
Defending the Faith
 — The Importance of Regularly Including Apologetics in Our Preaching —

By Rich Hoyer

A couple years after college, I became a Christian. I had gone to church for most of my life up to that 
point but had never made Jesus my Lord and Savior nor obeyed the gospel. My hope of heaven rested 
in the mistaken idea that Jesus died on the cross and thus everyone who goes to church and is a 
“good person” will go to heaven.

In 1999, after some life-changing events, I became dissatisfied with my life 
trajectory. To make a long-story short, during that time, a friend invited me to 
church and I attended for a few weeks. One Sunday, the preacher spoke about 
the need to obey the gospel in order to accept Jesus Christ’s gift of salvation. 
Over the next few days, I wrestled with the message and was convicted to re-
spond as God commands.

After confessing faith in Jesus as the Christ and being baptized into Christ for 
the remission of sins, the preacher said to me, “I want to warn you. You were 
Satan’s child before, but now you are a child of God. Satan won’t like that. He’s 
going to make your life difficult.”

I didn’t know what he meant, but I soon found out. Within two weeks, doubt 
crept in. It became so severe I wasn’t sure if I even believed in God, much less 
Jesus Christ as the only way to heaven. I began to wonder, “Did I make the wrong 
decision? Other people believe God exists and worship under different religions. 
How do I know that they’re wrong? How do I know that Jesus really is God in the 
flesh?”

I was faced with a choice. I could fall back to my old lifestyle, or I could try to find 
answers to these questions. Thus began my life-long love of Christian apologetics. I 
bought Josh McDowell’s Evidence that Demands a Verdict as well as several other books. 
I began to read transcripts of debates online between Muslim and Christian apologists. As 
I found answers, my faith was strengthened. Although I still faced doubts, they drove me to 
learn more.

continued on page 19
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John R. Mitchell

I confess that I’ve never been a big 
fan of making New Year’s reso-
lutions. Nevertheless, it’s 2023 

and I got to thinking, “Are there any 
Bible verses that could serve as a ba-
sis for making some good, solid, New 
Year’s resolutions for 2023?” Know-
ing the Ten Commandments are found 
in Exodus 20, I decided to check out 

Exodus 20:23. What a powerful verse it turned out to be, for 
there we find this gem:

You shall not make anything to be with Me — gods 
of silver or gods of gold you shall not make for 
yourselves. — Exodus 20:23 NKJV

Let’s face it — from Covid, to the economy, to CRT, to a 
sexually out of control culture, to another volatile election 
season, etc., the list of things that can distract us from the 
work of the Lord is seemingly endless. As God commands 
in this Exodus verse, let’s simply resolve in 2023 to not 
make anything to be with God. In other words, let’s make 
2023 a year where we focus on godly things, as Paul exhorts 
Timothy in 1 Timothy 15, “Meditate on these things; give 
yourself entirely to them, that your progress may be evi-
dent to all” (NKJV emphasis added).

Evangelism
First, let’s not make anything to be with God in the 

critical area of evangelism. Jesus, in Luke 19:10, says, 
“For the Son of Man has come to seek and to save that which 
was lost” (NKJV). In the aftermath of the Covid-19 pan-
demic, most congregations now have an average attendance 
approximately 80-85% of their pre-Covid numbers. (This 
is my un-scientific, personal-opinion percentage based on 
many conversations with church leaders over the past year.) 
It’s time to drop the pre-Covid post-Covid terminology and 
simply acknowledge that where we are is where we are. As 
the long-time NFL coach Bill Parcells famously quipped, 
“You are what your record says you are.”

The Lord came to seek and save those that are lost. God 
is not willing that any should perish, but that all come to re-
pentance. God has appointed a day on which He will judge 
the world in righteousness by the Man whom He has or-
dained. Scripture has made it clear that reaching the lost 
and preparing them for judgment day is a top priority. Let’s 
resolve to sweep all distractions out of the way and get back 
to basic evangelistic work.

We carry several resources in our bookstore to help pre-

pare people for personal evangelism. Especially useful is 
Danny Pelfrey’s Whatever Happened to Evangelism? This 
book is a fresh and relevant look at what evangelism is, why 
it matters, and how to personally prepare for this critical 
work. In addition, Mr. Pelfrey also wrote a four-part series 
on evangelism that appeared in the January-April 2021 is-
sues of the Restoration Herald. If it’s been a while since 
your congregation seriously encouraged people to reach 
others for Christ, Pelfrey’s book and his Restoration Herald 
series are a perfect way to get started.

Education
Next, let’s not make anything to be with God as we 

strive to grow in our knowledge of God and His Word. 
The past three years have wreaked havoc on the Bible edu-
cation programs in our churches. Many congregations still 
have not resumed their Bible School programs, while many 
of those who have are seeing very poor attendance.

