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PREFACE

This book was written with two types of people in mind.
First, I've written a book for Christians who would like to
know more about what they believe and why. The desired
result is that they will be able to describe and defend their
faith with a greater sense of confidence.

Second, I've written a book for non-Christians who may
want more information about what Christians believe. They
may even wonder if personal faith is a valid option in to-
day’s world of technological “certainty.” Hopefully they
will find that the Christian faith not only makes sense, but
it is a compelling explanation of life and the world.

Deciding what goes into a book like this is only slightly
less difficult than deciding what must be left out. I have
chosen to focus on matters of faith which affect the funda-
mental points of Christianity as they conflict with a non-
Christian worldview. For this reason, many debatable is-
sues which are current among Christians have been
omitted. There are many books available which discuss
these issues at length.

If you are like me, you enjoy clever quotes, analogies,
and stories which illustrate principles. I have included
many of these throughout the book in the hope that they
will clarify truths which sometimes get lost in abstract
arguments.

I believe strongly that if Christians have a vision to love
God with their minds as well as their hearts, an appealing
and resilient faith will be the result.

May God bless this work in your life.
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, INTRODUCTION:
Why Believe?

Faith is to believe, on the Word of God, what we

do not see, and its reward is. lo see and enjoy
what we believe. . .. - .

-, St Augustine

Now fdz’th is the assurance of ‘ thihgé hoped for,
the conviction of things mot ‘seen. -
" Hebrews 11:1

“Why do you believe in God?” She lit a cigarette and leaned
back against the wall. Here in Eastern Europe, she rarely
had an opportunity to discuss religious views with some-
one who believed. Most of her fellow countrymen did not
trust her because of her government connections. She had
described herself to me as “Marxist to the core.” Her moth-
er was a leading member of the Communist Party in the
country; her father a police superintendent.

“God has made Himself known in what He has made,” I
responded and gave her a short survey of the classical
arguments for the existence of God.

She seemed not to hear. “Is God sovereign over history?”

“Sure,” I replied. “God is totally in control.”

“Then explain to me why He orchestrated the Holocaust.
Millions of people brutally and senselessly murdered by
Hitler. What kind of sovereign God plays such games with
His creation?”

Before I could think of an answer, my Communist friend
rehearsed the atrocities and wars committed in the name
of religion—events in modern Ireland and the Middle East,
the Inquisition, the Puritan oppression, and the debauchery
of the organized church in the Middle Ages. Her knowledge
of religion and the history of its failings overwhelmed me.

9



MAKING SENSE OF YOUR FAITH

When 1 failed to respond, she put out her cigarette and
looked me straight in the face. Her eyes were pleading.
“Tell me,” she asked softly. “Why do you believe?”

I cannot remember what I said, but I know I felt inade-
quate and outmatched. I had a hard time making sense of
my faith in the face of someone who had serious questions.

Her question haunted me: “Why do you believe?” With
my background in mathematics and science, I didn’t usual-
ly believe easily in anything. Yet I had never asked myself,
“Why do I believe?” I realized that I needed to understand
my own faith before I could explain it to others.

Faith is an inescapable part of being a Christian. Chris-
tians are called “believers” or‘“those who believe,” and
faith is such a crucial theme in Scripture that words de-
scribing it occur over 500 times in the New Testament
alone.

But faith has fallen on hard times. The vibrant, life-
changing, life-controlling faith of the New Testament ap-
pears shrouded behind a heavy mist of doubt and uncer-
tainty. Even among Christians, faith may be shoved aside
and become only a peripheral part of life, rather than a
central, motivating force. Why has this happened? The an-
swer is found on two levels.

First, on the practical level it is easy for us to rely on
human institutions and relationships to take care of our
needs. Like the little boy who grew tired 'of praying to a
God he couldn't see and wanted “to talk to somebody with
skin on,” we desire tangible assurances that our basic
needs will be supplied. Thus, we have not felt a need to
trust in God.

While my parents were visiting Sweden several years
ago, they took a gulded tour through the historic churches
of Stockholm. The guide matter-of-factly noted that al-
though 95 percent of the people belong to the church, only
5 percent actually attend services.

“Why?” my father asked. The tour guide shrugged. “Who
needs God when the government gives you everything?”

10



WHY BELIEVE?

In the Western world, we have an insane attachment to
things, with the result that any need for God is secondary
to an increased income, financial security, the next vaca-
tion, or a new car. Why believe when everything we need
and want is so readily at our disposal?

Second, on a much deeper level, believing in the “unseen
things of God” is no longer fashionable in an age that
craves the certainty of technology. Having lost a sense of
the transcendent, we may sing “This Is My Father's World,” -
yet in the back of our minds we seek scientific explana-
tions for everything that happens.

God cannot be observed, we are told, so behef in God’s
existence is an unscientific belief. Our reasons for believ-
Ing seem to pale before the vast storehouse of facts that
technology spews forth, and we may wonder if science has
made believing obsolete.

So here we stand, unsure why we believe yet somehow
convinced that we should. The Bible tells us clearly that
“without faith it is impossible to please God” (Heb. 11:6),
S0 we maintain our faith, not wishing to bring down divine
displeasure on ourselves.

In the first part of this book, we will look at the relation-
ship between faith and science to determine if irreconcil-
able differences really do exist. What is science? What is
faith? By understanding scientific inquiry and then explor-
ing what it means to believe, we will see that the two are
partners rather than enemies. The Christian need not be
ashamed or even hesitant to boldly announce, “Yes, I be-
lieve!” Believing is natural, powerful, and necessary.

Once we understand what it means to believe, we must
focus on the actual content of our belief.

What we believe is the key element of faith. True faith in
God involves believing truth about Him; therefore, the sec-
ond part of this book will be devoted to the importance of
right belief and the consequences and dangers of believing
error. We will discuss why we should believe in God, Jesus
Christ, the Bible, and the hope of eternity. These beliefs lay

1



MAKINC:} SENSE OF YOUR FAITH

the foundation on which the Christian life is to be lived.
Each chapter concludes with a number of questions for
review and application. A list of books under the heading
“Further Reading” is also included at the end of each chap-
ter. These lists are for those who would like to explore the
subject matter further or recommend books to friends.

12



PART ONE:
THE BASICS OF BELIEVING



CHAPTER ONE
What Does It Mean to Believe?

Faith is believing what you know ain't so.
A schoolboy quote by Mark Twain

Faith—is the Pierless Bridge
Supporting what we see
Unto the scene that we do mot—
Too slender for the eye .
Emily Dickinson

Faith of the Everyday Kind

Mason didn’t like talking about religion. He had already
spent enough time in prison to see other inmates “get
saved” in the hope of obtaining an early parole for good
behavior. Being active in the religious functions in the pris-
on went on an inmate’s record, so it was a good thing to
do.

But Mason wasn'’t going to play the game. When I talked
with him about his relationship to the Lord, he shook his
head. “Naw, I don’t believe in anything.”

Of course, Mason does believe in many things—we all
do—he just does not believe in God.

Belief is a common element in every part of our lives.
Most of the truths we hold as certain are ones we have
accepted with some degree of faith. We may call it “trust-
ing” or “having confidence in” or “reliance,” but they are
all forms of the act of believing.

For example, in school my history teacher described the
various events of the American Revolution, and I believed
her. Now, there is no way that I could have possibly veri-
fied the many facts she related to me. If I had been so
inclined, I might have gone to the library and researched
the Revolution in encyclopedias and history books in order

15



MAKING SENSE OF YOUR FAITH

to. insure that what she said happened actually occurred. -

But I still would not have escaped the necessity of faith; I
merely would have shifted my trust to the writers of the
books I read, even though they themselves saw none of the

events they described. In fact, they were behevmg the writ-

ings and testimonies of others.

Much of our education is based squarely on this type,of -
faith. We usually accept and believe what we are taught. -

Whether the subject is psychology, business, history, or

English, we feel disposed to trust the one presentmg the .

