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Introduction

Sally found herself in a relational pickle. She had been eagerly building a friendship with her new neighbor, Jill.Things seemed headed in a positive direction, and Sally wasespecially pleased that her children got along well with Jill’s.Just when Sally thought she had found a best friend in herneighborhood, she discovered Jill’s views on some importantissues were much different from her own.

Sally had considered herself a Christian since the time when she was involved with a campus ministry at the university. Now a single mother with two children, she workedhard to provide a good home for her son and daughter. Shehad just moved from the inner city to the suburbs of a largesouthwestern city. She had found what she perceived to be awarm and caring church, where she and the kids could findfellowship and comfort. She had spent the past two yearsworking through the emotional devastation of a divorce andtrying to improve her job situation. Now she found herself ina relationship that had quickly deteriorated from pleasant to atbest uncomfortable.

Jill attended the same church Sally had found so warm.

Her strong views about Sally’s situation had come out in a recent conversation, sending Sally into an emotional tailspin.“How can Jill think I was wrong to divorce Jim?” Sally wassaying to herself one morning. “He was abusive to me and thekids; his drinking was out of control; and his continual affairshad humiliated our entire family. Why would anyone tell me Iwas wrong to divorce him? It was an intolerable situation. Eventhe Bible says so!”

Jill’s view, of course, was based on her conviction that God hates divorce and that if reconciliation was at all possible,divorce was never right. This came out one day when Sallyhad told Jill that Jim was still calling, in spite of the court’srestraining order, wanting to “come home.” “You should lethim,” Jill had interjected. “Never!” Sally replied. Things hadnot been the same since. Now it seemed like the friendship thathad developed between them in the last five months might bedown the drain.

TEN CONTROVERSIES THAT DIVIDE CHRISTIANS

This book deals with ten controversies that come between Christians. These are great divides that can hurt relationshipsand cause people, like Sally and Jill, emotional turmoil andeven lost fellowship. I have chosen ten of the most hotlydebated topics among persons who consider themselves partof the church or the body of Christ. I doubt we could findanyone who considers himself or herself an informed Christianwho would not be familiar with at least one or more of thesecontroversies . .. and have a personal opinion. We’ll look atthese great divides in the following order:

1. The controversy over the pro-life movement

2. The controversy over the place of women inthe church

3. The controversy over radical feminism

4. The controversy over divorce and remarriage

5. The controversy over psychology and counseling

6. The controversy over the health and wealth gospel

7. The controversy over Christian involvementin politics

8. The controversy over reconstructionism

9. The controversy over lordship salvation

10. The controversy over the end times

These issues are important because each involves questions that affect how we understand the Bible, touches our relationships with other Christians, and eventually influences how we live (our conduct both inside and outside the church).

Many believers find some of these controversies confusing. Others find themselves alienated, either emotionally or socially,from other believers over these issues. Some feel even strongerabout them, to the degree that they may even refuse to havefellowship or worship with those who take positions on theseissues that they consider “heretical” or “unbiblical.”

Why do you believe what you do about abortion, perhaps the hottest issue of our day? Have you studied the issue in depthand come to a position that you think is consistent with yourdeeper beliefs? Do you believe that abortion is an act thatgenerally does not “fit” with a scriptural ethic (perhaps youallow exceptions if a mother’s life is in danger, or in cases lifeincest)? What are your views about divorce? As in the case ofJill and Sally above, would you tell an abused wife to go backto her husband, even though the consequences for her and herchildren might be dangerous?

Examining Your Deepest Beliefs

Have you carefully examined your deepest beliefs? What do you believe about the existence of God, about human nature,about how we know things, and about the course and nature ofhistory? These deep beliefs help us form a consistent worldview—one that is philosophically satisfying and practicallybeneficial. The closer our perceptions come to reality, thephilosopher reasons, the better we’ll be able to live, for we’llbe in better harmony with our real environment. Reality forthe Christian, of course, is usually seen through some sort ofbiblical lens, what many Christian teachers call a biblicallyinformed world and life view.1

Perhaps you’ve been reading our society’s more influential news sources, maybe a magazine like or US. News & World Report, or a newspaper like The Wall Street Journal. Those news sources often unintentionally provide supportfor the claim that our society has drifted from its moorings.That’s why a book like this one is so important: it gets us thinking again, reflecting on those moorings. Its purpose is to helpus grasp why we believe and think the way we do on ten ofthe most important and yet potentially divisive issues of ourday. Perhaps it will help us reset our moorings, if need be,or deepen our convictions where appropriate. There are socialbenefits, too.

Christian thinker and pollster George Bama has done a number of significant studies on the current attitudes, thinking,trends, and values of the church today. None is more perceptivethan his The Frog in the Kettle. Here is one of Bama’s moretrenchant insights:

The ’90s represent an ideal time for us to reinforce the basic aspects of our faith, emphasizing the applicationof such knowledge to a new mode of behavior andthought that reflects Jesus.

One step in this direction would be to recast the prevailing perspective about our faith. During the ’90s,positioning Christianity as a “religion” may do us moreharm than good. This approach simply encouragespeople to categorize the elements of our faith as oneamong several “religious” options, and thereby limitthe influence of Christian principles and teachingsto the religious sphere of life. This enables people toisolate the truths and demands of the faith from thereality of every other dimension of their existence.Christianity can be neatly boxed and laid aside, aslong as it is nothing more than a series of proverbs andteachings about man, God, life, eternity and the like.2

I think Bama puts his finger on a couple of points here that need to be amplified. One is that, indeed, Christianity—beit in the 1990s or the 2020s—should never be “positioned” asa religion, and certainly not by its adherents. The media willdo that for us. But his point is well taken: Christian faith isessentially relationship with Jesus Christ and others in the bodyof Christ.3

Bama also offers the cogent insight that if we were to position our Christian faith as just another religion, it would then be but one more option among many: the new Hinduism, Buddhism,Islam, the cults, etc. It is so important for us to remember that,whether we’re in the U.S. or on a mission trip to recently liberatedRussia or Eastern European countries, those in the world whoview us as Christ’s ambassadors are looking for something different, something stable, something with solid moorings.Bama goes on in his analysis:

If, however, we expand people’s concept of Christianity so they view it as a life-style [or world view] and a purpose, rather than as a theology, perhaps we wouldchallenge them to take our faith more seriously. Toa great extent, we will be taken only as seriously aswe expect people to take us. If we can help the worldto recognize that our faith is not a one dimensionalexperience, but is a multi-faceted way of life whichpermeates every thought, action and experience,Christianity would not only assume greater importancein the minds of people, but would challenge nonbelievers to explore this faith in a new way.4

I agree in large part, but I must admit, this idea of looking beyond the theology of the Christian faith takes a while tosettle in a crusty old theologian and philosopher like myself.Yet, clearly, as I reflect on my own life, my prayers, my study,the Christian faith has always entailed a certain lifestyle, amultifaceted way of life that permeates my thoughts, actions,and experience. Of course, Christianity is much more than this.It also entails an objective reality outside of myself that includesthe reality of God’s existence and the truth revealed to us inHis Word.

It is, I hope, your desire as well to see Christ in every aspect of your life. Our faith is not simply the study of God andHis ways but the application of His ways to our lives, learning tothink great thoughts about God, and learning to get along withHis people, as varied and different as they are.

Dealing with the Great Divides

I’ve written this book to help you think through some of the toughest issues we face today as a church. As we move throughthe ten issues I’ve picked out (I could have added five more), myhope is that you’ll allow your mind to be open to other views.The issues themselves can be divisive. I also hope you’ll realize something about God in each of these chapters: about Hischaracter and His sovereignty. What do you believe He thinksabout these issues?

What About Christian Unity?

As a church, we Christians should seek to demonstrate unity to the outside world so that we make Christ attractive to theworld, drawing others to Him through our love and unity. Butlove often means we must draw conclusions about some matterswhere Christians disagree. At the same time we should recognize that many of these issues have the potential to divide ustheologically. Some beliefs we’ll encounter come dangerouslyclose to what the Bible calls false teaching.

As we unpack these controversies, one of my goals is to show that these ten issues have the potential to undermine theunity of the body of Christ. Hence, they could also undermineour effectiveness as God’s ambassadors to the world. But someof these issues should never be divisive, since those on eachside of the disagreement could be considered orthodox. Forexample, I may disagree heartily with someone on the issueof the end times, but to allow that issue to divide us in a waythat breaks fellowship would be unjustifiable. But what if theperson disagreeing with me took the position that Jesus was notGod or would never return a second time to earth because Hewas incapable of doing so? My response to such an unbiblicalposition must be totally different.

We’ll also touch on really hot issues, such as the health and wealth gospel, where many Bible-believing Christians will feelcompelled to disagree.

We’re discussing the difference between mountains and molehills. If a person disputes something as essential to orthodox Christian faith as, say, the deity of Christ or His bodilyresurrection, then his view clearly contradicts Christian faith.In such a case, the person who holds such a position has clearlymoved into what the apostle Paul called false teaching. Suchteaching is to be avoided by all believers. I may choose tocontinue to try to persuade the person to move o a moreorthodox viewpoint. But disagreements over such issues as thepretribulational rapture or a premillenial view of Jesus’ returnshould not disrupt our fellowship in Christ.

CULTURAL DIVIDES

One important element that often influences the controversies raised in this book is cultural conditioning. The decisions wemake about which side of the lordship salvation controversywe hold to, for example, may be conditioned by the culturalupbringing we’ve had. If our church taught a certain view, andwe trust the pastor who did the teaching, then we may hold hisview. On the other hand, if we hold to a certain view of science,it will decidedly affect how we think about the controversy overpsychology and counseling. Or, if we believe that Christiansshould have nothing whatsoever to do with cultural issues, itwill clearly affect how we view the controversy over Christianinvolvement in politics.

It is precisely at this point, on the issue of conditioning, that many believers stop personal analysis. There seems to bea refusal on our part to think that anything may have affectedour thinking other than “the Bible and the Bible alone.” Yet wewalk around with world and life views that have been touchedat many points by many things other than Scripture.

In some cases these pieces of cultural baggage have a benign effect—such as the fact that most of us use automobiles as transportation, even though cars aren’t mentioned inthe Bible. But at other points someone may decide, becauseof an eccentric cultural “principle” to avoid fellowship withsomeone else because that person crosses his or her theological “t’s” at a slightly different angle. Others, like Sallyin our opening story, pull away from certain positions (andpeople) because of the pain of facing cultural—or physical andemotional—realities.

We all need to dig deeper about how our cultural viewpoint, our personality bents, and our philosophical world and life view affect our thinking about the issues we’re concernedwith in this book. If we’re to seek unity, to seek to be Christ’sambassadors, and to seek a hearing with skeptical unbelievers, we must at the very least seek to understand how otherChristians view these important issues. That will go a long waytoward lowering the barriers between unbelievers and the Christian faith. It may also demonstrate, at the very least, that webelievers understand one another and are attempting to fulfillChrist’s Great Commandment, that we love one another.

THE LAYOUT OF THIS WORK

I hope you’ve gathered from this discussion that I’m concerned about unity in the body of Christ despite our diversity on certain issues. I now wish to emphasize one statement regardinglove: There are times when love obliges us to honestly confrontone another with our disagreements. Generally, throughout thisbook, I will not be shy about stating my own position withregard to an issue. Likewise, I will at times take issue with otherbelievers on areas where we disagree. I do that in order to advancethe important dialogue on these critical issues facing the churchtoday. In most cases, I do not state my own position or questionthat of others in order to raise doubts about another Christian’sspirituality or leadership. What I do has the purpose of encouraging dialogue and, as the Proverbs say, “sharpening one another.”With my editor’s help I have sought to phrase these criticisms ina sensitive way that clarifies the. differences between honorablepeople. Naturally, I accept responsibility for any oversights of thisapproach.

Finally, I should warn you that, when necessary, I do not shy away from warning the church about what I believe areheretical or false teachings that could damage the body. Thisis, of course, an expression of what I understand as my responsibility as a Christian teacher. Given the diversity of peoplewho will read this book, some disagreement with my viewsis understandable. If you disagree with my viewpoint but gainsome insight into how and why others think about these issues,I will have accomplished one objective of this book. If you goon from there and are able to affirm the dignity of others whodo disagree with you (or me), then perhaps even greater thingswill be accomplished.


Chapter One: The Controversy Over thePro-Life Movement

Recent television news clips show pro-life supporters being roughed up and dragged away from the frontsidewalks of abortion clinics in places like Wichita,Kansas, Milwaukee, Wisconsin, and Buffalo, New York. Thesepro-life protesters are not being manhandled by the police, butby pro-choice advocates! Is there something in the pro-life position that mates its followers deserve this sort of treatment?

Certainly, the first thing these reports should do is to cause us to consider the gravity of taking a pro-life position. Second,the vehemence over this issue on both sides, and the currentcontroversy that rages over whether the Roe v. Wade decisionlegalizing abortion will remain in force, mates the abortionissue die largest of the great divides. Many Christians fail torealize, however, that some people who mate claim to theChristian faith are clearly not on the pro-life side. In fact,some who consider themselves evangelical Christians rejectthe pro-life position in favor of the pro-choice side. We’re nottalking about the fuzzy areas here—those issues of whether toallow abortion in the cases of incest or when the mother’s lifeis in danger. We’re speaking of evangelicals who claim thatabortion-on-demand is okay, even if only for convenience as a form of birth control!

Let’s take a brief look at two very controversial aspects of this issue.

TWO SURPRISING POSITIONS FROM EVANGELICALS

With the exception of some evangelical feminists and a few professors at evangelical colleges and seminaries, the majorityof Christians seem to agree that abortion is a major social evilabout which they cannot be silent. While some believe there isroom for disagreement over what should be done in cases ofrape or incest, almost all evangelical Christians agree that killing an unborn baby as a form of birth control, gender selection,or simply because it is unwanted is immoral. The major exception to this last claim are some extreme feminist evangelicals1who take the same sort of pro-abortion approach to the issuethat a radical feminist might take. Some even support abortion-on-demand and abortion as a method of birth control.

A second, more subtle position is held by some evangelicals who call themselves “consistently pro-life.”2 The persons claiming this view oppose abortion. However, their consistently pro-life stance does not stop with abortion. Their extensive agenda includes opposition to nuclear weapons, economicinjustice, environmental pollution, and substance abuse. Laterin this chapter, we’ll see the effect that this additional philosophical baggage has on the pro-life movement.

THE PRO-LIFE APPROACH OF THE EVANGELICAL MAJORITY

According to a press release issued by the Bama Research Group just before the 1992 election, “Three quarters of allevangelicals (77%) strongly consider abortion to be morallywrong; a figure which is much higher than the 41% amongnon-evangelicals.”

Elsewhere, Bama has written, “It is true that Christians are considerably more likely to be pro-life than pro-choice, buta significant minority of Christians support the position that thedecision of whether to have an abortion is the woman’s.” In thatsame report, Bama pointed out that 50 percent of all Christiansdisagreed with the statement: “It is a woman’s right to have anabortion.” Only 19 percent of all Christians agreed with thisstatement strongly, but another 19 percent agreed somewhat.Twelve percent were undecided.3

The basic question I want to explore is why so many Protestant and Catholic Christians view abortion as an evil way to treat a fetus. What is it about this issue that ignites so muchpassion? And, why is it so critical that we seek unity on theissue?

The late Francis Schaeffer captured the spirit of millions of Christians when he and coauthor C. Everett Koop begantheir book Whatever Happened to the Human Race? with thesewords: “Cultures can be judged in many ways, but eventuallyevery nation in every age must be judged by this test: how didit treat people? Each generation, each wave of humanity, evaluates its predecessors on this basis. The final measure of mankind’s humanity is how humanely people treat one another.”4According to Schaeffer,

What we regard as thinkable and unthinkable about how we treat human life has changed drastically inthe West. For centuries Western culture has regardedhuman life and the quality of the life of the individualas special. It has been common to speak of “the sanctity of human life.” Until recently .in our own century,with some notable and sorry exceptions, human beingshave generally been regarded as special, unique, andnonexpendable. But in one short generation we havemoved from a generally high view of life to a very low one.5

The shift in values that Schaeffer laments is a reflection of the fact that American society has abandoned its Judeo-Christian base for a humanistic one that elevates humans andtheir wishes above God and His will. Americans now findthemselves part of a culture that terminates more than one-and-a-half million fetuses a year. By the end of 1991, approximately twenty-eight million abortions had been performed inthe United States since the Roe v. Wade decision in 1973. Thisstatistic makes the Nazi Holocaust look like the work of rankamateurs.

If one believes that a fetus is a human being, one does not have to be a Christian to feel outrage at the carnage in theU.S. and to feel shame over what it reveals about the morallandscape of our nation. As Charles Colson stated, “When itcomes to human life, Christians can’t concede any ground. Weare called to take up the cause of the weak, the helpless, thedefenseless. It is our duty; that which, in large part, defines usas citizens of the kingdom of God. Christians, in short, mustbe unequivocally, resolutely, and unapologetically prolife.”6This is an issue where the vast majority of Catholic andProtestant Christians agree. Here is the primary support for thepro-life position that we are concerned about in this chapter:

1. The fetus is alive.

2. The fetus has a soul.

3. The Bible ascribes life and worth to the fetus(Psalm 139; Isaiah 49:1,5; Jeremiah 1:4-5).

4. Modem medicine has raised the status of the fetus,through neonatal technology, ultrasound, and evenfetal surgery and fetal therapy, which take placewithin the womb.7

5. Even the legal system in the United States hasacknowledged the rights of the fetus through recognition of the impact on the fetus of the workplace, of alcohol or drug abuse by the mother, and ofpassive smoking. One woman was even convictedof “providing cocaine to another” because of theeffects of her addiction on her unborn baby.8

6. Therefore, the fetus is an unborn, living person,deserving of our highest respect and care; andabortion is wrong.

7. In cases where extenuating circumstances exist(rape, incest, danger to the mother’s life), greatcare should still be taken to protect the life ofthe fetus.

The following chart summarizes the various positions we see on this issue:


To explain briefly, the “total reproductive freedom” stance says that the decision to abort has nothing to do with the statusof the fetus; it is the woman’s body and she is in full control;it is strictly her decision. Those who support the “abortion-on-demand” stance believe abortion should be allowed whenever the pregnant woman wishes. The “balanced rights” stancerecognizes the gravity of the abortion decision and states thatthe woman’s rights and child’s rights must be weighed againstone another; ultimately, of course, the decision is the woman’s.

The “right-to-life” position allows abortion when a woman’s life is endangered or the circumstances of conception might create serious psychological difficulties for both woman andchild (rape, incest); but it asks the serious question whetherthe birth of a child (for the sake of both) or a future adoption(for the sake of the fetus) could redeem some good from a badsituation. This position seeks to prevent abortion in all but the most difficult circumstances.

The “absolute right-to-life” position says that abortion is never acceptable. The fetus is a person and an innocent victimwhose life should always be protected. To abort an unborn babyis tantamount to murder.

THE AUTHOR’S VIEW

I’ve been saying that the vast majority of Christians line up somewhere on the right side of this chart, and that less than15 percent of evangelicals would be to the left of the centerof the chart (where balanced rights are demanded between thewoman and the fetus). This illustrates the serious nature of thedebate and the critical decision every Christian faces whenweighing the issues involved. I think the biblical evidenceand the weight of modem medical technology leave little roomfor those who consider themselves Christians to take any lessthan a right-to-life position. I agree with Colson: We must beunwaveringly pro-life.

I believe that because of the importance of unwavering Christian support on behalf of the unborn, evangelicals needto be alert to any attempt to weaken that support within theircircles of influence. Therefore, it is very important to examinein more depth the two surprising positions a minority of evangelicals are taking on this issue. We will start with the viewsof the radical feminists.

GENDER-FEMINISTS AND THE ABORTION ISSUE

The position that almost all radical feminists take with regard to the unborn is a logical consequence of certain tenets of“gender-feminism,” a cause we will examine in depth in chapter 3. The radical feminist view of abortion is particularlyaffected by their interpretation of the oppression they believeafflicts women. According to author Carol McMillan, “Radicalfeminists emphasize that the mere fact—that is, the biologicalfact—of being a woman is an oppressive one. The tyrant is notman at all but nature; men simply take advantage of the situation which is already weighted in their favour.”9 Support forMcMillan’s claim comes from feminist writer Shulamith Firestone: “The heart of woman’s oppression is her child-bearingand child-rearing role.”10

We must understand, in the overall scheme of things, what the radical feminists are really after. Statements like those ofFirestone indicate that the only authentic way a woman cansecure liberation from oppression requires that she first beliberated from being a woman! And so, as James L. Sauerexplained, “Having rejected the nature of woman as she wasdivinely created, the feminist must, like Dr. Frankenstein, construct a new woman from her own imagination.” This requiresher to deny “that biology is destiny, because she denies thatbiology is designed. Feminism, in this sense, is akin to thehumanistic assumptions found in the Communist vision of anew socialist man. Humanism of all types rebels against thenotions of a created order, of biological roles, and of sociallimitation.”11

What becomes clear, then, is that no argument of any kind in support of protecting the life of the fetus can possibly carryany weight for those who have surrendered to the ideology ofgender-feminism. This fact helps to explain what many evangelicals find difficult to understand—namely, the stubbornlypro-abortion stance of large numbers of evangelical feminists.

Less than five years ago, the evangelical journal Christian Scholars Review, published quarterly by a coalition of suchinstitutions as Wheaton College, Calvin College, and GordonCollege, carried an article defending abortion-on-demand written by Virginia Mollenkott, an evangelical whose radical feminist views have become well-known in academic evangelicalcircles and which we will encounter again in chapter 3.12

Mollenkott began her article by insisting that the right to kill a fetus “as a last resort” is an indispensable part of whatcounts as “justice” for women in the late twentieth century. Thewords, “as a last resort,” are Mollenkott’s way of asking women,please, to consider other alternatives. But when push comes toshove, Mollenkott leaves no doubt that she believes it is up to thewoman to decide whether the fetus lives or dies. Mollenkott’ssupport for every woman’s right to abortion extends even to itsuse as a form of birth control.

In an especially odd paragraph, Mollenkott states that “Pro-choice feminists do not devalue the fetus or even pit therights of the woman against the rights of the fetus. Rather,we seek to support the woman’s moral agency as she weighsthe complex factors that must affect her decision, includingthe value of the fetus as potential human life, the quality oflife that she could offer the fetus after its birth, the probableimpact of that birth on the already existing web of her otherrelationships and responsibilities, and her own mental healthand general well-being.”13

If Mollenkott intends her words to be taken literally, she is claiming that no pro-abortion feminist devalues the fetus.Surely, this exaggerated statement is false. As one respondentto Mollenkott’s article observed, “If killing a fetus by gruesomemethods and disposing of the tom and charred remains likeall other garbage is not ‘devaluing’ the fetus, what more canbe done to devalue it?”14 One must also object to the way inwhich Mollenkott describes every decision to put a fetus todeath. It seems she would have us believe that totally selfishconsiderations never enter the minds of women contemplatingabortion.

Mollenkott’s major concern is how the decision to abort or not to abort affects only the woman. She notes that sincethe best birth control methods are effective only 90 percentof the time, every woman must retain the right to make birthcontrol effective 100 percent of the time—by destroying thefetus. She expresses concern that unwanted children are oftenbrought into the world to live miserable lives. The solution isto relieve the fetus of this possibility by simply killing it beforebirth. For Mollenkott, not even the option of adoption suggeststhat a pregnant woman has a moral responsibility to carry afetus to term, if that woman decides it is in interest to dootherwise.

A FEMINIST OBJECTION TO THE PRO-ABORTION STANCE

One powerful case against the position Mollenkott defends appeared in a publication of an interesting organization called“Feminists for Life of America.” The reader should note thatthe source of the arguments is not a right-wing organization ormale-chauvinist fundamentalists. The arguments come from agroup of card-cany ing feminists who oppose abortion on feminist principles.

In a pamphlet titled “Abortion Does Not Liberate Woman,” the feminist authors argue that the real beneficiaries of abortionare not women, but men!Instead of liberating women, thepamphlet maintains, abortion validates “the patriarchal worldview which holds that women encumbered as they are by theirreproductive capacity, are inferior to men.”15

The pamphlet continues by arguing that “truly liberated women reject abortion because they reject the male world viewthat accepts violence as a legitimate solution to conflict. Ratherthan settling for mere equality—the right to contribute equallyto the evil of the world—prolife feminists seek to transformsociety to create a world that reflects true feminist ideals.”

When understood properly, the pamphlet goes on, “Feminism is . .. part of a larger philosophy that values all life. Feminists believe that all human beings have inherent worthand that this worth cannot be conferred or denied by another.True feminist thinking recognizes the interdependence of allliving things and the responsibility we have for one another.”

“Abortion is incompatible with this feminist vision,” argues the pamphlet. Instead, “Abortion atomizes women. It pits themagainst their own children as competitors for the favors of thepatriarchy. . . . Women who accept abortion have agreed tosacrifice their children for the convenience of a man’s world.”

This powerful argument asserts that violence and death have historically been the male’s contribution to the humanrace. Women, on the other hand, are and should be the bearersand defenders of life. Pro-abortion feminists therefore are notdefending feminine values; they are repudiating them and thusmaking their own contribution to the ongoing supremacy of thevery patriarchy they profess to despise. Pro-abortion feminists,it concludes, are both anti-life and anti-women!

“Women who have been liberated from male thought patterns,” the pamphlet continues, “refuse to participate in their own oppression and in the oppression of their children. Theyrefuse to accept abortion, which denigrates the life-givingcapacity of women. They strive instead to create a world thatrecognizes the moral superiority of maternal thinking and is,therefore, gentle, loving, nurturing, and pro-life. Every abortionfrustrates this goal and perpetuates the patriarchy. Liberatedwomen will not cooperate. They refuse abortion and all itrepresents.”

Pro-abortion women are permitting men to evade all responsibility for male sexual conduct. Irresponsible men wanttheir children aborted because it relieves them of undesiredconsequences, such as the obligation to support the children.“Women can be reduced to the status of a consumer item, whichif ‘broken’ by pregnancy, can be ‘fixed’ by abortion.”

Feminists for Life, therefore, is urging women to reflect on the true nature of feminism and womanhood. It calls onwomen to distinguish between a true feminism that defendslife and a false feminism that not only supports death but, indoing so, helps promote the very patriarchy that it pretends toattack. “Women who agree to conform to the ideals of a worldmade by and for men are not liberated,” the pamphlet contends.“They have merely altered their roles within the patriarchy.”

Other publications available from Feminists for Life offer evidence that this line of thinking is not new. Another publication quotes, for example, from an 1878 letter from ElizabethCady Stanton to Julia Ward Howe stating, “When we considerthat women are treated as property, it is degrading to womenthat we should treat our children as property to be disposed of aswe see fit.” Another publication quotes from the Wheeling WestVirginia Evening Standard of November 17, 1875, in whichVictoria Woodull argues that “every woman knows that if shewere free, she would never ... think of murdering [her child]before its birth.”

The contemporary American obsession with the supposed “right” of women to kill their unborn children is a disgraceful,utterly self-centered demand that cannot be reconciled with thedemands of a properly understood Christian ethic or with thedemands of any proper understanding of feminism.

Ronald Sider—whose views on some related topics will receive more discussion later in this chapter—is surely correctwhen he argues that the problem of abortion results from “asecular individualism that makes the self-interest of the individual the highest value. By their sexual irresponsibility andfailure to share fairly in the burdens of child care and parenting,many men have placed their individual selfish concerns abovethe rights of children, women and the larger community.”16

What we find, then, in the defense of abortion by secular feminists is “the same destructive, individualistic selfishness,”set in a context in which they appeal to the “very individualismwhich has long led many men to trample on the needs of children and the larger community. The solution surely is for bothmen and women to abandon secular individualism and refuseto place self above all others.”17

What led us into the final stages of this discussion was the realization that radical gender-feminism cannot tolerate anyrestraint, voluntary or otherwise, on a woman ’ s reproductive powers. In such a context, no arguments or reasons could possiblypersuade a gender-feminist to oppose abortion because the fetushas a right to life. Whether extreme Christian feminists likeVirginia Mollenkott think of themselves as gender-feminists isless important than the fact that their reasoning about abortiontouches all bases of the gender-feminist’s position.

Cannot evangelical feminists feel any moral obligations toward the innocent unborn in the penumbra of the biblicalethic? Can they not feel the force and power of the Feministsfor Life arguments that the pro-abortion stance is a betrayal ofa true feminism that relieves sexually irresponsible males of theconsequences of their behavior? Must they ignore the fact thatthis perpetuates the very patriarchy that feminists want everyoneto believe they oppose? Some of the gender-feminists have turnedtheir beliefs into a veritable ideology that goes beyond reason intoa mystical, religious stance. But surely the Christian communityhas a right to expect that Christian feminists be more sensitiveto the moral plight of the most important form of life over whichwe have control, the lives of unborn human babies.

THE “CONSISTENTLY PRO-LIFE” MOVEMENT

Earlier we noticed strong statements defending the unborn that were written by Ronald J. Sider. The pro-life cause is oftenthought of as the province of people belonging to the conservative right. For a number of years, however, Dr. Sider has beenthe strongest proponent of the pro-life position among peopleusually identified within the evangelical left. Pro-life Christiansof all persuasions owe Sider much appreciation for all that hehas done to arouse the interest of other representatives of theevangelical left in the pro-life cause.

As appreciative as pro-life supporters may be, Sider’s efforts have not been without controversy. With each passing year, hisrepresentation of the pro-life cause has become increasinglymixed with a more extensive agenda that he describes as beingconsistently pro-life. Since the appearance of a 1987 book heedited, entitled Completely Pro-Life, Sider has worked hard toform a coalition of pro-life Protestants and Catholics who support liberal social programs. His cause has also sought to harness support from left-wing opponents of America’s militaryand defense programs.

The consistently pro-life movement gets much of its energy from opposing what many have referred to as America’s “killing fields”: the hospitals and abortion clinics where the livesof one-and-a-half million fetuses are snuffed out each year.The movement then channels that energy and moral fervor totraditional liberal social and political causes. If you are reallypro-life, its adherents argue, then you will act on behalf of otherlife-related issues. These other issues are closely aligned withthe concerns of the political left.

Evaluation of the Consistently Pro-Life Movement

Basic to the position under investigation is the claim that abortion is only one way in which a pro-life stance is challenged. The consistently pro-life position criticizes the majority of thepro-life movement for inconsistency. Its supporters applaud thepro-life advocates for supporting the rights of the unborn. Butwhy, the consistently pro-life position asks, do other pro-lifesupporters ignore the threats that cigarettes, drugs, nuclearweapons, and electric chairs pose to life?

After Dr. Sider gets pro-life supporters on the right thinking about additional dimensions of defending life, he turns to people on the left and asks, “Why do so many liberal and radicalactivists champion nuclear disarmament to protect the sanctityof human life and then defend the destruction of one-and-a-half million unborn American babies each year? Are ‘sexualfreedom’ and affluent lifestyles finally more important thanhelpless, inconvenient babies?”18

In this way, Sider presents himself as somewhere in the middle of America’s social and political strife. While he agreeswith the left’s stand on disarmament and social issues, he criticizes their inconsistency when they fail to extend humanitarian concern to the unborn. Sider applauds the commitment ofthe right to defending the unborn but criticizes their refusalto extend their concern for life to what he thinks are equallyimportant pro-life positions.

Several months before the 1988 presidential and congressional election, Sider’s movement published a thirty-two-page magazine titled JustLife/88. The attractive magazine included articles by such authors as Billy Graham, JosephBemardin (Roman Catholic cardinal of Chicago), and RobertaHestenes (president of Eastern College), among others. Alsoincluded were advertisements for the latest books on liberalpolitical issues, along with other ads inviting readers to joinSider’s Evangelicals for Social Action and a Roman Catholicorganization called Pax Christi.

JustLife/88 stressed that the consistently pro-life movement regards justice as a “seamless garment.” Once the various segments of the consistently pro-life agenda have been identified, the magazine proposed, they are inseparable. In the wordsof the Frank Sinatra song, “You can’t have one without theother.” The catch was that, with the exception of opposition toabortion, the magazine’s agenda was essentially indistinguishable from the typical, well-known objectives of the New Left.

JustLife/88 argued for a “wholistic vision” of things, calling on pro-life Americans to evaluate the votes of every member of Congress in terms of his or her fidelity to three major groups of issues: abortion, the nuclear arms race, and what wasambiguously referred to as “economic justice.” A number ofother issues—also part of the “seamless garment”—were present in the background: capital punishment, the environment,racism, and sexism.

At the end of the magazine, readers found a scorecard with numbers showing how well various congressmen and senators had supported fifteen issues identified by the magazine’seditors as reflective of consistently pro-life convictions. Thesenators’ feelings about JustLife’s version of economic justicewere reflected by five Senate votes. Each of these concernedamendments offered by well-known liberal Democrats HowardMetzenbaum, Daniel Patrick Moynihan, Edward Kennedy, andPaul Simon. The proposed amendments dealt with the allocation of funds for a variety of social programs, as well aswithholding money from the Strategic Defense Initiative, fromthe Nicaraguan contras, or from other defense issues. If a senator voted with the liberal Democrats, this—in the view of themagazine—proved that he was pro-life.

Another group of five votes reflected a senator’s convictions on the nuclear arms race. Once again, the votes identified as the crucial test of a consistently pro-life position were representative of a typical liberal agenda.

A separate group of five votes dealt with abortion. But at this point, an embarrassing irony appeared. Most of the Senate liberals, whose votes on economic justice and nuclear disarmament had pleased the magazine’s editors, voted in favor ofabortion·, they voted against life! This produced an embarrassing conclusion. Because liberal senators like Edward Kennedy,Howard Metzenbaum, and Alan Cranston voted for the ten liberal positions on “economic justice” and disarmament, theywere assured of a score of 67 percent, even though they votedagainst all of the recommended curbs on abortion. However,conservative senators who voted the way the magazine’s editorswanted them to on the abortion issue but not on the ten liberalissues would score just 33 percent.

By this final tally, JustLife/88 was advising Christians to vote for the most pro-abortion members of the U.S. Senate. Italso created the impression that Christians should vote againstpolitically conservative senators, even though they were consistently opposed to abortion.

A similar paradox appeared in the magazine’s scorecard for members of the U.S. House. As Richard John Neuhausobserved, “In the House of Representatives, denizens of theleftmost ideological fever swamps and relentless champions ofabortion (e.g., Ron Dellums of California, George Crockett ofMichigan, and Ted Weiss of New York) get generally favorableratings, while many advocates of the unborn are given failinggrades. The highly prejudiced scorecard rates CongressmanHenry Hyde of Illinois as an opponent of life 60% of thetime.”19

Neuhaus went on to complain, “The entire logic of the election guide is that a candidate’s vote for government daycare, for example, cancels out his vote against protecting theunborn.”20 The inescapable consequence of this bizarre document is simply this: “If the candidates favored by JustLife areelected, it will guarantee an overwhelming pro-abortion majority in the United States Congress. Obviously, there are manypeople who would welcome that.”21 Incredibly, many of thesepro-abortion people would be considered friends of the unbornby the JustLife supporters!

Neuhaus argued that the whole disaster required an apology from those who perpetrated “the arrogantly wrongheaded fiasco that is JustLife.”22 The very structure of the JustLifeproject “relativizes, trivializes, and finally neutralizes the question of abortion.” Therefore, we must, Neuhaus insists, “lookelsewhere for an explanation of why people who say they areprofoundly committed to the protection of the unborn endorsea program that, were it successful, would assure the triumphof pro-abortion forces in American political life.”23 When werecall that JustLife equates its own political agenda with thewill of God, the result, Neuhaus insists, “is as gross a displayof moral arrogance as anything witnessed in recent Americanhistory.”24

The debate over JustLife and the consistently pro-life movement generated enough heat to produce a lengthy exchange in theJuly 14,1989 issue of Christianity Today. The task of critiquing JustLife in this debate went to Charles E. White, a professor atan evangelical college. White pointed to the confusion betweenends and means as one place where he thought the JustLifepeople went wrong. Even when the correct ends or goals arepursued, the selection of the wrong means assures that the goalswill remain unreachable.

JustLife is right to say, White argues, “that God’s will is plain in its opposition to abortion, economic injustice, and war.The elimination of these three wrongs is clearly God’s goal forour society. Saving lives by ending abortion, poverty, and thethreat of nuclear war is certainly an end that God wants us toreach.”25

The problem, however, is that JustLife “forgets that having the right end is only part of the answer. The issue is more complex. In the real world of politics, we have to have the correct means to achieve our good ends. Good intentions are notenough.”26 Few of us know any Americans who have evil intentions when it comes to things like peace and poverty. Everyonesays they want to help end poverty and promote peace. Thequestion, White insists, is seldom about ends; it is about theproper means to those ends.

But when we enter the arena to do battle over abortion, the people on opposite sides are promoting opposing goals. Proabortion people demand the right to destroy fetal life; pro-lifepeople seek to save life. Furthermore, the ambiguities and complexities that make correct decisions in the social and politicalarena so difficult do not apply in the matter of abortion. “God’sWord makes it clear that He wants society to protect weak,innocent, and defenseless people,” White argues.27 Biblicalpassages such as Exodus 21:22-25, Psalm 139:13-16, Proverbs24:11-12, Jeremiah 1:5, and Luke 1:15 teach that the unbornchild is a human person whose life is valuable in God’s eyes.

So when it comes to the issue of abortion, there can be little doubt where the battle lines are to be drawn or where peoplewho claim to be Christians should be standing. But the issuesof economic justice and peace are different in the sense thatwhile sincere Christians ought to agree about their desirabilityas ends, we may nonetheless disagree over the best means toachieve those ends. This leads White to claim that “JustLifeis not being biblically faithful when it identifies one particularpolitical position as the God-ordained means to achieve thesegodly ends. Here it is going beyond the Word of God into areaswhere God has not authoritatively spoken. It is making conclusions it has reached on its own and passing them off as God’sinerrant revelation.”28

JustLife’s confusion over the means-ends issue resulted in political recommendations that are counterproductive, Whiteargues. Their congressional scorecard implied that the votesof pro-abortion liberals like Howard Metzenbaum of Ohio andAlan Cranston of California are twice as pleasing to God as thevotes of a pro-life senator like William Armstrong of Colorado(now retired) or a pro-life congressman like Henry Hyde ofIllinois.

Obviously stung by some of these criticisms, Dr. Sider tried to play down the blatant bias of JustLife/88 and deniedthat his movement sides with one particular political position—a claim that people familiar with his organization founddisingenuous. Sider did admit that the use of percentages inJustLife/88 was a minor mistake that some readers misused toreach conclusions that the magazine’s editors did not intend. Itboggles my mind to think that the editors didn’t know whatthey were implying and did not intend the percentages to leadreaders to vote for liberal candidates. However, Sider promisedthat future issues would avoid the mistakes of the first issue.With these promises in mind, it is instructive to see what Sider’sgroup did in its next publication, JustLife/90.