Peter exhorts us in 2 Peter 3:16, “grow in the grace and 
knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ” (NKJV). 
The writer of Hebrews rebukes his readers in Hebrews 5:12, 
“for though by this time you ought to be teachers, you need 
someone to teach you again the first principles of the oracles 
of God; and you have come to need milk and not solid food” 
(NKJV).

One of the most practical verses in the Bible is Colos-
sians 2:6, “As you therefore have received Christ Jesus the 
Lord, so walk in Him” (NKJV). The word Paul uses for 
walk means “one’s manner of life, behavior, or conduct.” 
Paul emphasizes that the Christian’s ongoing life of faith — 
their manner of life — should be in harmony with the faith 
they have received. A major aspect of receiving Christ is the 
profession and acceptance of Jesus as Lord.

In the very next verse, Paul reminds the Christians in 
Colossae that they are “rooted and built up in Him and es-
tablished in the faith, as you have been taught…” (NKJV  
emphasis added). “As you have been taught” — if one is 
going to “walk in Him,” one must be taught the truths of 
Scripture, especially as related to daily life practices.

Evangelism & Education — in 2023, let’s resolve to not 
make anything to be with God, particularly in these two 
essential areas. It’s time to put the haunting memories of 
Covid behind, rekindle our passion for evangelism, and get 
back to emphasizing programs that teach both the basics 
and depths of the Christian faith.

Happy New Year to all and may God richly bless you and 
your congregations in 2023! ~RH



The Restoration Herald
Editor, John R. Mitchell

Our Platform
The Christ: The only begotten Son of God, man’s 

only Savior and Lord.
The Bible: God’s special revelation to man, its 

authority and finality, man’s only rule of faith 
and practice.

The Gospel: The power of God unto salvation, its 
proclamation and defense.

The Church: The true tabernacle which the Lord 
pitched, and not man.

The Unity of Believers: In the “unity of the faith” 
as prescribed in the New Testament.

The Fellowship: Of brethren of “like precious 
faith,” in the furtherance of the gospel and the 
building of churches of Christ according to the 
Bible pattern.

Website: www.thecra.org
Email address: theCRA@thecra.org

The Restoration Herald is published monthly by The 
Christian Restoration Association; USPS #462-960 ISSN: 
[0034-5830]. 7133 Central Parke Blvd, Mason, OH, 45040.

Editorial and General Offices: 7133 Central Parke Blvd, 
Mason, OH, 45040. Send all contributions and correspon-
dence to The Christian Restoration Association at the Ma-
son address. Phone: (513) 229-8000.

Subscription rates: $15.00 a year, or three years for 
$35.00. Senior citizens (65 or older) $12.00 a year, or three 
years for $30.00. In bundles of 10 or more to one address, 
$12.00 each per year. Internet subscriptions (pdf form) 
are available for $10.00 per year or three years for $25.00 
which also provides access to past issues that are posted on 
website.

Periodical postage paid at Mason, OH, and additional 
mailing offices. Postmaster: Send address changes to The 
Restoration Herald, 7133 Central Parke Blvd, Mason, 
OH, 45040.

Our P&H rates for mailing items purchased from our 
bookstore are actual postage plus $1.00.

(Ohio residents, include 7% sales tax)

Lessons based on International Sunday School Lessons. 
The International Bible Lessons for Christian Teaching, 
copyright © 2020 by the Committee on the Uniform Series.

JanuaRy 2023 3

Feature Article
1 Defending the Faith

Rich Hoyer

Editor’s Viewpoint
2 2023 Resolutions

John R. Mitchell

First Things First
4 Go Into All the World

Tony Sullivan

Ready to Give a Defense
6 What was the Star of Bethlehem? Part 2

Richard Koffarnus

Winnowing the Heart
8 Who Cares?

Jennifer Bullard

A Page from the Book
10 Unconditional Love vs Unconditional Affirmation

Jim Book

Lessons from the Past
12 Moralistic Therapeutic Deism, Part 1

Michael Hines

Strangeness of the Month Club
14 The State of Not So Great

Harold Orndorff

Reflections From a Life of Ministry
17 David Phillips

Uniform Bible School Lessons
23 2 Chronicles, Isaiah, and Joel

Zack Waite

Announcements
16 2023 Florida Bible Conference
22 2023 Church Leaders Seminar



4 RestoRation HeRald

Go Into All the World

The Lord said, “Go into all the 
world and preach the gospel. 
He who believes and is baptized 

shall be   saved; but he who does not be-
lieve will be condemned” (Mark 16:15-
16).

