). Even though He was
committed to following the Father’s will to the cross, He
confessed to being filled with anguish of soul 1in
contemplating it (Mt. 26:38). It is not without reason that
Jesus was called “a man of sorrows and acquainted with grief”
(Isa. 53:3); and we follow in his steps when we truthfully
acknowledge our own pain.

We cross the line, however, from sorrow to sin when we allow
our grief to quench our faith in God, or follow the counsel
that Job was offered by his wife when she told him to “curse
God and die” (Job 2:9Db).

Secondly, when we suffer we should draw comfort from
reflecting on Scriptures which assure us that God knows and
cares about our situation, and promises to be with us to
comfort and uphold us. The psalmist tells us that “the Lord is
near to the brokenhearted” (Ps. 34:18), and that when we go
through the “valley of the shadow of death” it is then that
his presence is particularly promised to us (Ps. 23:4).
Speaking through the prophet Isaiah, the Lord said, “Can a
woman forget her nursing child, and have no compassion on the



son of her womb? Even these may forget, but I will not forget
you” (Isa. 49:15). He is more mindful of us than is a nursing
mother toward her child! It is of the One whom we know as the
“God of all comfort and Father of mercies” that Peter speaks
when He bids us to cast our anxieties on Him, “for He cares
for us” (1 Pet. 5:7). Our cares are his personal concern!

The Religious Problem of Evil — Part II

We noted that when suffering strikes it is neither unnatural
to experience emotional pain, nor unspiritual to express 1it.
But we also noted that when suffering strikes, we must be
quick to reflect on the character of God and on the promises
He gives to those who are enduring great trial. Now we want to
focus on one of the great truths of God’s Word-that even in
severe trial God is working all things together for the good
of those who love Him (Rom. 8:28). This is not at all to imply
that evil is somehow good. But it does mean that we are to
recognize that even in what is evil God is at work to bring
about his good purposes in our lives.

Joseph gave evidence of having learned this truth when after
years of unexplained suffering due to the betrayal of his
brothers, he was able to say to them, “You meant it for evil,
but God meant it for good” (Gen. 50:20). Though God did not
cause his brothers to betray him, nonetheless He was able to
use it in furthering his good intentions.

This is the great hope we have in the midst of suffering, that
in a way beyond our comprehension, God is able to turn evil
against itself. And it is because of this truth that we can
find joy even in the midst of sorrow and pain. The apostle
Paul described himself as “sorrowful, yet always rejoicing” (2
Cor. 6:10). And we are counseled to rejoice in trial, not
because the affliction itself is a cause for joy (it is not),
but because in it God can find an occasion for producing what
is good.



What are some of those good purposes suffering promotes? For
one, suffering can provide an opportunity for God to display
his glory—to make evident his mercy, faithfulness, power and
love in the midst of painful circumstances (Jn. 9:1-3).
Suffering can also allow us to give proof of the genuineness
of our faith, and even serve to purify our faith (1 Pet. 1:7).
As in the case of Job, our faithfulness in trial shows that we
serve Him not merely for the benefits He offers, but for the
love of God Himself (Job 1:9-11). Severe trial also provides
an opportunity for believers to demonstrate their love for one
another as members of the body of Christ who “bear one
another’s burdens” (1 Cor 12:26; Gal. 6:2). Indeed, as D.A.
Carson has said, “experiences of suffering.. engender
compassion and empathy.., and make us better able to help
others” (Carson, 122). As we are comforted by God in
affliction, so we are better able to comfort others (2 Cor.
1:4). Suffering also plays a key role in developing godly
virtues, and in deterring us from sin. Paul recognized that
his “thorn in the flesh” served to keep him from boasting, and
promoted true humility and dependence on God (2 Cor. 12:7).
The psalmist recognized that his affliction had increased his
determination to follow God’s will (Ps. 119:71). Even Jesus
“learned obedience from the things He suffered” (Heb. 5:8). As
a man He learned by experience the value of submitting to the
will of God, even when it was the most difficult thing in the
world to do.

Finally, evil and suffering can awaken in us a greater hunger
for heaven, and for that time when God’s purposes for these
experiences will have been finally fulfilled, when pain and
sorrow shall be no more (Rev. 21:4).

Note

1. The line of reasoning in the first three sections of this
article can be found in many sources on the problem of evil.
Chapters 3 and 4 of William Lane Craig’s book cited in the
resources below has served as a general guide for my comments
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Answering the Big Questions
of Life

Sue Bohlin presents a Naturalistic, a Pantheistic, and a
Christian perspective on the five major questions all of us
should ask about life. Knowing the answers to these questions
in critical to living a meaningful, fulfilling life on this
earth. She concludes by demonstrating that only a Christian
worldview provides consistent answers to all of these
questions.

=] This article is also available in Spanish.

One of the most important aspects of Probe’s “Mind Games”
conference is teaching students to recognize the three major
world views—Naturalism, Pantheism, and Theism—and the impact
they have both on the surrounding culture as well as on the
ideas the students will face at the university. Because we
come from an unapologetically Christian worldview, I will be
presenting the ideas of Christian theism, even though Judaism
and Islam are both theistic as well.

In this essay I'll be examining five of the biggest questions
of life, and how each of the worldviews answers them:

= Why is there something rather than nothing?
= How do you explain human nature?

= What happens to a person at death?

» How do you determine right and wrong?

» How do you know that you know?{1}

Why Is There Something Rather than
Nothing?

The most basic question of life may well be, Why is there
something rather than nothing? Why am I here? Why is anything
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here at all?

Even Maria Von Trapp in the movie The Sound of Music knew the
answer to this one. When she and the Captain are singing their
love to each other in the gazebo, she croons, “Nothing comes
from nothing, nothing ever could.”