[

material to us.
Beyond formal education, our lives are ﬁlled with repeat-

ed acts of faith. We pick up the morning newspaper and . ,

believe that a fire in Brandon, Florida destroyed nine build-
ings, that the Cowboys beat the Redskins, or that it rained .
in Indianapolis. We usually accept these reports with un-

.wavering faith, never feeling the necessxty to confirm their
' occurrence.

Every day we put our trust in a number of things or a-

variety. of people, including package labeling (is this really
aspirin?) and car manufacturers (will my brakes really stop
the car?). Sometimes our faith in these areas leads to trage-
dy, like people dying after takmg cyamde-laced capsules.
The crime itself was easily perpetrated because of the pub-
lic’s general trust that medicine purchased in stores con-
tains exactly what the outside label describes.

Suppose that we decide only to accept truths that we -

have personally observed or experienced. How much
would we “know”? We would soon realize that we unques-
tionably affirm as truth very little that we have not accept-

ed by faith. Trust—committing oneself to truths without

the benefit of “scientific” confirmation—is faith in its most
basic form.
Examples of everyday faith point to the fact that we are

creatures who. have both the inciination and the desire to . -
believe. It is not absurd to believe; it is most natural and

necessary.

6



‘ T WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO BELIEVE?

_; b

Falth That Answers the Ultlmate Questlons - :
Everyday faith is a long way from faith in God: There isa
big difference between believing in God and believing that

Washington crossed the Delaware.. Falth inGod answers’

the ultimate questions of life and. is' mtensely, »personal

Many questions about ourselves: and/our universe pester
us for an answer. Before he became a Chrlstlan Russian
novelist Leo Tolstoy listed. six cruc1al questlons that he had
to answer. \ S

1. Why am I living?.

2. What is the cause of my emstence and that of every--

thing else?
3. Why do I exist?
4. Why is there a division of good and evil within me?
5. How must I live?
6. What is death—how can I save myself?'

These are among the ultimate questions of life that sci-
ence cannot answer. The agnostic has taken the position
that the answers to these questions are unknowable
(a=mno; gnostic=knowledge). But he is only fooling him-
self by thinking he can avoid such issues. We cannot es-
cape coming to conclusions about our purpose and destiny
and the existence of God.

Though not outwardly religious in the usual sense of the
word, many people have answered the ultimate questions
of life in one way or another.

They may reject God and choose to “believe in” human
potential or something else. They may answer the ultimate
questions of life by calling their existence a chance occur-
rence with no purpose or plan. But faith in God provides

17



" MAKING SENSE OF YOUR FAITH

specific, comforting answers to these questions. Blind
chance is replaced by God’s personal plan for all He has
made.

Faith in God is also intensely personal. By this I mean
that faith is more than an intellectual exercise, an acknowl-
edgment that certain facts are true. Rather, faith in God
involves the commitment of the whole person to another
Person. The ultimate questions of man’s existence are not
explained by impersonal forces or mathematical equations
but by a personal God with whom we can relate by faith

Faith: The Center of Life )
James was at the top of his field. As a real estate develop-
er, his vast land holdings and projects made him one of the
wealthiest and most recognizable men in the state. Being
an active Christian, James used his wealth and influence
for the Lord in many ways. Anyone in need who came to
his attention received help. He made many opportunities to
share Christ with politicians and corporate presidents. He
had a reputation for being upbeat and fun-loving.

Then the real estate crunch hit and James’ small finan-
cial empire began to crumble. He struggled for months,
valiantly trying to protect his investments and development
projects. It was a losing battle; his empire collapsed.

Many of his colleagues panicked or were thrown into
depression. Some committed suicide. But James continued
as before, smiling, laughing, and always active in the Lord’s
work.

“You lost everything,” a friend reminded him. “How can
you be so happy?”’

- James smiled. “As long as I have the Lord, I have
everything.”

After hearing James’ testlmony, a prison inmate said, “I
get tired of hearing rich people .talk about how God is
blessing them. It's something -else to hear how someone
has lost millions—and’ God is st111 blessing him. That’s
faith!”

18



WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO.BELIEVE?

James found himself in a situation much like that of the
biblical character Job, who lost most of his worldly posses-
sions and was forced to confront the quality of his faith
Like Job, Jares maintained a trust in God that went be-
yond his bank account. He often quoted the words of Job
“Naked I came from my mother’s womb, and naked I shall
return there. The Lord gave and the Lord has taken away
Blessed be the name of the Lord” (Job-1:21),

For James, faith was much more than an intellectual
assent to certain truths. Faith was life. His security was not
in things but in the immovable Lord, and hlS faith gave his’
life a stability that could not be shaken.. - -

This is the faith described in the Bible. For the Old Tes-
tament saint, to believe meant to trust, hope, fear, and
obey. Faith in God was grounded in His unchanging char-
acter and looked backward at what God had done in the
past as assurance that He would continue faithfully in His
relationship to His people.

Expressing faith in God was a bold declaration on the
part of the believer. A key Old Testament word for faith is
the Hebrew aman from which we get our “Amen.” To be-
lieve in God was literally to say “Amen” to God.

The heart of the concept of faith in the Old Testament is
the quality of “reliability” or “steadfastness.” In an uncer-
tain and wavering world, the believer laid hold of what he
perceived as steadfast in the hope of becoming steadfast
himself.

Imagine clinging to a rock in the turbulent white water
of a fast-moving river. Laying hold of the immovable rock
keeps you from being swept away by the violent flow. In
the Old Testament, faith is pictured as providing a similar
type of stability.

Many Old Testament saints placed their faith m God,
asking Him to preserve them from an opposing army or the
ravages of a drought. The Lord was seen as steadfast in the
midst of an overwhelming flood of adversity

The close connection between faith and security is evi-

19



MAKING SENSE OF YOUR FAITH

dent in the life of King Ahaz. Isaiah 7 describes the at- "
tempts of Ahaz to defend himself against the advancing -

armies of the Syrian-Israeli coalition. His attempts to find
security in an alliance with Assyria are rebuked by Isaiah,
who admonishes the king to turn to God for protection: “If* "~

you will not believe, you surely shall not last [i.e., be estab-
lished]” (Isa. 7:9). The same word is used for “beheve” and

“Jast.” By laying hold of the steadfast God, the King himself - "

would be secure both in his life and in his position.

" . The Three Elements of Faith CT

Clearly, falth is not'a statlc concept in the Bible, and the

termmologr employed to describe it does not always have -

the same ‘emphasis. Sometlmes faith is described as the . -

acceptmg ‘of a -certain statement as true. For example
Jesus asked the Jews, “If I speak truth, why do you not
believe Me?” (John 846)

Other times, faith is explained as the response at a crisis
event, such as the moment of salvation or healing (i.e., Acts
16: 31 Matt. 9:22). Still more often, faith is described as an
attltude of trusting; a commitment of oneself to God that
can be tested (James 1:3), mcreased (2 Thes. 1:3), and per-
fected (James 2:22).

These different descriptions of faith do not suggest dif-
_ferent types of faith but rather differént levels of submis-

sion to what is believed. To understand what it means to

have faith, let’s look at these three aspects of faith: assent,
trust, and commitment.

ASSENT

Assent is the most basic component of faith. It involves

accepting propositional statements as truth. Theologians
often describe this as “believe-that” type of faith: “I believe
that God exists”; “I believe that Jesus died on the cross”;
etc. The emphams is on the content of what is being
beheved‘

. Why Do We Belzeve? What pushes us to accept proposi-

20



WHAT DOES IT MEAN'TO BELIEVE?

tional statements as truth? What causes us .to believe that
God exists? One cause is tradition. How many people do
you know who believe in God because their parents did?
Atheism, agnost1c15m and most of the other “isms” can be
passed on in the same way. Many believe certain truths
simply because they have always believed them.
Tradition is not a wrong reason for holdmg to particular
beliefs. The Bible confirms the method: of parents passing
on their belief in God and adherence to.the .Law as an
essential part of child-rearing: (Deut 6:4:9): But passing on

. wrong beliefs in the family i is _]ust as pos31ble, SO there is no

guarantee that traditional faith: is' accurate. "

Another factor which pushes us’to ‘believe that God ex-
ists is reason. A person may be:convinced by good sound
arguments that something is true. This is what happened
when Paul confounded the Jews in Damascus by “proving
that this Jesus is the Christ” (Acts 9:22). We can almost
hear Paul explaining how Jesus fulfilled the Old Testament
prophecies of the Messiah, answering every question and
objection, so that many of the Jews were convinced by the
sheer logic of his arguments.

