
“What’s  a  Good  Evangelism
Training Curriculum?”
Can you recommend any curriculum I could use to train young
people in evangelism?

I think one of the best evangelism training out there is
“Becoming a Contagious Christian” by Willow Creek. “Evangelism
Explosion”  (www.eeinternational.org/)  is  also  another  very
good tool.

Patrick Zukeran
Probe Ministries

Apologetics and Evangelism
Probe’s  founder  Jimmy  Williams,  a  master  in  classical
apologetics, explores the use of apologetics in sharing the
gospel.

This article is also available in Spanish. 

Today as never before, Christians are being called upon to
give reasons for the hope that is within them. Often in the
evangelistic  context  seekers  raise  questions  about  the
validity  of  the  gospel  message.  Removing  intellectual
objections will not make one a Christian; a change of heart
wrought  by  the  Spirit  is  also  necessary.  But  though
intellectual  activity  is  insufficient  to  bring  another  to
Christ, it does not follow that it is also unnecessary. In
this  essay  we  will  examine  the  place  and  purpose  of
apologetics  in  the  sharing  of  our  faith  with  others.
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The word “apologetics” never actually appears in the Bible.
But there is a verse which contains its meaning:

But sanctify the Lord God in your hearts, and be ready always
to give an answer to every man who asketh you the reason for
the hope that is within you with meekness and fear (1 Peter
3:15).

The  Greek  word  apologia  means  “answer,”  or  “reasonable
defense.” It does not mean to apologize, nor does it mean just
to  engage  in  intellectual  dialogue.  It  means  to  provide
reasonable  answers  to  honest  questions  and  to  do  it  with
humility, respect, and reverence.

The verse thus suggests that the manner in which one does
apologetics is as important as the words expressed. And Peter
tells us in this passage that Christians are to be ready
always with answers for those who inquire of us concerning our
faith. Most Christians have a great deal of study ahead of
them before this verse will be a practical reality in their
evangelistic efforts.

Another question that often comes up in a discussion about the
merits and place of apologetics is, “What is the relationship
of the mind to evangelism?” “Does the mind play any part in
the process?” “What about the effects of the fall?” “Isn’t man
dead in trespasses and sins?” “Doesn’t the Bible say we are to
know nothing among men except Jesus Christ and Him crucified?”
“Why do we have to get involved at all in apologetics if the
Spirit is the One Who actually brings about the New Birth?”

I think you will agree that today there are many Christians
who  are  firmly  convinced  that  answering  the  intellectual
questions of unbelievers is an ineffectual waste of time. They
feel  that  any  involvement  of  the  mind  in  the  gospel
interchange smacks too much of human effort and really just
dilutes the Spirit’s work.

But Christianity thrives on intelligence, not ignorance. If a



real Reformation is to accompany the revival for which many of
us pray, it must be something of the mind as well as the
heart. It was Jesus who said, “Come and see.” He invites our
scrutiny and investigation both before and after conversion.

We are to love God with the mind as well as the heart and the
soul. In fact, the early church was powerful and successful
because it out-thought and out-loved the ancient world. We are
not doing either very well today.

Reasoning and Persuading
Most Christians today seem to prefer experiencing Christianity
to thinking about or explaining it. But consider these verses:

Matthew 13:23: “But he who received the seed on the good
ground is he who hears the word and understands it, who indeed
bears fruit.” They all heard it, but only the “good soil”
comprehended it.

Acts 8:30: “When the Spirit prompted Philip to join himself to
the chariot of the Ethiopian eunuch (who was reading Isaiah
53), he asked, `Do you understand what you are reading?’ The
eunuch replied, `How can I except some man should guide me?'”

Acts 18:4: Paul at Corinth was “reasoning in the synagogue
every sabbath and trying to persuade the Jews and Greeks.”

Acts  19:8:  Paul  at  Ephesus  “entered  the  synagogue  and
continued speaking out boldly for three months, reasoning and
persuading them about the kingdom of God.”

Romans 10:17: “So then faith comes by hearing and hearing by
the  word  of  God.”  Again  the  emphasis  is  on  hearing  with
perception.

2  Corinthians  5:11:  “We  persuade  men,”  says  Paul.  Vine’s
Expository Dictionary describes this Greek word like this: “to
apply persuasion, to prevail upon or win over, bringing about



a  change  of  mind  by  the  influence  of  reason  or  moral
considerations.”

All of these words–persuasion, dialogue, discourse, dispute,
argue,  present  evidence,  reason  with–are  vehicles  of
communication  and  are  at  the  heart  of  Paul’s  classical
evangelistic  model.  Can  there  be  saving  faith  without
understanding? Can there be understanding without reasoning?
The Bible would appear to say no. Paul urges believers in 2
Timothy 2:15 to study to show ourselves approved unto God,
workmen that need not to be ashamed.

J.  Gresham  Machen,  a  great  Christian  scholar,  said  the
following words in 1912 to a group of young men at Princeton
Seminary:

It would be a great mistake to suppose that all men are
equally well-prepared to receive the gospel. It is true that
the decisive thing is the regenerative power in connection
with  certain  prior  conditions  for  the  reception  of  the
Gospel. . . . I do not mean that the removal of intellectual
objections will make a man a Christian. No conversion was
ever  wrought  by  argument.  A  change  of  heart  is  also
necessary  .  .  .  but  because  the  intellectual  labor  is
insufficient, it does not follow that it is unnecessary. God
may, it is true, overcome all intellectual obstacles by an
immediate exercise of His regenerative power. Sometimes He
does. But He does so very seldom. Usually He exerts His
power in connections with certain conditions of the human
mind. Usually He does not bring into the kingdom, entirely
without  preparation,  those  whose  mind  and  fancy  are
completely contaminated by ideas which make the acceptance
of the Gospel logically impossible.

If these words were true in 1912, how much more are they
needed today?



Individual Responses
People respond to the gospel for various reasons—some out of
pain or a crisis, others out of some emotional need such as
loneliness, guilt, insecurity, etc. Some do so out of a fear
of divine judgment. And coming to know Christ brings a process
of healing and hope to the human experience. To know Christ is
to find comfort for pain, acceptance for insecurity and low
self-esteem, forgiveness for sin and guilt.

And others seem to have intellectual questions which block
their openness to accept the credibility of the Christian
message. These finally find in Christ the answers to their
intellectual doubts and questions.

Those today who are actively involved in evangelism readily
recognize the need for this kind of information to witness to
certain people, and there are many more doubters and skeptics
out there today than there were even twenty years ago.

We can see more clearly where we are as a culture by taking a
good look at Paul’s world in the first century. Christianity’s
early beginnings flourished in a Graeco-Roman culture more X-
rated and brutal than our own. And we find Paul adapting his
approach from group to group.

For instance, he expected certain things to be in place when
he approached the Jewish communities and synagogues from town
to town. He knew he would find a group which already had
certain beliefs which were not in contradiction to the gospel
he preached. They were monotheists. They believed in one God.
They  also  believed  this  God  had  spoken  to  them  in  their
Scriptures and had given them absolute moral guidelines for
behavior (the Ten Commandments).

But when Paul went to the Gentile community, he had no such
expectations. There he knew he would be faced with a culture
that was polytheistic (many gods), biblically ignorant, and



living all kinds of perverted, wicked lifestyles. And on Mars
Hill in Athens when he preached the gospel, he did somewhat
modify his approach.

He spoke of God more in terms of His presence and power, and
he even quoted truth from a Greek poet in order to connect
with these “pagans” and get his point across: “We are God’s
offspring” (Acts 17:28).

One hundred years ago, the vast majority of Americans pretty
much reflected the Jewish mentality, believing in God, having
a basic respect for the Bible, and strong convictions about
what was right and what was wrong.

That kind of American can still be found today in the 90s, but
George Gallup says they aren’t having much of an impact on the
pagan, or Gentile community, which today holds few beliefs
compatible with historic Christianity.

To evangelize such people, we have our work cut out for us.
And we will have to use both our minds and our hearts to
“become all things to all men in order to save some.”

A Variety of Approaches
As we’re considering how we as Christians can have an impact
on our increasingly fragmented society, we need to keep in
mind that many do not share our Christian view of the world,
and some are openly hostile to it.

In fact, a college professor recently commented that he felt
the greatest impediment to social progress right now was what
he called the bigoted, dogmatic Christian community. That’s
you and me, folks.

If we could just “loosen up a little,” and compromise on some
issues, America would be a happier place. What is meant by
this is not just a demand for tolerance . . . but wholesale
acceptance of any person’s lifestyle and personal choices!



But the Bible calls us to be “salt and light” in our world.
How can we be that effectively?I don’t have a total answer,
but I’ll tell you after 30+ years of active ministry what
isn’t working. And by my observation, far too many Christians
are trying to address the horrendous issues of our day with
one of three very ineffective approaches.

Defensive Approach — Many Christians out there are mainly
asking the question, “How strong are our defenses?” “How
high are our walls?” This barricade mentality has produced
much of the Christian subculture. We have our own language,
literature, heroes, music, customs, and educational systems.
Of course, we need places of support and fellowship. But
when Paul describes spiritual warfare in 2 Corinthians 10,
he actually reverses the picture. It is the enemy who is
behind walls, inside strongholds of error and evil. And Paul
depicts  the  Christians  as  those  who  should  be  mounting
offensives at these walls to tear down the high things which
have exalted themselves above the knowledge of God. We are
to be taking ground, not just holding it.

Defeatist Approach — Other Christians have already given up.
Things are so bad, they say, that my puny efforts won’t
change anything. “After all, we are living in the last days,
and Jesus said that things would just get worse and worse.”
This may be true, but it may not be. Jesus said no man knows
the day or the hour of His coming. Martin Luther had the
right idea when he said, “If Jesus were to come tomorrow,
I’d plant a tree today and pay my debts.” The Lord may well
be near, He could also tarry awhile. Since we don’t know for
sure, we should be seeking to prepare ourselves and our
children to live for Him in the microchip world of the 21st
century.

Devotional Approach — Other Christians are trying to say
something about their faith, but sadly, they can only share
their personal religious experience. It is true that Paul
speaks of us as “epistles known and read” by all men. Our



life/experience with Christ is a valid witness. But there
are others out there in the culture with “changed” lives . .
. and Jesus didn’t do the changing! Evangelism today must be
something more than “swapping” experiences. We must learn
how to ground our faith in the facts of history and the
claims of Christ. We must have others grapple with Jesus
Christ, nor just our experience.

Apologetics and Evangelism
I  want  to  conclude  this  essay  with  some  very  important
principles to keep in mind if we want to be effective in
seeing  others  come  to  know  Christ  through  our  individual
witness.

1. Go to people. The heart of evangelism is Christians taking
the initiative to actually go out and “fish for men.” Acts
17:17 describes for us how Paul was effective in his day and
time: “Therefore he reasoned in the synagogue with the Jews
and with the gentile worshippers, and in the marketplace daily
with those who happened to be there.”

2. Communicate with people. Engage them. Sharing the Gospel
involves communication. People must be focused upon and then
understand  the  Gospel  to  respond  to  it.  It  is  our
responsibility as Christians to make it as clear as possible
for all who will listen. “Knowing, therefore, the terror of
the Lord, we persuade men” (2 Cor. 5:11).

3. Relate to people. Effective witness involves not only the
transmission  of  biblical  information;  it  also  includes
establishing a relationship with the other person. Hearts, as
well as heads, must meet. “So, affectionately longing for
you,” said Paul to the Thessalonians, “we were well pleased to
import to you not only the good news of God, but also our own
lives, because you have become dear to us” (1 Thess. 2:8).

4. Remove barriers. Part of our responsibility involves having



the skills to eliminate obstacles, real or imagined, which
keep  an  individual  from  taking  the  Christian  message
seriously. When God sent the prophet Jeremiah forth, He said,
“Behold, I have put my words in your mouth . . . and I have
ordained you to pluck up and to break down, to destroy and to
overthrow, to build and to plant.” Sometimes our task as well
is one of “spiritual demolition,” of removing the false so the
seeds of truth can take root. Apologetics sometimes serves in
that capacity, of preparing a highway for God in someone’s
life.

5. Explain the gospel to others. We need an army of Christians
today who can consistently and clearly present the message to
as many people as possible. Luke says of Lydia, “The Lord
opened her heart so that she heeded the things which were
spoken  by  Paul”  (Acts  16:14).  Four  essential  elements  in
sharing the gospel:

• someone talking (Paul)
• things spoken (gospel)
• someone listening (Lydia)
• the Lord opening the heart.

6.  Invite  others  to  receive  Christ.  We  can  be  clear  of
presentation, but ineffective because we fail to give someone
the opportunity and encouragement to take that first major
step of faith. “Therefore we are ambassadors for Christ, as
though God were pleading through us: we beg you in Christ’s
behalf, be reconciled to God” (2 Cor. 5:20).

7. Make every effort by every means to establish them in the
faith. Stay with them, ground them in the Scripture, help them
gain assurance of their salvation, and get them active in a
vital fellowship/church.

©1994 Probe Ministries



Why  We  Shouldn’t  Date  Non-
Christians
Kyle Skaggs examines theological and sociological reasons why
it’s a bad idea for Christ-followers to date unbelievers.

Should you date a non-Christian? The world tells us, “Why not?
You can’t help who you are attracted to. As long as you don’t
force your beliefs on the person you’re dating, there won’t be
a problem.” But what do we say? To provide a biblical answer
to this question, let’s assume that you, the hypothetical
Christian single, are dating with the purpose of marriage.