But naturalism, the belief that says there is no reality
beyond the physical universe, offers two answers to this basic
question. Until a few years ago, the hopeful wish of
naturalism was that matter is eternal: the universe has always
existed, and always will. There’s no point to asking “why
because the wuniverse simply 1is. End of discussion.
Unfortunately for naturalism, the evidence that has come from
our studies of astronomy makes it clear that the universe 1is
unwinding, in a sense, and at one point it was tightly wound
up. The evidence says that at some point in the past there was
a beginning, and matter is most definitely not eternal. That’s
a major problem for a naturalist, who believes that everything
that now 1s, came from nothing. First there was nothing, then
there was something, but nothing caused the something to come
into existence. Huh?

n

Pantheism is the belief that everything is part of one great
“oneness.” It comes from two Greek words, pan meaning
“everything,” and theos meaning “God.” Pantheism says that all
is one, all is god, and therefore we are one with the
universe; we are god. We are part of that impersonal divinity
that makes up the universe. In answering the question, Why is
there something rather than nothing, pantheism says that
everything had an impersonal beginning. The universe itself
has an intelligence that brought itself into being. The
“something” that exists is simply how energy expresses itself.
If you’'ve seen the Star Wars movies, you’ve seen the ideas of
pantheism depicted in that impersonal energy field, “The
Force.” Since the beginning of the universe had an impersonal
origin, the question of “why” gets sidestepped. Like
naturalism, pantheism basically says, “We don’t have a good

n



answer to that question, so we won’t think about it.”

Christian Theism is the belief that God is a personal,
transcendent Creator of the universe—and of us. This worldview
showed up on a T-shirt I saw recently:

“There are two things in life you can be sure of.

1. There is a God.
2. You are not Him."”

Christian Theism answers the question, Why is there something
rather than nothing, by confidently asserting that first there
was God and nothing else, then He created the universe by
simply speaking it into existence. The Bible’s opening
sentence is an answer to this most basic of questions: “In the
beginning, God created the heavens and the earth.”

How Do You Explain Human Nature?

Another one of the big questions of life is, How do you
explain human nature? Why do human beings act the way we do?
What it really boils down to is, Why am I so good and you're
so bad?

During World War II, a young Jewish teenager kept a journal
during the years she and her family hid from the Nazis in a
secret apartment in a house in Amsterdam. Anne Frank’s diary
poignantly explored the way she tried to decide if people were
basically good or basically evil. Acts of kindness and
blessing seemed to indicate people were basically good; but
then the next day, Anne would learn of yet another barbarous
act of depravity and torture, and she would think that perhaps
people were basically bad after all. After reading her diary,
I remember carrying on the quest for an answer in my own mind,
and not finding it until I trusted Christ and learned what His
Word had to say about it.



Naturalism says that humans are nothing more than evolved
social animals. There is nothing that truly separates us from
the other animals, so all our behavior can be explained in
terms of doing what helps us to survive and reproduce. Your
only purpose in life, naturalism says, is to make babies. And
failing that, to help those who share your genes to make
babies. Kind of makes you want to jump out of bed in the
morning, doesn’t it?

Another answer from naturalism is that we are born as blank
slates, and we become whatever is written on those slates. You
might mix in some genetic factors, in which case human nature
is nothing more than a product of our genes and our
environment.

Pantheism explains human nature by saying we’re all a part of
god, but our problem is that we forget we’re god. We just need
to be re- educated and start living like the god we are. QOur
human nature will be enhanced by attaining what pantheists
call “cosmic consciousness.” According to New Age thought, the
problem with humans is that we suffer from a collective form
of metaphysical amnesia. We just need to wake up and remember
we’'re god. When people are bad, (which is one result of
forgetting you’re god), pantheism says that they’ll pay for it
in the next life when they are reincarnated as something less
spiritually evolved than their present life. I had a Buddhist
friend who refused to kill insects in her house because she
said they had been bad in their previous lives and had to come
back as bugs, and it wasn’t her place to prematurely mess up
their karma.

The Christian worldview gives the most satisfying answer to
the question, How do you explain human nature? The Bible
teaches that God created us to be His image-bearers, which
makes us distinct from the entire rest of creation. But when
Adam and Eve chose to rebel in disobedience, their fall into
sin distorted and marred the sacred Image. The fact that we
are created in God’s image explains the noble, creative,



positive things we can do; the fact that we are sinners who
love to disobey and rebel against God’'s rightful place as King
of our lives explains our wicked, destructive, negative
behavior. It makes sense that this biblical view of human
nature reveals the reasons why mankind is capable of producing
both Mother Teresa and the holocaust.

What Happens after Death?

In the movie Flatliners, medical students took turns stopping
each other’s hearts to give them a chance to experience what
happens after death. After a few minutes, they resuscitated
the metaphysical traveller who told the others what he or she
saw. The reason for pursuing such a dangerous experiment was
explained by the med student who thought it up in the first
place: “What happens after death? Mankind deserves an answer.
Philosophy failed; religion failed. Now it’s up to the
physical sciences.”

Well, maybe religion failed, but the Lord Jesus didn’t. But
first, let’s address how naturalism answers this question.

Because this worldview says that there is nothing outside of
space, time and energy, naturalism insists that death brings
the extinction of personality and the disorganization of
matter. Things just stop living and start decomposing. Or, as
my brother said when he was in his atheist phase, “When you
die, you're like a dog by the side of the road. You're dead,
and that’'s it.” To the naturalist, there is no life after
death. The body recycles back to the earth and the mental and
emotional energies that comprised the person disintegrate
forever.