A third factor causing us to believe is the work of the
Holy Spirit. The Spirit came into the world to “convict the
world concerning sin, righteousness, and judgment” (John
16:8). This convincing is an internal and spiritual work
whereby we are made aware of our own moral shortcom-
ings and the certainty of judgment. How shall we escape?
Answering this question is the first step in the quest for
peace within, often causing us to recognize the “God-
shaped vacuum” in our hearts.

The Limits of Assent. We may ask, what good is purely
intellectual assent? The answer is obvious: it is the starting
point, the place where all further commitments begin.

The importance of this aspect of faith cannot be over-
looked. The Apostle Paul ties salvation to the person who
believes that Jesus died and rose from the dead (Rom. 10:9;
1 Thes. 4:14). The Apostle John declares that the events

2]




MAKING SENSE OF YOUR FAITH

and teachings recorded in his Gospel were intended to
move his readers to believe that Jesus is the Christ, the
Son of God (John 20:31). All belief has some factual con-
tent. What we believe is important, and we will discuss this
in the next chapter. But is believing the right facts enough?

James clearly addresses this question when he writes,
“You believe that God is one. You do well; the demons also
believe, and shudder. But are you willing to recognize, you
foolish fellow, that faith without works is useless?” (James
2:19-20)

Notice that James never denies that the individuals in
question have faith; but he questions the usefulness of
purely intellectual faith. “You believe God is one; big deal,”
he seems to be saying. “So do the demons. In fact, they
know there is one God because -they have seen Him.”

Purely intellectual assent to truth is certainly the starting
point of faith, but it is not the end. .

TrusT
A second biblical aspect of faith is the concept of trust.
Whereas assent is the intellectual acceptance of a truth,
trust is more of an emotional reliance on a person. For
example, I may intellectually assent to the fact that my
doctor knows exactly what he is doing. 1 can give reasons
for my belief by citing his education and experience. I be-
lieve that he can take care of my medical needs, and I even
express my confidence to him and others. But when he
informs me.that he must operate on me, my intellectual
assent must blossom into personal trust before I allow him
to excavate my body. \
There is an obvious difference between believing in God
and trusting in God. Trust is faith moving out of the men-
tal realm and involving the whole person. Trust, of course,
is built on assent because I cannot trust God unless I first
believe that He exists. The writer of Hebrews states, “And
without faith it is impossible to please Him; for he who
comes to God must believe that He is, and that He is a

22



WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO BELIEVE?

rewarder of those who seek Him” (Heb. 11:6). The believ-
er’s trust in God's goodness (as a “rewarder”) comes after
he first acknowledges God’s existence.

Trust in God involves at least three different characteris-
tics. First, trust is directed toward God as a Person. Trust
does not seek facts about God but rather seeks a relation-
ship with God. As Paul noted, “I know whom I have be-
lieved” (2 Tim. 1:12). His faith led him to an intimate
knowledge of a Person (“whom”), not a set of facts.

Pascal once said, “The knowledge of God is very far
from the love of God.”* Every trusting relationship involves
an emotional commitment. Notice David's trust’and ¢onfi-
dence in the personal God: “But as for me, I trust in Thee,
O Lord, I say ‘Thou art my God.” My times are in Thy hand”
(Ps. 31:14-15). '

Second, trust is a reliance on someone else in matters
beyond our control. When we put ourselves in the hands of
experts such as doctors, lawyers, or taxi drivers, we are
exercising trust. They are “authorities” in their areas of
expertise. We rely on them because they supposedly know
more about our situation than we do and thus are in a
better position to take care of us.

God has infinite knowledge and power. The ultimate
questions of life are no mystery to Him because He alone
created the universe and is carrying out His plans and pur-
poses. Acknowledging His expertise, we entrust our lives
and our future destiny to the hands of God. Isaiah speaks
of this trust as a song that Judah shall sing: “The steadfast
of mind Thou wilt keep in perfect peace, because he trusts
in Thee. Trust in the Lord forever, for in God the Lord, we
have an everlasting Rock” (Isa. 26:3-4).

Finally, trust is rooted in the faithful character of God.
He is consistent, just, and kind (Ps. 136:1; Mal. 3:6). He
always has our best in mind and deals with us accordingly.
If God were capricious and vacillating, we would have no
basis for trusting Him. But God is “trustworthy,” worthy of
our complete trust.

23
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Some question the goodness of God: if God is all-good
and all-powerful, why is there undeserved suffering in the
world? We will discuss this more in chapter 4, but here we
must point out that evil in the world is the result of man’s’
rebellion against God and not a reflection of God’s charac-
ter. The Bible views suffering as an intrusion into the world
which God created totally good (Gen. 1-3). However we try
to understand the evil present today, we must never forget
that God’s Son experienced suffering that was completely
undeserved. It is only because of God’s unchanging good-
ness that the promise of universal justice and the destruc-
tion of evil (Rev. 21:1-4) has any meaning.

COMMITMENT
An outgrowth of assent and trust is commitment; that is,
faith manifested in the way we live. How does what I be-
lieve affect my lifestyle, the decisions I make, the way I
spend my time and money?

Most preaching is directed to this aspect of faith. We all
try to practice the truths that we believe, but all too often
what is so dear to us in our minds and hearts is not reflect-
ed in our actions. Then we ask ourselves, do we really
believe?

Commitment can be measured at different levels: accep-
tance (when we are willing to be identified with what we
believe); preference (when we actively seek to know more .
about what we believe); and full commitment (when we .
guide our public lives by what we believe and are con-
strained to share our faith with others).” .

A person may desire to identify himself with Christianity
and thus begin attending a local church. He is operating at
the level of acceptance—he publicly associates himself
with what he says he believes. Suppose he becomes inter-
ested in learning more about his faith, so he begins to
study the Bible and books on Christianity. He is expressing
his commitment at the level of preference by investing time
and effort to grow in his faith. Full commitment comes

24



- WHAT DOES 1T MEAN TO BELlEVE?

when his faith. develops into- the guldmg prmCIple of his
behavior, and he begins to share what he beheves with
others.

Phrlosophers and theologlans debate whether a person
can truly “believe” one thing but. hve a hfestyle ‘contrary to
that ‘belief. Is a person .only. dece1v1ng hrmself mentally.
while actually portraying his, true faith by- the. .way he lives?

Let’s go back to my doctor If 1 tell ;everyone-. -what a
wonderful doctor he is and,,_how I trust hlm with my life,
then most of those around: ne. ,would be ¢ on v1nced that 1.
had great faith in him. But‘*1f“ ‘when he’mfprms me of my .-

need for an operation, I begm to, ?tremble w1th‘fear, and I
begin to doubt his diagndsis, then' my" great ‘faith” will be.
questioned. Furthermore, if I chose to ignore his advice
and still continue to tell everyone how much I trust him,
what sort of faith will I be demonstrating? Most people will
conclude that I am deceiving myself (and others) about my
faith in the doctor.

It is not difficult to see how this same lack of commit-
ment in faith can apply to our faith in God. Of course, self-
deception is a reality for many people. They think they are
doing everything right, only to discover that God disagrees.
James speaks of the deception of being a hearer of God’s
Word but not a doer, and of the religious person who can-
not control his tongue (James 1:22, 26).