Matthew records Jesus’ words as:
And Jesus came and spoke to them, 

saying, “All authority has been given to Me in 
heaven and on earth. Go therefore and make disci-
ples of all the nations, baptizing them in the name 
of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, 
teaching them to observe all things that I have com-
manded you; and lo, I am with you always, even to 
the end of the age.” (Matthew 28:18-20 NKJV)

These are Jesus’ words to His disciples shortly before He 
returned to Heaven. They are, some would say, the “march-
ing orders of the church.” He is telling us we need to go out 
and spread the message of the gospel.

It does not take an exhaustive reading of the New Tes-
tament to know that the task of the church is to carry the 
message of Christ to the whole world. I do not have to tell 
you that is a major job. I have no idea how many people 
were alive on the earth when Christ gave this challenge to 
His disciples, but I do know it was a lot.

As of today, September 28, 2022, the population of the 
United States is approximately 329,000,000 (I may have 
miscounted; most of the people wouldn’t hold still). The 
population of the earth is 7,007,537,000. That’s a lot of peo-
ple, and the church of Christ is responsible to try and reach 
every one of them with the gospel message. What are we 
doing to reach these men and women?

Again, according to the records I have, there are 1,071,616 
people who claim membership in a local independent Chris-
tian church/Church of Christ. If you divide that into the 
world population, you will see how many people each of 
us must reach if we are to speak to everyone about Christ. 
I can’t even do the math, and remember, I’m one of those 
kids who had algebra in High School.

We, as the church, have what seems an impossible task. 
The numbers have, a long time ago, gotten away from us. 

What is the answer? I do not know.
The question is: what have we done to reach the world? 

What have we done over the last several decades to reach 
the world for Christ? There are many who would say, “We 
haven’t done anything.” Friend, that simply is not true. We 
may not have done all we can, we certainly may not have 
done all we should, but we have not—repeat, we have not—
just been sitting around and letting the world be lost. Well, 
some haven’t.

In the early years, the pioneers of the Restoration Move-
ment traveled the country preaching and teaching in meet-
ings. Many of them left family behind for months to reach 
the growing nation. There are still congregations today 
serving our Lord that were started by men like Alexander 
Campbell, John Smith, and Walter Scott.

When we move into more modern times, we read the 
names of men and women who left and went to foreign 
countries to carry abroad the gospel message. The Leslie 
Wolfe family gave their lives to the work in the Philippines. 
He left home and gave up all the comforts here in the United 
States to preach and teach the message of Christ in a prim-
itive nation.

Both Mr. and Mrs. Wolfe were interned as prisoners by the 
Japanese during World War II. Mr. Wolfe died thirty-three 
days after he was released from the P.O.W. camp. Accord-
ing to the book, They Went to the Philippines, Mrs. Wolfe 
said of her husband, “He gave his all to the Philippines.”

What about men like Brother Owen Steele? Brother Owen 
started several New Testament congregations throughout 
Georgia. He had a burden for those of his home state and 
wanted them to know about New Testament Christianity. 
He would leave the United States later and begin mission-
ary work that ended with him preaching and starting new 
congregations in Hawaii.

The Vernon Brothers were the first to start a new ministry 
by preaching the gospel on television. Others soon followed 
their example. Men like Ed Bousman began radio minis-
tries that preached the gospel to the world. Later, Ed’s short-
wave radio programs would reach millions in the deepest 
part of the world. Many used the radio to break the silence 
of the Iron Curtain and the stranglehold that the Commu-
nists held on their world.
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Many have found other ways to reach the world. There 
are ministries dedicated to reaching the blind, the deaf, and 
those who are mentally impaired.

Men like Joe Garman and Don Todd are reaching those 
who are incarcerated in prisons. The late Jim Vernon was 
one of the Christian church’s early pioneers in inner city 
missions.

Southwest Christian Care in Union City, Georgia, cares 
for those who are hurting and dying. Their ministry is 100% 
free of charge. Just up the street is Christian City, which is 
caring for those who are sick, and those who are suffering 
from Alzheimer’s. They provide housing for senior citizens 
and refuge and safety for children — all in the name of Je-
sus Christ.

Local congregations are doing all they can to reach and 
serve the communities they live in. They are calling, vis-
iting, and ministering to those around them to encourage 
them to come and know Christ.

Individuals who make up the “membership” of these lo-
cal congregations are also inviting and encouraging their 
friends and neighbors to come and be in the worship assem-
blies. They are praying with people and standing with them 
in their time of need.

Yes, we are still behind in reaching the world, reaching 
the United States, and, in truth, our own neighborhoods. 
We most likely will never have the time to get to everyone. 
However, we can get to someone, and we are doing that.

For those who say, “We are not doing enough to reach the 
world,” what else would you have us do? What other ideas 
do you have that can help? Here is the real question: what 
are you doing? Who have you talked to this week? Whose 
burden have you lifted this week? Whose life is better today 
because you were in it?