JustLife/90 appeared in time to influence votes in the congressional elections of 1990. It included an essay by long-time supporter of the left-wing evangelical magazine Sojourners,

Senator Mark Hatfield, along with articles by several politically liberal Roman Catholics. But once again, its focus was the newscorecard for Senate and House candidates.

The 1990 issue differed from its predecessor in at least two ways. First, percentages were not used as a measurementof congressional votes. Second, the identification of key votes(reduced to four votes each on “economic justice,” abortion,and nuclear arms) appeared to have been choosen more carefully, so as not to reflect quite so badly on politicians like Senator Hatfield, who supports the JustLife organization.

Unfortunately, a careful examination of the test votes on economic and nuclear issues reflects the same problems notedin connection with JustLife/88. The identified issues failed toreflect sincere evangelical disagreements on the means-endsissue.

For example, one vote in the area of economic justice hinged on support for the more extreme minimum wage billfavored by congressional liberals. This ignored considerableevidence offered by many economists that minimum wage lawsdo not help the poor. In the long run, these economic expertsargue, such laws actually harm the poor by making unskilledworkers less employable.29 Only someone pushing a particularpolitical agenda would select a liberal minimum wage bill asa reflection of God’s will and as a test of genuine concern forthe poor.

Another extremely complex issue that JustLife/90 oversimplified is the matter of military aid to El Salvador. Obviously, there have been deplorable human rights abuses by all sides in the Salvadoran conflict. Although listening to the left,one would think the abuses were never perpetrated by the communist rebels. Regrettably, JustLife/90 took the extreme leftposition that undermined any real hope of ending the Marxist insurgency, of weakening the power of corrupt governmentofficials, and of strengthening democracy in El Salvador. Manycritics believe the far left in the United States either wantedthe Marxist rebels to win, thus producing another Nicaragua,or at least wanted them to have significant power in a newgovernment, thus raising the hope of a more gradual Marxisttakeover. These claims are disputed by the evangelical left, ofcourse. But that is precisely my point here: Why select thishighly controversial vote as a test of congressional moralityand honor? It makes one wonder once again if a hidden agendawas at work in the JustLife scorecard.

Unfortunately, every one of the JustLife/90's test votes oneconomic justice and the nuclear issue was highly controversial and concerned issues on which good and honorable people candisagree. But such legitimate disagreement was ignored by theeditors of the JustLife magazine who appear to have set theirtests up in ways that best serve their own political agenda.30

CONCLUSION

This brings us back to the major critiques of the evangelical feminists and the “consistently pro-life” position.

We saw how the position of many evangelical feminists ultimately leads to a denial of the rights of the unborn. Throughinteresting rhetoric that sounds similar to that of radical gender-feminists, some evangelicals have abandoned the traditionalpro-life position of the evangelical majority. In its place someof them now support even abortion-on-demand—a position thatclearly cannot be reconciled with a biblical ethic.

We have also seen that one unfortunate result of the consistently pro-life movement is that the cause of the unborn often gets lost in the shuffle. What started as an attempt tomake the pro-life movement more consistent turns out to be badnews for the unborn, at least as far as congressional voting isconcerned.

Recommendations to vote against pro-life candidates and support pro-abortion candidates are not, I suggest, good examples of a consistently pro-life position. To repeat an earlier quotefrom Richard John Neuhaus, himself once an ardent representative of the left, the JustLife project “relativizes, trivializes, andfinally neutralizes the question of abortion.”31

Charles E. White has, therefore, hit the target when he writes that “JustLife should stop its talk about a ‘consistentethic of life’ and mate it clear that there is only one issue facingour government where Americans openly disagree about theends we are trying to reach: abortion. God’s will is clear onthe ends and means [in this case], and rejecting God’s willin this matter is such a moral monstrosity that it dwarfs allother squabbling about means.”32 What this means, White continues, is, “The people in JustLife should stop trying to divertthe concern, energy, and money of committed Christians awayfrom the God-given ends of the prolife movement and into sideissues relating to human means. They should give priority to theone issue where there is a clearly defined method of fulfillingGod’s will, and then, with other Christians, seek his mind abouthow to do his will in other areas.”33

It is clear, then, that the seamless garment of the consistently pro-life movement tears apart at a critical seam, compromising support for the cause of the unborn. Christians who are truly consistently pro-life will not sacrifice the unborn on thealtar of politics.




Chapter Two: The Controversy Over Women Leadersin the Church

Possibly only a twentieth-century Rip van Winkle, asleep somewhere since the end of World War Π, would beunaware of the heated debate going on over the role ofwomen in society. Within the Christian church, this debate centers around whether women should occupy leadership roles,such as pastor or elder. For those who never consider the teaching of the Bible or allow it to inform their beliefs, the issue iscut and dried. Such a position is often predictably liberal, andits contribution to the debate not terribly interesting.

The debate gets interesting when this disagreement is examined within the company of Christians who take the Bibleas the authoritative Word of God. It is this debate that we willexamine in this chapter. Many Christians assert that the Bibleclearly teaches that women are not to assume roles in which theyhave teaching and/or leadership duties over men. But equallysincere Christians who also yield to the authority of Scripturedisagree. When the Bible is understood correctly, they argue,nothing prohibits women from serving as pastors or in otherleadership capacities. In fact, there is plenty of biblical supportfor women serving as church leaders, they say.

FIVE POSITIONS DISTINGUISHED

Whenever an especially complex problem is tackled, it is often wise, when possible, to begin with an identificationof the major positions honorable people hold. In the case presently before us, it is important to distinguish five different viewpoints. The following diagram identifies the labels I have giventhese positions:


Following established custom, the more conservative positions appear on the right side of the diagram. As one moves from right to left, the viewpoints get increasingly less conservative until we reach the most radical position available, which Ihave called Anti-Christian Feminism.

Traditional Non-Feminism

Strict traditionalists hold that the Bible teaches that men and women must always exist in a hierarchical relationship in whichmen have authority over women. According to this view, maleheadship is God’s plan in both the home and the church. Itis God’s will always and everywhere that women not occupypositions in which they have authority over men or preach tomen. Most traditionalists hasten to add, however, that inequality of function doesn’t imply inequality of essence. In otherwords, women and men are equal as human beings. The stricttraditionalist insists upon distinctions of function or role, ratherthan differences of essence.

Variations of this traditionalist view may be found in a number of books, including: Stephen Clark, Man and Womanin Christ (Ann Arbor, MI: Servant, 1980); Susan Foh, Womenand the Word of God (Philadelphia, PA: Presbyterian andReformed, 1980); George Knight, New Testament Teaching on the Role Relationship of Men and Women (Grand Rapids, MI:Baker, 1977); and Charles C. Ryrie, The Role of Women in theChurch (Chicago, IL: Moody, 1970). The most extensive andimpressive treatment of this position to appear in recent yearsis Recovering Biblical Manhood & Womanhood, John Piper andWayne Grudem, eds. (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 1991). I’ll saymore about this book shortly.

Biblical Equalitarianism

I have selected the two words for this position carefully. There is merit, I think, in distinguishing between feminists and equal-itarians. Both assert that women may properly fill leadershiproles in the church. But recently, the wordhas accumulated a lot of negative baggage, at least for some people. Those who take the position I call biblical equalitarianismdeserve better than to be saddled with the negative connotations often associated with feminism. For one thing, someforms of feminism suggest a mood of militancy that does notalways characterize the people I’ll discuss in this section.

What makes these people biblical equalitarians is the fact that—unlike the people who advocate the third position we’llbe examining—they accept without question the inerrancy ofthe Bible. Biblical equalitarians affirm without reservation theessential doctrines of historic Christianity and hold a high viewof Scripture in the sense that they refuse to defend their positionon female leadership in ways that impute error to the Bible.

Biblical equalitarianism is set apart from all types of feminism by its conviction that nothing in the Bible, wheninterpreted properly, teaches that women are second-class citizens, whether in regard to Christian service or any other aspectof humanness. A biblical equalitarian approaches all of the so-called “problem texts” without impugning the infallibility or theauthority of Scripture. Moreover, this position does not entailany commitment with regard to additional issues, such as inclusive language. Representatives of this group may or may notendorse inclusive language when referring to human beings;they usually repudiate efforts to use inclusive language (forexample, feminine pronouns) with respect to God.

Hence, biblical equalitarianism does not deny any essential Christian beliefs, does not impute error to the Bible, and does not argue for inclusive language in references to God.

Biblical equalitarians also recognize that they do not have to oppose all hierarchies in male-female relationships.There is certainly nothing wrong, they admit, with hierarchicalrelationships based upon superior experience or qualifications.They would consider it silly to oppose the typical parent-child relationship, for example. Biblical equalitarians do resisthierarchical relationships when they are based on irrelevantconsiderations.

Some of the books that represent the biblical equalitarian position include: Gilbert Bilezikian, Beyond Sex Roles (GrandRapids, MI: Baker, 1985); Mary Evans, Women in the Bible(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1983); and Patricia Gundry,Woman Be Free (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1977). Somethink that Letha Scanzoni’s and Nancy Hardesty’s book, AllWe’re Meant to Be (Waco, TX: Word, 1974), fits under thecategory of biblical equalitarianism.

Evangelical Feminism

As many readers know, the Christian church contains defenders of female church leadership who, while orthodox on most essential Christian beliefs, think that the Bible is wrong in whatit teaches on this issue. The major difference between what Icall biblical equalitarians and evangelical feminists is that thelatter feel constrained to criticize the Bible in order to defendtheir position about women.

A well-known example of this approach is Fuller Seminary professor Paul Jewett’s book Man as Male and Female. Jewett resolved the problem of what he saw as a contradiction between feminism and the teaching of the apostle Paul byrejecting the latter.1 Robert K. Johnston summarized Jewett’sview: “Rather than struggle to understand the cultural background of the text and the alternative meanings suggested byrecent historic-grammatical research, Jewett is content to judgethe text as reflecting Paul’s rabbinic conditioning and disregardit. It is as if Paul was a split-person, unable to resolve his conflicts of sexism and Christian liberty in a consistent manner.”2

As far back as 1976, Virginia Mollenkott, who described herself as an evangelical, came right out and stated that “thereare flat contradictions between some of [Paul’s] theologicalarguments and his own doctrines and behavior.”3 She believedthat Paul’s writings about women were the record of his battleswith his earlier rabbinical training, which included the beliefthat women should be subordinated to men.4

It is clear, then, that the major difference between biblical equalitarians and evangelical feminists is their stance with regard to the Bible. Biblical equalitarians are committedto a high view of Scripture, refusing to base their defenseof equalitarianism upon criticism of the Bible. While evangelical feminists tend to support other essentials of Christianorthodoxy, their view of Scripture is disappointingly and oftenuncritically liberal.

Anti-Evangelical Feminism

We should not be surprised that there are feminists who—while committed to their own version of Christianity—hold theological positions so unmistakably liberal as to place them outsidethe evangelical camp. The view of Scripture held by this groupof feminists falls far below what would be acceptable to evangelicals in any of the three groups noted thus far: traditionalnon-feminists, biblical equalitarians, and evangelical feminists.

For anti-evangelical feminists, the Bible contains God’s words but in its entirety must never be identified as the Word ofGod. The portions of the Bible that supposedly teach patriarchy(male domination) are, in their thinking, disqualified frombeing divine revelation. In other words, the Bible is acceptedas divine revelation when it supports the convictions of theanti-evangelical feminist. But when it does not, that fact aloneis sufficient to disqualify those portions of Scripture.

I will say much more about anti-evangelical feminists in the following chapter. For now, it is sufficient to indicatesome representatives of the movement: Elizabeth SchusslerFiorenza, In Memory of Her (New York: Crossroad, 1983);Sallie McFague, Metaphorical Theology (Philadelphia, PA: Fortress, 1982); Rosemary Radford Reuther, Sexism and God-Talk:Toward a Feminist Theology (Boston, MA: Beacon, 1983); andLetty Russell, Human Liberation in a Feminist Perspective: ATheology (Philadelphia, PA: Westminster, 1974).

Anti-Christian Feminism

As respected theologian Donald Bloesch describes them, the post-Christian or anti-Christian feminists “regard Christianityas incurably patriarchal and sexist and ... therefore opt for anew religion, one that proves to be a form of nature mysticism.”5

The radical feminists who are theologically liberal or antievangelical abandon the unquestioned authority of the Bible. Because they believe patriarchy and a male-bias pervade theBible, they think it cannot be viewed as revelation. The centerof revelation must instead be the experience of women or communities of women who are united in their quest for liberationfrom patriarchal domination.

But anti-Christian feminists abandon more than the Bible’s authority. Anti-Christian feminists believe that women mustreject the whole of the Christian faith if they are ever toexperience liberation. The post-Christian feminists in viewhere believe they must rename God from the perspective oftheir new and radical spiritual experience—an experience thathas been freed from any male influence. These religious experiences may and often do include witchcraft and lesbianism. Theyfind “Mother Goddess” to be a much more satisfying wayof conceptualizing the Divine Being. Not surprisingly, theirnewfound goddess religion provides added impetus to theirinterest in lesbianism and pantheism.6

Several representatives of anti-Christian feminism started out as theologically liberal Christian feminists, the group I callanti-evangelical feminists. Mary Daly, author of Beyond Godthe Father, Toward a Philosophy of Women’s Liberation (Boston, MA: Beacon, 1973), is an ex-Roman Catholic. Carol Christ,author of Laughter of Aphrodite, Reflections on a Journey to theGoddess (San Francisco, CA: Harper and Row, 1987), was aliberal Protestant. As we will see in the next chapter, radicalanti-Christian feminists have made it clear that the importantdebate in Western religion is not the status of women’s rights,but rather the true understanding of the nature of God.

EVALUATING EVANGELICAL POSITIONS

I have already explained that what interests me in this debate is the give-and-take between traditional non-feminists andbiblical equalitarians. Since the amount of space that can bedevoted to any single issue in this book is limited, I will discussanti-evangelical and anti-Christian feminists in the followingchapter.

Evangelical Feminism

Our previous glance at the views of feminists Virginia Mollen-kott and Paul Jewett revealed the ease with which they dismissed New Testament statements that were in apparent conflict with their feminism. Mollenkott has appeared unwilling even to consider the possibility that the apostle Paul’s statements about women may have been culturally misunderstood.Instead, she opted for the easy way out, denigrating Paul’s statements as reflections of his human limitations and the culturalconditioning of his rabbinical training. Robert Johnston, clearlydisappointed with Mollenkott’s sub-biblical position, regretsthat she “let the ‘good reasons’ of feminism judge the Paulinetexts.” Instead of placing “the insights of contemporary societyin dialogue with Scripture and tradition in a way that maintainsBiblical authority, she has compromised the sole authority ofScripture by qualifying it from feminist perspectives.”7

The willingness of Jewett, Mollenkott, and other self-described evangelical feminists to give their convictions priority over the Bible is a decidedly non-evangelical position. The question such feminists need to face squarely is whetherthey will allow their feminist views to stand in judgmentover Scripture or whether they will subordinate their feministconvictions to the authority of Scripture and the beliefs ofhistoric Christianity based upon it. Once “evangelicals” beginto denigrate Scripture passages that fail to accord with theirpreconceived opinions, they cease to be evangelicals!

The kind of theological drift that can be detected in evangelical feminists is difficult to understand when one realizes the options open to them had they chosen the path taken by biblicalequalitarians. Many evangelical feminists evidence little interest in exploring whether Paul’s statements about women havebeen understood correctly.

Several years ago, the California seminary where Paul Jewett had taught for many years hired a New Testamentprofessor from another school to teach a part-time course onthe pastoral epistles. Since this scholar was a traditionalist,his handling of the Pauline texts that are central to the disputefavored the view that women are not to serve as pastors. Severalfeminists who were taking his class were outraged and complained to the seminary administration, who promptly calledthe visiting professor on the carpet for his alleged insensitivityand dogmatism. The response of the professor is worth remembering. “Let me see if I have this right,” he said. “For years,this evangelical seminary defended one of its professors whenhe argued that Paul was wrong about this particular issue. Andnow, this seminary is criticizing me for arguing that Paul wasright!” The professor was drawing attention to the fact that thisis an odd stance for a seminary to take when it wishes to beviewed as evangelical.

One central, nonnegotiable essential of evangelicalism is its high view of Scripture and its conviction that the Bible iswithout error. The evangelical feminists make it clear that theyhave abandoned this nonnegotiable doctrine. It’s important tounderstand their view; but they leave us with a key question:How can we continue to regard them as evangelicals?

Biblical Equalitarianism

The phrase give-and-take is an apt description of the serious and important debate presently occurring between traditionalnon-feminists and biblical equalitarians. That phrase sets thetone for much that I say in the rest of this chapter. In this section, I will note a new aggressiveness on the part of evangelicalssupportive of biblical equalitarianism. In the following section,I’ll focus on some counter moves from the traditionalists. Insubsequent sections, I’ll examine some of the major strengthsand weaknesses of these two evangelical positions.

In the April 9, 1990 issue of Christianity Today, an organization called “Christians for Biblical Equality” published a two-page advertisement titled “Men, Women and Biblical Equality.”8 Many of the people who signed the manifestoare evangelicals who fall into the group I’ve called biblical equalitarianism; that is, they support female equality butwould never stoop to a critical view of the Bible in order tojustify their position.9 Among the biblical equalitarians signingthe document were Bill Hybels, prominent evangelical pastorand author; Kenneth Kantzer, for many years dean of TrinityEvangelical Divinity School and a past editor of ChristianityToday, Stanley Gundry of Zondervan Publishing House; thelate F. F. Bruce, famed British New Testament scholar; RichardLongenecker, another knowledgeable New Testament scholar;

and Richard Mouw, the new president of Fuller Theological Seminary.

The main claim of the advertisement is that “the Bible teaches the full equality of men and women in Creation and inRedemption (Gen. 1:26-28; 2:23; 5:1-2; 1 Cor. 11:11-12; Gal.3:13, 28; 5:1).” The manifesto goes on to point out that “theBible teaches that at Pentecost the Holy Spirit came on menand women alike. Without distinction, the Holy Spirit indwellswomen and men, and sovereignly distributes gifts without preference as to gender (Acts 2:1-21; 1 Cor. 12:7,11; 14:31).”

According to the manifesto, “The Bible teaches that both women and men are called to develop their spiritual gifts andto use them as stewards of the grace of God (1 Peter 4:10-11).Both men and women are divinely gifted and empowered tominister to the whole Body of Christ, under His authority(Acts 1:14; 18:6; 21:9; Rom. 16:1-7, 12-13, 15; Phil. 4:2-3;Col. 4:15; see also Mark 15:40-41; 16:-l-7; Lute 8:1-13; John20:17-18 ...).”

Later the manifesto cites a number of New Testament texts that teach that “women as well as men exercise the prophetic, priestly and royal functions.” These passages includeActs 2:17-18, 21:9; 1 Corinthians 11:5; 1 Peter 2:9-10; andRevelation 1:6,5:10.

The sections I’ve quoted constitute only a small part of the entire two-page advertisement, but they’re sufficient toindicate a major fine of the biblical equalitarian’s argument.According to this view, the New Testament records a numberof instances in which women engaged in ministry: Acts 2:17,18:26; Romans 16:1-7; 1 Timothy 3:11. Accounting for thesetexts is a problem for the strict traditionalist.10 The challengefor the biblical equahtarian is accounting for other texts thatappear to place restrictions on a ministry-role for women.

Problem Texts for the Equalitarian

Obviously, certain Scripture passages create problems for the equalitarian position. Two of the most frequently cited are1 Corinthians 14:33-36 and 1 Timothy 2:9-15. The first passage says,

For God is not a God of disorder but of peace.

As in all the congregations of the saints, women should remain silent in the churches. They are notallowed to speak, but must be in submission, as theLaw says. If they want to inquire about something,they should ask their own husbands at home; for it isdisgraceful for a woman to speak in the church.

These statements clearly settle the issue for many Christians. What the equalitarian says in response is that we should proceed more slowly. For one thing, we want to take pains thatour interpretation of this passage does not contradict other NewTestament material.

Suppose the equalitarians are right, they contend, and some women in the New Testament did exercise teachingauthority, as in the passages noted earlier. Then the traditionalists’ reading of 1 Corinthians 14:33-36 is difficult toreconcile with those other verses. It is also hard to reconcilewith Galatians 3:28 which, equalitarians contend, is Paul’sdefinitive statement on male-female relationships. The versereads, “There is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male norfemale, for you are all one in Christ Jesus.” Outside of Christ,the cultures of Paul’s day discriminated among people on allof these grounds, but Paul taught that our new relationship toGod through Christ creates new relationships among believers.While pagan cultures continued to discriminate on the basis ofgender, Paul taught that this was no longer permitted.11

But the killer so far as this passage goes, equalitarians contend, is the fact that Paul stated in 1 Corinthians 14:5,13that everyone in Corinth may speak in church. These versesrefer to prophesying and praying in the church.

For all these reasons and more, equalitarians argue, Paul must be doing something more than simply forbidding allwomen to speak or teach in any congregation. There are goodreasons, therefore, to believe that special problems existed inthe Corinthian church that led Paul to state that whenever thoseconditions or similar ones exist in any church, then womenshould not speak.

Well, then, what were those local conditions? That is not easy to say, equalitarians admit. Perhaps women in theCorinthian church were disrupting worship; possibly womenin the church were teaching some serious error. But whetherwe’re able to identify the precise problem or not is less relevantthan the suggestion that Paul was attempting to deal with a localproblem.12

This line of argument is totally different from suggesting that Paul mistakenly allowed facets of his own rabbinical training or cultural influences to distort his understanding of the roleof women in the church. As W. Ward Gasque explained, “Thedanger for the church in Paul’s day lay in the exact oppositedirection from the church in our day, that is, there was thedanger that it might press the principle of Christian freedomtoo far.”13 What this means is that the sort of legalism foundin some Christian circles then and now was not the problemin Corinth. The Corinthians instead had a propensity towardunrestrained libertinism, to the extent that Paul evidently feltthey might compromise the purpose and testimony of trueChristian liberty.

Gasque’s approach views Paul’s teaching about women as similar to Paul’s teaching about Christians eating meat thathad been offered to idols (Romans 14). First-century Christians frequently had to contend with the fact that the only meatavailable for consumption had been “blessed” in some paganritual. Some Christians were offended when other believers atemeat that had been offered to false gods. In Romans 14, Paulmade it clear that conduct in such cases was a matter of Christian liberty. There was nothing sinful about a Christian’s eatingthis kind of meat; but there was plenty wrong when Christiansjudged other believers who did. Yet Paul’s argument in thisregard was like a two-sided coin. On the other side, he criticizedbelievers who engaged in any practice, however innocent, thatled weaker Christians to stumble.

Since God is the ultimate judge, Christians should avoid judging others who exercise their liberty in Christ differently.But we should also avoid doing anything that would lead weakerbrothers and sisters astray. This latter reason led Paul to thedecision that he would avoid eating meat. “Let us therefore,”he wrote, “make every effort to do what leads to peace and tomutual edification. Do not destroy the work of God for thesake of food. All food is clean, but it is wrong for a man toeat anything that causes someone else to stumble. It is betternot to eat meat or drink wine or to do anything else that willcause your brother to fall” (Romans 14:19-21).

In cases when a morally neutral act such as eating meat offered to idols might cause misunderstanding, Paul wouldapprove restraints on the behavior. Similarly, in local circumstances when a woman’s teaching or speaking in church wouldresult in misunderstanding and harm to the cause of the gospel,Paul would approve restraints, as in 1 Corinthians 14. But inneither case, equalitarians argue, can we infer a universal ortrans-cultural norm.

To think otherwise about Pauline claims that appear to restrict women from leadership roles, equalitarians contend,would contradict not only Galatians 3:28 but also the NewTestament’s approving reports of the ministry of women (Acts2:17,18:26; Romans 16:1-7; 1 Timothy 3:11): “There is neitherJew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female, for you are allone in Christ Jesus.”

Thus, verses such as 1 Corinthians 14:34 should be understood as local restrictions that were necessary for the sake of Christian testimony under specific conditions in specificplaces. And whenever similar problems arose in any otherchurch, then Paul would command that there too, womenshould remain silent. Understood correctly, nothing Paul saysin 1 Corinthians 14 precludes women exercising leadershiproles in the church—or so say the biblical equalitarians.

First Timothy 2:9-15 is a notoriously difficult passage to interpret, even for traditionalists who regard it as the strongesttext for their position. The passage states,

I also want women to dress modestly, with decency and propriety, not with braided hair or gold or pearls orexpensive clothes, but with good deeds, appropriate forwomen who profess to worship God.

A woman should learn in quietness and full submission. I do not permit a woman to teach or to have authority over a man; she must be silent. For Adamwas formed first, then Eve. And Adam was not the onedeceived; it was the woman who was deceived andbecame a sinner. But women will be saved throughchildbirth—if they continue in faith, love and holinesswith propriety.

The most puzzling verses in this passage are the ones dealing with Adam and Eve. What could they possibly have to do withPaul’s command that women in the church in Ephesus mustbe silent? Even traditionalists are forced to admit that Paul isalluding to conditions in the Ephesian church that are hard forthose of us in the late twentieth century to get a handle on.

Scott McClelland, a biblical equalitarian, urges evangelicals to tread carefully when interpreting this passage. “Let us be cautious,” he warns, “in assigning to this passage the normativeforce so often given to it by traditionalists.”14 His reason forsaying this is, “The cultural background is ripe with pagan religious practices in Ephesus that emphasized the feminine aspectof deity to the exclusion of the masculine in many cases.”15

Paul’s very selective argument that appears to counteract other stated principles, and parallel passages that appear to indicaterestrictions for the sake of propriety (Titus 2:4-5), should temper our universalizing these restrictions outside very similarcontexts. There are too many unclear points for us to be completely sure about what Paul is specifically restricting.16

For McClelland, it is clear that everything Paul says in

1 Timothy 2 must be reconciled with Galatians 3:28. Thisleads him to say that “Paul’s clearly enunciated principle ofequality (Gal. 3:28) was evidently modified only when eitherthe manner or the type of [women’s] participation in churchlife had negative cultural implications (1 Cor. 11:14), or whena specific heretical problem involving women was involved(1 Tim. 2).”17

McClelland leaves so many details of 1 Timothy 2 untouched, that it is difficult to imagine too many equalitarians being satisfied with his account of the passage, much less traditionalists. Amore ambitious attempt to deal with the problems in 1 Timothy2 has been made by Bruce Barron.18

Barron maintains that Paul’s reference to Adam and Eve is not an appeal to a timeless hierarchy of the sexes basedupon the order in which they were created. Instead, he suggests, “1 Tim. 2:13-14 makes very good sense as a coherent counter-argument to a specific problem [in the Ephesianchurch]—namely, a false interpretation of Genesis by heretical women.”19 These women had come under the influenceof certain gnostic-like arguments that account for the otherwise strange statements made by Paul.20 One of those beliefsconcerned a gnostic teaching that Eve’s existence precededAdam’s. Coupled with the additional belief that Eve was intellectually superior to Adam, the heretical women in Ephesuscould appeal to this precedent as a basis for their own self-appointed superiority.

Barron explains why Paul tells the women in Ephesus to be silent, why he refers to the creation order of Adam and Eve,and why he states that women will be saved through childbirth.In Barron’s words,

The gospel is struggling in Ephesus with gnostic influenced women trumpeting a feminist reinterpretation of Adam and Eve as precedent for their own spiritualprimacy and authority. Puffed up by this interpretation, the women are ignoring both Timothy’s authorityas teacher and their own ethical responsibilities. Inresponse Paul reasserts the Genesis version of the fall,draws attention to the inseparability of ethical behaviorfrom true Christian spirituality, and urges Timothyto place women in subjection until the feminist threatto true doctrine has subsided. To reassure recalcitrantwomen, Paul promises that Eve’s curse, though stillvalid, will not be as painful as they might fear.21

Even though Barron is a biblical equalitarian, he thinks it’s important to see that “the limitations thus placed temporarily ongenuinely gifted women are less harmful to the congregationthan the confusion fostered by the existence of women leaders in this gnostic context would be.”22 He sees an interestingapplication of 1 Timothy 2 to our own time. We live in a day,Barron observes, “in which all too many women have broughtthe angry, divisive cultural baggage of radical feminism intotheir justifiable quest for a share of Church leadership. Perhaps, ironically, periods of feminist ideology are the times inwhich the Church does need to consider temporary limitationson women in leadership.”23

How convincing are these equalitarian interpretations of their problem texts? That is hard to say. Perhaps the major obstacle to any resolution of this dispute between traditionalists andbiblical equalitarians is the fact that representatives of both positions bring presuppositions to the table, which have an understandable influence on how they read the key biblical texts.

Problem Texts for Traditionalists

While the brief statement of traditionalism given earlier adequately set the stage for this chapter, it is time to amplifyand modify it. Thoughtful traditionalists would likely object toany simple reduction of their position to the twin notions oftraditionalism and hierarchism.

John Piper and Wayne Grudem, editors of Recovering Biblical Manhood & Womanhood, prefer complementarianism to traditionalism as the main designation of their view. The wordcomplementarianism suggests, they write, “both equality andbeneficial differences between men and women.”24 While I amsympathetic to their concern, the fact is that traditionalism, atleast up to now, is the term encountered most frequently.

Piper, Grudem, and other contributors to their book also object to any emphasis upon some merely hierarchical relationship between men and women. Rather, they maintain, Godhas assigned different complementary roles to men and womenboth in the family and in the church. While God has importanttasks for women within this complementary relationship, leadership is not one of them.

Equalitarians make much of the fact that women held positions of prominence in the Old Testament (Exodus 15:20,Numbers 12:2, Judges 4:4, 2 Chronicles 34:22). Moreover,they point out, Paul had many female coworkers. Twenty-nine people are mentioned in Romans 16, possibly ten ofthem women. Equalitarians think Junias, likely a woman, ismentioned in a way that appears to include her among the apostles. Traditionalists assume that equalitarians have the burdenof proof, suggest that none of these cases constitutes proof,and conclude that equalitarians have failed to produce theproof.25

As we’ve seen, Galatians 3:28 occupies center stage in the equalitarian defense. It is interesting to see what traditionalists say about this text. Piper and Grudem assigned this taskto S. Lewis Johnson, the senior pastor of Believers Chapel inDallas and a respected former professor of theology at both Dallas Theological Seminary and Trinity Evangelical DivinitySchool in Chicago.26

Johnson’s major argument is that equalitarians have basically read their position into Paul’s words. When Paul wrote that “there is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female,”he was saying only “that every believer in Christ inherits fullythe Abrahamic promises by grace apart from legal works.”27Thus, Johnson concludes,

There is no reason to claim that Galatians 3:28 supports an egalitarianism of function in the church. It does plainly teach an egalitarianism of privilege in thecovenantal union of believers in Christ. The Abrahamicpromises ... belong universally to the family of God.Questions of roles and functions in that body can onlybe answered by a consideration of other and later NewTestament teaching.28

Will this interpretation of Galatians 3:28 be any more satisfying to equalitarians than their reading of 1 Timothy 2 is to traditionalists? Once again, it appears, the response peoplemake to interpretations of these key but difficult texts reflectstheir earlier assumptions. Both sides insist that the burden ofproof rests with the other position.

This shifting of the burden of proof to equalitarians is also apparent in the traditionalist handling of other problem texts.For example, Acts 18:26 seems to report that Priscilla taughtApollos. She is even mentioned before her husband, Aquilla.Does this not show that the early church permitted women tooccupy a teaching position? Piper and Grudem respond firstby assuming that equalitarians have the burden of proof in thismatter. Once this assumption is made, they have little difficultyshowing that the evidence does not support the equalitarianverdict. They write,

We are eager to affirm Priscilla as a fellow worker with Paul in Christ (Romans 16:30)! She and her husband were very influential in the church in Corinth(1 Corinthians 16:19) as well as Ephesus. We can thinkof many women in our churches today who are likePriscilla. Nothing in our understanding of Scripturesays that when a husband and wife visit an unbeliever(or a confused believer or anyone else) the wife mustbe silent. It is easy for us to imagine the dynamics ofsuch a discussion in which Priscilla contributes to theexplanation and illustration of baptism in Jesus’ nameand the work of the Holy Spirit.29

This is about all any traditionalist can do with similar texts, such as Romans 16:7, which refers to Junias, whomequalitarians regard as a female apostle. But, traditionalistscounter, how can we be certain that Junias was a woman? Sincewe cannot, the equalitarians base a highly significant claim ona shaky foundation.30 For those who assume that equalitarianscarry the burden of proof, such a reply will seem persuasive.

A more serious challenge for the traditionalist occurs in 1 Corinthians 11:5 where Paul explicitly mentions women whoprophesy in the church. Since women may prophesy, how canthere be anything wrong with their teaching or preaching? Orso the argument goes. The traditionalist counters by noting thatPaul explicitly separates the roles of prophesying and teaching(Romans 12:6-7,1 Corinthians 12:28).

While the Bible does not prohibit women from prophesying, Paul does regulate “the demeanor in which they prophesy so as not to compromise the principle of the spiritual leadershipof men (1 Corinthians 11:5-10).”31 Hence, traditionalists insist,“Prophecy in the early church did not correspond to the sermontoday or to a formal exposition of Scripture. Both women andmen could stand and share what they believed God had broughtto mind for the good of the church.”32 But this was not teachingor preaching; and it certainly did not include the work of a pastor or elder.

Even if we are traditionalists or equalitarians, it is easy to see how this debate would be regarded as hopelessly deadlocked. Is there any way to end this stalemate?

FOUR POSITIONS IN THE DEBATE BETWEEN TRADITIONALISTS AND EQUALITARIANS

In an article for the Journal for the Evangelical Theological Society, Bruce Barron points out four positions open to participants in the debate between traditionalists and biblicalequalitarians.33


People who are intolerant traditionalists “reject women in leadership and are angry that anyone is suggesting otherwise.”Tolerant traditionalists, on the other hand, “reject women inleadership but recognize that others may reasonably differ.”Dogmatic equalitarians “believe that women should leadand dogmatically enforce their viewpoint by installing womenat every level of leadership.” Finally, non-dogmatic equalitarians believe that women can lead, but “recognize the diversityof opinion and do not make acceptance of women in leadershipa test of fellowship or an absolute necessity.”34

Barron’s distinctions provide the basis for my conclusion to this chapter. Based on what we’ve seen of the biblical evidence, the two extreme positions—dogmatic equalitarianismand intolerant traditionalism—are divisive and fail to reflectserious interaction with the complexities and ambiguities of thematter. Traditionalists must leam to be tolerant and recognizethat Christians who disagree may have good reasons for doingso. In a similar way, equalitarians should avoid the kind ofarrogant dogmatism that so often characterizes supporters ofthe feminist cause, especially in mainline denominations.

I’m proposing that sincere proponents of equalitarianism and traditionalism manifest the same kind of tolerance we’velearned to expect in disagreements over baptism. When we can’tpersuade others that our understanding of baptism is correct,then mature Christians agree to disagree. This disagreementdoes not prevent us from cooperating and having fellowshipin ways that advance God’s Kingdom.

Many Christians will continue to be puzzled over the issue of women leaders in the church. Others will take a position,either on the side of traditionalism or biblical equalitarianism.But surely we can all find ways to disagree that reflect love andtolerance toward those with whom we disagree.




Chapter Three: The Controversy Over Radical Feminism

This chapter will explore the relatively new world of radical feminism, especially as it poses numerous threats to the historic Christian faith. As we saw in the last chapter, peoplewithin the church do disagree over leadership roles for women.But the kind of feminism that will come into focus in this chapterholds views that I believe all evangelical Christians must rejectIn their revolutionary quest for totally new ways of seeing and thinking about the world and human relationships,radical feminists are not simply at war with men and womenwho support the traditionalist or biblical equalitarian positionsdiscussed in the last chapter. In their task of constructinga new social order, radical feminists are also waging waragainst commonsense feminists. In fact, a new term is necessary to distinguish the radical feminists from commonsensefeminists—that term is gender-feminism.

EVALUATION OF GENDER-FEMINISM

Commonsense feminists believe that discrimination against any person (male or female) on the basis of sex is wrong. Sensiblefeminists do not deny that there are some relevant differences between the sexes. There seem to be good reasons, for example,to limit the position of middle linebacker on National Football League teams to men. While commonsense feminists wantequity with men, they recognize that some differences in rolesare justifiable.

The War on Gender Itself

Gender-feminism, however, is a whole different ball game. Radical gender-feminists have not declared war on inequalityand discrimination; their battle is with gender itself. Radicalor gender-feminism has as its ultimate goal the elimination ofall distinctions between the sexes. As American philosopherChristina Hoff Sommers explains,

[Gender-feminism] is not primarily concerned with more opportunities for women, or, for that matter, withincluding women’s achievements in the [educational]curriculum. Its aim is to transform our understanding ofour past, our present and our future. How? By convincingpeople to accept the central insight of contemporaryfeminist philosophy: that the sex/gender system is themost important aspect of human relations.1

While the average woman, Sommers continues, “has been generally receptive to moderate feminism’s claims for greaterequality of opportunity, expanded civil and legal rights, and soforth, she is not ready to reject marriage, family and motherhood or the other institutions which the gender feminists tellher she should not want and which will only end up making heranother victim.”2

Gender-feminists, Sommers explains, “share an ideal of a genderless culture that inspires their rejection of suchentrenched social arrangements as the family, marriage andmaternal responsibilities for child rearing. They also call notonly for a radical re-ordering of society but... a revolutionin knowledge itself, which would extirpate masculine bias,replacing the ‘male-centered [college curriculum]’ with a newcurriculum inspired by a radical feminist perspective.”3

Other Features of Gender-Feminism

British author William Oddie argues that anger and resentment play a central role in the consciousness of radical feminists.Feeling aggrieved, he declares, “appears to be itself a necessaryprimary objective [for gender-feminists]. It is a statement ofmind, almost a spiritual condition, which seems at times not somuch a natural reaction to perceived injustice as itself a meansof perception, a kind of lens through which familiar landmarkscan take on horrid and undreamed-of-shapes.”4

Another characteristic of the radical feminist is the belief that she possesses a special way of understanding reality, apower lacking in non-feminist women. Her new feminist consciousness gives her unique types of knowledge that, amongother things, make it possible for her and others like herto explain for the first time in history the true relationshipbetween men and women. Such appeals to special avenues ofknowledge are strikingly similar to the ancient heresy knownas Gnosticism.5 Like the Gnostics, the radical feminist placesher experiences and her understanding of things above God’srevelation in the Bible.