Pantheism teaches reincarnation, the belief that all of life
is an endless cycle of birth and death. After death, each
person 1is reborn as someone, or something, else. Your
reincarnated persona in the next life depends on how you live
during this one. This is the concept of karma, which 1is the



law of cause and effect in life. If you make evil or foolish
choices, you will have to work off that bad karma by being
reborn as something like a rat or a cow. If you're really bad,
you might come back as a termite. But if you’re good, you’ll
come back as someone who can be wonderful and powerful. New
Age followers sometimes undergo something they call “past
lives therapy,” which regresses them back beyond this life,
beyond birth, and into previous lives. I think it's
interesting that people always seem to have been someone
glamorous like Cleopatra and never someone like a garbage
collector or an executioner!

Christian Theism handles the question, What happens to a
person at death, with such a plain, no-nonsense answer that
people have been stumbling over it for millenia. Death is a
gateway that either whisks a person to eternal bliss with God
or takes him straight to a horrible place of eternal
separation from God. What determines whether one goes to
heaven or hell is the way we respond to the light God gives us
concerning His Son, Jesus Christ. When we confess that we are
sinners in need of mercy we don’t deserve, and trust the Lord
Jesus to save us from not only our sin but the wrath that sin
brings to us, He comes to live inside us and take us to heaven
to be with Him forever when we die. When we remain 1in
rebellion against God, either actively disobeying Him or
passively ignoring Him, the consequences of our sin remain on
us and God allows us to keep them for all eternity-but
separated from Him and all life and hope. It is a dreadful
thing to fall into the hands of the living God (Hebrews
10:31). But it is a delightful thing to fall into the arms of
the Lover of your soul, Who has gone on ahead to prepare a
place for you! Which will you choose?

How Do You Determine Right and Wrong?

One of the big questions in life is, How do you determine
right and wrong? Steven Covey, author of Seven Habits of



Highly Effective People, appeared on the Oprah Winfrey show
one day. He asked the studio audience to close their eyes and
point north. When they opened their eyes, there were several
hundred arms pointing in wildly different directions. Then Mr.
Covey pulled out a compass and said, “This is how we know
which way is north. You can’t know from within yourself.” He
used a powerful object lesson to illustrate the way Christian
theism answers this big question in life.

Naturalism says that there 1is no absolute outside of
ourselves. There is no final authority because space, time and
energy are all that is. There 1s no such thing as right and
wrong because there is no right- and wrong-giver. So
naturalism tries to deal with the question of ethics by
providing several unsatisfying answers. One 1is the belief that
there is no free choice, that all our behaviors and beliefs
are driven by our genes. We are just as determined in our
behavior as the smallest animals or insects. Another 1is the
belief that moral values are determined from what is; the way
things are is the way they ought to be. If you are being
abused by your husband, that’'s the way things are, so that'’s
the way they ought to be. Even worse is the concept of
arbitrary ethics: might makes right. Bullies get to decide the
way things ought to be because they’re stronger and meaner
than everybody else. That's what happens in totalitarian
regimes; the people with the power decide what’s right and
what’s wrong.

Pantheism says that there is no such thing as ultimate right
and wrong because everything is part of a great
undifferentiated whole where right and wrong, good and evil,
are all part of the oneness of the universe. Remember “Star
Wars”? The Force was both good and evil at the same time.
Pantheism denies one of the basic rules of philosophy, which
is that two opposite things cannot both be true at the same
time. Because Pantheism denies that there are absolutes,
things which are true all the time, it holds that all right



and wrong 1is relative. Right and wrong are determined by
cultures and situations. So murdering one’s unborn baby might
be right for one person and wrong for another.

Theism says that there is such a thing as absolute truth, and
absolute right and wrong. We can know this because this
information has come to us from a transcendent source outside
of ourselves and outside of our world. Christian Theism says
that the God who created us has also communicated certain
truths to us. He communicated generally, through His creation,
and He communicated specifically and understandably through
His Word, the Bible. We call this revelation. Christian Theism
says that absolute truth is rooted in God Himself, who is an
Absolute; He is Truth. As Creator, He has the right to tell us
the difference between right and wrong, and He has taken great
care to communicate this to us.

That’s why Steven Covey’s illustration was so powerful. When
he pulled out a compass, he showed that we need a transcendent
source of information, something outside ourselves and which
is fixed and constant, to show us the moral equivalent of
“North.” We are creatures created to be dependent on our
Creator for the information we need to live life right. God
has given us a compass in revelation.

How Do You Know That You Know?

This question generally doesn’t come up around the cafeteria
lunch table at work, and even the most inquisitive toddler
usually won’t ask it, but it’s an important question
nonetheless: How do you know that you know?

There’s a great scene in the movie Terminator 2 where the
young boy that the cyborg terminator has been sent to protect,
is threatened by a couple of hoodlums. The terminator is about
to blow one away when the young boy cries out, “You can’t do
that!” The terminator—-Arnold Schwarzenegger—asks, “Why not?”
“You just can’t go around killing people!” the boy protests.



“Why not?” “Take my word for it,” the boy says. “You just
can’t.” He knew that it was wrong to kill another human being,
but he didn’'t know how he knew. There are a lot of people in
our culture like that!

Naturalism, believing that there is nothing beyond space, time
and energy, would answer the question by pointing to the human
mind. Rational thought—iguring things out deductively—is one
prime way we gain knowledge. Human reason is a good enough
method to find out what we need to know. The mind is the
center of our source of knowledge. Another way to knowledge is
by accumulating hard scientific data of observable and
measurable experience. This view says that the source of our
knowledge is found in the senses. We know what we can perceive
through what we can measure. Since naturalism denies any
supernaturalism (anything above or outside of the natural
world), what the human mind can reason and measure is the only
standard for gaining knowledge.

Pantheism would agree with this assessment of how we know that
we know. Followers of pantheism tend to put a lot of value on
personal experience. The rash of near- and after-death
experiences in the past few years, for example, are extremely
important to New Agers. These experiences usually validate the
preconceptions of pantheistic thought, which denies absolutes
such as the Christian tenet that Jesus is the only way to God.
The experiences of past- lives therapy have persuaded even
some Christians to believe in reincarnation, even though the
Bible explicitly denies that doctrine, because personal
experience is often considered the most valid way to know
reality.