According to the Christian worldview, believers are to seek
out a marriage that honors God. We are to leave our parents
and join as one flesh with our spouse (Genesis 2:24), being
faithful by reserving sex and romantic attention for that one
person  and  only  that  one  person  (Exodus  20:14,  Proverbs
6:20-35, Matthew 5:27). This way, a marriage that honors God
places His will above your own desires. In order to best do
this, your marriage needs to be religiously homogamous. In
other words, you need to marry another Christian.

The  scripture  concerning  marrying  a  non-Christian  is
straightforward. 2 Corinthians 6:14-18 warns against doing it
because being unequally yoked will cause us to stumble in our
walk with Christ. While there is no verse that explicitly
mentions  dating  non-Christians,  what  applies  to  marriage
clearly applies to dating as well. Dating is courtship, an
intentional step on the road to marriage. How you go about
dating will affect how you go about marriage. There are three
areas of concern when it comes to dating non-Christians. The
first is your personal walk with Christ. The second is loving
and honoring your spouse. Third is raising your children as
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Christians.

Therefore, I find it’s good to explore why we are told not to
be unequally yoked beyond “because the Bible says so,” as well
as the practical concerns of courting non-believers. There are
some who would argue that it is fine to date non-Christians.
Some of the arguments they give are decent. Others are not so
good.  I will be paraphrasing some arguments I’ve personally
heard. For context, we must first explore why we are told not
to marry unbelievers.

When the people of Israel were preparing to enter the promised
land,  God  commanded  them  multiple  times  not  to  marry  or
intermingle with the people they were being sent to drive out,
because God was having Israel drive them out. They were marked
for judgment because of their wickedness. The Lord makes the
consequences of intermingling with the Canaanites clear:

“…lest you make a covenant with the inhabitants of the land,
and when they whore after their gods and sacrifice to their
gods and you are invited, you eat of his sacrifice, and you
take of their daughters for your sons, and their daughters
whore after their gods and make your sons whore after their
gods.” (Exodus 34:15-16 ESV)

Again in Deuteronomy, the Israelites were commanded to drive
out the nations who inhabited the Promised Land, “…that they
may not teach you to do according to all their abominable
practices that they have done for their gods, and so you sin
against the Lord your God” (20:16-18 ESV).

“So  the  people  of  Israel  lived  among  the  Canaanites,  the
Hittites, the Amorites, the Perizzites, the Hivites, and the
Jebusites. And their daughters they took to themselves for
wives, and their own daughters they gave to their sons, and
they served their gods. And the people of Israel did what was
evil in the sight of the Lord. They forgot the Lord their God
and served the Baals and the Asheroth.” (Judges 3:5-7 ESV)



Yoking with unbelievers creates a stumbling block for you in
your relationship with God, and as you can see from Israel’s
history, marriage to unbelievers leads to sin because it is
the believer who compromises their faith. Take Solomon as an
example. He was a man of wisdom and integrity who built the
temple in Jerusalem. Like his father David, he disobeyed the
Lord’s  command  to  Israel’s  kings  not  to  take  many  wives
(Deuteronomy  17:17).  Unlike  his  father,  many  of  Solomon’s
wives were foreigners who evidently did not stop worshiping
the gods of their homelands, since Solomon was convinced to
build altars for those gods. Why did he marry all these pagan
women? I can’t say. He probably thought he could handle them.

This  set  Israel  on  a  cycle  of  idolatry,  oppression,  and
repentance much like the one in Judges.

To this, some might say, “But we aren’t living in the Old
Testament,”  or  “that  applied  to  the  Hebrews  in  their
particular context of taking the Promised Land.”. Even later
scripture contains the exact same message.

Do  not  be  unequally  yoked  with  unbelievers.  For  what
partnership  has  righteousness  with  lawlessness?  Or  what
fellowship has light with darkness? . . . What agreement has
the temple of God with idols? For we are the temple of the
living God; as God said, “I will make my dwelling among them
and walk among them, and I will be their God, and they shall
be my people. Therefore go out from their midst, and be
separate from them, says the Lord, and touch no unclean
thing; then I will welcome you, and I will be a father to
you, and you shall be sons and daughters to me, says the
Lord Almighty.”(2 Corinthians 6:14-18 ESV)

The  believer  and  the  unbeliever  live  in  two  different
realities. One is light, with God revealing sin and calling
the  believer  to  be  more  like  Christ,  while  the  other  is
darkness, with an apathetic attitude towards God’s values. The
ungodly do not know or care for God’s laws. As the believer



pulls towards God, the unbeliever pulls away. They do this
because God intrudes more on the relationship as He changes
the believer. Over time, the relationship will most likely
become strained and bitter. The believer is forced to choose
between pleasing God and pleasing the person they are dating.
This conflict is amplified after marriage.

This is supported by scientific studies as well.  Studies have
found that couples belonging to differing religions have more
frequent conflicts than those of the same faith.{1} In South
Korea,  a  study  found  that  Christian  couples  with  similar
attitudes  towards  religion  and  church  attendance  reported
happier marriages.{2} The same trend was found in an American
study.{3} Being unequally yoked has negative effects on your
relationship with your spouse.

Being unequally yoked affects more than your relationship with
God. It affects your children as well. After you are married,
your children will be taught conflicting ways to live, which
will more often than not lead them away from Christ. “When
couples belong to different faiths or have different levels of
religiosity, their children cannot easily acquire a shared set
of beliefs.”{4}

It also has a negative effect on your relationship with your
children.{5} In a study by George Fox University based on a
survey by Knowledge Works, religious discord in heterogamous
marriages  (marriages  between  spouses  with  religious
differences) in turn affected the children. Fathers who were
more  religious  than  their  wives  felt  less  close  to  their
children because of their differing attitudes towards faith.
In a study by Petts and Knoester,{6} school-age children with
unequally yoked parents are twice as likely to use alcohol and
three times as likely to use marijuana than children with
same-faith  parents.”  According  to  Petts’  study,  children
younger than school age in low income urban homes have been
found  to  experience  a  negative  correlation  between  their
parents’  uneven  religiosity  and  positive  behaviors.  In



Bartkowski’s  2008  study,{7}  the  frequency  of  parental
arguments over religion is negatively associated with child
development at kindergarten age. From these studies, it can be
inferred  that  choosing  to  marry  a  fellow  Christian  will
benefit your future children far more than yoking yourself to
a non-believer.

Some Objections (Good and Bad)
Two objections I have heard after presenting the scriptural
and scientific evidence are “I still don’t think it’s a big
deal, because God has told people to be unequally yoked,” and
“What if I use dating as an opportunity to witness to them?”

A possible third option is the “I don’t care” response, which
is not an objection, because there is no argument being made.
It is beyond frustrating, because it makes the conversation
meaningless. If you find yourself saying something along those
lines at this point in the article, then you’ve already made
up your mind.

As a Christian, your first responsibility to nonbelievers is
to live a Christlike life, showing the love of Jesus with the
intent to introduce them to the Good News of the gospel of
Christ. This especially extends to your dating. Christians are
told to date and ultimately marry other believers because they
are taught that marriage is holy before God.

One objection I’ve heard against what I’ve been saying goes:
“But didn’t Hosea marry a whore on God’s command? What if God
told me to date this person?” This was an attempt to argue
that  God’s  singular  exception  justifies  courting  a  non-
Christian.

Yes, God did tell Hosea to marry a prostitute. No, it is not
the same thing, because the woman Hosea married was a sinner,
not a non-believer. First, this argument is too divorced from
the context of scripture to be valid. Second, Hosea was a



unique individual, one whom God raised up as a prophet. Third,
the purpose of this marriage was to show Israel how they were
unfaithful to God when the woman inevitably slept with other
men! It was certainly not a good marriage. So unless you’re a
prophet whom God is telling to use your horrible dating life
as an object lesson, you can’t say that it’s good for you to
date a non-Christian.

Missionary Dating: A Lukewarm Fantasy
Speaking of exceptions, there is one scenario people have been
using  to  excuse  being  unevenly  yoked  for  decades  if  not
centuries:  missionary  dating.  There’s  this  prevailing  idea
among  young  Christians  that  you  can  date  someone  for  the
purpose of sharing the gospel with them.

This  is  the  fiction  of  missionary  dating.  It  is  what
Christians  tell  themselves  to  justify  an  unwise  decision.
First, it attempts to wed (pun intended) two activities that
do not complement each other. Courtship involves getting to
know someone in order to decide whether you will marry them,
while evangelism involves getting to know
someone as part of a discipleship process. Dating with the
intent to bring someone to Christ tries to reconcile the equal
power  dynamic  of  courtship  with  the  mentor-student  power
dynamic of discipleship. This is not a good plan.

Second,  missionary  dating  leaves  you  as  your  date’s  only
window into Christianity. Evangelism can require more than one
person ministering to the unbeliever. It is a team effort even
when we don’t see it. Dating, on the other hand, is more
exclusive.

Third, no one can serve two masters. You will love one and
hate the other. You will favor either ministry or dating to
the exclusion of the other. The temptation to stop ministering
in favor of dating is stronger. The consequence of this is
that you make compromises as all close relationships do, and



present an imperfect picture of God’s kingdom. If in your
date’s eyes, you live just like everyone else, they will not
see what it means to give oneself up to Christ.

When you date someone, always be examining yourself. Pray that
the Holy Spirit will reveal the contents of your heart to you.
The  Lord  does  not  tell  us  to  sin  against  Him.  Anything
contrary to what God commands us to do in Scripture is from
the  devil.  To  that  end,  missionary  dating  can  only  be
effective  for  those  who  are  able  to
use wisdom and discernment. It is inadvisable for those who
are not spiritually mature. I’m sure Christians have been
saved because of missionary dating, but they are few and far
between.

Sending the Wrong Message
Finally,  choosing  to  date  a  non-Christian  instead  of
ministering to them is foolish because of the message you
send. When you date someone like this, you are telling them
that you either don’t care about God or you don’t care they
are going to hell. It is more important to you that they pour
themselves into a relationship with you then it
is  for  them  to  come  to  know  Christ.  On  the  other  hand,
prioritizing evangelism and discipleship shows them you want
them to share in the kingdom of God.

In conclusion, dating a non-Christian is counterproductive to
your walk with Christ. Scripture warns us against marrying
non-believers, so why risk falling in love with one? We see
time and time again just how easily it can indirectly damage
your relationship with God. They do not know your God, nor do
they honor Him. The excuses for
dating non-believers are logically unsound at worst, and at
best  cannot  stand  the  test  of  God’s  word.  Dating  a  non-
Christian  will  also  cause  unneeded  drama,  and  should  you
choose to tie the knot, that conflict will become worse. This
will  make  the  lives  of  your  future  children  needlessly



complicated, their development will be hindered because of you
and your spouse’s fighting, and they will not be shown what a
stable and godly family looks like, nor will you be able to
effectively raise them to love and fear God. Missionary dating
is  counterproductive  for  both  dating  and  evangelism.  The
people I know who were successful in it admitted that they
went through a lot of unnecessary hardship. It is better to
remain as friends at least until they come to know Christ.
This  shows  that  you  care  more  for  the  state  of  their
relationship with God than your own wants, and enables you to
minister to them through your relationship.
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Abusive Churches
What characterizes abusive churches is their cultic method of
ministry. Although outwardly orthodox in their theology, these
churches use abusive and mind control methods to get their
followers to submit to the organization. In this article Dr.
Pat Zukeran covers eight characteristics of abusive churches.

 This article is also available in Spanish.

We are all familiar with traditional cults such as
the Mormons and the Jehovah’s Witnesses. There are,
however, other groups with cultic characteristics
that do not fit the same profile as the traditional
cults. Sometimes called “abusive churches” or even
“Bible-based cults,” they appear outwardly orthodox in their
doctrinal beliefs. What distinguishes these groups or churches
from genuine orthodox Christianity is their abusive, cultic-
like methodology and philosophy of ministry.
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In his book Churches That Abuse, Dr. Ronald
Enroth carefully examines several of these
churches  throughout  the  United  States.  He
reveals the cultic methods these groups use
and points out several distinguishing marks
of abusive churches. At this point I will
briefly  introduce  each  of  these
characteristics and some of my own. Later,
I’ll  discuss  all  these  characteristics  in
detail.

First,  abusive  churches  have  a  control-oriented  style  of
leadership. Second, the leaders of such churches often use
manipulation to gain complete submission from their members.
Third,  there  is  a  rigid,  legalistic  lifestyle  involving
numerous  requirements  and  minute  details  for  daily  life.
Fourth,  these  churches  tend  to  change  their  names  often,
especially  once  they  are  exposed  by  the  media.  Fifth,
denouncing  other  churches  is  common  because  they  see
themselves as superior to all other churches. Sixth, these
churches have a persecution complex and view themselves as
being persecuted by the world, the media, and other Christian
churches. Seventh, abusive churches specifically target young
adults between eighteen and twenty-five years of age. The
eighth  and  final  mark  of  abusive  churches  is  the  great
difficulty members have in getting out of or leaving these
churches, a process often marked by social, psychological, or
emotional pain.

Those  involved  in  a  church  that  seems  to  reflect  these
characteristics  would  be  wise  to  evaluate  the  situation
thoroughly and leave the church if it is appropriate. Staying
may increase the risks of damaging your family relationships
and  multiplies  the  likelihood  of  losing  your  perspective.
Members of such churches often develop a distorted view of
reality, distrust everyone, and suffer from stress, fear, and
depression. Some former members even continue to experience



these things after escaping from an abusing church. There are
also several documented cases in which associating with an
abusive church has led to the deaths of individuals or their
relatives.