A third feature of radical feminism is the resentment its adherents feel toward Christianity, which they reject aspatriarchal or male-dominated. This leads them to seek a newreligion where powerful female role models take center stage. Inthese new religions, the cosmos takes on a female nature. Thisaccounts for the radical feminists’ turn to one or more varietiesof the ancient, pagan goddess religions. As Denise LardnerCarmody explained, “By linking women to a female sacralpower, the new Goddess-devotee is affirming herself, sayingthat what makes God God is as much in her as in men.”6

The Feminist Move Toward Pantheism and Paganism

While goddess religion plays various roles in the thinking of feminists, it suggests the pantheistic way in which radical feminists see nature and their relationship with nature.7 “The tendency of Goddess religion,” Carmody states, “is to exalt femalecreativity and cyclicism. The Goddess is the prime symbol oflife-bearing, nurturing, waxing and waning. She [the Goddess]says that blood, childbearing, nursing, flowing and ebbing arethe quintessence of living Being.”8

Hence, the destination of radical, anti-Christian feminists is a pagan spirituality, where God is no longer the God ofthe Bible but the goddess of pre-Christian paganism. NaomiGoldenberg, a Jewish feminist, advocates a restoration of thereligion of witchcraft with its emphasis on the cycles of nature.Goldenberg also issues a warning when she states that “therewill of course be nothing to prevent people who practice newreligions from calling themselves Christians.”9 And they do. Infact, representatives of witchcraft and other forms of paganismare regularly invited guests in the chapels of seminaries belonging to such denominations as the Presbyterian Church USA andthe United Methodist Church.

Many radical feminists admit that substituting a goddess-mother for God the Father is equivalent to starting an entirely new religion. Starhawk, a self-described witch, acknowledgesthat “the symbolism of the Goddess is not a parallel structureto the symbolism of God the Father. The Goddess does not rulethe world; she is the world. Manifest in each of us, She can beknown internally by every individual, in all her magnificentdiversity.”10

It would be unwise to approach the subject of religious feminism while ignoring the deep hurt many women have suffered. Elizabeth Achtemeier of Union Theological Seminary(Richmond, Virginia) maintains, “Feminism has invaded therealm of God, and in some instances, the God of the Christianfaith has been replaced with a god or goddess of the feminists’ making.”11 However badly representatives of the church have treated women in the past, this is no reason, Achtemeierargues, “to encourage some women to alter the church’s basicauthority in the Scriptures. The freedom of both females andmales rests firmly upon the foundation laid in Jesus Christ andmediated through the Scriptures. If that scriptural foundation isundermined ... the gospel of freedom will be lost with it. It isnot the Bible that is at fault, but the teaching of it.”12

This background information provides a foundation for our approach to the major question of this chapter: How doesradical gender-feminism threaten the historic Christian faith?In the material that follows, I will explore this question withreference to the anti-evangelical (or theologically liberal)feminists.

EVALUATION OF ANTI-EVANGELICAL FEMINISM

I have referred several times to the ease with which theologically liberal feminists abandon essential Christian beliefs. It will be helpful to examine several specific examples of suchthinkers and the extent to which they are willing to stretch themeaning of the word Christian.

Rejecting Unwanted Portions of the Bible

Rosemary Radford Reuther, a Roman Catholic, teaches theology at Garrett-Evangelical Theological Seminary, a school affiliated with Northwestern University. She uses an attack onbiblical authority as the foundation for the rest of her theological system. “Theologically speaking,” she writes, “whateverdiminishes or denies the full humanity of women must bepresumed not to reflect the divine or an authentic relationto the divine.”13 One consequence of this principle is thatReuther rejects any portion of the Bible that she thinks supportspatriarchy or otherwise diminishes womanhood.

Somewhat incredibly, some anti-evangelical feminists think Reuther is too conservative. Their reason for saying thisis that she gives the Bible a place in her system of thought.She does this because she thinks the Bible itself supplies thestandard by which to recognize the alleged errors in Scriptureand hence criticize it. While this principle is found in the OldTestament prophets, Reuther thinks it reaches its most perfectexpression in the teaching of Jesus who, she argues, “renewsthe prophetic vision whereby the Word of God does not validatethe existing social and religious hierarchy but speaks on behalfof the marginalized and despised groups of society.”14

Reuther’s test of any feminist theology is the extent to which it advances what she judges to be the full humanity ofwomen. Along with the Bible, she uses such anti-Christiansystems as Marxism and pre-Christian pagan traditions. Theadvancement of feminist objectives plays a far more importantrole in her theology than does any commitment to any specificbiblical or Christian standard. Reuther wants not only a newtheology but also a new canon of writings and ideas that willinclude some of the very pagan beliefs the Bible was writtento counter.

The Primal Matrix: Feminism’s Pantheism

Reuther’s god is “the Primal Matrix, the great womb within which all things, Gods and humans, sky and earth, human andnonhuman beings are generated.”15 She intends none of thislanguage as metaphorical. Reuther’s theology obviously rejectsdivine transcendence in favor of pantheism; it is irreconcilablewith anything that is remotely biblical. The distance betweenher views and those of historic Christianity are apparent in herrejection of conscious, personal survival after death. At death,Reuther believes, our individual selves are reabsorbed back intothe cosmic matrix of matter/energy. You and I as consciousindividual selves will cease to exist.

Elizabeth Achtemeier points out the contrast between Reuther’s hopeless denial of meaning and purpose and theposition of historic Christianity. In Achtemeier’s words, “Thetestimony of biblical faith is that the individual does matter—that the Good Shepherd knows his own and his own knowhim, and that each individual life is held precious . .. withinthe context of a beloved community that has one flock and oneShepherd (John 10:14-18).”16 Because goddess religion deniesthe possibility of conscious, personal existence after death, itcheapens the value of life and makes individual human livesmeaningless. While Reuther professes to be a Christian, she isactually an evangelist for the pagan Canaanite religion that iscondemned in Scripture.

Some Feminists Believe All the Bible Is Patriarchal

Another anti-evangelical feminist is Elizabeth Schiissler Fiorenza, a professor of New Testament at Harvard Divinity School.Fiorenza ironically regards Reuther as too conservative. Herreason is that Reuther located themes in the Bible that provide a foundation of sorts for her feminist theology. Not sofor Fiorenza, who thinks that all of the Bible is corruptedby patriarchalism. Fiorenza states that “the locus or place ofdivine revelation [is]... not the Bible or the tradition of apatriarchal church but the eklesia [the church or called outones] of women and the lives of women who live the ‘optionfor our women slaves.’... [The place of revelation] is not simply‘the experience’ of women but the experience of women .. .struggling for liberation from patriarchal oppression.”17

For Fiorenza, the canon of truth and revelation must come not “from the biblical writings but from the contemporary struggle of women against racism, sexism and poverty as oppressivesystems of patriarchy and from its systematic explorations infeminist theory.”18 Only those parts of the Bible that satisfyFiorenza’s criterion, that advance the cause of feminist liberation, are useful.

Further, Jesus plays no normative role in Fiorenza’s account of Christian theology. She doubts that anyone can identifyanything that counts as an essential Christian belief except,of course, for her belief that the liberation of the oppressedis the ultimate norm of all religious “truth.”

SOME CRITICISMS OF THE RADICAL RELIGIOUS FEMINISTS

We’ve already seen that significant criticisms of theologically liberal feminists who claim to represent the Christian faith havecome from Elizabeth Achtemeier. Achtemeier is a theologianat the Union Theological Seminary in Richmond, Virginia—aschool not known as a conservative or evangelical seminary. AsAchtemeier sees it, “There can be no doubt that several feministtheologians are in the process of laying the foundations for anew faith and a new church that are, at best, only loosely relatedto apostolic Christianity.”19

Achtemeier has strong sympathy for women seeking justice from fellow Christians. In spite of the clear examples one finds both in Jesus and in the New Testament, she states,the Christian church has too often treated women as secondclass Christians. “If the church had lived up to its gospel, inwhich we are all one in Christ Jesus, we would not be in ourfeminist mess today,” she contends.20 But having said this,Achtemeier objects to the way in which so many feministextremists have “made their experience the ultimate authority, above the Scriptures. Their liberation has become theirall-consuming occupation, coloring everything they write, sayand do. The radicals among them have even begun to claimthat they have a goddess in themselves, or that they are divine,because they have substituted for the biblical God a ‘PrimalMatrix’ or ‘Mother Goddess’ or great world spirit flowing inand through all things and people.”21

In seeking to gain liberation from one type of oppression, they have traded it for a far more serious “captivity to sin andbondage to one’s feeble, mortal person.”

To make things even worse, many church leaders, she writes, “have almost totally surrendered to such ways of death,perhaps from a sense of guilt over the past treatment of femalesor from a real sense of justice, but often without thought ortheological understanding of the consequences.” Because ofsuch actions, “the rest of the church may find its liturgy changedby some worship committee into a celebration of a Canaanite,fertility birthing god, or it may discover that it is no longerallowed to sing a hymn based on Isaiah 63.”

All the while, these feminists lecture other Christians on the suspicious nature of the Scriptures, which should beaccepted as true only when they conform to modem feministteaching.

The Construction of the “Women-Church”

“Alongside the body of Christ,” Achtemeier continues, “some feminists are constructing a new church, called women-church,and celebrating a new religion, sometimes utilizing the symbol of a female ‘Christa’ on a cross.” It is difficult to imagineany more confining bondage to one’s sinful self and society.Repeated study of extreme feminism within the church broughtAchtemeier to a new realization that “the only freedom fromone’s sinful self lies in that liberty given us by Christ.”

The Criticism of the Call for Inclusive Language

Achtemeier has recently directed her criticism of anti-evangelical feminists to their call for the use of inclusive language in allreferences to God. When male terms are used of God, radicalfeminists argue, the language can too easily be taken literallyand thus encourage situations that perpetuate male dominationover women. This must be avoided, they insist, by referring toGod as “She.” In American seminaries, some of them supposedly evangelical, professors and students pray publicly to “Godour Mother.” Extreme feminists frequently replace what theyregard as male-oriented titles like “Lord,” “King,” and “Son ofGod,” for neutral terms like “Sovereign,” “Ruler,” and “Child of God.” In still other attempts to remove any male connotationsto names of God, one can find them referring to God with wordslike “Wisdom,” “Holy One,” or “Defender.”

An example of inclusive language in action appears in the book WomanSpirit Rising, where the following prayer forJewish women is commended:

Blessed is She who Spoke and the world became.

Blessed is She.

Blessed is She who in the beginning, gave birth. ... Blessed is She whose womb covers the earth.

Blessed is She whose womb protects all creatures.22

Feminists Changing the Concept of God

Feminist extremists are not content with inclusive language in references to God. They are busy changing the very conceptof God. Rita Gross describes God as a “bisexual androgynousdeity.”23 In the words of Starhawk,

There is no dichotomy between spirit and flesh, no split between Godhead and the world. The Goddess is manifest in the world; she brings life into being, is Nature,is flesh. .. . The Goddess is also earth—Mother Earth,who sustains all growing things, who is the body, ourbones and cells.... She is found in the world aroundus, in the cycles and seasons of nature, and in mind,body, spirit, and all the emotions within each of us.

Thou art Goddess. I am Goddess. All that lives (and all that is, lives), all that serves life, is Goddess.24

Starhawk’s paragraph is a crude version of a feminist, pagan pantheism. It would be difficult to imagine anythingmore removed from the worldview of Judaism and Christianity.Yet this anti-Christian paganism is even embraced by feministswho claim to represent evangelicalism. Virginia Mollenkottnow speaks of God as giving birth to the universe.25

When female terminology and images are used of God, it becomes impossible to avoid the image of giving birth. Andso, Achtemeier warns, “If a female deity gives birth to the universe ... it follows that all things participate in the life or in thesubstance and divinity of that deity—in short, that the creatoris indissolubly bound up with the creation. And this is exactlywhat one finds in feminist theologies.”26 In this way, the crudepantheism of the anti-Christian feminists like Starhawk finds ahome in feminists like Reuther and Mollenkott who claim tobe Christians, in some greatly extended sense of the word. Infact, Achtemeier finds the presuppositions of Mollenkott to be“little different from those of Starhawk, who writes out of thepagan context of modem witchcraft’s covens.”27

THE GODDESS MOVEMENT IN MAINLINE DENOMINATIONS

It hardly seems coincidental that a number of liberal seminaries in the U.S. have provided platforms for the witch Starhawkand other anti-Christian feminists. Starhawk has spoken at SanFrancisco Theological Seminary, an institution affiliated withthe Presbyterian Church USA. A similar episode involving thePerkins School of Theology, a seminary affiliated with Southern Methodist University in Dallas, was reported by Nationaland International Religion Report. According to the publication, “Methodist seminary officials in Dallas [at Perkins] foundthemselves in a caldron after a witch was invited to lecture andlead a liturgy to an ancient deity.”

As the report described the event, “Linda Finnell, a self-avowed occultist and lesbian, gave her presentation during a ‘Women’s Week’ series sponsored by Perkins School ofTheology. . . . The special class was held at posh HighlandPark United Methodist Church in Dallas. One observer said thatFinnell ‘projected a positive affirmation of witchcraft’ whileshe lectured behind a candlelit altar featuring an image of thegoddess Diana.”28

In a related item, the same publication quoted a leader of the “Good News Movement” in the United Methodist Churchto the effect that “controversy is brewing over the issue ofgoddess worship in mainline denominations.”29 According toJames Heidinger of Good News,

A strong feminist bent among some seminarians has led to the adoption of non-traditional references to God, suchas “Mother God” or “Mother-Father God,” thus encouraging a search for a goddess figure in the scriptures.Although he does not believe the trend is finding favorin the pews, Heidinger said reports indicate such ideasare being disseminated widely in theological schools.“There are some [Methodist] seminaries where youcan’t even refer to God as Father,” Heidinger claimed.One female seminarian at Perkins reportedly closesprayers in the name of the female goddess, he added.30

Achtemeier’s objections to radical feminist theology have hardly begun. She points out that a number of feminist theologians no longer believe God is needed. Moreover, “becausefeminist theology understands human beings to participate inor incarnate the divine within themselves, there is little realisticunderstanding of the nature of human sin.”31 Feminist extremists echo radical-liberation theologians who “maintain thatthey can, by their own power, restructure society, restore creation, and overcome suffering.”32 Their refusal to recognize thetruth of the biblical teaching about sin leads them inevitably toutopian ways of thinking.

Misrepresentation of God’s Nature

As serious as all these other errors are, they still place second to the feminist’s misrepresentation of the nature of God. And soAchtemeier examines the pantheism that follows the feminists’ failure to distinguish God from His creation. This kind of errorbecomes inevitable, Achtemeier explains, “when the feministsreject any notion of the inspiration of the [Bible], make theirown experience their authority, and use female language forGod. As soon as God is called female, the images of birth,of suckling, of carrying in the womb, and most importantly,the identification of the deity with the life in all things becomeinevitable, and the Bible’s careful and consistent distinctionbetween Creator and creation is blurred and lost.”33

Inclusive language in references to God is hardly a benign issue, then. The Christian church must not surrender to faddish demands to refer to God in feminine terms. Whenever thechurch does this, either by rewriting hymns, in prayers, or byfeminist translations of Scripture, it begins traveling down theroad to a new concept of deity.

The radical feminists who insist on regarding themselves as “Christians” have moved far beyond the kinds of theological liberalism perpetrated by their male predecessors. They aremoving in the direction of a goddess religion that is the veryantithesis of historic Judaism and biblical Christianity.

Donald Bloesch, professor of theology at Dubuque School of Theology, points to another irony in the feminist move towarda goddess religion: “Women were able to gain a real place ofstature in Hebraic religion, even though the patriarchal culturewas still intact. On the other hand, women were often held inlow esteem in the cultures dominated by the fertility cults.”34While the major symbol in Babylonian goddess religion wasfemale, Bloesch observes, that religion reduced women to sexobjects. Efforts to revive such a religion is an odd attempt tohonor women or elevate their status.

Bloesch urges feminists to remember “that the chief threat to biblical faith was in the goddess religion of the fertility cultsof the ancient Near East.”35 The prophets of the Old Testament,however, “were adamant that there could be no synthesis withthis type of religion but only exclusion and replacement. Theirstance was based not on a commitment to patriarchy ... buton a steadfast resolve to remain true to the basic vision of theirfaith that God revealed himself as sovereign Lord, as one andas the only God.”36

THE AUTHOR’S VIEW

Donald Bloesch and Elizabeth Achtemeier, along with a relatively small number of others who vocally oppose the new (or old) pagan religion of the radical feminists, deserve the thanksof evangelicals. The language we use to refer to God does makea difference.

But the leadership they have demonstrated in this matter makes one wonder about the large number of self-describedevangelical feminists who ignore the serious theological inadequacies of the more radical feminists. Some evangelical feminists support the use of inclusive language in references toGod. Their silence about the theological excesses of feministextremists creates the impression that some regard the feminism issue as more important than biblical authority and doctrinal integrity. The evangelical feminists seem to be sayingthat since the radicals support us on this one important cause(feminism), we’ll give them a free ride on other issues. Whenthese other issues include heresy, I don’t think there should bea free ride.

Evangelical feminists, whose thought and ethic is supposedly under the control of Scripture, should be criticizing the feminist extremists. We have noticed a few voices raised inprotest, but the truth is that most evangelical feminists haveremained silent in the face of gender-feminism’s most egregious faults. I believe, by their silence, that evangelical feminists are aiding the spread within the church of a movement that denies the biblical understanding of the very natureof God.

CONCLUSION

The purpose of this chapter has been to draw attention to some major features of contemporary, radical feminism. Further, I’vetried to show the variety of views on the subject. I’ve arguedfor biblical lines to be drawn and for self-described evangelicalfeminists to consider allowing their views to be reformed bybiblical thinking.

As William Oddie warned, “There are wide open lines of communication between feminists within the church and post-Christian feminists decidedly outside it, with few discernibledoctrinal inhibitions or overriding biblical loyalties to anchorChristian feminists clearly within their own tradition.”37 Whileit might appear that Oddie is referring primarily to theologicallyliberal feminists and not evangelical feminists, I don’t think wecan let evangelical feminists off the hook this easily. For onething, we have the example of Virginia Mollenkott to consider.As a second example, we have a 1990 book titled Gender Matters in which a dozen or so faculty members at a well-knownevangelical college illustrate how some evangelical feministshave joined the more radical feminist parade.38

In a noteworthy review-essay about Gender Matters, Terri Graves Taylor argues that much more is at state in discussionsof gender than simply the equal treatment of women. Feminists these days have an agenda that is much different from thepurpose of the church. And evangelicals who join the feministline ought to be asking where the line is leading.

Taylor applauds the intention of the contributors to Gender Matters to fill in gaps by discussing previously ignored or forgotten women in fields like politics and the letters. However,she is troubled by the failure of the writers “to critically engagefeminism, to explore fully what changes the feminists are askingof us.”39 What will happen, she asks, when evangelicals fallinto line and buy the radical feminist claim that all knowledgeis ideologically controlled? Such a position would deprive usof any fixed point from which we could possibly judge andevaluate any other position. Feminists seem oblivious to the factthat such a position would eliminate any ground for attackingpatriarchy. It would also deprive us of any ground on which todefend Christianity.

If all knowledge is ideologically controlled, then radical feminists have no rational ground for their position; indeed, thisviewpoint would make the attainment of a rational position onany subject impossible. Yet Christian faith rests on historical, rational events and rational propositions in the Bible.Evangelical feminists should not allow their desire to promote just treatment of women to blind them to the seriousthreats to Christianity that are an unavoidable feature of radicalfeminism.


Chapter Four: The Controversy Over Divorce and Remarriage

Few events in life produce a wider range of intense emotions than a wedding. The new husband and wife, their parents, families, and friends, and their church share acommon set of hopes and dreams for the new family. The tragicdeath of those dreams along with the bitterness, alienation, andhatred that so often mark the end of a marriage make divorce aspiritual as well as a moral disaster.

The days when Christians could view divorce as a problem for people outside the church ceased to exist long ago. Thesedays, the number of single-parent families within churchesis growing at a rate two-and-a-half times that of two-parentfamilies. The number of failed marriages within evangelicalchurches is fast approaching a crisis mark.

In spite of this, many pastors are doing little or nothing to help strengthen troubled marriages. Even less is done to minister to the hurting spouses and children after divorce or tocounsel divorced people who are considering remarriage. Manyevangelicals have never heard sermons that offered a biblicalperspective on divorce and remarriage.

This is not to say there are no efforts being made tominister to the newly divorced single adults in this country. A great number of large innovative churches have more than onestaff member involved in ministry to singles and single-parentfamilies.1 There are more and more divorce recovery workshops for both parents and children and innovative ministriesto divorced parents.

The problem is, too many congregations and senior pastors fail to realize the scope of the divorce epidemic in this country.One out of two marriages end in divorce. This means that ministryto those who have been divorced is as much a part of the churchas ministry to the nuclear family! Further, there are now manyblended families (where two divorced people get remarried andcombine their children). Hardly any extended family—muchless any whole congregation—is untouched by divorce.

The emergence of divorce and remarriage as a problem within conservative churches is leading many pastors and parishioners to choose sides. On the one hand, Craig Blombergexplains, “More and more believers are reacting against thecrumbling morality of contemporary society with the imposition of tight and absolute prohibitions [regarding divorce andremarriage].”2 If the leaders of such a church cannot find abiblical text that justifies divorce or remarriage in a specificcase, the church simply forbids the action. Couples who divorceand/or remarry contrary to the ruling of the church leaders realize the necessity of leaving that fellowship.

Some churches are dealing with these issues in a rigid way. But as Blomberg explains, “Increasing numbers of Christians in quite different circles have virtually resigned themselves to expect and accept fellow believers being divorced onall kinds of less serious grounds. Such people would scarcelydream of ever confronting their friends and saying, ‘You arewrong, you are sinning against God and your family, and youneed to repent!’ ”3

It can often be difficult for the governing leadership of churches to insist on biblical standards on divorce and remarriage in an age in which so many people think that anythingis permitted. It is a matter of great urgency that Christiansthink through what Scripture teaches and formulate principlesto guide their thinking and conduct on these matters. After apastor has formulated his understanding of the biblical principles that apply, he should share them with the church on aregular basis. His sermons should provide help for troubledmarriages. He should carefully explain the situations withinwhich he will marry divorced people.

The many positions people take with regard to divorce can be reduced to the following four options:


	
A


	
B


	
C


	
D




	
Divorce is never permissible,whatever thereason.


	
Divorce is permissible in alimited number ofextreme cases.


	
Divorce is permissible inmany cases;some reasons,however, do notjustify divorce.


	
Divorce is permissible forany reasonwhatsoever.







The D position, that divorce is permissible for any reason, used to be confined pretty much to nonChristians. Openness tothe D position on the part of any church or denomination isprobably a sign of other serious problems (such as questioningthe authority of Scripture or the serious nature of human sin).Believers within those fellowships ought to be concerned todeal with those problems.

Marriages are worth preserving from a number of standpoints. Spiritually, they are covenants between the husband and wife and God. Functionally, they are the foundation of society,and as a number of anthropologists have found, cultures thatview marriage as dispensable just don’t survive.

Position A, that divorce is never permissible, has been a minority position among Christians for a long time.4 In a 1980poll taken by Christianity Today magazine, only 10 percent ofAmerican clergy aligned themselves with this view. A similarpercentage of the general public also regarded A as their view.5

Obviously, a belief may be true even if it is unpopular. Of course, a lot has happened to change American thinking since 1980.

Partly to save time, the rest of this chapter will focus on position B, that the Bible permits divorce only in extreme circumstances. As we’ll see, the A position does appear to conflictwith two well-known New Testament texts; hence, it seemstoo strict. Positions C and D must be viewed as too loose forChristians who want their thinking to conform to Scripture.

What I have called the B position, the belief that divorce is permissible only in extreme circumstances, is actually heldin three forms, which I diagram as follows:6


Position B1—divorce is justifiable only when the spouse has committed adultery—is based on a literal reading of Jesus’words in Matthew 5:31-32: “It has been said, ‘Anyone whodivorces his wife must give her a certificate of divorce.’ ButI tell you that anyone who divorces his wife, except for maritalunfaithfulness, causes her to become an adulteress, and anyonewho marries the divorced woman commits adultery.”

Position B2—two and only two extreme circumstances justify divorce—is based on Matthew 5:31-32 plus Paul’s words in 1 Corinthians 7:15, which many understand to say that divorce isjustified in cases of desertion: “If the unbeliever leaves, let him doso. A believing man or woman is not bound in such circumstances;God has called us to live in peace.” It is interesting to note thatposition B2 became the major view among theologically conservative Protestants after the Reformation.7

Many biblically faithful Christians are convinced, however, that the two identified exceptions are insufficient to cover the agonizingly complex problems of men and womenin their churches. Hence, such people have attempted to justify a small, limited number of other circumstances that clearlyprovide warrant for divorce. Theologian Samuel Mikolaskioffers as examples such debilitating evils as “philandering,alcoholism, violence, cruelty, psychotic or serious neuroticconditions, homosexuality, impotence, sociopathic behavior,abandonment, extended imprisonment, incest, and abortionwithout consent of the husband.” Mikolaski argues, “Thereis no warrant in Scripture to submit to such evils. In somecases spiritual heroism on the part of a suffering spouse maybe redemptive. Where redemptive steps prove fruitless, mostChristians understand the Scriptures to allow merciful escapefrom such evils.”8

I know advocates of positions B1 and B2 who maintain, for example, that a Christian wife has no right to a divorceeven if a deranged husband threatens her life or abuses thechildren or engages in any similar act. Such an attitude, somehave suggested, displays an insensitivity to the threatened orinjured parties that is inconsistent with biblical values.

The problem is, of course, that the Bible does seem to limit divorce to cases of sexual immorality alone (on one interpretation) or to the additional ground of desertion. Clearly, somehave said, there is need to examine the biblical grounds fordivorce more thoroughly. In the pursuit of that objective, therest of this chapter will explore a biblically faithful answer tothe following questions:

What is the biblical view of marriage?

What does God think of divorce?

Are there any scriptural grounds for divorce? If so, what are they?

Can a biblical case be made for divorce in extreme circumstances other than sexual immorality anddesertion?

What about the remarriage of divorced persons?

The necessary starting point for any reflection about divorce should be a proper biblical understanding of marriage.We can hardly expect couples who marry without comprehending what marriage should be to see why divorce is portrayed asit is in Scripture.

THE BIBLICAL VIEW OF MARRIAGE

Many people, perhaps the majority of people in our society, hold a view of marriage that can best be described as utilitarianor pragmatic. Something has value for a utilitarian if it producesdesirable consequences. Something is good for a pragmatist if itworks. For people who view marriage in this way, the questionof when a marriage should be ended is simple—when it nolonger gives the husband or wife what he or she wants fromthe marriage. When the marriage no longer produces the desiredconsequences or when one partner believes his or her needscan be better met under different circumstances, thoughts turntoward the most convenient ways of breaking the union. Somefind shedding a spouse no different from trading in an old carfor a newer one. If you happen to see something you like better,find a way to dump the old partner.

While this picture may be a bit crude and certainly does not describe all divorces, it is hardly credible to deny that thisway of thinking exists or that many churches look the other waywhen this sort of thing happens. Too many Americans resist thesuggestion that divorce is wrong, that it is caused by sin, thatit is displeasing to God, and that the church may find it necessary to discipline people who knowingly violate God’s moraldemands. One reason, then, why Western society tolerates sucha high incidence of divorce is because so many people hold ashallow, utilitarian, unbiblical view of marriage.

In contrast to the utilitarian view of marriage, theologian Samuel Mikolaski explains that in the Bible, marriage “is agift of God in creation to the human race and that monogamous marriage, as a bond between two covenanting persons, is intended to be permanent (Genesis 2:24).” Mikolaski also pointsout that the Bible does not talk about marriage in any abstractsense, but presents it rather “as a unique kind of personal relationship involving deep, loving commitment to each other.”9

The ideas of covenant and permanence are central in the biblical view of marriage. A covenant, D. J. Atkinson explains,“is a personal relationship within a publicly known structure,based on promises given and accepted.”10 The Bible elevatesmarriage to the highest possible human level by comparing it tothe covenants God makes with human beings. The relationshipbetween Jesus Christ and His church is offered as the modelof human relationships within marriage. Husbands are to lovetheir wives as Christ loved the church and gave His life forher (Ephesians 5:25). Wives are to submit to their husbandsas the church submits to Christ. A covenantal relationship thatfits this biblical pattern, a relationship pursued by two Spirit-filled believers living in accordance with God’s revealed Word,would seem to be in little danger from the scourge of divorce.

Once the biblical view of marriage is understood, it becomes clear that God’s ideal regarding marriage is permanence. “Haven’t you read,” Jesus taught, “that at the beginningthe Creator ‘made them male and female,’ and said, ‘For thisreason a man will leave his father and mother and be united tohis wife, and the two will become one flesh’? So they are nolonger two, but one. Therefore what God has joined together,let man not separate” (Matthew 19:4-6).

WHAT DOES GOD THINK OF DIVORCE?

When people have a more profound view of marriage, they will be less likely to hold a casual view of divorce. Divorce is clearlyserious business; it reflects the fact that sin has broken whatshould have been an inviolable covenant. It is no wonder thenthat the prophet Malachi stated, “ T hate divorce,’ says the LORDGod of Israel” (2:16). Those who believe that divorce is permissible for any whim or inclination suffer from an unbiblical understanding of marriage, or from a questionable understanding of God’s Word, or else from a dangerous misunderstandingof how seriously our Holy God takes such matters.

ARE THERE ANY SCRIPTURAL GROUNDS FOR DIVORCE?

The key Old Testament text on divorce is Deuteronomy 24:1-4, which reads:

If a man marries a woman who becomes displeasing to him because he finds something indecent about her,and he writes her a certificate of divorce, gives it to herand sends her from his house, and if after she leaveshis house she becomes the wife of another man, andher second husband dislikes her and writes her a certificate of divorce, gives it to her and sends her from hishouse, or if he dies, then her first husband, who divorcedher, is not allowed to marry her again after she hasbeen defiled. That would be detestable in the eyes ofthe LORD.

It is a mistake to regard these words as an expression of God’s approval of divorce. Rather, as D. J. Atkinson points out,this Old Testament legislation “affords recognition of the factthat marriages are sometimes broken, although divorce is notapproved; it acknowledges the need of civil legislation for thesake of society (bill of divorcement); it serves to protect thedivorced woman and to legislate against cruelty. In its ownnegative way, therefore, it is seeking to preserve the divine idealfor marriage as far as possible within a sinful world.”11 In otherwords, the real purpose of the legislation was to control thepractice of divorce and to protect the wife.

As for the New Testament, the debate over the biblical grounds for divorce centers around two passages. The first isMatthew 19:8-9—“Moses permitted you to divorce your wivesbecause your hearts were hard. But it was not this way fromthe beginning. I tell you that anyone who divorces his wife,except for marital unfaithfulness [Greek: porneia], and marriesanother woman commits adultery.” With few exceptions, commentators agree that porneia justifies divorce. Under no circumstances, however, does Jesus command the wronged party to seek divorce; He simply states that it is permitted.

The second text is 1 Corinthians 7:15, which refers to an unbelieving spouse leaving the believer. Paul says in effect,“Let the deserting spouse go!” He then adds that in such circumstances, the believer is no longer bound, which most commentators understand to mean that the deserted spouse is freeto divorce.

That’s it. That is all the New Testament says to provide explicit grounds for divorce. Of course, that is not all that Christian commentators on this issue have had to say. I will now turnmy attention to what porneia and desertion mean. In particular,I will be seeking an answer to this question: Are porneia anddesertion the only extreme circumstances under which Christians are permitted to seek divorce?

What Is Porneial

Jesus clearly permitted divorce in cases where a spouse is guilty of porneia. It is commonly thought that Jesus was referringexclusively to adultery. That seems unlikely, however. Had thatbeen Jesus’ point, He could have used a different Greek word,moicheia, the usual word for cases of adultery. It seems morereasonable to conclude “that porneia is a term that refers tosexual immorality in general, and that within this general classification it may refer to a number of specified sins, dependingon its context.”12

It might help at this point to picture a large circle and then a number of smaller circles all contained within the bigger one. What Jesus called porneia is indicated by the biggercircle. We can label the larger circle sexual immorality in general. The smaller circles then would stand for specific types ofsexual immorality, such as prostitution, incest, homosexuality,unchastity, adultery, and so on.

If this line of thinking is correct, the grounds for divorce in Matthew 19:9 includes forms of sexual immorality otherthan adultery. It could most certainly include homosexualityand sexual abuse.

But now something very interesting arises. The same word (porneia) is used to refer to spiritual unfaithfulness or betrayal.In Hosea 1:2, God speaks of the spiritual betrayal by Israel asporneia. The same point is made repeatedly in Jeremiah 3.13In a later section of this chapter, I’ll consider the suggestionof some that this new usage of porneia opens the possibilityof some interesting new dimensions to Jesus’ teaching inMatthew 19:9.

What Is Desertion?

Paul is veiy blunt in 1 Corinthians 7:15. If an unbelieving spouse deserts a believer, let him go! The marriage is over.Not only is the deserted believer under no obligation to try tostop the divorce, the believer is free to remarry. This is the clearimplication of Paul’s words.

This text can be approached in a few different ways.

1. Some people see the text as providing an additionalground for divorce besides the sexual immorality covered inMatthew 19:9. A small number of these people think this provesthat Jesus’ words in Matthew 19:9 were never intended as anexhaustive list of the grounds for divorce.

2. Others maintain that since porneia carries the broadermeaning of spiritual betrayal, the desertion mentioned in1 Corinthians 7:15 may be viewed as an instance of porneia,understood in this broader sense. On this reading, desertionis not a second or new ground for divorce. It is rather oneof several instances of the one basic ground, porneia. Understood in this way, it becomes reasonable to regard such acts asphysical abuse, attempted murder, extreme physical or mentalcruelty, and similar serious violations of the marriage covenantas biblically justifiable grounds for divorce.

3. Still others disagree with the two previous views. Theyagree that porneia may refer to forms of sexual immoralityother than adultery. But whatever the full extent of porneiamay be, they insist that it must be limited to acts that breakthe one-flesh union between husband and wife. People who fallinto this third group think it is a mistake to open the meaningof porneia up to include spiritual unfaithfulness.

Christian leaders must be ready with a biblical answer for the battered or abused spouse who sincerely wants to know whather Christian duty is regarding her marriage. While recognizingthat others disagree, some Christians nonetheless believe theyare on solid biblical, theological, and moral ground in advisingsuch a person that she has a right to seek a divorce. It makesgood sense, these believers think, to see a spouse who practicesphysical and/or sexual abuse as someone who has broken themarriage covenant and in a very real sense deserted his spouse.In the extended sense of porneia noted above, it becomes moreplausible to see that behavior as an act of spiritual betrayaland unfaithfulness. There are other ways to break the marriagecovenant than simply by having sex with another person.

In a recent article published in Trinity Journal, Craig Blomberg, a New Testament professor at Denver Seminary,takes a closer look at the relation between the sexual immoralityof Matthew 19 and the desertion of 1 Corinthians 7. He inviteshis readers to consider what sexual immorality and desertionhave in common. He writes,

Once one recalls that the marriage covenant containedtwo main components—personal allegiance or loyaltyand interpersonal intimacy culminating in sexual relations—the answer emerges with surprising ease. Both infidelity and desertion break one half of the marriagecovenant. Unfaithfulness destroys sexual exclusivity;desertion reneges on the commitment to “leave andcleave.”14

This, he suggests, is why either act justifies divorce: each of them violates an essential part of the marital covenant. But then,he asks, why is remarriage permissible (even though not mandatory) in each case? “Apparently because the very constituent elements of marriage have been so ruptured that divorcedoes not necessarily produce any greater evil, and at times mayactually prevent a greater evil.”15

If there were any real hope of reconciliation, the greater good of that reunion would rale out divorce, Blomberg suggests. But when a relationship has been destroyed—a naturalconsequence of acts as serious as the ones being considered—divorce is probably unavoidable.

Blomberg summarizes his overall view of divorce and remarriage by saying that God “intends all marriages to bepermanent but gives people the freedom to follow or rejecthis intentions. He permits divorce for adultery and desertionbecause these sins so undermine the foundation of a marriagethat greater pain or evil may result if legal dissolution does notoccur. Neither of these sins, however, uniquely destroys a marriage; restoration always remains the ideal.”16 Every effort toreconcile should be made before the marriage is ended. Equallyimportant, there should be agreement in all this from a supportive Christian community to which the person belongs.

Blomberg’s admittedly controversial approach finds wider ramifications in the Matthew 19 and 1 Corinthians 7 textsthan some Christians are willing to accept. He believes thesepassages leave “the door open for divorce as a last resort incertain other situations where it may also be the lesser ofevils.” But even under this somewhat extended set of conditions, he adds, “Divorce should never be considered unlessall other approaches to healing a broken relationship have beenexhausted.”17

Even for those who agree with Blomberg, there is obvious need for a warning at this point. He repeats his insistence that divorce is morally permissible under the kinds of conditions he described as a last resort. These words are crucial. AsBlomberg explains, “Once one moves beyond clearly definablegrounds for divorce and remarriage, one opens the door to allkinds of possible abuse of biblical principles.”18 Fallen humanbeings will usually think they’ve reached their last resort longbefore they actually have. This would be an appropriate timefor a helpful and supportive community of believers to exercisean influence.

The same situation occurs for those who restrict the grounds of divorce to acts that are subclasses of sexual immorality and desertion, as understood in the broad sense. As onerecent denominational report explains,

The list of sins tantamount to desertion cannot be very long. To qualify, a sin must have the same extremeeffect as someone’s physical abandonment of hisspouse. We are not unaware of the danger which lurksbehind such a position in the temptation it may pose tosome to spin out a vast array of marital sins equivalentto desertion. This danger, however, we conclude is bestmet in other ways than by an effort to forge a barrier todivorce sturdier than the Bible’s own.19

As we’ve seen, then, Christians who believe that divorce is permissible only in extreme circumstances disagree overwhether there is only one extreme circumstance (adultery),or two extreme circumstances (adultery, desertion), or a relatively small number of extreme circumstances (unfaithfulness,a broken marriage covenant, spiritual betrayal). Some who takethis third position (B3 on our diagram) insist that whateverthese other circumstances are, they must be classified under thekind of broad understanding of sexual immorality and desertionexplained above. Others take things a bit further and place theiremphasis upon words like “as a last resort.”

However desirable it would be for the Christians who disagree in these ways to reach agreement, that does not seem likely. Christians who differ in these ways should seek to understand the reasons that people hold a different viewpoint in theirsearch for a biblical and compassionate position.

WHAT ABOUT THE REMARRIAGE OF DIVORCED PERSONS?

