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Introduction 

 

1 

AN INVITATION 

Finding your way through a maze is easy on paper. You 

see the destination and all the twists and turns along 

the path. But when you step into a three-dimensional 

maze laid out with tall hedges or carved into a corn 

field, you lose all sense of direction. It can be 

unsettling. 

The experience is even more overwhelming when you 

wrestle with ultimate questions about who we are, why 

we exist, and what lies beyond. There is a bewildering 
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maze of perspectives. Everyone stands somewhere in 

the vast landscape of religion and spirituality. Are you 

on the right path?  

My name is Bryan Craddock, and I invite you to join me 

as I pursue answers to those ultimate questions. In the 

Fall of 2020, I interviewed fourteen leaders in my local 

community from different world religions and various 

branches of Christianity. In this guided tour, I use the 

insights I gleaned from them to map out the historical 

and theological twists and turns of spiritual ideas. 

Along the way, I also share my own personal thoughts.  

If you stick with me through the journey, you will end 

up with a good understanding of the various religious 

labels. More importantly, you might find ideas that 

lead you to a better place to stand. 
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1 

IS THERE SOMETHING MORE? 

Talking with an Atheist 

and a Buddhist 

Some people prefer to avoid the religious maze 

entirely. But is that even possible? If you choose to be 

non-religious, aren’t you making a fundamentally 

religious assertion? Doesn’t that choice lead you to a 

certain set of coordinates in how you answer life’s 

ultimate questions? So, that is where we begin to map 

out the spiritual landscape—by asking, “Is there 

something more?” and by hearing from two people 

who say, “No.” 

  



 

4 

SIX QUESTIONS TO MAP 

THE RELIGIOUS LANDSCAPE 

Does God Exist? 
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Let me explain how I approach the religious maze. I 

love libraries. I love the quiet atmosphere and even the 

smell of old books. In fact, some of the biggest 

decisions I have ever made tie back to a library on the 

campus of the University of Southern California. 

The Edward L. Doheny Jr. Memorial Library is 

spectacular. It was completed in 1932 with a million-

dollar donation from a wealthy oil tycoon whose 35-

year-old son, a USC alumnus, had been murdered. USC 

is in South Central Los Angeles. But according to the 

library’s website, the architects said, “The walls of pale 

Roman brick with cream colored limestone trim 

enlivened with colored marbles are suggestive of the 
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Romanesque styles of Northern Italy.” The main floor 

reading room has lofty ornate ceilings, soaring arched 

windows, and gleaming marble floors in brown and tan 

checkerboard. The building is a shrine to education 

and learning. 

As a new freshman engineering student on campus, I 

could not resist it. But the books I wanted to read were 

not in the beautiful reading room. I had been a 

Christian for less than two years, and I wanted to learn 

more about the Bible and theology. I wanted to use 

books like Strong’s Exhaustive Concordance, a 1,700-

page book that catalogs every word used in the King 

James Version of the Bible and links it to a numbered 

list of the original Hebrew and Greek words. It is a tool 

that helps you study word meanings and trace themes 

through the Bible. I still have a copy, but it is much 

easier to use a computer now. 

How do you find a book like that in such a massive 

liberal arts collection? The librarians use a catalog with 

a reference system. This concordance was in the Stacks 

Level 9. That’s a sublevel 9 floors underground 

accessed by dimly lit stairs or an old rickety elevator. It 

was in category BS (for Biblical Studies) which was 
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against the far wall. It was in section 425 with other 

linguistic Bible study tools on the bottom shelf 

organized alphabetically by the author’s last name.  

I had to confirm a few of those details, but I still have 

vivid memories of my time there. It was where I 

wrestled with the decision to give up my engineering 

scholarship and transfer to a Christian college to study 

theology. It was also the end of a scavenger hunt I 

prepared to impress a certain young woman. I wrote 

her a song and hid it in BS425.S8. Who would ever use 

a musty exhaustive concordance in sublevel 9 as a tool 

of romance? Thankfully, she is still married to me. 

My point, however, is that you need a reference system 

to find your way in the religious maze. It should clarify 

where there are similarities and where there are 

substantial differences. It should help us discern what 

issues are most significant and why they matter for 

everyday life. So, in this book I share my system, using 

six key questions to map the spiritual landscape. 

Of course, I am not an impartial observer. These 

questions flow from my frame of reference as an 

evangelical Christian. (Before we are through, I will 
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explain what I mean by that. It is not what you might 

think.) I will begin with the broad distinctions between 

world religions and work inward through the 

disagreements throughout history that prompted the 

various divisions and denominations within 

Christianity, ending up at my theological coordinates. 

But to keep the journey accurate and personal, I have 

interviewed local people from other standpoints, so 

that you can hear their views in their own words. 

The first question in my reference system is “Does God 

Exist?” This is the top filter for sorting religious 

viewpoints. It is like asking, “On which level is the book 

located?” Or “On which continent does a person live?” 

It may seem like an academic issue, but we will see that 

it has practical implications for how you approach life. 

So, we begin mapping out the maze by looking at three 

responses. We will hear from an atheist, a Buddhist, 

and I will share my response as a Christian. 

  



Talking with an Atheist and a Buddhist 

 

9 

Atheism 

One Sunday morning a month, a group of volunteers 

gather near the railroad tracks in downtown 

Kalamazoo. They hand out food, drinks, toiletries, and 

clothing. But rather than doing it in the name of a 

religious organization, they call themselves, Atheists 

Helping the Homeless. This non-profit has several 

chapters in various cities across the country. I met with 

Keith Gasper who started the effort here.  

When I asked him about the group’s name, he 

explained, 
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We had talked about not using the word 

“atheist” in the title. But then we thought, 

“Every church does because they are also 

promoting something.”  So, we thought it 

would be a good opportunity to show that 

atheists aren’t bad. If you were to Google 

what percentage of the population is atheist 

or agnostic/skeptic, you’re looking at 15-30 

percent. Now that’s a pretty wide range 

because a lot of people don’t say it. A lot of 

people just keep their mouth shut because 

you will get blackballed for it. So, we thought 

it would be important to put the name in 

there so that we could show that we’re just 

like everybody else. If you were to ask ten 

questions about any standard issue, we fall in 

the same line as everybody else. We celebrate 

the same holidays. We don’t have any 

different traditions. It was more to try to 

normalize something that people sometimes 

find abrasive. 

That percentage that Keith mentioned are people who 

say that they have no religious affiliation. A 2014 

survey conducted by NORC at the University of 

Chicago placed that number at 21 percent. But a report 

on the study explains, “Preferring no religion is not 

atheism which is still very rare; in 2014, just 3 percent 

of Americans said they did not believe in God.” 
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So, I asked Keith why he labels himself an atheist. He 

told me, 

There are militant atheists who think there’s 

no way there could be a God. In general, I 

think the average atheist would fall more on 

an agnostic plane. We just want to see 

evidence. Of all the six thousand gods that 

have been worshipped, we just want to see 

more that would make us say, “Yes, we can 

confirm or have reason to confirm that this is 

the one.” So, I’m more agnostic than 

anything else because the thought of a high 

power… there’s no way that’s not an option. 

Aliens putting us here… there’s no way that’s 

not an option.  We don’t know, so we’re at a 

very neutral point.  

Those militant atheists typically come from the elite 

world of academia, places with massive Romanesque 

style libraries. Keith is not a scholar. He works in 

construction. But he still bases his worldview on the 

scientific method. He is looking for empirical data to 

show whether there is something more. That way of 

thinking can be traced back to Aristotle in the Fourth 

Century BC, but it really began to take hold of Western 

society during the Age of Enlightenment in the 

Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries. It led many to 
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believe in philosophical materialism, the conclusion 

that life is nothing more than physical matter—the stuff 

we can observe and measure. Of course, there have 

always been what we might call practical atheists, 

people who live as if God does not exist regardless of 

what they claim to believe. 

So, if you think there is nothing more beyond the 

material world, why bother helping others? When I 

asked Keith about the basis for his morality, he told me, 

I think you’re going to find this with every 

religion and every belief. The easiest answer 

is: do unto others as you would want done to 

yourself. I don’t want you to punch me in the 

face right now, so I can only assume that’s 

reciprocated. I think the big difference is… 

when we’re doing something like this, we 

believe that there is no afterlife. So, this is 

our one chance to experience something. So, 

even if someone is homeless, maybe they got 

into drugs, maybe they beat the heck out of 

their wife and got kicked to the streets after 

they got out of jail, even if they screwed up 

royally to get there, this is their one chance to 

experience something. So, if us helping can 

change one experience, one moment in one 

day and make that better, we just improved 

their life that much more. 
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Keith thinks that morality is just common sense, but 

like any charity his organization struggles to find 

enough volunteers and financial support. Science 

suggests that we will continue to evolve for the better 

through the progress of knowledge and technology. 

Salvation through education. It holds out the hope of 

minimizing suffering and holding off death. But could 

it ever overcome people’s selfishness?  Will human 

progress ever bring an end to conflict, suffering, and 

death? 

Keith was honest about these struggles. He told me, 

There’s things that you do lose. You know, 

when grandma dies and there’s no comfort of 

seeing her again, that gets kind of depressing 

at first. If someone starts to realize that they 

don’t feel like they believe, depression is 

pretty common because you do lose a lot of 

emotional crutches. So, you kind of have to 

look at everything from a different angle and 

retrain your brain. It was kind of a long road, 

and it’s not uncommon for people to 

struggle.  

I wonder if Edward L. Doheny Sr. was trying to 

overcome that same struggle after the tragedy of losing 

his son.  His donation enabled USC to build a temple of 
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human learning and progress. I do not know what his 

personal beliefs were, but from an atheist perspective 

he achieved the best possible good deed. Is that that the 

best one can hope for? As we move on to another part 

of the maze, we hear from someone who answers our 

question in the same way but heads in a different 

direction. 
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Buddhism 

Though not common in the United States, a 2015 study 

from the Pew Research Center claimed that roughly 7 

percent of the world’s population are Buddhists.  That 

is 1 out of every 14 people. Most of them live in East and 

South Asia. They account for 93 percent of the 

population in Thailand, 35 percent in Japan, and 18 

percent in China.  So, to meet with a Buddhist, I headed 

east, but not that far.  I found the SukokoJi Buddhist 

Monastery nearby in Battle Creek, Michigan. 
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A monk named Chiezan Tomczyk recounts how the 

organization came into existence. 

My teacher, the abbot here, is named 

Sokuzan. He was born and raised in Battle 

Creek. In the early 1970s he was introduced 

to the teachings of a Tibetan master. As you 

know, there was the Communist invasion of 

Tibet in the late 50s and there was a huge 

diaspora. The monks and citizens had to 

leave and Trungpa Rinpoche somehow found 

his way to the United States and started 

teaching here. So, Sokuzan met Chögyam 

Trungpa Rinpoche in 1973 and really began 

practicing pretty intensively and went to 

seminary in 1980. Then Trungpa died young 

at 47 in 1987. Sokuzan met a Zen master 

from Japan, Kōbun Chino Roshi. So he had 

been studying for decades, and it started out 

as just a small study group here in town. He 

started in the 70s, people getting together 

practicing meditation, reading about 

meditation and Buddhism.  

And kind of fast forward—I graduated from 

college in 2012 and I had met Sokuzan a few 

years beforehand. And I said I’m looking at 

moving somewhere for a year to practice 

meditation before graduate school. I was 

planning on going forward with a master’s 

degree in geomorphology, and he said, “Well, 
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why don’t you move to Battle Creek.” I said, 

“Do you have a program?” He said, “No, but 

we could create one.” So, I was like, 

“Interesting.” The other options were to 

move across the country, across the world. 

So, I moved here in 2012, and under his 

guidance started practicing meditation six 

and a half hours a day. Very slowly it began 

to build and right now we’re at about ten full-

time residents. 

Siddhartha Gautama is thought to have been born 

around 563 BC. His father was a chieftain who reigned 

over a small district on the Indian slope of the 

Himalayas in a region that borders India and Nepal. He 

was born into the Brahmin religion, a precursor to 

modern Hinduism. His father kept him isolated from 

the world to protect him from seeing evil or suffering.  

When he realized what the world was like, he was so 

disturbed that he left his family to seek answers 

through extreme asceticism, regularly depriving 

himself of food, sleep, and shelter for six or seven years. 

But that was no better than his previous life of luxury 

and pleasure, so he came to seek what he called the 

Middle Way until he experienced enlightenment. So, 

the title Buddha means Enlightened One. 
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How do Buddhists relate to the Buddha? Chiezan 

explains, 

The Buddha was not a god, not to be 

worshipped, not divine. He just represents... 

He saw something about his mind. He taught 

it to others, and somehow 2,500 years later 

people are still trying to see what that is. So, 

it’s very much about looking closely at 

everything for oneself, to look very closely. 

But you also kind of have to look out for those 

tricks of ego. You can’t just look at it out of 

your bias and opinions and prejudice, but to 

actually see the total package—not just what 

you’re looking at, but who it is you think is 

looking, and that the whole space really is to 

be investigated. 

So, Buddhism is an Eastern version of atheism. Its 

teaching is often summarized in what are called the 

Four Noble Truths. First, life consists of suffering.  

Second, everything is impermanent and ever-

changing.  We suffer because we desire things that are 

impermanent. Third, the way to liberate oneself from 

suffering is by eliminating all desire.  Fourth, desire can 

be eliminated by following the Eightfold Path: right 

understanding; right thought; right speech; right 
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action; right livelihood; right effort; right awareness; 

and right meditation.  

Chiezan summed up many of these ideas when I asked 

him about the basic problem that we face in life. He 

said, 

In Buddhism the underlying problem is a 

belief in the solid self. We function out of 

hope and fear. It’s a constant struggle and 

warfare—hope and fear, hope and fear, hope 

and fear. It’s so suffocating. There’s no room 

to breathe. There’s no ability to function. I 

think that the solution is variable, and it’s 

really something I try to be very careful 

about. Buddhism is not a religion that 

proselytizes. I know for me, meditation 

practice seems to help me get to the root of 

that so that I can live a kinder life.  

Secular atheism pursues knowledge to overcome 

suffering and death. It is propelled by hope and fear.  

But Buddhism is all about letting go, giving up desire 

to passively accept suffering and death. Chiezan told 

me, 

It seems that when that transition comes, 

when it’s time for this body to go back into 

the elements… It seems that if you can be 
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very clear what you’re looking at, that 

transition can be a lot more smooth. It seems 

a lot of time there’s so much fear around 

death. The moment of death is very chaotic 

for some people. Perhaps with a little more, 

what we would call, “mind training,” there 

might be some ability to see what’s 

happening.  

There are different branches of Buddhism with views 

that differ from Chiezan’s. Some believe that people are 

reincarnated until they achieve enlightenment. We will 

talk more about that concept when I talk with a Hindu. 

But by way of contrast, let me explain where I stand in 

the maze compared to the worldviews of Secular 

Atheism or Buddhism.  
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Christianity 

The Christian worldview can be summed up by the 

story of three trees. The first is the tree of the 

knowledge of good and evil. The book of Genesis begins 

the Old Testament by saying that God created the 

heavens and the earth. He also created the first man 

and woman and placed them in a fruitful garden where 

they could live forever. Genesis 2:16-17 says, 

 And the LORD God commanded the man, 

saying, "You may surely eat of every tree of 

the garden, but of the tree of the knowledge 

of good and evil you shall not eat, for in the 

day that you eat of it you shall surely die." 
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God gave them responsibility with negative 

consequences if they ignored his command. But the 

next chapter tells us that they were tempted by a 

serpent. Other passages elsewhere in the Bible identify 

a rebellious angel named Satan, as the one speaking 

through it. He convinced the woman to see God as an 

opponent keeping them from their full potential. 

Genesis 3:4-6 says, 

But the serpent said to the woman, "You will 

not surely die. For God knows that when you 

eat of it your eyes will be opened, and you will 

be like God, knowing good and evil." So when 

the woman saw that the tree was good for 

food, and that it was a delight to the eyes, and 

that the tree was to be desired to make one 

wise, she took of its fruit and ate, and she also 

gave some to her husband who was with her, 

and he ate. 

They became practical atheists in that moment. They 

made their decision based solely upon the empirical 

knowledge they were able to gather. They disregarded 

God’s command and followed their desire, and the rest 

of the chapter tells of the consequences. They 

experienced shame, guilt, and conflict. When God 

confronted them, they tried to shift the blame—the 
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man to the woman, and the woman to the serpent.  God 

did not strike them down in that moment, but the 

processes of sickness and death began and were passed 

on to all their descendants. 

That first sin created a lasting division between 

humanity and God. Our conflict is not primarily with 

the external world as the atheist says or within 

ourselves as the Buddhist says. Our conflict is with 

God.  He does not appear to us as he did to Adam and 

Eve. Yet in his New Testament letter to the Romans, 

the Apostle Paul argues that the physical world still 

points us to the existence and character of God.  In 

Romans 1:20, he says,  

For his invisible attributes, namely, his 

eternal power and divine nature, have been 

clearly perceived, ever since the creation of 

the world, in the things that have been made. 

So they are without excuse. 

Paul adds in verse 15 of chapter 2 that we also have the 

work of God’s law written in our hearts informing our 

consciences. We should seek him, but we don’t. We 

keep looking for ways to overcome suffering and sin on 

our own. 
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But God has provided a solution for us in a second 

tree—the cross of Jesus. We need a way to be cleansed 

of our sins and reconciled with God. So, he entered our 

world, resisted sin, taught truth, experienced suffering 

and death, and rose from the dead. I will say more 

about all these concepts later. For now, let me quote 

these prophetic words from verses 4 and 5 of the fifty-

third chapter of Isaiah. The prophet looked ahead and 

said, 

Surely he has borne our griefs and carried 

our sorrows; yet we esteemed him stricken, 

smitten by God, and afflicted. But he was 

pierced for our transgressions; he was 

crushed for our iniquities; upon him was the 

chastisement that brought us peace, and with 

his wounds we are healed. 

I believe that Jesus fulfilled that prophecy. He opened 

the way for us to draw near to God, but that does not 

mean that life is free from suffering yet.  We can pray 

to God and trust that he is somehow working through 

the good and bad experiences of our lives. But the story 

ends with a third tree—the tree of life.  

The tree of life was part of the Garden of Eden, but 

when Adam and Eve sinned human beings lost access 
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to it.  At the end of the New Testament, however, the 

last two chapters in the book of Revelation speak of a 

new heaven and earth where that access is restored. 

Those who have been reconciled with God will live 

forever in his presence.  Revelation 21:4 says, 

He will wipe away every tear from their eyes, 

and death shall be no more, neither shall 

there be mourning, nor crying, nor pain 

anymore, for the former things have passed 

away. 

Conclusion 

So, is there something more? Does God exist? This is 

not an academic issue. It has practical implications for 

how you handle suffering. Where are you in the maze?  

Do you need to move in a new direction? Are you ready 

to start believing in God? If you want to learn more 

about the Christian response, look back to the passages 

we have considered, particularly Romans 1 & 2. 

If you are a Christian, do you need to renew your trust 

in God’s sovereignty?  You might find my recent Bible 

teaching series in the Old Testament Psalms helpful. 

Or perhaps this chapter would be a good springboard 
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to start a respectful discussion with a friend. Ask them 

about their view of God. Listen to what they have to say. 

See where they stand in the maze.  

May God grant us wisdom and understanding. 
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2 

WHAT IS GOD LIKE? 

Talking with a Hindu 

“Does God Exist?” In the previous chapter I spoke with 

two people who said, “No, there is nothing more 

beyond the physical world.” Now we hear from 

someone who says, “Yes.” But that does not mean that 

we are on the same spiritual continent yet. This is 

where the maze starts to get complicated because 

people have radically different ideas about what God 

is like, and your theological views shape how you view 

other religions. Do all roads lead to God? Should we 

show tolerance or even acceptance of other’s views? 

These are the questions that arise in my conversation 

with a devout Hindu. 

 



 

28 

SIX QUESTIONS TO MAP 

THE RELIGIOUS LANDSCAPE 

Does God Exist? 

Atheism & Buddhism: 

No 

Monotheism: 

Yes 

Hinduism: 

? 

 



Talking with a Hindu 

 

29 

 

I grew up in a suburb called La Crescenta about 20 

minutes north of downtown Los Angeles. By my 

recollection, it was relatively diverse with people of 

various religions, nationalities, and ethnicities. But I 

did not think much about that at the time. Religion was 

never discussed in my family. So, my attention as a 

child was focused on school and play.  

One of the toys I remember loving was an inflatable 

punching bag shaped like a clown. After being bullied 

at school, you could unleash your frustration upon it. It 

had a small sandbag to keep it upright, and a bright red 

nose that squeaked when you hit it. You could easily 

knock it over or send it flying across the room. It would 
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never fight back, so I felt invincible, superhuman as I 

pummeled it. But the fun didn’t last long. It was cheap, 

nothing more than a vinyl bag filled with air that I 

puffed into it. After a few days of abuse, it inevitably 

popped and left me feeling mortal again, until I was 

able to get another one at the local discount store. 

When we talk about opposing views in religion, 

politics, or any other area, there is a temptation to treat 

them like one of those punching bags. We puff up a 

cheap, thin plastic version that we can easily knock 

around. In the study of logic, this approach is called a 

straw man fallacy. We distort the position by 

exaggerating its weaknesses. We cherry-pick damning 

statements and pull them out of context. We use the 

idea of a slippery slope, to accuse the other side of 

things they do not say or do. We engage in ad hominem 

attacks, pointing out hypocritical behavior in certain 

individuals. 

What is really accomplished by this kind of 

argumentation? We feel powerful and superior, 

treating the other side as mindless idiots. Plus, a 

dramatic fight always draws a crowd. The people who 

already agree with us love it. But inaccurate portrayals 
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of an opposing view are a lie. So, rather than 

strengthening your position, they undermine it. It 

suggests that you do not think your view is strong 

enough to withstand an honest comparison. 

I believe that a biblically-sound Christian worldview 

does not need such shoddy tactics. In fact, those who 

use them are violating biblical teaching. Let me share 

four passages about speaking the truth. First, in the Old 

Testament, the Ninth of the Ten Commandments says, 

“You shall not bear false witness against your 

neighbor” (Exodus 20:16). 

Next, Proverbs 12:17-19 says,  

Whoever speaks the truth gives honest 

evidence, but a false witness utters deceit. 

There is one whose rash words are like sword 

thrusts, but the tongue of the wise brings 

healing. Truthful lips endure forever, but a 

lying tongue is but for a moment. 

Even when we disagree with someone, we must show 

respect for them as someone created in the image of 

God. In his New Testament letter, James speaks of how 

we use our tongues. In James 3:9-10, he says, 
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With it we bless our Lord and Father, and 

with it we curse people who are made in the 

likeness of God. From the same mouth come 

blessing and cursing. My brothers, these 

things ought not to be so. 

Finally, the Apostle Paul says that spiritually mature 

Christians must go beyond respect. In verse 15 of 

chapter 4 in his letter to the Ephesians, he writes, 

“Rather, speaking the truth in love, we are to grow up 

in every way into him who is the head, into Christ.” 

So, is it possible to respectfully disagree? Can you 

lovingly say, “I’m sorry, but I think you are wrong”? I 

believe so. These are the convictions that guide my 

comparison of religious viewpoints, but we move now 

to a part of the maze that challenges that way of 

thinking. We will hear from Dr. Pradip Sagdeo, a 

retired aerospace engineer who is a devout Hindu and 

one of the founding leaders of the Indo-American 

Cultural Center and Temple in Portage, Michigan. 

Hinduism is the world’s third largest religion after 

Christianity and Islam. In 2015, the Pew Research 

Center estimated that there are 1.1 billion Hindus. That 

is 15 percent of the world’s population. Most of them 
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live in India and Nepal, making up 80 percent of the 

population in those countries. But they also account for 

significant percentages of the population in Mauritius, 

Fiji, Guyana, Bhutan, Surinam, Trinidad, Qatar, Sri 

Lanka, and Kuwait. In the United States there are 

roughly 2.3 million Hindus. But the religion’s influence 

extends much farther. 

Because of COVID-19, Dr. Sagdeo preferred to interact 

through a Zoom meeting. As you might expect of an 

engineer, he came well prepared with PowerPoint 

slides. He presented a detailed introduction to 

Hinduism that lasted around 90 minutes. In fact, He 

answered most of my questions before I had a chance 

to ask them. 

But before we get into his beliefs, here is his personal 

story. 

I come from a family with a very strong 

religious background and upbringing. My 

grandfather, my mother’s father, had a 

temple, a Shiva temple. That particular 

temple, it’s called [?] which is another name 

of Shiva, got in the family, owned by the 

family, on the family property. It is a very 

major temple in my hometown, Nagpur, 
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India. Throughout the year there are various 

religious functions that happen there. We 

grew up in that environment. My 

grandfather and his younger brother taught 

us to recite and memorize the Sanskrit 

scriptures including the Bhagavad Gita and 

other hymns of our rituals. So, that’s the 

background I come from.  
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The Hindu Worldview 

After talking with Dr. Sagdeo, I would summarize the 

Hindu worldview with three phrases: many gods, many 

lives, many ways.  

Many Gods 

When you visit the website for the Indo-American 

Cultural Center and Temple, you are greeted by a 

picture of several colorful statues on a platform against 

a sky blue backdrop. Some of them have a human form, 

but others do not. One has the head of an elephant. 

These are the different deities worshiped at various 
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times at the temple. In India, you will find temples each 

devoted to one deity. But since there is only one temple 

in our area, it accommodates a variety of worship 

preferences. 

How can one religion have such variety? Dr. Sagdeo 

explains, 

By virtue of the fact that each one of us is 

unique, we have multiple gods, goddesses, 

their children as god, their devotees as gods. 

They all mimic the human condition so that 

we can relate to them on a human level. 

Therefore, we consider them as a part of our 

society, but as someone with something 

more superior, more profound than us. 

Therefore, we worship them. They all 

represent the same ultimate reality for us.  

So, if you ask Hindus, “Does God exist?”, they will say 

yes. They acknowledge the existence of many gods, but 

those gods are just expressions of what Dr. Sagdeo calls 

the ultimate reality. So, at points he also speaks of one 

god, an impersonal force, a truth expressed in different 

forms. He says, 

The truth is one. Based on my inclination, I 

call it Vishnu. I call it Shiva. I call it Brahma. 

I call it Sarasvati. I call it Lakshmi. I call it 
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Brahma. I call it Krishna or whatever the 

name—Ganesh and other names they have 

for them. I worship that reality, that ultimate 

reality in that form. Maybe I call him Ganesh 

who has the face of an elephant. Maybe I call 

him Hanuman who has the face of a monkey. 

Maybe I call him Vishnu who has four arms 

and four different kinds of items in his 

hands. 

How did Hindus arrive at this understanding? Some 

trace the movement’s origin to 1500 B.C., around the 

same time the events of the Exodus were unfolding in 

Egypt in Old Testament history. But Dr. Sagdeo claims 

that some Sanskrit scriptures date back to 10,000 B.C. 

and that one of their primary books, the Rigveda was 

completed by 3400 B.C. Just like their number of 

deities, Hindus accept several books as religious 

literature. Dr. Sagdeo explains, 

The Hindu religion is not based on one book, 

the sayings of one prophet, or one single god, 

because Hindu rishis, the seers, realized that 

each of us is a very unique person. Each one 

of us has his own likes and dislikes. 

Therefore, one size fits all or one god or 

prophet fits all, cannot be a proper religion. 
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Many Lives 

My next phrase to summarize the Hindu worldview is, 

“Many lives.” They call Hinduism the eternal religion. 

They have a different conception of time. They believe 

that the universe has always existed, going through 

endless cycles of creation, preservation, and 

dissolution. They also believe that individuals go 

through the same process. They are reincarnated but 

not always in human form. Dr. Sagdeo told me, 

By virtue of the fact that Hindus consider 

that we are beings that will go through the 

cycle of life and death multiple times, and not 

necessarily as a human being every single 

time, all life is sacred for Hindus, no matter 

whether it is a cow or a dog or a horse or a cat 

or an elephant. 

What determines your experience in this life or the 

next? Hindus believe in the law of karma. Here’s how 

Dr. Sagdeo described it. 

I am doing some work through this body. The 

results of this work are what is called karma. 

Those karmas are like two different bank 

accounts that I have for myself. One is an 

account of good karma or good actions. The 

other one is of bad karma or bad actions. I 
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enjoy the fruits of my good karma, and I 

suffer the consequences of my good karma. 

These two accounts do not negate each other 

by coming together. Each one of them has to 

be paid for, so to speak, by its own 

consequences, good consequences of good 

karma and bad consequences of bad karma. 

They may happen right in this life or may 

happen in the next life or ten or fifty or a 

hundred lives from now on. 

The goal of Hinduism, then, is to transcend or escape 

that cycle. Dr. Sagdeo used the word salvation, so I 

asked him to explain it.  

Salvation is the reaching of the ultimate 

reality and getting out of this cycle of work, 

life, and death. The purpose of the human life 

is to perform action that will not leave any 

fruit of that action to be enjoyed or to suffer 

from. Then you, therefore, perform actions 

that will not attach any consequence to you. 

You ultimately end up with nothing to enjoy 

and nothing to suffer from. When you reach 

that state, that is when you become one with 

the universe and space, and your soul is freed 

from the cycle of life and death, and you 

reach salvation which is moksha in our 

Hindu religion. 
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Many Ways  

That leads us to my third phrase to summarize the 

Hindu worldview. How does this salvation come 

about? Many gods. Many live. Many ways. They liken it 

to climbing a mountain. There are many paths to the 

summit. It is a personal journey. You must figure out 

your own way. But you have the ability to do so because 

of your connection to that ultimate reality. Dr Sagdeo 

told me,  

Hindus think that every soul is potentially 

divine. Unlike some other people who think 

that we are born sinners, and we need 

salvation through some prophet, some God, 

some deity, some book. Hindus basically 

think that we are all potentially divine. Our 

goal in this life and whatever lives we may 

live hereafter is to manifest that divinity 

within us by controlling our nature 

externally and internally through means of 

work or worship or psychological control or 

philosophy and these are the various 

different aims of the yogas.  

So, one of the most offensive things you can do from a 

Hindu perspective is to say that a person is on the 
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wrong path. Toward the end of my conversation with 

Dr. Sagdeo, I asked him about this, and he said, 

We should have mutual respect. It’s not that 

we should tolerate each other. We should 

actually have mutual respect. So, if you want 

to do your worship on a Sunday in a church, 

by all means do it. Go there. Worship your 

God your way to the extent you want to do it, 

and enjoy the spirituality that you perceive 

that way. But if I want to worship Hanuman 

on a Saturday or a Tuesday, do not tell me 

that I am doing the wrong thing. 

Hindu ideas have significantly influenced the Western 

world for over a century. The most obvious example is 

New Age spirituality, where people often adopt certain 

Hindu beliefs like reincarnation or personal divinity. 

Its influence in pop culture can be seen in stories like 

Star Wars and practices like yoga and meditation. But 

its greatest influence is this notion that it is wrong to 

say that anyone else’s spiritual beliefs could be wrong. 

Do all paths lead to God? Does it matter where you 

stand in the maze? By way of contrast, let me share a 

Christian perspective. 
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A Christian Perspective 

Christianity asserts three essential truths that 

contradict the Hindu worldview at each point that we 

have identified. I am not trying to be contentious or 

disrespectful, but to be a Christian, by definition, is to 

say that there is only one God, one life, and one way. 

When I say essential, I mean that if you abandon any of 

these ideas, you have stepped beyond the bounds of 

biblical Christianity. Let me explain. 
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One God 

First, Christianity holds that there is only one God. He 

is not an impersonal force that permeates all things. He 

has all the characteristics of personhood. We are made 

in his image. But as the Creator, he is set apart from all 

creation including us. He is the potter, and we are the 

clay, so he has authority over us (Isa 29:16; 64:8; Jer 

18:6). 

Polytheism was common in the ancient world. Each 

nation had their own deities, and some worshiped a 

pantheon of gods. As in Hinduism, those deities were 

often associated with various animals or forces in 

nature. But the Creator asserted his exclusive authority 

and his separation from the created world in the first 

two of the Ten Commandments. Exodus 20:3-4 tells us 

that he said, 

You shall have no other gods before me. You 

shall not make for yourself a carved image, or 

any likeness of anything that is in heaven 

above, or that is in the earth beneath, or that 

is in the water under the earth. 

So, God does not leave it to people to choose their own 

approach to worship. Some might prefer to have some 
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kind of idol, but he prohibits it because it maligns his 

transcendent character and undermines his authority. 

The use of idols puts the worshiper in control. It 

suggests that through the right rituals they can enlist 

their deity in helping them fulfill their personal agenda 

for health, prosperity, or enlightenment. But the 

worship of the true God is a matter of humbly 

surrendering to him not because of anything we get 

from him but simply because he is worthy of our 

devotion. So, in Deuteronomy 6:4-5, Moses 

proclaimed, 

Hear, O Israel: The LORD our God, the 

LORD is one. You shall love the LORD your 

God with all your heart and with all your soul 

and with all your might. 

You might wonder how the Christian idea of the Trinity 

fits into this Old Testament monotheism. I will come 

back to that topic in my chapter on Judaism. For now, 

let me simply say that Christianity unequivocally 

asserts that God is one. We find this truth expressed in 

1 Corinthians 8:4-6. The Christians in Corinth were 

wrestling with life in a polytheistic culture, so Paul told 

them, 
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Therefore, as to the eating of food offered to 

idols, we know that "an idol has no real 

existence," and that "there is no God but 

one." For although there may be so-called 

gods in heaven or on earth--as indeed there 

are many "gods" and many "lords"-- yet for 

us there is one God, the Father, from whom 

are all things and for whom we exist, and one 

Lord, Jesus Christ, through whom are all 

things and through whom we exist. 

One Life 

Next, Christianity teaches that there is only one life. 

Rather than viewing history as cyclical, it is seen as 

linear. God is eternal with no beginning or end, but he 

creates the universe within time and charts its course 

like a straight line. He revealed his control over time 

through the prophet Isaiah. Isaiah 46:9-10 tells us that 

he said, 

Remember the former things of old; for I am 

God, and there is no other; I am God, and 

there is none like me, declaring the end from 

the beginning and from ancient times things 

not yet done, saying, 'My counsel shall stand, 

and I will accomplish all my purpose.' 
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This linear path applies to human life as well. Each 

person is a unique soul created by God at the moment 

of conception (Ps 139:13-16), but Hebrews 9:27 says, 

“...it is appointed for man to die once, and after that 

comes judgment.” 

So, people will not be reincarnated as a different person 

or as an animal. After death, they will be resurrected to 

face God’s judgment that will determine their eternal 

destiny, and therein lies our problem. The sinful deeds 

that we commit in this life cannot be worked off. They 

are not violations of abstract principles in the universe, 

but personal offenses against a holy God. His justice 

must be served. So, what hope do people have of 

entering eternal life? 

One Way 

God provided one way, a bridge to carry us through 

judgment into eternal life. When one of Jesus’ disciples 

asked him about the path to eternity in God’s presence, 

John 14:6 tells us, “Jesus said to him, ‘I am the way, 

and the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father 

except through me.’” 
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In his death, Jesus paid the price to satisfy God’s justice 

for all who believe in him. Acts 4:12 tells us that the 

Apostle Peter spoke of Jesus and declared, “And there 

is salvation in no one else, for there is no other name 

under heaven given among men by which we must be 

saved.” 

Some people argue that it is arrogant, harsh, and 

narrow-minded to assert that there is only one way. But 

if there is only one true God and he has provided only 

one way, then who am I to question it? What right have 

I to sit in judgment over him? Would it not be the 

height of arrogance for me to insist that he conform to 

my expectations? Would it not be deeply offensive to 

him to insist that I can work out my own way? And if I 

know a fellow human being who is on some other path, 

how could I approve that person’s spiritual direction? 

Wouldn’t that be cold-hearted? Shouldn’t love for God 

and for that person compel me to say something?  

Many people from various religious backgrounds quote 

Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount and say that he is a good 

teacher. But Matthew 7:13-14 tells us that toward the 

end of his sermon he said, 
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Enter by the narrow gate. For the gate is wide 

and the way is easy that leads to destruction, 

and those who enter by it are many. For the 

gate is narrow and the way is hard that leads 

to life, and those who find it are few. 
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Conclusion 

Where do you stand at this juncture in the maze? If you 

believe that life is more than physical matter, are you 

willing to accept the existence of one holy God? If you 

would like to learn more about the Christian view of 

God compared to other religions, you could read Acts 

17:22-34 where Paul interacts with the philosophers in 

Athens. If you believe in the God of the Bible, are you 

passing your own judgment about what’s right and 

wrong, or are you humbly submitting your thoughts 

about life, morality, and salvation to his Word? If you 

believe that Jesus is the Way, are you willing to start a 

conversation with someone, speaking the truth in love? 

May God lead us forward. 
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3 

HOW SHOULD I RELATE TO GOD? 

Talking with a Jew 

I cannot point out every nook of the maze with six 

questions, but I think we can identify the boundaries 

that define various groups. In response to my first 

question, “Does God Exist?” I have shared excerpts 

from my interviews with an atheist and a Buddhist 

who say no, and a Hindu who claims that there is one 

ultimate reality expressed in many gods. Now we 

move into the monotheistic part of the maze, where 

we’ll hear first from a Jewish rabbi. So, my second key 

theological question is, “Who is Jesus?” But there is 

always an accompanying practical concern, and this 

time it is, “How should I relate to God?” 
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SIX QUESTIONS TO MAP 

THE RELIGIOUS LANDSCAPE 

Does God Exist? 

Atheism & Buddhism: 

No 

Monotheism: 

Yes 

Hinduism: 

One reality, many gods 

 
Who is Jesus? 
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Back in the summer of 2001, my friend, Steve 

Harrington, and I had an opportunity to visit 

Kazakhstan, halfway around the world in Central Asia. 