Faith that only hears is not acceptable faith in the bibli-
cal sense. We may intellectually: acknowledge and profess
our faith in God, but it is our lives that demonstrate our
true nature: “They profess to know God, but by their deeds
they deny Him” (Titus 1:16).

Commitment, as an aspect of faith, is a contmual out-
working of what we believe and trust in our hearts. As our
belief and trust in God increase, so does our commitment
to a lifestyle of faith. Often our commitment to God grows
most rapidly when tested by circumstances or temptations.

Abraham’s faith was publicly vindicated when he offered
up his son Isaac (Gen. 22:1-19). But more important, his
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faith was “perfected,” or matured, as a result of this life-
and-death situation (James 2:21-23). His trust in God went
so far as to believe that God would raise Isaac from the
dead, even though such a resurrection had never occurred .
before (Heb. 11:17-19). Abraham’s unswerving commitment
to God grew out of lus intellectual belief and personal trust
in God

The Fullness of Faith

Assent, trust, and commitment: these three words expl'am '
the fullness of faith. Faith involves the whole person, in-
cluding the mind, the heart, and the will

But in all of tlus discussion of faith, we cannot forget the
work of the Holy Spirit who brings us to God as a new
creation, guiding our journey through faith. Salvation be-
comes a reality as God’s grace works through our belief,
trust, and commitment toward Him (Eph. 2:8-9).

Now, we must ask the question: Is faith relevant in to-
day s world? After all, we live in an age of complicated
technology and computer-generated thinking. Hasn't sci-
ence eliminated the need for faith? We will discuss these
issues 1n the next chapter as we explore the relationship
between faith and science.

Discussion Questions

1. Give some examples of how you have expressed the
“everyday” type of faith today.

2. How does religious faith differ from the everyday type
of faith?

3. Why does the word “faith” occur so infrequently in the
0Old Testament?

4. Describe the distinctive differences among the three as-
pects of faith: assent, trust, and commitment. Give a
practical example of each.
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5. Which of the three aspects of faith is being emphasized
In the following verses:
John 1:12-13?
Ephesians 2:8-9?
Romans 3:21-22?
Hebrews 11:1?
James 1:2-3?

6. Discuss the source-of some of your beliefs. Do you be-
lieve what you do because of tradition, reason, or the
work of the Holy Spirit?

Further Reading

David Cook, Thinking About Faith (Grand Rapids:
Zondervan Publishing House, 1986).

C. Stephen Evans, The Quest for Faith (Downers Grove,
Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 1982).

David Wolfe, Epistemology: The Justification of Belief
(Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 1982).

Nicholas Wolterstorff, Reason Within the Bounds of Re-
ligion, 2nd edition (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1984).
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’ CHAPTER TWO
Science and Faith:
A Continuing Battle?

God Himself is the best Poet,
And the Real is His Song.
Elizabeth Barrett Browning

0 God, I am thinking Thy thoughts afler Thee.
-Johannes Kepler

Science, at bottom, is really anti-intellectual. It
always distrusts pure reason and demands the
production of objective fact. »

H.L. Mencken

“Faith is a bunch of nonsense.” He put down his coffee cup
and settled back into his chair. He was a successful busi-
nessman whose hope in life was found in the computer
industry. 'Science was his hobby; Carl Sagan was his hero.

He approached religion as though it were a bothersome
remnant of ancient history. It irritated him that so many
“good, thinking people” still believed that God had any-
thing to do with the world.

Crossing his arms, he theorized, “This is the age of sci-
ence. The day is coming when everyone will realize that -
true knowledge is only derived from science. We don’t
neéed to believe blindly in any pie-in-the-sky religious dou-
ble-talk.”

“Christianity is not based on futile speculation,” I coun-
tered. “There are good reasons to believe—"

Interrupting, he leaned forward to emphasize his point.
“I want facts, not faith.”

“But faith is just as valid as science,” I protested.
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But before I could explain, he grumbled, “Faith is noth-
ing but an intellectual cop-out. You just don’t want to face
reality. Science is defiant to any kind of religion, and—" he
paused and smiled, “one day will destroy it.”

Drawing the Battle Lmes .

My agnostic friend’s statement would recewe a rousing
“Amen” in some quarters and be shouted down in others.
As many see it, our modern-age is marked by a battle
between science and religion, “fact? - ‘versus- “faith.” Both
struggle to conquer the same mtellectual temtory, the ori-
gin of the universé and mankind’s relatlonshlp to it. Yet the
two approaches appear. to be mutually exclusive with no
middle ground, no room for compromise. "

On one side, science is perceived as pushing our world
forward, systematically uncovering once-unknown facts
about ourselves and our world. Pioneer 10, launched in
March 1972, continues on its journey out of our solar sys-
tem to explore the regions beyond. Voyagers I and II,
launched in 1977, have given us spectacular close-ups of
Jupiter, Saturn, and Uranus, with more to come. Scientists
claim that radio telescopes have discovered quasars over
twelve billion light-years away.'

Scientists also peer into the atom to explore the vastness
of inner space. At CERN, the atomic research center near
Geneva, Switzerland, physicists smash together subatomic
particles in a huge four-mile circular tunnel, attempting to
discover the fundamental forces of life and matter. Plans
are to spend over $4 billion to build a fifty-six-mile-long
“atom smasher” in the United States. Indeed, technology
advances at a dizzying pace, giving man the hope of ulti-
mate dominion over his world.

Those who see science as the only way to true knowl-
edge view religion as naive and oppressive, thwarting the
inevitable advance of humanity. They believe the religious
of today retreat into the superstitions of ancient writings
and foist archaic standards of truth and morality on mod-
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ern man. “Religionists” are caricatured as wide-eyed, book-
burning, clinic-bombing fanatics who fear the advances of
science like the primitive natives feared the jungle explor-
ers’ flashlights and watches.

On the other side of the battle line, many perceive reli-
gion as the last stronghold of truth and righteousness in a
world careening out of control toward anarchy and chaos.
According to these people, only belief in God and adher-
ence to His Laws can keep mankind from destroying itself.
They cast a jaundiced eye toward the advances of science.
While acknowledging that scientific technology has made
man’s world easier and heightened his leisure, they quickly
point out that the tragic result of this technology has been
a dependence on, even an addiction to, gadgets and de- -
vices, taking man’s eyes off spiritual needs and turning
them to worldly pursuits.

Many of the rehglous feel that a preoccupatlon with sci-
entific advancement is the cause of the moral decline of
the Western world. They believe that science, at best, is a
mixed bag of tricks—sometimes helpful, sometimes harm-
ful. It has given us nuclear power but also nuclear weapons
and waste; it has brought advances in medical treatment
but also problematic procedures such as organ harvesting
and genetic engineering. Only religion has the answers for
humanity’s ultimate. concerns, and so religious pursuits
must take precedence over every other pursuit.

The above.descriptions are exaggerated, yet the tension
between .the two sides is real and continues to grow.

But does a battle truly exist between science and reli-
gion? Must we choose one or the other as the guiding
principle for our lives? By believing in God, are Christians
turning their backs on the “assured results” of science?

The answer to these questions is, of course, no. The
battle between science and religion is more imagined than
real, and to claim that the two are antagonistic is to misun-
derstand both. When each is placed in its proper role, the
antagonism disappears. Christians can heartily join in the
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scientific search for knowledge without any fear of denying
or damaging their faith. More important, Christians need
not apologize for their faith. Belief for the Christian is nei-
ther a hurried retreat into superstition nor an unintellectual
rejection of science; it is the acceptance of the biblical
view of God and man that is authenticated by good evi-
dence.

Fig. 1 The supposed battle between science and religion

Before we explore the actual content of the Christian
faith, we must take a closer look at science. We must un-
derstand both the positive and negative effects of science
on religion.

Science: Mankind’s Pride and Joy

Our society is enamored with science. This is true for two
reasons: science produces facts, and science helps us on a
practical level.