Blomberg argues that “divorce in biblical times virtually always carried with it the right to remarry; no [New Testament] textrescinds this permission. Neither partner of a divorced couple,in which both have remained celibate, should consider marryinga new spouse unless serious and sustained attempts to reconciliation (either before or after the divorce) have proved fruitless.Those who are already remarried (or sexually involved) shouldearnestly repent of any unconfessed sin and commit themselvesto faithfiilness to making their present marriage honor Christ.”20

Blomberg’s assumption that the right to remarry is presupposed in the New Testament discussion of divorce is contested by many. He is certainly correct that the right to remarry wastaken for granted in Jewish culture. The issue is whether thiscondition in that culture was presupposed by Jesus and Paul.Those on both sides might find it easier to be tolerant of thosewith whom they disagree if they recognize that any conclusion involves some extrapolation from the specific statementsin Scripture.

Whatever conclusion we reach about the broader issue of remarriage, it seems clear that, according to Matthew 19:9 and1 Corinthians 7:15, the wronged spouse has the right to remarry.It should be noted, however, that in 1 Corinthians 7:15 Pauldescribes specific situations where the deserting spouse is anunbeliever. This has led some to conclude that in cases whentwo believers divorce, they are not to remarry (1 Corinthians7:10-11).

How should churches deal with people who have already remarried following an unbiblical divorce? There is great wisdom in the words of a 1991 report to the General Assembly ofthe Presbyterian Church in America:

The gentle use of pastoral oversight will ask parties to seek God’s gracious forgiveness by repenting oftheir past sins in marriage and by rededicating theirlives to Christ in the confidence of His forgivenessand His acceptance of their present marriage. Thatassumes, of course, genuine repentance on their part.

We must remember that adultery and divorce are not the unforgivable sin, but that they along with otherungodly sins are covered by the blood of Christ.21

WHAT IS THE RESPONSIBILITY OF CHURCH LEADERS?

I began this chapter by noting that many Christian leaders fail in their duty to the children and adults in their congregationswho are suffering the consequences of a troubled or brokenmarriage. Fortunately, large numbers of churches have begunto recognize the responsibility they have to minister to troubledfamilies, to divorced people, to single parents, and to the children of broken homes. There is also a growing awareness of theurgency of helping young people in high school and college tounderstand the biblical model of marriage.

Our churches should be doing more premarital counseling, which among other things, should discourage couples frommarrying too quickly. Our churches also need to teach peopleabout the value of the single life. It is obviously God’s willthat some people not marry. Churches need to do a better jobof ministering to singles and helping them with the specialproblems they encounter.

Let me urge every pastor reading this chapter to begin preparing at least one message in which he lovingly explains tohis congregation his understanding of God’s will in marriage,as well as what constitutes the small number of extreme circumstances in which divorce is justified. He should also makepublic the principles he’ll utilize when he responds to divorcedpeople who come to him with remarriage in mind. Every Christian leader should see the urgency of developing counselingskills in these areas. Every church should reexamine what itis doing to minister to individuals threatened by divorce orsuffering the consequences of broken marriages.

Divorce is seldom the end of one’s problems. The often traumatic breaking of a marriage covenant is followed by manynew, often unanticipated difficulties. Church leaders and compassionate church members are presented with an unparalleledopportunity to befriend, help, and minister to people in need.




Chapter Five: The Controversy Over Psychologyand Counseling

Cindy had just emerged from her therapist’s office, feeling more discouraged than ever. On the short walk to her car at the office tech center, across the busy boulevard from the church, she unavoidably ran into the Rev. Jones.Ralph Jones was a dedicated servant of God, an honors graduatefrom a distinguished evangelical seminary, and the product ofan upbringing in a Christian home.

Cindy was nervous as he approached because she knew her former pastor disapproved of her seeking counseling outside the church. That had been the main reason she had left FirstChurch, although she’d never made a formal announcement ofthat fact. It had only been a few months since she’d soughtfellowship at another smaller church on the outskirts of town.Nevertheless, her church attendance had waned from the yearbefore when she and her pastor had had a strained conversationregarding a very difficult counseling situation. She felt ostracized by the whole church, since her “secret” had come out.

As he approached, Cindy decided to make the best of the situation and put on a smile. Pastor Jones greeted her warmly,“Cindy, it’s good to see you! Been visiting with Dan I see.”

“Er, um, yeah, I have, Ralph,” Cindy was surprised at his cordial manner. “It was a helpful session; painful, but I thinkI’m making progress.” Ralph frowned and shook his head.

Uh, oh, here it comes, Cindy thought, another lecture on the evils of psychology.

But the frown yielded to a look of tenderness and Cindy’s puzzled expression in response made Ralph laugh softly. “Youknow, Cindy, I owe you an apology.”

“What?” Cindy gasped, more puzzled than ever.

“You know where I’m headed right now?” he asked her.

“No sir, unless it’s in there to give Dan a hard time again,” Cindy responded.

Ralph shook his head again, this time with compassion and understanding.

“No ma’am. I am going to see Dan, but it’s for me, for Dan’s help on my own very real needs.”

Cindy was amazed. She could tell Ralph was both serious and repentant over something, but she wasn’t sure what. “Tellme more, pastor.”

“Well, Cindy,” Ralph responded, “it’s a long story that Megan [the Reverend’s wife] and I should tell you sometime.How about over dinner? Why don’t you meet us tonight at thatMexican food place over on North Boulevard? We’ll fill you inthen. For now, let me just say that I was out of touch when Iberated you over your counseling needs last year. I hope that’snot why you’ve been absent from church so much lately.”

Cindy turned a bit red.

“Anyway,” Ralph continued, “that’s something else we can talk about. What’s important is that you understand I was foolishin my reaction to your going to Dan for counsel. He’s a good man.And frankly, he’s ministered to Megan and me more the last fewmonths than anyone since my seminaiy days. Cindy, he’s helpedme wake up to so much; I can’t wait to tell you the rest.”

The smile on Cindy’s face was real now. And she felt warmth from the pastor’s honesty and apology. She could tellsomething was going on and it was good.

“Okay, Ralph. Tonight will you tell me the whole story? And maybe I’ll be able to talk about why I haven’t been atFirst Church much lately!” She accepted the brief hug from theReverend, feeling a genuine love restored for this man who hadhelped her so much in her early Christian experience. Thoughthat seemed far away now, she felt a renewed sense of compassion and excitement. She looked forward to the evening with asense of anticipation she had not felt in months.

THE SOURCE OF MUCH CONTROVERSY

The Rev. Ralph Jones had been concerned initially over Cindy’s seeking Dan’s counsel because of a deep distrust of psychology.Dan and Ralph were peers in many ways: Ralph was only a coupleof years older than Dan, both were professionals, each had morethan one graduate degree, both were highly respected members ofthe community. Dan had been a model member of First Church,having grown up there before Ralph arrived. Dan had returnedfrom his doctoral work at a respected West Coast Christian university to set up a counseling ministry near the church.

At first Dan had eagerly sought the church’s cooperation as he established his ministry. But as things progressed hefelt more and more tension between his goals and those ofthe church leadership, including Ralph. The primary bone ofcontention was Dan’s use of what the elders considered psychological counseling techniques. They were not opposed to allcounseling. In fact, when they hired Ralph they had specificallyrequested that he be competent in pastoral counseling.

The Bible Calls for Godly Counsel

The Bible, after all, indicates that godly counsel is important—most notably in the book of Proverbs. It begins with the admonition to seek wisdom, and in the first chapter, gainingwisdom is tied directly to wise and godly counsel: “A wise manwill hear and increase in learning, and a man of understandingwill acquire wise counsel” (Proverbs 1:5, NASB). And again in11:14 (NASB), “Where there is no guidance, the people fall, butin abundance of counselors there is victory.”

So it was not counseling as such that concerned Ralph and the elders (and others in the congregation, judging from theirresponses to Cindy), but rather Dan’s use of psychology as thebasis for some of his counseling.

We’ll return to the story of Cindy, Ralph, and Dan as we continue this chapter, but for now let us look at the realities oflife in the last decade of the twentieth century.

We live in a psychological society. That statement probably comes as a surprise to no one. The emergence of humanisticpsychology, of self-help books, of all sorts of psychologicalschools of thought, and all sorts of counseling methods—bothsecular and Christian—caused one writer to characterize psychology’s proliferation as “The Shrinking of America.”1

Psychology’s Effect on the Church

Nowhere has the rise of psychology caused more concern or confusion than in the church. So many books have been writtenattacking the use of all sorts of psychologies that it would beimpossible to list them all. Here is a general sampling:2 Paul C.Vitz, Psychology as Religion·, William Kirk Kilpatrick, Psychological Seduction; Mark P. Cosgrove, Psychology Gone Awry;and Martin and Deidre Bobgan’s The Psychological Way/TheSpiritual Way, which precedes a series of books in which theBobgans critique what they call “psychoheresy.”3

Perhaps the most important of all the Christian critiques of psychology was one of the very first. In 1977, Dr. PaulC. Vitz, himself an associate professor of psychology at NewYork University, issued a trenchant Christian analysis of secular psychology called Psychology as Religion: The Cult of SelfWorship A The title is telling. His critique is centered primarilyon the modem humanistic psychologists: Erich Fromm, CarlRogers, Abraham Maslow, and Rollo May. Vitz systematically exposed the self-centered nature of modem secular psychology as emerging from an anti-Christian root—the thought ofLudwig Feuerbach. Feuerbach’s The Essence of Christianity isanything but an evangelical treatise; rather, as Vitz points out,

First published in 1841, revised in 1843, this work by a left-wing follower of Hegel became widely knownfor its influential attack on Christianity. FriedrichEngels described his response to the book, “One musthimself have experienced the liberating effect of thisbook to get an idea of it. Enthusiasm was general; weall became at once Feuerbachians.” Among other laterthinkers whose ideas about religion were directly orindirectly affected by Feuerbach were Marx, Nietzsche,Huxley, John Stuart Mill, Freud, and Dewey. The tradition of Marx, Nietzsche, and Freud leads to Fromm andMay; that of Mill, Huxley and Dewey connects directlyto Rogers and Maslow.5

Vitz clearly shows the tie between some popular self-help theories and their roots in a nonChristian worldview. Feuerbachsaid, “That which in religion ranks first—namely, God—is,as I have shown, in truth and reality something second; forGod is merely the projected essence of Man.... If the natureof Man is man’s Highest Being, if to be human is his highestexistence, then man’s love for Man must in practice becomethe first and highest law. Homo homini Deus est—man’s God isMAN.” Whatever Feuerbach considered his view, it is anythingbut a Christ-centered faith; it is anything but Christian in anyrational sense.

Another important Christian thinker, Dr. Larry Crabb of the Institute of Biblical Counseling in Morrison, Colorado, hascritiqued secular psychology. Crabb’s summary of his critiqueof secular techniques echoes Vitz:

Freud said that man is selfish and one ought to first know it, then accept it as OK. Ego psychology claimsthat man can be strengthened to successfully rechannelselfishness into personally and socially acceptableoutlets. [Carl] Rogers denies any inner badness andteaches that man is filled with goodness and shouldtherefore let it all hang out. Skinner contends that manis neither good nor bad, that he is a complicated massof responses which in terms of intrinsic value amountsto a large zero. Since man can be controlled, let experts(Skinnerian psychologists) control him toward endsdesired ultimately by the controller who himself istotally controlled (a random vicious circle with nobreaking in point). Existentialists don’t know if man isbad (Freud), good (Rogers), both (ego psychologists),or neither (Skinner). Man is logically absurd but needssomething besides rational meaninglessness; thereforeleave rationality behind and blindly hope that someexperience will fill the void.6

Crabb and others have developed extensive models of counseling that are based on the authority and reliability ofbiblical revelation.7 The notion that any counseling can be doneapart from a Christian world and life view is not present in thewritings of these thinkers. In short, there is a stark contrastbetween the writings of Christian counselors and the writingsof the secular theorists they have critiqued.

RALPH’S RESOLUTION

Cindy showed up at “Guadalajara’s” as promised. She entered the festive atmosphere of the restaurant promptly at 7 p.m., finding Ralph and Megan seated in the lounge sipping club sodas.The cheery red and blue floor tiles drifted past as the hostessled them into a spacious dining room. They were seated amidbrightly colored serape wall hangings. A variety of red, green,and blue chili peppers dangled from the ceiling. For the firstfew minutes they exchanged pleasantries and mostly allowedeach other to brag about their children, nieces, and nephews.

Ralph smiled when Cindy brought out an old photograph of him, and they reminisced about happy times of Bible studiestogether. Suddenly Ralph sighed, and Megan, sensing somediscomfort, softly asked him what was wrong.

“If only I’d known then just a glimmer of the freedom I have in Christ, what a difference it would have made in myteaching, and especially in my counseling.”

Cindy perked up and asked, “Ralph, what did you mean this morning, when you said you had been wrong about Dan?”“Cindy, I was terribly suspicious of Dan when he came. Iguess I was overly protective of the church and our ‘territory.’As you know, we tried to work out a situation where Dan’scounseling ministry would be tied to the church. But many ofus on the elder board thought Dan’s techniques were way offbase biblically. Eventually, we all sensed it just wasn’t going towork. He explained his views repeatedly, but we just wouldn’tlisten. Dan established his practice alone, and as you know, ourrelationship was strained at best for a long time.

“The turning point came when Mrs. Attenborough brought her granddaughter Lisa to me for counseling. Lisa was the angriestteenager I had ever met. The violent changes in her attitudes madeit seem like she was two people. She was suffering badly fromanorexia. I tried to help her, as did several others in the church.In exasperation one day, after another counseling session wherewe made no progress, I took a walk to clear my head. I saw Dandown at McDonald’s and asked his opinion about what to do.What has happened since, I must admit, is truly amazing.

“Dan took Lisa on as a client. Slowly but surely, he discovered she had been abused severely by a preschool teacher, sexually and corporally. On top of that, her parents admittedthey had overdone their own expectations of her as a child. Thepain she experienced had created wounds so deep, which Lisaburied, that she’d developed an incredible distrust of everyone.Her anger was turned inward, and she had come to believe thatshe was unworthy of love. This led to such an explosivenessthat she was truly dangerous to herself and her family. Once sheviciously ripped open a classmate’s arm with a fingernail file.

“After many months, I began to see that with Dan’s help Lisa was making progress. I asked Dan if I could see her andhe said he preferred that I not counsel her. This made me angryand I asked him to discuss it with me. We met at 9 a.m. on Dan’sday off. I came loaded with my objections to his methods andeverything we’d discussed before.

“This time Dan was ready for me. He went straight to what he perceived as the main issue before us. He asked me, if I wereto need brain surgery, would I hire a heart specialist? If I neededmy car’s engine tuned, would I hire a plumber? On both countsI laughed, Of course not.’

“‘Then why,’ Dan asked, ‘do you want to counsel an angry anorectic teenager with whom you’ve already failed?’I must admit, I stammered a bit in response. Dan grinnedand said that he suspected I was being territorial. ‘Wouldyou,’ he asked, ‘object if a church member hired a doctor toperform needed surgery? Would you go in and demand to seethe diagnosis or wait patiently and let the family decide whento tell you?’

“At that point I learned Dan had gotten both Lisa’s and Mrs. Attenborough’s permission to discuss Lisa’s case withme. The information Dan had was fascinating. I had no idea that95 percent of the people who suffer from anorexia are women.Dan pointed out that psychologists had discovered such thingsfrom extensive research. We discussed the value of psychology.Here are the five issues we examined in depth.”

At this point Ralph took out a paper and handed it to Cindy. The five issues numbered on the following pages were on thatpaper. The discussion that follows is Ralph’s explanation.

THE MAJOR DISPUTES BETWEEN PSYCHOLOGY AND CHRISTIAN FAITH

One: There Is a Spiritual Way to Counsel That Is Better Than the Psychological Way

“On this point, Dan’s response was very interesting. He allowed that modem psychology was often wrong in its prescriptionsfor problems. But most important, we discussed the vast differences between the various psychological camps.

“The discipline of psychology is not monolithic. You cannot lump everyone who practices psychology into one group and claim that that camp is wrong. Psychologists are likepreachers or churches—not all of them preach the same gospel. Some practice their psychology with a careful attentionto biblical detail. When these psychologists prescribe help forproblems, they utilize biblical insights and wisdom to informtheir prescriptions. Likewise, these same people may discoverthe problem that someone suffers from by utilizing a psychological method of observation.

“Dan observed that a strength of psychology is often in describing the problems from which someone suffers, but it isoften weak on the prescription to allay the problem.

‘Take an issue like self-image. Modem psychology has been blasted by Christian critics for advocating glorificationof self.8 Yet, at times these critics seem to have misunderstoodthe purpose of the self-image discussion as carried on in mainstream psychology. Listen to the words of two Christian psychologists,” Ralph said as he started to read from his papers:

Mainstream psychology’s position on self-image can be clarified with the analogy of a marksman shooting at atarget. A marksman is more concerned with accuracythan with whether the shot is low or high. Concepts oflow or high are only used to improve accuracy. Neverwould a marksman conclude “the higher the better.”

Likewise, psychologists have traditionally been interested in accuracy of self-concept. It may be important to observe whether self-image is low or high, but onlyfor the sake of adjusting accuracy. Few psychologistshave concluded “the higher the better.”

Classical self psychologists made a distinction between accurate self-image and the excessive self-loveof narcissism. Allport wrote that inherent narcissismcould not be dominant in the psychologically matureperson. Fromm, Adler, Maslow, Allport, and Rogersall emphasized that a person with a healthy self-imageis rarely selfish. Kilpatrick’s perspective that self psychology has obscured a concern for others may be trueof some popular psychological writings, but it does notrepresent mainstream psychology.

In addition to Kilpatrick’s mistaken conclusion about what mainstream psychology believes a healthyself-image to be, Hunt and McMahon are also in error.They have confused self-image with narcissism. Theynote that Paul warned Timothy that in the last days“People will be lovers of themselves” (2 Timothy 3:2),which means selfish. But there is little doubt that Paulhimself had a healthy self-image. He wrote frequentlyof his accomplishments and encouraged his readers toimitate him. But Paul was not narcissistic, focusing onhimself to the exclusion of a concern for others. Mosesalso appeared to develop an accurate self-image as evidenced by his style of leadership.9

“Dan observed that is where a solid biblically informed psychologist has the advantage on those who never allow theScriptures to have a say in their study.

“For example, if a person is to develop an accurate (healthy) self-image, he or she must come to terms with thebad side of human nature. At this point, the work of manyChristian psychologists can be of immense help, for they point us to our basic sin nature. In his book Inside Out, Larry Crabbchallenges Christians to come to grips with their goals and theirown sinful efforts to reach those goals apart from relationshipwith God. As an example of how the church aids and abets ourself-sufficiency, Crabb vividly points out the false promisesprevalent in the church today:

Modem Christianity, in dramatic reversal of its biblical form, promises to relieve the pain of living in a fallenworld. ... The promise of bliss is for NOW! Completesatisfaction can be ours this side of Heaven. . . . Thepoint of living the Christian life has shifted from knowing and serving Christ till He returns to soothing, or atleast learning to ignore, the ache in our soul.10

“The message is prophetic and profound: We cannot be truly satisfied or experience true joy apart from a biblicalunderstanding of ourselves—including our deeply sinful, uglyinsides. By seeking God first, down deep, only then can weexperience joy in other relationships and, ultimately, any levelof satisfaction. Total, blissful satisfaction just isn’t available ina fallen, sinful world.

“Not all Christian counseling experts are as realistic as Crabb, but most affirm similar approaches that include healthydoses of the biblical troth about human nature. The key is tofind those who do emphasize the Bible and utilize its truth intheir practice. It is those counselors who allow that biblicalview to inform and control their psychology who are effective. Instead of an either/or approach to counseling, insteadof a sharp distinction between the psychological way and thespiritual way, those who begin with a biblical anthropology areable to develop a biblical psychology and apply it effectively inthe counseling environment. Like the effective evangelist, thiscounselor is able to speak the historic truth of the Christian faithinto the difficult challenges of a secular culture and a secularized discipline, helping hurting people with complex problems.Instead of tossing out psychology on to its unbiblical ear, thiscounselor redeems it for the glory of God and the benefit of realpeople with real needs.

Two: Why Should a Christian Seek Counseling If God Can Meet A11 Our Needs?

“Dan and I were in agreement on this from the beginning,” Ralph pointed out to Cindy. “We just didn’t realize we were speakingthe same language until we sat down and worked through it“We agreed that in Scripture God Himself encourages people to seek counsel. But we still had problems in the areaof what kind of counsel a person should seek. Should it havea psychological technique attached?

“Dan pointed out that seeking an appropriate counselor doesn’t necessarily mean seeking a psychologist but that neither should a professional be ruled out. This is a lot like seekinga suitable church or preacher. Some preach the truth of the gospel and some are wolves in sheep’s clothing, preaching a falsegospel. Some psychologists are godly and base their assumptions about counseling on biblical grounds, while others donot. The question really is, Dan pointed out, whether the personwith a particular problem can find a counselor or therapist whoshares his or her strong, orthodox Christian values and whetherthe patient believes this counselor is right for him or her. Eventhen, however, we have no guarantee of success.11

“His final point was that seeking counsel does not deny God’s sufficiency to meet our needs, which is a big objection manyhave to seeking counsel. Rather, God’s Word records numerousinstances where the Lord Jesus, the apostle Paul, and otherNew Testament writers actually counseled others. I’ve alreadymentioned the admonitions in Proverbs to seek godly counsel,but in 1 Thessalonians 5:14, Paul mates clear the necessity ofwise counsel for wayward hearts, unseemly behavior, and thosewho suffer from emotional distress or weakness: “We urge you,brothers, warn those who are idle, encourage the timid, help theweak, be patient with eveiyone” (emphasis added).

In these admonitions there are four implicit suggestions: (1) Christians are God’s ambassadors, His agents or servants,available to help meet others’ needs. (2) People are goingto struggle in this sinful world; they will need counseling.(3) Counseling, even using psychological insights, can benefitboth the person counseled and the counselor. (4) And, sinceGod Himself has encouraged us to seek counsel, it must be Hisway of using His resources to meet important human needs.

Three: Psychology Has Become a Religion that Competes with Christianity

“Certainly,” Ralph affirmed, “in the large sense this is true. In every age in every culture in which the Christian faith has beenpreached, people have searched for idols to replace it. Modemsecular psychology has become such an idol for many. But itwould be both unwise and irresponsible to conclude that wemust reject all of psychology or psychology’s research findings just because some have used it as a replacement for trueChristian faith. As Collins points out,

Instead of dismissing all psychology as a rival religion, let us evaluate its findings, learn from them and makeuse of psychology’s insights when they are consistentwith Scripture. In this way we can use psychologicalconclusions to help others deal with the complexitiesof modem living.12

“So long as psychological principles and research are subordinated to biblical precepts, and communicated to us bysomeone more interested in serving the living God than thegods of psychology or academia, then we can be assured ofa biblical psychology. Remember, psychology began simplyas the study of the mind or soul of man (Greek: psuche) andof human behaviors that begin as thoughts or inclinations. Theword even has its place in the New Testament (see Matthew10:28, 16:2; Hebrews 4:12, 6:19; 1 Peter 2:11).

“When Freud and his minions popularized the concepts of psychotherapy and located the origins of bad or ‘unhealthy’behavior in the client’s family of origin (this is not to diminish the importance of study in this area), the church’s mainresponse was to acquiesce to the new and popular theories.Instead of boldly reasserting the doctrine of original sin andthe necessity of repentant faith to overcome it, Christendomslowly but surely gave in to describing sin as mere behavioralaberrance and psychological weakness. Again, instead of strategically and courageously seeking to bring the discipline ofpsychology into the light of Scripture and under the lordshipof Christ, the church has allowed it, in its secularized form, tobe the chief progenitor of the idols of our age: self, self, andmore self! Christians must realize that, counseling is not onlyan important aspect of biblical ministry, but it has become oneof the most influential disciplines in Western culture, and it’sfast making inroads into the East.13

“At this point, the church must mate a strategic ‘about-face’ and seek—as many Christian psychologists and psychiatrists arefaithfully attempting—to bring solid biblical doctrine and insightto psychology and to take advantage of the abundant insights thatthe discipline has for us. We must pray that those who are faithful to God and to biblical truth can reclaim this discipline, whichhas origins not merely in understanding human behavior, but inunderstanding the very souls of men and women.

Four: Are All Emotional Problems Caused by Sin?

Ralph continued, “Martin and Deidre Bobgan have been some of the most outspoken evangelical critics of secular psychology. But on the issue of how we must treat psychological andemotional human problems, they have also provided a penetrating analysis. They have emphasized the spiritual component ofhuman problems, but were also clear that every problem alsohas a mental and physical component.” Ralph straightened hisnotes, and began to read from the Bobgans:

The medical doctor’s main interest is with the body and the psychotherapist’s with the mind. The separation of mind from body is a naive way of dealingwith the total person. . . . The body, mind, and thespirit must be considered in any problem which one isexperiencing. ... Any system which regards one, suchas the body or the mind, without considering all three,and particularly the spiritual part of man, falls short oftruly ministering to the whole person.14

“Counselor Gary Collins affirms this truth as do Larry Crabb and others. Collins gives the example of depression,pointing out that it may be the result of a physical cause(biochemical disorder), the result of stress (loss of job), orthe result of sin. His point is well taken:

The effective Christian counselor knows that personal sin may be a major cause of depression, but it wouldbe simplistic to conclude that treatment should includenothing but finding the sin and exhorting the person tochange. Sometimes it is necessary to uncover and treatthe physical causes of depression. At times we need tohelp the counselee cope with his or her psychologicalstress.15

“Christians must be careful not to throw the psychological baby out with the critical bath water. If the person we exhortto change has brain chemistry so out of balance that he findsit impossible to change, we could be endangering his emotional or even physical well-being. Remembering that humanproblems can and often do have as many as three componentswill help maintain a balanced approach to counseling.

Five: Should All Counseling Take Place Through the Local Church?

Ralph continued: “Most evangelical leaders—even those heavily involved in teaching psychology and counseling—would affirmthe value of having many if not most of the counseling needsof church members taken care of in the local church.16 Collinspoints out three important conclusions about lay counseling:

1. Lay counseling can and does help people.

2. Lay counseling is not the panacea for all humanproblems.

3. Lay counseling should be an important part of thechurch’s work and ministry.17

“However, as Collins himself points out, there are clear limits to what lay counselors can accomplish. There will alwaysbe a need for professionals who are able to perform ‘the psychological equivalent of brain surgery.’

“Because many people have suffered serious abuse—as you know personally, Cindy—or may have other serious disorders, laycounselors should be trained to recognize their limits in helpingpeople deal with problems. However, the lay counselor may bean invaluable help in supporting the progress of the counseleeand the work of the psychologist in such cases.”

CONCLUSION

“Well, Cindy,” Ralph said, “I guess you can see I’m changing my thinking a bit on these things.”

Cindy nodded in agreement and couldn’t contain her smile. “Ralph,” she said, “I really never thought I’d see thisday, but I’m glad it’s here. Now about my being absent fromFirst Church so much lately....”




Chapter Six: The Controversy Over the Healthand Wealth Gospel

Would you rather be rich than poor or middle class? Would you rather drive a new luxury car, say aCadillac, Mercedes, or Lexus, or a fancy van, thanyour aging Chevrolet or Toyota? Wouldn’t you enjoy having$100,000 in the bank rather than living paycheck to paycheckand seeing your savings grow only $100 a month (or less)? Mostof us, if we’re honest, would probably rather have newer cars,clothes, and homes, and it would be even more appealing if weknew that having such things was God’s will!

The message of a growing minority of rather vocal leaders within the charismatic movement is that God wants us healthyand wealthy. A number of writers have recently expressed serious concerns about these developments.

THE CRISIS IN THE CHARISMATIC MOVEMENT

D. R. McConnell, a professor at Oral Roberts University, warns that the charismatic movement is facing a major crisis. Themovement, he states, is at a crossroads that will determinewhether it remains faithful to the Bible or becomes cultic. Inhis words, “The charismatic renewal has reached a spiritual intersection in its history, and the decisions made by charismatic leadership in the next five years will, I believe, foreverdetermine our place in the annals of church history. Nothingless than the doctrinal orthodoxy of our movement is at stake.”1McConnell continues, there is much “that passes for ‘truth’ inthe charismatic renewal that I believe deeply grieves the HolySpirit, who is ‘the Spirit of truth.’ I would go so far as to say thatmany in the present charismatic renewal preach and practice adifferent gospel.”2 McConnell, it should be noted, is a strongadvocate of charismatic renewal.

McConnell’s challenge is directed at the fastest growing segment of the charismatic movement, namely, those independent churches and ministries that teach what critics often call“the Health and Wealth Gospel” or “Name It and Claim It.” Proponents of the teaching reject such labels, prefering such namesas “the Word Movement” or “the Word of Faith Movement.”

The Word of Faith Donation Factories: Religious Trash?

The best known representatives of the word of faith movement include Kenneth Hagin, Kenneth and Gloria Copeland, Robert Tilton, Fred Price, Charles Capps, Jerry Savelle, MarilynHickey, Norvel Hayes, and W. V. Grant. Their television ministries, personal appearances, and publications enable them toreach huge audiences that support their ministries with millionsof dollars every year.

USA Today recently identified Robert Tilton as “the USA’s fastest-growing force in TV evangelism.”3 Contributions to hisministry alone, the paper reports, easily exceed 25 million dollarsannually. The same story in USA Today reveals why evangelicalsought to be concerned with Tilton’s brand of TV evangelism,which millions of people equate with the broader evangelicalmovement. “In return for a ‘$1,000 vow,’” the paper reportsthat Tilton claims his prayers will “cast out demons, cure disease and yield cash and shiny new cars for the truly faithful.”4

Jeffrey Haddan, a University of Virginia sociologist who specializes in TV evangelism, states that Tilton has “gone wellbeyond the prosperity gospel... and crossed the line into asham.” Haddan describes Tilton’s TV show as “religious trash.”5Whatever it is, it is an approach to health and wealth that toomany people will necessarily associate with the evangelicalmainstream, which of course deplores what Tilton represents.

Most recently, on Prime Time Live (ABC) on November 21,1991, Tilton and W. V. Grant were both exposed as frauds.The Prime Time episode incited investigations by the TexasAttorney General’s office and the Internal Revenue Service.6In fairness to Tilton, he has successfully filed and receivedrestraining orders against the Texas Attorney General and thatinvestigation may be on hold indefinitely.

According to Prime Time's Diane Sawyer, Tilton’s ministry takes in over $80 million a year, and since 1985, Tilton’s salary has been at least $400,000 a year. The report claimed thatTilton has access to more than $60 million in assets, includingfour luxury homes in Texas, Florida, and California.

The most damning portion of the program concerned Tilton’s claim to care deeply for the hurting people among his followers. Yet, the Prime Time expose showed that most of Tilton’smail—full of prayer requests and sincere needs from those veryhurting followers—had been found in the trash dumpster behindTilton’s bank in Tulsa, Oklahoma. The evidence seemed to indicate that Tilton had never seen the prayer requests, but the checksfrom the envelopes had certainly made it into his bankaccount.This prompted Diane Sawyer to label Tilton’s word of faith ministry a “state-of-the-art donation factory.”7

A Lack of Accountability

In the word of faith movement, we are seeing individuals who, for the most part, operate apart from the standards and constraints provided by recognized denominations and agenciescreated to hold ministries accountable (like the EvangelicalCouncil for Finance Accountability, ECFA). The people I’ve identified belong to a loose-knit organization called the International Convention of Faith Churches and Ministries that beganin 1979. It presently includes about 100 churches and 700 ministers. But there appear to be few of the checks and balancesthat a recognized denomination like the Assemblies of God andother pentecostal organizations provide.

Many independent charismatic churches and ministries are either owned by the leaders who started them or are effectivelycontrolled by boards where the leaders and family memberscontrol a majority of the votes. The Prime Time Live episodealso pointed out that Tilton, for example, has claimed he is heldaccountable by his board. However, it revealed his “board” consists of only himself, his wife, and his secretary. The absenceof accountability and controls in such a situation is an openinvitation to abuse. The situation is made even worse by thefact that the exaggerated emphasis on subjective feelings oftenleads to a de-emphasis upon the objective truth revealed in theBible and located in clearly written doctrinal statements.

Not long ago Benny Hinn, an Orlando pastor and figurehead of a nation-wide TV ministry and author of the bestselling book Good Morning HolySpirit,8admitted that he hadbecome part of the word of faith movement and that he had preached false doctrine.9 As I’ll detail later in this chapter,Rev. Hinn acknowledged his errors—something other faithpreachers refuse to do. Hinn attributes his doctrinal errors tohis lack of serious Bible training, which he said he intends tocorrect.10

Many leaders of independent charismatic churches are in a state of educational impoverishment. They are undereducatedin such standard areas as the liberal arts and sciences but also incritical fields for leaders in Christian ministry: biblical studies,systematic theology, and church history. It is at least possiblethat the reason why some of them get swayed into hereticalteaching is because they have no serious acquaintance with thetruth. It’s difficult to recognize the counterfeit when you aren’tacquainted with the real thing.

A Summary of the Crisis

What we have, then, is a situation in which poorly educated people have assumed control over massive ministries that reachmillions of people over the airwaves and hundreds of thousandsmore live and in-person. Don’t get me wrong, I recognize thata person does not have to have a college or seminary education to serve God. And I’m not advocating some sort of newgnosticism—special enlightenment—for those who do servethe Savior. But it has been a well-established tenet of historic,orthodox Christian faith for centuries that its leadership seekthe best education they can find.

One other unfortunate thing that the Prime Time Live episode revealed was in an interview with an alleged college side-kick of Robert Tilton’s. This man, who refused to be identified and was disguised for the camera, claimed that he and Tilton, during their college years, would get drunk and go toevangelistic tent meetings where they would claim to be in theSpirit and speak in tongues. From these experiences, the mystery guest explained, he and Tilton actually planned to purchase a tent after college and fly around the country conductingsimilar meetings in order to get rich! As the Prime Time Livesegment pointed out, however, Tilton never finished college. Itimplied he did find the time to buy that tent and get rich.

To summarize the evidence and the concerns pointed out by the Prime Time Live episode and those of responsible charismatic leaders such as McConnell, here are the main, troublesome features of the word of faith movement:

1. A lack of appropriate education in the leadership.

2. A lack of accountability and internal controls.

3. No one within the fellowship to challenge abusesof power such as diversions of contributions tobuild expensive homes or purchase luxury automobiles for personal use.

As we’ll see, however, there are further dimensions to the problem that are, to mainstream evangelicals, even more disturbing.

When these self-appointed leaders take their frequently confused message to the world by means of television, weshould not be surprised at the doctrinal chaos that results. Thesituation is made even more regrettable when people in themedia identify TV preachers of this sort with responsible representatives of the gospel or with the evangelical mainstream.

Why do people follow such leaders in such large numbers? One reason may be the language they use. No doubt, somewho listen to these preachers are themselves biblically andtheologically unaware or misinformed. They hear the preachersuse familiar biblical passages as proof-texts; they hear familiarevangelical and pentecostal terminology used. Because thepackaging is familiar, they fall into the trap of thinking thatthe content of the message can be trusted.

Word of faith leaders also preach an extremely attractive message. In the words of Charles Farah, the teaching of thefaith movement is “without question the most attractive message being preached today or, for that matter, in the whole history of the Church.”11

“Seldom if ever,” writes D. R. McConnell, “has there been a gospel that has promised so much, and demanded so little.. ..The Faith gospel promises health and long life to a world inwhich death can come a myriad of different ways.”12

There can be no question about the extent to which the word of faith movement is dividing the contemporary church,evangelicalism as a whole, and the pentecostal/charismaticbranches of evangelicalism. Let’s now examine what the movement teaches about divine healing, prosperity, and positiveconfession. Then we’ll take a look at recent charges that someleaders of the movement are teaching heresy.

THE WORD OF FAITH VIEW OF DIVINE HEALING

Is It Classic Pentecostalism?

Kenneth Hagin speaks for the entire word of faith movement when he states, “I believe that it is the plan of God ourFather that no believer should ever be sick.”13 Word of faithleaders teach something that sounds initially like the classicalPentecostal view that healing is in the atonement. Accordingto that teaching, Christ’s atonement had more than just theforgiveness of sin as a goal; it also secures physical healing fromdisease for the believer. But many faith preachers place a significantly different twist on the old doctrine of divine healing.

Like Kenneth Hagin, they believe that Christ’s spiritual atonement in hell, and not His physical death on the cross,is the basis for this healing. Since, on this view, all physicaldisease has a spiritual cause, Christians must therefore seek aspiritual cure. This has made it easy for some in the movementto believe that illness is “all in the head.” Some critics of themovement have charged that this view is distressingly similarto the teaching of Christian Science. They also argue that itcan lead deceived followers into thinking that medical sciencecan or even should be ignored. After all, as D. R. McConnellpoints out, “Medicine is a physical science. The whole scienceof medicine is based on the ability to detect, diagnose, andprescribe treatment of disease and its symptoms. Because theFaith teachers believe that disease is spiritual. . . they must,by definition, also consider the physical science of medicine aninferior means of healing.”14

This leads to the dangerous consequence that, for the word of faith teachers, it is more important to deny physical symptoms than it is to detect them. “The physical symptoms are notreal” for people under the spell of this teaching, McConnellwarns. The physical symptoms become real when the believer’s faith has wavered. “Only people who do not know how tobelieve God for spiritual healing resort to medical science.”15

In fairness, it should be noted that not all representatives of the faith teaching advise people to avoid medical science.They claim to believe in good doctors. But even in cases wheremedical science is tolerated, it appears to function as a stopgap measure until the healing of faith can begin. Nevertheless,critics have charged that the movement’s frequent rejection ofmedical science can result in situations when its followers failto seek necessary medical help. In some instances, followers ofthis teaching have died of preventable causes.16 All of this is amarked departure from the healing ministries of individuals likeOral Roberts and Kathryn Kuhlman, neither of whom rejectedmedical science.

They Claim Healing Is “an Accomplished Fact”

Another distinctive feature of the word of faith teaching is its claim that the believer’s physical healing is already completed,an accomplished fact. The catch, unfortunately, is that this“accomplished fact” is a “faith-fact.” This means that thehealing is often not yet evident through any termination ofthe physical symptoms in the follower’s body. This suggeststhat the physical symptoms should be denied, that in somesense they are not real. Once again, the resemblance to ChristianScience is unsettling. Such teaching can lead to obvious abuse.Don Carson explains:

The most common form of abuse is the view that since all illness is directly or indirectly attributable tothe devil and his works, and since Christ by his crosshas defeated die devil, and by his Spirit has given usthe power to overcome him, healing is the inheritanceright of all true Christians who call upon the Lordwith genuine faith. The entailment, of course, is that ifsomeone is not healed, the failure reflects inadequatefaith, since the promises of the Lord are not to becalled into doubt.17

James Packer has written critically about the appeal the word of faith movement (and similar teaching in other pente-costal and charismatic groups) has for people who believe “thatGod means us to spend our time in this fallen world feeling welland in a state of euphoria based on that fact.”18

Packer counters this by pointing out how “New Testament references to unhealed sickness among Christian leaders makeit plain that good health at all times is not God’s will for allbelievers.” He also refers to “the charismatic supposition ofreality without bitterness when Christians are exposed to thediscipline of pain and of remaining unhealed.”19

The apostle Paul teaches that our outer man is decaying (2 Corinthians 4:16). While we groan in this body, God’s Spiritis His pledge of the new body that awaits us at the resurrection(2 Corinthians 5:1-5). Paul was unable to heal associates likeEpaphroditus (Colossians 4:14), Timothy (1 Timothy 5:23),and Trophimus (2 Timothy 4:20). Paul himself suffered fromphysical illness (Galatians 4:13-15, 2 Timothy 12:7-9). Luke,the author of the third gospel and the book of Acts, was aphysician (Colossians 4:14).