It is a vast country, the ninth largest in the world. It has 

majestic mountains in the south, oil-rich desert in the 

west, spacious grasslands in the north, and the world’s 

fifteenth largest lake in the east. We were meeting 

church leaders in the northeast and visiting their 

children’s summer camps.  

They do not see many Americans in that part of the 

country, so we were treated as honored guests 

wherever we went. But we found that some people had 

strange ideas about the United States. Their 
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impressions were based on Hollywood movies. They 

wondered if there were regular car chases and gun 

fights. They asked if everyone had wealth like the 

celebrities. As vast as their own country is, some of 

them struggled to comprehend the vastness of the 

United States. They knew we were from Michigan, but 

a few asked us if we knew their relatives who had 

immigrated in Chicago or New York. I’ve never even 

visited New York, but it’s all America, right? 

If we are not careful, we can make a similar assumption 

when we talk about religion.  We suppose that everyone 

under a certain label believes all the same things: 

Atheism, Buddhism, Hinduism, Judaism, Islam, 

Christianity. But it is never that simple. Each of these 

labels cover vast regions in the religious maze with 

their own variety of twists and turns. To complicate 

matters, many people claim a particular religious 

identity for social reasons, even though they have 

different beliefs. We call this nominalism. They may 

have picked up different views from other influences. 

We call this syncretism. So, to truly understand where 

someone stands, you must go beyond the label to ask 

meaningful questions.  
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This problem with labels seems particularly acute as we 

consider Judaism. According to the American Jewish 

Yearbook for 2018, the world’s Jewish population was 

estimated to be 14.6 million. Forty-five percent of those 

people live in Israel and 39 percent in the United 

States. But a 2013 study from the Pew Research Center 

found that 22 percent of Jews in the United States are 

not religious, and a 2016 study from the same 

organization found that 49 percent of Jews in Israel are 

religiously secular. How is that possible?  

Unlike many other religions, Judaism is directly linked 

to a particular nation. Their history begins around 

4,000 years ago. Starting in chapter 12, the book of 

Genesis tells us that God made a covenant with 

Abraham and his son Isaac and Isaac’s son, Jacob. God 

promised to bless them and to make them into a great 

nation that would bless all the families of the earth. In 

fact, the name Judaism comes from Judah, one of 

Jacob’s twelve sons. Genesis ends with Jacob’s large 

family in Egypt. They multiplied over the course of 400 

years, but the Egyptians also enslaved them. So, the 

book of Exodus describes how God raised up Moses to 

lead them to freedom. Some say this occurred in the 
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middle of the 15th Century B.C., others say it was a 

hundred years later. Once they were in the wilderness, 

Exodus 19:5-6 tells us that God revealed his purpose 

for them. He told Moses, 

Now therefore, if you will indeed obey my 

voice and keep my covenant, you shall be my 

treasured possession among all peoples, for 

all the earth is mine; and you shall be to me 

a kingdom of priests and a holy nation.' 

These are the words that you shall speak to 

the people of Israel. 

God gave them commandments to guide them as a 

nation. Mitzvah is the Hebrew term. In fact, the first 

five books of the Old Testament are referred to as the 

Law or in Hebrew the Torah. But subsequent Hebrew 

Scripture records that the nation struggled to keep all 

the commandments. They often drifted from God. He 

brought difficult circumstances to chastise them, but 

he also preserved a faithful remnant. In response to 

their prayers, the Old Testament recounts times of 

spiritual repentance and revival under godly leaders 

like David, Hezekiah, Josiah, and Ezra.  

The Jewish people have endured several devastating 

attacks over the centuries. In 722 B.C., the Assyrian 
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Empire conquered the Northern Kingdom of Israel and 

scattered many of the people. In 586 B.C. Jerusalem 

fell to the Babylonians, and much of the nation spent 

70 years in exile before a subsequent generation could 

return to the land. Around 168 B.C. the Seleucid 

Empire destroyed Jerusalem and desecrated the 

Temple. Then in A.D. 70 the Romans destroyed 

Jerusalem, and Jews scattered throughout the empire. 

Of course, in modern times, we could add the 

Holocaust of World War II in which Nazi Germany 

murdered 6 million Jews. 

According to a 2015 study from the Pew Research 

Center, only two-tenths of one percent of the world’s 

population are practicing Jews. So, why should we 

bother to understand Judaism? Christianity flows from 

Judaism, and to some degree Islam does as well (I will 

say more about that next in the next chapter as we 

discuss Islam). We need to remember that Jesus is 

Jewish. The Apostles were Jewish. Furthermore, both 

prophecy and history show that God is not finished 

with the Jews. The establishment of the modern state 

of Israel in 1948, and the nation’s perseverance amidst 

intense opposition serves as proof.  
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So, to explore Judaism, I met with a local Rabbi named 

Mordechai Haller. I asked him about his personal 

background, and he told me, 

I was brought up in an observant Jewish 

home, in a Chabad family. My parents were 

involved in outreach trying to help other 

Jewish people. So, I was brought up into that, 

and the schooling that we go through is very 

much Jewish education, especially once you 

get to higher education it’s Yeshiva. So, it’s 

more or less full time Jewish education. 

That’s the values I got at home, and that’s the 

values I got from the schooling--from the 

teachings to reach out to try to help other 

people.  

Chabad is a popular worldwide Orthodox Jewish 

movement, and Rabbi Haller leads the group’s 

outreach in Kalamazoo and at the campus of Western 

Michigan University. He described the group by 

saying, 

So, the idea is that we are... Chabad House is 

meant to be a place where there is prayer, 

and there is Torah study, and there is charity. 

There’s helping others when people need 

charity. It is the concept of a place that we try 

to... here we have classes. We celebrate the 
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holidays. We have services. We reach out. We 

try to reach out to the students. We reach out 

to the community. There is a concept of 

reaching out also to all people. Obviously, 

our first focus is on the Jewish people. 

There’s a concept of certain messages to 

reach out to the general population as well.  
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Relating to God in Judaism 

I asked Rabbi Haller several questions. But his 

responses seemed to be anchored in four basic 

instructions about how to relate to God: acknowledge 

him, obey him, fear him, and hope in him.  

Acknowledge Him 

First, the Rabbi emphasized that we should 

acknowledge God as our Creator. When I asked him 

about the central beliefs of Judaism, he responded, 

The way I see it, the idea is that we should 

recognize that God put us here for a purpose 
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and we should try to live up to that.  Judaism 

tells us what that purpose is. There’s 

different parts. And I guess the two things… 

In Judaism there’s two parts. There are 

mitzvahs sometimes we see between man 

and man. God also very much cares how we 

interact with other people. And then there’s 

also the concept of between us and God, how 

we connect with God. And the idea is to bring 

God… to recognize that God created the 

world where everything looks like its own 

independent thing. God is not seen behind 

everything. But the truth is God is there 

creating and bringing everything into being 

at every second. And the idea is that we 

should recognize God in the world, in our 

lives, and bring God into every aspect of our 

lives.  

Obey Him 

So, how should someone acknowledge God? How do 

we bring him into life? That leads us to a second 

instruction. Obey Him. Follow his commandments. 

This instruction is central to Judaism. The Rabbi told 

me, 

For Jewish people there’s a concept. God 

gave us the Torah and the Mitzvahs. The 
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Torah is the Bible and the Mitzvahs are the 

commandments. And that’s one of the major 

ways of bringing God into our lives. You 

know, there’s a concept of Shabbos. Shabbos 

is a day of rest, the seventh day of the week, 

Saturday. And the concept is… One of the 

reasons, there’s many reasons, one of the 

things of Shabbos is to recognize that God 

created the world in six days and he rested on 

the seventh. So, that’s bringing creation, one 

of the major things. One of the mitzvahs, one 

of the big ones is a kosher diet. There are 

certain things we may eat, certain things we 

may not. So, there are many details, but one 

of the aspects of it is it also brings God into 

what we eat, into how we eat. There’s a grace 

after meals where we recognize where the 

food comes from, from God the Creator.  

But when Rabbi Haller speaks of the Torah and the 

Mitzvahs, he means more than the written Hebrew 

Scriptures. He explains, 

Now God instructed Moses to write down 

certain words. The Scripture, the Torah, 

that’s dictated letter by letter from God. But 

God also expounded upon that, and he told 

Moses all the details of how, how do I want 

you to do this. A lot of things are very cryptic 

in the Scripture itself. But Moses was given 
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the explanation, and that’s what we call the 

oral Torah. The concept that God told Moses, 

you see, was that you have to do the Torah 

with the Mitzvah, with the oral Torah. It 

comes together as a unit. 

So, this oral Torah, as Rabbi Haller calls it, has been 

passed down over the centuries by rabbis. They were 

first written down sometime during the Second 

Century A.D. in what is called the Mishnah. The 

Mishnah and later commentary on it known as Gemara 

have been grouped together into a work known as the 

Talmud. But Jews disagree over the authority of these 

oral traditions. In fact, we see glimpses of this conflict 

in the New Testament Gospels. The Pharisees accepted 

the oral Torah, but the Sadducees did not. 

That disagreement continues today. Even if someone 

claims to be a practicing Jew, that does not necessarily 

tell you what the person believes. Orthodox Jews 

accept the oral Torah, but in a 2013 study by the Pew 

Research Center only 10 percent of the Jews in the 

United States said that they are Orthodox. Thirty-five 

percent were part of the Reform denomination, a 

theologically liberal group, and 18 percent were part of 

the Conservative denomination, a group that lands 
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somewhere in the middle. Rabbi Haller was hesitant to 

say anything critical of other Jews, but he felt that these 

groups treated the Torah as a man-made document 

that does not always apply to life today. We’ll come 

back to that idea again later, because we find a similar 

movement in Christianity. 

So, how do the commandments apply to Gentiles, those 

who are not of Jewish descent? At one point Rabbi 

Haller mentioned seven laws given to Noah that apply 

to the entire world. But that is something from the oral 

Torah, not the book of Genesis. He told me, 

We don’t believe that the Mitzvahs are 

necessary for other people. We don’t try to 

convert other people. That’s not our agenda. 

We actually discourage people… One of the 

main reasons is we don’t feel it’s necessary 

for people to become Jewish to fulfill their 

God-given mission in life. The main thing if 

a person is not born Jewish, for most people 

it means that that is not what God wants 

from you. Yes, those seven Noahide laws and 

those other things, to live a good life and to 

have a family, these things are part of your 

mission. That is necessary for everyone to 

fulfill their mission. But to become Jewish, 

we do not believe... if you are not born that 
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way, we do not believe there is one way, as if 

to say. 

Fear Him 

The Old Testament often speaks of fearing God as the 

motivation for obedience, so that is the third 

instruction from Judaism. The Proverbs say that the 

fear of the Lord is the beginning of knowledge and 

wisdom. Rabbi Haller did not use the word “fear,” but 

when I asked him about judgment he explained, 

There’s a concept of judgment. Yes, God 

judges for all our actions, all our decisions 

that we do. And God has ways, yes, of 

carrying it out. God’s not looking to catch us 

out, per se, but God does. There’s a correct 

way and a just way, especially the way we 

deal with others and deal with God with 

honesty and integrity, these things. Yes, 

there’s a concept. God has his way. 

Sometimes we don’t see how God is 

punishing someone or rewarding someone. 

So, one of the answers to that is, to that 

question, is that God is not limited to this 

world. And the riches, the spiritual bliss of 

the afterlife is much greater than anything 

we can experience in this life. There’s a 

concept whereby the idea for most people to 
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go to purgatory, to go to hell, is a temporary 

thing, is a cleansing of the soul in order to be 

able to benefit from heaven. So by most 

people, that’s what it is. It’s a temporary 

thing. It could be there are certain 

individuals that have really done something 

and lost their portion in the world to come. 

Hope in Him 

A fourth instruction to draw from Judaism, is to hope 

in God. I asked Rabbi Haller about his understanding 

of the Messianic promises in the Hebrew Scriptures. 

There is a concept in Judaism of a Moshiach. 

Moshiach is a redeemer coming, yes, and 

bringing redemption to the world. And there 

is an era of redemption. Essentially, that the 

purpose of creation to come to that time. 

With the concept at times… I guess there’s 

two lines. There’s generally two ways. On a 

deeper level, a more mystical level, there’s 

the concept we mentioned before, the idea of 

seeing God, of bringing God into our lives. 

Now God is hidden. We have to kind of look 

for him, you know? But one of the ideas, 

when Moshiach comes is godliness will be 

revealed. It will be opened. We’ll be able to 

see it. Just like we see physical chair and a 
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physical table, we will see godliness in a 

much more apparent type of way.  

Therefore, so because of that, connected with 

that the world will be very different. The 

world… There will be no cheating, no lying, 

and sickness will be eradicated. No hunger. 

No competition. The world will be a very 

good and happy place. You know, a time of 

peace. One of the things is also… There’s a 

concept you read a lot in prophecy that 

people, the nations will recognize what 

Judaism really is, and then there will be a 

different respect for the Jewish people.  

For the Jewish people one of the things is 

that we will be able to fulfill the Torah and 

Mitzvahs in its entirety. That’s also one of the 

ideas, being that now we’re in exile. There’s 

certain limitations, certain things that 

cannot be fulfilled.  

So, I asked the Rabbi what he thought about Jesus, and 

he responded by saying, 

We believe very much in Judaism there’s 

only one God. There’s only one God, creator 

of all, you know? Creator of everything. 

There’s a concept that God made certain 

prophet, certain people closer to God, certain 

righteous individuals… In the Torah there 
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are regulations for prophets. Therefore, one 

of them is a prophet has to keep to the Torah. 

They don’t do away with the Mitzvahs. God 

often says you cannot add and you cannot 

subtract. The Mitzvahs are here to be kept 

forever. So, there are prophets, but a prophet 

has to keep to… One of the things is that if a 

prophet does idolatry, then you know that 

they are not a real prophet. 
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Reasons Jesus Came 

I think that each of these instructions from Judaism 

points to something that we need in order to have a 

relationship with God. In fact, we find these needs 

expressed in the Hebrew Scripture. They show us who 

Jesus is and the reasons he came. So, I am going to 

limit my response to Old Testament passages. We will 

look more at the New Testament in the next chapter. 

Incarnation 

First, the instruction to acknowledge God points us to 

the incarnation. Whether Jew or Gentile, people have 
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consistently failed to acknowledge God the way that we 

should. We need someone to get our attention. So, the 

Hebrew Scripture records several times when God 

revealed himself in visible form. 

Genesis 18:1-2, for example, speaks of Abraham and 

tells us,  

And the LORD appeared to him by the oaks 

of Mamre, as he sat at the door of his tent in 

the heat of the day. He lifted up his eyes and 

looked, and behold, three men were standing 

in front of him. When he saw them, he ran 

from the tent door to meet them and bowed 

himself to the earth. 

The next chapter tells us that two of these men were 

angels, sent to rescue Lot and his family from Sodom. 

But as Abraham interacts with the third man, the 

Scripture refers to him as “The LORD.” English 

translations spell Lord in all capital letters to indicate 

that the sacred name of God is being used. 

God appeared in a similar form to Hagar (Gen 16:7-13), 

Jacob (Gen 32:22-32), Moses (Exod 3:1-6), Joshua 

(Josh 5:13-15), Gideon (Jdg 6:11-23), and Samson’s 

parents (Jdg 13). When people try to worship holy 

angels on other occasions, the angels stop them. Only 
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God is worthy of worship. But on these occasions this 

angel of the LORD accepts worship and prayer.  

When the Prophet Isaiah looked ahead to the coming 

of the Messiah, he said that a virgin would conceive and 

bear a Son named Immanuel, God with us (7:14). Then 

a few chapters later in Isaiah 9:6, he said,  

For to us a child is born, to us a son is given; 

and the government shall be upon his 

shoulder, and his name shall be called 

Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, 

Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.  

The New Testament teaching about Jesus is consistent 

with this Old Testament expectation. God chose to 

enter our world and take on flesh permanently in what 

we call the incarnation. He became human without 

abandoning his deity and took on the name Jesus. But 

this raises difficult questions. How could God enter the 

world and still be God? The New Testament makes a 

distinction between the Father, the Son, and the Holy 

Spirit. They are each referred to as God, but, as we saw 

previously, the New Testament is still clear that there 

is only one God. It is difficult for our minds to grasp 
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how this Trinity could exist, but it seems necessary 

when you consider the other reasons Jesus came. 

Mediation 

As the Rabbi said, God has given us his Law and his 

people must obey. However you apply those rules to 

Jew or Gentile, no one ever fulfills them. So, there is a 

clear need, secondly, for mediation. The Torah 

established priests as mediators. But they could only go 

so far. They were fallible men. They fell under the 

universal condemnation of Psalm 14:2-3 which says, 

The LORD looks down from heaven on the 

children of man, to see if there are any who 

understand, who seek after God. They have 

all turned aside; together they have become 

corrupt; there is none who does good, not 

even one. 

We need a perfectly righteous mediator. Job expressed 

his faith that such a person would plead his case in 

heaven. Job 16:19-21 tells us that he said, 

Even now, behold, my witness is in heaven, 

and he who testifies for me is on high. My 

friends scorn me; my eye pours out tears to 

God, that he would argue the case of a man 
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with God, as a son of man does with his 

neighbor. 

Who can approach God on our behalf? The New 

Testament claims that Jesus lived a life of perfect 

obedience, fulfilling the Torah. As a man, he is able to 

sympathize with us in our struggles, but as God the Son 

he is also able to represent us in the presence of God 

the Father. He came to provide the ultimate mediation. 

Propitiation 

Third, the Hebrew Scripture also shows us the need for 

propitiation. The Torah instructed the Jewish people to 

offer sacrifices in atonement for their sin. It taught 

them to fear God’s judgment, as we considered earlier. 

The slaughter of lambs and other animals served as a 

graphic portrayal of the consequences of sin. The 

justice of God must be fulfilled. But how great is the 

offense when someone sins against a holy God? Can the 

life of an animal ever be enough to take a person’s 

place? 
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The Prophet Isaiah looked ahead to an ultimate 

sacrifice to bring genuine reconciliation with God. In 

Isaiah 53:5-6, he said, 

But he was pierced for our transgressions; he 

was crushed for our iniquities; upon him was 

the chastisement that brought us peace, and 

with his wounds we are healed. All we like 

sheep have gone astray; we have turned—

every one--to his own way; and the LORD 

has laid on him the iniquity of us all. 

The New Testament reveals that Jesus fulfilled this 

prophecy through his death on the cross. His humanity 

made it possible for him to experience suffering and 

death, and his deity made him the perfect once for all 

sacrifice to fully satisfy the justice of God. He came as 

our propitiation. 

Exaltation 

So, how can we find hope? Rabbi Haller spoke of a 

future time of redemption through the Messiah, which 

means anointed one. God promised King David that 

one of his descendants would fulfill this role. David 

spoke of him in Psalm 110:1, saying, “The LORD says 



Talking with a Jew 

 

75 

to my Lord: ‘Sit at my right hand, until I make your 

enemies your footstool.’” 

Jesus asked the Pharisees to consider how David could 

refer to one of his own descendants as Lord. Doesn’t 

that mean he is above David? We may find an answer 

in Psalm 2:7-8 which foretells a statement of the 

Messiah. He says, 

I will tell of the decree: The LORD said to me, 

“You are my Son; today I have begotten you. 

Ask of me, and I will make the nations your 

heritage, and the ends of the earth your 

possession.” 

In what sense is the Messiah the Son of God? Is it 

merely a title or does it point to his divine nature? 

Of course, the Greek word for Messiah is Christ. So, 

Christ is not Jesus’ last name (as I once mistakenly 

thought!), but a title ascribed to him in the New 

Testament. His apostles testified that after his death he 

was resurrected. He appeared to them several times, 

including one occasion to a group of 500 of his 

followers. But then he ascended into heaven to sit at the 

Lord’s right hand until it is time for him to return, 

bringing ultimate justice and peace to the world. 
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But if that is true, then most Jews since that time have 

rejected their Messiah. Chapter 14 of the Prophet 

Zechariah speaks of the coming kingdom, but in 

chapter 12, verse 10 he relates an interesting event in 

preparation for it. He tells us that God said, 

And I will pour out on the house of David and 

the inhabitants of Jerusalem a spirit of grace 

and pleas for mercy, so that, when they look 

on me, on him whom they have pierced, they 

shall mourn for him, as one mourns for an 

only child, and weep bitterly over him, as one 

weeps over a firstborn. 

Then skipping down to chapter 13:1, he says, 

On that day there shall be a fountain opened 

for the house of David and the inhabitants of 

Jerusalem, to cleanse them from sin and 

uncleanness. 

One day the Jewish Messiah will be exalted on earth. I 

believe the Jewish people of that day will repent and 

find cleansing for their sin when they recognize who he 

is and what he has already done for them. They will find 

that ever since the First Century he has been gathering 

followers from every nation, tribe, and tongue. 
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Conclusion 

So, how should we relate to God? I would say that we 

should acknowledge him, but since we do not, he came 

near to us through his incarnation as Jesus. We should 

obey him, but since we have not done so Jesus is 

uniquely able to represent us as the perfect mediator. 

We should fear him because we deserve his 

punishment, but we should also find comfort because 

Jesus became the perfect sacrifice, a full propitiation 

for our sins. We should hope in him, looking forward 

to the exalted return of Jesus as the promised Messiah 

who will bring everlasting justice and peace. I would 

say that we can only relate to God through Jesus Christ. 

What do you believe? Are you tracking with me through 

the maze? Do you believe in one God? Do you believe 

that Jesus is the Messiah? If not, are you ready to take 

that first step in a new direction? If you want to learn 

more about the Old Testament expectation fulfilled by 

Jesus, I encourage you to read Isaiah 53. 

If you are a Christian, where is your hope? Do you think 

of Jesus as the coming Messiah who will transform the 

world? Are you looking forward to that? Are you 
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seeking first his kingdom? If not, I encourage you to 

refocus your hope on him. I would also encourage you 

to ask someone their thoughts about our second key 

question, “Who is Jesus?”  

May God guide us by his light. 
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4 

WHOM SHOULD I TRUST? 

Talking with a Muslim 

Mazes force us to make choices—right or left, forward 

or back. But as we explore the landscape of religion 

and spirituality, we hear conflicting advice from 

countless sources. So, we ask ourselves, “Whom should 

I trust?” Could there be a more practical question for 

life? I have already shared two key theological 

questions to begin sorting through all the options. 

First, “Does God exist?” And second, “Who is Jesus?” 

Now we hear from an Islamic imam whose answer to 

that second question may surprise you. 
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SIX QUESTIONS TO MAP 

THE RELIGIOUS LANDSCAPE 

Does God Exist? 

Atheism & Buddhism: 

No 

Monotheism: 

Yes 

Hinduism: 

One reality, many gods 

 
Who is Jesus? 

Judaism: 

A False Prophet 

Christianity: 

The Son of God 

Islam: 

? 
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When tensions rise and tempers flare, some people 

settle disputes with their fists. It happened to me once 

on the playground of Monte Vista Elementary School. 

I was in fourth grade and spent most of my time with a 

painfully awkward group of nerdy kids. A bully was 

making fun of one of my friends at recess, and I spoke 

up for him. So, he challenged me, “Behind the cafeteria 

after school.” What had I gotten myself into? How 

could I back down? I felt that I had to go through with 

it.  

I worried about it all afternoon until the final bell rang 

to mark the end of the day. I showed up with a friend. 

He showed up with a friend. We circled each other for 
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a minute, trading insults, staring each other down. 

Then he charged at me with his fists raised above his 

head, making a strange chopping motion. I leapt out of 

the way, and he fell down. A few more heated words 

were exchanged, and we went our separate ways. Of 

course, the next day very different accounts of the 

“fight” were told. Whom can you trust? But now I’m 

friends with him on Facebook and we share some of the 

same interests. 

Unfortunately, most fights in history do not have such 

a happy ending. They often start with the same kind of 

playground posturing, but the conflict escalates. 

Personal offenses mix with economic and political 

aspirations, and sometimes religion is used for support 

and validation. The most obvious example of such 

religious warfare is found in the Crusades during the 

Middle Ages. 

In the 7th Century, an Arab empire began to spread 

from the Middle East, west into North Africa, and east 

into Asia. It was accompanied, if not propelled, by a 

new religious movement known as Islam. A variety of 

political and economic factors prompted Western 

Europe to respond, but the rally cry raised by Pope 
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Urban II in 1096 was to reclaim the Holy Land in the 

name of Christ. Over two centuries there were eight 

major crusades. Tens of thousands of people were 

killed, including many innocent ones caught in the 

middle. Countless atrocities were committed, but 

people still claimed spiritual justification. 

This background has not helped Christians and 

Muslims understand each other’s theological views. 

There is mutual suspicion. Once you consider someone 

an enemy, it is hard to keep from painting them in the 

most negative light. So, the conflict continues to 

simmer, boiling over from time to time in events like 

the 9/11 terrorist attacks and the subsequent military 

response from the United States. That tense period 

serves as the backdrop for the story of Hafiz Nauman 

Akbar.  

He came to Kalamazoo from Pakistan to study 

engineering at Western Michigan University, but he 

ended up becoming the imam for the Kalamazoo 

Islamic Center. He also teaches in the university’s 

comparative religion department. When I met with 

him, he told me his personal story. 
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The moment that I have not forgotten, that’s 

17 years ago. In a classroom a professor was 

teaching. It’s a sociology class and we are 

reading. We had three textbooks. One was a 

book of journals, and one of the journals we 

had to read about Muslims in sociology was 

saying that 70 to 80 percent of the Muslims 

that go to an Islamic Center are terrorists. 

That was very awful, so that was my moment. 

I said, “Okay. I’m going to most likely either 

fail this course or drop. Something’s going to 

happen.” So, I raised my hand. It was a class, 

big, you know Western has those mega-

classes where like a hundred students are 

sitting. I raised my hand. I said, “Professor, 

this is wrong. I want to tell you I go to a 

mosque, and I’m not a priest or an imam or a 

preacher. I go and pray there. I don’t see any 

bad people there. I see people of color—

black, white, yellow, Asian—from every 

background right on campus.”  

So, he said, you know… The professor asked 

me to give a speech, misconceptions of Islam, 

things I found in the textbook. So, I said, 

“Me?” Yes. So, see that was my moment. I 

said, “Oh, I think I can teach.” So, that’s 

when, even at the center, I started getting 

involved more. And actually many activities 

like this one, interaction, getting to know one 

another increased. We had professors who 
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would bring their classes just to show people 

a mosque. Like this is how a mosque looks 

like not how it was being portrayed in the 

media at that time. The media was like 

literally, you know… When there’s a war 

going on the media has a certain trend. So, 

we were the bad, negative trend. So, this was 

my moment, and that’s when a lot of people 

here encouraged me, not just about teaching 

others. They said, “We want you to teach our 

community.”  
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Foundational Beliefs of Islam 

So, what are the actual beliefs of Islam? According to a 

2016 study from the Pew Research Center, it is the 

world’s second largest religion, claiming 24 percent of 

the world’s population. It reaches far beyond the 

Middle East. The largest concentrations of Muslims 

today are in Asian countries like Indonesia and 

Pakistan. So, we should know something about it, but 

whom should we trust to tell us? The whole point of this 

series is to go beyond stereotypes, to understand the 

complexity of the religious landscape by talking with 

individuals. Let me share excerpts from my 

conversation with Hafiz Nauman Akbar about four 



Talking with a Muslim 

 

87 

foundational Islamic beliefs: scripture, God, Jesus, and 

salvation.  

A Mysterious Revelation  

The city of Mecca in modern day Saudi Arabia plays a 

major role in the story of Islam. The area is the site of 

the Ka ’bah, a cube, considered to be the first house of 

worship ever built for God. In fact, Muslims face Mecca 

when they pray. They claim that Abraham and his son, 

Ishmael worshipped there. But the area was also the 

site of a mysterious revelation that was accepted as 

Islam’s scripture. It is called the Qur’an. The imam 

explains,  

Now sources of Islam’s guidance, the 

primary fundamental source is the book that 

came to the teacher of Islam, not a founder. 

He said, “I am a reviver of the faith, he came 

among the Ishmaeli people, the Ishmaeli 

tribe that settled throughout Arabia. Ishmael 

also has twelve sons and they spread through 

Arabia. So, all Arabia is actually descendants 

of Ishmael, all the way through Yemen, the 

Arabian desert. We’re not talking about 

Palestine. We’re talking about the actual 

Arab peninsula.  
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So, this land, this is where from the same 

family, among their descendants, a man 

named Muhammad the Prophet was born in 

the Seventh Century, late Sixth Century, 

early Seventh Century. Arabia became 

pagan, but he revived monotheism, 

Abrahamic monotheism, back to its roots, 

exactly as Ten Commandments were 

speaking, exactly as God spoke to Moses, 

exactly as God spoke to the Prophets of the 

Bible, and even other nations. Wherever God 

has spoken to people, wherever there is a 

message of oneness, Prophet Muhammad 

said this is a good message to take.  

They asked him, “O Prophet of God, so, your 

source of guidance that God gave you is 

Qur’an.” So, this is all understanding Islam. 

So, you see, it’s Qur’an. Qur’an is a revelation 

like Gospel to Jesus or Torah to Moses. Peace 

be upon them. Graces of God be upon every 

one of his chosen people.  

So, they said, “What about previous 

messages?” So, yes, Qur’an is your teaching, 

and then his own wisdom. He was teaching 

people with Qur’an and his teaching. It’s 

called Hadith. So, these are the two 

fundamental sources.  
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The name Qur’an means recitation. It is said that 

sometime around A.D. 610 while Muhammad was 

alone in a cave outside Mecca, the Angel Gabriel 

appeared to him and began to dictate the Qur’an to him 

word for word. As he shared these revelations with 

others, they decided to cleanse the Ka’ bah from idols 

and devote it to the worship of God. Today more than 

2 million Muslims visit the Ka’ bah on pilgrimage each 

year. Muhammad continued receiving revelations, and 

His followers memorized them and wrote them down. 

So, Muslims treat the Qur’an, this mysterious 

revelation, with the utmost reverence. 

A Transcendent Master 

As an outsider, one of the things you quickly notice 

about Islam is its use of beautiful calligraphy. We even 

see it, for example, on the green flag of Saudi Arabia. 

The words displayed on the flag are known as the 

Shahada, the fundamental confession of Islam: “There 

is no God but Allah, and Muhammad is his messenger.” 

So, their art is an expression of their theology. They 

worship God as a Transcendent Master who must not 

be portrayed by idolatrous images. Only words will do. 
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The imam described Islam’s view of God by comparing 

it with the art displayed by some branches of 

Christianity. 

In Old Testament there are these sort of 

graphical depictions of God, almost like a 

person wrestling with, for instance, David or 

Jacob? [Bryan: The angel of God appearing] 

Yeah, yeah, especially God. So, those manly 

or human depictions of God are not allowed 

in Islam.  

God is above a canvas, you know? God is 

above. You know how sometimes when you 

go to, especially in a Catholic church, there is 

a picture of a very, very old person, big white 

beard, very Muslim looking. And he’s doing 

this, right, he’s doing this [stretches out 

hand]. And there is the whole humanity 

coming through his hand. Even though I 

know it’s not literal. The person who drew it 

did not mean it literal. You know, 

Michelangelo doing his statue. Islam forbids 

all of that.  

It’s actually taking Ten Commandments 

seriously. Let’s not draw images of God. God 

is above and beyond that. Because when I 

draw an image of God, and I’m sure 

Protestant world agrees to that because this 

was part of the Protestant movement, that 
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God, if I draw him on a canvas, I am limiting 

God. You know, yes with a white beard and 

old age it shows wisdom. But it does not show 

the strength and power. So, you see, there 

will always be a give and take. I will lose 

something. So, this is a major, fundamental, 

key difference creed and practice-wise on 

divinity of God. 

So, how does someone relate to the powerful, 

transcendent God of Islam? The imam made this point 

clear from the outset of our conversation. 

Islam literally means submission to the will 

of one God. So, just by the name Islam means 

submission to one God or accepting God as 

your guide, as your ultimate source of 

guidance inward, outward. It’s a 

monotheistic religion. 

An Honored Prophet 

With this transcendent view of God, you might assume 

that Islam would simply reject Jesus as Judaism does, 

but, instead, it views him as an honored prophet. How 

is that possible? We need to understand Islam’s 

historical setting. If you look beyond Arabia to the 

north during the time of Muhammad, you find that 
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from its humble beginnings, Christianity had spread 

throughout the Roman Empire. In the Fourth Century, 

Emperor Constantine legalized Christianity and 

declared himself to be a Christian. So, Christianity 

became linked with the power of the empire. 

But there was a problem. Christians were divided over 

how to explain the humanity and deity of Christ. To 

maintain unity in the empire, Constantine called the 

First Ecumenical Church Council at Nicaea in 325. Six 

similar councils were called over the next four 

centuries. I will say more about these councils as we 

explore the Greek Orthodox Church. But turning back 

to Islam, we find that the Qur’an addressed these 

debates. The imam told me, 

However, Islam has a very unique view on 

Jesus Christ. See, I’m mentioning the name 

Christ. One of them is that Jesus is born 

through a virgin birth. No question about 

that. Two, Jesus Christ, not only him, his 

mother Mary, peace be upon her, is one of 

the most honorable women ever, ever existed 

in creation. She and Jesus Christ are 

mentioned more than… her alone. Mary is 

mentioned 19 times in the Bible, Jesus Christ 

is mentioned more than 34, 35… Mary is 
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actually mentioned more than 34, 35 times in 

the Qur’an. Highly honored, revered, and 

Jesus Christ is the same way, more 

mentioned by name than Muhammad.  

So… But… Now coming to the miracles. All 

the miracles of Jesus Christ are accepted, 

and, in fact, if anyone denies those miracles, 

he is not considered a Muslim. In fact, people 

who criticized Jesus, you know, Qur’an 

condemned them. Qur’an said don’t say that 

you killed Jesus. Don’t say that you 

humiliated Jesus. God saved him from all the 

humiliation.  

And here is the difference. Qur’an, at the 

same time, so honoring and uplifting his 

status, including mother’s status… Like she is 

the chosen one of all the women of mankind, 

and djinn-kind and humankind of the 

creation ever. But he is not divine. 

So, Muslims not only deny that Jesus is God. They say 

that he did not suffer the humiliation and death of the 

cross. They cannot accept that something like that 

could happen to one of God’s holy prophets. They 

believe the Qur’an was given in part to correct 

Christianity’s teaching about Jesus. 
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An Earned Reward 

Islam has a strong set of standards regarding diet, 

morality, and family relationships, so Muslims have a 

very strong cultural sense of honor and shame. 

Righteousness is expressed in deeds like fasting, giving 

alms, and praying. In fact, they pray five times a day on 

a set schedule. If you are near a mosque at the right 

moment, you will hear the call to prayer. A person’s 

deeds are important because Islam teaches that God 

will judge every person, bringing balance to the scales 

of justice for eternity. Those who have been obedient 

will enter paradise, receiving the reward they have 

earned. But what about others? The imam gave me this 

explanation. 

There are some worldviews where no matter 

what a person does, no problem. It’s like 

heaven is reserved. Islam doesn’t have that. 

In fact, Islam does not guarantee, promise 

paradise to people just because I’m a 

Muslim. Islam requires practice.  

So, in the hereafter, I could have… By the 

way, hereafter is the real life. This life is 

short. No matter how long I live, even a 

hundred, one day I will be done. One day 
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death is coming. It’s inevitable truth, bitter 

truth that people don’t want to admit, but 

this is what this life is. So, there must be a 

place because today in this world a lot of 

good people die unnoticed, unheard, 

unappreciated.  

A lot of bad people die with no justice, 

without getting caught, uncaught, 

untouched. There has to be a place, a 

courtroom where people will go and the 

judge will say, “See this man nobody knew?  

Here is a reward for this guy and he will live 

for eternal bliss there.  

Here is this guy. He killed, but he killed by 

accident. Or, he punched somebody in the 

face. He didn’t mean to punch them that bad, 

but he ended up taking his eye out. So, he 

goes to jail for a week. Nobody caught him. 

I’m going to give him ultimate justice.” So, he 

goes to jail for a week. That’s temporary hell.  

And here comes a guy who murdered like 

Hitler. Supposed, like the world told us. I was 

not there when Hitler was around. Bad guy! 

God says, “You, Hitler… not just you. You 

have that advisor with you. That, you and you 

four, you go to hell for eternity, and you go 

into the midst of the lowest of the low in 
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hell.” Right? Nobody caught them. So, there 

has to be that courtroom.  
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Foundational Beliefs of Christianity 

Of course, Christianity addresses all the same topics, 

and there are significant differences from Islam at each 

point. In the next chapter, we will begin to examine the 

various branches and denominations of Christianity. 

There are many to explore. But for now, let me explain 

the foundational beliefs that are generally shared by all 

Christians. Each one relates back to the question, 

“Whom should I trust?” 
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Verifiable Testimonies 

In courtroom proceedings, the testimony of one 

witness is not sufficient to verify a claim. We seek 

multiple witnesses and supporting evidence. Similarly, 

the Bible, Christianity’s Scripture, is not a direct 

revelation dictated word for word to a single individual. 

Its various books were written by more than 40 

different authors over a span of 1,500 years, and much 

of it records verifiable testimonies of public events. I 

highlight this focus because other witnesses could have 

disputed the accuracy of those accounts when they 

were written. There are also sections of poetry, 

prophecy, and teaching in the Bible, but these are all 

anchored in public events like the appearance of God’s 

glory on Mount Sinai before all the people of Israel. 