We are a fact-oriented people. Like Joe Friday of “Drag-
net,” we want “just the facts, Ma’am.” We enjoy the securi-
ty and certainty that facts give us. Knowing that we like to
make .decisions based on the facts, politicians go on fact-
finding trips to gather information about crucial issues.
Facts are certain, objective, and shared by everyone.

Sometimes we may get carried away in our desire for
“only the facts.” Once as a young reporter, Mark Twain
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f !
was instructed never to state as a fact anything that he.
could not personally verify. As a result,.he wrote the fol-
lowing report describing a social event:

“A woman giving the name of Mrs. James Jones, who is R
reported to be one of the society leaders of the city, is said -
to have given what purported to be a party yesterday to a
number of alleged ladies. The hostess claims to be the wife
of a reputed attorney.™

One way facts are produced is the  scientific method .
which involves: (1) observation (facts obtained by the five
senses, i.e., “It is cold outside; I can see my breath™); and
(2) experimentation (facts obtained by observing repeat-
able occurrences, i.e., “Water freezes at. 0°C”). Most of us
would agree that facts obtained by the careful usage of the
scientific method can be accepted as certain truth. This

method has been used to advance technology and medicine
over the past century. From television and airplanes to
cough syrup and Velcro fasteners, modern scientific dis-
coveries permeate our work, our health, and our leisure.

We have come to view science as the pinnacle of man’s
achievements. Almost a superstitious belief exists that sci-
ence has all the answers, or at least one day will find them.
To observe this awe of science, just toss the term scientif-
ic into any argument or discussion and see what respect it
commands. For example, not long ago I was listening to a
" discussion concerning the issue of sex education in high

school. One of the panel experts stated that she felt sex
education led to sexual experimentation by high school
students and cited several examples. The panel expert who
held an opposing view was asked to respond. He calmly
replied, “I know of no scientific proof that sex education
.leads to sexual experimentation.” Case closed!

Notice that he did not say there was no scientific proof,
only that he did not know of any. In spite of his non-
answer, other members of the panel explained that they
considered his “scientific” response superior to the “opin-
ion” of the other expert.
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‘Sometimes the misuse of scientific borders on the ab-
surd. Watching cartoons with my daughter one Saturday
morning, I heard one of the characters state, “By the posi-
tion of the stars and other signs, I have scientifically deter-
‘mined that tonight is the best night to catch a leprechaun!”
The cartoon children oohed and ahhed with proper amaze-
ment at this revelation.

A second reason we are enamored with science is that,
on the practical level, we are all scientists. Science is not
limited to the sterile confines of the laboratory; we are
engaged in scientific research every day. In order to exist
in our world, we must live by the results of our own use of
the scientific method. For example, by simple observation I
can learn that it is raining outside, so I'll need my umbrella.
I can also observe that I have a flat tire on my car which 1
must change before I can drive to work. By experimenta-
tion I have proven that when my wife drinks coffee, she
gets sick, and that taking the expressway is usually the
quickest way to the city.

Casual experimentation is usually the way we learn what
is safe and what is not. One renowned scientist had a ten-
dency to take it to absurd extremes. Early one morning he
was walking along a forest trail with his young niece. Spot-
ting a large, white mushroom growing just off the path, the
little girl rushed to pick it. Holding it up to her uncle she
asked hopefully, “Can I eat it?” 3

“Certainly,” the scientist replied.

After she consumed the mushroom, the pair set off again
down the trail. A few minutes later the uncle stopped and
cast an inquiring gaze toward his niece. “How do you feel?”
he asked.

“Fine,” she answered.

“Good,” the scientist replied with a grin. “Now we know
another species of mushroom that is not poisonous!”

We all live by the results of our personal “scientific in-
vestigations.” We must respond to these facts or at least
make some provisions because of their existence. To ig-
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nore them would be foolhardy and even dangerous. The
scientific method works for us every day at the practical
level, giving us certain truths about ourselves and our
world. Herein we find our kinship with professional
scientists.

The Limitations of Science

As helpful as the scientific method is, we must always keep
in mind that science is a limited venture in that it concerns
itself with observable and repeatable events in the physical
universe. It is nothing more than a method for obtaining
knowledge. Yet this does not stop many people from mak--
ing science into something it is not: a full-blown philoso-
phy, explaining the universe and man’s relationship to it.
This philosophy, which is nothing more than secular reli-
gion, is best expressed by the term naturalism. Robert
Jastrow, professor of astronomy and geology at Columbia
University, agrees that believers in naturalism “have their
own religion.” He admits, “The principle element in that
religion, or ‘faith,’ is a belief that everything that happens in
the world has a scientific explanation.”

The tenets of naturalism are simple: (1) all reality is
material; (2) every event within the universe can be ex-
plained by completely impersonal and natural causes.:

Naturalism takes only one small facet of man’s ability to
understand the world (the scientific method) and reduces
all reality and truth to whatever may be discovered by this
single method.

Now it is true that the scientific method can produce a
great deal of knowledge and certainty, but it is only one of
many ways we obtain knowledge. Try to scientifically
prove the following statements: “Murder is wrong,” “I love
you,” “I feel great.” Right away we see that observation and
experimentation cannot help us understand many impor-
tant and practical areas of our lives. It is one thing to say
that science can give us knowledge, quite another to claim
that science is the only way to obtain knowledge.
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Imagine a, man- who was born without the ability to see,
- taste, hear, or smell. He has only the sense of touch by
which to perceive the world. He can touch animals, furni-
ture, trees, and people. He can sense warmth and cold, feel
the vibrations of someone walking or speaking, and may
even be able to communicate with his hands. But there are
many experiences that he will never have. The smell of a
flower, the sound of music, the taste of a hamburger, and
the sight of a majestic mountain are all beyond his limited
perception. This man’s view of reality is reduced to that
which he can touch.
Suppose this man were somehow to communicate that
the sense of touch was the only legitimate means by which
any of us could know reality. We would conclude that he
was limiting others because of his own limitations.
. In a similar way, naturalism reduces reality to only that

which can be verified by the scientific method. But unlike
the man with only the sense of touch, believers in natural-
ism choose to limit themselves—a choice that seems un-
warranted not only to Christians, but to many scientists as
well. Astronomer Jastrow acknowledges that science “is
one avenue of truth. But it is clear to me it is not the only
one.”

Science is limited in that it can prove some realities, not
all. The Bible makes a clear distinction between realities
which can be “seen” (scientifically provable) and those
which cannot be seen (beyond scientific proof). The writer
of Hebrews describes faith as “the conviction of things not
seen” (Heb. 11:1), while the Apostle Paul states that faith
allows us to “look not at the things which are seen, but at
the things which are not seen; for the things which are
seen are temporal, but the things which are not seen are
eternal” (2 Cor. 4:18, emphasis added). The Bible does not
teach that these “things which are not seen” oppose the
“things which are seen”; rather, it seems to imply that the
unseen realities go beyond that which is seen.

Seventeenth-century scientist and philosopher Blaise
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Pascal summed it up well: “Faith indeed tells us what the -

senses do not tell, but not contrary of what they see. It is
above them and not contrary to them.”

Science in Perspective

Faith and science are not enemies but allies. Albert Ein-
stein once noted, “Religion without science is lame, but
science without religion is blind.” Christians must work at
understanding the partnership of faith and science.

Christians must recognize the true nature and role of
science. First, science makes basic assumptions about the
universe, and second, science is a limited enterprise.

Science assumes that the universe is a self-consistent,
rational system that is dictated by a constant rule of cause-
effect. These assumptions are what many called the “faith”
of the scientific method. How many experiments could a
scientist perform if he did not have faith in the accuracy of
his instruments? What conclusions could he draw if he
failed to assume that every observable effect has a discov-
erable cause?

Science is limited as a method of obtaining knowledge. It
can only operate in the realm of the physical world and can
say nothing about the existence of anything beyond. There
is a big difference between the erroneous claim, “Science
has proven that God does not exist,” and the correct state-
ment, “Science cannot prove or disprove the existence of
God.”