Christian Theism says that while human reason and perception
are legitimate ways to gain knowledge, we cannot depend on
these methods alone because they’'re not enough. Some
information needs to be given to us from outside the system.
An outside Revealer provides information we can’t get any
other way. Revelation-revealed truth from the One who knows



everything—is another, not only legitimate but necessary way
to know some important things. Revelation is how we know what
happened when the earth, the universe and man were created.
Revelation is how we know what God wants us to do and be.
Revelation is how we can know how the world will end and what
heaven is like. Revelation in the form of the Lord Jesus
Christ is the only way we can experience “God with skin on.”

Naturalism’s answers are inadequate, depressing, and wrong;
pantheism’s answers are slippery, don’t square with reality,
and wrong; but Christian theism—the Christian worldview-is
full of hope, consistent with reality, and it resonates in our
souls that it’s very, very right.

Notes

1. These questions are taken from James W. Sire’s book The
Universe Next Door (Downers Grove, Ill.:InterVarsity Press),
1977.
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Why Care about Theology?

What is your response when you hear the word theology? Some
people tend to cringe and think that such a word is of use
only to the seminary student or, at the most, their pastor.
Have you given much thought to how this word may apply to your
life? If so, please continue your pursuit by thinking along
with us. If not, we hope to encourage you to begin to take
theology a little more seriously than you may have before.

Just what is theology? Literally, it is derived from a
combination of two Greek terms meaning “a word about God.”
Eventually it was employed to refer not only to a study of the
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nature and attributes of God, but to the whole range of
Christian doctrine. Augustus H. Strong, a theologian of the
early twentieth century, offered a definition that is even
broader. He wrote, “Theology is the science of God and of the
relations between God and the universe.” (1) So theology is
concerned with a very wide range of subjects, such as the
Bible, Jesus Christ, the Holy Spirit, man, salvation, angels,
the church, and the end times. Or, we can even say our
theology pertains to all of life.

Sound theology is very important in the life of a Christian.
History shows us this has always been true. From heresies in
the very early church, through the upheaval of the
Reformation, to the “Jesus Seminar” of more recent times,
Christians have been challenged to give serious attention to
matters of theology. And there are important reasons for each
of us to devote increased attention to it at this time 1in
history. Historic orthodox theology is currently being
questioned, if not attacked, from both outside and inside our
churches and institutions. Several examples will demonstrate
this.

Contemporary Illustrations

A few years ago an infamous movie entitled The Last Temptation
of Christ drew national and international attention because of
its blasphemous caricature of Christ. The non-orthodox reports
of the Jesus Seminar, a gathering of various scholars, have
received the attention of both theological journals and
popular magazines such as Time and Newsweek. The conjectures
of New Age advocates such as Shirley MacLaine include
heretical views of God, Christ, and other facets of theology.
Process theologians, who teach at many seminaries, teach a
doctrine of God that includes the idea that “the world can be
thought of as the body of God,” and the notion of a changing
God who is as dependent on the world as the world is on
Him. (2) Recent books from within evangelical circles include



titles such as The Openness of God, which "“asserts that such
classical doctrines as God’'s immutability, impassibility and
foreknowledge demand reconsideration.”(3) More orthodox
evangelical writers have written such books as No Place for
Truth: Or Whatever Happened to Evangelical Theology?
Obviously, the title indicates that the author is concerned
about what he believes is a collapse of theology.(4) The Body,
a book by Charles Colson, decries what Colson sees as a drift
to a consumer-oriented church that, among other things, isn’t
concerned about matters of theological truth(5).

Such illustrations serve to alert us to the need for more
theological reflection, not less. These are challenging times
for theology!

Who Are the Theologians?

Do you know anyone who can be called a theologian? You
probably immediately begin to think of a seminary professor or
an erudite pastor you may know. But is it possible you can be
called a theologian? If someone were to ask you what you
believe about God, Jesus Christ, the Holy Spirit, salvation,
and many other doctrines, chances are you would answer their
questions. Thus you are stating your theology; you are, at
some level, a theologian. There are certainly “professional”
theologians who spend their lives thinking about and teaching
theology, but theology is not just for schools and seminaries;
it is for life. It is for you and every other member of
Christ’s body, the church.

In the fairly recent past in this country theology was spoken
of in both the academy and the church. David Wells, a
contemporary professional theologian who is concerned about
recapturing such unity, has written that at one time theology
encompassed three essential elements: “(1) a confessional
element, (2) reflection on this confession, and (3) the
cultivation of a set of virtues that are grounded in the first
two elements.”(6) “Confession, in this understanding, is what



the Church believes. It is what crystallizes into doctrine.”
Thus we are to confess our theology based on the inspired Word
of God, the Bible. Then we are to wrestle intellectually with
what it means to hold such theology in the present world.
Finally, we are to wisely apply the truth found in the first
two steps.(8) It appears that too often such steps are lacking
among all but a few contemporary Christians.

For more than two years my wife and I visited worship services
at many churches in the Dallas/Ft. Worth, Texas metroplex,
which some refer to as a major part of the “Bible belt.” The
churches represent a wide spectrum of denominational
affiliations, and some are non-denominational. Qur visits left
us with many impressions, some of which are very positive. But
one of several concerns is that too many of these churches
emphasized appeasement rather than proclamation. That 1is,
there was concern for relating to the “seeker” at the expense
of teaching the believer; or there was an emphasis on “how to”
sermons that contained little doctrinal substance; or there
was stress on what is called contemporary Christian music
coupled with lyrics that were often void of meaning; or there
were statements of trite cliches that can do little, if
anything, to lead the church to maturity. In other words, much
was done to appease the “wants” of the people and little was
done that would give the impression that theology is important
in these churches.