The testimonial character of the Bible is particularly 

evident in the New Testament Gospels, that record the 

life, teaching, miracles, death, and resurrection of 

Jesus. We have four separate accounts from Matthew, 

Mark, Luke, and John. They all tell some of the same 

stories, but when they do, they sometimes highlight 

different details. They also each contain unique stories. 
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Matthew and John were apostles of Jesus. Mark may 

have personally witnessed some events in the life of 

Jesus, particularly during the week before Jesus was 

crucified. But many think that Mark’s Gospel contains 

the recollections of the Apostle Peter. Luke, on the 

other hand, was not an eyewitness, so he begins by 

describing his approach to writing his Gospel in Luke 

1:1-4. He says, 

Inasmuch as many have undertaken to 

compile a narrative of the things that have 

been accomplished among us, just as those 

who from the beginning were eyewitnesses 

and ministers of the word have delivered 

them to us, it seemed good to me also, having 

followed all things closely for some time past, 

to write an orderly account for you, most 

excellent Theophilus, that you may have 

certainty concerning the things you have 

been taught. 

So, what gives these accounts divine authority? We 

believe that God worked through them as they wrote. 

Each book shows indications of the personality and 

logic of that human author, but the end product carried 

God’s authority. Peter described this process in 2 Peter 

1:21 by saying, “For no prophecy was ever produced by 
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the will of man, but men spoke from God as they were 

carried along by the Holy Spirit.” 

Much more could be said about the trustworthiness of 

the Bible, but these passages serve as a good starting 

point. The Bible is based upon verifiable testimonies.  

A Loving Father 

Next, Christianity understands God to be a loving 

Father. This does not in any way minimize his holiness 

or his transcendence. Instead, it expresses his deep 

concern and compassion for us. He is not distant, cold, 

or aloof. He is perfectly loving. So, though submission 

is certainly part of our relationship with him, those who 

believe in Jesus are spiritually born again so that they 

can relate to God as dependent, loving children (see 

John 1:12-13).  

Jesus proclaimed this understanding of God in his 

Sermon on the Mount. As our heavenly Father, we can 

be confident that God hears our prayers and watches 

over us. Matthew 6:7-9 tells us that Jesus said, 

And when you pray, do not heap up empty 

phrases as the Gentiles do, for they think that 
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they will be heard for their many words. Do 

not be like them, for your Father knows what 

you need before you ask him. Pray then like 

this: "Our Father in heaven, hallowed be 

your name.” 

For Jesus himself, the Fatherhood of God expressed 

something much deeper. He claimed to be the Son of 

God, but he did not mean that he was God’s offspring. 

In fact, John 5:18 says that the Jews were seeking to kill 

him because by calling God his Father, he was making 

himself equal with God. John then records several 

statements that Jesus made on the subject. John 5:22-

23 stands out. It tells us that Jesus said,  

For the Father judges no one, but has given 

all judgment to the Son, that all may honor 

the Son, just as they honor the Father. 

Whoever does not honor the Son does not 

honor the Father who sent him. 

This is why my second question, “Who is Jesus?” is so 

important. From a Christian perspective, it is not 

enough to merely be a spiritual person. It is not enough 

to acknowledge the existence of one Creator God or to 

obey him. According to this passage and others in the 
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New Testament, you cannot honor God, without also 

honoring Jesus as His Son. 

A Suffering Savior 

Third, we must also see that the Jesus of Christianity is 

a suffering savior. From a worldly perspective, he was 

born in obscurity and raised in poverty. He was a friend 

of tax collectors and sinners. His closest followers were 

not powerful princes, but lowly fishermen. Rather than 

demanding submission, Mark 10:45 tells us that he 

said, “For even the Son of Man came not to be served 

but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.” 

As he reflected on the life of Jesus, the Apostle Paul 

summed up his first coming in Philippians 2:6-8 by 

saying, 

…who, though he was in the form of God, did 

not count equality with God a thing to be 

grasped, but emptied himself, by taking the 

form of a servant, being born in the likeness 

of men. And being found in human form, he 

humbled himself by becoming obedient to 

the point of death, even death on a cross. 
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Why would God the Father allow God the Son to 

experience something so terrible? Our attempts at 

submission and obedience have failed. We are all 

sinners who deserve condemnation. So, the cross was 

the only way for God to show his loving mercy and 

saving grace, while still upholding his perfect holiness 

and absolute justice. In Galatians 3:13-14, Paul 

explains, 

Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law 

by becoming a curse for us--for it is written, 

"Cursed is everyone who is hanged on a 

tree"—so that in Christ Jesus the blessing of 

Abraham might come to the Gentiles, so that 

we might receive the promised Spirit through 

faith. 

Of course, this curse did not remain upon Jesus in any 

way. He satisfied God’s justice and rose from the dead 

in triumph. He ascended into heaven, and one day he 

will return to be exalted on earth. 

A Divine Gift 

So, Christianity teaches that salvation is a divine gift. 

We cannot earn our way into eternal life. We are sinful 

people. No matter how hard we try, we do things that 
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God forbids. We also fail to do the things he 

commands. We are not consistently worshipful, 

thankful, or loving. Each of these sins infinitely offends 

God’s holiness. So, in Romans 6:23, Paul wrote, “For 

the wages of sin is death, but the free gift of God is 

eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.” 

How does someone receive this gift? John 3:16 tells us 

that Jesus said, “For God so loved the world, that he 

gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him should 

not perish but have eternal life.” 

Conclusion 

So, as we map out the religious maze, we see a clear 

divide between Islam and Christianity. The Qur’an is a 

mysterious revelation to one man, but the Bible is 

grounded in verifiable testimonies from many different 

people. Islam calls us to submit to God as a 

transcendent master, but Christianity invites us to 

place our confidence in a loving heavenly Father. Islam 

honors Jesus as one of God’s prophets, but Christianity 

sees him as the Son of God who became human and 

suffered a humiliating death to save us. So, Islam 

teaches that salvation is a reward earned through 
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obedience, but Christianity proclaims that it is a divine 

gift received by faith in Christ. Whose teaching will you 

trust?  

Are you ready to begin trusting Jesus? For some 

people, Christianity sounds too easy. We will talk more 

about that concern in the coming chapters. If you 

would like to learn more about Christianity, the third 

chapter of John’s Gospel would be a good passage to 

read. 

If you are a Christian, what is your view of God? Do you 

relate to him as a slave to a master, or do you see him 

as your loving heavenly Father? He watches over us 

and cares for us. No matter how crazy the world may 

seem, we should pray and find complete confidence in 

him. As you seek to grow in your faith, I encourage you 

to share your journey with others. These are 

tumultuous times. Ask someone whom they trust and 

see where the conversation goes. 

May God lead us all into a deeper understanding of his 

love.  
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5 

WHAT SHOULD I BELIEVE? 

Talking with an Orthodox Christian 

I have always loved maps, and modern technology 

makes them even better. You don’t have to worry 

about folding them anymore. You can zoom out to 

view entire continents or zoom in to see how your 

backyard looks. That’s my goal for this book. Our first 

two key theological questions gave us a broad global 

survey of the religious landscape. We zoom in again 

now by asking our third key theological question, 

“What is salvation?” I want to introduce you to a 

Greek Orthodox priest as we talk about the 

accompanying practical concern, “What Should I 

Believe?”  
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SIX QUESTIONS TO MAP 

THE RELIGIOUS LANDSCAPE 

Does God Exist? 

Atheism & Buddhism: 

No 

Monotheism: 

Yes 

Hinduism: 

One reality, many gods 

 
Who is Jesus? 

Judaism: 

A False Prophet 

Christianity: 

The Son of God 

Islam: 

An Honored Prophet 

 
What is Salvation? 
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Every generation has their good old days. We look back 

with nostalgia on the movies, music, cars, and fashions 

from a certain period. For my parents it was the 1950s, 

when they were in their teens. So, when I was growing 

up, they wore out a cassette tape of old Elvis Presley 

hits. We watched every episode of “Happy Days” 

multiple times. Our neighbor across the street had an 

immaculate 56 Chevy that they would always comment 

on. When a replica 50s diner opened in town, they 

could not resist. I guess it’s human nature. 

As we begin to look at the various branches and 

denominations of Christianity, we will see that 

churches can have similar attachments. They look back 
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to a time of great blessing and make it the standard for 

belief, witness, and worship moving forward. So, it may 

seem like a shallow explanation, but one reason for the 

variety of Christian churches is that they look to 

different times in history as the good old days. 

Perhaps the clearest example of this sort of attachment 

is found in the Greek Orthodox Church. I recently 

visited St. Nicholas Greek Orthodox Church in Ann 

Arbor, Michigan. As I drove in, the building seemed 

relatively modern. But when I stepped into the church’s 

sanctuary, it felt as if I had been transported back in 

time a thousand years or more. The soaring ceiling was 

adorned with paintings of biblical scenes in the style of 

the Byzantine period. There were deep reds and blues 

with an overall golden hue radiating from the halos 

encircling the faces. 

The church is named after the bishop of Myra who lived 

around the beginning of the Fourth Century. He was 

present at the Council of Nicaea in 325 as church 

leaders responded to the teaching of Arius, who 

claimed that Christ was the first created being rather 

than the eternal Son of God. Nicholas supposedly 

punched Arius in the face. So, I thought it wise to watch 
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my words in a church that features this story on their 

website. Of course, other stories have been told of 

Nicholas giving gifts and helping those in need. The 

Dutch called him Sinterklaas which later morphed into 

Santa Claus. 

The priest at St. Nicholas is Father Nicholas Kotsis. So, 

as I sat down with Father Nick, I began by asking him 

about his personal background. 

I was born and raised in Southeast Michigan. 

My parents are Greek Orthodox, so I was 

raised in the Orthodox Church. They were 

both faithful members who participated in 

all the life of the church. So, we were there 

every Sunday. The priest got me involved 

pretty young in different things--helping him 

serve in the altar, doing some of the readings 

that we have in the church, eventually up in 

the choir, doing everything that was available 

to me to do. All the youth group activities, 

they were always priorities in our lives. So, 

the church was always something that from 

the time I can remember was always a very 

important part of our lives, initiated by my 

parents, and then, of course, by the priest 

and community where I grew up. It’s St. John 

Greek Orthodox Church in Sterling Heights. 
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I went to college here at the University of 

Michigan here in Ann Arbor. And ostensibly, 

I wanted to… I was thinking about becoming 

a doctor. My father was a physician. At some 

point in college, I felt the calling. I can’t 

completely explain it. I’ve always been close 

to the church, but I felt myself getting closer 

to it while I was at school. And I felt that I 

was being called to serve the church in a 

particular way.  

So, after I graduated I went to Holy Cross 

Greek Orthodox School of Theology in 

Boston, Massachusetts to get a Master of 

Divinity. It took me four years to do that. 

Well, the first year is called pre-theology 

because there’s a lot of Greek that we have to 

learn. There’s three different types of Greek 

that we actually have to learn. And so we start 

with a lot of that, and then there’s a three 

year Masters program of Divinity which is 

pretty common for most people that are 

pastors.  
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Definitive Orthodox Views 

So, what is the Orthodox Church? Over the centuries, 

Christianity has split into three main branches. In the 

Eleventh Century, an event known as the Great Schism 

occurred between east and west, Constantinople and 

Rome. The eastern church is what we now call 

Orthodox, the western church Roman Catholic. Five 

centuries later, the Protestant movement developed 

during the Reformation. We will talk about Roman 

Catholicism in the next chapter, and then begin to 

delve into the Protestant movement after that. 
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A report from the Pew Research Center says that as of 

2010 roughly four percent of the world’s population 

were Orthodox. They account for twelve percent of the 

world’s professing Christians. Seventy-seven percent 

of them live in Central and Eastern Europe. They are 

the majority religious group in Armenia, Bulgaria, 

Georgia, Greece, Romania, Russia, Serbia, and 

Ukraine. Fifteen percent are in Ethiopia, and two 

percent are scattered among the predominantly 

Muslim populations of North Africa and the Middle 

East. Less than one percent are found in North 

America. Many of those are immigrants or descendants 

of immigrants from the countries just mentioned. The 

Orthodox church is a very important part of 

maintaining their cultural identity. 

But what does it mean to be Orthodox? What do they 

believe? Father Nick’s story already tipped us off to 

some of their convictions. But as I continued my 

conversation with him, three views seemed to define 

Orthodoxy: interpretation, salvation, and worship. 

After we hear what he had to say on those issues, I will 

raise some practical questions from my Protestant 

perspective. 
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Rely upon Tradition 

The Orthodox approach to interpreting the Bible is to 

rely upon tradition. After Jesus rose from the dead and 

ascended into heaven, the church grew through the 

verbal testimony of the apostles. They recounted his 

teaching, proclaimed what they had witnessed, and 

connected it all back to the Old Testament. Within a 

few decades, different writings began to circulate. The 

earliest may have been the epistle of James or Paul’s 

letter to the Galatians. Other letters followed along 

with the Four Gospels, the book of Acts, and probably 

sometime around the end of the First Century, the book 

of Revelation. These New Testament writings, 

probably all written in Greek, were recognized as 

inspired by God and thus authoritative for Christians. 

But in the Orthodox view, the authority is not so much 

in the writings themselves, as in the process and people 

who handed them down. Father Nick explains, 

Crucial to our understanding of the faith is 

how things have been given to us through 

tradition, and we take that very seriously. 

And the things that are… There are some 

absolutes in that that we look to and 
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understand, and those things are 

unchangeable. Those things will not change. 

Along with that is the importance of the 

Scriptures. And for the Orthodox Church, 

because the Scriptures come out of the 

church technically speaking, tradition is 

crucial to us because that’s the milieu out of 

which the Scriptures came and the initial 

interpretations came.  

So, we hold fast to those teachings and 

doctrines that were… really the teachings of 

the apostles and then the doctrines that came 

up later as new ideas and thoughts came into 

the minds of people who were within the 

church and without the church and caused 

issues with the church. So, they needed to 

define certain things so that we could 

understand what was true and what was not 

true. That becomes doctrine. So, the 

doctrines weren’t always part of the church. 

They’re more defined later on as problems 

arose. But the traditions and the faith were 

something that were passed on from the 

apostles that we continue to this day.  

The high points of this process defining doctrine were 

the Seven Ecumenical Church Councils. As I 

mentioned, the first council came about in 325 after the 

Roman Emperor Constantine professed Christianity. 
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Christians were passionately divided over Arius’s 

rejection of the deity of Christ. That was why Nicholas 

punched him. But Constantine wanted to unify 

Christians for the sake of the empire. So, he gathered 

church leaders from throughout the empire, and the 

council produced what is called the Nicene Creed, 

which continues to be recited each Sunday in Orthodox 

worship services. The subsequent councils continued 

to wrestle with how best to describe the mysterious 

Triune nature of God as Father, Son, and Spirit. 

I think those were the good old days for the Orthodox 

Church. The church was strongly supported by the 

empire, and the bishops from various cities met as 

equals. They gave the bishop of Rome prominence, but 

since the west used Latin rather than Greek. The two 

halves began to drift apart. The final straw that 

triggered the schism was that the Bishop of Rome 

independently approved the addition of the phrase 

“and the Son” into the creed to say that the Spirit 

proceeded from the Father and the Son, rather than 

just the Father. So, the western churches followed 

Rome, but the eastern churches continued to maintain 

a loose affiliation, united more by tradition rather than 
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hierarchy. That basic structure continues today with 

the Orthodox church in each country having their own 

head bishop. The bishop of Constantinople is 

prominent and is referred to as the Ecumenical 

Patriarch, but he does not hold the same level of 

authority as the pope does in Roman Catholicism. 

So, when Orthodox Christians read the Bible, they rely 

upon teaching from early church fathers to guide them. 

Father Nick described their approach by saying, 

We do believe that there is… that there are 

appropriate interpretations of the Bible. We 

don’t leave it completely up to anybody’s own 

thoughts, that there is a consistent way in 

which things are interpreted that we want to 

stick to. That’s part of our tradition. These 

are things that we understand have always 

been taught. They just make sure it’s 

understood by everybody. This is the way we 

teach it. So, I can’t say that these things were 

completely St John Chrysostom’s or 

completely St. Basil the Great’s. Certainly, 

they are the ones who put it down eloquently. 

But these are things that the church has 

always understood and believed.  
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Become Like God 

Another viewpoint that defines the Orthodox Church is 

their understanding of salvation. They emphasize the 

idea of becoming like God. Theologians call it theosis. 

Salvation is presented as a life-long process like 

climbing a set of stairs closer and closer to God. I asked 

Father Nick how he would explain the gospel to 

someone who knew nothing of Christianity. He chose 

his words carefully. You can hear this concept in his 

response.  

The gospel are the words and way of life that 

God wants us to live as he gave it to his Son 

Jesus Christ who was the… who gave himself 

up once and for all to take away our sins and 

allow us to enter into perfection and into the 

heavenly kingdom and to give us a chance to 

become more like him because that’s our goal 

as Orthodox Christians, to become more like 

God. And it’s a never-ending process. Even in 

the heavenly kingdom we’ll continue it. The 

gospel reflects those teachings and lifestyle 

that God wants us to have that was given 

through his Son Jesus Christ. 

The clearest biblical statement of this idea is found in 2 

Peter 1:3-4, which says, 
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His divine power has granted to us all things 

that pertain to life and godliness, through the 

knowledge of him who called us to his own 

glory and excellence, by which he has 

granted to us his precious and very great 

promises, so that through them you may 

become partakers of the divine nature, 

having escaped from the corruption that is in 

the world because of sinful desire. 

The Orthodox Church considers this transformation to 

be a cooperative process between Christ and an 

individual. Father Nick explains the effort that is 

required.  

Christ has saved us. He is saving us, and he 

will save us. However, there is a part we need 

to play. I need to have a personal belief in 

Christ. I need to be baptized. I need to love 

God with all my heart, with all my soul, with 

all my mind, and love my neighbor as myself, 

of course. But it doesn’t end with Christ’s 

actions, meaning I have a responsibility to 

work towards that. And if I decide to turn 

away and to walk away, then I am walking 

away from the heavenly kingdom.  

From the Orthodox perspective, there is not 

just one moment in which we are saved. It is 

a process that needs to be ongoing. It needs 
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to be constantly renewed and improved 

upon. And what I mean by renewed is not 

through another baptism or anything like 

that. But it constantly needs to be 

reevaluated. We need to constantly repent. 

We need to constantly receive the 

sacraments of the church. We need to 

constantly go to confession, constantly… 

regularly participate in the sacramental life 

of the church to do the things that Christ 

wants us to do. Our actions and our words 

and our thoughts need to constantly be 

expressing that gospel that he preached. 

This cooperation between a person and Christ is 

possible because the Orthodox Church has a different 

view of human sinfulness than that taught by Catholics 

and Protestants. This disagreement also gives us some 

different insight into the Orthodox understanding of 

tradition. Here’s what Father Nick had to say about it. 

From the Roman Catholic perspective, one of 

their earliest… He’s not the earliest, but one 

of their major theologians that they will go to 

consistently is St. Augustine. He’s a saint in 

our church as well. But we do not go to all of 

his writings the same way we do to St. John 

Chrysostom. He wrote mostly in Latin, if not 

all in Latin. St John Chrysostom wrote in 
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Greek. It was understandable from the Greek 

perspective.  

St. Augustine… His views on original sin and 

the consequences those views have differ 

from the Orthodox Church, and that’s 

probably the second most important, if not 

the most important issue between the two 

churches. Because with the difference in this 

understanding of original sin from the 

Roman Catholic perspective… And if I’m not 

mistaken, most Protestants understand this 

too because they come from, they broke from 

the Roman Catholic Church is that--and you 

will correct me if I’m wrong, because 

particular Protestants may differ--is that we 

are born with the guilt of the sin of Adam and 

Eve. From the Orthodox perspective we are 

born not with that guilt. We can only be 

guilty of the sins we commit. Nonetheless, we 

are born into a world that is prone to sin. We 

will sin, and Christ is still necessary for us to 

have salvation, but we’re not guilty of 

anything to begin with.  

Experience the Mystery 

The Orthodox view of interpretation and salvation 

leads us then to their view of worship. It is an 

experience, an encounter with divine mysteries. Father 
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Nick spent several minutes explaining each part of an 

Orthodox Sunday service. But here is a very condensed 

version, stringing together several excerpts from his 

description. 

There are lots of different services, but the 

main important service… the most important 

service is the Divine Liturgy. It has two parts. 

The first part is the part of the service that 

has to do with our common prayers together. 

Then we have a number of hymns that are 

quite old. They go back some of them a 

thousand years, some of them fifteen 

hundred years or more. And then we come to 

the appropriate readings from the Epistles, 

mostly from St. Paul, of course, and the 

appropriate Gospel pericopes.  

Then we enter into the second part of the 

service, and there’s preaching, the preaching 

of the gospel. But it’s not the focal point of 

our service. The focal point then becomes… 

is not the preaching. The first part is the 

reading of the Scripture and then the second 

part is the preparation and consecration of 

the holy gifts to become the Holy Eucharist. 

And then the consecration takes place where 

we call upon the Holy Spirit to come down. 

The priest leads the people in prayer to call 

the Holy Spirit down. We consecrate the 
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gifts, the bread as the body of Christ and the 

wine as the blood of Christ. Then the 

elements are prepared and put into the 

chalice. Then people are called forward to 

receive, if they are prepared to receive.  

The consecration of the bread and wine takes place 

behind a partition at the front of the church. It is like 

the mysterious Holy of Holies in the Old Testament 

Temple. It communicates that worshipers are drawing 

near to God to commune with him, and the sanctuary 

artwork contributes to that impression. These 

depictions of Bible characters and saints from the early 

church are called icons. The Orthodox Church teaches 

that believers today maintain a vital connection with 

the saints of the past. Father Nick explained, 

Our churches are usually adorned. As you 

can see, we have about two-thirds of our 

church filled. Eventually, we’ll have both the 

north and south walls completely covered as 

well. And the Orthodox Christian almost 

always has icons in their home, oftentimes in 

particular corners where they pray, in their 

bedrooms. Sometimes they have them in 

their cars.  
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Sometimes they are depictions of parables. 

Sometimes they are depictions of events in 

the life of Christ. Sometimes they are saints, 

and people like certain saints sometimes 

more than others because they can associate 

themselves either through their names… 

We’re often and almost always named after 

saints within the church. Sometimes it’s 

because of the career that the saint may have 

had. Physicians often pray to saints named 

Cosmas and Damian who are physician 

saints. Certain saints are known to help 

people with particular afflictions, and so 

those who have those afflictions will pray to 

those saints. And these icons that they have 

are ways by which we can express ourselves 

and be put into that prayerful mood, that 

prayerful sentiment.  

Having said that, we do believe in the 

intercessions of the saints. We believe that 

only Jesus Christ saves. His death and 

resurrection is the only sacrifice. His death 

was the only sacrifice that was necessary for 

us, and we believe that only he saves. But we 

do believe that he will listen to his holy ones 

and will hear them out. Because of that we 

are able to pray to the saints for help and 

intercession. We can go and, of course, pray 

directly to Christ. But sometimes we feel the 

need to ask some others for some help too.  
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So, the Orthodox view of Bible interpretation is to rely 

upon tradition. Their view of salvation is that it is a 

process of becoming like God, and their view of 

worship is that it is a mystical experience uniting 

Christians with the Triune God and the saints.  
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Three Practical Questions 

In response, I think it is important to first acknowledge 

how many beliefs all Christians share in common 

compared to the diverse religious views we have 

explored thus far. We accept the same Scripture, and 

believe in the same Triune God, Father, Son, and Spirit. 

You might say that we are at least on the same spiritual 

continent. Theologically speaking, two out of every 

three people in the world stand somewhere else. So, we 

should be gracious and kind as we interact under the 

heading of Christianity, even though there are still 

significant disagreements between Orthodoxy, 
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Catholicism, and Protestantism on some very 

important issues.  

We also need to remember that someone who identifies 

with one of these branches may not understand the 

issues that I am highlighting. A lot of churches do not 

place an emphasis on teaching. Even when they do, 

people sometimes miss important details or 

qualifications. So, to critique or question a theological 

position is not to say that everyone under one label 

another is completely right or wrong. Someone’s 

personal beliefs may be better or worse than their label 

suggests. As I have said previously, you won’t really 

know what someone believes until you ask them some 

questions. So, I have three practical questions in 

response to what we have heard about the teaching of 

the Greek Orthodox Church. 

Is Tradition Infallible? 

First, is tradition infallible? The Orthodox Christian 

reliance upon tradition sounds very similar to what we 

heard from the Orthodox Jewish rabbi. There is no 

connection between the two groups. The word 

“orthodox” simply means that something appears to be 
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straight, right and true. But like the Pharisees of old, 

the rabbi spoke of an oral Torah that carried almost as 

much authority as the written Torah. Orthodox 

Christians treat church tradition with a similar 

reverence. 

Both groups claim that God sovereignly worked to 

preserve tradition. But there is a problem. Jesus did 

not accept the traditions of the Pharisees. He 

condemned their reliance upon it and directed them 

back to the written Scripture. Mark 7:9 tells us, “And 

he said to them, ‘You have a fine way of rejecting the 

commandment of God in order to establish your 

tradition!’” 

That is not to say that tradition is inherently bad. Paul 

spoke about tradition in a positive light in 2 

Thessalonians 2:15, when he said, “So then, brothers, 

stand firm and hold to the traditions that you were 

taught by us, either by our spoken word or by our 

letter.” 

We should be grateful for documents like the Nicene 

Creed that show us how believers in the past worked 

through difficult theological issues. Those of us who are 
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Christians, should learn from church history and value 

teaching from past believers. However, I think we 

should also acknowledge that fallible human beings 

can go astray. As we heard from Father Nick, the 

Orthodox Church believes Augustine was mistaken in 

his teaching on original sin all the way back in the early 

part of the 5th Century. It would seem possible, then 

that other leaders in the early church could make 

mistakes, even apostles. In Galatians 2, for example, 

Paul says that he confronted Peter over the way he was 

relating to Gentiles in the church. 

So, how can we know what is true? The Protestant 

Reformation emphasized the principle of sola 

Scriptura, Scripture alone. We should check all 

teaching against the Bible because it is inspired by God. 

We should follow the example of the Jews in the 

synagogue of Berea when Paul preached to them. Acts 

17:11 tells us, “Now these Jews were more noble than 

those in Thessalonica; they received the word with all 

eagerness, examining the Scriptures daily to see if 

these things were so.” 
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Whom Are You Trusting? 

My next question is, “Whom are you trusting?” If I see 

salvation as a process, then there is a very strong 

temptation to trust my own effort to accomplish it. We 

must remember the New Testament idea of salvation 

as a gift. I spoke of it previously from Romans 6. We 

can also look to Ephesians 2:8-10, where Paul wrote, 

For by grace you have been saved through 

faith. And this is not your own doing; it is the 

gift of God, not a result of works, so that no 

one may boast. For we are his workmanship, 

created in Christ Jesus for good works, which 

God prepared beforehand, that we should 

walk in them. 

So, there is a process. We should grow in doing good 

works. We should become more like God. But that is 

not a stairway that I climb in order to receive salvation. 

That spiritual growth process is a result of and a 

response to salvation. So, again the Protestant 

Reformers followed this passage and others in 

stressing that salvation is by grace alone through faith 

alone in Christ alone.  
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Do Icons Become Idols? 

Finally, I must ask, “Do icons become idols?” The 

Orthodox Church insists that they do not. They point 

out that the Son of God took on visible form at the 

incarnation. They claim that icons were a great 

teaching tool for illiterate people, like something we 

would use in a children’s Sunday school lesson. In fact, 

the Seventh Ecumenical Church Council in 787 

supported the veneration of images.  

To some degree, I can appreciate the sense of awe and 

wonder that people feel in a sanctuary adorned with 

amazing art like that. But I cannot help but wonder 

whether people cross the line in their hearts. When 

someone routinely kisses an image of a saint, bows 

before it, and prays to that saint, does that saint begin 

to take the place of Christ in their heart and mind?  

In 1 Timothy 2:5-6, Paul says,  

For there is one God, and there is one 

mediator between God and men, the man 

Christ Jesus, who gave himself as a ransom 

for all, which is the testimony given at the 

proper time. 
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Hebrews 4:14-16 tells us, 

Since then we have a great high priest who 

has passed through the heavens, Jesus, the 

Son of God, let us hold fast our confession. 

For we do not have a high priest who is 

unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, 

but one who in every respect has been 

tempted as we are, yet without sin. Let us 

then with confidence draw near to the throne 

of grace, that we may receive mercy and find 

grace to help in time of need. 

We should bring all our needs to the Father through 

Christ alone. 

Conclusion 

Of course, these practical questions apply to every 

Christian, not just those in the Orthodox church. Are 

we comparing everything with biblical teaching? Are 

we trusting in our own efforts for salvation? Or, are we 

trusting Christ for salvation and for everything we need 

in this life and beyond? 

Perhaps you have envisioned yourself on some sort of 

spiritual stairway trying to work your way up to eternal 

life. If so, I encourage you to place your trust in the 
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grace of God and the saving work of Jesus who died for 

our sins, not in your personal effort. If you want to 

learn more about the idea of salvation as a completed 

work received by faith, the fifth chapter of Paul’s letter 

to the Romans would be a great place to read.  

If you are trusting in Christ, do you need to regain a 

sense of awe and reverence for who he is? The best 

place to find it is in the Scripture. Finally, if you are 

learning and growing, don’t keep it to yourself. Start a 

conversation. Ask someone what they believe about 

God, Jesus, and salvation. 

May you grow in the grace and knowledge of our Lord 

and Savior Jesus Christ! 
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6 

IN WHAT CAN I HOPE? 

Talking with a Roman Catholic 

Five centuries ago, a relatively unknown German 

monk posted a list of arguments for discussion at a 

backwater university. He was finding his way in the 

religious maze, asking, “What is salvation?” The 

practical concern that drove him was, “In what can I 

hope?” But his attempt to reform Roman Catholicism 

ultimately led to the explosion of the Protestant 

movement. His name was Martin Luther. We will learn 

about the denomination that bears his name in 

chapter 7, but for now I will share part of his story 

along with excerpts from my conversation with a 

Roman Catholic priest about these ultimate questions.  
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SIX QUESTIONS TO MAP 

THE RELIGIOUS LANDSCAPE 

Does God Exist? 

Atheism & Buddhism: 

No 

Monotheism: 

Yes 

Hinduism: 

One reality, many gods 

 
Who is Jesus? 

Judaism: 

A False Prophet 

Christianity: 

The Son of God 

Islam: 

An Honored Prophet 

 
What is Salvation? 

Orthodox: 

Becoming Like God 

Protestant: 

Receiving God’s Gift 

Catholic: 

? 
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I was born and raised in Southern California, but I have 

spent almost half of my life in West Michigan. It would 

be an understatement to say that the weather is 

different. It only snowed a handful of times when I was 

growing up, a light dusting that melted before noon. 

But in Michigan snow can pile up and last for months.  

Of course, California has its own severe weather 

including times of drought with intense heat and 

relentless spring rains that cause flooding and 

mudslides. But the storms in California do not compare 

to the intense thunderstorms that roll across the 

Midwest. 
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The story of Martin Luther begins with weather like 

that. He was studying to be a lawyer, but in July 1505 

at the age of twenty-two, he found himself caught out 

in an open field during a terrible thunderstorm. He was 

shaken to the core of his being. He feared not only 

death, but divine judgment. So, he cried out for help to 

St. Anne, the mother of the Virgin Mary. He promised 

that if he survived, he would change his life. He would 

strive to please God.  

So, Luther became a monk and engaged in all the 

monastic devotional practices. He prayed and fasted. 

He sang and recited Scripture. He also confessed his 

sins to his superior. In fact, he claimed that he would 

sometimes spend as much as six hours confessing. 

Even though he was ordained as a Roman Catholic 

priest, nothing would relieve him of his sense of guilt. 

He was looking for peace and hope. Was he 

psychologically imbalanced, or was his fear a 

reasonable response to the core beliefs of Roman 

Catholicism? 

To learn more about the Catholic faith, I met with 

Father Jose Haro, the pastor of St. Mary’s Catholic 

Church, located on the eastside of Kalamazoo. I asked 
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him about his personal story in becoming a priest.  

Unsurprisingly, it was not as dramatic as Luther’s. 

I have been ordained a priest for four years 

now. I was ordained in May of 2016. I grew 

up in Kalamazoo, so I’m a local boy, and I 

went to seminary at Sacred Heart Major 

Seminary in Detroit. That’s where I did all of 

my seminary training, so I was there for eight 

years.  

I’ve been here again since May of this year. 

It’s been an interesting transition with the 

coronavirus and just everything shut down. 

So, not what I imagined my first pastorate to 

begin like, but the people here have been 

great. They’ve been very welcoming, and I 

felt right at home. So, I really thank God for 

that.  

I’m an only child. My parents are both still 

living and they’re here in the Kalamazoo 

area. Most of my mom’s family is here. So, 

my grandmother, her mother, is here—my 

aunts, my uncles, many of my cousins, those 

who have not yet moved away for work. But 

most of my mom’s family is in the area. So, 

this is where I call home. I was born in 

Mexico. We came here when I was seven 

years old in 1996, but we have lived here ever 

since. 
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Core Catholic Beliefs 

As I mentioned previously, Roman Catholicism is one 

of the three main branches of Christianity, alongside 

the Orthodox Church and the Protestant Movement. A 

2011 report from the Pew Research Center estimated 

that 16 percent of the world’s population are Catholic, 

1.1 billion people. They account for roughly 50 percent 

of the world’s professing Christians, and they are a 

diverse group spread around the world. The ten 

countries with the largest Catholic populations are 

Brazil, Mexico, the Philippines, the United States, Italy, 

Columbia, France, Poland, Spain, and the Democratic 
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Republic of the Congo. In the United States, 1 out of 

every 4 people is Catholic. 

All three branches of Christianity are set apart from the 

world’s other religions by how we answer the first two 

of my six key theological questions. When asked, “Does 

God exist?”, we say that there is one all-powerful 

Creator. When asked, “Who is Jesus?”, we say that he 

is the Son of God, the second person of the Trinity, our 

Savior. All Christians give similar answers to my third 

question, “What is salvation?” We claim that he died 

for our sins and rose again. But our explanations of 

what that salvation accomplishes and how people 

receive it are significantly different.  

To understand the definitive beliefs of the Orthodox 

Church, we considered their views of interpretation, 

salvation, and worship. They rely upon tradition, 

looking to the church councils and the early church 

fathers to help them understand the Bible. They 

describe salvation as a life-long process of becoming 

like God. They approach worship as a mystical 

experience that includes the veneration of icons. From 

my conversation with Father Jose, it became clear that 

Roman Catholicism accepts these views but includes 
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something more at each point. So, let me walk through 

the Catholic views of interpretation, salvation, and 

worship. Then I will raise three more practical 

questions in response. 

Interpretation: Rely upon the Church  

The Catholic approach to interpreting the Bible is to 

rely upon the Church. Catholics place a strong 

emphasis on past tradition as Orthodox Christians do. 

But they go a step further to clarify what tradition is 

reliable. They rely upon the present authority of the 

church. Father Jose explained, 

We believe that Scripture and tradition, for 

us as Catholics, is held the same at the same 

level. You know, we believe that not 

everything that was taught by the apostles, or 

that was even taught by Christ to the apostles 

was in the Scriptures. And we hear that, I 

think, you know, at the last, at the end of St. 

John’s Gospel. He says that these things have 

been written for your edification, but not 

everything that has happened was written 

down. So, obviously, there are many other 

things that happened that were either taught 

by Christ to the apostles or by the apostles to 

the first disciples that are not contained in 
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the Sacred Scriptures. So, we believe that 

that which was handed down by oral 

tradition is of the same value as that which 

was handed down by written tradition. 

Now the question always arises, “Well, can’t 

oral tradition be distorted?” And yes, it can. 

But we trust as Catholics that the Holy Spirit 

guides the Church to all truth because that is 

what Christ promised the apostles. So, we 

believe that that which was handed down by 

oral tradition to our time has been protected, 

safeguarded by the Holy Spirit who makes 

sure that it would keep it from being tainted 

from any error doctrinally speaking or 

morally speaking.  

His response may not sound significantly different 

from the Orthodox view. But the difference becomes 

clear when we consider the Great Schism between east 

and west that happened in the Eleventh Century. The 

bishop of Rome approved the addition of the phrase 

“and the Son” to the creed to say that the Spirit 

proceeded from the Father and the Son, rather than 

just the Father. The division occurred not merely 

because of the phrase, but because Rome acted 

independently apart from any council.  
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Of course, Catholics refer to the bishop of Rome as the 

pope. They grant him a level of authority that the 

Orthodox Church does not accept. Father Jose 

described his prominence by saying, 

I think the biggest rift that we have now has 

to do with authority and that is the Holy 

Father, you know. For us, in the west, you 

know that we believe that the pope, the 

bishop of Rome has supremacy over the 

entire church. The east would hold, at least 

historically, that he was first among equals. 

So, yeah, there was a place of honor for him, 

but that he wasn’t necessarily the supreme 

shepherd of the entire church, that he wasn’t 

infallible. Infallible means that he can teach 

without error in matters of faith and morals.  

Historically, the pope’s authority extended far beyond 

matters of church doctrine. The popes of the Middle 

Ages were involved in crowning and sometimes 

selecting the emperor of the Holy Roman Empire. I 

think those were the good old days for Roman 

Catholicism. The popes became the most powerful 

people in Europe. If a pope disapproved of the actions 

of a particular king, he would issue an interdict 

banning everyone in that kingdom from receiving the 
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sacraments. We will see in a moment why such a ban 

was significant, but for now we need to recognize that 

in many ways the Church took the form of a 

governmental system. 

We still see vestiges of that power in the prominence of 

the pope today. Though Vatican City only takes up 121 

acres in Rome, Italy, it is considered to be an 

independent city-state. The pope does not select kings, 

but he still has tremendous influence. Eighty-seven 

countries currently have embassies to the papacy. So, 

for all matters of belief and practice, Catholics rely 

upon the Church and specifically the leadership of the 

pope.  

Salvation: Acquire Eternal Life 

The Catholic view of salvation is that we must acquire 

eternal life. In a sense it is like saving up for the future. 