Some of these groups have networks of many sister churches. In
some cases these groups have split off from more mainstream
denominations.  Occasionally  the  new  groups  have  even  been
denounced  by  the  founding  denomination.  Such  groups  often
disguise themselves by frequently changing the name of their
organization,  especially  following  adverse  publicity.  This
practice makes the true nature of these organizations more
difficult to determine for the unsuspecting individual. Some
abusive  churches  have  college  ministries  all  across  the
country. On some university campuses such student movements
are among the largest groups on their respective campuses.

It is important that Christians today know the Bible and know
how to recognize such churches so as not to fall into their
traps. In order to help people become more aware of churches
which may be abusing their members, I now want to go through
in more detail the eight characteristics I mentioned earlier.

Control-Oriented Leadership
A central feature of an abusive church is control-oriented
leadership. The leader in an abusive church is dogmatic, self-
confident, arrogant, and the spiritual focal point in the
lives  of  his  followers.  The  leader  assumes  he  is  more
spiritually  in  tune  with  God  than  anyone  else.  He  claims
insight into Scripture that no one else has. Or, he may state
that he receives personal revelations from God. Because of
such  claims,  the  leader’s  position  and  beliefs  cannot  be
questioned; his statements are final. To members of this type
of church or group, questioning the leader is the equivalent
of questioning God. Although the leader may not come out and
state  this  fact,  this  attitude  is  clearly  seen  by  the
treatment  of  those  who  dare  to  question  or  challenge  the



leader.  The  leader  of  the  movement  often  makes  personal
decisions  for  his  followers.  Individual  thinking  is
prohibited; thus the followers become dependent on the leader.

In the hierarchy of such a church, the leader is, or tends to
be, accountable to no one. Even if there is an elder board, it
is usually made up of men who are loyal to, and will never
disagree with, the leader. This style of leadership is not one
endorsed in the Bible. According to Scripture all believers
have equal access to God and are equal before Him because we
are made in His image, and we are all under the authority of
the  Word  of  God.  In  1  Thessalonians  5:21  believers  are
directed to measure all teachings against the Word of God.
Acts 17:11 states that even the apostle Paul was under the
authority of the Bible, and the Bereans were commended because
they tested Paul’s teachings with the Scriptures. Leaders and
laity alike are to live according to Scripture.

Manipulation of Members
Abusive  churches  are  characterized  by  the  manipulation  of
their members. Manipulation is the use of external forces to
get others to do what someone else wants them to do. Here
manipulation is used to get people to submit to the leadership
of the church. The tactics of manipulation include the use of
guilt,  peer  pressure,  intimidation,  and  threats  of  divine
judgment from God for disobedience. Often harsh discipline is
carried out publicly to promote ridicule and humiliation.

Another tactic is the “shepherding” philosophy. As practiced
in many abusive churches this philosophy requires every member
to  be  personally  accountable  to  another  more  experienced
person. To this person, one must reveal all personal thoughts,
feelings,  and  discuss  future  decisions.  This  personal
information, is not used to help the member, but to control
the member.

Another means of control is isolation. Abusive churches may



cut off contact between a new member and his family, friends,
and anyone else not associated with the church.

How different this style of leadership is from the leadership
of Jesus, the Good Shepherd who lovingly, gently, humbly, and
sacrificially leads His sheep.

Rigid, Legalistic Lifestyle
The third characteristic of abusive churches is the rigid,
legalistic lifestyle of their members. This rigidity is a
natural  result  of  the  leadership  style.  Abusive  churches
require  unwavering  devotion  to  the  church  from  their
followers.  Allegiance  to  the  church  has  priority  over
allegiance  to  God,  family,  or  anything  else.

Often  members  are  required  or  pressured  to  attend  Bible
studies  five,  six,  or  seven  days  a  week.  There  is  a
requirement to do evangelism; a certain quota of contacts must
be met, and some churches even require members to fill out
time cards recording how many hours they spent in evangelism,
etc. Daily schedules are made for the person; thus he is
endlessly doing the church’s ministry. Former members of one
church told me they were working for their church from 5:00 am
to 12:00 midnight five days a week.

Members of such churches frequently drop out of school, quit
working,  or  even  neglect  their  families  to  do  the  work
required by the church. There are also guidelines for dress,
dating, finances, and so on. Such details are held to be of
major importance in these churches.

In churches like these, people begin to lose their personal
identity and start acting like programmed robots. Many times,
the pressure and demands of the church will cause a member to
have a nervous breakdown or fall into severe depression. As I
reflect  on  these  characteristics  I  think  of  Jesus’  words
concerning the Pharisees who “tie up heavy loads and put them



on men’s shoulders, but they themselves are not willing to
lift  a  finger”  (Matt.  23:  4).  What  a  contrast  from  the
leadership style of Jesus who said, “Come to me, all you who
are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke
upon you. . . .For my yoke is easy and my burden is light”
(Matt. 11:28-30).

Frequent Changing of Group/Church Name
A fourth characteristic of abusive churches is a pattern of
constantly changing the name of the church or campus ministry.
Often a name change is a response to unfavorable publicity by
the  media.  Some  abusive  churches  have  changed  their  name
several times in the course of a few years.

If you are in such a church, one that has changed its name
several  times  because  of  bad  publicity,  or  if  you  feel
unceasing pressure to live up to its demands, it is probably
time to carefully evaluate the ministry of the church and your
participation in it.

Denouncing All Other Churches
Let us now take a look at the fifth characteristic: abusive
churches usually denounce all other Christian churches. They
see themselves as spiritually elite. They feel that they alone
have the truth and all other churches are corrupt. Therefore,
they do not associate with other Christian churches. They
often  refer  to  themselves  as  some  special  group  such  as,
“God’s Green Berets,” “The faithful remnant,” or “God’s end-
time army.” There is a sense of pride in abusive churches
because members feel they have a special relationship with God
and His movement in the world. In his book Churches That
Abuse, Dr. Ron Enroth quotes a former member of one such group
who states, “Although we didn’t come right out and say it, in
our innermost hearts we really felt that there was no place in
the  world  like  our  assembly.  We  thought  the  rest  of
Christianity was out to lunch.” However the Bible makes it



clear, that there are no spiritually elite groups or churches.
Ephesians 4:36 states, “Make every effort to keep the unity of
the Spirit through the bond of peace. There is one body and
one Spirit, just as you were called to one hope, when you were
called, one Lord, one faith, one baptism; One God and Father
of all.”

The Christian church universal is united by the same God, the
same Holy Spirit, and the fundamental beliefs of the Bible
which include such things as the Trinity, authority of the
Bible,  the  death  and  resurrection  of  Jesus,  the  deity  of
Christ, justification by faith alone, and so on. In these
central truths we stand united. A church which believes itself
to  be  elite  and  does  not  associate  with  other  Christian
churches is not motivated by the spirit of God but by divisive
pride.

Persecution Complex
The sixth characteristic follows naturally. Because abusive
churches see themselves as elite, they expect persecution in
the world and even feed on it. Criticism and exposure by the
media are seen as proof that they are the true church being
persecuted  by  Satan.  However,  the  persecution  received  by
abusive churches is different from the persecution received by
Jesus and the Apostles.

Jesus  and  the  Apostles  were  persecuted  for  preaching  the
truth. Abusive churches bring on much of their negative press
because of their own actions. Yet, any criticism received, no
matter what the source–whether Christian or secular–is always
viewed as an attack from Satan, even if the criticisms are
based on the Bible. This makes it difficult to witness to a
person in such a church for he will see your attempt to share
the gospel with him as persecution. Often in cases like these,
when I am accused of persecuting, I simply reply, “I am here
talking to you with the Word of God which you say you believe.
How can this be persecution?” This approach often helps in



continuing the dialogue with a member of an abusive church who
has  been  brainwashed  to  believe  that  all  opposition  is
persecution.

Targeting Young Adults
The seventh characteristic of abusive churches is that they
tend to target young adults ages 18-25 who are in the middle
class,  well  educated,  idealistic,  and  often  immature
Christians. Young adults are the perfect age group to focus on
because they are often looking for a cause to give their lives
to, and they need love, affirmation, and acceptance. Often
these churches will provide this, and the leaders frequently
take the role of surrogate parents.

Painful Exit Process
The eighth characteristic is a painful and difficult exit
process. Members in many such churches are afraid to leave
because  of  intimidation,  pressure,  and  threats  of  divine
judgment. Sometimes members who exit are harassed and pursued
by church leaders. The majority of the time, former members
are publicly ridiculed and humiliated before the church, and
members are told not to associate in any way with any former
members. This practice is called shunning.

Many who leave abusive churches because of the intimidation
and brainwashing, actually feel they have left God Himself.
None of their former associates will fellowship with them, and
they feel isolated, abused, and fearful of the world. One
former member of a particular campus ministry said, “If you
leave  without  the  leadership’s  approval,  condemnation  and
guilt are heaped upon you. My pastor told me he thought it was
satanic for me to leave and wondered if I could continue my
salvation experience.”

Let me conclude this discussion by sharing some practical ways
of reaching those who are involved in abusive churches. First,



we must begin with prayer. Witnessing to those brainwashed in
abusive churches is often intimidating and difficult. Often
leaders will not allow an individual member to meet with an
outsider  unless  accompanied  by  an  older,  more  experienced
person  who  is  trained  in  debating  and/or  intimidation.
Therefore, we must pray (1) for a chance to speak with the
individual{1} and that he would be open to what we have to
share.{2}

Second, lovingly confront the person and surface some biblical
issues. Often, abusive churches have a bizarre teaching or a
theological  error  that  can  be  pointed  out.  In  his  book
Churches That Abuse, Dr. Ron Enroth documents several examples
of this. For instance, the leader of one church had strange
teachings based on his claims of extra-biblical revelations
from God.{3} These included dietary laws, sexual behavior,
home decorations, and others. The leader of another group
called doctors “medical deities.” He also claimed medicines
had demonic names and if taken, opened a person up to demonic
influence.{4}  Pointing  out  errors,  inconsistencies,  and
bizarre beliefs may open the individual’s mind and prompt him
to begin asking questions.

Third, share articles you may find in the newspaper or in
magazines on the particular church under discussion. The book
that I have often quoted from, Churches That Abuse, is an
excellent resource. The key is to get the individual to start
asking questions and research answers for himself. Tell him to
test everything with the Scriptures and not to be afraid to
ask questions. If the leader is afraid or hesitant to answer a
member’s honest questions, the maturity of that leadership may
be suspect.

Jesus, however, said that truth is a means of freedom, not
bondage. He said, “You shall know the truth, and the truth
shall make you free” (John 8:32).

Notes
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Apologetics  and  Spiritual
Skirmishing
Kyle Skaggs urges Christians to use the spiritual armor of
Ephesians 6 in engaging in apologetics.

As  I  was  working  towards  my  degree  at  Dallas  Baptist
University  I  did  volunteer  work  with  an  online  ministry.
There, I encountered people from all walks of life; all of
them having questions about Christ and Christianity. For a
while,  I  was  doing  well.  I  found  joy  in  encouraging  and
counseling  other  believers.  I  also  learned  to  tell  the
difference between non-believers who were willing to listen
and those who were only there to argue.

Around  a  week  from  graduation  I  logged  to  the  ministry’s
website feeling confident. I’d spent hours reviewing various
arguments and counterarguments, I was certain I would use what
I had learned over four years to lead the conversation to the
Gospel. This was not what happened. Instead, the people I
talked to became either confused or frustrated before leaving.
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Figuring I was just having one of those bad days, I thought
nothing of it. The same thing happened the next day. Now I was
conflicted.  I  wondered  why  I  was  ineffective,  because
everything I said was supported by Scripture, so I logged off
and puzzled over what I was doing wrong. While I was lost in
my thoughts, a very clear voice in my head said, “You cannot
lecture people into the Kingdom of God.” I had forgotten 1
Peter 3:15; “Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone
who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have.
But do this with gentleness and respect…” That rebuke from the
Holy  Spirit  sent  me  on  a  journey  of  reflection  on  the
spiritual skirmishes that we so easily lose sight of in our
daily routine.

Spiritual Warfare
“Enemy-occupied  territory—that  is  what  this  world  is.
Christianity is the story of how the rightful king has landed,
you might say landed in disguise, and is calling us all to
take  part  in  a  great  campaign  of  sabotage.”  {1}  Our
adversaries are the rulers, authorities, and the powers of
this dark world. (Ephesians 6:12) Every ideology, philosophy,
and worldview not of the Gospel is controlled by the spiritual
forces of darkness.

The devil knows his time is short (Revelation 12:12), so he is
intent on dragging as many souls down with him as he can. To
his annoyance, if you have already been saved by grace through
faith, and are now saved, you are called to make disciples of
all nations (Matthew 28:19). He is resourceful, and if he
can’t stop you from having a relationship with God, then he
will use every trick to make you as ineffective as possible in
your walk with Christ, and in evangelism.

The Devil and his forces are relentless. Whenever we attempt
to evangelize, every gap in our defenses can and will be
exploited. How are we Christians to contend with these forces
of darkness? Paul tells us to put on the full armor of God so



that we can take our stand against the Devil’s schemes. Let’s
take a look at the parts of the spiritual armor God provides.