When was the last time you actually sat down with some-
one and taught them the plan of salvation? How much was 
the last check you sent to a missionary, ministry, or person 
in need? When did you go to someone who is not a Chris-
tian and just simply invite them to attend church with you? 
When was the last time you stopped complaining and did 
your part to carry out the Great Commission?

Could you be part of the problem? Just asking. ~RH

Tony Sullivan is the Evangelist with the Lester Road Christian Church 
in Fairburn, GA. He is also an associate evangelist with the CRA. He 
can be reached by email: Tonycra@att.net
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What Was the 
Star of 

Bethlehem?
Part 2

Was the Star a Heavenly Body?

In part 2, we continue to explore possible explanations of  
the Star of Bethlehem. Another possible explanation—
one which avoids the prophecy problem—is that there 

was a conjunction of planets, an event of both astronomical 
interest and astrological significance. When the orbits of 
two or more planets carry them “near” to one another, their 
appearance in the night sky is particularly brilliant.

As early as 1606, the astronomer, Johannes Kepler, theo-
rized that the star was a conjunction of Jupiter, Saturn, and 
some extraordinary celestial body. Such a conjunction of 
Jupiter, Saturn, and Mars took place in February of 6 B.C. 
That it occurred in the constellation Pisces connects it astro-
logically with the Jews. However, the planets were not close 
enough to each other to be considered a single star.

Asimov suggests a particularly unusual conjunction as a 
possible explanation. On June 17, 2 B.C., the arcs of Venus 
and Jupiter, the two brightest planets in our solar system, 
were less than 1/10 the width of a full moon apart. In oth-
er words, they appeared as almost a single light. Setting in 
the western sky, they would have directed the Magi toward 
Judea. Moreover, the conjunction took place in the constel-
lation Leo, the Lion. Of course, in the Bible, the lion is a 
symbol for Judah (Genesis 49:9, 10). Finally, Asimov notes 
that the brightest star in Leo, as it was drawn in antiquity, 
was Regulus (“Little King”). Thus, the Magi would have 
seen this unusual astronomical event and interpreted it as 
a sign that a king had been born to Judah. Roger Sinnott, 
associate editor of Sky and Telescope magazine, says of this 
rare alignment of planets, “It would have been the most 
spectacular planetary conjunction visible from the Near 
East between 12 B.C. and 7 A.D.”1

Unfortunately, for the astronomers at least, there are sig-
nificant problems with the proposed planetary solutions. If 
the widely accepted date of Christ’s birth, 5-4 B.C., is cor-
rect, then the 6 B.C. conjunction is too early and the 2 B.C. 
conjunction is too late. On the other hand, Ernest Martin 
defends the 2 B.C. date by arguing that the death of Herod 
happened much later than 4 B.C., after an eclipse on Janu-
ary 9, 1 B.C., and before Passover on April 6 that year.2 That 
would allow for Jesus’ birth to take place in late 2 B.C. In 
fact, Martin even argues that Saturn, then located in the con-
stellation Virgo, the “Virgin,” was situated precisely over 
Bethlehem on December 25, 2 B.C., just as Matthew 2:9 
describes the star. Thus, if Martin is correct, December 25 
was not the date of Jesus’ birth, but the date when the Magi 
arrived in Bethlehem to see the newborn king!

Non-astronomical support for a “late date” for Christ’s 
birth comes from a number of early Christian historians 
who calculated the date using Roman chronologies. For 
example, Tertullian (c. 198) argued that Jesus was born in 
the forty-first year of Augustus’ reign. He writes, “When 
Augustus had been reigning for twenty-eight years after the 
death of Cleopatra, Christ was born, and the same Augustus 
survived after Christ was born fifteen years; and the remain-
ing times of years to the day of the birth of Christ bring us 
to the forty-first year, which is the 28th of Augustus after the 
death of Cleopatra.”3 Counting 28 years from Cleopatra’s 
death in 30 B.C. gives us a birth date for Jesus in 2 B.C. 
Likewise, counting 41 years from the beginning of Augus-
tus’ joint rule with Cleopatra in 43 B.C. gives us the same 
result.

Other early Christians, including Irenaeus (c. 180) and 
Origen (c. 200), also place Christ’s birth in Augustus’ 
forty-first year, while Clement of Alexandria (c. 200), 
writing from Egypt, says, “Our Lord was born in the 
twenty-eighth year, when the first census was ordered to 
be taken in the reign of Augustus.”4 Note that Clement was 
counting from the death of Cleopatra, and that he also dates 
the birth from the year of the census (see Luke 2:1). 