They say that Christ purchased salvation through his 

death, but that people do not receive it all at once. So, 

when I asked Father Jose to sum up the message of the 

gospel, he began with a description similar to the 

Orthodox idea of becoming like God. But as he 
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continued, a different emphasis became apparent. He 

told me, 

For us as Catholics, the way that we would 

answer that question is first of all by 

following the command of the Lord of Saint 

Peter when he was in the upper room after 

Pentecost. And they asked him, “What are we 

to do to be saved?” Be baptized in the name 

of the Lord Jesus. So, for us eternal life 

begins with, of course, faith that leads to 

baptism.  

Then through the other sacraments we 

receive grace. So, this grace brings about 

sanctification. That is the deification, or the 

theosis as it is called in the east, 

sanctification in the west. It is this becoming 

like God, so the Scriptures talk about… it’s 

not like… you know, grace helps us get rid of 

the old self, so that we can put on Christ. 

Then this new man that we’ve put on, brings 

us into this possibility of achieving eternal 

life, achieving salvation. So, again the 

acceptance of Christ and the willingness to 

follow the way that he has traced for us in the 

Gospels--that’s what gives us eternal life.  

So, to be clear, Catholicism does not say that a person 

can achieve eternal life by their own power. Every 
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person is a sinner who needs God’s grace. But they say 

that grace gives us the energy to do things that are good 

enough to earn or merit more grace. It’s a cooperative 

process. We find this idea expressed in the Roman 

Catholic Catechism. It states, 

Since the initiative belongs to God in the 

order of grace, no one can merit the initial 

grace of forgiveness and justification, at the 

beginning of conversion. Moved by the Holy 

Spirit and by charity, we can then merit for 

ourselves and for others the graces needed 

for our sanctification, for the increase of 

grace and charity, and for the attainment of 

eternal life (par. 2010). 

So, from the Catholic perspective the work of Christ 

alone does not save us. It starts us off. But according to 

Catholicism, your spiritual growth contributes to your 

ultimate salvation. Father Haro expressed this concept 

by saying, 

So, justification happened at the sacrifice of 

Christ on the cross. So we were justified, or 

at least, justification was won for us. Now we 

have to accept that sacrifice so that we can be 

justified. But accepting the sacrifice doesn’t 

guarantee us salvation right from the get-go. 

When we have accepted Christ that’s the 
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beginning of our journey of faith. Then that 

would require again that through the help of 

the sacraments we begin this process of 

sanctification which brings about fruits, 

good works, virtue. So, justification is the 

work that was brought about by Christ 

through his passion. But sanctification is a 

continual process after we have accepted the 

redeeming work of Christ and we have been 

justified. 

But what happens if I fall short in this sanctification 

process? What happens when I succumb to some sin? 

Roman Catholicism says that I would need to make 

reparation for those actions. Father Jose explained, 

So, even sins that we have committed that we 

have confessed through the sacrament of 

confession, they have been forgiven. So, God 

has forgiven that sin. But we still believe that 

there are repercussions for that sin, that 

there is a punishment needed for that sin. So, 

we either make that up now or we will make 

that up in purgatory.  

So, the punishment is no longer hell, but we 

still have to make reparation for it. Just like 

for us, if we were to commit any crime, we 

still have to make reparation, right? If we 

break something, the good thing would be to 
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ask for forgiveness, and hopefully receive 

forgiveness. But also, to make reparation for 

that which we have broken.  

So, the same thing we believe when we sin 

against God that God forgives us as a loving 

father when we truly come to him and 

repent. But we still have to make up for that. 

Not that Christ’s sacrifice cannot do that, but 

it’s part of healing the wound that humanly 

has happened between God and us, but also 

between God and our fellow man. So, we can 

either make that up now, as I said, through 

prayers, give alms that then will remit this 

punishment due to our sins and we won’t 

have to make that up in purgatory.  

How do prayers and giving alms make up for sin? 

Roman Catholicism teaches that the Church possesses 

a treasury of merit. The prayers and good works of 

Christ, Mary, and the saints can be applied to others in 

the Church to lessen their time in purgatory. People 

can obtain an indulgence for themselves, or even for 

those who have already died. Father Haro gave this 

example. 

So, I can make indulgences for myself, or I 

can apply them to a soul in purgatory. So, 

let’s say I’m praying a rosary or three 
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rosaries. I can’t remember exactly what the 

indulgences are for that, but I can apply 

them, let’s say, to my great grandmother 

because I don’t know where she’s at. I pray 

that she’s in heaven, but she might be in 

purgatory. I definitely pray that she’s not in 

hell. But I would offer those rosaries and 

apply them to her soul in case she were to 

need them to be released from purgatory and 

enter the Beatific vision.  

The Rosary is a list of various short prayers said in a 

particular sequence. Catholics use a string of beads to 

help them keep track. Praying the rosary merits an 

indulgence that shortens someone’s time in purgatory. 

But that leads us next to the Catholic view of worship. 

Worship: Obtain Saving Grace 

Catholicism views worship as a way of obtaining saving 

grace. It is not primarily an experience as in the 

Orthodox Church or a time of learning. It is a point of 

exchange. A transaction takes place. We have already 

heard Father Jose mention the word “sacraments.” He 

explained why they are so important, by saying, 

So, we believe that our faith, first of all, is a 

communal faith. It’s not the same for us to 
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just pray at home as it is when we come and 

gather as one people for Holy Mass. For us 

the sacraments are the ordinary means of 

grace. So, when we receive the sacraments 

we receive the life of God in us, beginning 

with baptism, then confirmation, then the 

Holy Eucharist. When we are ill, we receive 

the sacrament of the anointing of the sick 

that strengthens us and at times, if it’s God’s 

will, to heal us. Holy matrimony. Holy 

orders. So, through the sacraments that 

Christ left His church is the ordinary means 

through which we receive that life of God that 

begins that transformation.  

And the Holy Sacrifice of the Mass, I would 

say for us as Catholics, is the pinnacle of our 

belief. That is the summit of what the Second 

Vatican Council calls the Holy Eucharist the 

summit and source of Christian worship. So, 

for us attending at Sunday Mass and holy 

days of obligation is essential and needed for 

salvation. 

Catholics often use a crucifix in worship, a display of 

Christ on the cross. This portrayal is anchored in 

Catholic theology because the Mass is considered to be 

an ongoing sacrifice of Christ. The Church teaches that 
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the bread and wine become the actual body and blood 

of Christ. The Catechism states, 

The sacrifice of Christ and the sacrifice of the 

Eucharist are one single sacrifice: "The 

victim is one and the same: the same now 

offers through the ministry of priests, who 

then offered himself on the cross; only the 

manner of offering is different." "And since 

in this divine sacrifice which is celebrated in 

the Mass, the same Christ who offered 

himself once in a bloody manner on the altar 

of the cross is contained and is offered in an 

unbloody manner... this sacrifice is truly 

propitiatory” (par. 1367). 

So, when the popes of times past placed an entire 

kingdom under an interdict, it meant that the people of 

that land were cut off from saving grace. They could not 

receive the sacraments. The ongoing propitiation of the 

Mass was denied to them. Nothing less than their 

salvation was at stake. You can imagine the kind of 

pressure that would place on a ruler. 

So, Catholicism relies upon the Church to interpret the 

Bible. It presents salvation as a process of acquiring 

eternal life, looking to the sacramental worship of the 

Church as the only way to obtain saving grace.  But this 
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process leaves most people facing a time of suffering in 

purgatory. Do you see why Martin Luther had such 

difficulty finding hope in this system?  
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Three More Practical Questions 

As I responded to the views of Greek Orthodoxy last 

time, I asked three questions from a Protestant 

perspective. First, is tradition infallible for interpreting 

the Bible? Next, in regard to salvation, whom are you 

trusting? Viewing salvation as a process can redirect 

your focus from Christ to your own efforts. Finally, I 

asked whether icons of saints become idols? These 

same questions could certainly be raised to those who 

accept Catholic beliefs, but I would like to share three 

more questions relating to the issues that I have 

highlighted today. 
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Interpretation:  

What About the Priesthood of All Believers? 

The Roman Catholic approach to truth seems to me 

like a pyramid with one light shining out from Rome 

that is then reflected by the bishops and priests farther 

down the hierarchy. But is that what Jesus intended for 

his followers? Or, does he grant every believer a direct 

link to God and his truth? Does his light shine in each 

of us? What about the priesthood of all believers? 

Previously, we considered how Jesus confronted the 

Pharisees over their reliance upon tradition, but he also 

exposed their pursuit of power and prominence. 

Matthew 23:8-10 tells us that he told his disciples, 

But you are not to be called rabbi, for you 

have one teacher, and you are all brothers. 

And call no man your father on earth, for you 

have one Father, who is in heaven. Neither be 

called instructors, for you have one 

instructor, the Christ. 

How can you refer to church leaders as “father” after 

reading these verses? Of course, the Catholic Church 

looks to Matthew 16:18-19 as support for the authority 

of the pope and the church’s leaders. Jesus asked the 
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disciples, “Who do you say that I am?” Peter replied, 

“You are the Christ, the Son of the living God.” Jesus 

said that Peter was blessed because God revealed this 

to him. Then Jesus said, 

And I tell you, you are Peter, and on this rock 

I will build my church, and the gates of hell 

shall not prevail against it. I will give you the 

keys of the kingdom of heaven, and whatever 

you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven, 

and whatever you loose on earth shall be 

loosed in heaven. 

He used a play on words. In Greek, the name Peter, 

petros, means stone. So, the Catholic Church says that 

Peter is the rock and that this power of binding and 

loosing is passed on to his successors as the head of the 

church. But the word “rock” is petra. Jesus may have 

been making a distinction. Perhaps the rock was not 

Peter, but the truths that he confessed. From that 

perspective, those truths are the keys to the heavenly 

kingdom, and by sharing them, every true believer in 

the church has the power to open the way for others.  If 

someone rejects those truths, then every believer also 

has the right to say that the person will not enter 

eternal life. 
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Believers possess this power to understand and 

proclaim truth because of the work of the Holy Spirit in 

them. The Apostle John described the Spirit’s work in 

1 John 2:27, by saying, 

But the anointing that you received from him 

abides in you, and you have no need that 

anyone should teach you. But as his 

anointing teaches you about everything, and 

is true, and is no lie--just as it has taught you, 

abide in him. 

So, church leaders do not have exclusive access to the 

Spirit, but for many centuries they did have exclusive 

access to the Scripture. The Scriptures were copied by 

hand, making them both expensive and relatively rare. 

Those that did exist were mostly in Latin. So, the 

average person did not have access to the Bible. But 

that all began to change in the decades before Martin 

Luther came along. The Renaissance inspired people to 

study ancient languages like Greek and Hebrew. Then 

the Bible and other writings became more widely 

available and more affordable through the 

development of the printing press. So, the ideas that 

Luther found through his study of Scripture in the 
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original languages quickly spread. In time, he even 

produced a German translation of the Bible. 

So, as people read the New Testament for themselves, 

they began to discover that church leaders are never 

called priests. There were priests under the Old 

Testament sacrificial system who had special access to 

God. But through Christ and the Spirit, the way was 

opened for every believer to have this access. So, in 1 

Peter 2:9, Peter addressed all believers and said,  

But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, 

a holy nation, a people for his own 

possession, that you may proclaim the 

excellencies of him who called you out of 

darkness into his marvelous light. 

So, the Protestant movement asserts the priesthood of 

all believers. 

Salvation: 

What Did Christ Accomplish? 

My next question in response to Catholicism is, “What 

did Christ accomplish?” I mentioned that Catholic 

Churches often portray Christ suffering on the cross, 

but when Protestant churches display a cross, it is 
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typically empty. The rationale for doing so is that we 

believe that his saving work is complete. 

We find this emphasis in passages like 1 Peter 3:18. 

There Peter says, 

For Christ also suffered once for sins, the 

righteous for the unrighteous, that he might 

bring us to God, being put to death in the 

flesh but made alive in the spirit. 

The completeness of his work is also made clear in the 

New Testament letter to the Hebrews. The author 

presents Christ as superior to the Old Testament 

priests and their endless sacrifices for sin. In verses 25-

26 of chapter 9, he says, 

Nor was it to offer himself repeatedly, as the 

high priest enters the holy places every year 

with blood not his own, for then he would 

have had to suffer repeatedly since the 

foundation of the world. But as it is, he has 

appeared once for all at the end of the ages to 

put away sin by the sacrifice of himself. 

So, when you read the New Testament, you find no 

mention of any sort of purgatory after death. It is not 

necessary because Christ’s sacrifice was sufficient. It 

accomplished everything I need to enter eternal life.  
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There is no further punishment. In 1 Corinthians 6:9-

10, Paul listed life-dominating sins that would exclude 

a person from eternal life in the kingdom of God. But 

in verse 11, he gave the Corinthians believers this 

assurance, 

And such were some of you. But you were 

washed, you were sanctified, you were 

justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ 

and by the Spirit of our God. 

Worship: 

What is Good About the Good News? 

My final question links the topics of salvation and 

worship. We need to ask, “What is good about the good 

news?” In Greek, the word gospel is euangelion which 

means good news. What is this good news? In the 

previous chapters, I have highlighted passages from 

Romans 6 and Ephesians 2 that refer to salvation as a 

gift. But as I asked both the Orthodox priest and the 

Catholic priest to explain the gospel, they both gave 

answers that stressed how a person should live and, in 

the case of Catholicism, the system of rituals in which 

a person must participate to be saved. Their 

explanations suggest that you can only receive the gift 
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if you do all the right things. But can it really be 

considered a gift under that condition? 

Let me highlight another key passage about salvation 

from Romans 4. In verses 4 and 5, Paul writes, 

Now to the one who works, his wages are not 

counted as a gift but as his due. And to the 

one who does not work but believes in him 

who justifies the ungodly, his faith is counted 

as righteousness. 

I think these verses show us the essential goodness of 

the good news. Paul uses banking terminology. If I 

could do truly good works, then, in theory, I could build 

up my spiritual account and earn eternal life. But my 

best efforts are tainted with sin, so I have accumulated 

an unimaginably large debt. By dying on the cross, 

Jesus not only paid my debt, he also made the full 

wealth of his righteousness available to me as a gift. It 

is not broken into little pieces to be picked up bit by bit 

over a lifetime or after death. It is received in full by 

faith, so that I can have the certain hope of heaven. 

Martin Luther came to understand this idea through 

his study of Romans. He described that moment by 

saying, “All at once I felt that I had been born again and 



FINDING YOUR WAY IN THE RELIGIOUS MAZE 

 

162 

entered into paradise itself through open gates. 

Immediately I saw the whole of Scripture in a different 

light.” He found hope and peace. 

But by our human way of thinking, a gift like that 

sounds too easy. We think, “Good news, yes, but it can’t 

be that good.” On one hand, we are afraid that people 

will take advantage of it. We want conditions. We want 

a system to police people. On the other hand, we don’t 

want to feel like beggars. We want to be able to say that 

I did something to contribute. But the only way for 

salvation to truly be a gift is if it is received by faith 

alone. 

So, what is worship, if it does not contribute to my 

salvation? Worship is a response to God in gratitude for 

the gift of salvation. So, it is not primarily a gathering 

or an event. It is a matter of personal devotion of your 

whole life. Paul defines it in Romans 12:1 by saying, 

I appeal to you therefore, brothers, by the 

mercies of God, to present your bodies as a 

living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, 

which is your spiritual worship. 

Why do we gather then? It is a celebration of salvation. 

It is a time to remind ourselves of our hope and to 
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encourage one another to faithfully live a worshipful 

life. Hebrews 10:24-25 tells us, 

And let us consider how to stir up one 

another to love and good works, not 

neglecting to meet together, as is the habit of 

some, but encouraging one another, and all 

the more as you see the Day drawing near.  
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Conclusion 

So, as much as we share in common in our view of God 

and our view of Jesus, the Orthodox Church, Catholic 

Church, and Protestant movement diverge over these 

issues. As we interpret the Bible, should we rely upon 

tradition, the hierarchy of the Catholic Church, or 

Scripture alone with the help of the Holy Spirit? Is 

salvation a process of becoming like God, a system for 

acquiring eternal life, or a gift received by faith alone? 

Finally, is worship an encounter with divine mysteries, 

a means of obtaining saving grace, or a whole-life 

response to a complete salvation? 

Which path are you on? Whatever label you claim, are 

you trusting in Christ alone? As I have explained, I 

think the New Testament teaches that salvation is a gift 

of God’s saving grace received by faith in the saving 

work of Christ. We do not have to live in fear. We can 

find confident hope in salvation. To learn more, you 

could read the fifth chapter of the New Testament letter 

by the Apostle John that we call First John. There he 

indicates that you can know that you have eternal life. 
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If you have received salvation, then are you filled with 

gratitude and hope? Do you need to renew your focus 

on whole-life worship? Perhaps, you need to lovingly 

reach out to someone as a priestly ambassador of 

Christ to share these truths. 

May God enlighten the eyes of our hearts see the hope 

to which he has called us. 
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7 

DO I NEED TO START OVER? 

Talking with a Lutheran 

Thus far I have shared three questions for finding your 

way through the religious maze. My answers have 

guided us through the various world religions to 

Christianity. The third question has shown us some 

fundamental differences between Greek Orthodoxy, 

Roman Catholicism, and Protestantism. Can there 

really be much more to say? There are hundreds, if not 

thousands of Protestant denominations, but I think 

three more questions will help you grasp the lay of the 

land. So, as we sort through Protestantism, my fourth 

question is, “What is the Church?” We will hear from a 

Lutheran pastor, and consider the accompanying 

practical concern, “Do I need to start over?”  
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SIX QUESTIONS TO MAP 

THE RELIGIOUS LANDSCAPE 

Does God Exist? 

Atheism & Buddhism: 

No 

Monotheism: 

Yes 

Hinduism: 

One reality, many gods 

 
Who is Jesus? 

Judaism: 

A False Prophet 

Christianity: 

The Son of God 

Islam: 

An Honored Prophet 

 
What is Salvation? 

Orthodox: 

Becoming Like God 

Protestant: 

Receiving God’s Gift 

Catholic: 

Acquiring Salvation 

 
What is the Church? 
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Have you ever tried to break an old habit or perhaps 

change your diet? It’s never easy. I love pizza, but it has 

never loved me back. Several years ago, I realized that 

I never felt good after eating it. I will spare you the 

gruesome details. It was not pretty, but I did not want 

to give it up. My wife stopped eating pizza. Two of my 

kids stopped eating pizza, but I was still holding out. I 

tried limiting myself to just two slices. I tried balancing 

it off with salad. But nothing really helped. I needed to 

make a complete break from all pizza, and I finally did 

it. No turning back! Obviously, there are much harder 

things to change than eating pizza. Personal habits 

become deeply ingrained in us as individuals, and I 
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think churches face a similar struggle in dealing with 

change.  

In the last chapter I explained that a Catholic monk 

named Martin Luther challenged Roman Catholic 

traditions and beliefs with the 95 Theses he wrote in 

1517. Today some Catholics will tell you that Luther 

made some valid points about abuses in the Church, 

but that was not how the church responded at the time. 

They were not ready to change. They labeled him a 

heretic. In less than four years, the debate escalated to 

such a point that Pope Leo X excommunicated Luther. 

So, Luther and his followers were then faced with a 

choice. What should the faith and life of the church be 

like apart from Rome? Should they scrap all the 

traditions and start over with a church based on 

Scripture alone? Or, was that asking too much? Change 

is hard. 

To find out how they handled this decision, I met with 

Paul Naumann, the Senior Pastor of St. Michael 

Lutheran Church in Portage, Michigan. When I asked 

him about his personal story, he told me, 

My great-grandfather and my grandfather 

were both LCMS pastors in the Lutheran 



Talking with a Lutheran 

 

171 

Church—Missouri Synod. My dad was not. 

He was a real estate salesman and a fighter 

pilot. But when I was maybe two or three 

years old, they moved down to Miami, 

Florida from Springfield, Illinois. So, that’s 

where I grew up down in Miami and was 

baptized as a baby. I think my grandfather 

baptized me. I was just always raised in the 

faith, active in churches down there in 

Miami.  

The Lord laid it on my heart to become a 

pastor probably when I was yet in high 

school, and definitely by the time I decided to 

go off to college. I went to Concordia 

University, at the time Concordia College in 

Ann Arbor, Michigan, and entered into a 

program of pre-ministerial study. So, right 

from the time I was eighteen, I guess I was 

pretty well on track to become a pastor. So I 

went to my undergrad there at Concordia 

and then to the seminary in St. Louis, at what 

we also call Concordia Seminary in St. Louis. 

Denominational Families 

To understand Lutheranism, it helps to first 

understand the breadth of the Protestant Movement. 

Luther was the spark of the Reformation, but 
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influential leaders in other places began to break away 

from Rome as well. Four Protestant denominational 

families emerged, and as we go down the list, they 

move farther and farther away from Catholic beliefs 

and practice.  

The Church in England broke from Rome mostly for 

political reasons when the pope refused to grant Henry 

VIII an annulment of his marriage. The king effectively 

became the head of the church, claiming the power to 

select the archbishop. So, at times Anglicanism 

maintained much of Catholic theology, but at other 

times it adopted Reformed views. It all depended on 

who was in power at the time. 

Lutheranism moved a bit farther from Catholicism 

than Anglicanism initially did but not as far as the 

Reformed and Presbyterian churches. I will say more 

about their views next time as I share excerpts from my 

interview with a professor from a local Reformed 

seminary. The most extreme break from Roman 

Catholic theology is seen in the Anabaptist movement, 

and I will come back to them later in this chapter. 
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As I mentioned, my fourth key theological question is 

“What is the church?” It may seem like a minor issue, 

but it becomes significant. I distinguished the branches 

of Christianity by asking, “What is salvation?” To ask 

“What is the church?” is to ask “Who is saved and how 

does it happen?” So, your understanding of the church 

shapes your view of worship, baptism, communion, 

end times events, church leadership, family, and even 

the relationship between church and state. 

The Protestant denominational families each arrived at 

a unique definition of the church, but in the years since 

the Reformation their beliefs have been heavily 

influenced by other movements. Thus far, we have 

looked at the religious maze in a two-dimensional way. 

But these movements add additional layers that stack 

up to make the maze three-dimensional. This layering 

means that one Lutheran denomination today may 

have very different views from another, and the same 

can be said about other denominational families. So, 

for this stage in our exploration of the religious maze, I 

have interviewed people who adhere to the historic 

doctrinal confessions that were written during the 

Reformation.  
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Understanding Lutheranism 

Luther never intended to name a church after himself.  

The term “Lutheran” was hurled at his followers as a 

pejorative, but in time they accepted it. He called the 

movement the Evangelical Church of the Augsburg 

Confession. As some of the German princes sided with 

him against Rome, it created division in the Holy 

Roman Empire. So, the emperor asked them to explain 

their views in 1530 at a meeting in Augsburg, called an 

imperial diet. Luther was considered a heretic and an 

outlaw by that point, so he could not attend. But his 

colleague Philip Melancthon summed up their views in 

a confession. Fifty years later a group of Lutheran 
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theologians assembled that confession and other 

creedal documents in what is called the Book of 

Concord.  

I asked Pastor Naumann about how his denomination 

thinks about Luther and the confession. He told me, 

I suppose it would be sort of an evolutionary 

development in the minds of some people, 

that Luther sort of got it started and then 

others improved upon it or refined it over the 

years. That’s not our perspective in the 

Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod. You 

know, I think most people that call 

themselves Lutherans would say that they 

got it right in the Sixteenth Century and we 

really don’t need to change that. So, any 

development of our doctrine or practice that 

has gone on has been just further clarifying 

what the Bible says and isn’t particularly in 

contradiction, I don’t think, with what they 

taught in the Sixteenth Century.  

Now we don’t subscribe to everything Luther 

ever said or wrote to be sure. We do 

subscribe to what he wrote in the Book of 

Concord, but we don’t subscribe to what he 

wrote about the Jews and other things that 

were, you know, just a sinful human being 
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doing and writing things that are just not 

divinely inspired.  

As the Reformation developed, Lutheranism was 

adopted as the state religion in most of Germany, 

Scandinavia, Iceland, and the Baltic region. Many 

people in those areas continue to identify themselves 

as Lutheran. They have also taken Lutheranism with 

them as they emigrated to other parts of the world. The 

Lutheran World Federation claims that there are 77 

million Lutheran Christians in 99 countries around the 

world today. But the total number is actually higher, 

because some Lutheran churches like the Lutheran 

Church—Missouri Synod do not associate with that 

federation because some of the member churches have 

departed from the confession to one degree or another. 

According to a 2014 Pew Research study, 3.5 percent of 

the population in the United States are Lutheran 

including the LCMS. That’s almost 1 out of 30. 

So, what is the church in Lutheranism? Who is saved? 

How does it happen? For our purposes, I think it will 

make sense to say that Lutherans think of the church 

as those who are baptized. Each Protestant 

denominational family practices baptism, but it seems 
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to take on particular significance for Lutherans. As I 

spoke with Pastor Naumann, three ideas about 

baptism became clear. 

Baptism Dispenses Forgiveness 

First, Lutheranism maintains the Catholic idea that 

baptism dispenses forgiveness. To go back to my 

ridiculous pizza analogy, it would be like someone who 

does not stop eating pizza altogether. They think the 

cheese is the problem. So, they just remove that 

ingredient from the recipe. In Roman Catholicism, the 

gooey cheese that holds everything together is the idea 

of earning merit through the sacraments and 

indulgences. Lutherans clearly rejected that concept 

but kept the underlying crust of linking salvation to 

participation in the sacraments.  

Pastor Naumann explains, 

You know, we always say about Luther that 

while he was definitely wanting to fix where 

there was error and to throw out anything 

that was contrary to the gospel and offensive 

to salvation by grace alone through faith in 

Christ alone through Scripture alone--so, he 

through our purgatory, you know, and the 
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whole treasury of merit, and the sacrifice of 

the mass, all the things that were offensive to 

the gospel. But if something was not, then he 

would retain it. So that, on the surface, his 

worship would have looked quite Roman 

Catholic. And to this day, old school 

Lutherans, you know, tend to look rather 

Roman Catholic to people, if they don’t really 

pay a whole lot of attention to what’s being 

said.  

For us, a sacrament would be a means of 

grace, a means by which God dispenses his 

forgiveness. There’s no question that Jesus 

earned the forgiveness on the cross 2,000 

years ago. But now the question is, “How do 

we get that forgiveness that he earned?” And 

I think you’ll find in Reformed churches and 

Arminian churches that have that kind of 

theological background that they’ll see 

prayer as the means of grace, that we would 

pray to receive Christ, that we would ask him 

to come into our heart to wash away all our 

sins and so forth.  

For Lutherans we would say that it was at our 

baptism that we received the grace that Jesus 

earned on the cross. And we would take this 

from Scripture. As St. Paul in Romans 6 talks 

about this connection with Christ that comes 

about in our baptism, that we’re baptized… 
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well we’re crucified with him, and then in our 

baptism we’re buried with him, and also then 

raised with him to live a new life. So, 

likewise, Paul will talk about how anyone 

who’s baptized into Christ has put on Christ, 

that we’re clothed with Christ. So, our 

baptism would be the way we receive that 

forgiveness and grace that Jesus earned for 

us on the cross.  

Then we would also receive it in the Lord’s 

Supper, which is an ongoing thing, of course, 

beyond your baptism. Then we also receive it 

in holy absolution when we confess our sins 

and we hear the gospel of the forgiveness of 

sins, that that’s God the Holy Spirit working 

to give to us the grace and the forgiveness 

that Jesus earned for us on the cross.  

We would say you get the complete 

forgiveness of all your sins at your baptism. 

Of course, we continue to sin, and we always 

need God’s grace, so we continue to get it as 

we hear the gospel as we receive the Lord’s 

Supper, so that I’m never going to be more 

justified than I am now. I’m not going to get 

more saved. You either are or you aren’t, you 

know? So, that’s sort of a punctiliar action 

that happened with my conversion.  
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Baptism Imparts Faith 

So, in addition to dispensing forgiveness. Confessional 

Lutherans also teach that baptism imparts faith. By the 

time of the Reformation, the Catholic church had been 

baptizing infants for centuries. So, how could Luther 

maintain a sacramental view of baptism alongside his 

emphasis on salvation by faith alone? Pastor Naumann 

gives us this explanation: 

When St. Paul says in Ephesians 2 that we 

were dead in our trespasses and sins, we 

would say that’s true of a baby as well. Even 

though the baby’s alive physically, spiritually 

the child is dead in sin, is spiritually stillborn, 

if you will. That would be a child of wrath, a 

child of the devil. You know, this is the way 

the Bible speaks of us by nature. David in 

Psalm 51 says, “In sin did my mother 

conceive me.” Not that conception is sinful, 

but from the moment of conception sin was 

present. Original sin is what we would call it. 

That’s real sin that needs to be forgiven, and 

that sin is forgiven as all sin is forgiven by the 

grace of God through faith in Christ.  

We also believe that faith comes by hearing, 

as St. Paul said, so that it’s the word of God 

that’s attached to the water that actually 
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creates faith. So, we believe that the baby is 

hearing the word of God, and God the Holy 

Spirit is creating a miracle of faith within the 

heart of that child. We would say if an adult 

were to come to faith that that too is a miracle 

because not only is a baby dead in sin, but so 

is an adult or a kid anywhere along the way is 

naturally dead in sin. So, there has to be a 

resurrection, a spiritual resurrection that 

happens.  

So, we believe that in baptism, God is doing 

the very same thing he did to Jesus, at Jesus’ 

baptism, declaring him or declaring us to be 

his beloved child, and giving to us the gift of 

the Holy Spirit. Peter says as much on the 

day of Pentecost, when he says, “Repent and 

be baptized everyone one of you for the 

forgiveness of sins and you will receive the 

gift of the Holy Spirit.” So that in baptism you 

get forgiveness, you get the Holy Spirit. So, 

when you see baptism as a gift that God is 

giving to you, then you can give it to a baby. 

Baptism Does Not Guarantee Salvation 

Finally, Lutherans say that baptism does not guarantee 

ultimate salvation. What happens if one of those 

infants grows up and turns away from Christianity? 
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Lutherans say that it is possible for someone to fall 

away. Pastor Naumann told me, 

So, somebody like me, I mean I really never 

had a time where I didn’t believe. I never had 

a time where I asked Jesus to come into my 

heart. He came into my heart when I was 

baptized as a baby, and he’s never left. Now 

if he were to leave because I was so offensive 

with my sin, if I were to fall away like David 

evidently just about did when he prayed, 

“Take not thy Holy Spirit from me.” Or, as 

you read in Hebrews about the falling away. 

If that were the case, then I would have to 

repent and come back and ask for 

forgiveness not unlike the prodigal son in 

Jesus’ famous parable. Then God would 

receive me with open arms as one who ran 

away from home.  

So, Luther and his followers broke from Catholicism by 

relying upon the authority of Scripture alone and 

teaching that salvation is by grace alone through faith 

alone in Christ alone for the glory of God alone. But 

they held onto the idea that grace is received through 

the sacraments. They view the church as those who are 

baptized whether as infants or older, saying that 

baptism dispenses forgiveness and imparts faith but 
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does not guarantee salvation because in their 

understanding a person can still fall away. 
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Radical Assertions 

In response to Lutheranism, my personal study of 

Scripture leads me to the other end of the Protestant 

spectrum. I find myself aligning more with the 

Anabaptist view. While Luther was developing his 

views in Wittenberg, Germany, a Catholic priest named 

Ulrich Zwingli was going even farther in Zurich, 

Switzerland.  

In 1519, Zwingli began to preach expository sermons 

and reject many Catholic ideas. He asserted that priests 

should marry, images should not be used in worship, 

and the whole concept of the Mass as a sacrifice should 
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be abandoned. Zwingli thought the church needed to 

start over, putting aside all the traditions to focus on 

the New Testament. These ideas were radical in the 

sense of being extreme, but also in the sense of getting 

back to the root of Christianity. 

Under Catholicism, church and state were tightly 

interwoven, and infant baptism played a part in that. 

Everyone was baptized as a child. It united everyone 

under the same church, so it was considered an 

essential part of being a good citizen. Zwingli was not 

willing to oppose this view, but some of his followers 

were. 

In the fall of 1524, the wife of a man named Conrad 

Grebel gave birth to a son, but they refused to have him 

baptized. Others followed their example. By mid-

January, the city council threatened to banish them 

from the territory if they would not have their children 

baptized. As Grebel discussed the issue with his 

friends, Felix Manz, George Blaurock, and others, they 

decided that rather than comply with the city council’s 

order, they should baptize one another as believers. 

They voluntarily left the city but were still pursued by 

the authorities. As the conflict escalated, the city 
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council threatened to drown them for their heresy. 

They executed Manz in 1527. Blaurock was burned at 

the stake for his views in another city later in 1529. 

Others who adopted these convictions faced similar 

persecution. In fact, the Augsburg Confession of the 

Lutherans explicitly condemns Anabaptist views. 

Admittedly, some Anabaptists in Germany went to 

bizarre cultish extremes. Rather than relying upon 

Scripture, they claimed to experience supernatural 

revelations. 

One of the more stable Anabaptist leaders was a man 

named Menno Simons. The Mennonite churches of 

today trace their origin back to him. The Baptist 

movement, as we know it, began roughly a century later 

as an offshoot of the Puritan movement in England. 

But they were almost certainly influenced by 

Anabaptist ideas. Today in the United States, almost 16 

percent of the population identify themselves as 

Baptist or Anabaptist. Plus, many non-denominational 

churches like Calvary East also hold a Baptist view of 

the Church.  
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As with the Lutherans, the name Anabaptist was 

originally used in a pejorative sense. They rebaptized 

people who had already been baptized as children. Of 

course, their reason for doing so was that they did not 

consider infant baptism to be biblically valid. They did 

not think that it saved anyone or made them part of the 

church. They taught believer’s baptism. Faith came 

first. So, you might say that they viewed the church as 

those who believe. This way of thinking, along with the 

persecution they experienced at the hands of Catholic 

rulers and Protestant state churches, led them to assert 

that church and state should be separate in the sense of 

not having an established state church. This idea later 

influenced the United States. I think the Anabaptist 

view of the church is based upon three radical 

assertions. These are also shared by the Baptist 

movement that developed later. 

Faith is a Response 

The first assertion is that faith is a response. It is like 

grabbing onto a life preserver as you are drowning. No 

one else can do it for you. You must understand what a 

life preserver is. You must believe that you need it and 
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that it will keep you afloat. Then you must make some 

effort to lay hold of it. 

I think we can apply this analogy to John 3:16. There 

Jesus says,  

For God so loved the world, that he gave his 

only Son, that whoever believes in him 

should not perish but have eternal life. 

The Son is the life preserver given by the Father. To be 

saved I must understand who he is and why he came.  I 

must hear the biblical promise that the Son of God died 

for our sins. I must believe that I need salvation and 

that he really can grant it to me. Then I must 

consciously decide to rely upon him. 

The definition of faith in Hebrews 11 supports this 

understanding. Verse 1 says, “Now faith is the 

assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things 

not seen.” Then verse 6 says, 

And without faith it is impossible to please 

him, for whoever would draw near to God 

must believe that he exists and that he 

rewards those who seek him. 

Now Pastor Naumann talked about Ephesians 2 and 

the idea of being dead in our sins, and I agree with him. 
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Original sin has left us unable to understand or 

respond. God must enable that to happen. As Pastor 

Naumann said, it is a miracle. We will talk about that 

more in the next chapter as we consider Reformed 

theology. But faith is still a personal response, and I 

cannot see how an infant is capable of that.  

I do think, however, that there is a simplicity to the 

gospel. The moment someone begins to believe is not 

necessarily a dramatic crisis. It is not necessarily tied 

to a specific prayer or to raising your hand or walking 

forward in a church service. God can enable a young 

child to understand the gospel and respond, but I do 

not think that anyone can be considered a believer just 

because he or she was baptized as an infant. Faith is a 

personal response. It mean trusting the gospel 

promises of salvation in Christ, and we should not add 

anything more to it. 

Faith Precedes Baptism 

The second radical assertion is that faith precedes 

baptism. We sometimes talk about the problem of 

putting the cart before the horse. I do not know much 
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about horses, but we certainly never see them pushing 

carts. It does not work that way. They need to be in 

front pulling. In the same way, the New Testament 

seems to consistently place the personal response of 

faith before baptism. 

Pastor Nauman referred to Peter’s statement in Acts 

2:38-39 as support for the Holy Spirit being poured out 

on an infant at baptism. Those verses tell us, 

And Peter said to them, "Repent and be 

baptized every one of you in the name of 

Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins, 

and you will receive the gift of the Holy 

Spirit. For the promise is for you and for your 

children and for all who are far off, everyone 

whom the Lord our God calls to himself." 

So, it is true that Peter invited both adults and children 

to be baptized. But he spoke first of personal 

repentance. Repentance and faith are like two sides of 

the same coin. A person must turn away from sinfully 

relying upon self and works to trust in Christ. 

Spiritually speaking, everyone needs to start over. 

Verse 41 reinforces the importance of this personal 

response by saying, “So those who received his word 
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were baptized, and there were added that day about 

three thousand souls.” 

Now those who believe in infant baptism will often 

point to Acts 16 for support. Verse 15 speaks of a 

woman named Lydia who was baptized along with her 

household, and verse 33 says that a jailer and his entire 

family in Philippi were baptized. So, they argue that 

these families may have included infants. The jailer 

asked Paul and Silas how he could be saved, and then 

verses 31-33 tell us, 

And they said, "Believe in the Lord Jesus, 

and you will be saved, you and your 

household." And they spoke the word of the 

Lord to him and to all who were in his house. 

And he took them the same hour of the night 

and washed their wounds; and he was 

baptized at once, he and all his family. 

So, there is no mention of any infants. We cannot say 

with absolute certainty that none were included. But 

the account clearly emphasizes the importance of 

hearing the gospel, understanding it, and responding 

in faith in conjunction with being baptized. 
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The Ordinances are Symbolic 

That leads us to a third radical assertion which is that 

the ordinances of the church are symbolic. When you 

first look at a river you may not be able to tell which 

way it is flowing. Early in church history many 

Christians concluded that God’s grace flows to us 

through baptism and the Lord’s supper. So, many 

Christians call them the sacraments or the means of 

grace.  