CHRISTIANITY IS NO HEALING CULT

D. R. McConnell warns against turning Christianity into some kind of healing cult. In his words, “Christianity is not a healingcult and the gospel is not a metaphysical formula for divine healthand wealth. The Faith theology’s inordinate emphasis on healingis a gross exaggeration of the biblical doctrine and distorts thecentrality of Christ and the gospel.”20 For word of faith preachers,McConnell cautions, “healing is not a sovereign miracle bestowedby a merciful God. Healing is a cause-and-effect formula thatworks every time the Christian applies it in ‘faith.’ ”21

Anytime some Christian leaders tells us what God must do, warning alarms should start going off all over the place.McConnell’s observation is certainly right:

Those who use healing formulas to claim that God heals all our diseases every time are denying reality.

They are ignoring the obvious fact that Christians get sick all the time. Some recover from their illnesses;others do not. Every day, somewhere in the world,Christians die of the same diseases that everybody elsedies of. This is not a pleasant fact, but it is an undeniable one. If we deny it, then we deny not only reality,but also what the Bible itself has said of life in thisphysical body.22

The word of faith teaching regarding healing is suspect for a number of reasons: It clashes with what the Bibleteaches about pain and disease; it deceives Christians into oftenrejecting medical help; it misleads Christians into thinking thatthe continuance of disease reflects the presence of sin andunbelief in their hearts; and it leads the church dangerouslyclose to the heresies of the Christian Science movement. Thisis a teaching that biblically informed Christians will shun.

PROSPERITY: CORNERSTONE OF THE HEALTH AND WEALTH MOVEMENT

So far, we have examined the health component of the so-called “Health and Wealth Gospel.” Let’s now turn our attention to themovement’s emphasis on prosperity, which it claims is God’swill for all believers.

Kenneth Copeland summarizes his view of the doctrine of prosperity in these words:

We must understand that there are laws governing every single thing in existence. Nothing is by accident.There are laws of the world of the spirit and there arelaws of the world of the natural. ... We need to realizethat the spiritual world and its laws are more powerfulthan the physical world and its laws. Spiritual lawsgave birth to physical law. . . . The same rule is true inprosperity. There are certain laws governing prosperityin God’s Word. Faith causes them to function.23

Key Texts for the Prosperity Doctrine

Gloria Copeland teaches that Mark 10:29-30 “gives us, if we have enough faith to receive it, the right to believe for a return ofone thousand dollars on a ten-dollar contribution.”24 But Mrs.Copeland conveniently neglects the fact that Mark 10:29-30follows immediately after another passage that warns againstthe spiritual dangers of riches (see 10:25). Jesus’ promise inMark 10:29-30 specifically dealt with things that no one wouldnecessarily expect a one-hundredfold return on: “No one whohas left home or brothers or sisters or mother or father or children or fields for me and the gospel will fail to receive a hundred times as much in this present age (homes, brothers, sisters,mothers, children and fields—and with them, persecutions) andin the age to come, eternal life.”

Another phrase that is often cited by advocates of the prosperity doctrine is in 3 John 2: “that thou mayest prosper” (kjv). But according to pentecostal scholar Gordon Fee, John’s wordsare simply the usual way friends at that time in history greetedeach other in letters. The New International Version translatesthe phrase, “that all may go well with you.” There is absolutelyno justification for the contemporary use of this phrase in theprosperity teaching of the faith preachers.

Sub-Christian Teaching

The prosperity doctrine is a clear example of sub-Christian teaching. It catches the fancy of contemporary people drawn to a message that promises them a life of ease. In this case, the message reduces to the belief that if we serve God, we’ll get rich.

While we should welcome any effort to get Christians to bring their needs before God and to search God’s Word withregard to His promises, the word of faith preachers clearly usethe word need in a sense far broader than anything found inScripture. As McConnell points out,

If we accept the dictionary definition that a need is something without which we will die or no longer beable to function, then we would have to say that theFaith teachers have gone far beyond the confines ofeven the English language. New houses, fancy cars,and fine clothing hardly qualify as “needs,” as itemswithout which we will surely perish. The doctrine ofprosperity fails to make any distinction between a needand a want and a want and a lust.25

Judged by the standards of the teaching of the word of faith movement, the apostle Paul never achieved its kind ofprosperity. Paul could only write,

We have been made a spectacle to the whole universe. . . . We are weak, but you are strong! You are honored, we are dishonored! To this very hour we gohungry and thirsty, we are in rags, we are brutallytreated, we are homeless. We work hard with ourown hands. When we are cursed, we bless; whenwe are persecuted, we endure it; when we are slandered, we answer kindly. Up to this moment we havebecome the scum of the earth, the refuse of the world.(1 Corinthians 4:9-13)

Yet Robert Tilton has proclaimed on several occasions, “being poor is a sin,”26 and “the only time people were poor in theBible, is when they were under a curse.”27 Surely Paul was notunder a curse when he wrote 1 Corinthians 4:9-13!

By appealing to a common human weakness, word of faith teachers debase the very gospel they claim to represent. It is ateaching that thoughtful believers must dismiss.

THE POSITIVE CONFESSION DOCTRINE

According to James Goff, Jr., word of faith preachers believe that “divine health and prosperity are the rights of every Christian who will appropriate enough faith to receive them. Thesecret of appropriating such faith is in making a ‘positiveconfession’—that is, stating in faith what one desires or isrequesting from God and believing that God will honor it.”28The doctrine of positive confession functions as a foundation for the health and wealth emphases of the word of faithteaching. As William Menzies explains, positive confession is“the belief that a believer’s verbal assertion of a desired objective, affirmed in faith, requires God to bring that objective intobeing. Extreme forms of this teaching have led followers tobelieve that wealth and health are the badges of faith.”29

It is hard to miss the unbiblical implication of all this. Word of faith preachers act as though God is somehow requiredto do certain things when the believer issues prayerful commands. In such a view, “God becomes akin to a ‘cosmic bellhop,’ rather than the Sovereign of the Universe.”30 It is hardto know whether a theology that views God as a servile butler is blasphemy or nonsense. But the result, Goff asserts, “ishuman pride and a faulty view of both the purpose for, and therelationship between, God and believers. Critics not only accusethe faith teachers of distorting Scripture by taking verses out ofcontext to prove their theology but also point out that there is anexplicit rejection of believers who do not get healed or suffer theindignity of poverty, since the only assumption can be that theyfail to appropriate faith in God to remedy their situation.”31

To complete this section, D. R. McConnell summarizes the roots and fruits of the positive confession teaching:

Many regard this [positive confession] as a healthy practice, emphasizing the psychological benefits of positive thinking and speaking. What this fails to consideris the historical fact that those who first taught PMA[positive mental attitude]/positive confession—the NewThought metaphysicians—attributed its power to cosmicprinciples and occultic deities. Though the Bible doesemphasize the importance of a pure mind and holyspeech, it nowhere states that a person can alter physicalreality through mental means, and it certainly does notencourage verbal confession of the divine Name andWord as means of manipulating God’s will. In fact, theScriptures strictly contradict both.32

CHARGES OF HERESY

While positive confession and the health and wealth gospel are distortions of biblical teaching, nothing we have noticed thus farcomes close to being as serious as the set of charges to be notedin this section. A1990 book published by Moody Press helped tofocus nationwide attention on the theological aberrations of someleaders of the faith movement. Writing in the foreword to the bookThe Agony of Deceit, Harold Lindsell warned that “a number oftelevangelists are parading under false colors. Historic orthodoxyis being diminished by heretical departures from the true faith overthe airwaves.”33 According to the contributors to this book, someof the fastest growing TV ministries are the most heretical. Thebook should not be read as an indictment of the entire pentecostaland charismatic movements, most of whose leaders are also concerned about the doctrinal deviations of some televangelists. Themessage of the book is that the real but hitherto largely ignoredscandal of TV evangelism is not sexual immorality or luxuriousdog houses or financial improprieties. It is heresy!

Suspicious Roots, Metaphysical Fruits

In his book on the word of faith movement, D. R. McConnell criticizes it because of what he sees as its threat to the doctrinal integrity of the historic pentecostal movement.34 According to McConnell, this movement does not have its roots inhistoric pentecostalism. Rather, he argues, much of its inspiration arises from the theories of Kenneth Hagin. Accordingto McConnell, Hagin has plagiarized many of his views fromothers, most notably E. W. Kenyon (1867-1948), an eccentricNew England preacher. Kenyon’s links to such heretical movements as Unity, Unitarianism, and Christian Science have beendocumented by McConnell. “What Kenyon produced,” WilliamMenzies observes, “is in fact a syncretism of New Thought metaphysics (mind over matter) and radical fundamentalism—a different gospel.”35

Another area where the suspicious theology of some word of faith leaders shows up is in their distortion of the historicChristian view of divine special revelation. Evangelicalismrejects any and all efforts to locate allegedly “new” revelationsoutside the canon of the Bible. But a number of faith preacherspoint to “a direct way of knowing truth that on occasion appearsto contradict the teachings of the Bible.”36

R. C. Sproul warns that Robert Tilton apparently sees himself as “a twentieth-century apostle whose visions of revelation exceed that of the apostle John and whose miraclepowers surpass that of the apostle Paul. If we are to believeTilton’s astonishing claims, there is no reason we should notinclude his writings in the next edition of the New Testament.”37 Along these same lines, William Menzies gives thisexplanation, “Some extreme faith teachers advocate that esoteric experiences may furnish additional truth to supplementscriptural revelation, thereby implying that such contemporary‘revelations’ have apparent validity to the Scriptures.”38

A Confession by Benny Hinn

In this connection, it is interesting to note admissions made by Benny Hinn that during the 1970s his early ministry was influenced by books written by such strong evangelical thinkers asDwight Moody and Reuben A. Torrey. But about the time Hinnestablished his Orlando Christian Center in 1983, a ministrythat averages 7,000 people in its Sunday services, he began tofollow certain teachings of the word of faith movement. Hinnadmitted that he had taught some strange doctrines since thattime, including the claim “that each person of the Trinity wasa triune being,”39 a statement that implies nine Persons in theGodhead.

Hinn reportedly acknowledged how “dumb” that teaching was, and he repudiates it According to Christianity Today, whichreported the story, “Critics were also dismayed by Hinn’s claimsthat he received some of his controversial teachings via ‘revelation knowledge,’ or directly from God.” Hinn wants “to shed theimage of a prophet and that he [will] no longer claim revelationknowledge as the authority for his teachings. Said Hinn, ‘Theonly revelation knowledge is already in the Bible.’ ”40

New evidence has come to light, however, that suggests that Benny Hinn’s apparent willingness to submit to correctionon his doctrinal failings may be on hold. In the October 5,1992issue of Christianity Today, several critics are quoted to theeffect that the “new” Benny Hinn is out and the “same old BennyHinn” is back. The article quotes one author as stating that BennyHinn “has not only bludgeoned Scripture, but has also left in histrail the broken lives of people who have unwittingly fallen forhis seductive suggestions.”41 The article cites a number of recentcases in which Hinn has apparently distorted the truth. A numberof Hinn’s critics see a definite pattern of behavior that raisesserious questions about Hinn and his ministry.

Many evangelicals are relieved that one representative of the word of faith movement has at least admitted doctrinalerrors, especially with regard to the Trinity and special revelation. But Hinn’s admissions only reinforce the concernsabout the serious doctrinal errors that continue to appear inthe teachings of other faith preachers. When self-appointedprophets lead people to think their teachings, dreams, andvisions are revelation and are as authoritative as Scripture,the preachers reveal more than their shallow grounding in theology. Their actions suggest that they are knowingly teachingheresy.

The Final Straw: Copeland’s “Little Gods” Doctrine

Rod Rosenbladt claims to have uncovered evidence of a heretical view of Jesus in the preaching and writing of Kenneth Copeland.42 Copeland has taught that while Jesus was onearth, He was nothing more than a man empowered by God’sSpirit. Copeland’s belief that the earthly Jesus had abandonedHis divine powers resembles the heresy known as Kenoticism.Copeland actually has claimed that he could have done thesame thing Jesus did on the cross. It is a mistake to think,Copeland claims, that the wonders Jesus performed result fromHis possessing powers that we don’t have.

All of this leads Copeland to his “little gods” doctrine in which he teaches that “the believer is as much an incarnation aswas Jesus of Nazareth.”43 In this matter, Copeland seems to befollowing Kenneth Hagin who reports that when he was bom ofGod, he “became a human-divine being!”44 Paul Crouch of theTrinity Broadcasting Network has jumped on this “little gods”bandwagon. On one of his televised programs, he stated, “I ama little god. I have His name. I am one with Him.”45

It is sobering to realize that, thus far, only one marginal representative of the word of faith movement (Benny Hinn)has admitted his doctrinal errors and, at least in part, brokenties to the movement. Others steadfastly refuse to address thecharges of doctrinal error. Some have been heard to say thatthey will consider the charges only when their critics have asmany followers as they do. The rest remain silent.

CONCLUSION

Compared to what we’ve encountered in this chapter, Christian disagreements over such things as the tribulation and theonomyseem trivial. Those disputes do not begin to affect the heart ofthe gospel, the essential core teaching of historic Christianity.But preaching that follows the patterns outlined in this chapter is a different story. As Michael Horton observes, “It is totrivialize greatly the work of Christ to suggest that God theFather sent His only-begotten Son into the world to bear theworld’s blasphemy, insults, and violence, and most of all, tobear the Father’s wrath—all for increased cash flow and fewerbouts with asthma.”46 Claims that “Jesus is no longer the onlybegotten Son of God”47 sound as heretical as anything taughtby any cult in this century.

If these New Age televangelists have been misunderstood, it is time that they tell us whose side they’re really on; it istime that they correct the misleading teachings that can soeasily confuse their followers; it is time that they show usthey not only believe in the historic doctrines of the Trinityand the Incarnation but that they can also explain the doctrinescorrectly. Until they do these things, committed evangelicalswill have to regard them as outside the Christian camp.




Chapter Seven: The Controversy Over ChristianInvolvement in Politics

Each of the great divides examined in this book is important. But the controversial subject of this chapter may be the most serious threat to the unity of the church in the decadeahead. This chapter is important for at least four reasons.

First, entirely too many Christians are indifferent to the great political and social issues of the day. Such indifference mayhave been easier to understand thirty or forty years ago. Theworld was a different place then. In that quite different situation,Christian parents were concerned by a sexual and moral permissiveness in society that seems almost tame today by comparison.Drags and violence in the schools were seldom a problem.The schools taught what schools were designed to teach. Anyteacher distributing condoms would have been fired.

But today, there is a cultural and religious war going on as the state seeks to impose values alien to Christians uponsociety. Further, society frequently coerces Christians in waysthat violate their values and religious liberties. In the context of this cultural war, Christian social pacifism betrays thebiblical injunction for Christians to act as salt in a decayingsociety. All that is required for evil people to triumph is forgood men and women to do nothing.

Second, many socially active Christians lack a solid understanding of the social, political, philosophical, and economic issues that underlie effective public policy. It is one thing to careabout the poor and desire to help them in meaningful ways. Butif we misunderstand the foundational issues, we risk supportingpolicies that will result in more harm being done to the poor.1

Reason number three: The church in the United States is becoming increasingly polarized as Christian social activistsdivide along liberal and conservative lines. Christians mustunderstand why these sharp disagreements exist and explorethe possibilities of narrowing these differences.

Finally, some Christians not only refuse to get involved with social and political issues but actually condemn otherbelievers who do. I learned recently about a member of aBaptist church in upstate New York who decided to run forpolitical office. Apparently angered by such a display of whatwas viewed as backsliding, some wanted the church to vote toexclude this person from holding any church office. Membersof another theologically conservative church objected to theirpastor’s urging Christians to stand in lines alongside of othersprotesting the evil of abortion. For these Christians, such behavior was “reprehensible” because believers would be cooperatingwith people deemed insufficiently orthodox.

In this chapter, I argue for the necessity and urgency of Christian involvement in the great social and political debatesof our day. I also seek to help the reader understand the growingsplit in the Body of Christ over social and political issues.

THE GENERAL BACKGROUND OF CHRISTIAN INVOLVEMENT IN POLITICS

Christians and Political/Social Action

Christians need to realize that it is at the point of how we relate to our culture and society that the believer acts out his or herworldview. The Christian worldview does not merely tell us what we should believe about God, the Bible, and salvationfrom sin, it also tells us how we should live out our beliefs. Ifunborn babies are human beings, for example, then ending thelives of the unborn is murder.2 That is the sphere of belief. But ifabortion is murder, then Christians are obliged to do something.And we can hardly ignore the way various politicians, for whomwe are asked to vote, stand on this important issue.

Of course, abortion is not the only issue that should influence our political activity. Just as some political votes end up supporting acts of murder, others support acts of theft, supportinjustice, or harm the innocent in other ways. One example ofinjustice, many Christians believe, are efforts on the part ofmany to deny parents the freedom to choose private schools fortheir children without the enormous burden of double-taxation.3Surely Christians who continue to believe that their faith precludes them somehow from “getting involved in politics” or atleast voting their conscience are not considering all the facts.

The Two Sides of Christian Social Activism

There are two sides to Christian social activism. Simply put: we need to care; we need to become involved. That is oneside of the issue. But we must also become informed socialactivists! When Christian concern for the poor, for example,is uninformed and thus leads believers to support bad publicpolicy, the result will be even worse consequences for the poor.Some have argued that the trillion or so dollars that the UnitedStates has spent “fighting” poverty in the past twenty-five yearshas often been channeled in bad directions that have made thelives of the poor worse. Such policies have made millions of thepoor dependent on welfare, have reduced the incentive of thepoor to better themselves, and have encouraged the appallingincrease in illegitimate births.

One encouraging feature of the current evangelical movement is the way evangelical scholars have addressed the foundational issues and have sought to provide thinking Christians the basic information about economics, political theory, and socialtheory.4

The Necessity of Involvement

While some theologically conservative Christians disdain social involvement, it is helpful to remember that the church hasfrequently been at the forefront of the battle against socialevils. In the nineteenth century, for example, the ChristianWilliam Wilberforce helped lead the fight for important socialreforms in Great Britain. In our own day, evangelical leaders likeJames Dobson (children’s issues), Gary Bauer (family issues), andChuck Colson (prison reform) provide important leadership onvital social issues. Many Americans are active helping millionsof impoverished people in Eastern Europe and the former SovietUnion recover from the devastating legacy of communism.

But, some Christians counter, should not our hearts be centered elsewhere than on this world? Certainly. But just asJesus told us that our treasure should be in heaven, He alsocommanded us to be the salt of the earth. In biblical times, saltwas used as a preservative to retard the spread of decay and corruption. Christians have a biblical mandate to act in ways that willresist the devil in his efforts to expand his influence throughoutsociety. This means we must pay attention to what is occurringin government, in the schools, and in our society. And it meansthat we must resist evil whenever it threatens.

A MAP OF EVANGELICAL POLITICAL POSITIONS

The following chart serves as a helpful introduction to the range of political options presently found among people who claim tobe evangelicals.


Of course, the chart is referring to political differences among evangelical Christians. To call someone a moderate liberal inthis context is not necessarily descriptive of that person’s theology. Some people are moderate conservatives in their politicalviews while their theological views are left of center. Politicalviews are one thing; theology is another.

The Evangelical Right

There is one good reason why it is probably permissible to say less about the evangelical Christian right in this book. It isimpossible to be informed about American society these dayswithout bumping into references about the so-called religiousright every day on television, in movies, and in newspapers. Ifasked to name some representatives of the religious right, fewAmericans would hesitate before mentioning Jerry Falwell, PatRobertson, and perhaps one or two others.

While the evangelical religious right gets plenty of attention from the media, almost all of that attention is negative, and sometimes downright hostile. The religious right, we aresupposed to believe, is a refuge for social misfits who threatenalmost everything Americans hold dear.

There are extremists on the right; or at least the fanatics I’ll be mentioning are characterized this way. This group includespeople who support totalitarianism or racism (such as the KuKlux Klan) or hold bizarre conspiracy theories (such as members of the John Birch Society). No conservative whom I knowregards extremists like this as representatives of conservatism.Regrettably, many people in positions of influence attempt tocharacterize any Christian, certainly any conservative Christian, as indistinguishable from the far right. Hollywood andthe media play this dishonest game all the time.

Practically all members of what could be called the religious right occupy positions somewhere between the evangelical centerand some point that is far short of the extreme right. None of themthreaten democracy or religious diversity in America.5

What beliefs characterize the religious right? Without question, these people believe and defend the historic Christian faith. They believe in the major doctrines of the historicfaith, they hold a high view of the Bible, they believe in theimportance of a conversion experience called the new birth,and they believe in evangelism, that is, sharing the good newsof the gospel with anyone interested in hearing it.

To say that they are politically conservative means they value the form of government expressed in the United StatesConstitution. They are suspicious of efforts to expand governmental power and control over individuals and such voluntarycommunities as churches. They are especially concerned aboutwhat they see as ill-conceived attempts to use governmentalagencies, including the public schools, to weaken or even attackfundamental family values. These people are generally pro-life,although that fact in itself does not always set them apart frommoderate Christian liberals. Increasingly, moderate conservatives are recognizing the urgency of school choice as an issue.They have good reasons, they think, to believe that giving everyfamily the right to send their children to any school they wish,including private religious schools, is a necessary step in rescuing American education from mediocrity and amoralism.6 I’llsay more about the evangelical right later in this chapter.

The Evangelical Left

Not surprisingly, one quick way to distinguish the religious left from its counterpart on the right is by political party. Unlessthe Republican Party does something stupid or the DemocraticParty undergoes a change akin to the Russian Revolutionof 1991, evangelical conservatives will tend to identify withRepublican positions and evangelical liberals will continue toidentify with Democratic programs.

Because the religious right is better known than the religious left, later sections of this chapter provide more information about evangelical liberals. For now, it is sufficient to say that these are people who were happy to identify themselveswith the policies of George McGovern, Jimmy Carter, WalterMondale, and Michael Dukakis. Moderate evangelical liberals who professed support for the pro-life position nonetheless supported these pro-abortion presidential candidates. Thepresidential campaign of 1992 produced no surprises from anyrepresentatives of the religious left or right.

The Evangelical Center

My chart has a spot called “the evangelical center.” Some might think it a simple matter to identify the view in the middle. Oncedone, we could issue a simple plea to all the people on theright and left to abandon their eccentric positions and join allthe sensible people in the middle. Regrettably, life is not quitethat simple.

In theology, there is an identifiable evangelical mainstream.7 If someone wavers on the essential matter of the Trinity or thedeity of Christ or His resurrection or the inspiration and authority of the Bible, then that person has effectively ceased to be anevangelical; he has abandoned the evangelical mainstream.

In the arena of politics and social theory, identifying the center or mainstream is much more difficult. One reason forthis difficulty is the fact that both the right and the left believethat their position is the mainstream. A dyed-in-the-wool conservative, for example, doesn’t really think of himself as offsomewhere on the right. He believes that his view represents themainstream or where the mainstream would be if people werethinking straight. Likewise, liberals are anxious to capture themainstream for their own positions. Generally speaking, liberals seem to have a great deal more success doing this than doconservatives. Liberals are helped in this, no doubt, by repeatedmessages to this effect from the liberal media.

I realize there may be skeptics in my audience who think that surely it must be possible to reach a position that isneither left nor right. But is it? Suppose someone seeking tobe in the mainstream thought he could do this by denying everyconservative position. Would the pro-abortion, big government,anti-business, anti-school choice, radical environmentalist we’dend up with really be a centrist? Nor would anything helpfulresult in the case of a person who tried to accept only halfof what liberals and conservatives defend. Instead of being acentrist, such a person would end up only looking confused!

There is a solution to our little problem. Suppose we agree that the true center or mainstream is composed of all thosebeliefs and positions that happen to be true. Hence, if theconservative position is true, then it deserves to be consideredthe center or mainstream—likewise for the liberal position. Butsince it’s unlikely that we’ll get many liberals to acknowledge thetruth of conservative positions, and vice versa, the true nature ofthe evangelical center will continue to elude us. We’ll never be ableto resolve the content of the evangelical center until we resolve thedispute between evangelical liberals and conservatives.

THE RELIGIOUS RIGHT

The Religious Right and the Moral Majority

During the early 1980s, the terms the religious right and the Moral Majority were often used interchangeably. But even during itsheyday, Jerry Falwell’s Moral Majority organization was only onesmall part of the large army of politically conservative evangelicals—most of whom didn’t align themselves with any organizedgroup. Today, of course, the Moral Majority no longer exists asan organization. But the religious right may be stronger and betterorganized than it has ever been. So is the religious left.

Of course, both “religious right” and “Moral Majority” have been terms of reproach. There has been a concerted effortto get Americans to believe that these terms describe fanatical,irrational extremists who are a threat to basic American values.Something along these lines seems to be the mission of theorganization called People for an American Way. This misconception was perpetuated by members of the media, whoseown liberal bias has been documented in such sources as theRothman-Lichter Report. When a powerful media constantlybeats their drum about the dreaded religious right and whenmillions of uninformed people who don’t know better believewhat they hear, it becomes relatively easy to caricature any conservative opinion as out of step with the American mainstream.

Four Weaknesses of the Religious Right

In spite of misconceptions about the religious right caused by the misrepresentations of many in the information and entertainmentindustries, four weaknesses of the religious right must be noted.

Christianity and American Civil Religion

America has long had a civil religion that has existed alongsideChristianity and that has frequently been confused with it. ThisAmerican civil religion is often on public display during holidays like the Fourth of July. I don’t know that I necessarily haveanything against some manifestations of civil religion. I readilyconfess to getting a lump in my throat and a tear in my eye whenI hear Sandi Patti sing the “Star Spangled Banner.” But when Itravel to Russia, I don’t go there to invite Russians to becomefollowers of America’s civil religion. I go there to invite themto accept Jesus Christ as personal Savior and Lord. Whateverevangelicals think and do with regard to America’s civil religion,they must be careful never to confuse it with Christianity.

Christianity and Capitalism

The second weakness of the religious right is its tendency to equate Christianity and capitalism. Of course, nothing in thislast statement should be taken as a criticism of capitalism. Buteven if we grant that capitalism is superior to its alternatives,Christians should avoid talking and acting as though the twosystems are in some way equivalent. Nor does it help whenoverzealous Christians make exaggerated claims about whatthey perceive to be the Bible’s teaching about economics.8

A corollary of this weakness is the inability of many American Christians to understand the tme nature of capitalism,a fact that explains the haste with which they equate capitalismwith the quite different economic system presently operatingin the U.S. It is wiser, I think, to recognize that the Americaneconomic system today is not a capitalist or market system, butis rather an imperfect mixture of limited markets and massivegovernmental intervention.9 Of course, from my perspective itwould help if the religious left could see this same point. Liberals are quick to note failings of the American economic system,but I believe they are wrong when they blame these faults oncapitalism. As I have argued elsewhere, these failings are moreoften than not the product of the same kinds of governmentalinterventionism that many politicians want to expand.10

Christianity and “Conservative” Politicians The third weakness of the religious right is the widespreadgullibility that leads many conservatives to support peoplewho appear to espouse their principles but who in fact donot hold Christian values at all. This gullibility results whenever Christians allow politicians to “blow in their ears” if thepoliticians hold the “correct” political views, while allowingthem uncritically to get away with questionable activities oncein office. Of course, some would counter that other Christiansevidence the same kind of gullibility with respect to liberalpoliticians. The evangelical vote in 1988 clearly helped get GeorgeBush elected to the presidency. Once the election was over, Bushpromptly forgot the religious right until the demands of the 1992campaign made it clear how badly he needed die movement onhis side.

Christianity and One-Issue Politics

The fourth weakness of the religious right is its tendency toward one-issue politics. It is not wise to evaluate everything througha one-issue lens, as many conservatives do with the issue ofabortion. Such reasoning obscures the validity of a candidate’sor person’s thinking on other issues of equal or perhaps greatervalue. But at the same time, the realities of current politicalbattles suggest that assorted issues often get consolidated intopackages. While exceptions do occur, it is frequently the casethat the candidate who satisfies, let us say, the conservativevoter on the abortion issue will often be conservative on othermajor issues as well. Similarly, the politician who takes his orher stand in support of abortion-on-demand will in many casessatisfy liberal voters on a wide range of issues.

The Religious Right Today

The religious right appeared to be in decline during the last years of the 1980s. Scandals involving several nationally prominent televangelists hurt the public’s view of Christians. Insufficient attention was paid to the fact that the individuals involvedwere more closely aligned with the charismatic movement thanwith evangelicalism. Jerry Falwell’s decision to close down theMoral Majority organization seemed to some to be another signthat politically conservative Christians were losing ground.

One important thing to remember about this whole matter is the distinction between organizations and the mass of people who think, act, and vote independent of any organization. There appear to be about fifty million evangelicals in theUnited States—most of whom are conservative on social issues.Of course, it is impossible to say how many of these millions areinformed social activists with the ability to separate fact fromfiction in a political campaign.

Viewed from the perspective of late 1992, significant elements of the evangelical right have regained influencewithin the Republican Party. Pat Robertson, Jerry Falwell,and D. James Kennedy all were prominent during the Republican National Convention. The influence of religious conservatives on the 1992 Republican Platform cannot be ignored. Atvarious times during the 1992 presidential campaign, GeorgeBush and Dan Quayle reiterated favorite themes of Americanevangelicals, such as family values and choice in education.Also significant is the increasing activism of millions of evangelicals who see the Democratic Party as a threat to importantsocial and family values.

THE RELIGIOUS LEFT

The Rise of the Evangelical Left

The sharp divisions among evangelicals over political issues first became apparent in the 1960s and 1970s—a time thatinterestingly coincides with the rise of the new left and various forms of political radicalism. Whatever one makes of thiscoincidence, during this period a number of evangelicals published books attacking what the evangelical liberals called anuncritical alliance between theologically conservative Christians and the political right in the U.S.11 Some claims in thesebooks were undoubtedly correct, but many careful studentsof the issues were troubled by several weaknesses. For onething, the authors seemed totally unfamiliar with the writingsof responsible representatives of the conservative movementwho had disassociated their movement from racists and otherextremists who, the conservatives insisted, were not conservative at all.

In their writings, some evangelical critics of conservatism tried to poison the well by seeking to link politically conservative Christians with radical extremists.

The evangelical liberals also demonstrated a surprising unfamiliarity with even the most rudimentary principles ofeconomic thinking. Moreover, conservatives wondered if thespokesmen for the evangelical left were not simply replacing theuncritical alliance with the political right, which they claimed tofind in conservatism, with an equally uncritical alliance with theleft. There was also concern about the left’s apparent arroganceand intolerance toward Christians who held any view of societythat differed from their own. It looted very much as though thereligious left had given birth to a new kind of separatism—onecentered around political convictions and voting habits.

The attacks from the religious left took a more savage turn in the mid-seventies when some equated political conservatismwith selfish materialism and a callous indifference to the poor.By this time, it had become a sin, these people suggested, tovote for candidates like Ronald Reagan. On a number of evangelical college and seminary campuses, political conservatismwas equated with anti-Christian attitudes.

By the early eighties, a number of evangelicals had moved far beyond traditional forms of political liberalism toward akind of Marxism being advocated by liberation theologians.12In this view, all poverty results from oppression, specifically,an oppression that these far-left extremists associated with theU.S. and capitalism.

Of course, not all the people in the evangelical left supported extremism of this type. This underscores the importance of drawing some distinctions within the evangelical left.

Distinctions Within the Religious Left

Three distinct groups within the evangelical left will be identified. While other groups and individuals have different characteristics, these three are representative.

Evangelicals for Social Action

The driving force in Evangelicals for Social Action (ESA) has been Ronald Sider, a professor of theology at Eastern BaptistTheological Seminary near Philadelphia. Sider, a Mennonite,is a committed Christian with a deep concern for the poor.While Sider is often criticized for being a socialist, he deniesthe validity of the charge. Lately he has stated that capitalismis the best hope the world’s poor have if they are ever to bedelivered from poverty.13

One is unlikely to find many members of ESA defending a strong national defense or programs like the Strategic DefenseInitiative.14 While such stands may be less significant followingthe dissolution of the Soviet Union, some critics point out thathad America’s leaders followed the advice of some in ESA, thedramatic changes that have occurred in the USSR might nothave taken place.

ESA exemplifies the moderate evangelical left at the end of the twentieth century. Many in ESA would differ from thetypical Democratic platform on one point: the issue of abortion.Most ESA supporters follow Sider’s lead in opposing abortion.Of course, as noted in chapter 1, their pro-life stance does notoften result in their voting against pro-abortion politicians.

One can find chapters of ESA on most evangelical college and seminary campuses. Other than Ron Sider, probably the best-known evangelical supporter of the ESA program isnationally known lecturer and author Tony Campolo.

The Grand Rapids Movement

A second movement of the evangelical left was formerly identified in terms of its relationship to The Reformed Journal, a monthly publication out of Grand Rapids, Michigan, which hadclose ties to Eerdmans Publishing Company and some facultymembers at Calvin College. While there were some exceptions,many of the people whose names used to appear on the masthead of The Reformed Journal represented the moderate-leftstance we’re examining in this section. While The ReformedJournal has ceased publication, its editorial perspective andmany of the same people are now associated with a differentmonthly called Perspectives.

While the Grand Rapids movement (for want of a better name) is somewhat less predictable than other segments of theevangelical left, its representatives would strongly disagree withthe views of fundamentalists, theonomists, pentecostals, char-ismatics, capitalists, and Republicans (at least, conservativeRepublicans). They clearly don’t like the views of Ronald Reagan, Pat Robertson, Jerry Falwell, Francis Schaeffer,Phyllis Schlaffley, or Rush Limbaugh. This has led one criticto quip that other than themselves, Mother Teresa, and whoeverthe Democratic presidential candidate may be, it is difficult toknow who they do like. All in all, what one tends to get fromthe Grand Rapids group is the viewpoint of liberal Democrats,even though in some cases the spokespeople may be liberalRepublicans.

The Radical Religious Left

Earlier, the reader will remember, I did attack the radical religious right, a haven for quacks, weirdos, and the intensely uninformed. Because the radical right is so well known, it wasunnecessary to go into much detail on its aberrant beliefs andbehavior. But the radical religious left is not nearly so wellknown. Hence, attention to its peculiarities seems justified.To eliminate the possible charge that I am exaggerating, Iwill quote from a 1988 article that appeared in the journalTransformation, published by Evangelicals for Social Action.The article was written by Bernard Adeney, a professor at NewCollege, a small Christian college in Berkeley, California.

Alluding to the United States, Dr. Adeney claimed that “the wealthiest nation with the most Christians is spendingtrillions of dollars on threats to destroy the earth.”15 Let mesuggest that the reader pause, reread the last sentence severaltimes, and reflect a moment. Adeney goes on to state that herejects the claim that the United States’ real intent in spending money on national defence is “to hold back world-widetyranny.” Rather, he contends, the real purpose is “to achieveworld dominance ... to extend U.S. power and influence.”16

To someone unfamiliar with the rhetoric of the far left, the initial result of an encounter with such claims is likely to besheer astonishment. We are accustomed to irrational conspiracytheories and paranoia from representatives of the far right. Wecan readily understand how difficult it must be to reason withanyone suffering from delusions. If similar problems afflict thepeople on the far left, can there be much hope for a rationaldiscussion of the issues, even if the extremist is a Christian?Not surprisingly, Adeney offers no evidence to support hiscontention; it springs entirely from his imagination. As DeanCurry, professor of government at Messiah College, points out,Adeney’s claim that “the United States [spends] monies onmilitary hardware in order to threaten the destruction of theworld . . . has itself no basis in fact. Emotive language andsloganeering ... is no substitute for a reasoned analysis of themoral dimensions of deterrence.”17 Nor does Adeney reveal anyability to understand the real threats the Soviet military posedin the world before the recent dramatic changes in the SovietUnion. As I said before, some have pointed out that thosechanges might never have occurred if the U.S. had followedthe political agenda of the evangelical left.

One person and organization that comes to mind when thinking of the radical religious left is Jim Wallis and hismonthly magazine, Sojourners. Many movements that start outradical tend to become more moderate with the passing oftime. This has not been true of Sojourners. The only thing thatsome people have seen weakening over the years has been themagazine’s commitment to evangelical theology and a strongemphasis on the human need for repentance from personal sinand reliance on the atoning work of Christ for personal salvation. Sojourners has seemed more interested in collective guiltresulting from what it sees as American-capitalist oppressionof the poor and a “salvation” of the oppressed from social evils,such as racism, sexism, militarism, and homophobia.

Richard John Neuhaus is a sober and judicious commentator on contemporary religion and society. In spite of his impeccable credentials as a former representative of thepolitical left, Neuhaus warns that Sojourners “represents apolitically extreme, profoundly self-righteous, and virulentlyanti-intellectual version of [what Jim Wallis calls] ‘biblicalpolitics.’”18

One telling revelation of the true nature of the religious far left has come from the typewriter of one of its early founders,evangelical theologian Clark Pinnock. Pinnock was not onlypresent at the birth of what became the Sojourners movement,he also served on the magazine’s editorial board for severalyears.

Pinnock describes his support for the radical left in those early years as the result of a kind of conversion. In 1970,he explained, his “political thinking underwent a paradigmshift—a total transformation.” He found himself looking atsociety from the perspective we now call the new left. Hecame to believe that the Bible obliged him to reject anythingconnected with democratic capitalism. “It was,” he explained,“a new political-theological world to move in and it produceda heady experience which intoxicated me and many others. Itled me personally to sympathy and support for the Marxistmovements of the world.”19

After eight years in the radical movement, Pinnock felt new opinions stirring within him. As he wrote, “Gradually, Ibegan to reassess my position and my alienation from NorthAmerica began to fade, replaced by a certain critical appreciation of democratic capitalism that I had had before 1970.”20

Pinnock tells of a time when someone asked him if he realized how much Marxism there was within the pages of Sojourners, when he was still serving as its editor. Up to that point it had not occurred to him that so much of what the magazine and themovement held was advocating a Marxist worldview. Pinnockdescribes the attraction that socialism had for him and others inthe movement. He thought that socialism was “a grand visionof a just and humane order which distributed its resources fairlyand equitably among all its people according to their need. . . .Without equating the two, it was so easy for me to associatein my mind the socialist utopia and the promised kingdom ofGod... . We admired what we thought was happening in the new China under Mao, and we hoped that the Viet Cong wouldwin out against American forces.”21

What finally brought Pinnock to his senses? He explained,

It now struck me as somewhat ridiculous to overlook those positive features of North American life whichhad incidentally made it possible for radicals like meto express and live out our concerns. How could I havehad such deep contempt for a culture which surelystands as a beacon of hope in this suffering world?