On the other hand, those few churches that were the exceptions
to such emphases boldly stated theological truth and genuinely
worshipped God in the process. Their praise had meaning; their
prayers were directed to the holy and sovereign God; their
sermons contained truth that encouraged the church toward
maturity; and even though individual “wants” were not
stressed, true needs were met because theology for all of life
had been proclaimed.

Which of these accounts 1is descriptive of your church? Does
your church summon you to theological maturity? Or are you



caught in a web of appeasement? The writer of Hebrews implored
his readers to “press on to maturity” (Heb. 6:1). May God help
us do the same!

Theology in the World

A 1994 U.S.News & World Report poll of religious beliefs in
the U.S. indicates that “about 95 percent of Americans say
they believe in God or a universal spirit, and about 60
percent say they attend religious services regularly.”(9) In
addition, “more than 80 percent, including 71 percent of
college graduates, believe the Bible is the inspired word of
God.” (10) And “68 percent of Americans are members of a church
or synagogue.”(11) But do such statistics mean that sound
theology plays a significant part in our lives? For example,
could it be “that the surprising growth of church membership
rolls in recent decades may signify the ascendancy of
shallower, 1less demanding forms of religion with wider
appeal?”(12) We believe the answer to this question is, “Yes!”
It appears that too many Christians are unwilling to face the
demands of theological thinking, and shallowness 1is the
result. Good theology requires contemplation, study, and even
debate. It is demanding, and it is certainly not shallow.

Since we are living in a culture that believes "“anything
goes,” distinctive statements concerning our theology are
increasingly necessary. Most people are willing to accept you
as a Christian if your beliefs (i.e., your theology) are not
narrow. If you are willing, for example, to state that
Christianity is one of many legitimate paths to salvation, you
will be accepted. But if you state that the gospel is the only
path to salvation, you may be labeled as a narrow-minded
bigot. Although a large majority of the people in this country
claim to be religious, a large portion of that majority is
still thinking within a relativistic worldview that attempts
to reject absolutes. The exclusive claims of Christianity
don’t fit within such a worldview.



This was brought out clearly for me during an open forum in
the lobby of a dormitory on a large state university campus.
For more than two hours one of my colleagues and I attempted
to answer questions concerning Christianity from approximately
a hundred college students. Their questions led us in many
directions. We discussed social, political, apologetic, and
many other issues. But the subject that disturbed them most
was salvation through Jesus Christ. When I declared that Jesus
was the only way to God, many of the students expressed their
strong disagreement and even anger. One student was indignant
because he realized that my statement concerning Christ
logically meant that his belief in an American Indian deity
was wrong. Even some Christian students were uncomfortable
with my assertion. They had an uneasiness about it because it
seemed to be too intolerant. Thus I had to quickly remind them
that Christ himself said He is the only way to God. I was not
making a claim about Christ; I was simply telling them what He
said about himself.

Those Christian students are indicative of the need for more
demanding thought concerning theology. To claim to be a
Christian and at the same time be immersed in the shallow pond
of theological tolerance is antithetical. Perhaps the non-
Christian students have an excuse; they don’t know better. But
the Christian students should know better; they need training
in theology. And the same is true for all of us.

An Example of the Need

People continue to seek Jesus. But which Jesus? Is it the
Jesus who was born of a virgin, who performed awesome
miracles, who claimed to be God, who died on a cross for our
sins, who rose from the dead, who ascended into heaven, who
said He would return? Or is it the Jesus who died as a
disillusioned revolutionary peasant? Or is it the Jesus who
was a great religious teacher on a par with Buddha?

All these questions are very old, but at the same time they



are very contemporary. And they indicate that theology, in
this case the theology of Christ, continues to be important.
As Christians, we are still challenged to think theologically.
Long-held, foundational, orthodox theology is being contested,
not just within academia, but in more public venues. Let'’s
consider a prominent example.

In 1991 a book was published by the title of The Historical
Jesus: The Life of a Mediterranean Jewish Peasant.(13) John
Dominic Crossan, the author, then published a second book in
1994 entitled, Jesus: A Revolutionary Biography.(14) Then the
third book in his trilogy about Jesus, The Essential Jesus:
Original Sayings and Earliest Images,(15) was also published
in 1994. Such titles are filled with indications that Crossan
is anything but a believer in an orthodox doctrine of Christ.
Jesus may have been a Mediterranean Jewish peasant, but was He
something much more? The second title indicates that the
author believes there is need for a new biography of Jesus, so
he has provided it. And the third title boldly asserts that
the “original sayings” of Jesus have been isolated from all
other sayings so that we can discover the “essential” Jesus.

I have brought Crossan and his books to our attention because
he is a prominent member of what is called the Jesus Seminar.
This much-publicized seminar is composed of scholars who “used
to meet regularly to discuss and vote on the originality of
Jesus’ sayings (198592) and are now evaluating his actions and
deeds in a similar manner.”(16)

Crossan’s view of Jesus is exposed in a meandering passage
that follows his perspective of the surrounding Roman Empire
in which Jesus lived. He writes:

Jesus lived, against the systemic injustice and structural
evil of that situation, an alternative open to all who would
accept it: a life of open healing and shared eating, of
radical itinerancy, programmatic homelessness, and
fundamental egalitarianism, of human contact with



discrimination, and of divine contact without hierarchy. He
also died for that alternative. That is my understanding of
what Jesus’ words and deeds were all about.(17)

Please note that Crossan has painted a picture of Jesus as a
revolutionary whose primary concern was with things of this
life. In fact his last phrase, “divine contact without
hierarchy” (a confusing idea), is as close as he comes to
stating that Jesus was anything more than a political radical.
There is no mention of Jesus as the sacrificial Savior who
takes away sin and gives eternal life.