Catholicism teaches that this dispensing of grace 

happens through the work itself apart from a person’s 

faith. Lutheranism continued to see the sacraments as 

a means of grace but said that faith which believes that 

sins are forgiven is required for the sacrament to be 

effective. The Anabaptists, on the other hand, saw the 

river as flowing the opposite direction from us to God. 

So, instead of using the word sacrament many Baptist 

theologians today would use the term ordinance to say 

that these are symbolic ceremonies that Christ 

ordained for us to express our faith.  
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As Pastor Naumann pointed out, baptism is linked to 

our union with Christ in his death and resurrection. 

Paul makes this connection in Romans 6:3-4 by saying, 

Do you not know that all of us who have been 

baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into 

his death? We were buried therefore with 

him by baptism into death, in order that, just 

as Christ was raised from the dead by the 

glory of the Father, we too might walk in 

newness of life. 

But was Paul teaching that this union with Christ 

comes about through the act of water baptism itself? Or 

does that connection with Christ happen as soon as 

someone believes, so that water baptism serves as a 

symbolic expression of the reality of salvation? 

Or, consider these words from 1 Peter 3. Peter was 

speaking about how God used the ark to save Noah’s 

family from the flood. Then in verse 21, he said, 

Baptism, which corresponds to this, now 

saves you, not as a removal of dirt from the 

body but as an appeal to God for a good 

conscience, through the resurrection of Jesus 

Christ. 
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Does Peter mean that baptism itself is the means of 

saving grace? Or is it an appeal, a pledge, and a 

commitment from a new believer to live in a way that 

honors the gift of salvation? 

The Lord’s Supper is the other ordinance, and to 

understand it we can look to 1 Corinthians 11:23-26. 

Paul said, 

For I received from the Lord what I also 

delivered to you, that the Lord Jesus on the 

night when he was betrayed took bread, and 

when he had given thanks, he broke it, and 

said, "This is my body, which is for you. Do 

this in remembrance of me." In the same way 

also he took the cup, after supper, saying, 

"This cup is the new covenant in my blood. 

Do this, as often as you drink it, in 

remembrance of me." For as often as you eat 

this bread and drink the cup, you proclaim 

the Lord's death until he comes. 

Does the bread and cup somehow become the body and 

blood of Christ? Does God give grace and forgiveness 

through them? Or is this practice simply a symbolic act 

to remember and proclaim Christ’s death? You can see 

how radical this Anabaptist perspective was.  
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Conclusion 

These issues may sound like theological hair-splitting, 

but they lead to very different answers to the question, 

“What is the Church?” Is it all who are baptized as 

infants? Do baptism and the Lord’s Supper dispense 

forgiveness and impart faith? If you turn away from the 

church, do you forfeit salvation? Or is the church all 

who believe as a personal response to the gospel and 

then express that faith in the symbolic ordinances of 

baptism and the Lord’s Supper? Historically, some 

people thought that giving the wrong answer made you 

worthy of a death sentence, and others considered the 

issue important enough to take that risk. 

What do you think? Whatever your background may 

be, I think we must always look back to the gospel. Are 

you presently believing in Christ? Do you need to start 

over spiritually? If so, I encourage you to repent and 

believe in Christ. Trust in the biblical promises of 

salvation by grace alone through faith alone in Christ 

alone. If you would like to learn more about the nature 

of faith, you might want to spend some time reflecting 
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on the eleventh chapter of the New Testament letter to 

the Hebrews. 

If you are a believer, do you need to refocus your faith 

on Christ alone? It can be tempting to find assurance 

in a personal experience or the affirmation of a parent 

or a spiritual leader who says that you are saved. But 

our faith must be grounded in Christ and the biblical 

promises of the gospel. Perhaps that would be a good 

topic for conversation with someone you know. Ask 

them about the object of their faith and encourage 

them to look to Christ. May we trust in him alone. 
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8 

DO I HAVE A CHOICE? 

Talking with a Calvinist 

Does God exist? Who is Jesus? What is salvation? What 

is the Church? Those are the first four questions that I 

have used to map the religious landscape. In this 

chapter, I will introduce a fifth. My answers drawn 

from the Bible have led us from monotheism to 

Christianity to Protestantism. From its outset, there 

were four denominational families in the Protestant 

movement. I have compared the Lutheran and 

Anabaptist views. In this chapter, we will learn more 

about Anglicanism, but we will also focus on 

Presbyterian and Reformed views as I share excerpts 

from my interview with a Reformed seminary 

professor.  
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SIX QUESTIONS TO MAP 

THE RELIGIOUS LANDSCAPE 

Does God Exist? 

Atheism & Buddhism: 

No 

Monotheism: 

Yes 

Hinduism: 

One reality, many gods 

 
Who is Jesus? 

Judaism: 

A False Prophet 

Christianity: 

The Son of God 

Islam: 

An Honored Prophet 

 
What is Salvation? 

Orthodox: 

Becoming Like God 

Protestant: 

Receiving God’s Gift 

Catholic: 

Acquiring Salvation 

 
What is the Church? 

Anglican: 

? 

Lutheran: 

The Baptized 

Reformed: 

? 

Anabaptist: 

The Believers 
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When my wife and I moved to Michigan with our 

newborn son in 1999, we left behind both of our 

families in Southern California. So, one of our primary 

concerns became finding affordable ways for our son 

and then our daughters to see their grandparents out 

west. When our children were young enough to sit on 

our laps, our best option was to fly. But once we had to 

pay for four or five plane tickets, that became too 

expensive. So, I had the brilliant idea of taking the 

train.  

Early one summer morning we boarded Amtrak’s 

Wolverine line in Kalamazoo and transferred to the 

Southwest Chief in Chicago. We were all having a great 
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time watching the scenery roll by until we reached the 

Mississippi River. Intense thunderstorms were causing 

flooding. The train slowed to a crawl as we passed 

houses and fields under several inches of water, but we 

kept moving down the rails. We crossed the river as the 

sun was setting and tried to sleep as well as we could 

with the rocking motion and the clickety-clack of the 

tracks. 

But in the middle of the night, the train stopped. The 

storms had worsened to the point that the rails were 

impassable at somewhere down the line. It was not like 

being in a plane that can climb to higher altitude, or in 

a car that can take a detour. Trains only follow the 

track. There was no other choice. Since we could not go 

forward or back, we were stuck in Marceline, Missouri. 

So, Amtrak sent busses to pick us up and take us by a 

different route to Kansas City where we waited until the 

train coming from out west arrived. We eventually 

arrived in Los Angeles, but it was a painfully long trip. 

We have been hesitant to take a chance of ever getting 

stuck on the rails again. 

Some people have similar feelings about the Calvinist 

views taught by confessional Presbyterian and 



Talking with a Calvinist 

 

201 

Reformed churches and some Anglicans throughout 

history. Their belief in predestination can seem 

fatalistic. Has God already decided where I will spend 

eternity? If he sovereignly controls everything, are we 

like robots passing through life on a track? When the 

storms of life come, is there any escape? Must suffering 

simply be accepted as the will of God? Do I have any 

choice? 

To explore these issues, I arranged a video chat with 

Dr. Greg Salazar, Assistant Professor of Historical 

Theology at Puritan Reformed Theological Seminary in 

Grand Rapids, Michigan. The seminary is linked with 

two denominations, the Heritage Reformed 

Congregations and the Free Reformed Churches of 

North America. Both groups trace their lineage back to 

the Netherlands. But Dr. Salazar is a member of the 

Presbyterian Church of America which ties back 

historically to the Church of Scotland. He was also 

previously a part of a Reformed Baptist church, and a 

Reformed Anglican church, but he was raised in the 

Roman Catholic church. So, his personal story covers 

quite a bit of territory in the religious maze. 
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He said that his journey began at a youth summer camp 

hosted by Young Life, an evangelical parachurch 

organization. He told me, 

I heard the gospel clearly preached. I heard 

Romans 3:23, “All have sinned and fallen 

short of the glory of God,” and Romans 6:23, 

“The wages of sin is death.” The Holy Spirit 

took that word and applied it to my heart. 

The impression I had after that talk was that 

no one was good enough to merit eternal life, 

to get to God, and that I was going to hell.  

So, I actually asked my Young Life leader, 

“Am I going to hell?” And he said, “Yes.” I 

said, “Are we all going to hell?” What he 

knew I meant there was everybody who 

doesn’t know Christ. He said, “Yes,” and he 

told me the gospel. He told me about Jesus 

and his death on the cross, and I remember 

hearing this, and it was… You know, I had 

grown up in the church. It was like I was 

hearing things for the first time that maybe I 

had heard before. But possibly, you know, it 

had just never come home. So, anyways that 

week I made a profession of faith in Christ. 
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Understanding Calvinism 

I have thrown a lot of theological terms at you already, 

so let me review some of the territory we have already 

covered. After a thousand years of existence 

Christianity divided into the Orthodox Church in the 

east and the Catholic church in the west. Five hundred 

years later, some Catholics tried to reform the church, 

but they ended up splitting off into the Protestant 

movement. Most Protestants looked to Scripture alone 

as the authority and taught that salvation is by grace 

alone through faith alone in Christ alone for the glory 

of God alone. Aside from those principles, however, 

each denominational family was forced to determine 
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how much of Catholic belief and practice they would 

keep. Their different approaches become apparent in 

how they respond to the question, “What is the 

church?” or “Who is saved and how does it happen?” 

Since King Henry VIII assumed leadership of the 

Anglican church when it broke from Rome, the nation 

and the church became synonymous to some degree. 

The church included all the subjects of the king, and 

their official beliefs changed depending upon who was 

on the throne. This created much turmoil until there 

was some degree of toleration for the existence of other 

churches in the land. So, to this day there is a wide 

spectrum of beliefs within Anglicanism. Some remain 

very close to Catholicism while others embrace 

Reformed theology. I’ll say more about that later. 

In Germany, Martin Luther taught that people could 

maintain whatever traditions are not forbidden in 

Scripture. So, Lutherans reject the Catholic ideas of 

purgatory and the treasury of merit, but still hold that 

the sacraments dispense saving grace. They say that 

infants receive faith and forgiveness through baptism.  

So, you could say they view the church as everyone who 

is baptized. 
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Anabaptists, on the other hand, moved the farthest 

away from Catholicism. They rejected infant baptism 

entirely, teaching that personal understanding and 

belief must come before baptism. They also said that 

baptism and communion are symbolic acts rather than 

means of grace. So, they view the church as those who 

are believers. These views were so radical, that they 

faced persecution from both Catholics and other 

Protestants. 

To understand the Presbyterian and Reformed view of 

the church, we need to start with John Calvin. He was 

born in France in 1509 and began studying to become 

a Catholic priest at the age of 14. But at his father’s 

urging, he switched to studying law. During that time, 

a friend taught him to read the Greek New Testament, 

and he was exposed to the Reformation ideas about 

salvation. He later wrote, “God by a sudden conversion 

subdued and brought my mind to a teachable frame” 

(from the Preface to his Commentary on the Psalms).  

As the battle between Luther and the Catholic church 

was heating up, some people in France were making 

waves. In 1528, someone decapitated a statue of the 

Virgin Mary in Paris. The pope responded by insisting 
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that the French king stamp out what he called the 

Lutheran heresy. In 1534, placards were posted in 

several French cities that blasted the Catholic mass as 

idolatrous. Calvin did not approve of such tactics, but 

he agreed with the theology behind them, and his views 

were known. So, he ended up fleeing to Switzerland 

and within a few years wrote his first edition of the 

Institutes of the Christian Religion, a careful 

explanation and defense of Protestant beliefs 

addressed to the king. 

Calvin ended up staying in Switzerland and serving as 

a pastor in Geneva for 23 years. He preached several 

times a week, working verse-by-verse through 49 

books of the Bible. His insights were published in 

commentaries that are now available free online. He 

also continued to expand his Institutes and write tracts 

and letters. So, Calvin’s writings began to exert 

significant influence throughout Europe and beyond.  

People came to Geneva to learn from him and then 

carried his ideas elsewhere. John Knox, the founder of 

the Presbyterian church in Scotland studied with 

Calvin. So, too did Guy De Bray from the Netherlands 

who ended up writing the Belgic Confession. Zacharias 
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Ursinus was from Poland, but he studied in Germany 

with Luther’s colleague, Philip Melancthon, and then 

in Geneva with Calvin. He was the principal author of 

the Heidelberg Catechism. These two documents along 

with a document known as the Canons of Dort were 

adopted as the confessional basis for the Dutch 

Reformed churches. 

So, it makes sense to group both Reformed and 

Presbyterian denominations together as one family. 

According to a 2014 study from the Pew Research 

Center, 2.5 percent of the people in the United States 

identify with this family of denominations. But some 

Baptist and non-denominational churches have also 

been heavily influenced by Calvinism. In fact, there has 

been a resurgence of Calvinism over the past 50 years. 

So, what is the Calvinist view of the church? In 

Anglicanism, it was originally the subjects of the king, 

in Lutheranism, those who are baptized, and from a 

Baptist or Anabaptist view, those who believe. But in 

line with Calvin’s emphasis on the sovereignty of God, 

I think we should say that Calvinism sees the church as 

those who are chosen by God, and that view leads to 

three different applications.  
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Chosen for Salvation 

First, Calvinism applies the idea of being chosen by 

God to the salvation of individuals. As I have 

mentioned, one of the places where this theology took 

root was in the Netherlands with the Dutch Reformed 

Church. Calvin died in 1564, but some people, 

following a man named Arminius, challenged Calvinist 

ideas in 1610. I will say more about their views in the 

next chapter. But in response to Arminianism, 

Reformed church leaders from the Netherlands and 

other countries gathered in the city of Dordrecht to 

clarify their position in five points called the Canons of 

Dordt. 

At some point in the last century or so, someone 

created a fitting English acronym to remember those 

Dutch Reformed points: TULIP—total depravity, 

unconditional election, limited atonement, irresistible 

grace, and perseverance of the saints. Dr. Salazar 

explains the five points by saying, 

So, total depravity… so, Reformed folks 

believe that every single person who is alive 

today is born in original sin, that we are born 

in a state in which we are totally depraved. As 
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Augustine famously articulated, we are 

unable not to sin. He has this fascinating… 

what’s been called the fourfold state. In 

Adam… Adam and Eve were born into posse 

peccare. They were able to sin. But after the 

fall they were non posse non peccare. So, 

they were not able to not sin. He goes on to 

say that in Christ it is possible for posse non 

peccare. It’s possible to not sin. But one day 

in glory it will be non posse peccare. It will be 

not possible to sin. So, thinking about that 

fourfold state, prior to believing in Christ, it 

is non posse non peccare. It is not possible to 

not sin. We are, as Paul says in Ephesians 2, 

dead in our trespasses and sins.  

And yet, unconditional election… God has 

chosen from the foundation of the world to 

elect some in Christ says Ephesians 1:4. He 

has according to his plan, the mysterious 

plan that was hidden long, long ago, he has 

chosen to save some and to not save others. 

That’s what the Bible talks about in Romans 

9 with election.  

Limited atonement… meaning that if this is 

true that God has elected some for salvation, 

the Bible also testifies that Jesus’ blood only 

atones for those whose sins he died for. So, 

it’s not as though you can have an uneffectual 

atonement, saying that Jesus died for 
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everyone, but it’s only for those who believe 

who are saved. We would say, “Well, how 

does that square with the effectual 

atonement of Christ’s blood? How does that 

map out with the will of God?” So, limited 

atonement. 

Irresistible grace… that God, whoever he 

calls, they come. It’s not a general call, 

meaning like the pastor who gives a call in a 

sermon to come to Christ, to believe on the 

Lord Jesus Christ. There is a general call, but 

God’s specific call in a person’s life is 

irresistible. Those whom he calls will come.  

The perseverance of the saints… All of those 

who are truly believers will persevere to the 

end. He who began a good work in you will 

bring it to completion.  

A Chosen People 

Second, the Reformed and Presbyterian churches 

apply the idea of being chosen by God to the family and 

the church as the people of God. The Old Testament 

tells us that out of all the people throughout the earth, 

God chose to establish a covenant with Abraham and 

his descendants. He promised to bless them, and 

commanded that all their male descendants be 
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circumcised as a sign of that covenant. In time, he gave 

them his Law. He called them his treasured possession, 

a kingdom of priests and a holy nation (Exod 19:5-6). 

But as we saw previously, 1 Peter 2:9 applies these 

same terms to the church.  

So, this idea of a covenant people shapes the Reformed 

and Presbyterian view of baptism. Dr. Salazar explains 

it this way: 

Now this is something that distinguishes us 

from say even our Reformed Baptist 

brothers. We believe that baptism is for 

believers and their children, and that’s based 

on the continuity that we see between the Old 

Testament… circumcision in the Old 

Testament and what the Bible teaches in the 

New Testament about that continuity. We 

also see throughout the New Testament that 

there are believers that are baptized with 

their children, a number of different 

instances where that is the case.   

So, we would say, first of all, that the 

sacraments are signs and seals of an inward 

reality. So, the outward sign of baptism 

signifies and is a sign of something that 

inwardly takes, we believe, inwardly takes 

place. Now what is that? We would say that 
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baptism is membership into the covenant 

community. And so, who are members of the 

covenant community, namely the church? 

This is believers and their children.   

Now we would still say that a baptized 

believer needs to come to a full and public 

profession of faith, that they make their 

baptism… they affirm their baptism with a 

full confession of faith. We would say that 

there is still the need for regeneration, the 

need for faith, the need for true conversion. 

Just because you’re a child of a believer does 

not mean that you are going to be saved. 

God’s ordinary way is that he saves believers 

and their children. However... God has truly 

covenanted himself with our children, with 

the children of believers. However, there is 

no guarantee, and God works according to 

his sovereign plan.  

Chosen to Lead 

Finally, Calvinism applies the idea of being chosen by 

God to leadership in the church. Catholicism teaches 

that authority in the church is passed down through a 

line of succession that began with the apostles and 

continues through the pope to the bishops to the 

priests. The Anglican and Lutheran churches 
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maintained that basic structure by taking what is called 

an episcopal approach to church government. The term 

episcopal comes from the Greek word episkopos. So, 

the King James Bible produced by Anglicans translated 

the word as bishop.  

A more literal rendering of the word episkopos is 

overseer, and the New Testament seems to indicate 

that each local church was led by a group of them. In 

Acts 20:28, Paul spoke to a group of leaders from the 

city of Ephesus, and said,  

Pay careful attention to yourselves and to all 

the flock, in which the Holy Spirit has made 

you overseers, to care for the church of God, 

which he obtained with his own blood. 

In verse 17 these men are also called presbuteroi or 

elders. That is the word from which we get the name 

“Presbyterian,” Paul charged these men to care for the 

flock, the work of a shepherd, a pastor. So, he used 

these concepts—overseer, elder, and pastor—

interchangeably. This insight led Reformed and 

Presbyterian churches to teach that congregations 

should be led by a group recognized as chosen by God. 
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Reformed churches and Presbyterian Churches use 

some different terminology, but the basic ideas are the 

same. Dr. Salazar describes Presbyterian church 

government, by saying, 

We really see the mission and what they call 

the power of the keys being centered in the 

presbyters who are those who have been 

given the stewardship of overseeing the local 

church congregations. But then also Acts 15, 

gather in synods, presbyteries. So, we would 

very much see Acts 15 with the Jerusalem 

council. We see a gathering together of 

church leaders making decisions on behalf of 

the local churches. And then we would also 

have general assembly as well. So, in 

Presbyterianism the general assembly for 

America, for the United States. And then you 

would have individual presbyteries, and 

those presbyteries have presbytery meetings. 

And then local congregations which are 

governed by elders or presbyters, that’s the 

Greek word representing elders and deacons 

who have an office not of rule but of service 

within the local church. 
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My Next Question 

So, the idea of God’s sovereign choice is foundational 

to the Calvinist theology of confessional Reformed and 

Presbyterian churches. It shapes their view of how 

individual people are saved. It is reflected in their 

understanding of baptism and what it means for a child 

to be born into a believing family, and it influences 

their approach to the organization, authority, and 

leadership in the church. But as I mentioned 

previously, all four Protestant denominational families 

have been influenced by movements that came along 

after the Reformation. So, before I respond to 
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Calvinism, I think it will help to introduce my next key 

theological question. 

My first four questions have presented us with a simple 

set of options, a two-dimensional maze. But questions 

5 and 6 add extra levels that spread over all the 

Protestant denominations. They even reach beyond 

Protestantism to the other branches of Christianity and 

sometimes the other world religions. The questions 

thus far have given us the ground level. But the 

remaining questions explain why one Reformed or 

Presbyterian denomination may hold very different 

views from another Reformed or Presbyterian 

denomination. 

Another way to think about these movements is like 

one of those mazes, where you tilt the whole thing to 

guide a marble through. There could be multiple 

marbles in different parts of the maze. But when you 

tilt it, they all roll in the same direction. Where they end 

up depends on whether there is anything to hold them 

back. That is how these movements work, they tilt the 

floor under everyone. Sometimes they affect whole 

denominations or produce new ones. Sometimes they 
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influence a local congregation or a just single 

individual. 

So, my fifth key theological question is, “Where is 

assurance found?” In other words, how can I know 

whether I will spend eternity in heaven? What are the 

signs of spiritual life and growth? Throughout history, 

various movements have tilted the maze in one of four 

directions.  

People seek assurance in right worship, right belief, 

right behavior, or right experience. We heard that 

emphasis on right worship from Catholicism. Salvation 

is through the church and the sacraments. To whatever 

degree you can have assurance, Catholicism says that it 

is found through consistent attendance and 

participation. There are still traces of that way of 

thinking in churches with a strong liturgical focus, 

particularly in Anglicanism and Lutheranism. 

We will talk about movements that lean heavily toward 

right behavior and right experience in the next two 

chapter. But for now, we need to see that the 

Reformation was driven by an emphasis on right belief. 

Thanks to the development of the printing press, there 
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was an explosion of knowledge. Common people 

without any priestly training gained access to books 

and began learning to read. The Bible was translated 

into common languages. Theological books began to 

multiply. 

But some Reformers were scared by radical views that 

were beginning to develop. So, they responded by 

creating confessions as standards for right belief and 

catechisms to teach those beliefs to people and their 

children. To some degree spiritual life and growth 

began to be measured by your knowledge of these 

beliefs. Assurance of salvation was linked to 

understanding truth. 

We hear this emphasis from Dr. Salazar. When I asked 

him about assurance, he told me, 

Your only hope of assurance of salvation—

this is what the Puritans said—is in the fact 

that God is true to his promises. So, if we see 

for example in Romans 10, “If you confess 

with your mouth that Jesus is Lord and 

believe in your heart that God raised him 

from the dead, you will be saved.” So we see 

that salvation and assurance is founded on 

the sure promises of God first and foremost.  
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Pitfalls to Avoid 

I agree with Dr. Salazar. Knowledge of God’s word is 

necessary to be saved and is the foundation for our 

assurance. In fact, if you listen to the full interview, you 

will find that he goes on to give a helpful perspective on 

how the four places people look for assurance should 

work together. Furthermore, I think Calvinism and 

these historic confessions are of great value. I have 

been deeply influenced by the writings of confessional 

Presbyterians like R.C. Sproul, Sinclair Ferguson, John 

Murray, and James Montgomery Boice. I have also 

learned much from Dutch Reformed scholars like 

Cornelius van Til and William Hendriksen. But since I 

moved to West Michigan, I have interacted with a lot of 

people who have grown up in confessional Reformed 

churches. Those conversations and my study of 

Scripture compel me to point out three pitfalls to avoid 

in Calvinist theology. 

Authority without Inquiry 

The first pitfall is authority without inquiry. 

Confessionalism and Calvinist theology can create an 
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atmosphere where questions are discouraged. 

Everything is locked down. What right do you have to 

question the theological conclusions of the great 

Reformers or even the decisions of elders raised up by 

the Spirit of God? Of course, this attitude can develop 

in any movement. We hear it in the Orthodox view of 

tradition and the Catholic view of the pope. We will 

hear it from other groups as well. But the Calvinistic 

emphasis on submission to a sovereign God gives it a 

particular power. 

Many years ago I had a conversation with a young man 

from a confessional Reformed church. He was talking 

about the Three Forms of Unity: the Heidelberg 

Catechism, the Belgic Confession, and the Canons of 

Dordt. He spoke with reverence and passion, extolling 

their great beauty and richness. This attitude is 

common among those who appreciate the confessions. 

For the Presbyterians it is the Westminster Confession 

of Faith that was written in 1646. But I cannot help but 

wonder if their love for those documents eclipses their 

love for Scripture. 

The psalmist speaks this way of Scripture in Psalm 119 

because it is the word of God. We must remember that 
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the Bible alone carries this authority. In 2 Timothy 

3:16-17, Paul wrote, 

All Scripture is breathed out by God and 

profitable for teaching, for reproof, for 

correction, and for training in righteousness, 

that the man of God may be complete, 

equipped for every good work. 

If you are not careful, a confession can become a lens 

that colors your interpretation of the Bible. I think we 

see this in the Presbyterian and Reformed view of 

infant baptism. Even though Acts 16 mentions two 

households being baptized, this is not mentioned 

elsewhere, and there is no indication that infants were 

involved. Instead, we saw previously that those 

passages stress understanding, repentance, and faith 

as prerequisites of baptism.  

The only passage that could possibly support baptism 

as a replacement for Old Testament circumcision is 

Colossians 2:11-12, but it also stresses personal faith. 

Paul says, 

In him also you were circumcised with a 

circumcision made without hands, by 

putting off the body of the flesh, by the 

circumcision of Christ, having been buried 



FINDING YOUR WAY IN THE RELIGIOUS MAZE 

 

222 

with him in baptism, in which you were also 

raised with him through faith in the powerful 

working of God, who raised him from the 

dead. 

As the Word of God, Scripture is our ultimate 

authority. Whether writing theological confessions or 

leading a local church, the lingering effects of total 

depravity in the life of a believer can lead godly well-

intentioned people to make honest mistakes. It is hard 

to overcome our cultural assumptions. So, every 

believer should check all teaching by a careful reading 

of Scripture. 

Sovereignty without Responsibility 

The second pitfall to avoid in Calvinism is sovereignty 

without responsibility. Going back to my story that I 

began with, trains run on two parallel rails. When you 

look into the distance, they seem to come together to a 

point. But that impression is created by the limits of 

our vision. In reality, they keep going. 

When we read the Bible, we find two rails: divine 

sovereignty and human responsibility that run side by 

side. John 6:44, for instance, tells us that Jesus said, 
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“No one can come to me unless the Father who sent me 

draws him. And I will raise him up on the last day.” But 

then in verse 47 he says, “Truly, truly, I say to you, 

whoever believes has eternal life.” 

God is sovereign over all things, but he invites people 

to believe and holds them fully responsible for the 

choices they make. With the limits of our human 

reason, we cannot see how both can be true. We think 

that they must somehow come together, so that one 

wins out. We are not comfortable with mystery. We 

want to pin it down and say that it is either all God’s 

choice or all a person’s choice. We will talk about those 

who emphasize man’s choice in the next chapter. As the 

tulip acrostic shows, Calvinists focus on God’s choice.  

Now I think there is good biblical support for the five 

points of Calvinism, particularly in the first two 

chapters of Ephesians. But I think the emphasis of 

God’s choice leads some people to wrongly minimize 

our responsibility to believe, to pray, and to preach the 

gospel. A woman from a staunch Reformed 

background told me that for many years she doubted 

whether she could ever know if she was chosen by God. 

Sadly, she found no comfort or assurance in the gospel 
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promise of salvation. I have heard others that were so 

wrapped up in thinking about predestination, that they 

thought it was wrong to pray for someone to be saved. 

Then there is the story of William Carey. When he 

announced his plans to go to India as a missionary in 

the late 1700s, an old minister said, “Young man, sit 

down! You are an enthusiast. When God pleases to 

convert the heathen, he'll do it without consulting you 

or me.” 

I think most Calvinists would agree that these are 

distorted views, but they illustrate the way some people 

respond to teaching about God’s sovereignty. They feel 

stuck on the tracks when in reality those rails enable us 

to move through life with confidence in our loving, 

wise, almighty God. We make real choices in life. We 

are not robots. But the sovereignty of God assures us 

that even the worst storms of life cannot stop his 

perfect plan. 

Head without Heart 

A third pitfall to avoid with Calvinism is head without 

heart. Whenever the maze tilts toward knowledge and 

right belief, it is possible to wind up with lifeless 
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orthodoxy. We picture Calvinists, particularly Puritans 

as somber and intellectual with very little joy or 

passion—the frozen chosen. We pick up that 

impression from historical accounts we hear of 

individuals like Jonathan Edwards. The portraits of 

him do not help! But the Puritan movement began in 

the Anglican church as an effort to remove unbiblical 

traditions and bring true spiritual revival to people’s 

hearts.  

Dr. Salazar explained this background, when I asked 

him why the school where he teaches is called Puritan 

Reformed Theological Seminary. He describes their 

approach to preaching by saying,  

The preaching that is most effective and that 

God blesses is a preaching to the heart, and 

that the heart is the seat of the affections, of 

our loves. The Puritans believed as the heart 

goes so the man goes. So, we stress the 

importance of preaching to the heart, the 

practical changes in our will and our lives 

that is to result from clear preaching. 

So, right belief is the foundation of assurance, but true 

spiritual growth goes beyond intellect. The Puritans 

emphasized the heart while many were growing cold in 
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their orthodoxy. We find this balance in passages like 2 

Peter 1:5-7 which says, 

For this very reason, make every effort to 

supplement your faith with virtue, and virtue 

with knowledge, and knowledge with self-

control, and self-control with steadfastness, 

and steadfastness with godliness, and 

godliness with brotherly affection, and 

brotherly affection with love. 

On its own, knowledge puffs us up and makes us 

arrogant. But the more we understand about the 

sovereign grace of God, the more humble, loving, and 

gracious we should become. 

Conclusion 

So, to sum up, Calvinism views the church as those 

chosen by God and it generally points people to find 

assurance in right belief as articulated by the historic 

confessions. I think there is good biblical support for 

God’s choice of individuals to salvation as described in 

the five points of the tulip acrostic, but we must not lose 

sight of human responsibility. In my opinion, the 

biblical idea of the church as a chosen, covenant people 

does not justify the practice of infant baptism as a 
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replacement for circumcision. It seems clear that local 

churches in the New Testament were led by groups of 

elders raised up by God, but that does not mean that 

such men are infallible or above question, even those 

who wrote the confessions. We must learn the Bible 

and examine all teaching by it, remembering that as 

foundational as such knowledge is, God’s truth must 

transform our hearts. 

So, what is your response to all of this? We have 

covered a lot. Perhaps much of it is entirely new to you, 

but do not lose sight of the fact that God invites you to 

respond to the message of his sovereign grace. The 

Christian faith is more than knowledge. Have you 

personally received Christ as your Lord and Savior? If 

you want to learn more about the sovereign plan of God 

for salvation, I encourage you to spend some time 

reading the first chapter of Paul’s New Testament letter 

to the Ephesians.  

If you are a Christian, do you need to renew your trust 

in God’s sovereignty? Do you need to look again to the 

promises of the gospel or to remind yourself that he 

works all things together for good? Do you have a 



FINDING YOUR WAY IN THE RELIGIOUS MAZE 

 

228 

friend who needs encouragement to trust God? May 

God transform our hearts! 
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CAN I BE PERFECT? 

Talking with a Methodist 

Why are there so many Protestant churches? As we 

have seen, they have different answers to the question, 

“What is the church?” Is it everyone in a particular 

country, those who have been baptized as infants, 

those who are chosen by God, or those who believe? 

Four Protestant denominational families began 

during the Reformation, but since that time various 

movements have made things much messier. Many of 

them present different answers to my fifth key 

question, “Where is assurance found?” I have 

highlighted the confessional movement that 

emphasized knowledge and right belief. Now we turn 

to those who focus on right behavior as I share 

excerpts of my interview with a Methodist pastor.  
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SIX QUESTIONS TO MAP 

THE RELIGIOUS LANDSCAPE 

Does God Exist? 

Atheism & Buddhism: 

No 

Monotheism: 

Yes 

Hinduism: 

One reality, many gods 

 
Who is Jesus? 

Judaism: 

A False Prophet 

Christianity: 

The Son of God 

Islam: 

An Honored Prophet 

 
What is Salvation? 

Orthodox: 

Becoming Like God 

Protestant: 

Receiving God’s Gift 

Catholic: 

Acquiring Salvation 

 
What is the Church? 

Anglican: 

The Citizens 

Lutheran: 

The Baptized 

Reformed: 

The Chosen 

Anabaptist: 

The Believers 

 
Where is Assurance Found? 

Liturgical 

Right Worship 
 
 

Methodist 

Right Behavior 

  

Pentecostal 

Right Experience 

Confessional 

Right Belief 
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It was the summer of 1990 in Southern California. A 

16-year-old who shall remain nameless had just 

received his driver’s license. He was celebrating by 

taking his father’s sporty little metallic blue Mazda RX-

7 out for a spin late one afternoon. But he came to a 

tricky intersection where four streets converged. He 

was heading southeast on the busy main road, but he 

wanted to make a tight left turn onto a street that runs 

north-northwest.  

When he spotted a break in the traffic, he punched it, 

and the tires squealed. The back end began to fishtail. 

What should he do? He remembered that his driver’s 

training instructor talked about turning into a skid. So, 
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he jerked hard right on the wheel, but he never let off 

the gas. He overcorrected and slammed into the back 

of a small pick-up parked on the side of the road. He 

hit so hard that his hood slid halfway under the truck’s 

bumper, pushing the truck a few feet forward into 

another car. He was shaken, but not injured. 

In case you are wondering, I was not the driver. I was 

16 that summer, however, and I was working at a swim 

school across the street. I heard the crash a few minutes 

before I finished up for the day, but accidents 

happened all the time at that intersection. It was not 

until I walked out that I realized that it was my truck 

that was totaled.  

Overcorrecting is not just a problem in driving. It also 

happens with theology. When the maze is tilting one 

direction, some people will jerk hard the opposite way. 

Correction may be necessary, but they overstate their 

points. Of course, people on the other side double down 

in response to such extreme views, and the argument 

escalates. Ultimately, someone may go over the edge. 

They push so hard in one direction that they lose touch 

with the gospel.  
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We find an example of this sort of disagreement in 

church history at the beginning of the Fifth Century. 

Augustine emphasized the grace of God. Though he 

lived a thousand years before the Reformation, he 

articulated many of the ideas later taught by John 

Calvin. He said that people are dead in sin and can only 

be saved by God’s gracious choice. But he also taught 

that grace was conferred through baptism. So, he found 

assurance of salvation in right belief and right worship. 

But those were the days when Christianity was the 

official religion of the Roman Empire. Many people 

were Christian in name only. Their morals were lax. A 

British monk named Pelagius thought that Augustine’s 

teaching on grace was to blame, so he emphasized right 

behavior. He rightly said that obedience was required 

of every Christian, not just priests. But he tilted farther. 

He taught that Adam’s sin was just a bad example and 

that people have the capacity to do good. He ended up 

viewing God’s grace as nothing more than an external 

encouragement in our pursuit of perfect obedience to 

earn our own salvation. His teaching continued to 

spread after his death, but the Council of Ephesus in 

431 condemned his teaching as heretical. He tilted so 
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far toward right behavior, that he abandoned any need 

for the gospel. 

So, what part does right behavior play in finding 

assurance of salvation? Can you emphasize obedience 

without following the path of Pelagius? How should we 

think about holiness? Should we strive to live a sinless 

life? Is it possible to do so? These are some of the issues 

that I discussed with Craig Watson, the lead pastor at 

Kalamazoo Free Methodist Church. 

I asked him how he got to where he stands in the 

religious maze, and here is how his journey started. 

When I was 13, friends of mine from school 

had invited me to come to join them at 

church. It was the first time I had ever been 

in a church other than the Catholic church. 

And about the same time—this would have 

been in the early 70s—my brother had 

received the Lord and was part of the Jesus 

movement in the early 70s. He hosted a Bible 

study one time at our house, and I was 

invited to sit in even though he was six years 

older, and I was just his punk little brother.  

In that Bible study, they were studying the 

book of Revelation, and there was a verse, 

Revelation 3:20: Behold, I stand at the door 
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and knock. It just spoke to me, and I didn’t 

know why. So, I asked my brother afterward 

to explain, you know, what’s this talking 

about. As he did, I couldn’t let go of that 

verse. 

Soon after that, my friend’s church was 

hosting a concert. I went to the concert, and 

that verse was brought up again. At the end 

of the concert, they gave an invitation. Quite 

honestly, I didn’t fully understand, because it 

wasn’t part of my tradition. But I responded 

to the invitation and went forward and 

prayed to accept Christ as my Lord.  

That was a turning point in my life. It was 

sincere. As much as a 13-year-old can 

understand, I meant what I prayed. So, for 

about the next two to three years, I would go 

to 8 o’clock Mass and read, and then go as 

quickly as I could across town to my friend’s 

church so I could be there for Sunday School 

and church.  
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Understanding Methodism 

We will learn what led Pastor Watson to the Free 

Methodist Church in a moment. First, we need to learn 

about Methodism, and we begin with the story of John 

Wesley. He was born in Northern England in 1703, the 

son of an Anglican minister. The Church in England 

had been through tumultuous times in the 17th 

Century. The Puritan movement that initially focused 

on the heart became wrapped up in political struggles 

with the monarchy that led to civil war. So, by the time 

Wesley went to Oxford University at the age of 17, the 

spirit of the age was generally skeptical, secular, and 
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rationalistic. Nevertheless, he pursued ministerial 

training and ordination in the Anglican church. 