Apollinaris of Laodicea (c. 380) calculated that from the 
birth of Christ to the eighth year of Claudius Caesar was 
forty-nine years. Claudius became emperor in January, 
A.D. 41, so that his eighth year began in January, 48. There-
fore, Christ was born in the year beginning January, 2 B.C. 
Altogether, at least a dozen early Christian writers, using 
various calculations, maintained that Christ was born in ei-
ther 3 or 2 B.C.

As convincing as Martin sounds, his conclusions about 
the time of Herod’s death are still up for debate, though I am 
inclined to agree with him given the chronological support 
from the early church. Moreover, even if all the astronomi-
cal calculations work out as Martin says, their significance 
still depends on the Magi interpreting them correctly. Alfred 
Edersheim notes that the earliest allusions to a Messianic 
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hope among the pagans were references to the Roman Fla-
vian dynasty, some seventy years after the birth of Christ. 
He concludes that the pagan world was simply not looking 
for a messiah in Palestine in the first century.5 If that is true, 
then it is difficult to believe that the Magi would come to 
such a conclusion solely on the basis of observing the stars.

As we have noted, a number of early Christians supported 
the 2 B.C. date for Christ’s birth. However, they were not 
keen on the notion that the star was a natural astronomi-
cal event. Interpreters such as Origen, John Chrysostom 
(c. 375), and Augustine (c. 400) assumed that the star was 
either miraculously created and not part of the heavenly 
system, the Holy Spirit, or an angel. 

Was the Star a Miraculous Event?

Chrysostom offered five arguments for his position 
that the star was a miraculous event.6 First, celestial 
bodies normally move from east to west due to the 

earth’s rotation, yet the star of Bethlehem led the magi from 
north to south, Persia to Judea. Second, Chrysostom argued 
that the star appeared not only at night, but also at midday, 
while the sun was shining. Third, the star was visible during 
the journey from Persia to Judea, hid itself while the Magi 
were in Jerusalem, then became visible again to lead them 
to Bethlehem. Fourth, the star’s movement was not continu-
ous. It stopped when the Magi stopped and moved on when 
they did. Fifth, the star went on before the Magi from Jeru-
salem to Bethlehem (again, north to south), then descend-
ed and stood over the house where Jesus was. No natural 
stellar phenomenon can do that. “Thus,” Chrysostom says, 
“… this star was not of the common sort, or rather not a star 
at all, as it seems at least to me, but some invisible power 
transformed into this appearance….”

We are left with a supernatural explanation as a possibili-
ty. Asimov’s chief argument against such a miracle is that it 
is irrational. He says, “[If the star could be seen by anyone 
who looked] we must forget about the star guiding the wise 
men and standing over Jesus. That is clearly miraculous and 
must be omitted if a rational explanation is sought.”7

The problem with such a complaint is that it prejudices 
the case. Who says a miraculous star could not have been 
seen by anyone but the Magi? If someone besides the shep-
herds had been with them the night of Christ’s birth, why 
could they not have seen the angels too? Others may have 
seen the star when it was visible to the Magi, but not have 
understood its nature or purpose. By labeling miracles “ir-
rational,” Asimov is throwing them out of court before the 
trial, so to speak.

During his career as a professor of astronomy at the Uni-
versity of Minnesota, Dr. Karlis Kaufmanis lectured over 
1,200 times on the Star of Bethlehem. He believed that 
Christ’s birth was announced by an astronomical event 

where Jupiter, the King star, and Saturn, the star of the Mes-
siah, appeared together in the constellation, Pisces, or Fish, 
known to astrologers as the House of the Hebrews, in the 
eastern sky at sunrise. 

Despite his astronomical explanation, Dr. Kaufmanis ad-
mitted: 

The Star of Bethlehem is one of the most compel-
ling parts of the Christmas story. It exerts a strong 
pull on people’s imaginations, including many who 
do not believe that it was an astronomical event at 
all, which, of course, cannot be ruled out as a pos-
sibility.8

Could God have miraculously created the Star of Bethle-
hem? Certainly. Did He? Matthew seems to indicate so, but 
whether the Lord used a miracle or a natural, providential 
event to herald the coming of His Son, the result was the 
same: when they saw the star, the Magi rejoiced exceeding-
ly, and worshipped the Christ (Matthew 2:10, 11). ~RH
(Endnotes)
1 Quoted by David Stamps, “The Mysterious Star of Bethlehem,” St. Louis 
Post-Dispatch (December 25, 1987).