In light of the fact that such perspectives are in vogue, and
in light of the fact that they are taught to future pastors
and professors, can we afford to leave theology in the back
rooms of our minds?

Practical Theology

A recent book asserts that God “learns something from what
transpires” in this world. The same text also asserts that
“God comes to know events as they take place,” and that we
should see God “as receptive to new experiences and as
flexible in the way he works toward his objectives in the
world.” (18)

What 1is your reaction to such statements? If you have a
reaction at all, you are to be commended. You are thinking
theologically. As was true with me, your doctrine of God may
have been challenged, and you may want to ask the author
various questions. Those questions would probably have a lot
to do with how you perceive God in your daily life. For
example, you may want to ask if God is somehow dependent on
you. If so, in what way?

Such thoughts demonstrate that theology is practical. If we
stop a few minutes and concentrate, it is not difficult to see
that our theology affects us, whether we are conscious of it



or not. Let’s consider a few questions that can lead us to see
how this is true.

1. If God used His awesome imagination to create the universe
out of nothing, what is implied when the Bible states that
humans are made in His image?
We can also use our God-given imaginations to create, not
out of nothing, but out of what God supplied.

2. Is the Holy Spirit a person or a thing?
The Holy Spirit is a person within the godhead, the
triunity. As a person, He interacts with us daily, and we
can be filled with “Him,” not “it.”

3. If I accept Christ’s sacrificial death for me, can my
salvation be taken away?
No! “You have been saved” (Eph. 2:8) for eternity. You are
secure as a member of God’s family.

4. Was Jesus literally resurrected from the dead?
Yes! He has conquered death for us. “Death is swallowed up
in victory” (1 Cor. 15:54).

5. What is man’s nature?
Man is made in God’s image. But his image has been marred;



thus our very nature inclines us to sin. Yet, though our
genes, society, and other factors may influence us to sin,
God holds us personally responsible to accept or reject His
gracious offer of sin’s remedy in Christ.

6. Do angels really exist?
Yes! Evil angels are in league with Satan and are actively
opposed to God’s purposes. Good angels are doing the
bidding of God in the spiritual realm. Both evil and good
angels can serve to remind us that there is both a physical
and a spiritual dimension.

7. Is the church a building?
No! The church is the redeemed people of God, of all the
ages, living and dead; the church is also called the “body
of Christ.” As such it is a living, dynamic carrier of the
grace and power of God.

8. Is Jesus returning in power and authority for His church?
Yes! The truth of this brings security and hope in the
midst of a troubled world.

In a cursory way these questions have touched the major
categories of theology. It is our hope that you will study
such categories seriously. What you believe about them 1is
important to you and those who follow after you. Theology
matters!

Notes



1. Augustus H. Strong, Systematic Theology (Valley Forge,
Penn.: Judson Press, 1907), 1.

2. Ronald H. Nash, The Concept of God (Grand Rapids, Mich.:
Zondervan, 1983), 23-25.

3. Clark Pinnock, Richard Rice, John Sanders, William Hasker,
and David Basinger, The Openness of God (Downers Grove, Ill.:
InterVarsity, 1994), cover notes.

4. David F. Wells, No Place for Truth: Or Whatever Happened to
Evangelical Theology? (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1993).

5. Charles Colson, with Ellen Santilli Vaughn, The Body
(Dallas: Word, 1992).

6. Wells, No Place for Truth, 98.

7. Ibid., 99-100.

8. Ibid.

9. Jeffery L. Sheler, “Spiritual America,” U.S.News & World
Report (4 April 1994), 50.

10. Ibid.
11. Ibid.
12. Ibid.
13. John Dominic Crossan, The Historical Jesus: The Life of a
Mediterranean Jewish Peasant (San Francisco:

HarperSanFrancisco, 1991).

14, John Dominic Crossan, Jesus: A Revolutionary Biography
(San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1994).

15. John Dominic Crossan, The Essential Jesus: Original
Sayings and Earliest Images (San Francisco:
HarperSanFrancisco, 1994).

16. Ibid., 22.

17. Ibid., 12.

18. Richard Rice, in The Openness of God, 16.

©1995 Probe Ministries.



The Theology of Christmas
Carols — A Godly View of This
Sacred Holiday

Dr. Robert Pyne looks at the theological message found in five
different popular Christmas carols. For the most part, these
carols, when listened to for their content, help us remember a
biblical worldview perspective of this popular holiday.

Come Thou Long-Expected Jesus

Most radio stations play some type of Christmas music during
the holiday season, but many of the songs have become so
familiar to us that we no longer consider their content. In
between the secular songs like “Rudolph the Red-Nosed
Reindeer” and “Up on a Housetop,” you may hear the strains of
an old hymn by Charles Wesley called “Come Thou Long-Expected
Jesus.” It was written in 1744, and it reads,

Come, Thou long-expected Jesus, born to set Thy people free;
from our fears and sins release us; let us find our rest in
Thee.

Israel’s strength and consolation, hope of all the earth
Thou art;

dear desire of every nation, joy of every longing heart.
Born Thy people to deliver, born a child, and yet a King,
born to reign in us forever, now Thy gracious kingdom bring.
By Thine own eternal Spirit rule in all our hearts alone;

by Thine own sufficient merit, raise us to Thy glorious
throne.

“Come Thou Long-Expected Jesus” is a little heavier than most
of the music we are used to hearing today, and if we are not
careful we will miss much of the meaning. The first verse
focuses on the fact that the coming of Jesus Christ fulfilled
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Israel’s longing for the Messiah. As the one whose coming was
prophesied in the 0ld Testament, He is the “long-expected
Jesus.”