After serving as his father's assistant for a brief time, he 

returned to Oxford in 1729 and found that his younger 

brother, Charles was part of a small group of students 

who wanted to take religion seriously. Under John's 

leadership, they committed themselves to a plan of 

Bible study, prayer, and frequent attendance at 

communion. They gave to the poor and visited those in 

prison. Fellow students mockingly labeled them the 

Holy Club or the Methodists, yet John was still 

searching.  

In 1735, he sailed across the Atlantic to serve as a 

chaplain in the colony of Georgia. He encountered a 

terrible storm, and that set the tone for the rough few 

years he spent in America. But he was impressed 

during that trip by the sincere faith of some Moravian 

missionaries who were onboard with him. Their 

movement began in what we now call the Czech 

Republic and was a precursor to the Reformation that 

emphasized simple faith and obedience.  

After Wesley returned to England in 1738, he sought 

out other Moravians in an effort to understand what it 
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means to experience genuine faith. In his journal, he 

writes,  

In the evening I went very unwillingly to a 

society in Aldersgate Street, where one was 

reading Luther’s preface to the Epistle to the 

Romans. About a quarter before nine, while 

he was describing the change which God 

works in the heart through faith in Christ, I 

felt my heart strangely warmed. I felt I did 

trust in Christ, Christ alone, for salvation; 

and an assurance was given me that He had 

taken away my sins, even mine, and saved me 

from the law of sin and death. 

Wesley continued to preach in Anglican churches, but 

the people were generally not receptive.  However, one 

of his friends from the Holy Club, George Whitefield, 

was seeing a significant response as he preached in the 

open air in Bristol to coal miners who rarely set foot in 

a church. He urged Wesley to join him. As they 

preached, people responded in repentance. This 

Methodist revival spread as Wesley continued 

preaching to common people out in the open. He 

claimed that he traveled no less than 4,500 miles per 

year on horseback.  
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He continued preaching up to his death in 1791. It is 

estimated that he had 79,000 followers in England, 

and 40,000 in America. Even though he faced 

opposition from church leaders, he never broke from 

Anglicanism. A separate Methodist church was not 

formed in England until after his death. The Methodist 

Church in America, however, was formed in 1784. 

Since then they have divided into several different 

denominations. Some retained the name Methodist, 

but others chose different names. One group calls 

themselves the Wesleyan Church. The Nazarene 

Church and the Salvation Army also have Methodist 

roots. So, according to the Pew Research Center these 

Methodist and Holiness denominations account for 5.4 

percent of the population in the United States. 

So, what do Methodists believe? We will see that other 

movements influence some Methodist denominations, 

but the Free Methodists seem to stay fairly close to 

Wesley’s teaching. When they began in 1860, they 

included the word “free” in their name for at least three 

reasons. They opposed slavery. They rejected the 

practice of renting out pews which was common at the 

time. They also resisted a strict liturgical approach to 
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worship. But in a more general sense, I want to 

highlight three components of Methodism that relate 

to right behavior. The first two came out in my 

conversation with Pastor Watson. The third is an 

observation that others have made. 

Entire Sanctification 

The first component is entire sanctification. Is it 

possible to leave behind the darkness of sin in this life? 

Can you ascend to a different spiritual level where you 

are consistently obedient? Wesley thought so. To be 

sanctified is to become holy and obedient, and one of 

the main components of Methodism is the possibility 

of entire sanctification or perfection. 

Pastor Watson made this point when I asked him for a 

basic introduction to Methodism. 

If you think in terms of Methodism as Wesley 

introduced, it is a matter of faith in Christ 

that is then demonstrated in the way you live. 

John Wesley, one of the things that was so 

key was, he held to what James said, when he 

said faith without works is dead. Faith is 

essential for us to be saved, but the evidence 

of that faith is in how we love other people 
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and serve other people. Then the essence of 

that is that God can perfect that love in us to 

where it is undefiled by selfish motives, and 

it’s totally dedicated to glorifying God and for 

the sake of others. 

Pastor Watson makes an important distinction there. 

Pelagius claimed that you are able to earn salvation by 

your obedience in your own strength (sanctification = 

salvation). Catholicism says that God’s grace enables 

you to do good deeds that merit salvation (grace + 

sanctification = salvation). But according to Pastor 

Watson, Methodism holds to the Protestant idea that 

we are saved through faith alone (grace + faith = 

salvation + sanctification). In other words, obedient 

behavior is the evidence or proof of faith.  

But the idea of reaching a level of perfection is what 

sets Methodism apart from the other Protestant 

denominations that we have considered. Pastor 

Watson told me that it was this concept that led him to 

Methodism. 

I always sensed that yes, God wanted us to 

receive Christ into our lives and follow him. 

But I also had this sense that he wanted to do 

a work in us that was more than just going 

day by day and more than just being… saying, 



FINDING YOUR WAY IN THE RELIGIOUS MAZE 

 

242 

“Yeah, my faith is in Christ.” That he wanted 

to keep doing a work in us. I hate to use the 

word “perfecting” because it’s so 

misunderstood, but basically to keep 

working in the Christlikeness in us.  

A lot of the Protestant churches I had 

attended, they focused on the essence of 

salvation, of putting your faith in Christ, 

receiving Christ as your Lord and Savior. 

Then more or less it’s like… Then I would 

always hear, “Of course, everybody’s a 

sinner, and everybody’s… it’s a struggle day 

to day to live the life. God is there to support 

you.”  

But I didn’t hear anybody say to the extent of, 

“He’s there and through the Holy Spirit to get 

us to the point of loving him so totally that 

nothing else in life can compare. That there 

is such a total devotion. That he is able then 

to fill you with the love that John talks about 

in 1 John.”  That’s one of the first things that 

struck me when I started to see some of the 

things that Wesley taught.  

So, it sounds as if the other churches he visited 

emphasized right belief to the neglect of right behavior. 

Methodism tilts strongly in the opposite direction. We 

spoke for quite a while about this idea of entire 
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sanctification. He described entire sanctification as a 

process of growth, but also something that often 

happens in a moment of crisis where a person fully 

surrenders to God. He said it is not that a person 

becomes entirely sinless, but that they are quick to turn 

away from sinful impulses. 

Conditional Election  

This emphasis on right behavior leads to a second 

component of Methodist teaching: conditional 

election. In the previous chapter, I explained the tulip 

acronym for the five points of Calvinism: T for total 

depravity, U for unconditional election, L for limited 

atonement, I for irresistible grace, and P for 

perseverance of the saints. Those five points from the 

Synod of Dort in 1619 were a response to assertions 

made by followers of a man named Jacobus Arminius.  

Arminius was part of the Dutch Reformed Church. He 

even went to Geneva to study under John Calvin’s 

successor, Theodore Beza. But Arminius thought that 

Calvinism overstated God’s sovereignty in election.  

His followers asserted that human beings have 

inherited a corrupt nature from Adam, but are not 
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totally depraved. They said that God gave prevenient 

grace to everyone, so that we are able to respond to the 

gospel. So, when Ephesians 1:4 speaks of God choosing 

people before the foundation of the world, they 

concluded that he chose by looking ahead to see who 

would believe—election on the condition of faith. They 

then defined Christ’s atoning work not as limited but 

unlimited, available for everyone yet effective only for 

those who believe. They also said that people have free 

will to resist the call of God, and even after believing 

can turn away and end up lost. Their perseverance is 

not guaranteed; it is conditional. 

The rejection of Arminianism at the Synod of Dort 

initially led to the persecution of many who held these 

views in Europe, but other groups elsewhere adopted 

these beliefs. Since Baptists see the church as those 

who believe, some were naturally drawn to this 

position. They even incorporate it into their name by 

calling themselves General Baptists or more recently 

Free Will Baptists. The word general refers to a general 

or unlimited atonement, as opposed to a limited or 

particular atonement. In Southern Baptist Churches 

today, you will find both Calvinists and Arminians.  
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When John Wesley came along a century after 

Arminius, he found that this understanding of 

Scripture supported his own focus on right behavior. I 

asked Pastor Watson about election, and you can hear 

these Arminian ideas in his response.  

God’s given us free will to follow him or not 

follow him. If a person has by faith accepted 

Christ into their life, and during their life, 

during that walk for reasons I can’t explain 

they say, “Nah, I’m done with this. I’m not 

going to follow Christ. I’m not going to live 

according to his ways. I’m not going to obey 

him.” They are rejecting the gift of life that 

Christ has offered, the redemption he has 

paid for. They walk away from him. They 

turn their back on him. By doing that, it’s 

basically saying… He’s not going to force you 

to spend eternity with him if you choose not 

to.  

So, that would be the case of losing their 

salvation. It’s not that somehow that oops I 

did something, therefore I’m not saved. And 

it’s not a case where he’s telling you, “I don’t 

want you anymore,” because Scripture says, 

“God is not willing that any should perish but 

that all should come to repentance.” So, it’s 

his desire for you to be with him, and you 
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don’t accidentally lose your salvation, you 

choose to walk away from God. 

The only way I can even consider that elect, 

in the sense that some are elect to be saved 

and some are not, is because of God’s 

omniscience. God, being omniscient, he 

knows all. So, he knows those that will 

choose to follow and he knows those that will 

not. So, therefore, he could look upon those 

who choose to follow and say, “Those are the 

elect.” But is it a case where from eternity 

God looked at people and said, “You will be 

saved, and others, you won’t.”  That doesn’t, 

in my understanding, doesn’t align with the 

God of love who wants all to be saved and be 

with him eternally. 

Methodical Effort 

The third component of Methodism is methodical 

effort. Wesley was more than a preacher. He was an 

administrator, an administrative genius. Since leaders 

in the Church of England were not particularly 

supportive of his work, he established a separate 

organization alongside or within the church. He 

created systems to help those who responded to his 

preaching grow, and it all ran like a well-oiled machine. 
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His followers would meet in Methodist societies to sing 

and pray. John’s brother, Charles, wrote thousands of 

hymns for these gatherings—hymns that are still sung 

today. They would divide up into classes, small groups 

of around a dozen people. They would confess their 

sins to one another and hold each other accountable. 

So, lay people outside the church hierarchy took 

leadership in these classes and societies. Some even 

became itinerant preachers. 

In the early days of the United States as settlers headed 

west, this flexible system allowed Methodism to adapt 

and spread much easier than other denominations. 

Following Wesley’s example, itinerant preachers would 

travel the country on horseback and hold tent meetings 

wherever they could. The preacher would move on, but 

those who responded would be organized into classes. 

These groups then became the nucleus of a new church. 

Even today, you will find small Methodist church 

buildings in almost every little town through the 

countryside. For decades, circuit-riding preachers 

would divide their time between several of these small 

churches. Kalamazoo Free Methodist Church traces its 
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history back to one of these groups that began after a 

tent meeting in 1883.  

So, Wesley’s methodical approach has spread far 

beyond Methodism. We see it in the existence of 

parachurch organizations. It shapes evangelistic 

events. It also influences the way many Protestant 

churches approach small group ministry. From this 

perspective, right behavior is more than just morality. 

To some degree, assurance is sought in spiritual 

activity and effort.  
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Three Cautions 

In the last chapter, I identified some pitfalls in 

Calvinism and its emphasis on right belief that can lead 

to a distorted understanding of the gospel. 

Arminianism and Methodism are attempts to correct 

those distortions. But if you are not careful, you can 

turn so hard toward right behavior and human effort 

that you slide off the road paved by the gospel as 

Pelagius did. So, let me share three cautions like 

flashing yellow lights to keep us on the path. 
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Keep Trusting God’s Grace  

My first caution is to keep trusting God’s grace. At 

times, I have tried to explain faith as grabbing onto a 

rope that is thrown to you, but there is a problem with 

that analogy. It makes it seem as if my salvation 

depends, at least in part, upon my own ability to keep 

holding on. Arminianism seems to follow this line of 

thought with its focus on conditional election and 

conditional perseverance. There is no guarantee for the 

future, only for the moment. 

But the gospel directs us to trust in the saving power of 

God’s grace. As I said previously, we do have a real 

responsibility to respond to the gospel in faith. But it is 

wrong to so emphasize our choice, that we minimize 

God’s sovereign choice in election. We must accept 

both rails, even though we cannot see how they fit 

together. Passages like 1 Peter 1:3-5 teach us to be 

confident that he will carry us through. It says, 

Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord 

Jesus Christ! According to his great mercy, 

he has caused us to be born again to a living 

hope through the resurrection of Jesus 

Christ from the dead, to an inheritance that 
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is imperishable, undefiled, and unfading, 

kept in heaven for you, who by God's power 

are being guarded through faith for a 

salvation ready to be revealed in the last 

time.  

Peter goes on to say that our faith will be tested by 

various trials. But he does not seem to allow for the 

possibility that genuine faith can utterly fail. He is 

confident that God will carry us through to the end. 

There are certainly passages that speak of people who 

turn away, but 1 John 2:19 explains such cases by 

saying, 

They went out from us, but they were not of 

us; for if they had been of us, they would have 

continued with us. But they went out, that it 

might become plain that they all are not of 

us. 

We need to remember that salvation is a gift of God’s 

grace, as Ephesians 2:8-9 says, 

For by grace you have been saved through 

faith. And this is not your own doing; it is the 

gift of God, not a result of works, so that no 

one may boast. 

Keep trusting God’s grace! 
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Keep Seeking God’s Holiness  

My second caution is to keep seeking God’s holiness. 

When you hear Wesley’s idea of perfection or entire 

sanctification, it would be easy to conclude that there 

are just two levels to the Christian life. There are 

perfect Christians and then there is everyone else. 

Those who are supposedly perfect might assume that 

no further growth is needed. Those who continue to 

struggle with temptation might give up, reasoning that 

they will never rise above sub-par Christianity. Pastor 

Watson tried to counter such ideas in his explanation 

of Wesley’s view, but I do not think that he went far 

enough. Spiritual growth is an ongoing pursuit that 

begins at the moment of salvation and will not end until 

we see Jesus face to face.  

John’s First Epistle in the New Testament helps us 

think through this pursuit. Verses 8-10 of chapter 1 

address those who might assume that they no longer 

sin. John writes, 

If we say we have no sin, we deceive 

ourselves, and the truth is not in us. If we 

confess our sins, he is faithful and just to 

forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all 
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unrighteousness. If we say we have not 

sinned, we make him a liar, and his word is 

not in us. 

The verb tense that John used suggests that the 

Christian life is one of ongoing confession. We may 

avoid obvious violations of God’s commands, but do we 

consistently love God with all our heart, soul, mind, 

and strength? Do we always love others as ourselves? If 

we are honest, we must admit that we continue to fall 

short. But that does not mean that we should give up 

the pursuit. In verses 1-2 of chapter 2, John says, 

My little children, I am writing these things 

to you so that you may not sin. But if anyone 

does sin, we have an advocate with the 

Father, Jesus Christ the righteous. He is the 

propitiation for our sins, and not for ours 

only but also for the sins of the whole world. 

On the other hand, John asserts that a pattern of 

obedient behavior is part of our assurance of salvation. 

In verses 3-5, he adds, 

And by this we know that we have come to 

know him, if we keep his commandments. 

Whoever says "I know him" but does not 

keep his commandments is a liar, and the 

truth is not in him, but whoever keeps his 
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word, in him truly the love of God is 

perfected... 

Pastor Watson used this verse to speak of a believer 

reaching the level of having a perfect love for God. But 

I do not think that this is what John was talking about. 

I think it makes more sense to say that the perfect love 

in this verse is the perfect love that God has for us. 

Every genuine believer receives that complete love, and 

our pattern of obedience confirms the reality of that 

relationship.  

Nevertheless, we must keep growing until we finally 

arrive in the presence of Jesus. In 1 John 3:2-3, John 

says, 

Beloved, we are God's children now, and 

what we will be has not yet appeared; but we 

know that when he appears we shall be like 

him, because we shall see him as he is. And 

everyone who thus hopes in him purifies 

himself as he is pure. 

Keep seeking God’s holiness! 
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Keep Depending upon God’s Spirit 

My third caution is to keep depending upon God’s 

Spirit. When we emphasize right behavior, we 

inevitably focus on human effort. We can begin to act 

as if it is entirely a matter of personal determination. 

But we must remind ourselves that the fruit that God 

wants us to bear is produced by the work of the Holy 

Spirit within us. In Galatians 5:22-23, Paul says, 

But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, 

patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, 

gentleness, self-control; against such things 

there is no law. 

We cannot develop this kind of character through our 

efforts alone. God must do that work in us through the 

Spirit, but that does not mean it is no longer our 

responsibility. Here again we encounter those same 

two rails, divine sovereignty and human responsibility. 

Paul puts them side by side in verse 25, by saying, “If 

we live by the Spirit, let us also keep in step with the 

Spirit.” 

We hear the same two ideas in Philippians 2:12-13 

where Paul says, 
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Therefore, my beloved, as you have always 

obeyed, so now, not only as in my presence 

but much more in my absence, work out your 

own salvation with fear and trembling, for it 

is God who works in you, both to will and to 

work for his good pleasure. 

Keep depending upon God’s Spirit. Of course, that 

raises more questions about how the Holy Spirit works 

in us, and we will return to that subject in the next 

chapter as I share excerpts from my interview with a 

Pentecostal pastor. 

Conclusion 

So, Methodism and Arminianism are correct to say that 

assurance of salvation is found in right behavior. They 

stop short of Pelagianism, but I think they still go too 

far. Without strong cautions, an individual under such 

teaching might lose touch with the gospel. We must 

trust that God’s grace ensures our full and complete 

salvation. We must keep seeking God’s holiness, and 

we must keep depending upon His Spirit. So, right 

behavior must flow from right belief.  
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Where is your trust? Have you been trying to earn 

acceptance with God through your own goodness? That 

is the same error that Pelagius taught. The gospel 

invites you to trust in God’s grace alone. We have all 

sinned and fallen short of the glory of God, but God 

offers us the gift of eternal life in Christ. If you would 

like to learn more about how right behavior flows from 

right belief, I would encourage you to spend some time 

reading Romans 6.  

If you are a Christian, do you need to renew your 

pursuit of holiness? Are you purifying yourself in 

anticipation of seeing Christ? Are you walking by the 

Spirit and bearing fruit? We can all renew our focus on 

working out our salvation, because God is at work in 

us. Do you know someone who perceives Christianity 

as a moral checklist? If so, would you tell that person 

about God’s grace? Encourage them to find their 

confidence in his saving power. 

May God fill us with the joy of salvation. 
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10 

HOW DOES THE SPIRIT WORK? 

Talking with a Pentecostal 

Protestant denominations slide in different directions 

in response to broad sweeping religious movements. 

The first set of movements relate to the question, 

“Where is the assurance of salvation found?” Or, 

“What is spiritual growth and maturity?” The status 

quo from Catholicism was to focus on participation in 

right worship expressed in liturgy and the sacraments.  

But many Reformers created catechisms and 

confessions to emphasize right belief. Then there were 

those like the Methodists who stressed right behavior 

through obedience and spiritual discipline. In this 

chapter I will share excerpts from my interview with a 

Pentecostal pastor as we consider one more place that 

people look for assurance: right experience.  
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SIX QUESTIONS TO MAP 

THE RELIGIOUS LANDSCAPE 

Does God Exist? 

Atheism & Buddhism: 

No 

Monotheism: 

Yes 

Hinduism: 

One reality, many gods 

 
Who is Jesus? 

Judaism: 

A False Prophet 

Christianity: 

The Son of God 

Islam: 

An Honored Prophet 

 
What is Salvation? 

Orthodox: 

Becoming Like God 

Protestant: 

Receiving God’s Gift 

Catholic: 

Acquiring Salvation 

 
What is the Church? 

Anglican: 

The Citizens 

Lutheran: 

The Baptized 

Reformed: 

The Chosen 

Anabaptist: 

The Believers 

 
Where is Assurance Found? 

Liturgical 

Right Worship 
 
 

Methodist 

Right Behavior 

  

Pentecostal 

Right Experience 

Confessional 

Right Belief 
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Certain experiences stick in my mind, even from a very 

early age. One of those memories is the first time I ever 

went bowling. I was with my parents and my aunt and 

uncle, and I was probably around four years old.  I 

remember the feel of the strange shoes and the 

constant noise of people talking, balls thudding, and 

pins crashing. 

I was frustrated that I could not get my heavy ball to 

roll straight down the lane. So, I got a running start but 

went too far and stepped over the line. I thought getting 

closer might help, but I had no idea of the 

consequences. My feet slid out from underneath me 

and I landed with a thud. I scrambled to get back up 
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and fell again. Of course, despite the pain and 

embarrassment, my ball still rolled straight into the 

gutter. I learned that the line was there for a reason. 

So, are there any boundaries like that line in the 

Christian pursuit of God? Should we expect our 

relationship with him to be filled with experiences that 

are just like those of the main characters in the biblical 

narratives? Can we go farther than they did? Is 

everything permissible as long as it is motivated by a 

fervent desire to be closer to him? Does the Bible define 

limits, or is it more of a springboard? What part do 

feelings and experiences play in our assurance of 

salvation and our spiritual growth?  

These are some of the issues that I discussed with Dave 

Barringer, the Lead Pastor of Kalamazoo First 

Assembly of God. Here’s how he described the 

beginning of his own spiritual life. 

I would say I became a Christian in tenth 

grade, even though I remember praying the 

prayer in fourth grade. I’ve grown up in the 

church. I am a fourth-generation minister, 

and all that means is that I’ve got more issues 

than most people do. I have grown up in the 

church. I’ve seen the church. I know what it's 
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about. The reason why I say I committed 

myself to Christ in tenth grade… That to me 

was me truly… It was more than just 

accepting my parents’ faith. It was accepting 

my faith in Christ. I owned it in tenth grade. 

So, it was in tenth grade that I just remember 

getting on my knees and sucking carpet and 

just calling out to God and saying, “God, 

today I’m putting the trust of my life in your 

hands. 
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Charles Parham, William Seymore, and Aimee Semple McPherson 

History of the Pentecostal  

and Charismatic Movements 

The Assemblies of God is a fellowship of churches that 

began in 1914 as a result of the Pentecostal movement. 

But to understand that movement, we need to go back 

to John Wesley. During the 18th Century he 

emphasized right behavior and taught that it is possible 

for a Christian to reach a level of entire sanctification. 

By the end of the 19th Century, Methodists and people 

from other denominations were increasingly 

associating that kind of transformation with a second 

work of grace, an experience of a special outpouring of 
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the Holy Spirit. So, they earnestly sought it through 

long hours of prayer. They also began to emphasize the 

possibility of divine healing and the imminent return 

of Christ.  

Charles Parham was an independent itinerant 

preacher from a Methodist background. In October 

1900, he opened a Bible school in Topeka, Kansas. He 

gathered a group of around 40 students, and they lived 

and studied in a Victorian style mansion that the 

original owner had been unable to finish. Toward the 

end of the year, Parham challenged the students to 

search out the biblical evidence of the Baptism of the 

Spirit. Based upon the account of the outpouring of the 

Spirit in Acts 2 of the Day of Pentecost, they concluded 

that it was always accompanied by speaking in tongues. 

So, they were earnestly praying for God to do this work 

in their lives. 

Parham described what happened next. 

Sister Agnes N. Ozman asked that hands 

might be laid upon her to receive the Holy 

Spirit as she hoped to go to foreign fields. At 

first I refused not having the experience 

myself. Then being further pressed to do it 

humbly in the name of Jesus, I laid my hand 
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upon her head and prayed. I had scarcely 

repeated three dozen sentences when a glory 

fell upon her, a halo seemed to surround her 

head and face, and she began speaking in the 

Chinese language and was unable to speak 

English for three days. (The Life of Charles F. 

Parham, 52-53).  

Soon everyone in the Bible school, including Parham, 

was speaking in different tongues that they claimed 

were identifiable foreign languages. As the news of 

these happenings spread, others hungered for the same 

experience.  One of the people who heard Parham 

speak a few years later was William Seymour, an 

African American man who was originally from 

Louisiana. In February 1906, he became the pastor of a 

small congregation in Los Angeles. As soon as he 

arrived, he began to teach that speaking in tongues was 

the biblical evidence of the baptism of the Spirit. As 

people began to speak in tongues, word spread 

throughout the city and around the country about this 

Azusa Street Revival. People came from far and wide to 

see and experience it for themselves. 

So, as this Pentecostal movement began to spread, the 

Assemblies of God were formed. But their emphasis on 
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experience led to an early conflict. Some in the 

movement began to deny the historic Christian 

understanding of the Trinity, claiming that the Father, 

Son, and Spirit were not distinct persons, but simply 

three manifestations of God.  The Assemblies of God 

rejected this idea and expressed their belief in the 

Trinity in 1916. So, other Pentecostal denominations 

formed calling themselves the Oneness or “Jesus only” 

movement. There are several Oneness Pentecostal 

denominations in existence today. Widely-known 

pastor and author, T. D. Jakes, is from this 

background. 

Another result of the Pentecostal emphasis on spiritual 

experience was that women were accepted as leaders. 

As long as the Spirit worked through them, their 

gender did not matter. One of the most influential was 

Aimee Semple McPherson. She toured the country 

preaching to large crowds in the early 1920s. In 1923, 

she founded the Foursquare Church, which has grown 

into a denomination with 90,000 churches around the 

world. The idea behind the name “Foursquare” is to say 

that Jesus is (1) Savior, (2) Baptizer with the Spirit, (3) 
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Healer, and (4) Soon Coming King. Other Pentecostal 

churches have described this as “the full gospel”.  

For several decades, the Pentecostal movement was 

generally shunned by other denominations, but that 

began to change in the 1960s. A man named Dennis 

Bennett was a priest in the Episcopal church, the 

American branch of Anglicanism. On April 3, 1960, he 

told his congregation in Van Nuys, California that he 

and others had experienced the baptism of the Spirit 

and had spoken in tongues. This was the beginning of 

what’s been called the Charismatic movement. 

Pentecostal ideas began to be embraced by people 

across the denominational spectrum—Baptists, 

Lutherans, Presbyterians, even Catholics. The term 

Charismatic comes from the Greek word charisma that 

means gift. The tensions created by this movement 

resulted in the formation of many new Charismatic 

churches, and some denominations like the Calvary 

Chapel Network. 

In 2014, the Pew Research Center estimated that 5.4 

percent of the U.S. population identifies themselves as 

Pentecostal. But the nature of the Charismatic 

movement makes it almost impossible to count 
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because many Charismatic churches simply identify 

themselves as non-denominational. These movements 

have experienced dramatic growth outside the United 

States, particularly in South America, Africa, and Asia. 

In 2011, the Pew Research Center estimated that 26.7 

percent of the professing Christians throughout the 

world are Pentecostal or Charismatic. That is 8.5 

percent of the world’s population, roughly 1 out of 

every 12 people.  
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Core Expectations of the Pentecostal and 

Charismatic Movements 

So, what drives these movements? Why have they 

experienced such tremendous growth? I could 

continue to list the larger-than-life personalities 

behind the movements, but I think that would give you 

the wrong impression. Some of those characters have 

made extreme statements and have fallen into 

dramatic scandals, yet the movements continue 

unabated. So, I would like to point out three core 

expectations that I think people in these movements 

share. These ideas all came out in my conversation with 
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Pastor Barringer, and I think they are what make this 

teaching so appealing to so many people. 

Uninhibited Worship 

The first core expectation is that genuine worship is 

uninhibited. Though styles have changed over the 

years, Pentecostal and Charismatic gatherings have 

always been emotionally charged. That focus shapes 

the preaching, the praying, the music, and particularly 

the way people engage and respond. Pastor Barringer 

says, 

I’d say this. If you ever went to a Pentecostal 

church, I can’t even tell you what to expect 

because you just don’t know what’s going to 

happen. It sounds so silly to say out loud. 

Like anybody watching is like, “I’m never 

going to one now.” Please don’t think of it 

that way. But because Pentecostals, we do 

emphasize the experience, and we love being 

experiential, like when it comes to our 

worship. Like I’ve got some people that will 

stand with hands folded just, I would say, 

having this somber, deep worship 

experience. And you’ve got people that are 

more at the altar, the front area, that might 

dance a bit and sway and arms up in the air, 



FINDING YOUR WAY IN THE RELIGIOUS MAZE 

 

272 

or knees on the ground and they’re weeping. 

I find myself… I’m a very emotional person. I 

find myself in worship just weeping before 

the Lord, not out of hurt or anger, but just 

this brokenness of just loving the presence of 

God. So, no matter where you go, there is a 

high emphasis on the experience, on being 

experiential. 

On a theological level, this pursuit of experience is 

linked to their understanding of how the Holy Spirit 

works in people’s lives. Pastor Barringer explained this 

connection by saying, 

Pentecost… It’s more than just having… 

Picture like a glass, a cup. I’ve got a cup full 

of tea. This would be a Christian, a brand-

new Christian. Pentecost is when somebody 

is pouring the tea and the water just keeps 

overflowing because it’s just an ongoing 

pouring. Out of that expression, that 

outpouring, is what we as Pentecostals really 

we seek for, we long for. Yes, we want an 

inward work, but we want this outward flow. 

So, you get into like the gifts of the Spirit in 1 

Corinthians chapter 12, 13, and 14. You get 

into the book of Romans, Ephesians chapter 

4—gifts and expressions of what the Spirit of 

God’s work can do in and through our lives. 

But as I would say to anybody, 
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Pentecostalism that is absent from the 

character of Christ is null and void.  

So, this focus on outward evidence of the Holy Spirit’s 

work explains why the gift of speaking in tongues is so 

significant for Pentecostalism. Pastor Barringer puts it 

this way. 

And the assemblies actually met in order to 

get the Trinity, the doctrine of the Trinity, 

locked down and the initial physical 

evidence, which we would call speaking in 

tongues is kind of where they landed at that 

moment. They just said, “We need a kind of 

a metric to know. Are they not possessing the 

Holy Spirit, but are they overflowing with the 

Spirit? What is our metric? How are we going 

to know?” So they went from Acts chapter 2, 

and they just went through the book of Acts 

and thought. “How did they know or 

recognize that individuals were overflowing 

with the Holy Spirit? It’s because they heard 

something.  

At the beginning of the movement, people like Charles 

Parham insisted that they were speaking foreign 

languages, but skeptics have questioned the validity of 

those claims over the years. So, most Pentecostals and 

Charismatics now would claim that the gift of tongues 
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enables people to speak some sort of heavenly or 

angelic prayer language. They draw this idea from 1 

Corinthians 13:1, where Paul says, “If I speak in the 

tongues of men and of angels, but have not love, I am a 

noisy gong or a clanging cymbal.” 

The broader Charismatic movement sees speaking in 

tongues as one of many possible expressions of this 

spiritual overflow. Even for Pentecostals, it is just an 

initial indication. So, Pastor Barringer admits that this 

uninhibited pursuit of spiritual experience can lead to 

extremes. 

Pentecostals tend to be like, “Let’s just go 

after the Spirit and do whatever,” and there’s 

good and bad to that. That’s where some 

weirdness… Let’s be real. Weirdness can 

come out of that, and, at the same time, there 

is also this freeness that just simply says, 

“Spirit of God, do whatever you will.” Don’t 

be afraid of the Holy Spirit. I get all the 

baggage that comes with the word Pentecost 

or Pentecostal or Charismatic. I get snake-

handling and swinging from chandeliers and 

rolling down the aisles and frothing. I’ve seen 

some weird stuff in my day, and I’m willing 

to call weird things weird. I would say if the 

Spirit of God is weird in somebody, it’s not 
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the Spirit of God. The person was weird 

before the Spirit of God came on the scene. 

Let’s just be real. But when it’s the Spirit of 

God, and he--not it--he is moving in a life, it 

will always point toward Christ and he takes 

you to deeper places.  

Personal Revelation 

A second force driving these movements is an 

expectation of personal revelation. People read the 

biblical accounts of how God worked in the lives of 

patriarchs, prophets, and apostles, and assume that 

their experience in life should be similar. Pastor 

Barringer described this mindset. He told me, 

That’s why Pentecostals for years have been 

blamed that we go for experience before 

theology. For years, even decades, that has 

been their M.O., that we go after the 

experience as opposed to theology, and I 

would argue that a lot of people that I know 

actually went theology before experience. 

They see it in the Scripture, and they say, 

“Why not? Why not?” I think that really 

distinguishes that Pentecostal heart or 

Charismatic heart.  

I really like the term Charismatic. What 

distinguishes that is that willingness to say, 
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“Lord, if that’s there, I want it here.” Almost 

like in 1 Samuel chapter 3 when Eli… The 

Scripture says, “A time had gone where the 

words of the Lord had been very few.” Then 

all of a sudden this little boy Samuel comes 

on the rise, and he starts hearing the voice of 

God. He keeps thinking it’s his mentor, and 

finally Eli gets in his head and says, “Wait a 

minute. God’s speaking to him. Next time 

you hear that voice, Samuel, I want you to say 

the words, ‘Speak, your servant is listening.’” 

I think that’s the heart of what I would say is 

a true Pentecostal 

So, people listen for an internal voice. They rely upon 

impressions and feelings to guide them, believing those 

sensations to be the work of the Holy Spirit. Pastor 

Barringer gave an example. 

I mean I’ve had moments in Walmart where 

I feel like God spoke to me to somebody. I 

just… I’m like, “Lord, I’m not going to walk 

up to them and just start talking to them 

about all this stuff in Walmart.” So, I just 

would strike up a conversation, and all of a 

sudden the conversation just begins to 

develop. All of a sudden I’m like, “Hey, does 

this seem odd? I just feel led to say this to you 

in this moment that things are going to be 

okay.” Or that, “Are you going through a time 
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of brokenness right now?” “How did you 

know?” “Well, let me explain.” 

When Paul lists spiritual gifts in 1 Corinthians 12, 

several of them relate to receiving revelation. He 

speaks of a word of wisdom, a word of knowledge, and 

prophecy. In some branches of these movements, these 

revelatory gifts receive far more attention than 

speaking in tongues. Pastor Barringer explains, 

I think prophecy has been made really too 

spooky, like it’s for a select few. But Paul 

would say to the church in Corinth, “I wish 

that all of you would prophesy. I wish you all 

would speak prophetically, speaking hope 

and encouragement in front of people’s 

lives.”  If they’re seeing their marriage break 

up, you can walk in with the doom and 

gloom. You can walk in calling out for 

repentance. Yes, there may need to be some 

repentance, but the reality is people need a 

prophetic word that says, “Lift up your eyes 

because this is where your redemption, this 

is where healing, this is where salvation is 

coming from. Here’s where the hope is going 

to come from.” So, I think we can be 

prophetic, I think every Christian can, but 

we’ve just got to decide to do it. 
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Of course, one of the dangers of this emphasis on 

prophecy is that it can be abused by unscrupulous 

people to manipulate others. So, in 1 Thessalonians 

5:19-22, Paul told the Christians in Thessalonica, “Do 

not quench the Spirit. Do not despise prophecies, but 

test everything; hold fast what is good. Abstain from 

every form of evil.” 

I asked Pastor Barringer about how he judges the truth 

of such revelations, and he told me, 

Jesus is always the metric. If it doesn’t sound 

like Christ… I’ve had some words given to me 

that I’m like, “Yeah, that’s not of Christ right 

there. I don’t see that in Scripture.” Like if 

someone gives me a word, I’m going to look 

in Scripture, and I’m going to flip through, 

and I’m going to pray over it. If it doesn’t feel 

like the Spirit of Christ... I don’t see it 

anywhere in Scripture… If I feel like it’s doing 

more damage than actually good… Again, 

there’s a difference between I am fixing a 

wound that’s hurting, but we’re trying to get 

the infection out, versus I’m creating a bigger 

wound. That’s what I get back to. So, I think 

everything should be judged, quite honestly, 

all the time. 
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Physical Blessing 

A third expectation at the core of these movements is 

the hope of physical blessing. Another gift mentioned 

in 1 Corinthians 12, is the ability to heal. Of course, 

Jesus demonstrated this ability, and so too did the 

apostles. So, when 1 Peter 2:24 speaks of Christ’s death 

and says, “By his wounds, you have been healed,” many 

Pentecostals and Charismatics do not interpret healing 

as simply a metaphor for receiving spiritual life. They 

take it as a literal promise to be claimed and 

experienced in a person’s life. 

When I asked Pastor Barringer about his view of 

healing, he said, 

I’ve been healed of a back issue years ago in 

the middle of a worship service, nobody 

praying over me. Yet I’ve had moments 

where I’ve prayed over others and just seen 

the miraculous happen. So, we absolutely 

believe that the same one who healed the 

blind eyes and the lame feet and such still 

heals today. I believe the gifts are all relevant. 

They’re all real. They’re all available. You 

don’t always have to walk around trying to 

find somebody that has the gift themselves. 

I’ve seen God use people tremendously in 
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that area. But yet we look in the book of 

James, and it says, “Are any of you sick? Let 

him call on the elders of the church. They will 

anoint with oil, and the prayer of faith shall 

save the sick. So, I absolutely see a 

distinction. Some may be gifted, but it’s 

something I believe we all should be praying 

over.  

But some in the Pentecostal and Charismatic 

movements take this expectation to the extreme. They 

say that the absence of healing is a sign of demonic 

oppression or a lack of faith. They also claim that God’s 

Old Testament promises of wealth and prosperity for 

the nation of Israel apply to Christians today. This 

teaching has been called the health-wealth or 

prosperity gospel. It’s also been labeled positive 

confession, word-faith, or name-it and claim-it. 

Unsurprisingly, some of these teachers have huge 

followings around the world. Pastor Barringer shared 

his frustration with them. 

The blessing that I read about in the 

prosperity gospels, or hear about not read, 

hear about… I look… I’m like it just doesn’t 

seem congruent with who Jesus is. The 

blessings of God… If our blessings are 
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relegated to a check in the mail or to the size 

of a bank account or how good our clothes 

are, we have sorely missed the gospel. I look 

at just some of the things that are just being 

thrown out there, and I’m thinking they are 

making our lives as pastors—not just 

Pentecostals, Christ-following pastors—so 

much harder because they have put up one 

more barrier, one more blockade between 

the true gospel and themselves. It breaks my 

heart.  
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Biblical Clarifications 

 So, going back to my bowling analogy, Pastor 

Barringer draws a line. He realizes that pure 

experience can be slippery. Uninhibited worship can 

become weird. Personal revelation can be wrong. A 

focus on physical blessing can be a crass distortion of 

the gospel. But I would take another step back. I think 

that these three expectations are already over the line. 