Furthermore, science is limited in that it cannot answer
man’s questions about his own purpose and the purpose of
the universe. We may study a painting scientifically and
determine its size and weight, the colors and quantity of
the paint, and the angles of the brushstrokes. We may
count and identify the various objects which are represent-
ed in the painting. '

But only the artist himself can tell us why he painted the
picture and what each of the objects represents. He can

“unlock the hidden meanings of the details and give us the
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intended overall effect of his work. ‘

The scientific method can tell us the: what and how
about the painting or the universe, but it can’t explain the
why. A

Christians must see sczentmc facts as ‘part. of a smgle
Jabric that encompasses all truth. We should welcome sci-
ence as a partner in discovering truth about creation.
Christianity is rooted in history and reality, not philosophi-
cal speculation; so science cannot be ignored. |

Science describes the movement of the- stars; the Bible
describes the Star-maker Science glves statistics about
crime; the Bible reveals the reason for criime. Smence tells
us how we gain a little knowledge; the Blble tells us how
we gain eternal life. -

This perspective is reflected in the large number of
prominent scientists who are strong believers in Christ.
They see no contradiction between the teachings. of Christ
and the findings of scientific investigation. Just because a
person is an advocate of the scientific method does not
mean that he has rejected God. Stanford University profes-
sor Richard Bube quips, “There are probably as many athe-
istic truck drivers as atheistic scientists.” Carnegie-Mellon
physics professor Robert Griffiths adds, “If we need an
atheist for a debate, I go to the philosophy department. The
physics department isn't much use.”™

Christians should use scientific truths more fully to
understand the nature and character of God. Far from
dismissing the presence of God, science has made the no-
tion of God plausible. First, science points to the infinite
power and order of the universe which reveal not only the
existence of God but also His character. “For since the
creation of the world His invisible attributes, His eternal
power and divine nature, have been clearly seen, being
understood through what has been made, so that they are
without excuse” (Rom. 1:20).

Also, science points to the finitude of man, his smallness
compared to the vastness of his universe. Yet deep within
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our being we know that we are more than insignificant
specks. We look at the stars; they don’t look at us. God has
indeed put eternity in our hearts (see Ecc. 3:11).

Just as science endeavors to discover truth, our faith
also must align itself with truth. Does it really matter what
I believe? The answer, of course, is yes. There is no virtue
in believing something that is wrong, no matter how sin- -
cere and strong our faith might be.

For this reason, let us turn our attention to the content
of our faith. In the next chapter we will see that the dy-
namic quality of true faith is present only if we believe the
truth.

Discussion Questions

1. Why does there seem to be a battle between science and
religion?

2. What is meant by the statement: “Science is a limited
enterprise”? In what ways is it limited?

3. Why are we so enamored with science and technology?

4. Discuss the differences between science and natural-
ism. How are the two often confused in popular
thinking?

5. How does “faith” relate to science?

6. Discuss the statement: “Science cannot prove that God

exists; therefore, God does not exist.”

Further Reading

Michael D. Aeschliman, The Restitution of Man: C.S. Lew-
is and the Case against Naturalism (Grand Rapids: Wil-
liam B. Eerdmans, 1983).
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Carl F. Henry, editor, Horizons of Science: Christian
Scholars Speak Out (San Francisco: Harper and Row,
1978).

Arthur Holmes, editor, The Making of a Christian Mind
(Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 1985).

Bernard Ramm, The Christian View of Science and Scrip-
ture (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans, 1954).
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- CHAPTER THREE
Isn’t Sincerity Enough?

. Unless he believes rightly, there is not the faint- .
est reason why he should believe at all. And in
that case it is wholly irrelevant to chatler about

“Christian principles.”
Dorothy Sayers

There are two ways to slide easily through life:
to believe everything or to doubt everything; both
ways save us from thinking.

Alfred Korzybski

The attainment of truth indeed is the function of
every part of the intellect.
Artistotle

Four-people sit under sweltering lights before a studio au-
dience of several hundred and a television audience of sev-
eral millions Each person represents a different view of
today’s controversial subject: controlling AIDS: After ten
minutes of introducing the issues involved in the subject,
one of the guests concludes his plans for controlling the
-spread of the disease with the following statement: “The
best way to fight AIDS in our country is to encourage
abstinence.”

“Whoa, wait a minute!” The show’s host, standmg in the
aisle among the studio participants, waves one hand while
holding a microphone in the other. “Are you going to push
your view of morality on other people?”

Another guest speaks up. “It’'s more than a matter of
views—it's a matter of right and wrong. There are—"

“Oh, I see,” the host interrupts. “You're telling me what's
right and what's wrong. Who made you God, buddy?”
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“‘I'm not clamung to be God but some hfestyles are
clearly wrong.” o

“Clear to whom? It’s not clear to me. Is it clear to you?”
He sweeps his arm toward the studio audience. Heads ges-
ture in all directions. He turns to face the stage. “I have just
as much right as you to determine the way I want to live.
But I don’t go around forcing my lifestyle on others. You're
problem is that you are so narrow-minded that you think
your opinions should be everybody’'s opmlons Well, I'm
not buying it.”

The audience applauds. The * open dlscussmn

continues.

Such television' shows are popular forums for some of
today’s major issues:and problems. While many of the sub-
jects covered border on the absurd, an underlying current
of relativism permeates the discussions and the treatment
of the guests. The only allowable “truth” is that all people
have the right to believe whatever they want. The only sin
is to claim that “my views are right” and “your views are
wrong.” This is made patently clear not only when moral
issues are discussed but also when religious questions are
raised.

“So you are telling me that there is only one way to get
to heaven?” The host rolled his eyes toward the audience.
“And that way is by believing in Jesus and ‘getting saved,
right?”

The guest tugged at his collar. He knew what was com-
ing, but he answered honestly. “Yes, that is what the Bible
says.”

“Where do you people get off thinking that you are the
only ones who can interpret the Bible? I've read the Bible; I
didn’t get that out of it.”

“Jesus Himself said, ‘I am the way, the truth, and the life;
no one comes to the Father but through Me.'”

“But what about a guy who believes in God and lives a
good moral life—I mean a life like the Bible describes, not
the kind of hypocrisy that we've seen from these television

41

« .
i (7 » B “ \ Fae
a, ° woNe .y . . N yol
6 #j,_q) PR e e e A . s . 1
L I . )



MAKING SENSE OF YOUR FAITH

preachers—what happens to him? Is God going to send
him to hell just because he never ‘got saved'?”

“T can’t answer a hypothetical question like that,” the
guest stated. “All I know is what God has said in His
Word.”

“There are a lot of Bibles around.” The host laughed.
“Which one? I think it doesn’t matter what you believe as
long as you are sincere and love your fellowman.”

The audience applauded.

For many people, as long as someone acknowledges the
existence of God or lives a moral life, then that person has
done all that could be expected. It does not matter what a
person believes. ‘

The Apostle Paul took a different view. He grieved over
the Israelites’ failure to believe God’s revealed truth. In
spite of their sincerity and moral lifestyle, Paul saw them
as outside God’s redemptive plan: -

Brethren, my heart’s desire and my prayer to God
for them is for their salvation. For I bear them witness
that they have a zeal for God, but not in accordance
with knowledge. For not knowing about God’s righ-
teousness, and seeking to establish their own, they did
not subject themselves to the righteousness of God.
For Christ is the end of the law for righteousness to
everyone who believes” (Rom. 10:14).

Paul acknowledged the Israelites had a “zeal for God.”
Yet, in spite of their sincerity and zeal, they were believing
the wrong things.

But how do we know what the truth is? Many different
views of the world and life clamor for the right to be called
the “correct view.”

What Are the Options?
So many people claim to have answers to the mystery of
the universe and our existence. We are faced with many
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options. The major views generally fall into one of three
groups: naturalism, pantheism, or theism.