A few of the prophecies that Jesus fulfilled are Isaiah 7:14,
which spoke of a virgin giving birth to a child whose name
would mean “God with us;” Isaiah 9:6, which told of a child
whose name would be called “Wonderful, Counselor, the Mighty
God, eternal Father, the Prince of Peace;” and Micah 5:2,
which said that from Bethlehem would come a ruler whose
“goings forth are from long ago, from the days of eternity.”

These and many similar prophecies looked forward to the coming
of the Messiah, and many devout Jews prayed earnestly for the
day when He would arrive. Luke 2 tells of Simeon, a man of
faith who was “looking for the consolation of Israel” (v. 25).
When he saw Jesus as an infant, Simeon knew that this Child
was the fulfillment of his messianic hope. Charles Wesley was
borrowing from this passage when he described Jesus in this
song as “Israel’s strength and consolation.”

Although He fulfilled Israel'’s prophecies, Jesus came to bring
salvation to the entire world, which is what Wesley was
referring to when he described Christ as the “hope of all the
earth” and the “dear desire of every nation.” More than that,
He is the “joy of every longing heart.” He alone is the one
who can satisfy every soul.

The second verse tells us why Jesus can meet our expectations:
He was “born a child and yet a King.” As the One who is both
God and man, Jesus was able to satisfy God’s wrath completely
by dying on the cross for our sins. When Wesley wrote about
Jesus’ “all sufficient merit,” he was referring to Christ’s
ability to bring us to salvation.

“Come Thou Long-Expected Jesus” is a great song for Christmas,
focusing on the “long-expected Jesus” who was born to set us
free from sin and to bring us salvation by His death.



Hark! the Herald Angels Sing

Charles Wesley’'s best-known song is probably “Hark! the Herald
Angels Sing.” It has been altered slightly by editors, but
most of it remains just as Wesley intended when he wrote it
over 250 years ago.

As we generally hear it today, the song begins with a
triumphant proclamation of Jesus’ birth, describes the fact
that He is both God and man, and then praises Him for the
salvation He was born to provide.

The first verse reads, in part,

Hark! the herald angels sing, “Glory to the newborn King;
Peace on earth, and mercy mild, God and sinners reconciled.”

Talking about peace on earth is popular at Christmas time, and
appropriately so, for Jesus did come to bring peace.
Primarily, however, He came to bring us peace with God, which
is what Wesley meant when he wrote, “God and sinners
reconciled.” We have all sinned against God; we have broken
His commandments and thus made ourselves His enemies. When
people become enemies, they cannot go back to being friends
until their differences are set aside. Sometimes
reconciliation involves the payment of reparations, and which
is essentially what Jesus did when He died on the cross. He
paid the price necessary to reconcile us to God. The price was
really ours to pay, not God’s, but Jesus was able to pay it
because, though He was God, He became also a man, being born
as a baby on that first Christmas day.

Charles Wesley described Jesus’ birth in the second verse of
this song. He wrote,

Late in time behold Him come, offspring of the Virgin’s
womb .

Veiled in flesh the Godhead see; hail the incarnate Deity,
Pleased as man with men to dwell, Jesus our Emmanuel.



Though He was the everlasting Lord, the second person of the
Trinity (which is described in the song as “the Godhead”),
fully equal in nature with God the Father and the Holy Spirit,
Jesus became the “offspring of the Virgin’s womb.” He was
“veiled in flesh,” the “incarnate Deity.” He was God, having
become also a man. The name Emmanuel means “God with us,”
which is what Wesley was referring to when he wrote that Jesus
was “pleased as man with men to dwell, Jesus our Emmanuel.” He
became a man, but in the process did not lose His deity. He
was “God with us.”

The idea that Jesus would lay aside His divine privileges for
any reason is nothing short of incredible, but He did so in
order to provide us with salvation. Wesley focused on this
amazing occurrence in the third verse, where he wrote,

Mild He lays His glory by, born that man no more may die,
Born to raise the sons of earth, born to give them second
birth.

Jesus laid aside His own rights, coming to this earth and
dying for our sins, that those who trust in Him might have
eternal life. He was born that we might be born again, and
that is good reason to sing “glory to the newborn King.”

0 Little Town of Bethlehem

“0 Little Town of Bethlehem” was written in 1867 by Phillips
Brooks, an Episcopal pastor from Philadelphia. He had been in
Israel two years earlier and had celebrated Christmas 1in
Bethlehem. This song describes the city not so much as it was
when Brooks observed it, but as he thought it might have
appeared on the night of Jesus’ birth.

The first verse reads,

0 little town of Bethlehem, how still we see thee lie!
Above thy deep and dreamless sleep the silent stars go by.



Yet in thy dark streets shineth the everlasting light;
The hopes and fears of all the years are met in thee
tonight.

The streets of our own cities are quiet on Christmas day;
stores are closed and most people are at home. It is possible
that Bethlehem was quiet on the night that Jesus was born, but
we know that the place was full of people from out of town,
and chances are that there were even more people on the
streets than usual. But this song does not say as much about
the level of activity in Bethlehem as it does about the fact
that very few people even noticed the Baby who was born. One
line from the second verse reads, “While mortals sleep, the
angels keep their watch of wondering love”—a situation that is
true even today. The world goes on about its business,
working, eating, sleeping, and playing, utterly oblivious to
the spiritual realities around it. As Brooks wrote in the
third verse of the song,

How silently, how silently, the wondrous gift is given!

So God imparts to human hearts the blessings of His heaven.
No ear may hear His coming, but in this world of sin,

Where meek souls will receive Him still, the dear Christ
enters in.