Furthermore, I do not think Pentecostals and 

Charismatics are the only ones who hold them. Many 

reserved Christians might be uncomfortable with these 

movements, but they still have the same underlying 

expectations. So, let me share three biblical 
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clarifications that help us reconsider the limits of 

Christian experience.  

The Purpose of Miracles 

My first clarification concerns the purpose of miracles. 

As its name implies, the Old Faithful Geyser in 

Yellowstone National Park erupts on a consistent, 

predictable schedule. But miracles are not like that in 

the Bible. From the time of Abraham to the close of the 

New Testament, most miracles occur in one of three 

time periods. They happen through Moses during 

Israel’s exodus and wilderness wandering, through 

Elijah and Elisha during their ministries, and through 

Jesus and the Apostles during their ministries. 

These time periods were major transitions in the 

unfolding of God’s plan. With Moses he established his 

covenant with the nation of Israel and gave them the 

Law. Through Elijah and Elisha, he set the pattern for 

prophets who would confront Israel’s sin. Of course, 

Jesus and the Apostles were proclaiming the New 

Testament gospel and establishing the church. So, 

miracles served as God’s confirmation of these leaders 
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and their message. Hebrews 2:3-4 makes this point 

about Jesus and the Apostles by saying, 

How shall we escape if we neglect such a 

great salvation? It was declared at first by the 

Lord, and it was attested to us by those who 

heard, while God also bore witness by signs 

and wonders and various miracles and by 

gifts of the Holy Spirit distributed according 

to his will. 

The occurrences of speaking in tongues in the book of 

Acts seem to provide this confirmation for specific 

transitions in God’s saving plan. It is only mentioned 

on three occasions. The first reference is in Acts 2 when 

the disciples receive the Holy Spirit on the day of 

Pentecost. They miraculously begin to proclaim God’s 

mighty works in tongues. But people from various 

nations hear them and recognize these languages from 

their homeland. Peter then explains that this miracle 

confirmed that Old Testament prophecy was being 

fulfilled. The promised Spirit had come.  

Speaking in tongues is not mentioned again until Acts 

10. This chapter tells us how Cornelius and his 

household hear the gospel from Peter. They are the first 

Gentiles to be saved. So, by enabling them to speak in 
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tongues, God confirmed that the promises of the gospel 

were not just for Jews. The third occasion is recorded 

in Acts 19, where some disciples of John the Baptist 

learn about Jesus and the coming of the Spirit. The gift 

of tongues confirmed that they needed something more 

than the teaching and baptism of John. They needed 

Jesus and the Spirit. 

The only other place in the New Testament where 

speaking in tongues is mentioned is 1 Corinthians 12-

14, but there Paul is rebuking the Corinthians for their 

selfish use of spiritual gifts to draw attention to 

themselves. He argues that believers do not all have the 

same gifts, but that these different abilities are all 

important for the church to function as a body. So, at 

the very least, we can say that everyone was not 

expected to speak in tongues. But Paul goes on to 

describe the purpose of tongues in verses 21 and 22 of 

chapter 14, by saying, 

In the Law it is written, "By people of strange 

tongues and by the lips of foreigners will I 

speak to this people, and even then they will 

not listen to me, says the Lord." Thus tongues 

are a sign not for believers but for 
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unbelievers, while prophecy is a sign not for 

unbelievers but for believers. 

 So, if tongues are a sign, should we expect them to be 

a continuing part of church life? Could we even make 

the same argument about the gift of prophecy? In 1 

Corinthians 13:8-10 Paul claims that both of these gifts 

and the gift of knowledge will cease at some point. He 

says, 

Love never ends. As for prophecies, they will 

pass away; as for tongues, they will cease; as 

for knowledge, it will pass away. For we know 

in part and we prophesy in part, but when the 

perfect comes, the partial will pass away. 

What is Paul talking about when he says, “the perfect”? 

The Greek term could also be translated as mature or 

complete. In verses 11 and 12, he gives two illustrations 

to explain himself. He says, 

When I was a child, I spoke like a child, I 

thought like a child, I reasoned like a child. 

When I became a man, I gave up childish 

ways. For now we see in a mirror dimly, but 

then face to face. Now I know in part; then I 

shall know fully, even as I have been fully 

known. 
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Some people focus on the illustration of the mirror and 

say that this face to face knowledge will not come about 

until Jesus returns. From that perspective, we would 

continue to need all the gifts until we reach that stage 

of absolute perfection. But Paul does not specifically 

mention the return of Christ. In fact, his first 

illustration about a child reaching adulthood suggests 

that the church will reach a stage of maturity when 

revelatory gifts like prophecy and the word of 

knowledge and the miraculous sign gifts like tongues 

and healing that confirm those revelations will no 

longer be needed. To me it makes sense to see the 

completion of a written New Testament as this point of 

maturity. So, we need to be clear about the limited 

scope and purpose of miraculous spiritual gifts, and 

that leads to my next point. 

The Leading of the Spirit 

My second clarification concerns the leading of the 

Spirit. In Hebrew and Greek, the word for Spirit could 

also be translated as breath. So, in John 3:8 Jesus 

likens the work of the Holy Spirit to the wind. You hear 
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the sound, but you do not know where it comes from or 

where it goes. He works in a mysterious way. 

Pentecostals, Charismatics, and many other Christians 

expect to hear or feel something as the Spirit leads 

them. Some act on any vague impression assuming that 

it is the Spirit. Others end up paralyzed by major 

decisions waiting for some clear sense of direction. I 

have even had a friend who turned away from 

Christianity and justified it by saying that the Spirit was 

not convicting him about it. But I think that the Spirit 

works in a way that is even more mysterious.  

There are certainly times in the Bible where God speaks 

audibly to a person or gives specific revelation through 

a vision about some major decision. We see this, for 

example, with Paul’s Macedonian call in Acts 16. But 

occasions like that seem to be exceptional even for 

prophets and apostles. They often occur in conjunction 

with major events in the unfolding of God’s plan of 

salvation So, why would we expect God to give us a 

special revelation about some relatively normal life 

choice that we are facing? Does that not seem 

presumptuous? 
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What does it mean then to follow the Spirit’s leading? I 

do not think that it is a matter of waiting for some sort 

of feeling. In Romans 8:13-14, Paul says, 

For if you live according to the flesh you will 

die, but if by the Spirit you put to death the 

deeds of the body, you will live. For all who 

are led by the Spirit of God are sons of God. 

It seems to me that Paul equates the leading of the 

Spirit with the process of overcoming sin in your life. It 

is not about receiving personal revelation. It is simply 

a matter of obeying the revelation that God has already 

given. We find further support for this way of thinking 

in Ephesians 5:18-20. There Paul gives Christians this 

instruction regarding the Spirit: 

And do not get drunk with wine, for that is 

debauchery, but be filled with the Spirit, 

addressing one another in psalms and hymns 

and spiritual songs, singing and making 

melody to the Lord with your heart, giving 

thanks always and for everything to God the 

Father in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ. 

To be filled with the Spirit is to yield to his influence. 

But the result of his work does not resemble some out-

of-control party. It produces mutual encouragement, 
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sincere praise, and consistent gratitude. Paul describes 

the same effects in Colossians 3:16 but he lists a 

different source. He says, 

Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly, 

teaching and admonishing one another in all 

wisdom, singing psalms and hymns and 

spiritual songs, with thankfulness in your 

hearts to God. 

Here again we encounter the mystery of the parallel 

rails of divine sovereignty and human responsibility. 

From a human perspective, I must look to Christ’s 

word for guidance. I am responsible to expend every 

effort to understand it, remember it, apply it, and obey 

its teaching in every choice I make. But at the same 

time, my spiritual growth and transformation is 

entirely the work of the Holy Spirit. He enables me to 

understand and obey. He convicts me when I go astray. 

He produces the fruit of godly character. Whether I feel 

it or not, my growth in practical holiness is entirely his 

doing. So, I would say do not wait for some sensation. 

Obey the Scripture, and as you do, trust that the Holy 

Spirit is the one leading you to grow. 
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The Reality of Prayer 

The idea of those parallel rails also helps us think about 

my third clarification: the reality of prayer. On one 

hand, Scripture invites us to pray. We read incredible 

promises, like the one Jesus made in John 14:13-14. 

Whatever you ask in my name, this I will do, 

that the Father may be glorified in the Son. If 

you ask me anything in my name, I will do it. 

Of course, praying in the name of Jesus is not some 

magical incantation. We do not approach God like 

some magic genie or Santa Claus. To pray in his name 

is to pray as he would. 1 John 5:14 tells us to pray 

according to God’s will. In other words, he has revealed 

in his Word his overarching plan and desires for the 

world and for our lives, and we should pray in line with 

that. So, we should pray for spiritual things like 

salvation and growth in holiness. But Jesus also tells us 

to seek God for our material needs, praying for our 

daily bread. It is also good and right to ask God to heal 

because we know that he will ultimately eliminate 

sickness and death. God hears these prayers and 

responds to them, but it is not a name-it and claim-it 

sort of thing. 
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We need to acknowledge that we face unseen spiritual 

opposition. In Ephesians 6:12, Paul says, 

For we do not wrestle against flesh and 

blood, but against the rulers, against the 

authorities, against the cosmic powers over 

this present darkness, against the spiritual 

forces of evil in the heavenly places. 

The reality of this spiritual battle is described in the Old 

Testament book of Job. Satan attacks Job, instigating a 

whole series of terrible events including storms, 

thieves, and sickness. But none of that happened 

because Job did not have enough faith. On the 

contrary, God allowed Satan to attack Job because he 

was confident that he would stand firm. But on a 

human level, it seemed as if Job’s prayers went 

unanswered for a very long time. In fact, his friends 

had a health-wealth mindset. They wrongly insisted 

that God was punishing him for some sin. 

So, the story of Job also helps us understand the other 

rail. God is in control the entire time. He is all-

knowing, all-wise, all-powerful, and perfectly good. 

Job’s story is a good illustration of Romans 8:28, where 

Paul tells us, 
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And we know that for those who love God all 

things work together for good, for those who 

are called according to his purpose. 

We need to acknowledge the mystery here. We are 

called to pray without ceasing, but God already knows 

what I need. He listens and responds, but he is 

accomplishing his sovereign plan. He might display his 

glory by healing us and making us prosperous, but he 

might choose to show his power by sustaining us 

through hard times. So, my assurance cannot be based 

upon my experience or what I feel in the moment. My 

confidence is in the character and promises of God as 

revealed in His Word. 
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Conclusion 

The Pentecostal and Charismatic movements cannot 

be ignored. The believers in those movements 

challenge us to worship God with genuine passion. But 

I think their expectations of uninhibited worship, 

personal revelation, and physical blessing go too far. 

We need to be clear about the biblical purpose of 

miracles, the leading of the Spirit, and the reality of 

prayer. 

We also need to acknowledge that the promise of the 

Holy Spirit is a significant part of the gospel. If you feel 

hopelessly trapped in sin, understand that God offers 

you forgiveness through the work of Christ and power 

to change through the Holy Spirit. If you’ve never done 

so, I invite you to believe in Christ and to receive the 

Spirit. If you want to learn more about the Spirit’s 

work, I encourage you to spend some time reading 

Romans 8. 

If you are a believer, are you following the Spirit’s 

leading? Does he fill you? Does the Word of Christ 

dwell richly in you? Seek to understand. Seek to obey, 

and trust that he is at work in you. Perhaps you know 
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someone who needs to hear the good news of the 

promised Holy Spirit. If so, would you tell them? 

May God grant us to be strengthened with power 

through His Spirit. 
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11 
 

HOW SHOULD I RELATE 

TO THE WORLD? 
 

Talking with Mainline & 

Fundamental Baptists 

I have shown how the four Protestant denominational 

families that emerged from the Reformation each 

answer the question, “What is the church?” But 

various movements since that time have shaped and 

divided those denominations and launched new ones 

as they wrestled with the question, “Where is 

assurance found?” Now we move on to my final 

question as I share excerpts from my interviews with 

two Baptist pastors, one from a mainline church and 

one from a fundamental church. 
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SIX QUESTIONS TO MAP 

THE RELIGIOUS LANDSCAPE 

Does God Exist? 

Atheism & Buddhism: 

No 

Monotheism: 

Yes 

Hinduism: 

One reality, many gods 

 
Who is Jesus? 

Judaism: 

A False Prophet 

Christianity: 

The Son of God 

Islam: 

An Honored Prophet 

 
What is Salvation? 

Orthodox: 

Becoming Like God 

Protestant: 

Receiving God’s Gift 

Catholic: 

Acquiring Salvation 

 
What is the Church? 

Anglican: 

The Citizens 

Lutheran: 

The Baptized 

Reformed: 

The Chosen 

Anabaptist: 

The Believers 

 
Where is Assurance Found? 

Liturgical 

Right Worship 
 
 

Methodist 

Right Behavior 

  

Pentecostal 

Right Experience 

Confessional 

Right Belief 

 
How Should I Relate to the World? 
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I am always amazed by tightrope walkers, particularly 

Nik Wallenda. In 2012, he walked directly over Niagara 

Falls, maintaining his balance on an 1,800-foot-long 

cable that was swaying in the mist. In 2013, he crossed 

a 1,400-foot-wide section of the Grand Canyon with 

48-mile-per-hour wind gusts. Then earlier this year he 

made his way over a lake of fiery lava at the Masaya 

Volcano in Nicaragua, a distance of 1,800 feet that took 

him over a half hour. So, Nik Wallenda prays a lot, but 

he is also a master at maintaining balance. 

I think we need a spiritual form of that skill to face the 

strong currents of religious movements that sweep 

over us. But how do we maintain that kind of balance?  
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Tightrope walkers often carry a long heavy pole.  Nik 

Wallenda’s weighs over 40 pounds. Its inertia helps 

them steady themselves, and I have designed this 

podcast to serve the same purpose. I think that as you 

develop a better grasp on the weighty issues of theology 

and church history, you will be more stable as you 

encounter different ideas. That sense of balance is 

particularly important for our subject in this chapter 

and the next. 

My sixth question is “How Should I Relate to the 

World?” As I have said previously, movements come 

along that tilt the entire maze. We considered how the 

Charismatic movement’s emphasis on experience 

influenced many Protestant churches and even some 

Catholic churches. But this sixth question stretches far 

beyond the bounds of Christianity. No matter where 

you stand in the religious maze, you must decide how 

to interact with people who disagree with you. 

Furthermore, the shifting currents of culture tend to 

reshape your strategy. 

By using the word “world,” I am phrasing the question 

in New Testament terms. As Christians, we must 

approach life balancing two ideas that seem to 
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contradict. On one hand, John 3:16 tells us that Jesus 

said, “For God so loved the world, that he gave his only 

Son, that whoever believes in him should not perish but 

have eternal life.” Jesus reflected this love in the kind 

and compassionate way that he accepted the sinful 

outcasts of Jewish society, and Christians are called to 

follow his example.  

On the other hand, we also find passages in the New 

Testament that call Christians to be set apart from the 

world. For instance, 1 John 2:15-16 tells us, “Do not 

love the world or the things in the world. If anyone 

loves the world, the love of the Father is not in him. For 

all that is in the world—the desires of the flesh and the 

desires of the eyes and pride of life—is not from the 

Father but is from the world.” In other words, our lives 

should reflect the holiness and purity of God. 

So, as we go through life, we all land somewhere on a 

spectrum. In some ways, we accept the world and 

integrate with it. But in other ways, we reject the world 

and separate from it. In this chapter I highlight two 

movements from church history that led people in 

opposite directions on this spectrum: Liberalism and 

Fundamentalism. 
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But before I proceed, I want to point out another 

tension in how Christians relate to the world. As we 

define the mission of the church and even the guiding 

purpose of our lives, we lean toward either an 

eternal/individual focus or an immediate/social focus. 

So, this new spectrum intersects with the one that we 

just considered to form a grid. If we think of acceptance 

on the left and separation on the right, then an eternal 

focus is up and an immediate focus is down. Everyone 

lands in one of four quadrants on this grid. We will 

consider two of them in this chapter and the other two 

in the next. 

  



Talking with Mainline & Fundamental Baptists 

303 

Liberalism 

We start with theological liberalism, and I would place 

this movement in the lower left quadrant of our grid. 

The term liberal simply means that someone is open to 

change. Theological liberals are willing to accept some 

of the world’s ideas. They are open to changing their 

religious beliefs to fit into society, and that leftward 

lean naturally leads them to focus on immediate social 

matters. 

Every religious group throughout history has had 

people with liberal inclinations. For example, the New 

Testament Gospels refer to a group of Jews known as 
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the Sadducees who were willing to set aside tradition to 

accept some aspects of Greco-Roman culture. There 

are liberal Muslims, Hindus, and Buddhists who mix 

traditional beliefs with modern secular ideas and 

values. But I want to focus on Christianity, and 

specifically American Protestantism. The Mainline 

Protestant denominations, as they are often called, 

have all been heavily influenced by liberal theology.  

These denominations include the Episcopal Church, 

the Evangelical Lutheran Church, the Presbyterian 

Church (USA), the Reformed Church in America, the 

United Church of Christ, the Disciples of Christ, the 

United Methodist Church, the African Methodist 

Episcopal Church, and the American Baptist Church. 

To discuss this movement, I met with David Nichols, 

the Senior Pastor of First Baptist Church of Kalamazoo 

which is part of the American Baptist denomination. 

When I asked him about his background, he told me 

about his experience growing up in an American 

Baptist Church in Wisconsin.  

When I was probably in about third or fourth 

or fifth grade, something like that, our 

Sunday school teacher one day said, “Well, 

you’ve reached the age of accountability, and 
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now I want to make sure that you understand 

that if you were to die without Jesus you 

would go to hell, and if you were to accept 

Jesus you would die and go to heaven. So, 

which do you want to do? Well, along with 

the rest of my class, I said, “I prefer heaven.” 

So, not long after that I was baptized and I 

was told, “Now you’re a Christian and all.”  

As a student at Harvard University, he had a 

conversion experience through a campus ministry, but 

he still had many unanswered questions that led him to 

turn away for a time.  

So, then probably a year passed where I was 

a reluctant atheist. I felt like it would be 

wonderful to believe in God, but I wasn’t sure 

that I could. Then I got introduced to the 

writings of C.S. Lewis and some others. I 

ended up taking a class where I could pick 

any author I wanted to read their 

autobiography and other works by them. So, 

I picked C.S. Lewis and read probably like 

thirty of his books that year. It really was a 

turning point for me because I could see from 

C.S. Lewis that questions were not the 

opposite of faith, but that often it was 

through questions that our faith was 

developed.  
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Pastor Nichols does not consider himself theologically 

liberal. His views seem relatively conservative 

compared with those of other mainline leaders, but you 

can still hear the pull of liberal thinking in much that 

he says. So, let me point out four stages in the 

progression of the Liberal Protestant movement that 

build one on top of the other. 

Intellectual Integration 

The movement began with intellectual integration. The 

Enlightenment thinkers of the 17th and 18th centuries 

had great confidence in man’s reasoning ability. They 

rejected the miraculous in favor of scientific 

explanation. Some rejected religion entirely, but others 

sought a middle ground. Friedrich Schleiermacher, an 

influential German Reformed theologian early in the 

19th century, decided that he could not believe in the 

virgin birth of Jesus, his deity, or his substitutionary 

atonement. But he thought that it was still possible for 

people to follow the example of Jesus, living an ethical 

life with a God-consciousness. He is considered the 

father of modern liberal theology. 
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Of course, integrating faith and science became even 

more difficult as Darwin’s theory of human evolution 

became popular in the mid-19th century. People began 

to find evolutionary patterns in subjects other than 

biology. Rather than accepting traditional views of the 

authorship of the books of the Bible, liberal scholars 

argued that the text evolved through edits of various 

source documents. In 1883, Julius Wellhausen, a 

German Lutheran, claimed that the first five books of 

the Old Testament, were not written by Moses. He said 

that they originated long after the time of Moses as a 

compilation of four different texts each with their own 

theological bias. Others asserted similar ideas about 

the four Gospels. Adolph von Harnack, another 

German writing at the beginning of the 20th century, 

said that in the New Testament the truth about the 

historical Jesus is obscured by a husk of false ideas 

from Greco-Roman culture that should be discarded.  

Though these critical theories began in German 

academic circles, they soon spread to theological 

seminaries in the United States. The pastors trained in 

those schools then shared them with their 

congregations. They openly questioned the 
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truthfulness of Bible stories but  still preached moral 

lessons from them. On the surface, such thinking 

seems to make Christianity anemic and pointless, but 

it was accepted by church members with a more 

academic background, particularly in college towns 

like Kalamazoo. 

When I asked Pastor Nichols about his view of the Bible 

and miracles, he said that believing in God convinces 

him that miracles are possible. But he felt that 

defending the inerrancy of the Bible or the reality of 

miracles can be a distraction to spiritual life.  

I’m much more concerned with, you know, 

not so much the virgin birth but the meaning 

of the virgin birth. What does that do for us? 

What does that say to us? Same thing with 

the resurrection. I mean, I probably now 

more than fifty years ago find a lot of mystery 

in the Bible. A lot that I feel that the day will 

come like in 1 Corinthians 13 when it talks 

about looking through a glass darkly, and I 

feel that that’s what we do now. So, there are 

a lot of things that are mysterious to me. But 

I feel one day I will understand, not in this 

life in the life to come. I’m comfortable with 

that. I’m comfortable with not saying that I 
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can explain everything and I can figure 

everything out.  

Social Gospel 

The second stage in the Protestant Liberal movement 

was the adoption of a social gospel. Abandoning the 

miraculous in Scripture is like setting out from a 

mountain peak. As you head down the slope, your eyes 

are no longer fixed on the heavens. Your focus is on the 

world beneath. So, liberals abandoned the ideas of 

individual sin and eternal salvation as old-fashioned 

ways of thinking. They felt their mission was to address 

the immediate injustice in society. 

In 1917, an American Baptist theologian named Walter 

Rauschenbusch, wrote, 

The social gospel is the old message of 

salvation but enlarged and intensified The 

individualistic gospel has taught us to see the 

sinfulness of every human heart and has 

inspired us with faith in the willingness and 

power of God to save every soul that comes 

to him. But it has not given us an adequate 

understanding of the sinfulness of the social 

order and its share in the sins of all 

individuals within it. It has not evoked faith 
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in the will and power of God to redeem the 

permanent institutions of human society 

from their inherited guilt of oppression and 

extortion. Both our sense of sin and our faith 

in salvation have fallen short of the realities 

under its teaching. The social gospel seeks to 

bring men under repentance for their 

collective sins and to create a more sensitive 

and more modern conscience (A Theology 

for the Social Gospel, 5). 

So, by redefining sin and salvation, those who held 

liberal theology began to advocate for liberal social 

causes. They considered their efforts as making the 

kingdom of God a reality on earth. Perhaps the most 

popular expression of this thinking is heard in the 

teaching of Martin Luther King, Jr. Some theologians 

even tried to combine Christianity and Marxism, 

taking the story of the Exodus as a pattern for 

liberating the oppressed today. Most liberals were also 

quick to adopt feminism. As a result, mainline 

denominations gradually began to ordain female 

pastors. 

Pastor Nichols still seeks to apply the gospel to 

individuals, but he takes a very different approach from 

what he heard as a child. He told me, 
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I really focus on people’s journey, people’s 

spiritual journey, asking the question, feeling 

that it’s not really my decision to make 

whether they have crossed over from death 

into life. That’s God’s decision to make. So, 

what I’m more interested in doing is talking 

with somebody, hearing where they’re 

coming from, asking questions. Do you 

believe in God? Do you think of yourself as a 

person of faith? What does that mean to you? 

How have you come to that? What has 

shaped your thinking? And I just find that as 

I do that, I find a lot of opportunities to bring 

in the whole story of Jesus.  

I find, you know, a lot of people today when 

you talk to them about sin in their life, and 

unforgiven sin as so forth, a lot of people 

don’t really connect with that, or at least 

don’t connect easily with it. I again use the 

term, obviously you know this, that in the 

Greek the term so often used for sin is an 

archery term of missing the mark. I’m more 

interested in talking to somebody about how 

is your life going, and then begin to look at 

what does Jesus say.  
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Ecumenical Cooperation 

The third stage in the Protestant Liberal movement 

was a focus on ecumenical cooperation. I do not want 

to spend much time on this point, but I think it fills out 

the picture for us. If you do not view biblical teaching 

as authoritative, then doctrinal differences seem 

insignificant. If your gospel message is all about social 

justice, then your time is better spent uniting around 

those issues.  

So, liberal denominations have formed organizations 

like the World Council of Churches that began in 1948. 

In describing what they do, the organization’s website 

says, “All WCC programmes aim to support the 

member churches and ecumenical partners to journey 

together, promoting justice and peace in our world as 

an expression of faith in the Triune God.” For some in 

the ecumenical movement, that is still too restrictive. 

They want to unite even with other world religions. 

Moral Accommodation 

That leads to a fourth stage in the Protestant Liberal 

movement: moral accommodation. If you cannot draw 
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doctrinal lines from Scripture, how can you maintain 

moral boundaries? Liberal Christians emphasize 

Matthew 7:1, where Jesus says, “Judge not, that you be 

not judged.” Of course, as you continue reading, you 

learn that Jesus’ point was that you should deal with 

your own sin first, so that you can then help your 

brother. But many seize upon this verse as a blanket 

rejection of judgment. They see this as the loving thing 

to do. But the moral perspective of liberal Christians 

becomes foggy, nothing but endless gray.  

Pastor Nichols gives us an example of this kind of 

thinking. He told me about a series of discussions he 

held at his church on contemporary issues. 

I said, “Well, let’s talk about abortion,” and 

everybody kind of gasped. I basically said, “Is 

it possible to be pro-choice and pro-life? That 

you very much believe in the value of unborn 

life, and at the same time, you believe in the 

value of mothers and women who become 

pregnant.”  I said, “Myself, I never have and 

don’t think I ever would encourage someone 

to have an abortion.” But at the same time, I 

said, “I didn’t feel comfortable saying to 

somebody, ‘Well, if you do have an abortion, 

then you’re out of here! We’re done with you. 

We can’t accept you after that.’” I feel like, 
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you know, I can’t put myself in the role of a 

woman who is dealing with what may be an 

impossible situation to try to resolve. But I 

know what I can do is to care about that 

person and try to be supportive and helpful, 

and try to get that person on what I think is 

the right path to God. 

I did not ask Pastor Nichols about his view of 

homosexual behavior or same-sex marriage, but I 

probably should have. Despite biblical teaching to the 

contrary, Mainline denominations are generally 

accepting of both. The United Methodist Church 

debated this issue in 2019. Americans in the 

denomination wanted to allow same-sex marriage and 

even the ordination of LGBTQ ministers, but 

representatives from Africa and Asia resisted. Many 

people are shocked to hear of churches being open to 

such changes, but it is perfectly consistent with the 

direction of Liberal Protestantism in America over the 

past century. They began with intellectual integration, 

focused on a social gospel, ignored historic doctrinal 

barriers for the purpose of ecumenical cooperation, 

and have continued down the path of moral 

accommodation. 
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Fundamentalism 

Early in the 20th century some Christians reacted 

against the liberal drift of the mainline denominations. 

They felt that it was severely out of balance, so the 

Fundamental movement pulled to the right on our 

grid, rejecting the world’s ideas and seeking a degree of 

separation.  They also focused upward, defining the 

church’s mission as proclaiming the gospel so that 

individuals could be saved for eternity. 

The name Fundamentalism comes from a set of essays 

published between 1910 and 1915 called “The 

Fundamentals.” Sixty-four authors from various 

Protestant denominations sought to refute various 
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aspects of liberal theology and defend the reliability of 

the Bible. They considered these issues to be 

fundamental to salvation. They thought liberalism was 

leading people away from saving faith. A wealthy 

businessman named Lyman Stewart funded the 

project, and over 3 million volumes were mailed free of 

charge to ministers, missionaries, and seminary 

professors.  

In some cases, the movement prompted the founding 

of new denominations. The General Association of 

Regular Baptist Churches, for example, began in 1932 

as churches withdrew from the American Baptist 

Convention. The Orthodox Presbyterian Church was 

formed in 1936 after several years of struggling against 

liberal theology in the Presbyterian Church in the USA. 

Yet some Christians gave up entirely on the idea of 

denominational connections. Some left the mainline 

churches and started non-denominational churches 

focused on teaching the Bible. Though Calvary Bible 

Church East, the congregation I pastor, began in 2007, 

we trace our history back to this movement. Calvary 

Bible Church, that helped us begin, was formed in 

Kalamazoo in 1929. It later identified itself with a 
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fellowship of churches called the Independent 

Fundamental Churches of America. I am not 

personally affiliated with the IFCA and neither is 

Calvary East, but when I became a Christian, my pastor 

was part of that association and many of my seminary 

professors were as well. So, it has certainly influenced 

my thinking. 

But I wanted to explore a different side of the 

Fundamental movement, the branch represented by 

schools like Bob Jones University and Pensacola 

Christian College. The churches in that part of the 

fundamental movement typically identify themselves 

as independent, fundamental Baptists. So, I met with 

R. J. Morelli, the pastor of Temple Baptist Church in 

Kalamazoo. He attended Bob Jones for a while and 

then completed his undergraduate degree at 

Tabernacle Baptist Bible College. 

Pastor Morelli told me that he grew up in a rough 

family situation. His parents divorced when he was 

four, so he and his siblings were raised by aunts and 

uncles. They were Catholic, but they were not really 

finding answers for their relational struggles in the 

church. But his mother began attending a Baptist 
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church and invited him to a youth event when he was 

fourteen. He told me, 

The teens there really embraced me, 

befriended me, and that was something, like 

I was saying before, I needed that. I hadn’t 

experienced it, and this was kind of new. So, 

I heard the gospel Saturday night. Sunday 

morning, I heard the gospel again during the 

morning service. I was really under 

conviction from the Holy Spirit of God. I 

knew that what he was telling me was true, 

and I was not right with the Lord. I kind of 

stayed off that decision Sunday morning, and 

I went back Sunday night as all good Baptists 

do. I heard the message again, made it 

through the invitation, was really just tore 

up, didn’t know really what to do or how to 

go about that.  

Baptists always give an invitation, but that’s 

kind of an intimidating thing sometimes. Not 

everybody responds that way. After it was 

said and done, I just breathed a sigh of relief. 

Man, I’m going home tomorrow. I can get 

back to my regular life. Dr. Charles 

Whitefield, Grace Baptist Church in 

Birmingham, Michigan—he walked up to me 

afterwards and put his arm around me. He 

said, “Son, wouldn’t you like to trust Christ 

as your Savior?” And man, that just broke 
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me. I knew that that was what I wanted to do, 

and it was time to do that. So, we went back 

to his office. He opened up the Word of God 

and led me through some Scriptures, and I 

got on my knees and trusted Christ as my 

Savior. 

I had a long conversation with Pastor Morelli, so we 

will hear more from him in the next chapter. But for 

now, I want to start with three ideas from 

fundamentalism that provide a helpful response to 

Protestant Liberalism. Of course, as we have seen 

previously, it is human nature to overreact, and Pastor 

Morelli recognizes that problem in Fundamentalism. 

He tries to correct it, but he still seems a bit off balance 

from my perspective. 

Biblical Authority 

First, Fundamentalism responds by emphasizing 

biblical authority. Protestant liberalism drifts on the 

whims of personal opinion. It asserts that individuals 

are free to determine which parts of the Bible are true 

and relevant and which parts are not. But the 

fundamental response is that Scripture is the anchor 

for our beliefs because it carries God’s divine authority. 
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Pastor Morelli explains this focus by saying, 

A fundamentalist—really, it’s a pretty broad, 

wide term, and if you would poll a hundred 

fundamentalists, you would get maybe 

twelve different perspectives on that. But 

probably all of us would settle on one point, 

and that’s the fixation of the authority of 

Scripture, and being fundamental in our 

interpretation of that, our practice of that—

the authority of that in our lives, what we 

would base our church on, what we would 

base our conduct in life on. So, that is where 

fundamentalism rests is we believe that we 

have a perfect, inerrant, authoritative word 

today as much as they did when they penned 

the originals back in the day as much as when 

the inspiration of the verbal word was given. 

So, that’s the sole point. Fundamentalists 

look at that book as our sole authority.  

This conviction is based upon passages like 2 Timothy 

3:16-17, where the Apostle Paul says,  

All Scripture is breathed out by God and 

profitable for teaching, for reproof, for 

correction, and for training in righteousness, 

that the man of God may be complete, 

equipped for every good work. 
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Some translations of this passage use the word 

“inspired,” but that term can be confusing. Paul does 

not say that God inspired the authors of the Bible, 

leaving them to express his ideas in their own imperfect 

words. His point is that God worked through them in 

such a way that the writings they produced were exactly 

what God wanted. We find further support for this by 

examining how Jesus and the Apostles used the Old 

Testament. At times they base their arguments upon 

the specific terms and grammar that were used. The 

Bible is the Word of God. 

So, when liberals reject biblical teaching because it 

contradicts the world’s current intellectual ideas, they 

are essentially attacking God’s character. They are 

saying that he is wrong. That is not to say that we 

should not ask questions and wrestle with difficult 

issues, but the authority of Scripture is a fundamental 

matter of faith. That leads to other questions about the 

preservation, translation, and interpretation of 

Scripture that go beyond our immediate focus. Pastor 

Morelli holds the unusual view that the King James 

Bible produced in 1611 is an infallible translation. In 

the notes to this chapter, you will find information on 
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a separate article I have written on the subject. 

Nevertheless, the divine inspiration and authority of 

the Bible call us to ask ourselves, “Am I willing to 

accept the Bible as God’s Word, even though the 

world’s intellectuals may mock me for it?” 

Personal Holiness 

A second fundamental response to Protestant 

liberalism is to emphasize personal holiness. If I accept 

the Bible as authoritative, then as a believer saved by 

the grace of God, I should make every effort to obey its 

commands by the power of the Holy Spirit. I should do 

whatever I can to separate myself from temptation, 

even if it means erecting a fence, some principle or 

conviction of personal discipline. We must be set apart 

from the world. 

Paul makes this point in 2 Corinthians 6:14-18, by 

saying, 

Do not be unequally yoked with unbelievers. 

For what partnership has righteousness with 

lawlessness? Or what fellowship has light 

with darkness? What accord has Christ with 

Belial? Or what portion does a believer share 
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with an unbeliever? What agreement has the 

temple of God with idols? For we are the 

temple of the living God; as God said, "I will 

make my dwelling among them and walk 

among them, and I will be their God, and 

they shall be my people. Therefore go out 

from their midst, and be separate from them, 

says the Lord, and touch no unclean thing; 

then I will welcome you, and I will be a father 

to you, and you shall be sons and daughters 

to me, says the Lord Almighty." 

Over the centuries Christians have disagreed about 

how to pursue this separation. Some like the monks of 

ancient times or the Amish have almost completely 

isolated themselves from the outside world. Many in 

the Fundamental movement have focused on setting 

rigid standards regarding things like entertainment, 

smoking, and drinking. But Pastor Morelli wisely 

points out the problem with that way of thinking. 

Normally people want to shackle 

fundamentalists with being legalists. Well, I 

would say that they have a pretty good 

argument about that because the things that 

we tend to hold to as far as separation isn’t 

really what the Word of God points out as far 

as I want you to pay attention to what’s in 

your heart and what’s coming out. I want you 
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to pay attention to the anger. I want you to 

pay attention to the hatred. I want you to pay 

attention to the fornication. You know, those 

are the things that corrupt. What you take 

into your body? You know? 

So, they began to say, “This is the standard of 

Scripture. I don’t want you to commit 

fornication, so in not committing fornication 

we’re going to set up these perimeters.” I 

went to a school where you had to have six 

inches between you and a girl if you were 

sitting next to her, right? Because I don’t 

want to do this, I want to have these 

perimeters. Well, in fundamentalism those 

perimeters weren’t a bad idea, because I 

definitely don’t want to do that. So, let’s 

hedge our bets, so to speak, and be careful. 

Well, those things that were set in place 

became now the law, and if you didn’t do that 

you really weren’t a good Christian. 

Of course, this legalistic, judgmental thinking is not 

exclusive to fundamentalism. You can find some 

version of it in almost every part of Christianity, and I 

think it often backfires, pushing people toward liberal 

views. To be balanced, we must hold to Scripture rather 

than man-made fences. We must seek to obey from the 

heart in a spirit of joyful gratitude for God’s saving 



Talking with Mainline & Fundamental Baptists 

325 

grace, not in mere outward conformity motivated by a 

guilt trip someone has laid on you. We should 

recognize the circumstances that lead us into 

temptation and avoid them whenever we can. We 

might help to keep our distance from certain people, 

places, or things, but those boundaries are between you 

and God. Seek genuine holiness from the heart. 

End Times Hope 

A third fundamental response to Protestant liberalism 

is to emphasize end times hope. Liberals aspired to fix 

the world, but many fundamentalists were looking 

forward to leaving it behind. They focused on biblical 

prophecy and taught that Jesus could return at any 

moment to rapture his church, separating them from 

the world before a period of Tribulation. 

One of the key passages to support this idea is 1 

Thessalonians 4:16-18, where Paul writes, 

For the Lord himself will descend from 

heaven with a cry of command, with the voice 

of an archangel, and with the sound of the 

trumpet of God. And the dead in Christ will 

rise first. Then we who are alive, who are left, 

will be caught up together with them in the 
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clouds to meet the Lord in the air, and so we 

will always be with the Lord. Therefore 

encourage one another with these words. 