The Belt of Truth
First, we must remain grounded in the truth. Ephesians 6:14
refers to the Belt of Truth, which holds our equipment within
easy reach. When we face an enemy whose only weapons are lies
and deceptions, we have the advantage. We have nothing to
hide! All we need to do is tell the truth!

To wear the belt is to be ready. There has been increasing
pressure to ignore fundamental Christian teachings for the
sake of convenience. Do not do this. Know your scripture and
gird yourself in the truth of the Gospel.

The  Helmet  of  Salvation  and  the
Breastplate of Righteousness
Second, we must wear the helmet of salvation (Ephesians 6:17)
and the breastplate of righteousness (6:14) to turn aside any
attacks that slip through our defenses. In those days, just as
it is now, the helmet and breastplate are essential equipment
to protect the head and the heart, and just one of the things
separating the true soldier from the levy and the ad hoc



militia.

In  the  same  way,  the  certainty  of  our  salvation  and  the
righteousness of Christ are key pieces of our armor. As I have
said before, Satan is ruthless. He will use every sin you have
committed to shift your focus away from those who need Christ,
and onto yourself. Being assured of our salvation and our
righteousness before God is our greatest defense against these
attacks.

The Gospel of Peace
What made the Romans such a formidable
force?  Discipline  and  adaptability.
Being able to march long distances and
maneuver across a variety of terrain.
Timing  and  distance  determine  the
victor  of  any  confrontation.  To  do
this,  they  needed  shoes  that  were
durable  and  able  to  grip  the  ground
firmly.

With  the  readiness  that  comes  from  the  Gospel  of  Peace
(Ephesians 6:15), we can rapidly move to where the Lord needs
us. “[God’s Soldier’s] movements are dictated by the needs of
the Gospel witness.”{2}

The Shield of Faith



We are also told to take up
the  Shield  of  Faith
(Ephesians  6:16)  to
extinguish  the  flaming
arrows of the evil one. The
favored shield in the time
Ephesians  was  written  was
the Roman scutum, a large
shield that protected most
of  the  soldier’s  body,

enabling the Romans to protect both themselves and each other
in tight formations without sacrificing their defense when
fighting in looser formations. Most deaths in ancient battles
occurred  after,  during,  and  after  a  rout.  Therefore
projectiles were used to disrupt and to instill fear before
the two sides met in melee. Standing firm against hails of
projectiles was key to surviving the battle.

It is the same with all believers. Our faith is our primary
defensive and offensive tool. People who have faith in Christ
are willing to risk being made to look foolish. They are
confident in the hope they have in Christ, and are therefore
enabled  to  do  great  things.  People  who  act  out  of  faith
inspire others to do the same. Our faith also protects us from
the feelings, falsehoods, and ideas the Devil likes to use to
discourage us. If we are discouraged from our walk, then we
have already lost.

The Sword of the Spirit



Finally,  Ephesians  6:17  refers
to the Sword of the Spirit, or
the word of God. In conjunction
with the scutum was the gladius,
a short sword primarily used for
thrusting and short cuts. It was
the legionary’s primary weapon.
After  throwing  their  pila
(specialized  javelins)  to
disrupt the enemy formation, the
Romans  drew  their  swords  and
closed the distance to engage in
hand-to-hand fighting. Their armor and discipline enabled them
to weather the brutal melee far better than their opponents.
Ideally, this caused the enemy to rout.

There is a good reason the word of God is described as a sword
in other passages. It is absolute truth. Revelations 9:15 and
Hebrews 4:12 describe God’s word as a double-edged sword. In
Hebrews, Paul says “it penetrates even to dividing soul and
spirit,  joints  and  marrow;  it  judges  the  thoughts  and
attitudes of the heart.” Like a sword, learning to use God’s
word effectively requires constant training. Christians should
therefore study and seek to live according to the word so they
can stand firm when confronted by the Enemy.

By being willing to close in, to deliver the word of God
straight into the heart of the matter, shrewdly providing an
answer  for  our  faith  with  gentleness  and  respect,  we  can
establish common ground with those who do not know Christ,
thus opening the way for them to hear the gospel. We do this
knowing full well that friends and even family may hate us for
confronting the world. Because we are willing to push through,
we are able to form relationships with people and show what it
means to walk with Christ! As with Roman equipment in Jesus’
day, the armor of God is tailor made to allow us to safely
close the distance with the enemy, and with the word of God,



drive them from the field.

All we have to do is put it on.

Notes
1. Lewis, C.S. Mere Christianity, 1952.
2. Ellicott, C. J. (1970). Ellicott’s commentary on the Whole
Bible  Volumes  VII-VIII:  Acts  to  Revelation.  Zondervan
Publishing  House.  1959.
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God  Space:  Where  Spiritual
Conversations  Happen
Naturally
Dr. Michael Gleghorn offers an introduction and overview of
Doug Pollock’s book by the same title. Those who want to learn
more  about  how  to  have  natural  and  effective  spiritual
conversations are encouraged to read (and apply) Pollock’s
book for themselves.

Creating God Space

If you’re a Christian, you probably wrestle from
time to time with how best to share your faith with
non-Christian friends and family. I mean, let’s
face it. We often want to share our faith. But
we’re a bit confused (maybe even overwhelmed) with how to go
about it in a natural and non-threatening way. Is there a way
to have spiritual conversations naturally?
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According to Doug Pollock, the answer is “Yes”—and it all
begins with something he calls “God Space.” “I often wonder,”
he says, “what would happen if . . . the body of Christ could
create low-risk, high-grace places for people to pursue their
need to have spiritual conversations.”{1} But Doug not only
wonders about it, he’s also spent the better part of his adult
life  actually  doing  it—and  training  others  to  do  it  too.
Although he’s had many roles, he’s probably best known for his
work  as  an  author,  speaker,  and  evangelism  trainer  for
Athletes  in  Action.{2}  His  passion,  however,  is  pointing
people  to  Christ  through  spiritual  conversations  in  which
people have the freedom to simply be themselves.

You see, Doug believes that people actually want (and even
need) to have such conversations. Moreover, they’re often even
willing to have them. The problem, of course, is that such
conversations can often seem intimidating—even threatening—to
both  Christian  and  non-Christian  alike.  So  Doug  advocates
creating a “safe space” in which to have such conversations.
But he warns us that for many non-Christians in our world
today, the church is often not perceived as safe.{3} Hence, he
says, if we want to reach people for Christ, then we’ve got to
go  to  them—and  help  create  a  “safe  space”  for  spiritual
conversations right where they are.

Doug calls it “God Space” —a space where “God is . . .
encountered in . . .  ways that address the longings and cries
of the heart.” In God Space “the ‘unworthy’ feel safe enough
to bring their real selves . . . into the light, and to
journey, one step at a time, toward the magnetic pull they
sense deep in their souls.” It’s a space where “spiritual
curiosity is aroused, and the message of Christianity becomes
plausible.”{4}

Does this sound like something you’d be interested in learning
more about? Then keep reading as we consider Doug’s book in
more detail.



Spiritual Conversation-Killers
Doug  Pollock  offers  some  great  advice  about  how  to
have  natural,  non-threatening  spiritual  conversations  with
those who don’t know Christ. Before discussing this advice in
more detail, however, we first need to pause and consider some
of the ways in which we might unintentionally shut-down, or
“kill,” a spiritual conversation before it even has a chance
to get going.

Doug  describes  ten  “spiritual  conversation-killers”  in
his book. Although we can’t discuss them all, we’ll at least
mention a few of them. To get started, think of the non-
Christian people you know and interact with on a somewhat
regular basis. How many of them would be interested in having
a “low-risk, high-grace” spiritual conversation with you? If
your answer is few to none of them, then you might be guilty
of the most basic spiritual conversation-killer of them all:
“an  unbelieving  heart.”{5}  If  we  assume  that  the  non-
Christians  we  know  aren’t  interested  in  talking  about
spiritual things, then we probably won’t have many spiritual
conversations with them.

And Doug says this is a big mistake. “I’ve had spiritual
conversations with people all over the world,” he writes,
“including the supposed ‘tough places.’ I think it’s because
the Holy Spirit has given me a conviction that if God has put
eternity in every person’s heart, which is what Ecclesiastes
3:11  tells  us,  then  all  people  were  made  for  spiritual
conversations.”{6}  So  let’s  not  “kill”  an  opportunity  for
spiritual conversations because of unbelief. Instead, let’s
assume  that  if  we  approach  such  conversations  wisely,
we’ll  find  people  eager  to  talk  with  us.

Okay, so how do we approach such conversations wisely? In
my opinion, the best way to have good spiritual conversations
is simply to apply some of the very same principles that go
into having good conversations of any sort.{7} For example,



how well would my conversation go if I was disrespectful of
the other person’s beliefs or opinions? Or what if I came
across  as  harsh,  combative,  or  domineering?  Would  such
conversations be successful? Probably not. And if that’s the
case with everyday conversations, then it’s probably the case
with spiritual conversations too. So if we want to have good
spiritual conversations, we need to be humble, gracious, kind
and polite. If not, we’ll probably “kill” whatever spiritual
conversations  we  might  otherwise  have  had.  And  when  that
happens, no one wins.

Wondering  Your  Way  Into  Spiritual
Conversations
In God Space: Where Spiritual Conversations Happen Naturally,
Doug  has  four  great  chapters  on  noticing,  serving,
listening,  and  wondering  your  way  into  spiritual
conversations. For our purposes, let’s direct our attention to
that final chapter, which involves “wondering” our way into
spiritual conversations. “Of all the things you’ll read in
this  book,”  Doug  tells  us,  “this  chapter  holds  the  most
promise if you truly want to see the quality and quantity of
your spiritual conversations increase.”{8}

So how does it work? How do we wonder our way into spiritual
conversations?  As  Doug  lays  it  out  for  us,  there  are
essentially  two  steps.  First,  we  have  to  be  really  good
listeners.{9} If we’re not actively listening to what people
are telling us, then we’re not going to have much to wonder
about.  That’s  because  we  wonder  our  way  into  spiritual
conversations  by  asking  good  questions  about  what  another
person  is  telling  us.  That’s  step  two.  After  listening
carefully to what the other person is saying, we begin to
wonder “out loud” by asking questions that are relevant to the
conversation we’re having.{10}

According  to  Doug,  “good  wondering  questions”  will



“flow naturally out of your context and . . . conversations.”
They reveal “that you have listened thoughtfully.” They “are
open-ended and promote more dialogue and reflection.” They
“probe  sensitively  and  reflectively  into  someone’s
belief systems.” And finally, such questions encourage “others
to investigate the Christian life” for themselves.{11}

So  by  listening  carefully  and  asking  good
“wondering” questions about what you’re being told, you can
open the door to all sorts of spiritual conversations. Doug
even  offers  some  examples  of  “good  ways  to
start wondering.”{12} Suppose your conversation partner has
made  an  interesting  claim  or  expressed  an  intriguing
perspective  on  some  issue.  You  might  respond  by  saying,
“That’s  an  interesting  perspective;  I’m  wondering  how  you
arrived at that conclusion?”{13} Notice how such a question
not  only  demonstrates  an  interest  in,  and  respect  for,
the other person and their views—it also serves to keep the
conversation moving forward in a positive direction. Indeed,
once you get a knack for listening carefully and asking good
wondering  questions,  who  knows  how  many
spiritual conversations you might find yourself having!

Bringing  the  Bible  Into  Your
Conversations
Let’s now discuss Doug’s advice about bringing the Bible into
our conversations.{15}

The  word  of  God  is  powerful.  Paul  describes  it  as  “the
sword of the Spirit.”{16} And the author of Hebrews tells us
it can “judge the thoughts and intentions of the heart.” {17}
Indeed, it’s partly because the Bible is so powerful, that we
need to be careful about the way in which we bring it into our
conversations.

As Doug reminds us, “If people sense you’re trying to use the
Bible  as  an  authoritative  ‘crowbar’  to  beat  them  into



submitting  to  your  viewpoint,  your  conversation  is  likely
over. However, if you humbly ask for permission to introduce
the  Scriptures  into  your  dialogue,  ‘deep  spiritual  magic’
begins  to  happen.”{18}  The  key  point  here,  of  course,  is
asking for permission. This is important and Doug encourages
us to always make a habit of it.{19} After all, if the person
has given you permission to share something from the Bible,
then they won’t feel awkward or threatened when you do so. And
if  they  haven’t  given  you  permission,  then  it’s  probably
better just to wait and pray for a more opportune time.

Okay, that sounds good. But how can we know when it’s right to
ask for permission? Here we need a measure of wisdom and even
plain  common  sense.  In  general,  however,  when  the  person
expresses an interest in some issue about which the Bible
speaks, it might be a good time to ask for permission to share
what the Bible says. Doug gives the example of talking with
some  non-Christian  college  students  about  the  meaning  of
love.{20}  The  students  were  intensely  interested  in  this
topic, but they were having a hard time defining what the word
even meant. After discussing the issue for a bit, Doug asked
for permission to share what the Bible has to say about love.
Having gotten their permission, he directed them to the famous
love  passage  in  1  Corinthians  13.  Primed  and  ready,  the
students eagerly listened to what the Bible had to say. Its
message had suddenly become relevant to them, for it spoke
directly to an issue about which they cared deeply.

If we could learn how to introduce the Bible like that, our
non-Christian friends might be more eager to hear what it
says. In the next section we’ll conclude our discussion of
Doug’s book by considering “missed opportunities” and “burned
bridges.”{21}

Missed Opportunities and Burned Bridges
We’ve  considered  several  ways  to  improve  our
conversations, but it’s easy to make mistakes. So now we’ll



consider  Doug’s  advice  about  “missed  opportunities”  and
“burned bridges.” Can “missed opportunities” be reclaimed and
“burned bridges” be rebuilt? And if so, then how do we do it?