When Christ came into this world, He came quietly. The angelic
announcement to the shepherds was the only publicity that
accompanied Him. He was born in a stable and laid in a feeding
trough; He did not arrive with the pomp that one would expect
of a King. For the most part, He still does not. When people
today place their faith in Jesus Christ, the Bible tells us
that He comes to live inside them through the indwelling Holy
Spirit (John 14:16-23; Rom. 8:9-11). There is not a lot of
flash associated with an entrance like that, and some of your
friends might not even notice the difference at first, but
when you trust in Jesus Christ an incredibly significant event
takes place. Your sins are forgiven and you are made a new
person (John 5:24; 2 Cor. 5:17).



Jesus’ coming means that Christmas does not have to be the
lonely time that it is for so many people. We can experience
His salvation and enjoy His presence as individuals, even
though the world around us does not understand what is really
going on. As the last verse of the song reads,

0 holy Child of Bethlehem! Descend to us we pray,

Cast out our sin, and enter in; be born in us today.

We hear the Christmas angels the great glad tidings tell;
0 come to us, abide with us, Our Lord Emmanuel.

0 Holy Night

The carol “0 Holy Night” by John Dwight begins by describing
the night Jesus was born. It reads,

0 holy night! The stars are brightly shining.
It is the night of the dear Savior’s birth.
Long lay the world in sin and error pining,
Till He appeared and the soul felt its worth.

The coming of Jesus Christ should make us feel valuable, and
it should make us feel loved. John 3:16 tells us that Jesus
came because “God so loved the world.” First Peter 1 reminds
us that God has actually purchased us out of our slavery to
sin, not with something perishable and comparatively worthless
like silver and gold, “but with precious blood, as of a lamb
unblemished and spotless, the blood of Christ” (vv. 18,19).
The fact that Jesus gave Himself for us should cause our souls
to feel their worth to God.

The second verse of “0 Holy Night” calls us to consider the
incredible fact that the King of kings was born as a human
infant and placed in a manger. Most of us cannot relate to
that kind of birth—our children are usually born in hospitals
and nurtured in the most sterile of environments. Jesus was
not. He was born in a stable. More than that, He lived a life
of poverty, experienced severe temptation and persecution, and



died a brutal death, abandoned by His friends and wrongly
condemned by His enemies. Thus, although we cannot always
relate to His experiences, He can relate to ours. This empathy
is what Dwight was describing when he wrote,

The King of kings lay thus in lowly manger,

In all our trials born to be our Friend.

He knows our need, to our weakness is no stranger.
Behold your King, before Him lowly bend.

It must have seemed ironic for grown men to bow down before a
baby, but no act of worship was ever more appropriate.

Considering our Lord’s birth should cause us to worship Him,
and it should cause us to respond to one another with
humility. The third verse of “0 Holy Night” reads,

Truly He taught us to love one another;

His law is love and His gospel is peace.

Chains shall He break, for the slave is our brother,
And in His name all oppression shall cease.

We no longer have slavery in this country, but we have many
other forms of oppression, and Dwight was correct in writing
that the oppression of human beings is inconsistent with the
worship of Christ.

The Bible tells us that we are to model the humility that
Jesus demonstrated when He voluntarily laid aside His rights
as God and became also a man in order to suffer for our
salvation. Based on Christ’s example, Paul writes,

Do nothing from selfishness or empty conceit, but with
humility of mind let each of you regard one another as more
important than himself; do not merely look out for your own
personal interests, but also for the interests of others
(Phil. 2:3-4).

Paul tells us that we are wrong when we put our own interests



ahead of someone else’s, whether through the slavery that John
Dwight spoke against or simply through insensitivity toward
others.Because He loved us, Jesus chose not to exercise all of
His rights. May we follow that pattern of humility as we love
one another, even after Christmas.

Joy to the World

“Joy to the World” was written by Isaac Watts and published
for the first time in 1719. The song is a paraphrase of the
98th Psalm, and it has become one of the most popular
Christmas carols of all time. The popularity of “Joy to the
World” has resulted in a number of revisions designed to fit
the theology of those singing it. For example, in 1838 the
song was revised by a group of religious skeptics, who
apparently liked the song but did not want to sing about the
coming of the Lord. They changed the words from

“Joy to the world! The Lord is come. Let earth receive her
King.

Let every heart prepare Him room, and heaven and nature
sing,”

to

“Joy to the world! The light has come [a reference to
reason], the only lawful King. Let every heart prepare it
room, and moral nature sing.”

Several years ago the song was used by a marching choir in a
major televised parade. But the choir only sang the first four
words, “Joy to the world,” and then just hummed the rest of
the song!

People who do not believe in Jesus often do not mind singing
about a baby born in a manger, but it is a little more awkward
for them to sing about Him being the Lord of heaven and earth.
And this song makes it very clear that Jesus did not just come



to be an inspiring infant or a gentle teacher. He came as the
Lord, the King of kings, fully deserving our praise.

“Joy to the World” continues with the words,

No more let sins and sorrows grow, nor thorns infest the
ground.
He comes to make His blessings flow far as the curse is
found.

This verse alludes to Genesis 3, where God told the first man
that the ground itself would be cursed as a consequence of his
sin. Instead of abundant crops, the ground would now produce
thorns and thistles—weeds that would cause humankind to labor
intensively in order to survive. With this verse of the song,
Watts anticipates the day when the blessings of salvation in
Christ will overturn sin’s consequences “as far as the curse
is found.”

That day has not come yet, but someday Christ will return to
reign in His glory and judge the nations. As the last verse of
“Joy to the World” reads,

He rules the world with truth and grace, And makes the
nations prove
The glories of His righteousness and wonders of His love.

When Jesus came to this earth, He did not remain in the
manger, where He might have been easily controlled. He did not
even remain on the cross, where He might have been honored as
a martyr. He rose from the dead, that He might reign over all
creation. Whether people enjoy singing the words or not, Isaac
Watts was right. “Joy to the world! The Lord is come.”
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