Even before the Fundamental movement began, many 

Christians in the 19th century were developing an 

interest in prophecy. The confessions that developed 

after the Reformation generally regarded Old 

Testament prophecy about Israel as being fulfilled in 

some spiritual sense in the church. But some began to 

argue that those prophecies would be fulfilled literally. 

They claimed that Jesus would return to earth after the 

Tribulation to reign over Israel and the entire world for 

a millennium. 

This system of thought, called Dispensationalism, was 

popularized through the Scofield Reference Bible that 

was first published in 1909. The consulting editors all 

wrote essays for “The Fundamentals,” so the two 

streams of thought converged. I think their separatist 

mindset even shaped how they viewed biblical history. 

You can hear this in how Pastor Morelli describes 

dispensationalism. 

Our first point of fundamentalism is how 

God dispenses his grace to us through the 
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word of God, and we see that through the 

word of God, there are specific time periods 

at which God really deals differently. He 

dealt differently with Adam than he did with 

Noah than he did with Abraham than he did 

with Moses than he does with the church. I 

mean, aren’t you glad that you don’t have to 

slaughter animals any more? So, there’s a 

difference, and that difference would be 

according to his plan. It’s amazing. I don’t 

really have the time to go into it, but if a 

person wanted to do a dive through the Word 

of God and study that, you would see that 

God has a pattern in Scripture, and it’s 

segments of time. 

Many people have spent a lot of time charting these 

dispensations and filling in all sorts of prophetic 

details, but I personally think it has some pitfalls. Some 

of it becomes very speculative, building elaborate 

arguments from minute points in Scripture. Then the 

system can become a lens that colors people’s 

interpretation. But my biggest concern is that it can 

become an intellectual hobby that never translates into 

spiritual growth. Over the past few decades, it has even 

become a form of entertainment in Christian books and 

movies. 
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Nevertheless, I still generally agree with the basic ideas 

of Dispensationalism. We should study biblical 

prophecy and live in anticipation of Christ’s return. We 

should be people who look to the future with joy and 

hope, and that confidence should influence how we 

relate to the world. We will come back to that idea next 

in the next chapter as we consider the two remaining 

quadrants on our grid. 

Conclusion 

So, where do you land in the debate between 

Liberalism and Fundamentalism? Is your 

determination of what is true shaped by the world’s 

intellectual ideas? Or do you believe the Bible to be the 

authoritative Word of God? Is your focus on fixing our 

broken world with a social gospel or on looking for 

Christ’s return? Do you go along with the world’s 

morals and values? Or are you willing to obey God from 

the heart, separating yourself from ungodly influences? 

If you have never done so, I encourage you to start 

trusting God and his Word. You may want to read 

Psalm 19 in the Old Testament. There David gives us a 

helpful explanation of how we relate to God through 
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what he has revealed. You may have doubts about the 

reliability of the Bible, but there are reasonable 

responses for every question. 

If you are a Christian, are you pursuing holiness? Are 

you doing what you can to avoid temptation? Perhaps 

there is some ungodly influence in your life from which 

you need to separate. I am not trying to impose any 

extra-biblical fences. It is between you and the Lord, 

but we should do all that we can to humbly obey him. 

Finally, if you possess the hope of eternal life, are you 

sharing it? Are you wrapped up in the world’s conflicts? 

Is prophecy nothing more than an intellectual hobby 

for you? We should reflect the true hope of salvation in 

Christ.  

May God fill our lives with faith, hope, and love. 

  



FINDING YOUR WAY IN THE RELIGIOUS MAZE 

 

330 

Notes 

First Baptist Church of Kalamazoo, Michigan. 

https://www.fbckazoo.org/ 

Bryan Craddock, “Bryan Interviews Pastor Dave Nichols,” (4 Dec 

2020). https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6Z7iBjUrnq0 

Walter Rauschenbusch, A Theology for the Social Gospel (1917). 

https://www.google.com/books/edition/A_Theology_for_the_S

ocial_Gospel/DHEAAAAAMAAJ?hl=en&gbpv=0 

World Council of Churches. https://www.oikoumene.org/what-

we-do 

Temple Baptist Church of Kalamazoo, Michigan. 

https://www.templebaptist-kalamazoo.org/ 

Bryan Craddock, “Bryan Interviews Pastor R. J. Morelli,” (4 Dec 

2020). https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fVIChCC2Qwo 

Bryan Craddock, “The Infallible King James?” 

https://www.religiousmaze.org/blog/the-infallible-king-james 

 

https://www.fbckazoo.org/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6Z7iBjUrnq0
https://www.google.com/books/edition/A_Theology_for_the_Social_Gospel/DHEAAAAAMAAJ?hl=en&gbpv=0
https://www.google.com/books/edition/A_Theology_for_the_Social_Gospel/DHEAAAAAMAAJ?hl=en&gbpv=0
https://www.oikoumene.org/what-we-do
https://www.oikoumene.org/what-we-do
https://www.templebaptist-kalamazoo.org/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fVIChCC2Qwo
https://www.religiousmaze.org/blog/the-infallible-king-james


 

331 

12 
 

WHAT IS THE CHURCH’S 

MISSION? 
 

Talking with an Evangelical 

In the last chapter I introduced my sixth and final 

question: How should I relate to the world? I proposed 

that the answers land in one of four quadrants. 

Theological liberals accept the world and integrate 

with it which leads to a focus on immediate social 

concerns. Fundamentalists focus on individual eternal 

concerns. To some degree they reject the world and 

separate from it. We finish our survey of the maze by 

looking at those two remaining quadrants and asking, 

“What is the Church’s mission?” I will share excerpts 

from my interview with a megachurch pastor along 

with a few more thoughts from the fundamentalist I 

introduced in the previous chapter. 
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SIX QUESTIONS TO MAP 

THE RELIGIOUS LANDSCAPE 

Does God Exist? 

Atheism & Buddhism: 

No 

Monotheism: 

Yes 

Hinduism: 

One reality, many gods 

 
Who is Jesus? 

Judaism: 

A False Prophet 

Christianity: 

The Son of God 

Islam: 

An Honored Prophet 

 
What is Salvation? 

Orthodox: 

Becoming Like God 

Protestant: 

Receiving God’s Gift 

Catholic: 

Acquiring Salvation 

 
What is the Church? 

Anglican: 

The Citizens 

Lutheran: 

The Baptized 

Reformed: 

The Chosen 

Anabaptist: 

The Believers 

 
Where is Assurance Found? 

Liturgical 

Right Worship 
 
 

Methodist 

Right Behavior 

  

Pentecostal 

Right Experience 

Confessional 

Right Belief 

 
How Should I Relate to the World? 

? 

 
 

Fundamental 

Separation/Eternal 

  

Liberal 

Acceptance/Social 
? 
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One year for Christmas, my aunt gave me a microscope 

kit. I think I was eight years old that year, so there were 

certainly other gifts that I was more excited about, 

particularly Star Wars toys. I enjoyed science, but I was 

more interested in astronomy. I cannot remember 

whether it was that same year, but my parents gave me 

a telescope. 

I do not remember using this microscope more than a 

few times, but the images that I saw still stick with me. 

I remember seeing a strand of hair and some kind of 

tiny insect. I realized that things that appear relatively 

simple are often much more intricate when you zoom 

in for a closer look.  
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I mention that experience because I think our 

understanding of various religious viewpoints is often 

too simple. My goal in this series has been to help us 

zoom in and see some of the intricacies. I have 

presented relatively simple questions to guide us, but I 

think that approach has opened the way for meaningful 

conversations with the religious leaders that I have 

interviewed, and I think it can help you as you talk with 

people that you know. 

In the first four chapters of this book, we looked at 

world religions where the differences are fairly 

obvious, but the past seven chapters were all under the 

broad heading of Christianity. Over the last five we 

have traced the twists and turns that have shaped and 

divided Protestantism over the past five centuries. Now 

we continue that survey right up to what I think are the 

strongest currents shaping the church today as we talk 

about the Evangelical movement.  
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Billy Graham 

Evangelicalism 

The term evangelical can be difficult to define. It comes 

from the Greek verb euaggelizo which means to 

proclaim good news. In its noun form, we often 

translate it as gospel. But as a label for a movement, the 

word has been used in at least four different ways. 

As I mentioned a few weeks ago, Martin Luther wanted 

to call the Lutheran church the Evangelical Church of 

the Augsburg Confession. From this perspective, to be 

evangelical is to believe that salvation is by grace alone 

through faith alone in Christ alone. So, you could say 

that an evangelical is someone who accepts the 
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Protestant understanding of the gospel. It is about 

believing the gospel. 

But evangelical has also been used to describe those 

who emphasize and practice evangelism, the 

proclamation of this good news of salvation to the 

unbelieving world. In that sense, you could identify 

early Catholic missionaries like Patrick who preached 

in Ireland in the 5th century as evangelical. But people 

generally associate this definition with the Protestants 

who led revival movements during the 18th and 19th 

centuries. For instance, we have already considered 

John Wesley and the Methodist movement in the 18th 

century. 

These two definitions of Evangelical could be applied 

to the Fundamentalists we talked about previously 

because they believe and preach the gospel. But there 

is a third definition that takes us back to our grid. Some 

church leaders who were initially part of the 20th 

century Fundamental movement thought it was going 

too far. The movement was becoming so intent on 

separating from the world that they were becoming 

anti-intellectual, legalistic, and relatively isolated. So, 

these leaders from various denominations actively 
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sought ways to engage with the world while 

maintaining a focus on the eternal salvation of 

individuals. That places this type of Evangelical in the 

upper left quadrant of our grid. 

The best-known Evangelical of the 20th century was 

Billy Graham. He was born in 1918 and was raised in 

the Presbyterian church. He attended Bob Jones 

College (now University), a Fundamentalist school, but 

decided to leave after his first semester because of the 

legalism he experienced there. He was given his first 

opportunity to preach in a Southern Baptist church. He 

was ordained as a Southern Baptist and even pastored 

a church before finishing his undergraduate studies at 

Wheaton College in Illinois.  

But Graham decided to become a full-time evangelist 

with Youth for Christ, a parachurch ministry focused 

on reaching young people with the gospel. He held his 

first week-long series of evangelistic meetings at the 

Civic Theater in Grand Rapids, Michigan in September 

1947. Several local churches would work together to 

put on these crusades as they called them.  

In September 1949, he was invited to speak at a three-

week long crusade in Los Angeles, but the response was 
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so enormous that it continued for eight weeks. Three 

hundred fifty thousand people attended and three 

thousand responded to his invitation to receive 

salvation. News of this event spread throughout the 

country and around the world, and Graham continued 

to preach at crusades for the next 56 years. He passed 

away in 2018. 

The mindset behind these crusades influenced the way 

many churches approached ministry. A subset of 

Evangelicalism known as the Church Growth 

Movement developed. Their strong focus on outreach 

resulted in some congregations claiming thousands of 

members. One of the most influential was Willow 

Creek Community Church located in a suburb of 

Chicago. Since 1992, the church has hosted a yearly 

leadership summit attended by thousands of people 

from across the country and around the world. 

To discuss Evangelicalism and the Church Growth 

Movement, I met with Jeff Porte, the Lead Pastor of 

Centerpoint, a large church here in Kalamazoo that has 

served as a satellite location for the Willow Creek 

Leadership Summit. Pastor Porte’s family was part of 

the Christian Reformed Church and then the Reformed 
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Church in America. When I asked him about how his 

personal relationship with Christ began and how he 

decided to serve as a pastor, he told me, 

We have a camp that the Reformed church 

runs called Camp Geneva. At that camp is 

where I received Christ and began to follow 

him, you know, more intentionally. I went 

from high school to college at Hope College 

in Holland (Michigan). Then my senior year 

I—actually by way of not having a high 

enough GPA in some other things that I 

tried—almost by default I went to seminary. 

But once I was in it, it was like definitely the 

right thing. It felt good and fit well.  

Of course, I wanted to hear what Pastor Porte had to 

say about how the church should relate to the world. 

Four characteristics of the Evangelical movement came 

out in our conversation. 

Gospel Priority 

The first characteristic is that Evangelicals give the 

gospel priority. A good camera with a zoom lens can 

help you take great pictures. When you focus on one 

object, the background becomes blurry. But that effect 

makes the object stand out. If everything in the entire 
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field of view is sharp, the person looking at the pictures 

does not know where to focus.  

This illustration helps us grasp one of the problems 

with Fundamentalism. Fundamentalists are right to 

emphasize biblical authority, but they tend to become 

dogmatic about almost every doctrinal detail. They can 

make mountains out of mole hills. Some end up 

separating from anyone who does not believe exactly as 

they do. If you say that everything is important, then in 

a sense nothing is important. You lose all sense of 

perspective.  

But prioritizing the gospel makes logical sense. 

Understanding it and believing it are essential for 

salvation. To prioritize the gospel is to recognize the 

ultimate importance of eternal life. So, if someone 

distorts the gospel, they are erecting a barrier that 

could hinder someone from being saved.  Paul warned 

of this danger in Galatians 1:9. He said, “As we have 

said before, so now I say again: If anyone is preaching 

to you a gospel contrary to the one you received, let him 

be accursed.” 
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However, this focus on the gospel can make 

evangelicals hard to pin down on other areas of biblical 

teaching. Following my camera analogy, you might say 

that these areas become more blurred. When I asked 

Pastor Porte to describe where he stands doctrinally, 

his answer included a variety of different labels that we 

have considered. He told me, 

We take the Bible very seriously and believe 

in the authority of Scripture. We believe in all 

the gifts of the expression of the Spirit. But 

you know we’re surely not a Charismatic 

church. So, in function people might believe 

that we don’t believe in some of the more 

sensational gifts. But we believe that they’re 

present. They’re just not… Like that wouldn’t 

happen in a worship service where someone 

would be speaking in tongues, for instance. 

It’s more kind of behind the scenes, whereas 

in a true Charismatic church you would kind 

of expect that. Technically the Reformed 

Church in America is a mainline 

denomination, but I think we would adhere 

ourselves more to an evangelical thought. 

We’re not just about denominational things 

and so forth.  

Reformed, Mainline, Charismatic, Evangelical? That’s 

quite a combination. So, the key question for 
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Evangelicals is how to define the gospel. Some settle for 

a minimalist answer to that question. For instance, 

during Billy Graham’s ministry he decided to involve 

Roman Catholic leaders in his crusades. This action 

suggested that the issues raised by the Reformation 

(salvation by grace alone through faith alone in Christ 

alone) were not essential. So, as they give the gospel 

priority, Evangelicals have not always been clear about 

what beliefs are necessary for a person to be saved. 

Relational Proximity 

The second characteristic of Evangelicalism is 

relational proximity. In the Sermon on the Mount, 

Jesus called his followers the salt of the earth and the 

light of the world. He said that to be useful, salt must 

be salty, and light must shine. He wanted his followers 

to interact with others so that their transformed lives 

could be seen. 

With their focus on holiness, Fundamentalists tend to 

withdraw from the world. Historically, their 

approaches to evangelism tend to maintain a degree of 

relational separation. They would preach on a street 

corner, pass out gospel tracts, or go door-to-door. 
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Some Fundamentalists, like Pastor Morelli whom I 

introduced previously, have led their churches toward 

a more relational approach. But Evangelicals strongly 

encourage church members to befriend those outside 

the church. 

Pastor Porte described this mindset by saying, 

Our posture would be to train our people on 

how to receive some of the onslaught of 

cultural crud and how do you equip yourself 

to be able to buffet that in a way that you are 

not getting sucked down into the vortex of all 

of that, but you’re able to keep your head 

above the water line, and still use your 

position and your influence and your 

placement in culture, in your neighborhood, 

in your place of employment and so forth in 

a way that honors Christ and gets the gospel 

to the people that need it most.  

Part of this relational focus is caring for people’s 

physical needs. Jesus spoke of allowing others to see 

your good works and Paul emphasized the same idea in 

his letter to Titus. In Titus 3:14, he wrote, “And let our 

people learn to devote themselves to good works, so as 

to help cases of urgent need, and not be unfruitful.” 
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Pastor Porte described how he leads his church to fulfill 

this instruction. 

I would say we’re quite holistic in how we see 

the gospel, that people need bread and they 

need the bread of life. So, they need both and 

trying to meet people where they’re currently 

at hopefully lead them towards… maybe 

beginning with their felt needs and bringing 

them towards, you know, what are their 

deeper needs.  

Of course, there is a danger here. Some Christian 

organizations that set out to preach the gospel and 

meet physical needs, end up drifting away from 

evangelism to focus exclusively on humanitarian work. 

They begin in the Evangelical quadrant of our grid and 

gradually slide into the Liberal quadrant. So, it requires 

determination to maintain the priority of the gospel. 

Cultural Flexibility  

The third characteristic of 20th century Evangelicalism 

is cultural flexibility. Culture for us is sort of like water 

for a fish. We do not necessarily realize that it is there. 

It is just part of life. We make assumptions about what 

is true, what is important, what is persuasive, what is 
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good, and what is beautiful. We have ideas about 

appropriate forms of expression in how we dress, 

speak, and interact based upon place and time or even 

who is present. 

Throughout history Christians have often struggled to 

distinguish between what is commanded in the Bible 

and what is a cultural preference. I mentioned 

previously that certain groups look back to their glory 

days. The culture from that period becomes the 

standard moving forward. You see it in their buildings, 

their music, and even the way their ministers dress.  

For the Orthodox Church, it was the Byzantine Period. 

For the Roman Catholic Church, it was the Middle 

Ages. For some confessional Protestant churches, it 

was the 16th century. For many Fundamentalists it 

seems to be the 1930s. 

But culture is not just a generational matter. It varies 

from place to place, group to group, and between 

different social classes. So, when an unbeliever 

encounters a group of Christians who are holding onto 

or even advocating a particular culture that seems 

foreign, it can be an unnecessary barrier. The 
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unbeliever might be repelled by the cultural package 

before they ever hear the gospel message. 

This issue was already a problem for Christians in the 

First century. In 1 Corinthians 9:19-23, Paul explains 

how he approached it. He says,  

For though I am free from all, I have made 

myself a servant to all, that I might win more 

of them. To the Jews I became as a Jew, in 

order to win Jews. To those under the law I 

became as one under the law (though not 

being myself under the law) that I might win 

those under the law. To those outside the law 

I became as one outside the law (not being 

outside the law of God but under the law of 

Christ) that I might win those outside the 

law. To the weak I became weak, that I might 

win the weak. I have become all things to all 

people, that by all means I might save some. 

I do it all for the sake of the gospel, that I may 

share with them in its blessings. 

The need to humbly set aside cultural preferences that 

could become a barrier is fairly obvious for 

missionaries who travel to a foreign land. But 

Evangelicals in the Church Growth movement have 

argued that churches need to think the same way about 
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reaching their community. Pastor Porte explains his 

approach by saying, 

Our designation would be more of being 

seeker-friendly but not seeker-driven in that 

we view worship as primarily for the saints 

and secondarily for those who are not yet 

saved, that we just want to use language and 

other things that could be barriers, clothing, 

those kinds of things, we try to make more 

common so that there’s less barriers people 

might have if they’re unchurched. 

Again, we try to assume that there’s people, 

and there are, in the room that don’t know 

Christ and are very Bible light. Sometimes I… 

Well, oftentimes I prepare with a couple of 

people in mind that I personally know who 

haven’t yet made a commitment to Christ or 

are barely over the line. How can I say things 

that don’t make them feel excluded or that 

they’re less than. So, simple things like, 

“Yeah, that book of the Bible is in the Old 

Testament. When you get to Psalms turn 

right, and you’re gonna find it pretty 

quickly.” Rather than just assuming that 

everybody knows where all the 66 books are. 

That sort of thing is one part of that 

approach. 
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You might think that such changes would not be 

controversial, but unfortunately many Christians do 

not always have a humble servant attitude. Over the 

past few decades many local congregations across the 

country divided over changes in musical style as 

Christians insisted on their personal preference. But 

evangelicals argue that the priority of the gospel should 

lead to cultural flexibility. 

Pragmatic Strategy  

That leads to a fourth characteristic that is often found 

in Evangelicalism: pragmatic strategy. In simple terms, 

to be pragmatic is to simply do what works. So, when 

someone takes this approach to the mission of the 

church, they tend to view it like a machine or an 

assembly line. They integrate thinking and practices 

from the business world. 

This integration was already present in Billy Graham’s 

crusades, but Willow Creek took it to a new level in 

their leadership summits. Pastor Porte describes the 

event by saying, 

The philosophy is using people of different 

disciplines from academics to military, the 



Talking with an Evangelical 

349 

athletic arena, certainly business, and then 

also church. The theory is that we can all 

learn from these different avenues where 

leadership is necessary and to cross-pollinate 

with one another. I just think that’s been a 

really helpful approach in a more robust and 

wide bandwidth of where we’re getting 

learnings from. As well as getting us… You 

know, it’s easier to get a businessperson to 

come to an event that there’s going to be 

some other business talks that are a part of 

that than if it’s just all pastors that are 

speaking on leadership. 

To some degree this integration is bound to happen 

when the lay leaders in a church are business people. It 

can be helpful in handling business matters, but it can 

change the focus of ministry. People start looking for 

ways to measure success. Since spiritual 

transformation is not necessarily quantifiable, they 

often end up counting nickels and noses, giving and 

attendance. The pressure to generate growth can then 

turn evangelism into sales, shepherding into 

management, and worship into entertainment. The 

pull of this way of thinking only grows stronger as a 

church grows larger. 
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This mindset can tempt pastors to water down or avoid 

issues that some people may find offensive, even 

aspects of the gospel message. Pastor Porte gave this 

example of how he works through this tension. 

I teach from time to time on homosexuality, 

and we’re a conservative church on that issue 

as the Bible is, you know? But we’ve got quite 

a few parents whose kids are gay and how do 

I help them to know that they’re loved and 

valued and that their kids matter while still 

holding onto the tenets of the faith? I think 

there’s ways of doing that. It’s just being 

more aware of posture, gesture, some of the 

softer skills of preaching, trying not to 

unnecessarily alienate people and just let the 

gospel itself do whatever. You know, you 

can’t soft sell the reality that we’re sinners 

and we need a savior. So, let that be where 

the rubber hits the road, I guess.   

So, since the middle of the 20th century the Evangelical 

movement has been marked by these four 

characteristics: gospel priority, relational proximity, 

cultural flexibility, and pragmatic strategy. That is why 

I place Evangelicalism in the upper left corner of my 

grid. Unlike theological liberals they maintain a focus 

on the gospel and the eternal salvation of individuals, 
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but unlike fundamentalists they integrate with the 

world relationally, culturally, and sometimes even in 

their pragmatic ministry strategy. 
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The Fourth Quadrant 

But what about the fourth quadrant on my grid down 

in the lower right corner? Is there a movement that 

emphasizes separation from the world but focuses on 

immediate social change? I think there is, and 

unfortunately many people today call them 

Evangelicals. So, as confusing as it is, we must realize 

that this is a fourth way that the term Evangelical is 

used. Many of these people believe the gospel and 

proclaim it, but their actual focus is the exact opposite 

of the Evangelical movement that we just considered. 

Their driving passion is to exert a moral influence on 
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society. So, I think it makes sense for our purposes to 

simply refer to this movement as Moralism. 

You can trace the roots of the Moralist mindset back to 

the Fourth century. Once Christianity became the 

official religion of the Roman Empire rather than a 

persecuted sect, then the Church began to exert 

influence in shaping laws to enforce biblical moral 

standards. With the dominance of the Catholic Church 

through the Middle Ages this power only increased. 

Catholic leaders today no longer have that level of clout 

with world rulers, but they still routinely make 

pronouncements on how non-Catholic people 

throughout the world should act. 

As we considered previously, three of the four 

Protestant denominational families developed as state 

churches. So, the Anglican, Lutheran, and 

Presbyterian-Reformed churches initially exerted 

significant moral influence in their respective nations. 

Rulers were not always cooperative. But when English 

Puritans came to the American colonies, they seized 

the opportunity to shape a new society from the outset. 

Some even envisioned their civic efforts as fulfilling 

biblical prophecy. They thought of themselves as 



FINDING YOUR WAY IN THE RELIGIOUS MAZE 

 

354 

building the kingdom of Christ by enforcing his 

standards.  

Of course, the United States ended up forming a 

secular government without an established church. If 

churches wanted to see moral standards enforced as 

law, they would need to work through political 

influence. In the mid-19th century, this moralist 

impulse led many Christian leaders in the northern 

part of the country to advocate the abolition of slavery. 

Several denominations split over this issue. The 

Southern Baptist denomination, for instance, came 

into existence at that time because they were not 

willing to oppose slavery as Northern Baptists did. 

Many Christians were also involved in the Temperance 

movement that led to the prohibition of alcohol at the 

beginning of the 20th century. There have been other 

issues, but the main focus over the last four decades, 

has been the Pro-Life Movement in opposition to 

abortion. 

I hoped to interview a local pastor who could represent 

the Moralist viewpoint. I did find one man who is 

actively involved with a political action group, but he 

did not respond to my request for a meeting. I asked 
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other pastors about their approach to morality and 

politics, however, and I think R. J. Morelli, the 

Fundamentalist from Temple Baptist Church in 

Kalamazoo expressed some of the main ideas. 

Moralism leads to three basic actions. 

Moral Proclamation  

To state the obvious, it begins with moral 

proclamation. Many people talk about speaking up and 

making your voice heard. They focus on exercising your 

right to free speech. I am not simply talking about how 

you vote privately but what you say publicly. With 

social media today, there seems to be an expectation 

that you should take every opportunity to declare what 

you think is right. 

When I asked Pastor Morelli about Christian political 

involvement, he told me.  

I think we have… the church has a 

responsibility to be political in the fact that 

we pray and we can vote. We encourage. We 

submit to the authority. But in our 

democratic republic we have the freedom in 

that to protest. So, I think that a Christian, a 

church can protest things that we disagree 



FINDING YOUR WAY IN THE RELIGIOUS MAZE 

 

356 

with. We can protest the LBGTQ. Plus I think 

is added to it now. I don’t say that mockingly, 

I just… hard to keep up with that. So, do I 

have the right to protest that because it’s 

anti-biblical and I would say yes, I do have 

the right to that. When they pass a law, you 

know, that grants privileges to that, I can as 

a believer reject that law because it would go 

against the word of God. Now if we’re not 

talking about something that forbids me 

from practicing my faith according to the 

word of God, then I think that we need to be 

submissive to Scripture.  

People often support this line of thinking by referring 

to the example of Peter in Acts 4:18-20. He and John 

had been arrested by the Jewish council, and the 

passage tells us, 

So they called them and charged them not to 

speak or teach at all in the name of Jesus. But 

Peter and John answered them, "Whether it 

is right in the sight of God to listen to you 

rather than to God, you must judge, for we 

cannot but speak of what we have seen and 

heard." 

Peter recognized that obeying the council’s orders 

would be a direct violation of his God-given 

responsibility. They were essentially requiring him to 



Talking with an Evangelical 

357 

disobey God. He does not protest or argue for his 

rights. He simply declares his intent to obey God no 

matter the cost. Furthermore, his message was not 

primarily moral. He did expose their sin in putting 

Jesus to death, but his point was to lead them to 

salvation. 

Most situations in our society are not that clear cut. 

Our government allows people to do things of which 

God disapproves. That does not hinder us from obeying 

him or from proclaiming the gospel. That could 

possibly happen at some point, but I do not see it yet. 

Yet some argue that love compels us to speak up.  They 

point to passages like Proverbs 14:34, which says, 

“Righteousness exalts a nation, but sin is a reproach to 

any people.” Pastor Morelli expressed this idea by 

saying, “I know lost people don’t think in terms of 

biblical approach, but I think they’ve benefitted from 

the morality.” 

But does that send a mixed message? When you 

proclaim moral standards apart from the gospel, does 

it imply that people have the power to be good? If 

someone lives a generally moral life, will it be of any 

benefit to them for eternity? Countless people go 
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through life confident in their own goodness, but in 

Romans 3:10-12 Paul says, “As it is written: ‘None is 

righteous, no, not one; no one understands; no one 

seeks for God. All have turned aside; together they have 

become worthless; no one does good, not even one.’” I 

think that proclaiming societal morality can backfire, 

blinding people to their desperate need for salvation. 

Prophetic Condemnation  

Some moralists follow up moral proclamation with a 

second action: prophetic condemnation. They warn of 

coming judgment, not the ultimate judgment of 

individuals for eternity but immediate circumstances 

experienced nationally or even globally. When some 

major tragic event happens, there always seems to be 

some Christian leader who declares it to be a 

punishment for some sin that is prevalent in society. 

All moralists do not go to that extreme, but I think most 

would look to the example of the Old Testament 

prophets as support for confronting moral evil in 

society. Pastor Morelli pointed to how John the Baptist 

rebuked Herod Antipas over his immoral marriage to 

his brother’s wife. He told me, 
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He said, “Herod, King, you’re wicked. It’s not 

right. The Bible says no.” Well, the Law told 

him it’s not lawful, right? So, that was a 

mixing of Bible and politics for him. As a 

king, he could do what he wanted. I mean he 

didn’t really give a rip about the Law, not 

Jewish law anyway in name. We know that 

dude wanted to kill the Messiah, so he 

couldn’t have been so biblically minded. So, 

you know, I think we have the power to be 

able to withstand government for what is 

right. 

But the problem with this argument is that the Jewish 

nation was unique. God chose them apart from all 

other nations and gave them his Law as their 

constitution. They were a theocracy. So, when the 

nation went astray, God raised up prophets to call them 

back to their special covenant relationship with him. In 

a sense, the prophets served as a third branch of Jewish 

government keeping the king and the priests in check. 

When John the Baptist rebuked Herod, he was 

fulfilling this purpose. 

Old Testament prophets do confront other nations 

sometimes. Jonah, for instance, was called to preach to 

the Assyrians in Nineveh. But these pronouncements 

generally focus on two issues: their worship of false 
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gods and their treatment of the Jewish people. Other 

nations were not expected to obey God’s Law, because 

they were not part of the Mosaic covenant. The 

relationship with God comes first, then the obedience.  

Now God is God, and sin is sin. There is no question 

that the moral aspects of biblical Law are God’s 

universal standard of morality. But I do not see any 

evidence that Jesus wanted his followers to establish 

theocracies or to keep governments in check. In fact, 

the overarching lesson of the Old Testament is that 

theocracy is hopeless until God transforms the hearts 

of individuals. So, Luke 24:46-47 tells us that Jesus 

said,  

Thus it is written, that the Christ should 

suffer and on the third day rise from the 

dead, and that repentance for the forgiveness 

of sins should be proclaimed in his name to 

all nations, beginning from Jerusalem. 

In other words, the Church must focus on leading 

individuals from every nation to repentance and 

salvation. Our mission is evangelism not moral 

influence. 
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Political Separation  

A third action that moralists take is political 

separation. Fundamentalists, at least in theory, 

separate from the unbelieving world in general. But 

moralists tend to separate along political lines. They 

choose a side and build a wall, cutting themselves off 

from the other side because they view them as enemies. 

I don’t think Pastor Morelli thinks of himself in these 

terms, but consider how he speaks of the political 

divide. 

I have preached, because I feel it’s a moral 

responsibility for me to instruct my people. I 

did not tell them who to vote for, but I said 

from the pulpit, “I can’t support this line of 

thinking. I can’t support a party that is in 

favor of murdering 50 million babies. I’m 

morally opposed to that. I can’t throw the 

lever for that. It doesn’t mean that I agree 

with everything on the other party’s side 

either. But morally, I can absolutely say that 

I’m against this area, I’m against that area. 

So, I caution my people to vote through 

biblical perspective, not necessarily 

conservative or liberal. We can make that 

choice as Americans. It really amazed me 

that we had any Bible believer that cast a vote 
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for the Democratic party, solely on the issue 

of abortion and homosexuality. Do I hate 

Democrats? No, I don’t. I just disagree. 

I agree that abortion is wrong, but is it accurate to say 

that the Democratic party is in favor of murdering 50 

million babies? That is emotionally charged political 

hype. You can say that you do not hate Democrats, but 

do people catch that qualification when you make 

sweeping statements like that? That kind of rhetoric 

builds up an insurmountable divide. If you think that 

way, will you bother reaching out to a Democrat with 

the gospel? If you do reach out, will they listen? 

Proverbs 18:19 says, “A brother offended is more 

unyielding than a strong city, and quarreling is like the 

bars of a castle.” 

Now there are certainly offensive aspects of the gospel. 

People do not want to hear that God created them and 

holds them accountable for their choices. They do not 

want to be told that they are unable to earn God’s 

acceptance. They do not want to accept that the only 

way to be forgiven is to place your faith in the incarnate 

Son of God who suffered, died, and rose again. But 
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when you are politically outspoken, you may cut off any 

opportunity of ever having that conversation. 

Furthermore, you may say that you do not agree with 

everything on the other side, but once you gather 

behind that wall those distinctions tend to get set aside. 

Politics is all about winning and staying loyal. 

Arrogance, anger, hatred, and dishonesty are just part 

of the game. If you are going to be part of the team, you 

cannot question your side. You must hold the party 

line. Christian moralists may join the team over one or 

two issues, but they can get swept up in the hype and 

lose their footing. They hold to one or two moral issues 

while they make excuses and compromise on a host of 

others. 

So, to be clear, I am not suggesting that Christians 

should not vote. As long as we have that opportunity, 

we should take it and exercise it wisely. But I think 

moral proclamation, prophetic condemnation, and 

political separation can keep Christians from having an 

evangelistic influence. Furthermore, I think these 

moralist actions inevitably end up undermining their 

moral influence. 
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Conclusion 

So, where do you stand in the maze? Since we began I 

have presented six key questions to map the spiritual 

and religious landscape. 

I asked, “Does God Exist?” and made the case for 

Christian monotheism, the belief in one eternal, all-

powerful, personal Creator God who exists as Father, 

Son, and Spirit and works through all the 

circumstances of our lives to accomplish his good 

purpose. 

I asked, “Who is Jesus?” and showed that the Bible 

presents him to be God the Son who became human, 

lived a perfectly righteous life, suffered, died, and rose 

again to save us from the judgment that we deserve for 

our sins and who will return to fulfill Messianic 

prophecy.  

I asked, “What is salvation?” and argued that it is 

receiving eternal life as a gift by God’s grace alone 

through faith alone in Christ alone on the authority of 

the Scripture alone for the glory of God alone. 
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I think these first three answers are essential for 

salvation. There may be room to differ on the 

remaining questions, but we still need to be clear. 

I asked, “What is the Church?” and said that I agree 

with the Reformed view of predestination but think 

that a person becomes a part of the Church upon 

believing and should express that faith through water 

baptism. 

I asked, “Where is assurance found?” and explained 

that right belief, understanding the gospel of Christ, 

gives believers assurance that they are eternally saved. 

This understanding transforms them and leads them to 

find deeper assurance as they grow in a life of 

passionate worship and obedience to God.  

I finished by asking, “How should I relate to the 

world?” I believe that Christ gave us the mission to 

share his gospel of salvation with everyone in the world 

in a humble, loving, respectful, and reasonable way 

that reflects his patience, mercy, and grace. 

Furthermore, this mission does not just apply to the 

church as an organization. It is God’s purpose for every 

Christian believer. So, I consider myself a conservative 

Evangelical.  
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Do you believe the gospel? No issue is more important 

than that. Christianity may seem like a confusing mess 

sometimes, but don’t let that keep you from the 

message. Jesus made it possible for sinners like you 

and me to be forgiven and receive eternal life. Trust 

him. Learn from him. If you want to learn more about 

salvation and relating to the world, I encourage you to 

read Titus 3 where Paul addresses these issues. 

If you are already a Christian, do you need to change 

your outlook on the world? Are you wrapped up in 

fighting a culture war or are you working to spread the 

good news of salvation? Are people experiencing 

Christ’s love through you?  What could you do to better 

reflect it? 

May the light of Christ shine in and through us! 
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SIX QUESTIONS TO MAP 

THE RELIGIOUS LANDSCAPE 

Does God Exist? 

Atheism & Buddhism: 

No 

Monotheism: 

Yes 

Hinduism: 

One reality, many gods 

 
Who is Jesus? 

Judaism: 

A False Prophet 

Christianity: 

The Son of God 

Islam: 

An Honored Prophet 

 
What is Salvation? 

Orthodox: 

Becoming Like God 

Protestant: 

Receiving God’s Gift 

Catholic: 

Acquiring Salvation 

 
What is the Church? 

Anglican: 

The Citizens 

Lutheran: 

The Baptized 

Reformed: 

The Chosen 

Anabaptist: 

The Believers 

 
Where is Assurance Found? 

Liturgical 

Right Worship 
 
 

Methodist 

Right Behavior 

  

Pentecostal 

Right Experience 

Confessional 

Right Belief 

 
How Should I Relate to the World? 

Evangelical 

Acceptance/Eternal 
 
 

Fundamental 

Separation/Eternal 

  

Liberal 

Acceptance/Social 

Moralism 

Separation/Social 
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or in e-book at issuu.com/bryancraddock 

Old Testament 

Agent of Change (Judges) 

Godly Romance (Song of Solomon) 

How to Pray in Hard Times (Psalms 51-63) 

New Testament 

True Wonder (Luke 1-3) 

Who Is Jesus? (Luke 3-6) 

Crossroads (Luke 6) 

Surprised by the Savior (Luke 7-8) 

On the Road with Jesus (Luke 9-11) 

Christ the Contender (Luke 11-13) 

The Gospel-Shaped Heart (Luke 14-19) 

The King We Need (Luke 19-21) 

Count Your Blessings (Ephesians 1) 

Stories of Grace (Ephesians 2-3) 

Moving Forward (Ephesians 4-5) 

The Christ-Centered Home (Ephesians 5:22-6:9) 

Strong: The Armor of God (Ephesians 6:10-24) 

Knowledge of the Future—Strength to Persevere  

(The Book of Revelation) 

Theology 

Standing Firm (The Reformation) 

Finding Your Way in the Religious Maze  

(World Religions and Christian Denominations)  
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