Let’s first consider missed opportunities. Suppose you had
a conversation with a neighbor who made a comment that left a
wide-open door for spiritual conversation—and you said . . .
nothing. We’ve probably all had conversations like this. Maybe
the comment caught us off guard, and we just weren’t sure how
to  respond.  Or  maybe  we  felt  too  tired,  or  scared,
or something else. Whatever the reason, we can “reclaim” such
missed opportunities. It’s often not even that hard. Doug
tells of missing out on a great opportunity because he just
wasn’t sure what to say. About a month later, however, he got
another  opportunity.  He  told  the  person  that  he’d  been
thinking a lot about a comment which they had previously made.
Intrigued, the person asked what it was—and almost immediately
they  were  right  back  where  they  had  left  off  a  month
earlier!{22}

Okay,  that’s  the  easy  one.  But  what  if  we  didn’t  remain
silent. What if we said the wrong thing— and now feel like
we’ve burned our bridges with another person? Granted, this is
more difficult. But Doug throws down a challenge. For once we
recognize and admit our mistake to ourselves, we can then
confess it to God and bring the issue before Him in prayer.
After praying about it, Doug says, we can actually go to the
person and let them know that we’ve been thinking about how we
“come across” in spiritual conversations. We can even ask if
they’d be willing to give us “some honest feedback” about how
others might perceive us in this area. And if so, then we can
listen carefully and apologize for any mistakes we might have
made. Of course, we can’t predict how the other person will
respond. But by taking this approach, we can go a long way
toward restoring the relationship.{23}

If  you’d  be  interested  in  creating  some  “God  Space”  for
your own conversations, then I encourage you to get (and read)



Doug’s book for yourself. I think you’ll be really glad you
did.
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The  Rise  of  the  Nones  –
Reaching the Lost in Today’s
America
Steve Cable addresses James White’s book The Rise of the Nones
in view of Probe’s research about the church.

Probe Ministries is committed to updating
you  on  the  status  of  Christianity  in
America.  In  this  article,  we  consider
James White’s book, The Rise of the Nones,
Understanding and Reaching the Religiously
Unaffiliated.{1}  His  book  addresses  a
critical topic since the fastest-growing
religious group of our time is those who
check “none” or “none of the above” on
religious survey questions.

Let’s begin by reviewing some observations about
Christianity in America.
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From the 1930’s{2} into the early 1990’s the percentage of
nones in America{3} was less than 8%. But by 2012, the number
had grown to 20% of all adults and appears to be increasing.
Even more alarming, among those between the ages of 18 and 30
the percentage grew by a factor of three, from 11% in 1990 to
nearly 32% in 2012.

Another study reported Protestantism is no longer the majority
in the U.S., dropping from 66% in the 1960’s down to 48% in
2012.

The  nones  tend  to  consider  themselves  to  be  liberal  or
moderate  politically,  in  favor  of  abortion  and  same-sex
marriage being legal, and seldom if ever attend religious
services. For the most part, they are not atheists and are not
necessarily  hostile  toward  religious  institutions.  However,
among those who believe in “nothing in particular,” 88% are
not even looking for a specific faith or religion.

One report concludes, “The challenge to Christianity . . .
does not come from other religions, but from a rejection of
all forms of organized religions. They’re not thinking about
religion and rejecting it; they are not thinking about it at
all.”{4} In fact, the 2011 Baylor survey found that 44% of
Americans said they spend no time seeking “eternal wisdom,”
and a Lifeway survey found that nearly half of Americans said
they never wonder whether they will go to heaven.

As White notes, these changes in attitude come in the wake of
a second major attack on traditional Christian beliefs. The
first set of attacks consisted of:

1. Copernicus attacking the existence of God

2. Darwin attacking God’s involvement in creation, and

3. Freud attacking our very concept of a creator God.

The second storm of attacks focuses on perceptions of how



Christians think in three important areas.

1. An over entanglement with politics linked to anti-gay,
sexual conservatism, and abrasiveness

2. Hateful aggression that has the church talking in ways
that have stolen God’s reputation, and

3.  An  obsession  with  greed  seen  in  televangelist
transgressions and mega-pastor materialism, causing distrust
of the church.

These perceptions, whether true or not, create an environment
where  there  is  no  benefit  in  the  public  mind  to  self-
identifying  with  a  Christian  religious  denomination.

Living in a Post-Christian America
A 2013 Barna study{5} shows America rapidly moving into a
post-Christian status. Their survey-based study came to this
conclusion: over 48% of young adults are post-Christian, and
“The influence of post-Christian trends is likely to increase
and  is  a  significant  factor  among  today’s  youngest
Americans.”{6}

White suggests this trend is the result of “three deep and
fast-moving cultural currents: secularization, privatization,
and pluralization.”{7}

Secularization

Secularization teaches the secular world is reality and our
thoughts about the spiritual world are fantasy. White states:
“We seem quite content to accept the idea of faith being
privately engaging but culturally irrelevant.”{8} In a society
which is not affirming of public religious faith, it is much
more difficult to hold a vibrant, personal faith.

Privatization



Privatization creates a chasm between the public and private
spheres of life, trivializing Christian faith to the realm of
opinion. Nancy Pearcy saw this, saying, “The most pervasive
thought  pattern  of  our  times  is  the  two-realm  view  of
truth.”{9} In it, the first and public realm is secular truth
that states, “Humans are machines.” The second and private
realm of spirituality states, “Moral and humane ideals have no
basis in truth, as defined by scientific naturalism. But we
affirm them anyway.”{10}

Pluralization

Pluralization tells us all religions are equal in their lack
of  ultimate  truth  and  their  ability  to  deliver  eternity.
Rather speaking the truth of Christ, our post-modern ethic
tells us we can each have our own truth. As reported in our
book,  Cultural  Captives{11},  about  70%  of  evangelical,
emerging adults are pluralists. Pluralism results in making
your own suit out of patches of different fabrics and patterns
and expecting everyone else to act as if it were seamless.

White sums up today’s situation this way: “They forgot that
their God was . . . radically other than man . . . They
committed religion functionally to making the world better in
human terms and intellectually to modes of knowing God fitted
only for understanding this world.”{12}

This  combination  of  secularization,  privatization  and
pluralization  has  led  to  a  mishmash  of  “bad  religion”
overtaking  much  of  mainstream  Christianity.  The  underlying
basis of the belief systems of nones is that there is a lot of
truth  to  go  around.  In  this  post-modern  world,  it  is
considered futile to search for absolute truth. Instead, we
create our own truth from the facts at hand and as necessary
despite the facts. Of course, this creates the false (yet
seemingly desirable) attribute that neither we, nor anyone
else, have to recognize we are sinners anymore. With no wrong,
we feel no need for the ultimate source of truth, namely God.



If You Build It, They Won’t Come
We’ve been considering the beliefs and thinking of the nones.
Can we reach them with the gospel, causing them to genuinely
consider the case for Christ?

We are not going to reach them by doing more of the same.
Statistics  indicate  that  we  are  not  doing  a  good  job  of
reaching the nones.

As James White notes, “The very people who say they want
unchurched people to . . . find Jesus resist the most basic .
. . issues related to building a relationship with someone
apart  from  Christ,  .  .  .  and  inviting  them  to  an  open,
winsome,  and  compelling  front  door  so  they  can  come  and
see.”{13}

Paul had to change his approach when addressing Greeks in
Athens. In the same way, we need to understand how to speak to
the culture we want to penetrate.

In the 1960’s, a non-believer was likely to have a working
knowledge of Christianity. They needed to personally respond
to the offer of salvation, not just intellectually agree to
its validity. This situation made revivals and door-to-door
visitation excellent tools to reach lost people.

Today, we face a different dynamic among the nones. “The goal
is not simply knowing how to articulate the means of coming to
Christ; it is learning how to facilitate and enable the person
to progress from [little knowledge of Christ], to where he or
she is able to even consider accepting Christ.”{14}

The  rise  of  the  nones  calls  for  a  new  strategy  for
effectiveness. Today, cause should be the leading edge of our
connection with many of the nones, in terms of both arresting
their attention and enlisting their participation.

Up  through  the  1980s,  many  unchurched  would  respond  for



salvation and then be incorporated into the church and there
become drawn to Christian causes. From 1990 through the 2000s,
unchurched people most often needed to experience fellowship
in the body before they were ready to respond to the gospel.
Today, we have nones who are first attracted to the causes
addressed by Christians. Becoming involved in those causes,
they are attracted to the community of believers and gradually
they become ready to respond to the gospel.

We need to be aware of how these can be used to offer the good
news in a way that can penetrate through the cultural fog.
White puts it this way, “Even if it takes a while to get to
talking about Christ, (our church members) get there. And they
do it with integrity and . . . credibility. . . Later I’ve
seen those nones enfolded into our community and before long .
. .  the waters of baptism.”{15}

Relating to nones may be outside your comfort zone, but God
has called us to step out to share His love.

Combining Grace and Truth in a Christian
Mind
Every day we are on mission to the unchurched around us. James
White suggests ways we can communicate in a way that the nones
can understand.

We need to take to heart the three primary tasks of any
missionary  to  an  unfamiliar  culture.  First,  learn  how  to
communicate with the people we are trying to reach. Second,
become sensitized to the new culture to operate effectively
within it. Third, “translate the gospel into its own cultural
context  so  that  it  can  be  heard,  understood,  and
appropriated.”{16}

The  growth  of  the  nones  comes  largely  from  Mainline
Protestants and Catholics, right in the squishy middle where



there is little emphasis on the truth of God’s word. How can
we confront them with truth in a loving way?

The gospel of John tells us, “Grace and truth came through
Jesus  Christ.”{17}  Jesus  brought  the  free  gift  of  grace
grounded  in  eternal  truth.  As  we  translate  the  gospel  in
today’s cultural context for the nones, this combination needs
to  shine  through  our  message.  What  does  it  look  like  to
balance grace and truth?

• If we are communicating no grace and no truth, we are
following the example of Hinduism.

• If we are high on grace – but lacking in truth, we give
license to virtually any lifestyle and
perspective, affirming today’s new definition of tolerance.

• On the other hand, “truth without grace: this is the worst
of legalism . . . – what many nones
believe to be the hallmark of the Christian faith.” The real
representative of dogma without grace is Islam.” In a survey
among 750 Muslims who had converted to Christianity, they said
that  as  Muslims,  they  could  never  be  certain  of  their
forgiveness  and  salvation  as  Christians  can.

• Grace is the distinctive message of Christianity but never
remove it from the truth of the high cost Christ paid. Jesus
challenged the religious thought of the day with the truth of
God’s standard. Recognizing we cannot achieve that standard,
we are run to the grace of God by faith.

To  communicate  the  truth,  we  need  to  respond  to  the  new
questions nones are asking of any faith. As White points out,
“I do not encounter very many people who ask questions that
classical apologetics trained us to answer . . . Instead, the
new  questions  have  to  do  with  significance  and  meaning.”
Questions such as, “So, what?” and “Is this God of yours
really that good?”



We need to be prepared to “give a defense for the hope that is
within us” in ways that the nones around us can resonate with,
such as described in our article The Apologetics of Peter on
our website.

Opening the Front Door to Nones
The nones desperately need the truth of Jesus, yet it is a
challenge to effectively reach them. “Reaching out to a group
of people who have given up on the church, . . .  we must
renew our own commitment to the very thing they have rejected
– the church.”{18} The fact that some in today’s culture have
problems with today’s church does not mean that God intends to
abandon it.

The  church  needs  to  grasp  its  mandate  “to  engage  in  the
process  of  ‘counter-secularization’.  .  .  There  are  often
disparaging quips made about organized religion, but there was
nothing disorganized about the biblical model.”{19} We all
have a role to play in making our church a force for the
gospel in our community.

It must be clear to those outside that we approach our task
with  civility  and  unity.  Our  individual  actions  are  not
sufficient to bring down the domain of darkness. Jesus told us
that if those who encounter the church can sense the unity
holding us together they will be drawn to its message.

How will the nones come into contact with the unity of Christ?
It  will  most  likely  be  through  interaction  with  a  church
acting as the church. As White points out, “If the church has
a “front door,” and it clearly does, why shouldn’t it be . . .
strategically developed for optimal impact for . . . all nones
who may venture inside?”{20} Surveys indicate that 82 percent
of unchurched people would come to church this weekend if they
were invited by a friend.

One way we have a chance to interact with nones is when they



expose  their  children  to  a  church  experience.  Children’s
ministry is not something to occupy our children while we have
church, but is instead a key part of our outreach to the lost
nones in our community. “What you do with their children could
be a deal breaker.”

In today’s culture, we cannot overemphasize the deep need for
visual communication. Almost everyone is attuned to visually
receiving  information  and  meaning.  By  incorporating  visual
arts in our church mainstream, “it has a way of sneaking past
the defenses of the heart. And nones need a lot snuck past
them.”{21}

We need to keep evangelism at the forefront. “This is no time
to wave the flag of social ministry and justice issues so
single-mindedly in the name of cultural acceptance and the hip
factor that it becomes our collective substitute for the clear
articulation of the gospel.”{22}

White clearly states our goal, “Our only hope and the heart of
the Great Commission, is to stem the tide by turning the nones
into wons.”{23}
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Why Study Church History?
James Detrich provides five reasons to study church history
and allow our knowledge to build our confidence in our faith.