How ironic to call for “liberation” in the very place there is probably more of it than anywhere else in theworld, and to be sympathetic toward those societieswhere neither liberty nor justice is in good supply.

It began to dawn on me that if one was looking for Babylon in this present world, one might rather looktoward the threat of totalitarian government.22

Pinnock changed his mind, both about the U.S. and communism. “What really endangers liberty and justice in our world,” he wrote, “is not a flawed America, but that politicalmonism, whether of the fascist right or the communist left,which declares itself to be absolute and answers to no transcendent value.”23

Pinnock also changed his mind about democratic capitalism. “Far from being the enemy of the poor,” he wrote, capitalism “now seems to me to offer both liberty and prosperity in abundance and to deserve our cautious support.Socialism, on the other hand, has a dismal record of providingneither.”24

Pinnock’s candid confession of how he was seduced into accepting the worldview of the secular new left and the evangelical radicals is a powerful expose of the workings of theradical mind. It confirms the account of the religious far leftpresented in this chapter. The tragedy is that every year largenumbers of Christian young people who know nothing aboutPinnock’s pilgrimage are seduced through similar argumentsoffered by professors on college campuses. The religious farleft keeps rolling along, oblivious to the powerful economicand philosophic case that has been mustered against it.

Jim Wallis and others in the religious far left claim to be part of an ideologically pure, nonpolitical movement that hassupposedly arisen from a fresh reading of the Bible. But, theircritics point out, the far-left extremists have not been faithful tothe social message of the Bible. They have simply surrenderedto the prevailing ideology of the political far left and have readthe content of that message into God’s Word.

Three Weaknesses of the Religious Left

Earlier in this chapter, I identified four weaknesses of the religious right. In this section, I will discuss three weaknesses of the religious left. Before I do that, however, I want to mentiontwo additional weaknesses that used to characterize the religious left but have become largely irrelevant since the collapseof communism in the former Soviet Union. First, when theSoviet Union was still a political entity, the religious left in theU.S. followed the lead of the secular left in espousing the doctrine of moral equivalence. As Dean Curry wrote, this was thebelief “that the United States and the Soviet Union [were] twosimilar kinds of nations. Both .. . systems [were] repressiveand both of their foreign policies [were] characterized by brutality as they [sought] to exploit and dominate others. In short,in terms of their motivations and their actions, the conclusion[was] drawn that both nations are morally equivalent.”25 Onthis view of things, there were no moral differences between theUnited States and the Soviet Union. Under no conditions couldthe U.S. be seen as morally superior to the old Soviet Union.For someone who thought this way, it could not possibly matea bit of difference which nation might win or lose the cold war.

Christian Americans could not possibly support anything the U.S. might do to deter aggression. The world could not possibly be worse off if the U.S. lost; so people of this persuasionthought.

Of course, now that the Soviet Union has dissolved and the leaders of the new Russia have opened the files of theirmilitary and secret police, anyone who cares to look canfind all the evidence needed to disprove the doctrine ofmoral equivalence. Along with these revelations come ampleexpressions of shame at what previous leaders of the old USSRdid to innocent Soviet citizens as well as to innocent peoplefrom other nations. Some members of the religious left in theU.S. would like their former defense of moral equivalence tobe forgotten.

Another former weakness of the religious left that, for the moment at least, is moot was the zealous way many representatives of the movement kept calling on the U.S. to disarm itselfunilaterally, without any regard for reciprocal acts on the partof the Soviet Union. Ronald Sider was an outspoken advocatefor this view in the early 1980s. Sider realized that such actionwould in all likelihood be followed by an occupation of the U.S.by the Red Army and such allies as Cuba and East Germany.Sider’s recommendation to Christians during such an occupation was passive resistance along the lines of Ghandi.

It apparently did not occur to members of the religious left that a policy they recommended because it would supposedlylessen tension and danger in the world would result instead inenormous injustice and loss of life. Now that the peoples ofRussia, the Ukraine, and other former republics of the USSRhave repudiated the communist system, there may be merit inreflecting on how different the world would be today if theU.S. had followed the advice of the religious left. These formerproblems need no further discussion in the light of new worldconditions, but three weaknesses of the religious left must stillbe noted.

The Religious Left and the Difference Between Means and Ends

The word ends refers, of course, to the goals or objectives that people seek to realize. I have argued for years that there islittle real difference between the ends desired by liberal andconservative Christians. Both groups want to end or at leastminimize injustice. The debate turns, however, on what eachgroup means by justice and the means (policies) they think willbest accomplish that end.26

Both groups are opposed to racism. Both want to see the poor of the world helped and uplifted. The persistent suggestionthat conservatives are less caring and compassionate than liberals is outrageous. The tension between liberals and conservatives would be lessened considerably if liberals would concedethat conservatives share similar ends but disagree about the bestmeans to achieve those goals.

The Religious Left and Their Preferred Means

Few Christians have the time or opportunity to do seriousresearch on any technical subject, let alone the complex issuesencountered in social theory. Christians who work in the academic world are supposed to be an exception to this, however.Economists and social theorists have produced an enormousamount of literature over the past fifteen years that points toserious defects in the means or policies that American liberalshave recommended to “solve” this or that social problem. Afteralmost thirty years of welfare programs in the United States, amountain of data shows how useless or harmful most of theseprograms have been.27 For any Christian familiar with thisenormous body of literature, it is embarrassing to observe thesilence on the part of many in the religious left. Many continueto proclaim the old dogmas (or at least never acknowledge theirerrors), oblivious to the fact that they are defending hopelessproposals. A pervasive streak of utopianism runs through muchliberal rhetoric. Many seem convinced that, for every socialproblem, some governmental program can solve that problem.But most of the time, any new programs they recommendare simply variations on programs that have been tried andhave failed.

Now there are some refreshing exceptions. Ronald Sider, for example, appears to have been listening to some argumentsof conservative social theorists. This could help explain whysome of the things Sider says today differ considerably fromclaims he made a decade ago.

It is not my intention to suggest that conservative arguments are always superior to liberal arguments. My complaint concerns the failure of so many religious liberals to engagethose arguments. I applaud those, like Sider, who are doing so.

The Religious Left and Notions of Peace and Justice

A friend told me recently that he had been at a gathering ofevangelicals who had been asked to stand, identify themselves,and name the organization they represented. After a number ofpeople had done so, it was the turn of a person who workedfor a left-of-center evangelical organization. After giving hisname and identifying his organization, he added with an air ofsmug satisfaction, “I am a peace and justice Christian!” Hisimplication was impossible to miss. In his exalted view of himself, he was the only Christian in the room working for peaceand justice.

I share this incident not to comment on the arrogance and sense of moral superiority this person exuded, but to introducethe importance of the twin notions of peace and justice formembers of the religious left. I repudiate totally any suggestionthat the religious left has a monopoly on the vitally importantconcepts of peace and justice. Moreover, I believe any carefulanalysis of the terms will reveal some serious problems in theway the religious left handles these notions.

Consider, for example, the left’s distortion of the biblical term shalom (peace). The left misuses shalom to justify a formof pacifism that would have allowed countless tyrants, fromHitler to Stalin to those in the present day, the opportunity toimpose their ruthless power on helpless people. Allowing theenemies of peace and justice such a free hand is hardly the sortof thing that peace and justice Christians should be doing.

But, as Dean Curry notes, the religious left also misuses shalom “to legitimate political agendas that are more often thannot ideologically leftist.”28 Such actions ignore the fact thatthere are three types of peace in the Bible. The first is peacewith God. The second is peace with oneself. And finally there isthe important matter of achieving peace among human beings.The first two kinds of peace are available only to believersin Christ. Biblically, the third type (peace among humans) isnever equated with pacifism. It refers instead to the absence ofconflict. The religious left tends to ignore how the absence ofconflict in the real world is, more often than not, a consequenceof non-aggressor nations being strong enough to deter aggression, both against themselves and against weaker nations.

Peace and justice Christians also overlook the fact that the biblical concept of shalom contains nuances not found inthe English word peace, such as the ideas of completeness andwholeness. This leads Dean Curry to say that shalom “is a giftof God, brought about, not through the work of man’s hands,but by God. The peace of shalom is an eschatalogical peacewhich awaits the consummation of history itself.”29 Hence, biblical shalom is not simply the absence of war; therefore, it cannot be tied in any essential way to pacifism. Prudent andrealistic Christians will easily see that the religious left’s pursuit of “peace” on its terms will only make the world a moredangerous place for everyone. Real peace in the real worldis the last thing the policies of peace and justice Christianswill realize.

Nor does the religious left’s notion of justice fare any better. Building on the work of several published studies,30 Dean Curry points out that the Bible never uses the word justice “inthe modem sense of social justice, which the Left take to mean asituation in which the state uses its coercive powers to redistribute society’s holdings to assure an equal outcome.”31 Biblicaluses of justice refer to righteousness or virtue. For example,when the Bible reports that Noah was a just man, it does notnecessarily mean that he would have voted for liberal socialprograms. It means that he was a virtuous, righteous man. In asmaller number of cases, the Bible uses justice in the sense oftreating people fairly in particular situations involving businesstransactions or courtroom decisions.

All of this leads Curry to this conclusion:

The Bible states that God’s expectation is that the righteous person—the just person—cares about thepoor and oppressed. The Bible does not teach, however, that the poor and oppressed are that way becauseothers are rich. Nor does the Bible teach that the way tohelp the poor and oppressed is to support revolutionaryliberation movements, socialist economics, and Marxistpolitics. Yet, this is often the agenda of “peace and justice” Christians.32

While few Christians would disagree with our need to be concerned with issues of peace and justice, greater care shouldbe given to how we unpack the meaning of these terms. Andgreater wisdom should be shown in the means we select toreach these ends. In the meantime, there is no reason to acceptthe claim that the religious left has a monopoly on the issuesof peace and justice.

The Religious Left Today

Some segments of the extreme left seem to be showing signs of decline. The Sojourners community in Washington, D.C., hassplit several times and barely survives, while the number of subscribers to the movement’s magazine is dropping. Jim Wallistravels around the country with a popular Christian musiciantrying to renew interest in his message.

But if I were a member of the moderate religious left today, I’d feel optimistic about the future. Members of the religiousleft exercise a strong influence over many evangelical colleges,institutions, organizations, and publications. The future doeslook bright for the moderate religious left.

IS THERE ANY HOPE FOR EASING THE POLITICAL DIVISION WITHIN THE CHURCH?

Large numbers of Bible-believing Christians are clearly polarized over the issues covered in this chapter. I can imagine many readers thinking that after covering all this controversy, I willsomehow pull a rabbit out of the hat and describe ways to end allthis bitter turmoil. Unfortunately, there is no one presently aliveon planet earth who can do that. I can offer several observationsand suggestions that may provide help for the reader.

First, it would be a mistake to think that increasing Christian unity requires that Christians stop disagreeing with each other. Just because people disagree doesn’t mean they cannotwork together in love. If easing the present tension in the churchmeant that conservatives must become liberals or vice versa,prospects for greater unity would be pretty bleak. Anyone whoseriously advances something like this as the grounds for ending Christian disunity just isn’t being realistic.

The fact that we disagree is not what is causing tension within the church; the way we disagree is the source of most ofour problems. If I’m a conservative and some other person is aliberal, that person does not have to renounce his views in orderfor us to be friends. I have many friends within the camp of thereligious left. So, relinquishing the beliefs that divide us is nota necessary condition for loving fellowship and cooperation inthe cause of the gospel.

All of us—and I include myself here—need to pay more attention to our attitudes toward believers with whom we disagree. Some Christian conservatives demonstrate more love andunderstanding for unsaved people in other countries than theyoffer to brothers and sisters in the evangelical left. Membersof the religious left don’t help the situation when they exhibitan air of smugness and moral superiority and dismiss any whodisagree with them as selfish materialists who lack compassionfor the poor.

Less pride and more self-honesty wouldn’t hurt, either. All of us are sinful creatures, and one persistent sign of that is ourreluctance to admit our past mistakes. Perhaps a bit more selfhonesty would lead us to admit that some of our convictionson these issues don’t come from God’s Word after all but arethings we’ve picked up from our surrounding culture and arenow reading into Scripture.

Moderates in both the religious right and left also need to pay more attention to some common interests. Most of us arecommitted to defending the cause of unborn babies. All of us,I think, want to help the poor and oppressed people around theworld. We are concerned about peace and justice. Seldom dowe disagree over ends. People who share a common faith inJesus Christ, who profess to get their marching orders from thesame Bible, and who agree about so many common social endsought to be closer than in fact we are.

Here and there, in little meetings that few people know or seem to care about, small numbers of people from the religiousright and left are sitting down, breaking bread together, andwith love and respect exploring ways to bridge the gaps thatseparate them. Whether these little groups will grow in sizeand whether the separating gaps will diminish is somethingstill hidden in the mist of the future. But it is something wecan work toward.


Chapter Eight: The Controversy Over ChristianReconstructionists :Are They Dangerous?

Some widely read Christian authors have claimed recently that there are some dangerous characters running aroundthe church. According to one critic, these people professto be Christians and at the same time are guilty of ignoringheaven. To make things even worse, other critics have chargedthat this same group of people has made public its oppositionto democracy. It has even been charged that these individualsare anti-Semitic and also guilty of laying the groundwork for anew kind of Jewish holocaust.

Who could these people possibly be? Could they be some strange breed of Christian Nazi? Are they possibly an offshootof the Ku Klux Klan?

Before I incite some kind of public lynching, perhaps I had better quit noting such extreme rhetoric. The subject of thischapter is the very group I’ve just described. The incredibleallegations I’ve noted have indeed been hurled at “Christianreconstructionists.” Obviously, if such charges were true, wewould be dealing with some of the most dangerous people inthe United States.

Why would a Christian level such charges at another

believer? That is part of the interesting story we’ll be uncovering as we seek to answer the question, the Christian reconstructionists dangerous?

THE VALUE OF THIS STUDY

Discovering the truth about Christian reconstructionism is only one of the reasons I’ve included this chapter. Large numbersof Christians want to know who these people are and if theyreally hold the beliefs that have been attributed to them. But Imust also acknowledge that millions have never heard the wordreconstructionist or the related term, theonomist. Since many inthis second group may find it hard to care about this subject,it will help to point out other reasons why the material in thischapter is important to any Christian reader.

For one thing, reconstructionists raise significant questions about the relationship between the Old Testament (OT) law and the New Testament (NT). Christians recognize thatthe Jewish system of animal sacrifice in the OT has beenabolished—this is clear in the Epistle to the Hebrews. Butwhat about the Ten Commandments? Surely the NT teachesthe abiding relevance and importance of the Mosaic law, evenif obeying it cannot produce salvation. The reader may havewondered what he or she should make of the abundance of otherlaws and prescriptions that fill the pages of the Pentateuch.

The position we’ll be examining in this chapter challenges believers of all stripes to think about these other OT laws because, it insists, those laws are still binding on Christians (unless explicitly rescinded in the NT). Advocates of thetheonomic position maintain that the OT laws will form thelegal framework of Christ’s kingdom on earth. So, the ideaswe’ll be looking at in this chapter raise a challenging question about how Christians should understand the relationshipbetween OT law and NT teaching.

But this chapter is important for another reason: It helps answer questions raised in other chapters in this book. Chapter 10 will introduce the dispute between premillennialists andamillennialists. This chapter will preview some of that debateby focusing on the view held by yet another group of Christians: postmillennialists.

Finally, this chapter will also fill in some gaps left over from the last chapter where we discussed the controversy overChristian involvement in politics. Once Christians recognizethe urgency of becoming politically active, they will find the^ieed for information about the major positions that are heldby other evangelical believers. This chapter will alert them toone of those groups. I doubt that anyone would ever confusea member of the evangelical left with the people or positionswe’ll look at in this chapter. But are these people and positionssynonymous with the religious right, which we studied in thelast chapter? Would Jerry Falwell be part of this group? If not,where does this group fit in relation to people like him?

Even if we discover that many of the views we examine are mistaken, we can learn some things by recognizing wheresome godly people who set out to be faithful to God’s Wordhave come to positions with which we disagree.

Though some people view Christian reconstructionists as allegedly dangerous, as I’ll explain shortly, a major part of theconfusion one encounters in this matter is due to a sloppy use ofthe reconstructionist name. So the first step we’ll take in dealing with this particular “great divide” is to clarify the meaningof the word reconstructionism and distinguish it from the realtargets of the above-mentioned criticisms, a smaller group ofChristians who subscribe to a theological position known as“theonomy.”

WHAT IS CHRISTIAN RECONSTRUCTIONISM?

The best way to develop an answer to the question, “What is Christian reconstructionism?” is by a little diagram that

distinguishes three kinds of Christian social activists. By “social activists” I simply mean people who believe theirChristian faith obliges them to change things in society thatthey believe are not only harmful to human beings, but incompatible with what God teaches in His Word. It is also important topoint out that most Christian social activists seem to share the samegoals or objectives. They are concerned to help people who arepoor, oppressed, or hinting in some way. Where Christian socialactivists seem to disagree is in the means they select to reach theirgoals. This diagram distinguishes these three major groups:


These three groups are all committed to influencing then-society in ways that reflect their understanding of God’s Word. One major point to notice on the diagram is that an evangelical Christian can be politically and socially conservative (incontrast to the evangelical left, which generally takes a liberalstance) without also being a reconstructionist.

Since I discussed the other two groups of social activists in chapter 7, they will disappear from sight during the rest ofthis chapter. One goal of this chapter is to clarify the nature ofreconstructionism as a Christian way of thinking about society andpolitics. Unpacking the meaning of one word—dominion—willmove us closer to that goal.

Dominion in Genesis 1:26—The Cultural Mandate

The concept of dominion is crucial to any reconstructionist’s understanding of personal Christian duty in God’s world. Theidea of dominion harks back to God’s creation mandate in Genesis1:26—“Then God said, ‘Let us make man in our image, in ourlikeness, and let them rule over the fish of the sea and the birds offile air, over the livestock, over all the earth, and over all the crea-

tures that move along the ground. ’ ” In this and following verses, it becomes clear that God gave humans dominion over this earth.

An important corollary of this cultural mandate is that the Bible applies to every area of life. All reconstructionists believein dominion, in some sense. Where they differ is in the specific way this dominion should be worked out. The reconstructionistbelieves that Christians who allow Satan and his followers toexercise dominion over this world are betraying God and His cultural mandate. It is the Christian’s duty to resist the devil, to resistevil, including evil people and evil institutions. It is our duty toseek to bring all human society under the dominion of God’s HolyWord. This is what Christian reconstructionists believe. This isan appropriate time for the reader to pause and reflect on wherehe or she stands with regard to the idea of dominion.

A reconstructionist is, in the broadest sense of the term, simply a Christian who believes it is his or her responsibilityto challenge the anti-Christian character of society and culture.The reconstructionist sees it as an obligation to seek to changesociety in ways that will bring it into conformity with the teachingof Scripture. It is important to note that a reconstructionist (in thisbroad sense of the word) need not believe that God’s model forsociety is necessarily found in the civil code of the Pentateuch, thefirst five books of the Bible.1 This last view, however, is central tothe beliefs of people who call themselves theonomists.

Reconstructionists believe American society is in desperate need of reconstruction: Our nation’s leaders have failed us, theysay, leading us down the path to policies that are self-destructiveand unbiblical. Reconstructionists believe that the only hope forour nation is to bring it into closer alignment with patterns thatGod has revealed in His Word.

WHAT IS A THEONOMIST?

The best approach to answering the question, “What is a theonomist?” begins with a part of our first diagram and

then builds on it. The diagram on page 156 illustrated how reconstructionists differ from other Christian social activists.This second diagram indicates how theonomists are related toChristian reconstructionism in general and how they differ fromadvocates of reconstructionism who reject theonomy.


Notice three initial points indicated in the diagram. (1) If someone is a theonomist, then that person accepts a position onthe end times called postmillennialism. (2) Many reconstructionists reject postmillennialism. (3) And to make things evenmore complicated, some postmillennial reconstructionists arenot theonomists. How do we unpack all this theological baggage?

UNDERSTANDING THE VARIOUS “MILLENNIAL” VIEWPOINTS

Now I know that this seems complicated. It is! And it’s easy to get confused as to who is and who is not a theonomist. But stickwith me. I’ll try to eliminate some of this confusion, beginning by explaining the various views of the millennium, forexample, what postmillennialism is. But that will require that Ialso explain what the millennium is and how postmillennialismdiffers from two other positions known as premillemialism andamillennialism.

Premillennialists

The word millennium refers to the period of one thousand years mentioned in Revelation 20:1-10. People who call themselvespremillennialists interpret that passage in a more literal sense

than others. They believe, therefore, that Christ will actually rule this planet for a thousand years sometime in the future.What makes a person a premillennialist is the additional beliefthat Christ’s Second Coming will occur before the establishment of the earthly millennial kingdom.2

Amillennialists

Many Christians hold to the position known as amillennialism, which interprets the thousand years of Revelation 20 in afigurative way. For an amillennialist, there will be no literalthousand-year reign of Christ on earth. When this age ends,there will be only one return of Christ to earth, to be followedimmediately by the final judgment where God will foreverseparate believers from unbelievers.3

Postmillennialists

Postmillennialists believe that Christ’s Second Coming will occur after the millennium.4 There is no need, postmillennialists believe, to take the number 1000 literally. However long theperiod of time may prove to be, the point is that God will useHis church to prepare the world for Christ’s eventual return.

Postmillennialists anticipate a time in which the church’s influence will continue to grow as millions of people areevangelized and brought to faith. Evangelical postmillennialistsdo not believe the church will “bring in the kingdom.” That isGod’s work. Nor do evangelical postmillennialists believe in theinherent goodness of human beings. They do not teach that theworld will get better and better in the sense taught by religiousmodernists earlier in this century.

On the contrary, they have unbounded confidence in the power of God to convert the unsaved and through His Spiritto bring the growing number of converted to live as Christians ought to live, thus changing the character of their homes,communities, and eventually their nations. It is their optimismabout the effect that God’s Word and God’s Spirit can haveupon the world that grounds their social activism. They refuseto abandon the world to Satan. To do so, they believe, wouldconstitute a betrayal of their Christian responsibility.

Glancing back at the diagram on page 158, we find that some reconstructionists are postmillennialists and thus believethat their social activism will help fulfill the eschatalogical planthat they find in Scripture. But there are plenty of reconstructionists who are not postmillennialists.5 And, as mentioned earlier, there are also some postmillennial reconstructionists whoare not theonomists!6

THEONOMISTS AND THE PENTATEUCH’S CIVIL CODE

What, then, is a theonomist? So far we have learned that a theonomist is a postmillennial reconstructionist. But this mustbe amplified since others who fit this description are nottheonomists. And so we must go a step further and define atheonomist as a postmillennial reconstructionist who believesthat God’s model for reconstructed human society is found inthe entire Bible, both Old and New Testaments, including thecivil code of the Pentateuch.

All reconstructionists attempt to give direction and content to what it means to take dominion. Theonomy is only one specific way of identifying this content. A theonomist, then,is a special kind of reconstructionist, one who believes in theabiding validity of the Mosaic law as part of God’s model forhuman society.

All theonomists, therefore, are reconstructionists, but not all reconstructionists are theonomists. For example, television minister, Dr. D. James Kennedy identifies himself as areconstructionist; but Kennedy clearly separates himself fromthe theonomist movement.

Gary DeMar, a theonomist associated with the organization American Vision in Atlanta, states that theonomists “believe thatthe Word of God, that is, ‘ all Scripture,’ should be applied toall areas of life. With such faithful application, [theonomists] expect that God will bless the efforts of His people in both ‘thisage’ and in the ‘age to come’ (Mark 10:29-31).”7

The work of dominion is God’s work, is inseparable from evangelism and conversion, cannot be effected through anyexclusively political process, and will take a very long time.As Greg Bahnsen and Kenneth Gentry explain,

Post-millennialism ... expects the gradual, developmental expansion of the kingdom of God in time and on earth. This expansion will proceed by means of thefull-orbed ministry of the Word, fervent and believingprayer, and the consecrated labors of His Spirit-filledpeople, all directed and blessed by the ever-presentChrist, Who is now at the right hand of God ruling andreigning over the earth.8

Moreover, they continue, postmillennialism looks forward to a time in the history of the earth “in which the very gospel already operative in the world will have won the victorythroughout the earth in fulfillment of the Great Commission.During that time,” Bahnsen and Gentry argue, “the overwhelming majority of men and nations will be Christianized, righteousness will abound, wars will cease, and prosperity and safetywill flourish. After an extended period of gospel prosperity,earth history will be drawn to a close by the personal, visible,bodily return of Jesus Christ (accompanied by a literal resurrection and a general judgment) to introduce His blood-boughtpeople into the consummative and eternal form of the kingdom,and so shall we ever be with the Lord.”9

WHO ARE THE THEONOMISTS?

It is now time for a third diagram to help answer the question, “Who are the theonomists?”


The acknowledged founder of theonomy is Rousas Rush-doony, the author of many books and head of the Chalcedon Foundation, located in central California. What I call “theTyler Texas Connection” is a collection of organizations andpublications that have some connection to Dr. Gary North.North is the moving force behind a seemingly endless streamof books and newsletters that flow from his Institute for Christian Economics in Tyler and his Dominion Press in Fort Worth,Texas. Gary DeMar of American Vision in Atlanta focuses onchurch conferences that educate laypeople and pastors on various issues. DeMar has also published widely, including severalbooks jointly issued by American Vision and some of North’spublishing enterprises.

Many other individuals and groups represent the theonomist cause. I will mention only two more prominent ones: GregBahnsen, now living in Southern California, is the author ofwhat many regard as the most influential theonomist book,Theonomy in Christian Ethics. 10 David Chilton, also locatedin Southern California, is another widely published theonomistauthor.

I began this chapter by asking, Are the Christian reconstructionists dangerous? I pointed out, however, that the real targets of the criticisms we’ll be noticing are not reconstructionists per se but a subgroup of reconstructionism knownas theonomists. We have now examined several careful distinctions between the two groups so as to avoid confusion. Ihave explained the major features of theonomy and identifiedthe major representatives of the movement, namely, RousasRushdoony, Gary North, Gary DeMar, Greg Bahnsen, DavidChilton. The names of scores of others are familiar to studentsof the movement. It is these gentlemen and the theonomistmovement they represent that are alleged to be so dangerous. This is the movement and the people who are accused of beingenemies of democracy, anti-Semites, and extremists guilty ofplacing the material world ahead of heaven. With these issuesnow clarified, we can turn our attention to the specific chargesagainst this movement and answer the question of whethertheonomy is a dangerous movement.

Are Theonomists Guilty of Ignoring Heaven?

This is precisely the charge that Dave Hunt has leveled against theonomists in his book Whatever Happened to Heaven? Huntaccuses theonomists of succumbing to the belief that theycan transform human society for the better, a belief Huntlabels unbiblical. Hunt accuses them of “an unbiblical earthlymindedness which is contrary to that which Christ encouragedand which characterized the early church.”11

According to Hunt, the Christian’s hope “is not in taking over this world but in being taken to heaven by our Lord, to bemarried to Him in glory and then to return with Him as part ofthe armies of heaven to rescue Israel, destroy His enemies, andparticipate in His millennial reign.” Theonomists, Hunt claims,are yielding to the temptation “to be more at home in this worldthan they should be.”12

Earlier, we read where theonomists Bahnsen and Gentry believe that God’s kingdom “will proceed by means of thefull-orbed ministry of the Word, fervent and believing prayer,and the consecrated labors of His spirit-filled people.” Do theirwords sound like they come from people whose priorities areworldly rather than God-centered? Recall the priority theygive to the work of evangelism. Keeping in mind that theirpostmillennial view of things may be wrong (I have alreadyindicated my own disagreement with them), their view of theend times is one in which the preaching of the gospel and thesubsequent salvation of millions will lay the foundation for anew kind of social order. In this new millennium the hugeincrease in the number of regenerated and sanctified peoplein the world will result in nations actually wanting their civillaws to mirror the laws of God; or so they think. There seemsto be a tremendous disparity between the way theonomistsdescribe their mission and the way some critics characterizetheir beliefs.13

One final question: What is wrong with any Christian being concerned enough about evils in society to want to challenge them and change them? Does such an attitude betray acallous disregard for heaven? Some believe pre-tribulationismplaces human history on a one-way track leading to the horribledevastation of the tribulation period. Since this will result in theinevitable destruction of anything that is good and worthwhilehumanly speaking, it is a waste of the Christian’s time andenergy to attempt to change anything for the better. Therefore,Christians should forget their culture and society and concentrate on only one thing: getting themselves and others ready forthe rapture.14

Just because a Christian believes he has an obligation to resist evil in society, it hardly follows that this person hasforgotten heaven or become entangled in worldly things. It isa misrepresentation of what evangelical social activists standfor to say, as Hunt has been quoted, that they exhibit “anunbiblical earthly mindedness which is contrary to that whichChrist encouraged and which characterized the early church.”The unbiblical view, many would argue, is the one that wouldhave all Christians sit by passively while our government, ourschools, the media, and other social and cultural institutions fallincreasingly under the control of individuals who are opposedto God’s revealed will.

As for Hunt’s charge that Christian social activists are trying to “take over this world,” all that is necessary to counterthis claim is to go back to the earlier pages of this chapterand read how Bahnsen and Gentry explain the meaning ofpostmillennialism. It does not take a postmillennialist to see thattheir account of the central role that evangelism and Christianobedience to the Word of God must play in the transformationof society is miles removed from the repeated distortions thatappear throughout Hunt’s book.

If the first respect in which theonomists are supposedly dangerous is because they are guilty of ignoring heaven, I judgethat they are innocent. What strikes me as the far more seriousissue in all this is how and why Dave Hunt could so badlymisunderstand the views of the theonomists.

Are Theonomists Guilty of Anti-Semitism?

This accusation first came to my attention while I was browsing through a Christian bookstore and noticed a copy of a Hal Lindsey book The Road to Holocaust. As we all know, few wordscan incite greater emotions than holocaust and anti-Semitism.Without reading very far in the book, the reader will realizethat Lindsey is accusing some Christians of a Nazi-like anti-Semitism that would inevitably lead them to support behaviorthat might well produce another Jewish holocaust.

Here is how Lindsey introduced his thesis:

The purpose of [The Road to Holocaust] is to warn abouta rapidly expanding new movement in the Church that is subtly introducing the same old errors that eventually butinevitably led to centuries of atrocities against the Jewsand culminated with the Holocaust of the Third Reich. Ido not believe that the leaders of this new movementare consciously anti-Semitic—their historical predecessors were not either. But just as their historicalcounterparts did, they are setting up a philosophicalsystem that will result in anti-Semitism.15

These are obviously serious charges. It is therefore important that we see what arguments, if any, Lindsey offersin support of his claims.

According to this view, any Christian who is not a pre-millennialist (i.e., amillennialists and postmillennialists) is “guilty of creating a climate of thought wherein the Jew isviewed as an obstinate and rebellious pretender to the covenants and promises that are now exclusively owned by theChurch. Since in this view the Jew has no more special purpose in God’s plan as a national people, [such people] see noreason for [Jews] to exist as a distinct people or as a modemstate.”16

Postmillennialists and amillennialists do believe, for the most part, that there is no future place in God’s plan for thenation of Israel. They believe that the Church is composed ofall believers of all time and hence includes not only John, Peterand Paul, but also Abraham, Moses and David. As such, thechurch of the living God is the true Israel and has always beenthe real object of God’s promises and covenants.

As Paul states in Romans 2:28-29, being a true Jew is more than an outward or physical matter. It is a matter of what hashappened in a person’s heart. In Galatians 3:29, Paul wrote,“If you belong to Christ, then you are Abraham’s seed, andheirs according to the promise” that God made to Abraham.Consequently, Paul had no problem in identifying the churchas the Israel of God (Galatians 6:16). Lindsey’s claim, whichtwists a long-held position into an emotively described viewthat Jews are “obstinate and rebellious pretenders,” is the product of Lindsey’s own imagination. His language cannot help butincite people’s feelings at the same time that it diverts attentionaway from a serious study of what the Bible teaches.

Lindsey’s disregard for the facts becomes most obvious when he claims that the people he’s attacking see no reason forJews “to exist as a distinct people or as a modem state.” Thisconfuses those anti-Israeli Arab states that do hold the views hedescribes with non-premillennial Christians who do not. Suchreasoning is badly flawed. For example, I do not believe that theBible teaches there is a special place in God’s end-time plansfor the nation of Israel. But I support strongly the right of Jewsto exist in peace as a nation. I hold this belief in the same waythat I believe the nation of Kuwait has a right to exist free fromaggression from a nation like Iraq.

I do not believe the Bible teaches there is any special place in God’s prophetic plans for Brazil. But it hardly follows that Ior anyone else could reasonably infer that Brazil has no rightto exist or that the citizens of Brazil can become fair game forany aggressor nation. The absence of any nation-state in God’sprophetic plan has nothing to do with the right of that nation toexist or the right of its citizens to life, liberty, and the pursuitof happiness.

It would be nice if we could excuse Lindsey’s exercise in bad logic as a slip of some kind. But we must remember that thisfallacious reasoning constitutes his only ground for his chargethat theonomists are anti-Semites who are aiding and abettingevil men plotting another holocaust. If the charge were not somonstrous, we could simply dismiss it as theological baloney.But it slanders many good, innocent, and decent people.

Are theonomists (and other non-premillennialists) guilty, therefore, of anti-Semitism, thereby fostering support for anotherJewish holocaust? Absolutely not. Lindsey’s faulty logic, questionable handling of Scripture, and misrepresentation of theviews he attacks suggest that he owes the Christians he hasslandered an apology.

It is important to state that I’m not aware of any other serious pre-tribulationist scholar who shares Lindsey’s position. Bible scholars and trained theologians recognize that the differences that divide us into pre-tribulationists, post-tribulationalpremillennialists, amillennialists, and postmillennialists characterize people of goodwill who simply interpret Scripture differently. Serious students of Scripture and theology who happen to be pre-tribulationists tend to be embarrassed by booksthat presume to date the time of the rapture or characterizeanyone who disagrees with them as anti-Semitic.

Are Theonomists Enemies of Democracy?

The charge that theonomists are somehow enemies of democracy appeared in the respected evangelical magazine Christianity Today. The source of this charge, author Rodney Clapp, noticed that theonomists were supporters of a theocratic formof government and simply assumed that they were interestedin forcing their view on nations like the United States. Clappshould have done a bit more homework.

As Clapp explains theonomy, “In the Reconstructed society, there will be no federal government. Nor will there be a democracy, which Reconstructionists regard as heresy.”17

One response to Clapp’s charges has been given by theono-mist Gary DeMar. “Theonomy,” DeMar writes, “begins with God’s Word as the standard for making policy decisions. Atthe same time, the theonomist realizes that he lives in a worldthat is far from the biblical ideal. The theonomist attempts toset forth a developed theoretical biblical model of society.But the theonomist also realizes that the entire model cannotbe implemented immediately.” DeMar points out the importance of decentralization for theonomists. In other words, thetheonomist “model cannot be imposed from the top-down.”Theonomists also believe in gradualism, which means that “themodel must be embraced by the masses and implemented overtime through the democratic process.”18

In these words, DeMar effectively negates the charge of anti-democracy by specifically denying that the theonomistmodel can be forcibly imposed on a society from the topdown. Some theonomists, then, seem to be committed to along, slow process that will continue long beyond the life spanof any living theonomist.

Theonomist Greg Bahnsen begins his own attempt to set the record straight on the issue of democracy by pointing outthat the word democracy is a notoriously ambiguous term. Hesays the word is “susceptible to an incredibly wide range ofdefinitions and connotations.” These different senses include,

Bahnsen explains, meanings ranging “from an institution of direct rule by every citizen without mediating representativesto a governmental procedure where representatives are votedin and out of office by the people, to the simple concepts ofmajority vote or social equality.”19 Any reasonable person,Bahnsen points out, would shun some of these meanings whiledefending others. In cases where democracy is synonymouswith mob rule, many Christians might oppose the concept. Butwhere democracy means the kind of representative governmentdescribed in the U.S. Constitution, at least some theonomists,like Bahnsen and DeMar, support it.

Clearly, then, theonomists oppose efforts to force their model of society on any nation. Their preferred model willcome into existence only after the vast majority of people in asociety have become believers and have voluntarily submittedto God’s law. There is no way of telling how many generationsor how many centuries must pass before this condition will besatisfied. It seems clear that it will not occur in the lifetimeof anyone presently alive. Society cannot change, Gary DeMarwrites, “unless people change, and the only way people canchange is through the regenerating work of the Holy Spirit.”20Therefore, taking over the government is not a theonomistobjective.

Are theonomists enemies of democracy? You decide.

WHY I AM NOT ATHEONOMIST

I have spent so much time defending theonomists from false charges that I realize some readers may identify me with the-onomy. To forestall that possibility, I’ll spend the rest of thischapter discussing why I am not a theonomist. I believe thereader will find that this last section of the chapter raises someinteresting questions about the place of Old Testament law inthe thinking of New Testament believers.

The crux of the debate over theonomy concerns the theonomist conviction that biblical law must be applied to allof life. God’s law is the standard for both individual and sociallife. This teaching becomes controversial primarily becausetheonomists include, within the bounds of what they call “biblical law,” elements of the Mosaic civil code that most Christiansassume are no longer applicable. I refer here to prescriptions in the Pentateuch that people be executed for thingslike witchcraft, homosexual activity, and other forms of sexualimmorality. If many of these laws were to become legislation,a lot of Americans would find themselves in serious trouble.While Christians oppose the kinds of conduct just mentioned,they have a strong initial resistance to suggestions that suchbehavior today merits capital punishment.

Fair critics of theonomy must recognize the diversity of the movement. Serious differences now exist among variousgroups within the larger theonomist camp. As Bahnsen andGentry state, theonomy “does not represent a movement, buta set of fundamental theological convictions of a distinctive yetgeneral nature, and held by an unorganized group of individual Christians—held in differing ways, for different reasons,and with differing ramifications.”21 In spite of what sometheonomists would have us believe, theonomy is not a monolithic movement. Consequently Greg Bahnsen rejects RousasRushdoony’s “idiosyncratic view of the continuing validity ofthe laws regarding diet and mixed-fibre clothing,” as well asGary North’s “endorsement of stoning as the method of capitalpunishment even today.”22

The Theonomic Distinction Between God’s Standing Law and Positive Law

Almost all theonomists draw a sharp distinction between standing law and positive law. Positive law refers to particular instructions for specific individuals. An example would beGod’s command to Samuel that he anoint David. Another wouldbe God’s command that Israel destroy some of the tribes livingin Canaan. God’s positive laws are not applicable beyond thetimes and circumstances under which they were given.