2 Ernest Martin, “The Celestial Pageantry Dating Christ’s Birth” (Christianity To-
day, November 3, 1976): 16.

3 Tertullian, “Answer to the Jews,” Chapter 8, in Ante-Nicene Fathers.

4 Clement of Alexandria, The Stromata, Book I, Chapter 21.

5 Alfred Edersheim, The Life and Times of Jesus the Messiah (1883), Book II, 
Chapter 8, note 6.

6 John Chrysostom, Homily 6 on Matthew.

7 Asimov, 217.

8 Quoted by David Stamps, “The Mysterious Star of Bethlehem,” St. Louis 
Post-Dispatch (December 25, 1987).

Richard Koffarnus is retired Emeritus Professor of History and Theol-
ogy at Central Christian College of the Bible, Moberly, MO. He can be 
reached by email: koffarnus@sbcglobal.net.
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Who Cares?

During my years as a Human 
Resources executive, I recall a 
few challenging conversations 

with the Chief Financial Officer related 
to intangible costs. While the CFO read 
spreadsheets with numbers on them like 
a blind person reads braille, it could be 

a struggle to persuade justified expense that wasn’t tied di-
rectly to specific revenue. For example, poorly equipping 
an employee to do a job, whether through lack of training 
or lack of tools necessary to do it, leads to turnover. Turn-
over has a cost that is unseen but undeniably real. There is 
recruiting cost, overtime cost, onboarding cost, retraining 
cost, the cost of time, and the cost of lost revenue. In fact, 
the Society for Human Resource Management estimates 
the cost of replacing an employee is equal to three-fourths 
of the employee’s annual salary. It makes financial sense, 
then, to assume investment cost in the employee at the front 
end that will serve to benefit performance and retention and 
avoid greater losses down the way.

Sin has become an intangible cost to the believer, the 
church, and our society. In some church corridors, we have 
lost sight of how sin is impacting our spiritual bottom line 
and we are raising a generation who simply doesn’t un-
derstand it exists. Have you noticed how mourning sinful 
lifestyles and even repentance have become obscure among 
many believers? Thirty years ago, I recall hearing a well-
known evangelist say that the greatest enemy of the church 
is tolerance. 

There are six things the Lord hates, seven that are de-
testable to Him: haughty eyes, a lying tongue, hands 
that shed innocent blood, a heart that devises wicked 
schemes, feet that are quick to rush into evil, a false 
witness who pours out lies and a person who stirs up 
conflict in the community. (Proverbs 6:16-19)

Our God has given us a tremendous amount of informa-
tion about His expectations and this has always been the 
case. From the beginning, there were dos and don’ts amidst 
His constant care and provisions, and this has continued 

down through the ages. Our God hasn’t just told us what to 
do, He’s told us, sometimes very explicitly, what not to do. 
The unfortunate thing, however, is we are doing or tolerat-
ing the do-not-dos. Furthermore, God’s not messing around. 
He says He hates the sinning!

Sharpening our sight as to what is sin is a first step in ac-
cepting the intangible expenses that go with failed efforts. 
The failed efforts are either not seeing sin or ignoring it 
when we do, and the intangible expenses are the wake of 
lost souls left behind. We need to see sin. It is dangerous. 
It is terminal. Abominations of God’s law have become so 
pervasive, we are at risk of feeling nothing as it occurs. If 
we don’t hate sin like God hates sin, we are missing out on 
the closeness we could have with our Heavenly Father.

Isaiah 59:1-2 says, “Surely the arm of the Lord is not too 
short to save, nor His ear too dull to hear. But your iniquities 
have separated you from your God; your sins have hidden 
His face from you, so that He will not hear.” Seeing sin 
compels the Christ-lover to mobilize against it.

Put to death, therefore, whatever belongs to your 
earthly nature: sexual immorality, impurity, lust, 
evil desires and greed, which is idolatry. Because 
of these, the wrath of God is coming. You used to 
walk in these ways, in the life you once lived. But 
now you must also rid yourselves of all such things 
as these: anger, rage, malice, slander, and filthy 
language from your lips. Do not lie to each other, 
since you have taken off your old self with its prac-
tices and have put on the new self, which is being 
renewed in knowledge in the image of its Creator. 
(Colossians 3:5-10)

We need to grieve sin. On the day of Pentecost, Peter held 
the crowd responsible for the crucifixion of Jesus. Their sin 
is why it happened. Peter said, “This man was handed over 
to you by God’s deliberate plan and foreknowledge; and 
you, with the help of wicked men, put Him to death by nail-
ing Him to the cross” (Acts 2:23). Peter continued, “There-
fore, let all Israel be assured of this: God has made this Je-
sus whom you crucified, both Lord and Messiah” (v. 36). 
Peter may just as well have been addressing us. It is our sin 
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that crucified Jesus as if we, ourselves, were handling the 
scourge. It’s painful to think about, yet true. Our experience 
of sin should feel as it did to the crowd Peter spoke to that 
day. “When the people heard this, they were cut to the heart 
and said to Peter and the apostles, ‘Brothers, what shall we 
do?’” (v. 37).