View of View of View of View of
God the Humanity the
Universe Future

Naturalism | No God | Always Product of | Nothing be-
existed physical yond the
processes | grave

Pantheism | All reality | Equated Spirits Reincarna-
(Eastern is “God” | with God | imprisoned| tion or
thought) in bodies impersonal
existence
Theism Personal | Created Created in | Eternal,
God by God God’s personal
image existence

Fig. 2 Worldview options

The chart above is not intended to ignore the complex-
ities of these views. There are, of course, many variations
which would not fit into the general explanations above.
The chart simply presents the major tenets of each view.
We need to take a closer look at these views.

Narturarism: “WHAT You SEE Is ALl THERE Is”
“The cosmos is all that is or ever was or ever will be.” This
statement, made by Carl Sagan on his popular “Cosmos”
television program, sums up the essential features of natu-
ralism (which I mentioned in chapter 2): the belief that all
of reality is contained in the physical world and that no
forces or beings exist beyond the observable universe.
What you see is all there is.

The Marquis de Laplace (1749-1827) was a brilliant
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mathematician and astronomer in France. For almost thirty
years he researched and calculated the universal effects of
gravity. The result of his study was a massive five-volume
work, Celestial Mechanics, published in 1827.

Laplace presented a copy of his work to Napoleon who
studied it -carefully. Sending for Laplace, Napoleon stated,
“You have written a large book about the universe without
once mentioning the author of the universe.”

“Sire,” the scientist replied, “I have no need of that
hypothesis.™ .

For Laplace, and other philosophical naturalists, the uni-
verse is a huge clock, ticking along with no need of any

outside help. The “God-hypothesis” is an unnecessary in-

trusion into the assured results of scientific investigation.
Even man himself, as part of the cosmic clock, is nothing
more than an evolved contraption. The human machine
begins to function at birth and ceases at death—the grave
is the end.

Things are as they are completely by chance. Every
event in the universe, from the cosmic explosion of a su-
pernova to the tear of a small child, is explained as a result
of random and physical processes. Even our thoughts and
personalities are described as electrical impulses or secre-
tions of our brains.

For the believer in naturalism, all reality is found in
matter and, therefore, all truth may be discovered by the
scientific method. If something cannot be measured,
weighed, or otherwise “scientifically proven,” then natural-
ism throws it out as meaningless.

From the point of view of modern naturalism, those who
have faith are seen as either ignorant or lazy and unaware
of the “hard facts” produced by the scientific method.
Whereas science offers proof, faith can never prove any-
thing beyond doubt, so the believer is often accused of
being unintellectual, naive, or even dishonest.

Naturalism regards faith not as an expression of the way.

things are but as an opinion or wish. For example, when 1
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say, “I believe in God” naturalism claims that I'm really
saying, “Ih my opmlon there is ‘a God, even though it can-
not be proven,” or “I hope there is a God.” Because no
experiment scientifically supports the statement ‘1 believe
in God,” naturalism suggests that all discussions about the
existence of God are absurd and- meamngless ,

At the practical level, naturalism is the most popular of
the worldviews. If there is no God or life after death, then I
am the master of my own fate. I give account to no one. I
alone decide what is right or wrong and what I w1]l do with
my life.

PantHEISM: “GoD Is ALL AnD ALl Is Gop”

“The reason I have such anxiety,” she explained, “is that in
my former life I was an Egyptian princess during the reign
of a cruel Pharaoh.” I chuckled at what 1 thought was a
Joke. It wasn’t. My friend further detailed her belief in man-
kind’s immortality and the hope of reincarnation. “The new
age shall come when mankind will be one,” she promised.

This woman’s thinking has been shaped by the popular
New Age movement, a new breeze blowing through the
Western world which promises peace and unity for all peo-
ple. This new breeze is really the old wind of pantheism,
the belief that all is God and God is all. God is viewed as a
personal force, not a personal being. There is no God out-
side the universe because the universe is God. Historically,
pantheism has wound its way through Western philoso-
phers such as Plotinus (circa A.p. 205-270) and Spinoza
(1632-1677) and has been the worldview underpinning
most Eastern religions.

Modern expressions of pantheism are popularized in
movies (Star Wars and E.T.), children’s cartoons (“He
- Man” and the “Masters of the Universe”), and business
seminars (est and FORUM).

Evidence of the tremendous influence of New Age
thought is present everywhere. Thousands of New Agers
met on August 16, 1987 at selected places around the world
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for a “Harmonic Convergence.” People held hands and
chanted in an attempt to synchronize the earth with the
rest of the galaxy and bring about a new era of peace.

The television special by Shirley MacLaine has given
prime time exposure to many New Age beliefs. Her writ-
ings endorse such activities as channeling, yoga, reincarna-
tion, UFO contacts, and the occult. In her book Dancing in
the Light, she proclaims, “Everyone is God. Everyone.” In
her later book, It's All in the Playing, she describes her
self-imposed divinity which occupied her thoughts as she
walked down a Hollywood street: “I created everything I
saw, heard, touched, smelled, tasted, everything I loved,
hated, revered ... created everything I knew.”™

Borrowing heavily from Eastern thought, the New Age
gospel preaches that all life is unified. From the lowest
living cell to the highest form of existence, we are all part
of the universal force called “life.” It is merely seen in
different forms. Nothing is greater than this force within
us; therefore, we are all “God.” Our problems, we are
taught, are the result of our ignorance of this fact. New
Agers also believe that each individual must work to over-
come the consequences of mistakes made in past lives be-
cause this bad karma keeps a person enslaved to the con-
tinuing cycle of rebirth until personal enlightenment comes
to free him from bondage.

New Age philosophy teaches that enlightened “Masters”
such as Hercules, Buddha, and Jesus have appeared
throughout history to point the way to personal enlighten-
ment and universal harmony. A new “Christ” is expected
soon and will lead us to a new era of worldwide peace, the
“Aquarian Age.”

New Agers hope to hasten the arrival of the new era by
becoming involved in social concerns, such as nuclear dis-
armament, human equality, wildlife preservation, and eco-
logical concerns, which promote peace and unity.

The promises of modern pantheism are enticing. Panthe-
ists suggest that when we become aware of the fact that
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we are “God,” then we become the master of our own fate.
We must simply tap into the divinity within us and harness
it to our advantage. Because of the unity of all things,
“tuning in” to our own divinity can bring about success and
prosperity in this life. A recent Wall Street Journal article
described individuals who “chanted” certain phrases which
activated the “positive energy” within them to obtain ev-
erything from cars and jobs to better seats at a concert.’

Pantheism, like naturalism, is an inviting explanation of
the universe because it encourages each person to be his
own creator and redeemer. ;

TuEISM: “Gop Is, AND THE UNIVERSE Is His”

French novelist André Gide once admitted, “It is much
more difficult than one thinks not to believe in God.™
Man’s religious spirit is pervasive throughout history. Even
secular sociologists agree that “religion exists in every
known society.” Why? Theism teaches that man’s persis-
tent religious nature is a reflection of the image of God in
which man was created.

Whereas naturalism and pantheism reject the existence
of a God who is separate from the physical universe, tradi-
tional theism holds to the reality of a personal God who is
both outside the universe and also within it. All things were
created by Him and are dependent on Him for their contin-
ued existence. Theism holds that belief in a rational God
explains the rational order of the universe; belief in a per-
sonal God explains the personality and character of man.

Because theists believe that mankind is a special object
of God’s creative love and constant care, they also believe
that man is not the master of his own fate or the shaper of
his own standard of morality and truth. Questions concern-
ing premarital sex or pornography or abortion are not an-
swered by man’s decisions but by God’s decrees.