When  I  was  in  college,  we  had  to  do  what  was  called
“evangelism night.” It was a night in which a group of us
would pile into someone’s old, broken-down car (we were all
poor  back  then)  and  skirt  downtown  to  the  city’s  walking
bridge,  a  large  half-mile  overpass  extending  over  the
Chattanooga River. We were always sure that plenty of people

https://probe.org/why-study-church-history/


would be there that needed our message. One night I began
talking to a man about Christ and he quickly cut me off, “I am
a Christian,” he exclaimed. “Great,” I replied. As we continue
talking, though, I soon discovered that he was a “different”
Christian than me. He said he believed in an expansive New
Testament that contained many more books than the twenty-seven
I was accustomed to, and he had six or seven Gospels, where I
only had four. When I told him that I didn’t think he was
right,  that  the  New  Testament  only  contained  twenty-seven
books and four Gospels, he asked me an important question,
“How do you know that there are only four Gospels? Maybe there
are more books to the Bible than you think!” I stood there,
knowing that he was wrong. But I didn’t know why he was wrong.
I had no idea of how to combat him—I didn’t know church
history well enough in order to provide, as 1 Peter 3:15 says,
an account of the assurance that lies within me.

This  is  one  of  the  great  reasons  why  we  as
Christians need to study church history. In this article I am
going  to  make  a  passionate  plea  for  the  study  of  church
history and give five reasons why I believe it is essential
for  every  follower  of  Christ.  Alister  McGrath  said  that
“Studying church history . . . is like being at a Bible study
with  a  great  company  of  people  who  thought  about  those
questions  that  were  bothering  you  and  others.”{1}  These
bothering questions, much like the one I could not answer on
the  walking  bridge,  oftentimes  can  be  answered  through
learning the stories and lessons of history. It was Martin
Luther, the great reformer, who cried out: “History is the
mother of truth.” This is the first reason why Christians need
to study history, so that we can become better skilled to
answer the nagging questions that either critics ask or that
we  ourselves  are  wrestling  with.  It  would  have  been  a
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tremendous help that day on the bridge to know that in the
second and third centuries, the time right after Jesus and the
apostles, that church pastors and theologians were exclaiming
and defending the truth that we only possess four Gospels:
Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John. If I had only known of this
rich tradition, if I had only known my church history, I would
have been able to give a reasonable account of that hope that
lies within me.

Church History Provides Comfort
The first reason why Christians should study church history is
that it helps Christians provide a more reasonable account of
what we believe. The second reason is that Christians, just
like any other people, go through many times of loneliness and
despair.  The  book  of  Psalms  reveals  multiple  times  where
various psalmists reveal that they feel as though God has left
them, that their enemies are closing in, and that no one,
including God, really cares. Suffice it to say that this often
leads to a crisis of faith. Many of us suffer that same crisis
from time to time, and the one thing that usually helps to be
encouraged is to get around God’s people. When we are with
others who believe as we do, it helps to stabilize, and to
build, our faith. There is a sense in those moments of being
with  other  Christians  that  our  faith  is  bigger  and  more
expansive—that it is communal, not merely individual.

Studying church history is about being with the community of
faith. Reading the stories, learning the truths, examining the
insights of these faithful men and women down through the
centuries gives to us the sense that our faith is not shallow,
but as the song used to say, it is “deep and wide.” Church
historian John Hannah claims that studying Christian heritage
“dispels the sense of loneliness and isolation in an era that
stresses the peripheral and sensational.”{2} It breaks us away
from this modern culture that emphasizes the glitz and the
glamour  of  the  here  and  now,  and  helps  us  to  establish



confidence in the faith by examining the beliefs central to
our faith that have been developed over a long period of time.
Christian theology does not invent beliefs; it finds beliefs
already among Christians and critically examines them. The
excavation site for Christian theology is not merely in the
pages of Scripture, though that is the starting point, but it
expands from there into the many centuries as we find the Holy
Spirit leading His church. For us today, it gives us the
ability to live each day absolutely sure that what we are
believing in actually is true; to know and understand that for
over 2000 years men and women have been worshipping, praising,
and glorifying the same God that we do today.

It’s similar to those grand, majestic churches, the cathedrals
that  overwhelm  you  with  the  sense  of  transcendence.  The
expansive ceilings, high walls, and stained glass leaves the
impression that our faith, our Christian heritage, is not
small but large. Entering into a contemplation of our faith’s
history is like going into one of those churches. It takes
away the loneliness, the isolation, and reminds us of the
greatness of our faith.

Church History Solidifies Our Faith
The third reason for studying church history takes us to the
task of theology. Have you ever wondered if something you
heard being preached in church was essential? Maybe you’ve
asked, Is this really so important to my faith? Understanding
and articulating what is most important to Christianity is one
of the crucial tasks that theology performs. This task is
developed from a historical viewpoint. It asks the question,
What has always been crucially important to Christians in each
stage  of  church  history?  Over  the  centuries,  Christian
theologians have developed three main categories for Christian
beliefs: dogma, doctrine, and opinion.{3} A belief considered
as dogma is deemed to be essential to the gospel; rejecting it
would  entail  apostasy  and  heresy.  Doctrines  are  developed



within a particular church or denomination that help to guide
that group in belief. What a church believes is found in its
doctrine.  Lastly,  beliefs  relegated  to  opinion  are  always
interesting, but they are not important in the overall faith
of the church. But dogma is important and history tells the
story of how the church receives these important truths. It
tells the story of how the church came to understand that God
is three and one, the received truth of the Trinity; or how
they came to understand that Jesus was both human and divine,
the received truth of the Person of Christ. In examining these
things, you begin to understand what is most essential and
what is less important.

This is the same question that was being asked in the early
fourth century. Some folks calling themselves Christians were
going around proclaiming that Jesus Christ was different from
God the Father, that even though He was deserving of worship,
there was a time when He was created by the Father. Other
Christians rose up and declared that to be heretical. They
claimed that the words and actions of Christ as recorded in
the Scripture clearly affirms Him to be equal with the Father.
The Council of Nicaea in A.D. 325 sided with the latter group,
claiming that Jesus was indeed equal with His Father. The
exact wording of the council’s conclusion is that Jesus is “of
the same substance” with His Father. That dogmatic decision is
reflected  in  the  church’s  doctrinal  beliefs  and  it
demonstrates  its  crucial  importance  for  Christianity.

History is indeed the treasure chest of truth. Open it up.
Discover the riches within it. Find out what is there and what
is not—what is important and what is not!

Church  History  Helps  Us  Interpret  the
Bible
Why should we study church history? The answers already given
are that it provides perspective in answering tough questions,



gives a sense that our faith has gravitas, delineates that
which is important; the fourth reason is that the study of
church history helps us to interpret the Bible. You might been
inclined to say, “We don’t need church history, all we need is
the Bible.” But we must remember that people interpret the
Bible in many and various ways. For instance, do you know that
the largest meeting in North America that discusses the Bible
is called the Society of Biblical Literature. It meets every
year and boasts of having thousands of members. Among those
within  the  society,  only  an  astonishing  30%  of  them  are
evangelicals, or people who would have a more conservative
interpretation of Scripture. People all over are reading the
Bible, but they are reading it in different ways.

So, how do we know how to interpret the Bible? We believe that
a certain interpretation or tradition of the text goes all the
way back to Jesus and His apostles. Thus, Scripture must be
interpreted in light of this tradition—the way that the early
community of believers read the various texts of Scripture as
they  recognized  its  authority  in  matters  of  faith  and
practice.  They  recognized  that  these  texts  supported,
explained, and gave evidence to the belief system that they
held dear. For us, going back and reading the early church
fathers is profitable for our understanding of the broader
cultural  and  theological  framework  so  that  we  can  better
understand  what  Scripture  is  saying.  For  instance,  as  we
discovered  above,  the  Trinity  is  a  crucial  dogma  of  the
church.  Therefore,  any  interpretation  of  the  Bible  that
contradicts that basic belief would be inadequate. History
helps to paint the lines that we must stay within and it helps
to construct the boundaries for a faithful reading of the
text. Examining what was important to the apostles, and the
generation that followed, and then the next generation, gives
a basic tradition, a framework, of values and beliefs, that
must guide our faith today. The study of church history helps
us to develop that basic framework.



It  was  a  second-century  pastor  that  complained  that  the
heretics of his day read the same Bible as he did, yet they
twist it into something else. He equated it someone taking a
beautiful picture of a king constructed with precious jewels
and rearranging those jewels so that the picture now resembles
a dog.{4} We would contest ruining such a beautiful piece of
art! This is exactly what happens when the beauty of the Bible
is misinterpreted. To keep that from happening, we must study
church history and find out what the precious jewels actually
are that construct the beauty of the Bible.

Church History Demonstrates the Working
of God
We have listed four reasons to study church history: it helps
answering questions, it presents a faith that is deep and
wide, it delineates what is important, and it helps us to
interpret the Bible. The fifth reason why we should study
church history is that it demonstrates the working of God.
More specifically, it gives evidence that the Holy Spirit is
working through and among His people, the church of God. It is
the  same  Spirit  that  was  working  in  that  early  Christian
community that is still at work today in the community of
faith. In other words, history provides a further resource for
understanding the movement of God in the entire community of
faith. We affirm that there is continuity between the early
Christian community and the community today, because we serve
one God and are the one people of that God. Hence, every
sector of church history is valuable, because it is the same
Spirit moving through every stage of history. Church history
is  His  story  and  it  tells  of  God’s  faithfulness  to  the
community of believers as they have carried forth His truth
and have given animation to His character. Just as Christ is
the image of the invisible God, the church, through the Son
and by the Spirit, is also the image of the invisible God.
Church history is the story of how the community reflects that



invisible God.

This  is  the  concept  that  brings  all  the  others  into  a
connected whole. The reason why studying church history can
provide answers to crucial questions of faith is due to the
fact that the Spirit has been moving in the hearts of men and
women down throughout history, aiding them in their questions
of faith and the fruit of that work has been preserved for us
today. The reason why studying church history can show us what
is important to the faith is because the Spirit has been at
work guiding the church into truth. The reason why studying
church history can help us interpret the Bible is because the
Spirit has illuminated the path for understanding the Bible
for  centuries.  This  is  what  is  fascinating  about  church
history: it is a study of His Story. He is there, just as
Jesus said He would be. Remember it was Jesus who said that He
was going away, but that He would send a Comforter. And this
One would guide us in all truth. Church history is the story
of that illuminated path where the God of the church guides
His people into all truth. History is where He is.
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Kingdom Singleness
Renea McKenzie takes a look at two books providing thoughtful
responses to being Christian and single.

While studying at L’Abri Fellowship, I encountered two books
that really made an impression upon me for the simple reason
that, of all the many books I come across in my years of work
with students, my studies, and my personal reading, I had
never seen even the likes of anything like them. I’m speaking
of Laura Smit’s Loves Me, Loves Me Not and Lauren Winner’s
Real Sex. These two books contain what’s desperately missing
in  the  “Christian  living”  section  of  our  bookstores,
particularly  for  singles.

A Theology of Romance

 I really appreciate and highly recommend Laura
Smit’s book, Loves Me, Loves Me Not: The Ethics of Unrequited
Love.{1} It isn’t your typical book on singles and romance.
Right away, the subtitle lets you know this book is special
because while there are countless books on mutual love and our
moral  responsibilities  as  Christian  lovers,  hardly  anyone
writes about our responsibility toward virtue when feelings
are not mutual. Smit begins with a “theology of romance” in
which she details God’s nature as love, God’s creational plans
both in Eden and in the New Heaven and the New Earth, sin’s
effect  on  those  plans,  and  finally,  virtuous  and  vicious
romance, how sin twists God’s intentions for love and how we
can be virtuous by shaping our romantic lives to God’s plans.
This  framework  is  centered  on  New  Testament  teachings  on
marriage and family and singleness, teachings many Christians,
myself included up to now, have been successfully avoiding.
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Smit notes the importance of pouring a new understanding of
marriage and family into new wineskins. In Matthew chapter 19,
Jesus makes this astonishing statement: “For some are eunuchs
because they were born that way; others were made that way by
men; and others have renounced marriage because of the kingdom
of heaven. The one who can accept this should accept it” (v.
12). And shortly after that, in response to the Sadducees,
Jesus declares, “At the resurrection people will neither marry
nor be given in marriage; they will be like the angels in
heaven” (Matt. 22:30).

Jesus also asserts that the way we think about family changes
when he enters the scene. Jesus is teaching and his biological
family interrupts him, expecting that they deserve more of
Jesus’ attention than the crowd. And it was natural for them
to expect this. But again, Jesus turns social expectation on
its head, responding, “‘Who is my mother, and who are my
brothers?’ Pointing to his disciples, he said, ‘Here are my
mother and my brothers. Whoever does the will of my Father in
heaven is my brother and sister and mother’” (Matt. 12:48-50).

Jesus seems to be saying marriage is not ultimate; only the
union between Christ and his Church is ultimate. He is also
saying our biological families are not ultimate; only the
family of faith is ultimate. Saying all this about marriage
and family was a big deal. In Jesus’ day, everyone’s number
one loyalty was to his or her biological family, people who
were married were higher on the social ladder than those who
were not, and couples who had children (well, sons) were even
higher. Jesus came and changed our primary loyalties, and he
declared that the only members of society who are valuable to
God’s kingdom are those who do God’s will, regardless of their
social status.