James 4 addresses the same matter. “Come near to God 
and He will come near to you. Wash your hands, you sin-
ners, and purify your hearts, you double-minded. Grieve, 
mourn, and wail. Change your laughter to mourning and 
your joy to gloom. Humble yourselves before the Lord, and 
He will lift you up” (vv. 8-10). Paul also addressed grieving 
over sin though basked in his enthusiasm of the gains that 
come from such grief.

Godly sorrow brings repentance that leads to sal-
vation and leaves no regret, but worldly sorrow 
brings death. See what this godly sorrow has pro-
duced in you: what earnestness, what eagerness to 
clear yourselves, what indignation, what alarm, 
what longing, what concern, what readiness to see 
justice done. (2 Corinthians 7:10-11a)

We need to fear sin and its consequences. We live in a 
society that simply does not, even though the truth is God is 
going to judge every bit of it.

If we deliberately keep on sinning after we have re-
ceived the knowledge of the truth, no sacrifice for 
sins is left, but only a fearful expectation of judg-
ment and of raging fire that will consume the ene-
mies of God. Anyone who rejected the law of Moses 
died without mercy on the testimony of two or three 
witnesses. How much more severely do you think 
someone deserves to be punished who has trampled 
the Son of God underfoot, who has treated as an un-
holy thing the blood of the covenant that sanctified 
them, and who has insulted the Spirit of grace? For 
we know Him who said, ‘It is mine to avenge; I will 
repay,’ and again, ‘The Lord will judge His people.’ 
It is a dreadful thing to fall into the hands of the 
living God. (Hebrews 10:26-31)

This is a tragedy. God loves those He will hold to ac-
count just as He loved His own Son who was crucified. It is 
self-indulgent and incorrect to expect the Father to tolerate 
sin even though we know our Holy God cannot be in the 
presence of it. That means it is critical for us to see sin, 
grieve sin, fear sin, and despise sin. The world needs this 
from us. We should be the walking, talking, breathing al-
ternative to what it should look like to have the resolve and 
celebration of holiness instead of sin. This is the message 
of HOPE for a world at risk of eternal separation from God. 
Eternal condemnation of even one soul, though just, should 
break hearts.

On page 444 of the 1912 Ohio Death Index is listed the 
entry of Andress Harris. It is nothing more than a line item 
with the columns filled as follows: 

Name – Andress Harris;
Place of Death – New Holland;
County – Pickaway;
Date – February 8, 1912;
Volume Number 729;
File Number 11,165.
That’s it. What an empty conclusion the official record 

of one person’s life becomes. I spent most of my childhood 
growing up in the small town of New Holland, Ohio, where 
Andress “Dad” Harris was laid to rest in the village’s cem-
etery more than a century ago. He had been born in 1808, 
and censuses from the 1800s indicate he was a blacksmith. 
Other remembrances refer to him having run a little store as 
well. Dad Harris died a few months shy of turning 104 years 
old. There has been no one around for decades who knew 
Dad Harris, but some say he lived long enough to make en-
emies of his children. Others say he was a profane old man 
who planned his own epitaph. Either way, the inscription on 
his headstone is sadder, by far, than the line item he merited 
in the Ohio Death Index of 1912. Andress Harris’ head-
stone reads, “Dad is gone: but where? Nobody knows 
— Nobody cares.” This severe declaration memorialized at 
his grave has had me wondering since childhood about the 
indifference toward the judgment of God. The way we react 
to sin, whether our own or the sins of those around us, is the 
only thing that separates us from those who approved such 
an epitaph for Andress Harris. Who cares? ~RH

Jennifer Bullard is a self-employed landscape photographer from Rush 
County, Indiana. She can be contacted by email at jenniferbullard@
weatheredfencepost.com.
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Unconditional Love 
vs. Unconditional 

Affirmation

This past fall I preached a ser-
mon series entitled “The I Am 
Statements of Christ.” There 

are a number of times in which Jesus 
describes Himself or His ministry in a particular way. For 
instance, after feeding over 5,000 folks, He expands His 
ministry and purpose by sharing with the crowd that His 
intentions are to be the “Living Bread” for their lives.

In John 8, Jesus is confronted by the scribes and Pharisees. 
They have located a woman who was, as they described, 
“caught in the act of adultery.” They proceeded to remind 
Jesus of the Mosaic Law which forbade this behavior. They 
also challenged Jesus as to whether He would support ston-
ing this woman.

Without getting into the legalities of this particular charge, 
we know that the Romans could not have cared less about 
the Jewish people and their morality or lack of it. Secondly, 
Jesus knew Mosaic law and recognized some discrepancies 
regarding eyewitnesses. In most of the cases surrounding 
adultery, at this time in history, the offense was either re-
solved by paying a fine or by divorce. This by no means 
minimizes the offense. Marital unfaithfulness was and still 
is a horrific sin in the eyes of God.