The three major monotheistic religions—Christianity, Ju-
daism, and Islam—all follow the basic tenets of theism. All
three promote belief in a personal God who created the
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world and who is actively involved in the activities of man.
Judaism holds to the view of God revealed in the Old Tes-
tament and interpreted by later Jewish teachers in the Tal-
mud. Followers of Islam express their allegiance to-God by
accepting the Bible as a revelation from Him but corrected
and amended by the prophet Muhammad (a.p. 570-632).
Christianity, however, departs drastically from the others
for one reason: belief in the Person of Jesus Christ. We will
take up the significance of this belief and the uniqueness of
Christ in chapter 7.’ -

Choosing Belief or Unbelief

Now, we can draw several conclusions from our study of
the above explanations:

1. All of the worldviews require acceptance by faith.
That is, no experiment can be performed to demon-
strate the truth or falsity of any explanation.

2. All of the worldviews attempt to answer the same
basic questions about man’s existence.

3. Each worldview excludes the others and sets itself up
as being the truth while declaring the others false. The
views are mutually exclusive.

Our conclusions about naturalism, panthelsm and the-
ism raise unsettling questions. If each of these explanations
is “scientifically unprovable,” does it really matter what we
believe? Doesn’t a person have the right to believe whatev-
er he wants? Shouldn't sincerity count for something?

Who is right? Is there any way to know that I'm right
about what I believe? Others will always have good rea-
sons to believe the exact opposite.

Because of the disturbing questions raised by the variety
of options, many have thrown up their hands and declared
that what a person believes is not important. Like someone
who cuts off his head to get rid of dandruff, many people
have completely dismissed the value of belief because of a
few itchy problems. This surrender to despalr takes two -
opposite approaches.
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THE AGNOSTIC APPROACH

Agnostics claim nobody has the right answers to the ulti-
mate questions. While they will admit, “Sure, we want to
know why we are here and where we are going,” they
concede that the answers to such questions are beyond us.
So agnostics encourage’ us not to worry about what we
cannot know but to be concerned with what we DO know:
ourselves. Many agnostics also appeal to science as the
only rightful criteria of what is true and false.

Fred claimed to be an agnostic. He'was not opposed to
Christians or atheists—he felt they were free to believe
whatever they wanted. “My life. is fine Just as it is,” he
professed. “Maybe there’s a God and maybe‘there isn’t. He
hasn’t done anything for me one way or another. I just
want to make the most out of my life and so far I've done
just fine without having to worry about God.”

It is fashionable now to be a skeptic and an agnostic. In
fact, a California organization, the Society of Evangelical
Agnostics (SEA), has been formed with the expressed pur-
pose of spreading the “good news of agnosticism.” The
good news they spread is that people do not have to make
decisions about the riddle of the universe and man’s exis-
tence. No person is expected to have a final answer.

The agnostics’ response to every meaningful question is
“Who knows?” Even if we were to ask, “Do you know that
agnosticism is the right approach?” again, the agnostic
must shrug and answer, “Who knows?” He would rather
search for truth than find it. Why? Finding truth demands a
decision—a decision an agnostic does not want to make.

THE THERAPEUTIC APPROACH
The therapeutic approach claims that everyone has the
right answers to the ultimate questions. The answers are
discovered by personal reflection and then beheved be-
cause of the benefit to the believer.

“It's not what you believe that’s important, but what your
faith does for you,” a pastor told me. He considers himself
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a “therapist,” one who helps people get in touch with their
feelings and feel good about themselves. For him, faith is
only a personal, emotional activity which gives us a deeper
understanding of ourselves and our lives. We are justified
in believing whatever we want as long as it results in mak-
ing us better people.

In this view, faith is not directed toward a higher being
but focused inward, becoming psychological exercise sole-
ly to benefit the one doing the believing.

This understanding of faith and truth leaves us spiritually
and intellectually stranded. While it is true that psychologi-
cal benefits do accompany faith, to reduce faith to an in-
ward, reflective, and reflexive activity is the height of
absurdity. :

Imagine for a moment that I truly believe that the earth
is flat (with the hearty approval from the members of the
Flat Earth Society!), After gathering a certain amount of
information, I am fully convinced that the earth is not a
sphere but a huge flat chunk of rock. This belief makes me
feel good and takes away the fear I had of flying off a
spinning globe.

Am ] justified in my faith? Those who follow the thera-
peutic approach and see faith as merely a psychological
exercise would say yes. They would ignore what my faith
says about the shape of the world and point out that my
faith gives me a sense of security and happiness.

Those who follow either the agnostic approach or the
therapeutic approach neatly avoid definitive answers to the
ultimate questions. Does it really matter what we believe
about life and death and God? The answer, of course, is
yes.

We must come to some conclusion about the existence
of God and our own personal future; this is not optional.
Either God exists, or He doesn’t; either heaven exists, or it
doesn’t; either Jesus Christ is the only way to God, or He
isn’t. Refusing to decide is a major decision in itself. We
cast our lot by decision or default.
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Christianity Compared to Other Worldviews
Frank was a math major at a large university. The final
exam for his calculus class consisted of one problem
which involved using a number of theorems he had memo-
- rized. After carefully recording the theorems at the begin-
ning of the problem, he plowed through eight pages of
calculations before he finally put down his pen. Confident
- he had done well, he turned in his exam and went home to
rest his brain. “

The next week when he received his graded exam, he
was horrified to discover how poorly he had done. Page
after page of red ink dispelled any hope of getting a good
grade. Where had he gone wrong? On the first page, at the
beginning of the problem he found his error. He had mis-
stated a crucial theorem. That small error changed the
truth of the theorem. Though he had performed the calcu-
lations correctly, the error at the beginning of the problem
resulted in an incorrect answer.

Errors at the beginning of some things are not always as
fatal. The stumbling start of a hurdler does not ruin the
entire event. The mistake can be compensated for by a
staggered step.

Truth is not so. Errors of belief, like a mislaid corner-
stone, have a constant and dangerous effect on the super-
structure. What we believe is crucial because it sets the
course for how we live.

Comparing the Christian worldview to the alternate
views presented earlier reveals the contrast between the
views and the dangerous results of holding to either natu-
ralism or pantheism.

NAaTuraLIisSM: A LiMITED VIEW OF REALITY

Naturalism provides a very limited view of reality. Well-
known physicist Stephen Hawking once remarked, “When 1
was a boy I wanted to know how and why the universe
worked. Now I know how, but I don’t know why.””
Hawking’s statement reveals a basic inadequacy of natural-
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ism as a full-blown worldview dependent on science. It can
usually tell us how something, such as the law of gravity
or the electromagnetic force works, but not why it
works. ,

As'we discussed in chapter 2, naturalism fails to account
for realities which go beyond the material world. The Bible
clearly reveals that there are “eternal things” which are not
. seen (2 Cor. 4:18).

The greatest deficiency of naturalism is in its moral im-
plications. If this life is all there is, then why should I lay
aside my desires in the interest of anyone else? After all,
‘my short life has no ultimate purpose, nor do I have any
responsibility for my actions. It would appear that anything
that heightens the enjoyment of my own life should be
allowed. . ' ,

For this reason, “quality of life” replaces “sanctity of
life.” Abortion, infanticide, and euthanasia become not only
accepted but encouraged if they enhance the quality of
one’s life. Sex without guilt, success without ethics—there
are no barriers in the pursuit of “having it all.”

For all its appeal to scientific certainty and moral free-
dom, naturalism leads ultimately to a despair of the human
situation. Life becomes at best a meaningless existence and
at worst a bad cosmic joke.

PanTHEISM: MAN WORSHIPING HIMSELF

Pantheism, as expressed by New Age thought, is an en-
chanting worldview. Positive thinking, unity among all peo-
. ple, and a future of eternal peace give hope in a world of
despair. Many of the social concerns which are by-products
of New Age thought closely follow the biblical commands
to aid the oppressed and needy. {

But as a worldview, modern pantheism leaves too many
unanswered questions. New Age thought fails to explain
how individual personalities can arise from an impersonal
force. Describing evil as merely “man’s ignorance of his
own divinity” does not deal with the reality of the human
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