By looking into these passages of Scripture, Smit is asking us
to  consider:  Should  Jesus’  teachings  change  the  emphasis
American Christians place on marriage and family? Why do most
unmarried Christians feel social pressure from the church to



get married and start a family? They also feel excluded from
congregations whose messages and activities have a biological
family focus instead of a spiritual family focus. How then can
we change our focus and the ways in which we interact with one
another  so  that  we  are  following  in  Jesus’  revolutionary
footsteps?

A Theology of Romance Gets Personal
Smit suggests that not only will the way we think about (and
consequently our behavior toward) others change, but so will
the way we think about our own lives. To give you an example
of  how  we,  the  Christian  culture  in  America,  think  about
marriage,  specifically  the  expectations  we  have  regarding
marriage in our own lives, let me share with you this story.

Several weeks ago, I was subbing in AWANA, and the third
through fifth grade girls were asked what they foresaw in
their future. Every girl there stated, rather confidently,
“I’m  going  to  go  to  college  then  get  married.”  What  a
wonderful vision for one’s future! What’s interesting is that
each child had the same vision for her future, which simply
speaks to the fact that marriage is socially expected for
church girls (and boys too as a matter of fact). It’s what
Christians consider normal and the “natural thing to do.”
Again, marriage is wonderful. The question is, are we limiting
ourselves, and our daughters, and ultimately, Christ and the
Church, when we consume this view of marriage and personhood
wholesale?  Is  it  a  limited  vision  rather  than  a  Kingdom-
vision?

To give you a clearer picture of what I mean by “Kingdom-
vision,” let’s look directly at Smit. She notes:

Our primary loyalties shift when we come into contact with
Jesus. Whereas in the Old Testament the family was one’s
primary loyalty, Jesus redefines this, saying, “Whoever does



the will of my Father in heaven is my brother and sister and
mother” (Matt. 12:50). Jesus is our family now and the
community  of  faith  is  our  primary  social  commitment.
“Whoever loves father or mother more than me is not worthy
of me; and whoever loves son and daughter more than me is
not worthy of me; and whoever does not take up the cross and
follow me is not worthy of me. Those who find their life
will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake will
find it” (Matt. 10:37-39). Jesus insists that his followers
live sacrificial lives that will make little sense in the
eyes of the world.{2}

That’s interesting, isn’t it? Think for a moment about the
political implications for the Religious Right. Marriage and
family concerns wouldn’t cease to exist, but would rather
exist  within  a  broader  context,  under  a  farther-reaching
banner. What might such a banner look like? Let’s look again
at Smit. She posits:

If all Christians everywhere were to take [seriously Jesus’
teaching  that  marriage  is  not  ultimate],  stop  getting
married, and stop having children, perhaps the church would
start  to  grow  through  evangelism  rather  than  through
procreation. In this case, the church would be a blessing to
the nations, just as we are supposed to be, with most of our
nurturing energy going outside our own community. Finally,
if we actually converted everyone in the world, and everyone
in the world then embraced continent singleness so that no
children  were  being  born  (a  rather  unlikely  scenario),
wouldn’t that mean it was time for Jesus to come again? All
Christians are supposed to be longing for his second coming
and doing everything possible to bring it about.{3}

Wow! What a bold statement! Well, don’t worry, in the very
next lines she says,

I do not believe that all Christians need to be single [or
stop having children], but all Christians must come to terms



with Jesus’ teaching that marriage is not ultimate. Taking
[this] teaching seriously will change how we think about the
possibility of marriage in our own life and how we treat
people  around  us—particularly  within  the  church—who  are
single.{4}

I think it important to note that throughout her entire book,
Smit  never  once  devalues  marriage  or  children—particularly
within the church. And that is part of the point. Jesus came
and  demolished  value  hierarchies  society  had  placed  upon
people. The apostle Paul states that this is to be the case
particularly within the church: “There is neither Jew nor
Greek, slave nor free, male nor female, for you are all one in
Christ Jesus” (Gal. 3:28). Marriage and children and sex and
singlehood  and  abstinence  and  romance  each  offer  valuable
life-pictures that teach the church about who God is and our
relationship with him.

With that in mind, we are now ready to consider the romantic
lives of unmarried folk with nuance. Smit’s book challenges
Christians  to  govern  our  romantic  relationships  with  a
Kingdom-perspective,  reminding  us  to  readjust  our  ingrown
eyeballs: to look up toward God and out toward others. How do
we do that when we’re in love with someone who doesn’t love us
back?

The Ethics of Unrequited Love
Loves Me, Loves Me Not helps us learn how to behave virtuously
in loving someone who does not return our romantic affection.
It also helps us to behave virtuously toward someone who cares
romantically for us, when we desire only friendship for him or
her. Smit encourages her readers to consider true Christian
charity in these situations and whether or not charity—or we
might use the word agape—supports or rejects society’s scripts
for such roles. Whether we realize it or not, our society has
our lines and stage directions all laid out. From film and



literature alike we know how to behave if we find our love
rejected. We will hold on to our rejected love by continuing
to pursue until resignation is absolutely necessary; in which
case, we resign to martyrdom upon the cross of love, sometimes
in a gallon of ice cream and sappy movies, sometimes quite
literally, leaving our legacy behind on the suicide note. Or,
we simply move on. It is their loss, and undoubtedly there is
someone out there who is more deserving of us.

Certainly both scenarios can be true. Sometimes we ought to
continue to pursue and not give up too quickly; sometimes our
love  is  misplaced  upon  someone  undeserving  and  we  must
recognize the fact and move on. But motives matter. That is
Smit’s point.

How do we counter our ingrained selfish patterns and social
scripts when we love someone who doesn’t love us back? I’m not
going to give away the whole book; I’m hoping you’ll pick up
your own copy. But I will pass on one practical tip from Smit:
we must desist from wanting to posses the other person. Now,
that sounds creepy in the restraining order kind of way; and
you’re thinking, I don’t do that. But we all do it. We do it
when we create a whole imaginary life with our crush—where we
go on dates, how we sit together in church, how he kisses me
hello,  how  she  makes  my  friends  envious.  We  also  get
possessive of our crush when we allow our hurt and jealousy to
win over our charity (love) for him or her. Because if I
didn’t think he and his affections were (or ought to be) mine
I wouldn’t be jealous that, in reality, he’s interested in
another girl. But the truth is he’s a person, not an object;
and as a person he is free to be interested in whomever he
chooses. And if I really love him as a person rather than lust
after  him  as  an  object,  I  will  honor,  value,  and  even
celebrate that freedom. Not that at times it won’t be painful;
it will be.

What about when someone loves us and we don’t return their
romantic feelings? What’s easiest is to simply ignore that



person. Don’t return his calls. Pretend you didn’t see her.
Flirt with someone else right in front of her. Tell him you
have to wash your hair. It’s much more difficult to actually
continue to be that person’s friend, behaving in Christian
love toward him or her, considering them to be better than
yourself. Part of the reason this path is more difficult is
because it makes you all the more attractive and difficult to
get over, and it’s easier to convince ourselves that we’re
doing the other person a favor by being a jerk.

Sometimes it is appropriate and necessary and loving to give
the other person his space or to stop returning her phone
calls. Sometimes it isn’t. Sometimes I wish God designed our
relationships to be governed by clear-cut, black and white
formulas: do this, get this result . . . always. But he
didn’t.  God  designed  our  relationships  to  be  governed  by
faith. So we have to work hard to live counter-cultural lives,
acting  out  according  to  God’s  script  rather  than  what’s
socially expected of us. Smit’s exhortation to consider what
motivates our behavior is key. Are we responding lovingly or
selfishly? And while motives cannot always be wholly separated
or distinguished in such a clear-cut way, God always honors
the search.

Smit  has  in  Loves  Me,  Loves  Me  Not  some  very  powerful
exhortations for the church that I appreciate on two levels:
one, she forces readers to think seriously about New Testament
teachings on marriage, family, and singleness; and two, she
gives singles in the church a voice, in part simply by writing
a  book  that  addresses  the  lives  of  unmarried  folk  in  a
thought-provoking, holistic, and meaningful way. If my brief
look into the book has sparked your interest, and if you want
the specific, and I think rather good, suggestions Smit makes
as to how we can pursue loving virtue in our relationships, be
sure to pick up a copy of this singular book.



Why We Need Another Book about Sex
Lauren  Winner,  author  of  Girl  Meets  God  and,  recently,
Mudhouse Sabbath, put out a book in 2005 titled Real Sex: The
Naked Truth about Chastity.{5} And that’s exactly what Winner
designs to do: talk about sex in a realistic fashion, from a
biblical worldview, that allows us to get past various myths,
including the highly eroticized and romanticized beliefs about
sex we frequently absorb from both the world and the church.

You’re familiar, no doubt, with the statistics on Christian
sexuality. We don’t stand out as very different in our sexual
behavior, which means our basic beliefs and ideas about sex
must not be that different either. If all those books in the
“Christian living” section of the bookstore aren’t helping us
develop ideas regarding our sexuality that differ from social
norms, if they aren’t helping us believe that what the Bible
has to say about sex is relevant and true, something isn’t
right. So what makes Winner different? Real Sex offers an
alternative  to  the  magazine-like  “Seven  Secrets  to  Sexual
Purity”  by  stretching  beyond  spoon-fed  “dos  and  don’ts”
derived from proof-texted Scripture, and instead presents the
case for sex within marriage from a holistic, biblical view of
who we are and how we relate in the world sexually.

From the creation-fall-redemption narrative presented in the
arc of the gospel, Winner posits that an important part of who
we are is that we are embodied, and the main way in which we
relate in the world sexually is communal. Chapter three is
aptly titled “Communal Sex: Or, Why Your Neighbor Has Any
Business Asking You What You Did Last Night,” and helps remind
us that community is a part of the creational order; we were
created in and for community. And though we have fallen from
God’s original order for creation, he has, throughout history,
made a way for his people to live redeemed, creational lives.
When Jesus Christ came embodied to earth, he came as the Way,
finally making it possible for those who believe to no longer



live under compulsion of the fallen, distorted patterns of the
flesh, but rather in habits redeemed and restored to God’s
creational intent. Winner reminds us that Scripture flies in
the face of our over-individualized, over-privatized American
way, exhorting the community of the faith to be intimately
involved in one another’s lives. She puts it this way:

The Bible tells us to intrude—or rather, the Bible tells us
that talking to one another about what is really going on in
our lives is in fact not an intrusion at all, because what’s
going on in my life is already your concern; by dint of the
baptism that made me your sister, my joys are your joys and
my crises are your crises. We are called to speak to one
another lovingly, to be sure, and with edifying, rather than
gossipy or hurtful, goals. But we are called nonetheless to
transform seemingly private matters into communal matters
(53).{6}

Already we’re presented with a meaty alternative to the false
views of sex, or we could say, unreal sex propagated in force
by our surrounding culture. The next two chapters speak truth
against the lies about sex we hear both from our culture and
our churches. These chapters give readers an opportunity to
take a step outside of their everyday, cultural surroundings
and consider them. Opening up the conversation of sex and our
sexuality  to  the  whole  of  Scripture  and  to  our  Christian
communities is like opening the windows of a dark room. By
this light we see the lies our culture tells about sex, and we
can  work  together  to  begin  rejecting  such  ideologies,
establishing a core understanding of human sexuality that, in
fact, stands apart; we can develop beliefs and habits of a
sacred sexuality. Winner points out that society tells lies,
like “sex can be wholly separated from procreation” (64),
cohabitation  is  a  good  practice-run  (68),  modesty  doesn’t
matter (71), and “good sex can’t happen in the humdrum routine
of marriage” (77).

Of those four statements, which strikes you as most dangerous?



We might think it’s the prolific idea of shacking up; and in
fact,  the  church  is  usually  pretty  clear  on  its  position
regarding premarital sex. However, I would like to suggest
that a subtle distortion is always more dangerous than an
obvious one. Winner agrees; she states,

Too often we assume that contemporary American sexual life
is a one-dimensional world of licentious prurience. Yet it
may be more important for contemporary Christian ethics to
constructively  engage  secular  romanticism  than  to
righteously denounce sexual libertinism. It is, after all,
pretty easy for us Christians to distinguish ourselves from
the  sex-is-recreation  ethic.  The  real  question  is  not
whether we can counter the message that sex is just like
racquetball, but whether we can also articulate a Christian
alternative to the regnant ideal of sex as an otherworldly,
illicit romance, an escape from quotidian, domestic life
(80).

Sex  isn’t  meaningful  because  it’s  an  erotic  escape  from
everyday realities. Rather, sex is meaningful because it’s
real (81). And while romance is certainly appropriate, even
important, as part of sustaining love, if it serves merely to
compartmentalize our lives rather than integrate them, our
lives will be less, not more, fulfilling.

Getting Real
This next chapter is perhaps where we get a bit more personal:
“Straight Talk II: Lies the Church Tells about Sex.” In an
effort to do right and protect the biblical ethic of sex
within marriage, and with honorable intentions, “the church
tells a few fibs of its own” (85). Winner chooses to discuss
four of these fibs: “premarital sex is guaranteed to make you
feel lousy” (85), “women don’t really want to have sex anyway”
(90),  “bodies  (and  sex)  are  gross,  dirty,  or  just  plain
unimportant” (93), and finally, that good sex is all about



technique,  a  secular  myth  that  we  can,  and  should,
Christianize  (97).