God’s standing law is not subject to such restrictions. Theonomists like Bahnsen understand this second kind of lawto be “policy directives applicable over time to classes ofindividuals (e.g., do not kill; children, obey your parents; merchants, have equal measures; magistrates, execute rapists)”and so on.23 Theonomists insist that standing laws continue tobe binding, unless they are rescinded or modified in the NewTestament. It is this last point that sets up the major clashbetween theonomists and pre-tribulationists.

Some pre-tribulationists maintain that all Old Testament laws except those explicitly certified in the New Testamenthave been abrogated.24 Theonomists counter by maintainingthat all standing laws not specifically rescinded in the NewTestament remain in force.25 In other words, pre-tribulationiststeach that if an Old Testament law isn’t repeated in the NewTestament, then it no longer applies. But theonomists teach thatif an Old Testament law isn’t repealed in the New Testament,then it remains in effect.26

Every Jot and Tittle?

In his 1977 book Theonomy in Christian Ethics, Greg Bahnsen wrote that “central to the theory and practice of Christian ethics,whether personal or social, is eveiy jot and tittle of God’s law aslaid down in the revelation of the Older and New Testaments.The Christian is obligated to keep the whole law of God as apattern of sanctification, and in the realm of human societythe civil magistrate is responsible to enforce God’s law againstpublic crime.”27 Ever since they were written, these two sentences have functioned as a rallying cry for theonomists. Oncethis status of Old Testament standing law is settled for Bahnsen,he goes on: “The civil precepts of the Old Testament (standing‘judicial’ laws) are a model of perfect social justice for all cultures, even in the punishment of criminals.” But then Bahnsenadds a critically important qualification, namely, that “there isplenty of need for interpretation and application.”28

Bahnsen published this last statement in 1989. In earlier years, theonomists tended to downplay the need for “interpretation and application.” It is my impression that during the earlydays of the theonomist movement—though I must confess thatI was not paying much attention then—there was an attemptto present a public face that minimized differences of opinionover these interpretations and applications. Perhaps theonomistwriters were so intent on making their case for the continuingrelevance of Old Testament standing law that they did little ofthe hard work of dealing with interpretation and application.Or perhaps the interpretation and application that was done washandled by the same small team of writers, such as Rushdoony,North, and Bahnsen. And no doubt it was easier in those moresimple times for theonomists like Bahnsen to boast about howthey were the guardians of “every jot and tittle” of God’s law.

Whatever the situation may have been in the past, things have changed considerably within the theonomist camp. AndGreg Bahnsen has become a major force behind these changes.Bahnsen has realized not only that the task of interpreting andapplying Old Testament law can be very difficult, but also thatit is creating divisions within the theonomist movement. It iseven leading Bahnsen himself to suggest interpretations andapplications that appear to conflict with his own 1977 defenseof “every jot and tittle” of Old Testament law. Consider thefollowing statement that Bahnsen wrote in 1989:

It is one thing to realize that we must translate biblical commands about a lost ax (Exodus 23:4) or withholding pay from someone who mows the fields (James5:4) into terms relevant to our present culture (e.g.,about misplaced credit cards or remuneration of factoryworkers). It is quite another thing altogether to say thatsuch commands carry no ethical authority today! Godobviously communicated to His people in terms oftheir own day and cultural setting, but what He said tothem He fully expects us to obey in our own culturalsetting, lest the complete authority of His Word beshortchanged in our lives.29

As we wrestle with the problems of interpreting and applying biblical law to the far different situations of ourown day, it is important, Bahnsen thinks, that we learn tolook for the broader principles that underlie general preceptsand specific illustrations. What all this points to, Bahnsen suggests, is our need for common sense when interpreting theBible. For example, he writes, “The requirement of a rooftoprailing (Deuteronomy 22:8), relevant to entertaining on flatroofs in Palestine, teaches the underlying principle of safetyprecautions (e.g., fences around modem backyard swimmingpools), not the obligation of placing a literal battlement upontoday’s sloped roofs.”30

The significant move from an application of Deuteronomy 22:8, requiring all Christians to erect rooftop railings on theirhomes, to one in which we place fences around our swimmingpools is a welcome concession to common sense. But it is hardto shake the nagging suspicion that Bahnsen ends up many timeswith advice that is pretty trivial under the conditions that existtoday. Do educated Southern Californians with enough money toafford a swimming pool need Deuteronomy 22:8 to tell them thatthey ought to have fences around their expensive and dangerouspools? And more to the point, must they learn this from the Biblein such an apparently contrived manner? It looks as though thetheonomist would be doing his system a favor by admitting thatperhaps Deuteronomy 22:8 is one Old Testament law, though notrescinded in the New Testament, that just isn’t needed any more.

One reason theonomists don’t mate these admissions is because it would undermine their position by introducing a noteof relativity to their idea of standing law. If sincere Christians,including sincere theonomists, can disagree over whether someOld Testament law really is an example of standing law, it is difficult to see how theonomy offers more than previous generationsof non-theonomic Reformed thinkers who took the Old Testament more seriously than did others. What is wrong with simplyadmitting that God can prescribe laws for some specific culturalsituation where no subsequent applications are intended?

It is unlikely that any sensible theonomist is encouraging a simple-minded imitation of ancient Israel by superimposing itslaws upon our culture. But as John Frame suggests, “Theonomyis not quite as radical as one might have initially supposed.Like the more traditional Reformed theologians [who were nottheonomists], the [theonomists] find much in the Old Testament law that we cannot follow literally today.”31

What set theonomy apart during its earlier history was a sense of radicalness, that is, the feeling that these people weregoing further than had other Reformed thinkers in their appealto Old Testament moral and civil principles. We have noticedthat this earlier radicalness is being abandoned by more sensible theonomists as they are forced to move closer to a moretraditional Reformed position.

There seems to be reason to think that Rousas Rushdoony, the father of the movement, is not too pleased about theserecent developments. At the same time that Bahnsen, DeMar,and others are successfully rebutting published attacks on theonomy, Rushdoony may well think that they are giving awaythe store. Certainly hard-core theonomists (Rushdoony insistson following Old Testament dietary laws and Gary North arguesfor Old Testament methods of capital punishment) still exudethat air of radicalness. It is no longer necessary to go outside thetheonomist camp to find people willing to dismiss such talk.

As we’ve seen, Bahnsen rejects the abiding validity of the Old Testament dietary laws. He does not think it necessary thatpunishments for crimes accord literally with those identifiedin the Old Testament. Bahnsen admits that some spiritualizingmay be necessary. Given modem technology, there may be noreason to resort to stoning as the preferred method of capitalpunishment.32 Bahnsen admits that finding the proper application of some Old Testament practices can be very difficult. GaryDeMar (in personal conversation) admits that he doesn’t knowhow some Old Testament laws might apply today. It seems clearto me that theonomists like Bahnsen and DeMar are moving veryclose to a more traditional Reformed stance on the Old Testament.In fact, it seems clear that they are moving away from what hasbeen the defining feature of theonomy up to now.

What we may be seeing is the growing recognition on the part of maturing theonomists that the old theonomy isless important than reconstructionism and postmillennialism.As I explained earlier in this chapter, it is possible to be areconstructionist and a postmillennialist without also being atheonomist. It may only now be dawning on some theonomiststhat they can have everything they want by pursuing a post-millennial reconstructionism and forgetting the hermeneuticaloddities that have been a defining feature of earlier theonomy.

Theonomists can be commended for many things: their high view of Scripture; their love of God’s Word and God’s law;their attention to all of Scripture, including large portions ofthe Old Testament that many Christians ignore or quickly passover; their search for a principled approach to understandingand applying the Old Testament; and their desire to fulfill themandate to love all of God’s law. In all of these ways and more,they put many Christians including myself to shame.

But the Achilles heel of their system is found in the relativity and subjectivity that recent work has uncovered in their method ofbiblical interpretation. This is not to deny that the same problemtroubles the rest of us. But theonomists always pretended that thiswas not a problem for them. Now it appears otherwise.

All of the commendable features noted above are still available to theonomists if they turn away from the peculiarexcesses of the older theonomist position and align themselveswith more traditional Reformed thinkers who were wrestlingwith the problems of interpreting and applying the Old Testament long before anyone had heard of theonomy. Thereis no need for ex-theonomists to forfeit their right to fightfor dominion in society, since as we’ve seen, one can be areconstructionist without also being a theonomist.

CONCLUSION

What have we learned in this chapter? Quite I bit, I hope. For one thing, the people called theonomists don’t appearto be dangerous. Efforts to show that they are dangerous domore, I suspect, to dishonor the people raising the charges.But just because theonomists are not dangerous doesn’t meanthat they’re not wrong—at least on some important matters.

We can thank theonomists for forcing the rest of us to face up to the question of what we’re going to do with allthose laws in the Old Testament. But there is one thing thatwe non-theonomists cannot do and that is conclude that allthose laws must be applied literally to our cultural and socialsituations. Moreover, as we’ve seen, this is a conclusion thatsome theonomist leaders are reaching for themselves.

I suspect that large numbers of theonomists will effectively abandon some of the distinctive features that used to characterizeall theonomists and that continue to be the marks of the moreextreme. Given the associations the theonomist label has acquired,it would mate sense for them to abandon that term as well.




Chapter Nine: The Controversy Over Lordship Salvation

The debate over what has become known as “lordship salvation” involves the relationship between salvation and obedience. In 1988 the controversy was given new impetuswith the appearance of the book The Gospel According to Jesusby John F. MacArthur, Jr.1 MacArthur states that his reasonfor writing the book was concern over what he saw as evangelical teaching of a defective view of salvation. According toMacArthur, the central claim of his book “is that the gospelsummons sinners to yield to Christ’s authority.”2

One major source of the position MacArthur was criticizing was Zane Hodges, author of The Gospel Under 2 Soon after the appearance of MacArthur’s book, Hodges published his reply in a book titled Absolutely Free.4 Not to be outdone, another opponent of “lordship salvation,” Charles Ryrie,came out with his own response, So Great Salvation.5 All threebooks sold tens of thousands of copies, which suggests a lot ofinterest and possibly also a lot of confusion about the subject.

However difficult it may be to sort out the issues in this controversy, the dispute holds important implications for thechinch’s understanding and teaching of the doctrine of salvation.

Other issues involved in this debate include the relationship between faith and works, repentance, legalism, and cheap grace.No feature of this disagreement is trivial or unimportant forChristians who wish to be informed about their faith.

WHAT IS LORDSHIP SALVATION?

Livingston Blauvelt, Jr., defines “lordship salvation” as “the view that for salvation a person must trust Jesus Christ as hisSavior from sin and must also commit himself to Christ as Lordof his life, submitting to His sovereign authority.”6 Arthur W.Pink summarized the position: “No one can receive Christ asHis Savior while he rejects Him as Lord. Therefore, those whohave not bowed to Christ’s scepter and enthroned Him in theirhearts and lives, and yet imagine that they are trusting Him asSavior, are deceived.”7

John R. W. Stott, a widely published evangelical author and former rector of All Souls’ Church in London, England,made his own commitment to lordship salvation clear when hewrote: “The astonishing idea is current in some circles todaythat we can enjoy the benefits of Christ’s salvation withoutaccepting the challenge of His sovereign Lordship.”8

As proponents of lordship salvation see things, it is a serious error to separate the acts of receiving Christ as Savior and acknowledging Him as Lord. Opponents of the lordship doctrine, on the other hand, see these as distinct acts. In the secondview, one first becomes a Christian via the act of receivingChrist as Savior. Then, following conversion, the Christian mayor may not submit to Christ as Lord and Master.

The basic issue in the dispute is whether it is necessary to accept Christ as Lord in order to have Him as one’s Savior. Thequestion then becomes, If someone accepts Christ as Saviorwithout also explicitly accepting Him as Lord, is such a persontruly saved?

Proponents of the lordship doctrine answer this question in the negative. Critics of the lordship teaching, on the otherhand, accuse it of mixing faith with works in the act of salvation. Proponents of lordship salvation deny this claim. Theyreject any suggestion that their position entails salvation byworks. Justification is by faith alone, they insist. MacArthurwrites,

Let me say as clearly as possible right now that salvation is by God’s sovereign grace and grace alone. Nothing a lost, degenerate, spiritually dead sinner cando will in any way contribute to salvation. Saving faith,repentance, commitment, and obedience are all divineworks, wrought by the Holy Spirit in the heart of everyone who is saved.

MacArthur continues by claiming,

Real salvation cannot and will not fail to produce works of righteousness in the life of a true believer.

There are no human works in the saving act, but God’s work of salvation includes a change of intent, will,desire, and attitude that inevitably produces the fruitof the Spirit. The very essence of God’s saving work isthe transformation of the will that results in a love forGod. Salvation thus establishes the that will surelyproduce the fruit.9

WHO ARE ITS OPPONENTS?

Assigning a label to opponents of the lordship doctrine is a difficult task. None of the names suggested by lordship proponents really fit. There is, of course, the old word antinomian. But critics of the lordship doctrine object to this term, which literallymeans “opposed to the law” (of God). Since the term has historically been applied to people who suggested that Christiansare totally free from any relationship to God’s law and thusfree to live any way they choose, the word does have stronglynegative connotations. But I think we must give the lordshipcritics every benefit of the doubt and assume that they wish toavoid the antinomian heresy.

For the sake of discussion, the best labels to use are “supporters” and “proponents” to describe those who defend the lordship doctrine and “critics” and “opponents” to refer to thosewho do not.

Opponents like Charles Ryrie claim that evangelicals who teach lordship salvation are preachers of a different gospel.Ryrie does not mince words when he says, “The message offaith only and the message of faith plus commitment of lifecannot both be the gospel; therefore, one of them is false andcomes under the curse of perverting the gospel or preachinganother gospel (Gal. l:6-9).”10 This is a serious charge.

But supporters of lordship salvation are not the least bit timid in expressing their opinions of the doctrine’s opponents.When these critics, MacArthur writes, separate faith from faithfulness,1 1 “it leaves the impression that intellectual assent is asvalid as wholehearted obedience to the truth. Thus the goodnews of Christ has given way to the bad news of an insidiouseasy-believism that makes no moral demands on the lives ofsinners. It is not the same message Jesus proclaimed.”12 And sowe see that both sides accuse the other of preaching a differentgospel, a false gospel!

Why, MacArthur asks, “should we assume that people who live in an unbroken pattern of adultery, fornication, homosexuality, deceit, and every conceivable kind of flagrant excess aretruly bom again?” And yet, he continues, “that is exactly theassumption Christians of this age have been taught to make.They’ve been told that the only criterion for salvation is knowing and believing some basic facts about Christ. They hear fromthe beginning that obedience is optional.”13 MacArthur accuseshis opponents of teaching justification without sanctification.“Faith that does not result in righteous living is dead and cannot save (James 2:14-17) ”14

Is the position of lordship salvation opponents really as extreme as writers like Mac Arthur suggest? Let’s examine theirviews. Zane Hodges, in interpreting Jesus’ encounter with thewoman at the well in John 4, states, “There is no call here forsurrender, submission, acknowledgement of Christ’s Lordship,or anything else of this kind. A gift is being offered to onetotally unworthy of God’s favor. And to get it, the woman isrequired to make no spiritual commitment whatsoever. She ismerely invited to ask.”15 Hodges does appear to present salvation as a matter of intellectual assent to the claims of the gospel.But would he agree? We’ll see in a moment.

The importance of the dispute should be obvious. Christians have an obligation to present Christ and the gospel in a way that is faithful to the Scriptures. If the lordship doctrine iscorrect, then many involved in evangelism are doing an incomplete job; they are presenting only half a message. Proponentsof lordship salvation are concerned “that an improper, shallowpresentation of the Gospel will drive men to a mere psychological or emotional conversion.”16

As I look back over my own early ministry, I recognize how this controversy affected me, even though at the time, I hadno clear idea what was occurring. During my first pastorate, inthe Finger Lakes region of New York state, a visiting evangelistheld services in the church. As he and I visited in various homesin the community, his approach to evangelism led us into adiscussion of the issue. What I did not realize then, and infact only comprehended after beginning work on this chapter,is that the evangelist’s approach to soul-winning paralleled thatof authors like Zane Hodges who reject lordship salvation. Theevangelist’s approach to the unconverted was to invite them toassent intellectually to certain true statements. What lordshipproponents would object to was that there was no mention ofrepentance or commitment. Given this personal history, I mustconfess that when I read Hodges or Ryrie stating that a personcan “have Christ as Savior without having him as Lord,”17 myfirst inclination is to dismiss this view as unbiblical. But perhaps a more detailed examination of the critics’ arguments willhelp to put the debate in a different light.

THE MAJOR OBJECTIONS TO LORDSHIP SALVATION

In this section of the chapter, we’ll examine the major objections to the lordship doctrine found in the writings of critics. The first is the claim that lordship salvation mixes faith andworks. If true, this would be a serious charge.

Hodges accuses MacArthur of mixing faith and works in his book Absolutely Free.18 Hodges’s main support for his claimis a quotation in which MacArthur states that “obedience isthe inevitable manifestation of saving faith.” As Hodges readsMacArthur, this is supposed to mean that “without obediencethere is no justification and no heaven.”19 Given MacArthur’srepeated assurances that he rejects any place for human worksin justification, perhaps Hodges misunderstands MacArthur’sposition. MacArthur does not say in his quote that obedienceis the necessary condition for salvation, only that obedience isthe inevitable manifestation of salvation. While the first claimwould be heretical, the second is quite biblical.

The book of James teaches that faith without works is dead. If a supposedly converted sinner evidences no changefollowing his “conversion,” then James teaches there may besome question about the genuineness of that person’s faith.So, the proponent of lordship salvation claims he is not addinganything to biblical faith or mixing faith with works. He isonly stating what Scripture itself declares, namely, that everygenuine conversion ought to be followed by some fruits ofregeneration.

One of Hodges’s standard arguments is apparent in the following quote: “Neither Romans 2:6 nor 2:13 even remotelyimply that faith inevitably produces works.”20 The proponentof lordship salvation would answer that there is a flaw in thiskind of appeal: No author and no text can say everything. Different passages of Scripture emphasize different aspects of thetotal truth. The fact that other passages of God’s inerrant Worddo seem to teach that faith inevitably produces works is enoughfor the lordship side.

As we’ve seen, Hodges attacks Mac Arthur for allegedly making human effort an essential part of salvation. But in otherplaces, he turns his guns against MacArthur for doing preciselythe opposite, that is, for making salvation entirely the work ofa sovereign God.21

Now, it is hard for a lordship proponent to see how Hodges can have it both ways. If our salvation is entirely thework of a sovereign God, then nothing we do can help effectthat salvation. The two claims do seem logically incompatible.MacArthur makes it perfectly clear that he, unlike Hodges, sidestotally with the Reformed position. In MacArthur’s words,“Thus salvation cannot be defective in any dimension. Aspart of His saving work, God will produce repentance, faith,sanctification, yieldedness, obedience, and ultimately glorification. Since He is not dependent on human effort in producingthose elements, an experience that lacks any of them cannot bethe saving work of God.”22

In a 1990 article published in the Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society, MacArthur locates the source of much of Hodges’ position on the relationship between faith and worksin his inattention to the following distinction:23

1. Faith is passive in the sense that God does everything in salvation; the sinner contributes nothing tohis own salvation.

2. Faith is inactive in the sense that it does not necessarily result in any altered conduct or behavior.

Hodges notes that lordship thinkers like Mac Arthur hold to view one, so he cannot understand why they emphasize obedience. The reason is that lordship supporters reject view two,which of course also happens to be a description of Hodges’position.

Lordship thinkers claim that Hodges’ position understands saving faith as nothing more than mental or intellectual assentto the truth of certain propositions, such as “Christ died for mysins.” Consequently, they believe Hodges’ position is incapableof doing justice to the danger that such New Testament writersas James saw in the possibility of counterfeit faith or imitationfaith. As MacArthur points out,

Evidently there were some in the early Church who flirted with the notion that faith could be a static,inert, inanimate assent to facts. The book of James,probably the earliest NT epistle, confronts this error.James sounds almost as if he were writing to twentieth-century “no-lordship” advocates. He says that peoplecan be deluded into thinking they believe when infact they do not, and he says that the single factor thatdistinguishes counterfeit faith from the real thing is therighteous behavior inevitably produced in those whohave authentic faith.24

Hodges’ view of his position says otherwise:

The one thing we cannot do, however, is to believe something we don’t know about. That is why theapostle Paul declared quite plainly, “And how shallthey believe in Him of whom they have not heard?”(Romans 10:14). And he added appropriately, “So thenfaith comes by hearing, and hearing by the word ofGod” (10:17).

Does that involve the intellect? Of course! But isit mere intellectual assent? Of course not!To describe faith that way is to demean it as a trivial, academicexercise, when in fact it is no such thing.

What faith really is, in biblical language, is receiving the testimony of God. It is the inward conviction that what God says to us in the gospel is true.That—and that alone—is saving faith.

MacArthur builds a strong case, however, in a later article, that James himself wrote to counter views like Hodges’:

Is it enough to know and understand and assent to the facts of the gospel—even holding the “inward conviction” that these truths apply to me personally—andyet never shun sin or submit to the Lord Jesus? Is aperson who holds that kind of belief guaranteed eternallife? Does such a hope constitute faith in the sensein which Scripture uses the term? James expresslyteaches that it does not. Real faith, he says, will produce righteous behavior. And the true character ofsaving faith may be examined in light of the believer’sworks.25

While good works play no role in any person’s becoming a Christian (Romans 3:20,24; 4:5; Ephesians 2:9; Titus 3:5),the Bible makes it plain that they do function as a sign of regeneration (Ephesians 2:10,5:9; 1 John 2:5). There is a differencein the Bible between a dead faith and a living faith. “Doesthis mean,” MacArthur writes, “that all true believers are doersof the Word? Yes. Do they always put the Word in practice?No—or else a pastor’s task would be relatively simple. Believers fail, sometimes miserably, as we see in Scripture. But evenwhen they fail, true believers will not altogether cease havingthe disposition and motivation of one who is a doer.”26

The major point in James 2 is not that a person is saved byfaith plus works, but that we are saved only through a genuine or living faith as opposed to a counterfeit or dead faith. According to the argument of Hodges and other critics of lordshipsalvation, the doctrine in effect mixes faith and works, whichis a serious misunderstanding of the lordship teaching. At thispoint the two sides seem at an impasse.

IS LORDSHIP DOCTRINE DETRIMENTAL TO PERSONAL HOLINESS?

Hodges’ second argument states that lordship salvation is detrimental to personal holiness. “Instead of promoting holiness,” Hodges writes, “the doctrine of lordship salvation destroys thevery foundation on which true holiness must be built. Byreturning to the principles of the law, it has forfeited thespiritual power of grace.”27 The lordship proponent wouldcounter again that the grace described in Scripture is quitedifferent.

What Hodges is doing, of course, is accusing MacArthur of the Galatian heresy. Like the error condemned in Galatians,Hodges claims the lordship position “promotes a judgmentaland Pharisaical spirit within the church,” by allegedly teachingthat professing believers who have moral or spiritual difficulties are not good enough for heaven. ‘The fact that a personfalls below the moral standards laid down in God’s Word isalways tragic and deplorable. But it is not necessarily a proofthat one is also unsaved.”28 Of course. But because this pointis so obvious, no lordship advocate disagrees.

The lordship doctrine, Hodges argues, also “exposes Christians to spiritual defeat. By stripping us of the unconditional certainty that we possess eternal life, it dangerouslyerodes the solid ground we need beneath our feet.”29 Weshould pause here and reflect upon Hodges’ complete position. Remember that Hodges is the friend of, the advocatefor, backslidden Christians. While no lordship advocate deniesthat genuine Christians may backslide, Hodges defends theprofessing Christian who shows no fruit—or has fallen intoworldliness—from any suggestion that their profession mightbe less than genuine. Given Hodges’ argument, lordship advocates find it incredible that he accuses them of inducing “spiritual defeat.” The lordship side would argue that, while Christian leaders should be careful about introducing doubt into anyChristian’s life, there is also a serious danger of inducing a falseconfidence, especially in the case of professing believers whoshow absolutely no signs of regeneration.

At this point the debate is again at an impasse. Hodges argues that his position does not entail “mere intellectual assent”while MacArthur and other lordship proponents defend theirside against the charge that they promote either a Pharisaicalspirit or spiritual defeat in the sanctification of the believer.

Again, both sides are confident of their positions and both believe they are right. No unity or common ground seemspossible.

Let’s now turn to some key ingredients in the debate that shed further important light on each side.

SEVERAL CRUCIAL ISSUES

In an effort to move even closer to the biblical truth on this matter, let us examine two crucial issues: repentance and themeaning of the term Lord.

Repentance

According to Hodges, repentance is not a condition for salvation. In his view of things, “the call to repentance is broader than the call to eternal salvation. It is rather a call to harmony between the creature and his creator, a call tobetween sinful men and women and a forgiving God.”30

On the other side, lordship proponents can count on quite a few cases in which the biblical teaching about repentance isspread among a number of passages. Different texts emphasizedifferent points.

Hodges’ view seems to turn on two critical points: (1) that there’s a clear distinction between faith and repentance suchthat repentance cannot be made a condition for eternal life,and (2) the meaning of the Greek word metanoeo, the wordtranslated “to repent” in the New Testament. Hodges writes:

It is an extremely serious matter when the biblical distinction between faith and repentance is collapsedand when repentance is thus made a condition for eternal life. For under this perception of things the NewTestament doctrine of faith is radically rewritten andheld hostage to the demand for repentance. No wonderone scholar in the writings of Calvin has been movedto assert:

Those who teach that repentance precedes faith, and make faith and forgiveness conditional uponrepentance, fail to see that theirs is a position parallel to the Roman doctrine of penance that Calvin sostrongly opposed [M. Charles Bell, Calvin and ScottishTheology (Edinburgh, Scotland: Handsel, 1985), page39, n. 208)].

There can be no compromise on this point if we wish to preserve and to proclaim the biblical truth ofsola fide. To make repentance a condition for eternalsalvation is nothing less than a regression towardRoman Catholic dogma.

“But,” someone will say, “does not the Bible also declare God’s demand for repentance?” Indeedit does, and perhaps nowhere more forcefully than inActs 17:30 where Paul declares: “And these times ofignorance God overlooked, but now commands all meneverywhere to repent” (italics added).

Can this declaration be harmonized with sola fide—“faith alone”? Yes, it can, since the Bible is neverinternally contradictory. And the harmonization isreally very easy and natural. How?

Simply put, we may say this: the call to faith represents the call to eternal salvation. The call torepentance is the call to enter into harmonious relationswith God.31

Hodges believes that while genuine repentance precede salvation, it need not do so. But where I find his argumentlacking is in his view of the meaning of the word repentance.He writes:

Originally, these Greek words meant to change one’s mind. But the standard Greek-English dictionary doesnot list any New Testament passage where the meaning“to change one’s mind” actually occurs.32

But this is not what the Bauer-Amdt-Gingrich Greek Lexicon states (BAG—the “standard” one Hodges refers to in his endnotes). The BAG entry on metanoia (Greek noun, “repentance”) and metanoeo (Greek verb, “to repent”) lists a number ofspecific entries where these words do, in the Greek New Testament, refer specifically to the act of changing one’s mind. Page513 (fourth revised and augmented edition) gives “change one’smind” as the primary meaning of the word metanoeo, then addsa number of additions to that meaning, but never changes theprimary meaning of the word. There are also a number of entriesunder the noun metanoia, which refer to “conversion,” “a turning away from dead works,” “repentance that leads to God,” and“turning about.” All of these meanings seem to derive from thebasic meaning of “a change of mind.” And a whole passel ofNew Testament passages are cited entailing these meaningsincluding: Hebrews 6:1, Matthew 3:8, Luke 3:8 and 15:7 (whereBAG denotes the meaning as “repentance for conversion”).33

Even giving Hodges the benefit of the doubt on his view, at the very least, one can see why MacArthur, J. I. Packer,and many others would take issue with him on the meaningof repentance. On the lordship proponent’s view, Hodges hasmisread the basic meaning of the term and placed an unnecessary limitation on the word’s meanings.

Interestingly, Hodges’ contention that repentance is not necessarily bound up in salvation was not shared by his mentor,Lewis Sperry Chafer, who wrote:

Too often, when it is asserted—as it is here—that repentance is not to be added to belief as a separaterequirement for salvation, it is assumed that by somuch the claim has been set up that repentance is notnecessary to salvation. Therefore, it is as dogmaticallystated as language can declare, that repentance is essential to salvation and that none could be saved apartfrom repentance, but it is included in believing andcould not be separated from it.34

Both sides agree that godly repentance should not be confused with emotionalism. As Kenneth Gentry explains, “The necessary element in salvatory repentance is a true recognitionof one’s evil state and a decided resolve to forsake sin andthrust oneself at Christ’s mercy. Certainly great sorrow maybe involved, but it will be sorrow because of the recognitionof Christ’s holiness displayed against the background of one’sown sinfulness.”35

James Packer concurs: “The repentance that Christ requires of His people consists in a settled refusal to set any limits to theclaims which He may make on their lives.. . . Where there isno clear knowledge, and hence no realistic recognition of thereal claims that Christ mates, there can be no repentance, andtherefore no salvation.”36

John MacArthur clearly aligns himself with those who understand Scripture to teach a role for repentance in salvation. He argues that repentance “involves a recognition ofone’s utter sinfulness and a turning from self and sin to God(c.f. 1 Thessalonians 1:9). Far from being a human work, it isthe inevitable result of God’s work in a human heart. And italways represents the end of any human attempt to earn God’sfavor. It is much more than a mere change of mind—it involvesa complete change of heart, attitude, interest, and direction. Itis a conversion in every sense of the word.”37

MacArthur is surely right when he argues that “repentance is not merely being ashamed or sorry over sin, although genuine repentance always involves an element of remorse. It is aredirection of the human will, a purposeful decision to forsakeall unrighteousness and pursue righteousness instead. Nor isrepentance merely a human work. It is, like every element ofredemption, a sovereignly bestowed gift of God. ... Aboveall, repentance is not a pre-salvation attempt to set one’s lifein order. The call to repentance is not a command to makesin right before turning to Christ in faith. Rather it is a command to recognize one’s lawlessness and hate it, to turn one’sback on it and flee to Christ, embracing Him with wholehearteddevotion.”38

The Meaning of “Lord”

Opponents of lordship salvation do not deny that Christ is Lord or that acknowledging His lordship is necessary to salvation.Romans 10:9-10 is simply too clear for any Christian to ignore.They do, however, draw a distinction between what they callthe objective and subjective lordship of Jesus.

Objective lordship refers to Jesus’ deity. In this sense, Jesus is already Lord. In the objective sense, the lordship ofChrist cannot be denied without rejecting the essential Christianteaching that Jesus has always been God the Son.

The subjective lordship of Jesus refers to the need for people to surrender to Him as Master. Charles Ryrie utilizes thedistinction in trying to avoid the lordship doctrine by claimingthat Romans 10:9-10 has nothing to do with Christ’s subjectivelordship. It concerns only His deity. “To believe that Jesus (theman) is Lord (God) and that He is alive (which means thatHe died) results in righteousness and salvation.”39 But whenit comes to the question of Christ’s subjective lordship, Ryrieretreats to tentativeness. Is Christ Lord in the sense of beingGod? Yes, says Ryrie. But is Christ not also to be Lord inthe subjective sense? Here all Ryrie can say is, “Of course Heshould be, sometimes is, and sometimes is partly so.”40

While no one can be a believer without acknowledging the objective lordship of Christ (Romans 10:9-10), lordship criticslike Ryrie and Hodges insist that one can be a believer withoutacknowledging Christ’s lordship in the subjective sense, that is,without actually acknowledging Him to be Lord or Master.41

Kenneth Gentry’s reply to this line of thinking is instructive. First, the fact that “the linguistic evidence points quite strongly to the conclusion that kuri[Greek, ‘Lord’] emphasizes controlling authority. When used of Christ in the frequent Gospel preaching of Acts and the Epistles, it most certainly has to do with the acceptance of Jesus Christ as Lord[in Ryrie’s ‘subjective sense’] to be Savior.” Moreover, Gentry continues, “when Christ is preached as Lord and Savior,the term Lord, or some term expressing rulership, alwaysoccurs first for emphasis. See: Luke 1:46-47; Acts 5:31; 2 Peter1:11; 2:20; 3:18.”42

John 20:28 is especially relevant in this disagreement. When Thomas saw the risen Christ, he cried out, “My Lordand my God!” If one adopts the position of Ryrie and Hodges,Thomas said nothing more than “My God and my God.”The lordship position makes much more sense of this verse,interpreting Thomas’ famous utterance as “My Master and myGod.”43 Gentry reasons, “When Christ is believed upon or into,it is His Person which is accepted for salvation. Thus, Christ,being the Lord comes into the heart of the believer as Lord andMaster. To omit Christ’s office as Lord in the Gospel message is weak evangelistic preaching.”44 I agree.

CONCLUSION

S. Lewis Johnson, Jr., published an important article in Christianity Today in which he attempted to adjudicate the dispute between MacArthur and Hodges. I will not take the time tosummarize all of his article. But at the end, Johnson drew sevenconclusions, which we should review in detail.45

First, “it is true that one must confess the lordship of Christ to be saved. Only a sovereign God can save sinners, and thecalling on the Lord for mercy is an implicit recognition of hisLordship and of his right of control over us.” On this first point,Johnson sides with the supporters of lordship salvation. Thepoint he makes should be beyond dispute.

Second, Johnson insists that the sinner’s confession of the lordship of Christ cannot be a shallow profession; it must begenuine. Once again, then, Johnson has no problem with theposition of lordship salvation.

In his third point, Johnson explains that “the preeminent term by which salvation is received is faith, or belief” It isobvious that Johnson views repentance and faith as inseparable.When we understand this correctly, he continues, what we areleft with “is not easy believism; in fact, such faith can onlybe given by God (Ephesians 2:8-9; 1 Corinthians 12:3). It wasJesus himself who said to Jairus, Only believe, and she shallbe well’ (Lute 8:50). The Gospel of John was written to inducefaith, and its demand is for faith alone (John 20:30-31).”

In a letter to the editor of Christianity Today published two issues later, John MacArthur indicated his solid agreement withJohnson’s statement of this point. Since Johnson sides with thelordship position on repentance in this same paragraph, it seemsbest to regard the third point as another nod in die direction ofthe lordship position.

Johnson’s fourth point begins with an allusion to the Westminster Confession, which teaches that “the realizationof Christ’s Lordship in growing obedience and submission tohis will is the work of sanctification, not justification. The twogreat teachings [of justification and sanctification] must not beconfounded, or the peril of mixing things that differ threatensus.” On this matter, Johnson’s position accords precisely withthat of the lordship salvation advocates.

Johnson’s fifth point returns to the teaching of the Westminster Confession, to what it states about the relationship between sanctification and saving faith. Johnson writes, “Christians may for a time live in carnality, but only for a time,since divine discipline, which may become severe enough tonecessitate physical death, is applied by God (1 Corinthians5:5, 11:29-30). The term the carnal Christian, therefore, isnot a category of a Christian acceptable to God, nor does itrepresent a permanent status in the Christian life.” Once again,MacArthur (in his previously noted letter) expresses his totalagreement with this point.

But this brings us to Johnson’s sixth point where, for the first time, he appears to side with the lordship critics. InJohnson’s words, ‘To insist on a complete submission to God’swill as necessary for salvation is unsupported by not only theGospel of John, but also the Book of Acts.”

However, in his aforementioned letter, MacArthur disassociates himself from the position described in Johnson’s sixth point. MacArthur concurs that a “total commitment of one’s lifeto Christ in all of life’s details is impossible.” Who of us knowsany Christian who has attained total commitment? Even thoughJesus called for complete surrender, our fleshly nature alwaysresults in something far short of what God demands.

All of this brings us to Johnson’s seventh and final point where, once again, he and supporters of the lordship doctrineagree. As Johnson explains, “It is sounder and simpler tokeep to Paul’s invitation as delivered to the Philippian jailer,‘Believe on the Lord Jesus, and you shall be saved, you andyour household’ (Acts 16:31, NASB). If we keep in mind thatthe Lord Jesus is he who has offered himself as a propitiatorysubstitutionary sacrifice for sinners, and if we remember thatsaving faith comprehends knowledge, assent, and trust, and ifwe see that the new life and standing given in justification mustissue in a new submission to God’s will, then we shall have ourgospel thinking in order.”

Johnson’s recognition that regeneration must of necessity manifest itself in “submission to God’s will” is the very pointto which supporters of lordship salvation have wanted to drawattention.

To close this chapter on a note of unity, even Charles Ryrie once affirmed the very same point when he asked,

Can a non-working, dead, spurious faith save a person? James is not saying that we are saved by works, butthat a faith that does not produce good works is a deadfaith.... Unproductive faith cannot save, because itis not genuine faith. Faith and works are like a two-coupon ticket to heaven. The coupon of works is notgood for passage, and the coupon of faith is not valid ifdetached from works.46

If both sides of our dispute would affirm what Ryrie states in the previous paragraph, the controversy would be laid to rest.I am confident that MacArthur, Packer, Stott, and others onthe lordship side agree. Unless Ryrie has changed his mind,he agrees. I hope Zane Hodges will agree as well.


Chapter Ten: The Controversy Over the End Times:What Does the BibleReally Say?

While browsing through my local newspaper not long ago, I came across an advertisement announcing that awell-known television preacher would be in town topresent a series of seven messages on Bible prophecy. “Are YouReady for the End Times?” asked the large print across the topof the advertisement. I chose not to attend the conference sinceI knew what the speaker’s message would be. When she spoke,huge crowds listened hopefully to her descriptions of the coming rapture of the church and to details about the Antichrist whowould arise during the horrible years of the tribulation period.

I fear that crowds so large would not have come to hear seven messages about the cross of Christ. Christians todayare usually much more fascinated by speculative details ofBible prophecy than by any serious study of how God’sredemptive work for them in the past made possible theirsalvation from sin.

The same quandary exists in the area of Christian publishing. Few books about important Christian doctrines sell enough copies to recover the costs of publication. But let some crisisarise in the Middle East and watch Christians purchase booksabout Bible prophecy in huge quantities. This was true, for example, during the Gulf War. Several books quickly appearedwith pictures of Saddam Hussein on the cover and promises thatthe reader would understand where Iraq and Babylon fit into theparameters of Bible prophecy. Some were printed in excess ofone-million copies. Now that the excitement is over, many ofthese books lay forgotten in hundreds of thousands of homes.

Many believers seem to ignore the fact that hundreds of books in this century have capitalized on Christians’ gullibility.The rogues’ gallery of possible antichrists has included everyinternational thug from Hitler and Mussolini to Gorbachev andHussein.

THE MAJOR OPTIONS

As we’ve mentioned briefly, Christian thinking about the end times has crystallized into three major positions, all centering around differing interpretations of the thousand-yearperiod of time described in Revelation 20. Since the Latinword for thousand is mille, this period is usually called “themillennium.”

The position called premillennialism holds that the Second Coming of Christ comes before the thousand years described inRevelation 20. Premillennialists typically take the number “onethousand” literally and teach that Jesus Christ will rule andreign from a literal throne on planet Earth for a thousand years,following which a brief rebellion against His authority will beended (20:7-10). Then will follow the great white throne judgment (20:11-15) and the new heaven and new earth describedin Revelation 21.

The position known as /wwftnillennialism was already covered in considerable detail in my earlier chapter on the theonomist movement. Stated simply, a postmillennialist believes that thefamous text in Revelation 19:11-16 refers not to the SecondComing of Christ at the end of the world, but is instead asymbolic picture of Christ and His gospel triumphing overthe world. Postmillennialists believe in a future victory of thechurch over evil based on God’s marvelous blessing of thepreaching of His truth. In this view of things, Jesus Christ willreturn after this victory by His church.

The third view known as amillennialism interprets the thousand years of Revelation in a figurative way. For an amillen-nialist, there will be no literal thousand-year reign of Christ onearth. When this age ends, the Second Coming of Christ will befollowed immediately by the great white throne judgment whereGod will finally and forever separate believers from unbelievers. The thousand years of Revelation 20, amillennialists insist,must be taken symbolically. The picture of Christ ruling andreigning should be understood as a reference to what I calllater in this chapter the “church triumphant” or the church inheaven.

PRE-TRIBULATIONISM

Most TV preachers and nearly all of the books about Bible prophecy these days share a common set of beliefs on whatthe Bible teaches about the end times. It is a variety of premil-lennialism called pre-tribulationism.

According to this understanding of Bible prophecy, the next event in the prophetic calendar allegedly is the rapture ofthe church. While this event resembles the Second Coming ofChrist, pre-tribulationists distinguish the rapture from the SecondComing. In the rapture, Christ will return in the air for the entireChristian church. Dead believers will be resurrected and thencaught up in the air, where they will join with living believerswho have been transformed and lifted bodily out of the world.

None of this will be visible to the unbelieving world, which will be left behind following the rapture. All that unbelieverswill know is that suddenly every Christian in the world willhave disappeared. The rapture will not only mark the end ofwhat is called the church age, it will also usher in the mostterrible period of time the world has ever known: the greattribulation. Thus, this scenario—of the rapture taking placebefore the tribulation—is called the pre-tribulation rapture.

A powerful, evil world leader known as the Antichrist will then gain control of things. People who become believers during the tribulation will suffer terrible persecution; many thousands of them will be martyred. This information has oftenfrightened people into making hasty decisions for Christ now,in order to avoid the sufferings of the tribulation to come.

The world will experience numerous natural catastrophes (famines, plagues, and earthquakes) along with the war thatwill finally end all wars. At the end of the seven-year tribulation period, the armies of the world will gather at a place inPalestine called Armaggedon. At this time, Christ will return(this is the true Second Coming) with the armies of heaven(believers who were raptured), destroy the wicked, and set upan earthly kingdom for one-thousand years (the millennium).Pre-tribulationists say the biblical support for this scenario isfound in chapters 4-20 of the book of Revelation.

One reason for the widespread acceptance of this view of file end times is its prominence in the footnotes of the ScofieldReference Bible. It seems safe to say that the vast majority ofthe approximately fifty million evangelical Christians in theUnited States accept some version of this teaching. I would notbe exaggerating to suggest that 90 percent of these people thinkthe scenario I presented above is the biblical teaching about theend times.

What If the Majority Is Wrong?

As every wise Christian knows, you cannot determine the truth of a position by counting noses. The majority can be wrong;indeed, even a huge majority can be wrong.

I’ll be direct. There is much about the situation I’ve been describing that disturbs me. The fact that I used to believe thispicture of the end times myself, though I now reject it, is reallythe least of my concerns. What bothers me the most is the probability that, of the millions of evangelical Christians who acceptthis picture of the end times, few ever step back and ask whetherthe Bible actually teaches these things. Almost all of the peopletalking about these ideas are parroting opinions that they havenever seriously thought through for themselves or comparedwith other evangelical views.

As I’ve said, the odds are that nine out of every ten people who read this book accept what is called the pre-tribulationpicture of the end times. If you do, this means that you believethat the next prophetic event to occur will be the sudden raptureof the church, followed by the seven-year tribulation periodwith all of its accompanying horrors, followed by the SecondComing that will in turn be followed by the millennium. In alllikelihood, you, my reader, accept this way of thinking. But whydo you accept it? Have you carefully explored all the availableoptions offered by careful students of Scripture and come to thisone view? Or is this the only position you’ve been exposed to?

Now, of course, many people can refer to biblical texts that apparently support various contentions of the pre-tribulationview of things. Did not Jesus warn about the great tribulationin Matthew 24? Isn’t there the question of seven missing yearsin Daniel’s “seventieth week”? What about all the eventsdescribed in Revelation 4-20? Personally, I don’t find thepre-tribulation interpretation quite that easy.

We Need to Examine Our Thinking Patterns

One important lesson we can learn is the way in which Christians may unwittingly accept a particular pattern of thinking. Once that pattern gains control, it becomes natural for them togroup a few passages of Scripture together and interpret themin a certain way. In a sense, something very much like thishappens in the case of people who fall into the clutches of cultslike the Jehovah’s Witnesses. First they accept a certain patternof ideas, then they allow that mind-set to determine how theyinterpret various passages of Scripture.

I am not suggesting, of course, that a pre-tribulation view of Bible prophecy is heresy like the teachings of the Watch-tower Society are. I am only stating that there is always a dangerthat what Christians think the Bible teaches about some issue orother is in fact an idea that is being imposed upon the text.

In the rest of this chapter I’d like to help the reader step back a bit from the widely accepted view and consider otherways of thinking about these things. What can you possiblylose? At the very least, you may discover that the pre-tribulationpicture of the end times still makes the most sense. Onlynow you will have thought through your position for yourself.Instead of being an unchallenged, unreflective adherent of theview, you will have reasons for holding your position, havingcompared it to another view. If, on the other hand, the readerfinds reasons to think the common view may be unbiblical andtherefore wrong, has not something important been gained?

In the rest of this chapter I’m going to ask you to reflect on six questions. As you think about these questions, keep yourBible handy. When I give Bible references without quoting thepassage, take the time to read the verses carefully. After all,what we’re seeking here is information about what the Biblereally teaches about the end times. Because I’ve already saidso much about postmillennialism in an earlier chapter, therest of my discussion will contrast pre-tribulationism with anamillennial understanding of the end times. Details of bothpositions will become clearer as we proceed.

QUESTION ONE: WHAT IS THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN THE CHURCH MILITANTAND THE CHURCH TRIUMPHANT?

The terms the church militant and the church triumphant ought to be part of every modem Christian’s vocabulary. The churchmilitant refers to the church on earth. The term also refers tothe church at war, in the sense that it is involved in spiritualcombat “against the rulers, against the authorities, against thepowers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces ofevil in the heavenly realms” (Ephesians 6:12). The church militant is what’s in view whenever we sing “Onward ChristianSoldiers.”

The church triumphant refers to the victorious church in heaven; it is the church at rest. When the book of Revelationdescribes believers being persecuted and martyred for theirfaith (12:11-17), it is talking about the church militant. WhenRevelation refers to believers who are ruling and reigning withChrist (7:9-17, 20:4), it is describing the church triumphant.

Obviously, these two divisions of the church exist side by side. The writer of Hebrews reminds those of us who arestill members of the church militant that the race we run andthe battles we fight occur in the presence of a great cloud ofwitnesses, the church triumphant, who ran the race and foughtthe battles before us (12:1). When believers die, they leave thechurch militant and join the church triumphant and victorious(2 Timothy 4:6-8).

Because pre-tribulationists believe that chapters 4-19 of the book of Revelation deal with the tribulation and also believethat the church will not be on earth during this time, theyunderstandably claim that the church cannot be found in Revelation 4—19.1 disagree. I believe the church militant is clearlypresent in these chapters, symbolized by the two witnesses inRevelation 11 and by the woman and her seed in chapter 12.The church triumphant is symbolized by the twenty-four eldersin chapter 4 and in the following passage from chapter 7:

After this I looked and there before me was a great multitude that no one could count, from every nation,tribe, people and language, standing before the throneand in front of the Lamb. They were wearing whiterobes and were holding palm branches in their hands.And they cried out in a loud voice: “Salvation belongsto our God, who sits on the throne, and to the Lamb.”(verses 9-10)

As the passage continues, someone asks who the people in white robes are and where they came from. They are describedin the following terms: “These are they who have come out ofthe great tribulation; they have washed their robes and made themwhite in the blood of the Lamb” (verse 14). Do not be confusedby the fact that these people have come out of the great tribulation.Amillennialists see this not as a reference to a seven-year longtribulation period but to the two-thousand-year long struggle ofthe church militant against trials, persecution, and suffering.The identity of these blood-bought, redeemed people is givenin the last three verses of the chapter (verses 15-17).

“They are,” the passage goes on to say, “before the throne of God and serve him day and night in his temple; and he whosits on the throne will spread his tent over them. Never againwill they hunger; never again will they thirst. The sun will notbeat upon them, nor any scorching heat. For the Lamb at thecenter of the throne will be their shepherd; he will lead themto springs of living water. And God will wipe away every tearfrom their eyes” (7:15-17).

There is no more magnificent passage in all of Scripture that describes the blessed state of the redeemed. I believe thatto apply this text to anything other than the church triumphant,the church at rest, does an enormous injustice to the text.

QUESTION TWO: WHAT IS THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN THE WRATH OF MANAND THE WRATH OF GOD?

The “wrath of man” is a reference to such human-caused evils as war, persecution, and martyrdom. The “wrath of God” refersto divine judgment and punishment. Joel 3:9-16 discusses both types of wrath.

First, the prophet Joel describes the wrath of man:

Proclaim this among the nations: Prepare for war!Rouse the warriors! Let all the fighting men draw near and attack. Beat your plowshares into swords and yourpruning hooks into spears. Let the weakling say, “Iam strong!” Come quickly, all you nations from everyside, and assemble there. Bring down your warriors, OLord! “Let the nations be roused; let them advance intothe Valley of Jehoshaphat, for there I will sit to judgeall the nations on every side. Swing the sickle, for theharvest is ripe. Come, trample the grapes, for the winepress is full and the vats overflow—so great is theirwickedness!” (3:9-13)

Then Joel begins to discuss the wrath of God:

Multitudes, multitudes in the valley of decision! For the day of the Lord is near in the valley of decision.The sun and moon will be darkened, and the stars no longer shine. The Lord will roar from Zion and thunderfrom Jerusalem; the earth and the sky will tremble. Butthe Lord will be a refuge for his people, a strongholdfor the people of Israel. (3:14-16)

In the Bible, the wrath of man is always associated with tribulation while the wrath of God is always associated withthe Day of the Lord (Joel 3:14-16; Zephaniah 1:14-18, 2:1-3).It is no accident or coincidence that the wrath of man alwaysprecedes the wrath of God. The wrath and judgment of Godthat are to be manifested on the Day of the Lord are, amongother things, God’s judgment against those wicked men whohave dared to touch His anointed.

God never promised His church deliverance from the wrath of man (tribulation). Instead, we find warnings in theBible, such as these: “In this world you will have trouble”(John 16:33); “we must go through many hardships to enterthe kingdom of God” (Acts 14:22). (See also 2 Corinthians1:4; 1 Thessalonians 3:4; 2 Thessalonians 1:4,6; Revelation1:9; 2:10; 7:14).

God has promised His church deliverance from His wrath. (See John 3:36; Romans 5:9; Ephesians 5:6; 1 Thessalonians1:10, 5:9; Revelation 6:16-17,11:18,16:19,19:15).

Since God’s Word guarantees that His church will suffer tribulation throughout its history on earth, does it not makesense to conclude that the great tribulation out of which theredeemed of Revelation 7 are said to come is a description ofthe entire period of time between the first and second comingsof Christ?

QUESTION THREE: WHAT IF THERE IS NO FUTURE SEVEN-YEAR TRIBULATION PERIOD?

Many Christians who accept the pre-tribulationist scheme of things might be astounded if they realized that amillennialistsregard the biblical support for the supposed seven-year tribulation period as flimsy.

Many pre-tribulationists believe they can marshall a clear, careful case from Scripture in support of the teaching that afuture seven-year tribulation period will be preceded by therapture and ended by the Second Coming. The major links inthe pre-tribulation argument reduce to three: Jesus’ Olivet discourse, especially Matthew 24:21 that warns of “great tribulation” (KJV); the assumption that Revelation 4-19 is a description of the tribulation period; and the account of seventy weeksof years in Daniel 9:24-27. Because of its importance, I willdevote my initial attention to the passage in Daniel.

Daniel’s Prophecy of the Seventy Weeks

Daniel 9:24-27 introduces a period of490 years under the symbolism of seventy weeks. Since a week has seven days, seventy weeks times seven yields 490 units of something. No one doubts that Daniel is talking about 490 years. The starting pointfor the 490 years is “the issuing of a decree to restore andrebuild Jerusalem” (9:24). By the time sixty-nine weeks (or 483years) have passed, something significant will have happened.Daniel identified that event as the coming of “the AnointedOne, the ruler” (9:25). This last phrase must be a referenceto the Messiah or the Christ (Hebrew and Greek respectively,“anointed one”). In other words, Daniel is saying, sixty-nineweeks or 483 years must pass from the decree that allowedthe exiled Jews to return to Jerusalem to the appearance of theMessiah or the Christ.

Everyone who has studied the writings of pre-tribulation-ists knows that something very strange occurs in their interpretation of Daniel’s seventy weeks: They drive a wedge between the sixty-ninth and the seventieth weeks. Even though there isabsolutely no hint in the text of any interruption of the progression of the 490 years, all pre-tribulationists insist that thereis a gap between the end of the sixty-ninth week and the startof the seventieth week. Since they believe that the entire churchage (by now, almost 2,000 years and counting) fits into this gap,it is obviously a fairly significant interruption.

It is worth considering what would happen if we did not allow for such an interruption in the passage, if we refused toread into Daniel’s prophecy this rather outlandish gap of some2,000 years between the sixty-ninth and the seventieth week.Many scholars’ readings of Daniel certainly suggest that theentire period of 490 years was to occur without interruption.

But there is a related problem with the pre-tribulationist handling of Daniel 9:24,27. Pre-tribulationists insist on reading verses 24 and 27 in a way that prevents the verses fromdescribing events that occurred during or shortly after the 490years. Hence, they could argue, the prophecies of the seventieth week must still be unfilled; therefore, the seventieth weekmust still belong to the future. And since the seventieth weekjust happens to be seven years long, we conveniently have amissing period of seven years in God’s prophetic time clock.It is just a short hop and a skip from all this to the belief in afuture seven-year tribulation period. Or is it?

The quietest way to see why I disagree with the pre-tribulationists’ handling of Daniel’s seventy weeks is simply to read Daniel 9:24-27 for yourself. Here is what verse 24-says: “Seventy ‘sevens’ [that is 490 years] are decreed foryour people and your holy city to finish transgression, to putan end to sin, to atone for wickedness, to bring in everlastingrighteousness, to seal up vision and prophecy and to anoint themost holy One.”1 It takes no great imagination to recognizehow everything mentioned in this verse was fulfilled in theatoning work of Christ during His first coming. Jesus put anend to sin, He atoned for human wickedness, He made therighteousness of God available to all sinners, He fulfilled theprophecies regarding the Messiah; and certainly, the anointingof the Holy One is an unmistakable reference to the Messiah orthe Christ. Nothing in verse 24 obliges us to continue to look tothe future for the eventual fulfillment of anything mentioned inthe verse. To miss the Jesus-connection in verse 24 is to miss oneof the great Old Testament prophecies dealing with the savingwork of Jesus Christ.

Verse 26 then states that sometime after the sixty-ninth week, in other words, during the seventieth week, “the AnointedOne [the Messiah again] will be cut off, but not for himself.”2This is clearly a reference to the death of the Messiah and tothe fact that He died for others.

This brings us to verse 27 where the first word is “he.” A great deal hangs on finding the correct referent of this word.Pre-tribulationists insist that the subject of verse 27 is the rulermentioned in verse 26 “who will come [and] destroy the city[Jerusalem] and the sanctuary.” Therefore, they read verse 27 asan account of what the Antichrist (the presumed “ruler” of verse26) will do during the tribulation period, that is, the future seventieth week. But amillennialists believe any attempts to matethe ruler of verse 26 the proper referent of the “he” beginningverse 27 is a mistake, both grammatically and exegetically. Forone thing, the word ruler is not the subject of the previous verse,which actually refers to “the people of the ruler.” Therefore, theword he must refer back to “the Anointed One” of verse 26.

So we should read verse 27 as an account of what the Messiah will do before the end of the seventy weeks. And hereis what verse 27 says: “He [the Messiah] will confirm a covenantwith many for one ‘week.’ In the middle of the ‘week’ [periodof seven years] he will put an end to sacrifice and offering.”3Amillennialists believe, then, that verse 27 does not refer to themachinations of the Antichrist who will enter into a covenanthe doesn’t intend to teep, and who will then terminate Jewishsacrifices in a rebuilt temple in Jerusalem. Pre-tribulationistspredict those events must happen during the tribulation forno other reason than their interpretation of Daniel 9:27. Onthe contrary, Daniel is talking about the new covenant or newtestament that the Christ will establish with many, a covenantthat will forever end the need for the Jewish sacrificial system.4The rest of the passage is a clear reference to the horrors duringthe destruction of Jerusalem that will occur sometime after theend of the seventy weeks.

For amillennialists, the conclusion is clear. We see no suggestion of a gap between the sixty-ninth week and the seventieth week of Daniel. Moreover, everything in Daniel’s prophecy wasfulfilled during the public ministry of Jesus and the destructionof Jerusalem sometime later. Therefore, we are not still waitingfor the seventieth week of Daniel to happen. And there is nofuture seven-year period of time in which the Antichrist willcause a restored sacrificial system in a rebuilt Jewish templeto cease. Thus, amillennialists contend, the major plank in theelaborate scenario that is the pre-tribulationist understanding ofa future seven-year tribulation period collapses.

Allusions to the Tribulation in the New Testament

But, some will ask, what about the references in the book of Revelation to 1260 days and “a time, times and a half a time,”apparent allusions to a period of time that is three and a halfyears long? Surely, some people reason, this specifies half ofthe seven-year tribulation period.

It remains a source of enormous puzzlement to amillen-nialists why, in a book noted for its symbolism, anyone would determine that the numbers of Revelation must be taken literally. To me, the most natural interpretation of the 1260 daysor three and a half years in Revelation is that it is an obvious allusion to the years of drought that occurred during theministry of the prophet Elijah. As the book of James remindsus, “Elijah was a man just like us. He prayed earnestly that itwould not rain, and it did not rain on the land for three and ahalf years” (5:17).

But if Daniel 9 and the book of Revelation do not teach a future seven-year period of tribulation, what was Jesus referringto when He said, “For then shall be great tribulation, such aswas not since the beginning of the world to this time, no, norever shall be” (Matthew 24:21, KJV)?

For one thing, it is helpful at this point to consult other major translations. What the King James Version refers to as“great tribulation” is more accurately described in the NewInternational Version simply as a time of “great distress.”Amillennialists assert that Jesus was referring to a time ofgreat trouble that would arise after the events described inearlier verses; He was not referring to a seven-year period thatpre-tribulationists call the great tribulation.

Every experienced student of Scripture knows that this passage is extremely difficult to interpret. But the key to understanding the entire message lies in Matthew 24:2-3. Jesus beganby referring to the temple in Jerusalem (and other buildings)and said, “I tell you the truth, not one stone here will be left onanother; every one will be thrown down” (24:2). The disciplesthen asked Jesus two questions: ‘Tell us ... when will this happen [that is, when will Jerusalem be destroyed?], and what willbe the sign of your coming and of the end of the age?” (24:3).

The rest of Matthew 24 is Jesus’ answer to these two separate questions. There is nothing through at least Matthew24:26 that requires us to look beyond the events surroundingthe destruction of Jerusalem in AD 70 as the answer to the firstquestion. Consequently, there is no need to assume that the“tribulation” (kjv) or “great distress” (NIV) mentioned in verse21 is anything other than the horrible calamities that befell theinhabitants of Judea during those terrible days.

However we handle the difficult exegetical problems of the rest of this discourse, amillennialists believe, this much isclear: The famous reference to “great tribulation” in the KingJames Version translation of verse 21 has nothing to do with anyseventieth week of Daniel that supposedly still lies in the future.It refers simply to the horrible events that occurred during thesiege and eventual destruction of Jerusalem in AD 70.

In this section, we have been considering the question, What if there is no future seven-year tribulation period?We have seen that amillennialists believe that the major textsappealed to in support of a future seven-year tribulation teachno such thing. Now we are in a position to consider anotherimportant idea.

Does God Promise Deliverance?

Earlier in this chapter, I explained the difference between the wrath of man and the wrath of God. Nowhere in Scripture doesGod promise believers deliverance from the wrath of man ortribulation. On the contrary, God repeatedly promises that inthis world the church militant will experience plenty of tribulation. What God does promise believers is deliverance fromHis wrath, including that divine judgment associated with the Day of the Lord.

This line of thinking leads to the conclusion that the entire period of time between the first and second comings of Jesuswill be a time of tribulation, that is, a time in which Christians will experience the wrath of man. Obviously, the churchhas been going through tribulation from its beginning. I suppose that the only Christians in the history of the world whomight have difficulty appreciating this fact are the coddled,protected, largely untested Christians presently living in theUnited States.

Chinese Christians who were martyred after the communist takeover of their nation in the late 1940s experienced tribulation. Scottish Presbyterians persecuted by the Church of England in the seventeenth century had firsthand knowledge of the wrath of man. English Protestants persecuted at the commandof Bloody Queen Mary in the early 1500s knew what tribulation was. And so too did generations of Christians early in thehistory of the church who suffered horribly at the hands of theRoman empire. I find incredible irony here: When we remember the sufferings and tribulation of millions of believers duringthe history of the church, there is something bizarre in the spectacle of millions of American Christians who have sufferedvery little for their faith expecting that they, of all people, wouldbe spared from suffering during some future tribulation!

Hope for the Church Militant

There is another irony in all this. If the pre-tribulationist view of the book of Revelation were correct, this magnificent bookwould be largely irrelevant to the persecution and sufferingof earlier generations of believers. As pre-tribulationists seethings, the exhilarating picture of redeemed believers whoremained steadfast during persecution and suffering for Christin Revelation 7 describes not Christians, but the special andseparate group of “tribulation saints.” But under an amillennialscenario, where tribulation (the wrath of man) is the lot of mostChristians during the history of the church, Revelation suddenlybecomes the most relevant book in the Bible. Let Satan do tous what he will, the book proclaims, God is still on His throneworking out His purposes in the world. No matter how hopelessthings may appear, God’s triumph is assured. Have hope anddo not despair, the last book of the Bible urges believers whoare suffering for their faith!

On this view of things, the message of the book of Revelation turns out to be identical with Paul’s words in Romans 8:35-39:

Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall trouble [“tribulation,” KJV] or hardship or persecutionor famine or nakedness or danger or sword? ... No, inall these things we are more than conquerors throughhim who loved us. For I am convinced that neitherdeath nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither thepresent nor the future, nor any powers, neither heightnor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be ableto separate us from the love of God that is in ChristJesus our Lord.

The book of Revelation is a message of hope to the church militant during its time of tribulation and trouble between thefirst and second comings of Christ. The church may suffer thewrath of man (tribulation) but it will be delivered from the wrathof God (the Day of the Lord).5

QUESTION FOUR: WHAT IF THERE IS NO BIBLICAL DISTINCTION BETWEEN THE RAPTURE AND THESECOND COMING OF CHRIST?

Pre-tribulationists insist that verses like 1 Ihessalonians 4:13-18 and Revelation 19:11-16 refer to two totally different events.

The first is supposed to describe the sudden, secret, any-moment rapture in which Jesus Christ returns in the air for His church.This rapture supposedly will occur before the start of the tribulation. Revelation 19:11-16, on the other hand, is explained asan account of the Second Coming in which Christ returns toearth with His church. The Second Coming will occur at theend of the tribulation period. Is there any real basis for thisdistinction?

For one thing, amillennialists believe that the supposed difference between the visible and public Second Coining andwhat is described as a secret rapture is difficult to justify biblically. When one reads 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18 it is hard tofind anything very quiet going on. The passage refers to anarchangel shouting and a trumpet blowing. The event soundsrather public.

More serious is the argument that the rapture and the Second Coming differ in another way. In the rapture, presumably, Christ comes for His church; in the Second Coming, He comeswith His church. How, the premillennialist asks, can Christcome for His church and with His church at the same time,in the same event? Does this point not oblige us to recognize adifference between the rapture and the Second Coming? Goodquestion, but I don’t think it does.

The apparent problem is eliminated by the distinction between the church militant (the church on earth) and the churchtriumphant (the church in heaven). Once this is remembered,it becomes simple to see how in the same event (the SecondComing) Christ comes with the church triumphant and comesfor the church militant. First Thessalonians 4:13-19 can easilyrefer to precisely the same event as Revelation 19:11-16.6

But of course, the most serious objection to any teaching about a rapture as distinct from the Second Coming has already been presented. If there is no future seven-year tribulation period, then there is no theological reason to distinguish therapture and the Second Coming as two separate events. There isno reason for any pre-tribulation rapture since there is no tribulation to be rescued from.

QUESTION FIVE: WHAT IF THERE IS NO ESSENTIAL DIFFERENCE BETWEEN OLD TESTAMENTAND NEW TESTAMENT BELIEVERS?

Even though this point is not mentioned earlier in this chapter, it touches on an important issue when comparing amillennialto premillennial pre-tribulation thinking. Almost all pre-tribu-lationists divide believers of all eras into different groups. Forexample, the Old Testament saints are made forever distinctfrom the New Testament church. And this view says, sincethe church will have been physically removed from the worldbefore the start of the tribulation, the many people who becomebelievers during the tribulation must belong to still a third company. They cannot be part of the church since the compositionof the church was completed at the time of the rapture.

Whenever this kind of thinking takes hold, people sometimes tend to think that these different groups end up getting saved through different means. If the major characteristic ofsalvation for the church is divine grace, some have taught, thenperhaps the Old Testament and tribulation saints are saved bysome means other than divine grace. I once studied under a pre-tribulationist who taught his students that the Old Testamentsaints were saved by their obedience to the Mosaic law andthat the tribulation saints will be saved by remaining steadfastto the end. This is muddled thinking at best. And, fortunately,most responsible modem pre-tribulationists don’t teach this.

Scripture does not divide the redeemed of God into two or more different groups who follow two or more different routesto salvation. Romans 4 makes it clear that Abraham was justifiedby faith just as Christians must be. Abraham’s faith was groundedon an atonement that was still future for him. In our case, welook back in time to an atonement completed in the past.

The New Testament repeatedly offers evidence of the continuity between Old Testament and New Testament saints.Paul describes the church as “the Israel of God” (Galatians6:16), “the circumcision” (Philippians 3:3), and the “seed ofAbraham” (Galatians 3:7,29). Peter refers to Christians as “aroyal priesthood” and a “peculiar people” (1 Peter 2:9-10). Thewriter of Hebrews speaks of the church in such Old Testamentterms as “Mount Zion” and “the heavenly Jerusalem” (12:22).And so, amillennialists hold that there is only one church, onefamily of God comprised of all believers from all the ages, all ofwhom are redeemed in but one way, by grace through faith.

“How is any of this relevant?” some will ask. This is a fair question. It is important to note that some pre-tribulationists,most of them professors in seminaries and Bible colleges, nowacknowledge the essential unity of the people of God. But during the years right after my conversion, my teachers drew allkinds of distinctions between Old Testament saints, New Testament saints, tribulation saints, and the like. Some professorstaught that members of these different groups were saved indifferent ways. Claims like these were part of their argumentfor a pre-tribulation rapture. The rapture, they claimed, endsthe church age. If that is so, then the membership of the churchwould be complete at the time of the rapture. They taught thatanyone saved during the tribulation period, then, must belongto some group in heaven distinct from the church.

Some of my pre-tribulationist friends today counsel me that my professors forty years ago were out of touch. Whileit is comforting to hear pre-tribulationist scholars today rejectthat old distinction between believing Old Testament Jews andthe church, the fact remains that much of the pre-tribulationismthat pervades the popular, less-sophisticated thought world oftelevangelists and many preachers still includes the convictionthat God has different companies of believers in His kingdom.Wholly apart from disagreements over the details of Bibleprophecy, the amillennialist emphasis upon the essential unityof the people of God is a recovery of an important biblical truth.The fact that some pre-tribulationist scholars now share thisconviction is a promising sign and may well open up possibilities of greater agreement between them and amillennialists.7

QUESTION SIX: WHAT ABOUT THE ANTICHRIST?

In one sense, an answer to this question is not required to support the case against pre-tribulationism. But the doctrineof the Antichrist is so important to many Christians that itmight help them to know how die amillennial approach I’vebeen recommending handles this issue.

The first step in understanding how amillennialists handle this issue is that they recognize the distinction between thespirit of Antichrist and specific individuals who function in therole of Antichrist in different places and times. John hints at thisdistinction in 1 John 2:18 when he not only warns Christiansthat the Antichrist is coming (future), but also reminds us thatmany antichrists have already come (past).

Revelation 13 suggests that this spirit of Antichrist assumes both a political and a religious form. The first beast in Revelation 13 symbolizes anti-Christian government that at differenttimes and in different places subjects believers to the wrath ofman (tribulation). The second beast symbolizes anti-Christianreligion that deceives humans into following some substitutefor Christ.

For Christians living in Rome shortly after AD 60, Nero was antichrist. For Chinese Christians who became targets ofpersecution after the communist takeover in the late 1940s,Mao Tse-Tung was antichrist. It is possible to identify scoresof enemies of Christianity during the history of the churchwho embodied the spirit of Antichrist in different ages andnations.

Hence, amillennialists believe that the pre-tribulationists have wasted time worrying about which world ruler in theirtime was the Antichrist, that is, the one and only Antichristwho would wreak so much havoc during the supposed seven-year tribulation. The spirit of Antichrist has been incarnated inmany specific individuals throughout the past and undoubtedlythis will continue to be the case in the future.

CONCLUSION

My concern in this chapter has been to challenge pre-tribula-tionists to think more profoundly about a set of beliefs that too many people know only well enough to parrot what theyhave heard or read. When I did this myself, years ago whenI held similar views, I was shocked to discover the extent towhich I was reading a system of belief into the Bible, ratherthan inferring it from Scripture. My own efforts to dig moredeeply into Scripture in this regard had a significant effect onmy Christian life. I stopped taking my views on these subjectsfrom others and began to search fixe Bible for myself.

Now that this chapter is over, let me review what I’ve done. I’ve directed your attention to one of ten debates we’reexamining in this book. I’m confident that many Christiansare interested in this debate. In this chapter I’ve suggested ananswer that is not especially popular right now. But popularity,I have argued, can never be a test for truth. I have encouragedyou to adopt an independent attitude, to begin thinking aboutthe end times for yourself. But what if you’ve followed myadvice, thought through this issue and find that you disagreewith the position taken in this chapter? I think that is still great!The most important thing any teacher can do is get people tothink for themselves.8


Epilogue

Several years ago, I spoke at the International School of Theology at what was then the headquarters of theCampus Crusade organization in Arrowhead Springs,California, just north of San Bernardino. While staying at thehotel on the grounds, I decided to visit the famous undergroundhot springs that gave the area its name. In order to reach thehot springs, it was necessary to walk down a number of stepsleading to where the springs came up in the cavern. It wasquite a sight standing in that underground cavern, about fiftyfeet below the earth’s surface.

Bubbling out of numerous cracks in the floor and wall of the underground room was water that had been heated to a hightemperature during its journey deep in the earth. I asked myguide why all that hot water came bubbling from the depthsat precisely that spot. The guide explained that the cracks inthe earth through which the water flowed had been caused bymovement in the San Andreas Fault.

Naive as I was, I then asked where the famous fault happened to be. Looking down at his feet and pointing, the guide laughingly informed me that we were standing right on top ofthe fault line that would someday produce the big earthquakethat all of Southern California feared. The next thing I recallis moving faster than I had ever moved in my entire life.

Once I was back on the surface, on top of the underground cavern and its hot springs, I observed how peaceful and sereneeverything looked, while just below, gigantic forces were atwork that someday may bring massive destruction to the area.

To the casual, uninformed observer, contemporary evangelicalism may appear as quiet and peaceful as the pleasant grounds I’ve just described. But below the surface, there issignificant movement and change occurring that could, at anymoment, dramatically alter the face of American evangelicalism. Any of the issues we’ve considered in this book has thepotential to produce this kind of upheaval.

This fact helps to explain why it is so important for us to be informed about these issues—and others. But it’s also important to notice something else that’s been percolating just belowthe surface of these discussions. I’m referring to the frequentChristian inattention to such things as theology, philosophy,economics, psychology, social theory, and the like. I have nointention of disparaging the richness of Christian experiencenor of the important role that emotion plays in the Christian life.But Christians who are paying attention only to how theyabout religious matters aren’t much use to the faith these days.

Confusion about the issues discussed in this book persists because many Christians are not thinking very deeply aboutimportant things. The people who operate religious bookstoresknow how easy it is to sell a book that will make people feelbetter about this or that. But trying to sell a book that will helpChristians think more responsibly about some issue or other isa different matter entirely.

Human disagreements are sometimes divided into two types. First, there are what some have termed disagreements inbelief. Disagreements of this kind typically occur when peoplediffer over some matter of fact. Some examples of this kindof disagreement encountered in this book include: Does theBible teach that women are not to exercise leadership roleswithin the church? Does Christianity necessarily discriminateagainst women in certain respects? Does the Bible condemndivorce under all circumstances? Do liberal social policiesinjure the poor? Is psychological counseling always in conflictwith biblical principles? Do political conservatives really lackproper Christian compassion? These are just a few exampleswe have covered in this book.

In principle, it would seem that resolving a factual disagreement should be a relatively simple matter. But as we’ve seen in the case of the issues examined in this book, that isseldom the case. A major factor contributing to this situationis the occasional difficulty we encounter in interpreting somepassages of Scripture. Of course, it is also possible that ourapproach to the Bible may be affected by factors relevant tothe second type of human disagreement, those in attitude.

A disagreement in belief occurs when one person says, for example, the world is flat while another says the world is round.Once the truth is known, the disagreement should vanish. Ofcourse, the reason the disagreement ceases is because we thenknow that one person is right and the other is wrong.

A disagreement in attitude occurs when one person says, for example, he approves of political liberalism while anothersays she disapproves. To some extent, I’m sure, disagreementsin attitude may be functions of more basic disagreements inbelief. The person who likes liberalism may believe that liberalism, generally speaking, helps people in some way, whilethe person who disapproves believes that liberalism more oftenthan not is destructive of important personal and social values.

Complicating things even more are situations where Christians bring extra-biblical beliefs and their attitudes and prejudices to their study of the Bible. Whenever this happens, it is hardly surprising when exercises in exegesis (pulling the meaning of Scripture out from the Bible) end up being explorationsin eisegesis (reading some meaning into the Bible). Puttingone’s own ideas into the Word of the Sovereign Lord is seriousbusiness. This book has uncovered several situations where thisappears to be the case.

Let me close this book by offering a few suggestions to prospective peacemakers on the issues covered in the previouschapters. First, familiarize yourself with the material presentedin this book. Is it possible to identify issues of fact that arein disagreement? Then dig deeper to see if you can discoverwhere one set of claims is falsified. For example, in my discussion of reconstructionism, I noted that some opponents oftheonomy have described the movement as critical of democracy. We found good reason to dismiss this charge as untrue.Does that piece of information make progress on resolving thedispute over theonomy more likely?

Second, we must pay more attention to how conflicting attitudes affect the disagreement. If people don’t like broccoli,I don’t know how you can alter their attitude. If people don’tlike reconstructionists, it’s possible that helping them get theirinformation straight may modify the attitude. Or, as in the caseof the discussion in this book, it may help them discover newreasons for rejecting theonomy.

Third, practice the assorted advice the apostle Paul gives Christians with regard to disagreements over matters not essential to the integrity of the Christian faith (see Romans 14 and1 Corinthians 13). Disagreeing is not the worst thing that canhappen in our human relationships.

However, neither is turning one’s back on the truth simply to avoid unpleasantness a virtue. No religion in the world is moreconcerned with issues of truth than Christianity. To pretend thetruth doesn’t exist in some instance or to neglect the defenseof the truth in matters central to the Christian faith is a markof unfaithfulness.

Having said all this, I hope to rejoice over the years at reports that this book has been helpful in some church or community in bridging one great divide or another.
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5. See 2 Peter 3:3-14.

6. When Paul speaks of the dead in Christ rising first, he clearly is notsuggesting that dead saints have been waiting in the grave for theSecond Coming. He is referring to the resurrection of the bodies ofdead saints. Obviously, the members of the church triumphant arewith Christ during the time between death and the resurrection. SeeLuke 23:42-43, Philippians 1:13-23.

7. Some critics of the position defended in this chapter point to severaltexts that they believe create problems for this view. Romans 10:1,one of these, reads, “Brethren, my heart’s desire and prayer to Godfor Israel is, that they might be saved.” All Paul is saying here isthat he longs for and prays for the salvation of unbelieving Jews.

He prays that they might become part of the one Body of Girist. Another text they point to is 1 Corinthians 10:32, which says, “Givenone offence, neither to the Jews, nor to the Gentiles, nor to thechurch of God.” It is difficult to see what the problem here is supposed to be. Paul is simply urging Christians to do or say nothingthat will offend fellow Christians or unbelieving Jews or Gentiles.

8. For readers with further interest in the issues covered in this chapter, I can recommend the following books: George E. Ladd, TheBlessed Hope (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1956); Oswald T.Allis, Prophecy and the Church (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 1977reprint); William Hendriksen, More Than Conquerors (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 1940); Floyd E. Hamilton, The Basis of MillennialFaith (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1942); Archibald Hughes, ANew Heaven and a New Earth (Philadelphia, PA: Presbyterian andReformed, 1958); Albertus Pieters, The Seed of Abraham (GrandRapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1950); and Loraine Boettner, The Millennium (Philadelphia, PA: Presbyterian and Reformed, 1987),
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