I can’t talk about all of these ideas (and I wouldn’t want to
give away the whole book!), but I do want to address a couple
of  them.  I’m  sure  some  of  you  are  thinking,  “Doesn’t
premarital sex make you feel lousy, full of guilt and regret?
And if it doesn’t, shouldn’t it?” It’s possible there’s more
truth in the second thought than the first one because, let’s
face  it,  sex  feels  good,  even  sinful  sex.  If  it  didn’t,
premarital (and extramarital) sex would certainly be a lot
easier to avoid. We wouldn’t need Winner’s book, or any other
book, not to mention the community of faith, the Bible, or the
Holy Spirit for that matter; at least, not insofar as we need
them  for  our  journey  toward  right-living  (89).  “What  the
church means to say,” posits Winner, “is that premarital sex
is bad for us, even if it happens to feel great” (90).

But at least we’ve come to recognize that sex in marriage
feels great and should feel great. And while it seems we may
never  be  able  to  fully  shake  Gnostic  parasites  from  the
gospel, I believe churches have generally come to embrace
marital sex as good. However, the message from the pulpit can
still be a bit confusing, especially for women. Winner notes a
study of teenage girls which shows the “strongest predictor of
teenage  virginity”  isn’t  church  involvement  or  the  youth
group,  but  team  sports  (18).  That  may  seem  obscure,  but
athletics  teaches  girls  (and  boys)  something  about  bodies
being good, not to mention useful—for other purposes than sex.
This is a message we are not communicating well.

What should we do? Have more church sports leagues? Perhaps.
But, maybe not. We can, however, change the language we use
when we talk about sex and modesty. Personally, as a woman who
grew  up  constantly  hearing  from  youth  group  and  other
parachurch media that my body was the vehicle of lust and
destruction for young men everywhere, it took lots of time to
unlearn  negative  associations  about  my  body  and  become



comfortable in my own skin, though perhaps less time than
others; I played sports. The way we talk about sex and modesty
in the church isn’t only damaging to women. To suggest that
men simply can’t help themselves is to suggest that men are
less than human, or that they can experience the fruit of the
Spirit in all areas but lust. It is essentially degrading to
men to imply that men are animals and women are angels, that
somehow  women  are  morally  superior  to  men  and  therefore
responsible for them (73). Certainly we are responsible to one
another  as  brothers  and  sisters,  but  responsible  for  is
another thing entirely.

The last few chapters of Winner’s book touch on topics such as
kissing,  pornography,  and  masturbation,  and  dish  out
practical—and  I  think  rather  good—ideas  to  guide  us  in
practicing chastity within our caring, Christian communities.
Winner reunites chastity with the other spiritual disciplines,
and talks about what marriage, children, sex, and singleness
teach the church, and why each is important in God’s economy,
an  economy  of  repentance  and  forgiveness.  Placing  sexual
purity back within a story that’s bigger than itself makes the
issue  of  chastity  important,  rather  than  indifferent;  and
gives it meaning by giving it context.

Notes
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Your Work Matters to God
Sue Bohlin helps us look at work from a biblical perspective. 
If we apply a Christian worldview to our concept of work, it
takes on greater significance within the kingdom of God.

 This article is also available in Spanish.

Many Christians hold a decidedly unbiblical view of work. Some
view it as a curse, or at least as part of the curse of living
in a fallen world. Others make a false distinction between
what  they  perceive  as  the  sacred—serving  God—and  the
secular—everything else. And others make it into an idol,
expecting it to provide them with their identity and purpose
in life as well as being a source of joy and fulfillment that
only God can provide.
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In their excellent book Your
Work Matters to God,{1} Doug
Sherman and William Hendricks
expose  the  wrong  ways  of
thinking  about  work,  and
explain how God invests work
with  intrinsic  value  and
honor. Rick Warren echoes this
idea  in  his  blockbuster  The
Purpose  Driven  Life  when  he
writes, “Work becomes worship
when you dedicate it to God
and  perform  it  with  an
awareness of his presence.”{2}

First, let’s explore some faulty views of work: the secular
view, some inappropriate hierarchies that affect how we view
work, and work as merely a platform for doing evangelism.

Those who hold a secular view of work believe that life is
divided into two disconnected parts. God is in one spiritual
dimension and work is in the other real dimension, and the two
have nothing to do with each other. God stays in His corner of
the universe while I go to work and live my life, and these
different realms never interact.

One problem with this secular view is that it sets us up for
disappointment. If you leave God out of the picture, you’ll
have to get your sense of importance, fulfillment and reward
from someplace else: work. Work is the answer to the question,
“Who am I, and why am I important?” That is a very shaky
foundation—because what happens if you lose your job? You’re
suddenly a “nobody,” and you are not important because you are

https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B00EDG9Q2U/ref=as_li_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=B00EDG9Q2U&linkCode=as2&tag=probeministri-20&linkId=3059832bf53b69a9bde6718b4e621fd6


not employed.

The secular view of work tends to make an idol of career.
Career becomes the number one priority in your life. Your
relationship with God takes a back seat, family takes a back
seat, even your relationship with other people takes a back
seat to work. Everything gets filtered through the question,
“What impact will this have on my career?”

The secular view of work leaves God out of the system. This is
particularly unacceptable for Christians, because God calls us
to make Him the center of our life.{3} He wants us to have a
biblical worldview that weaves Him into every aspect of our
lives, including work. He wants to be invited into our work;
He wants to be Lord of our work.{4}

Inappropriate  Hierarchies:  Soul/Body,
Temporal/Eternal
In this article, we’re examining some faulty views of work.
One comes from believing that the soul matters more than the
body. We can wrongly believe that God only cares about our
soul, and our bodies don’t really matter. The body is not
important, we can think: it is only temporal, and it will fade
and die. But if that view were true, then why did God make a
physical universe? Why did He put Adam and Eve in the garden
to cultivate and keep it? He didn’t charge them with, “Go and
make disciples of all nations which aren’t in existence yet,
but they will be as soon as you guys go off and start making
babies.” No, He said, “Here’s the garden, now cultivate it.”
He  gave  them  a  job  to  do  that  had  nothing  to  do  with
evangelism or church work. There is something important about
our bodies, and God is honored by work that honors and cares
for the body—which, after all, is His good creation.

Another wrong way of thinking is to value the eternal over the
temporal so much that we believe only eternal things matter.
Some people believe that if you work for things that won’t



last into eternity—jobs like roofing and party planning and
advertising—you’re  wasting  your  time.  This  wrong  thinking
needs to be countered by the truth that God created two sides
to reality, the temporal and the eternal. The natural universe
God  made  is  very  real,  just  as  real  as  the  supernatural
universe.  Asking  which  one  is  real  and  important  is  like
asking which is real, our nine months in our mother’s womb or
life after birth? They are both real; they are both necessary.
We have to go through one to get to the other.

Those things we do and make on earth DO have value, given the
category they were made for: time. It’s okay for things to
have simply temporal value, since God chose for us to live in
time before we live in eternity. Our work counts in both time
and eternity because God is looking for faithfulness now, and
the  only  way  to  demonstrate  faithfulness  is  within  this
physical world. Spiritual needs are important, of course, but
first physical needs need to be met. Try sharing the gospel
with someone who hasn’t eaten in three days! Some needs are
temporal, and those needs must be met. So God equips people
with abilities to meet the needs of His creation. In meeting
the legitimate physical, temporal needs of people, our work
serves people, and people have eternal value because God loves
us and made us in His image.

The Sacred/Spiritual Dichotomy; Work as a
Platform for Evangelism
Another  faulty  view  of  work  comes  from  believing  that
spiritual, sacred things are far more important than physical,
secular things. REAL work, people can think, is serving God in
full-time Christian service, and then there’s everything else
running a very poor second. This can induce us to think either
too highly of ourselves or too lowly of ourselves. We can
think, “Real work is serving God, and then there’s what others
do” (which sets us up for condescension), or “Real work is
serving God, and then there’s what I have to do” (which sets



us up for false guilt and a sense of “missing it”).

It’s an improper way to view life as divided between the
sacred and the secular. ALL of life relates to God and is
sacred,  whether  we’re  making  a  business  presentation  or
changing soiled diapers or leading someone to faith in Christ.
It’s unwise to think there are sacred things we do and there
are secular things we do. It all depends on what’s going on in
our hearts. You can engage in what looks like holy activity
like  prayer  and  Bible  study  with  a  dark,  self-centered,
unforgiving spirit. Remember the Pharisees? And on the other
hand, you can work at a job in a very secular atmosphere where
the  conversation  is  littered  with  profanity,  the  work  is
slipshod, the politics are wearisome, and yet like Daniel or
Joseph in the Old Testament you can keep your own conversation
pure and your behavior above reproach. You can bring honor and
glory to God in a very worldly environment. God does not want
us to do holy things, He wants us to be holy people.

A final faulty view of work sees it only as a platform for
doing evangelism. If every interaction doesn’t lead to an
opportunity to share the gospel, one is a failure. Evangelism
should be a priority, true, but not our only priority. Life is
broader than evangelism. In Ephesians 1, Paul says three times
that God made us, not for evangelism, but to live to the
praise  of  His  glory.{5}  Instead  of  concentrating  only  on
evangelism,  we  need  to  concentrate  on  living  a  life  that
honors God and loves people. That is far more winsome than all
the evangelistic strategies in the world. Besides, if work is
only a platform for evangelism, it devalues the work itself,
and this view of work is too narrow and unfulfilling.

Next we’ll examine at how God wants us to look at work. You
might be quite surprised!



How God Wants Us to See Work
So far, we have discussed faulty views of work, but how does
God want us to see it? Here’s a startling thought: we actually
work for God Himself! Consider Ephesians 6:5-8, which Paul
writes to slaves but which we can apply to employees:

Slaves, obey your earthly masters with respect and fear, and
with sincerity of heart, just as you would obey Christ. Obey
them not only to win their favor when their eye is on you,
but like slaves of Christ, doing the will of God from your
heart. Serve wholeheartedly, as if you were serving the
Lord, not men, because you know that the Lord will reward
everyone for whatever good he does, whether he is slave or
free.

It’s helpful to envision that behind every employer stands the
Lord Jesus. He sees everything we do, and He appreciates it
and will reward us, regardless of the type of work we do. I
learned this lesson one day when I was cleaning the grungy
bathtub  of  a  family  that  wouldn’t  notice  and  would  never
acknowledge or thank me even if they did. I was getting madder
by the minute, throwing myself a pity party, when the Lord
broke into my thoughts. He quietly said, “I see you. And I
appreciate  what  you’re  doing.”  Whoa!  In  an  instant,  that
totally  changed  everything.  Suddenly,  I  was  able  to  do  a
menial job—and later on, more important ones—as a labor of
love and worship for Jesus. I know He sees and appreciates
what I do. It forever changed my view of work.

God also wants us to see that work is His gift to us. It is
not a result of the Fall. God gave Adam and Eve the job of
cultivating the garden and exercising dominion over the world
before sin entered the world. We were created to work, and for
work. Work is God’s good gift to us!

Listen to what Solomon wrote:



After looking at the way things are on this earth, here’s
what I’ve decided is the best way to live: Take care of
yourself, have a good time, and make the most of whatever
job you have for as long as God gives you life. And that’s
about it. That’s the human lot. Yes, we should make the most
of what God gives, both the bounty and the capacity to enjoy
it, accepting what’s given and delighting in the work. It’s
God’s gift!{6}

Being happy in our work doesn’t depend on the work, it depends
on our attitude. To make the most of our job and be happy in
our work is a gift God wants to give us!

Why Work is Good
In this article we’re talking about how to think about work
correctly. One question needs to be asked, though: Is all work
equally valid? Well, no. All legitimate work is an extension
of God’s work of maintaining and providing for His creation.
Legitimate work is work that contributes to what God wants
done in the world and doesn’t contribute to what He doesn’t
want done. So non-legitimate work would include jobs that are
illegal, such as prostitution, drug dealing, and professional
thieves.  Then  there  are  jobs  that  are  legal,  but  still
questionable in terms of ethics and morality, such as working
in abortion clinics, pornography, and the gambling industry.
These jobs are legal, but you have to ask, how are they
cooperating with God to benefit His creation?

Work is God’s gift to us. It is His provision in a number of
ways. In Your Work Matters to God, the authors suggest five
major reasons why work is valuable:

1. Through work we serve people. Most work is part of a huge
network of interconnected jobs, industries, goods and services
that work together to meet people’s physical needs. Other jobs
meet people’s aesthetic and spiritual needs as well.



2. Through work we meet our own needs. Work allows us to
exercise  the  gifts  and  abilities  God  gives  each  person,
whether paid or unpaid. God expects adults to provide for
themselves and not mooch off others. Scripture says, “If one
will not work, neither let him eat!”{7}

3. Through work we meet our family’s needs. God expects the
heads of households to provide for their families. He says,
“If anyone does not provide for his relatives, and especially
for his immediate family, he has denied the faith and is worse
than an unbeliever.”{8}

4. Through work we earn money to give to others. In both the
Old and New Testaments, God tells us to be generous in meeting
the  needs  of  the  poor  and  those  who  minister  to  us
spiritually.  {9}

5. Through work we love God. One of God’s love languages is
obedience.  When  we  work,  we  are  obeying  His  two  great
commandments to love Him and love our neighbor as we love
ourselves.{10} We love God by obeying Him from the heart. We
love our neighbor as we serve other people through our work.

We bring glory to God by working industriously, demonstrating
what He is like, and serving others by cooperating with God to
meet their needs. In serving others, we serve God. And that’s
why our work matters to God.
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