Jesus, in verse 7 of John 8, looks at the audience of reli-
gious leaders and makes a statement which has been restat-
ed many times since, “He who is without sin among you, let 
him cast a stone at her.” Is Jesus going soft on the Jewish 
people committing adultery? Is this a new religious wave 
coming over the religious community, one full of tolerance 
and less judgmentalism? Is Jesus getting ready to imple-
ment the first “Love Wins” campaign on society? Are we 
about to see a religion based solely on inclusion and less 
exclusivity? There is a lot riding on making completely sure 
we understand what is and is not happening in this event.

Let’s look at the audience, which is comprised of reli-

gious, over-sanctimonious hypocrites. Jesus knows who has 
brought this woman before Him—obviously, men who have 
themselves been involved in a sexual relationship violating 
this very same law. Otherwise, they would have responded 
to Jesus’ question in verse 7 by tossing rocks at this woman. 
We also know there was little interest in these people to rid 
the city of sexually immoral people. In fact, their intentions 
are spelled out clearly by John in verse 6, “They said this 
testing Him, that they might have something of which to 
accuse Him.”

Okay, we have some of the preliminary material taken 
care of. Legally they were outside the law. Jesus knows that, 
but we still have a problem that needs to be resolved, and 
Jesus is fully aware of this. A woman, engaged in an act God 
has clearly forbidden, is kneeling before Him. Although her 
accusers were probably guilty of the same or worse, we still 
find her kneeling before the Holy One in need of some help. 
Jesus is in full control of the situation, and therefore says to 
her after everyone had filed off, “Woman, where are those 
accusers of yours? Has no one condemned you?”

We know the angry mob has been disbanded. Now, only 
Jesus and this woman are left on the scene — a woman who 
has defiled herself, her family, and her community. Surely 
this would be the time for Jesus to pick up a stone and toss it 
her way. After all, He was without sin. Yet, He says to her the 
very words that have been quoted many times since, “Nei-
ther do I condemn you; go and sin no more.” Following that 
statement, Jesus shares another “I Am” statement, namely, 
“I am the light of the world. He who follows Me shall not 
walk in darkness but have the light of life” (John 8:12).

It is important for us to see that the backdrop for this verse 
happens to be a woman who has been walking and living 
in absolute darkness. Yes, darkness represents sin and sep-
aration from God. When Jesus says to her, “Neither do I 
condemn you,” is He accepting her and her lifestyle? I think 
this is the point many people, especially in the religious 
community, fail to interpret correctly.

We know Jesus loves the woman. In fact, John has already 
described the motivation for Jesus coming to the earth. 
John 3:16 says, “God so loved the world that He gave His 
only begotten Son that whosoever believes in Him should 
not perish but have eternal life.”

Jesus predetermined His love for us before we ever got 
here. The question as to Jesus’ love for this woman should 
never be debated. His love for her would not be predicated 
on her performance—good or bad. I hope you comprehend 
that. Performance driven love was not what inspired the 
words of Christ to this woman.

Now, is it possible to love someone no matter what they 
say and do and yet not affirm their behavior or lifestyle? 
Maybe we need to read John 3:18-20:
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He who believes in Him is not condemned; but he 
who does not believe is condemned already... This 
is the condemnation, that the light has come into 
the world, and men love darkness rather than light, 
because their deeds were evil.

This woman came to the light! In fact, her coming to the 
light, prevented her from being condemned! John 3:21 says, 
“He who does the truth comes to the light.” When Jesus stat-
ed He was not there to condemn her, He was stating a truth 
foundational to His message of grace. Her sin had already 
rendered her guilty. Jesus was preparing to show her grace, 
the very grace that propels our message today. However, for 
grace to be received, sin must be recognized and addressed.

Had Jesus only been concerned with her physical condi-
tion, He would have been satisfied to only have called off the 
stone-throwers. He wanted her to look beyond her temporal 
state and take a hard look at her spiritual condition. Hence 
Jesus’ admonition to her, “Go and sin no more!”  Jesus is 
teaching the church we can love without affirming. Jesus 
wanted her to see the need to change and repent. Jesus had 
already led with grace; now it was time to lead with truth.

Church, we must learn from this incredible example from 
the Lord Himself. Josh McDowell, in his book The New 
Tolerance writes:

The church itself represents an intolerable chal-
lenge to the new tolerance movement. Jesus com-
manded His followers to “go and make disciples of 
all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father 
and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.”

This command is looked upon by the left as a “fantasti-
cal effort to impose and dominate other cultures and other 
view-points.” Jesus was okay with imposing His worldview 
on this adulteress woman. As she had come face to face with 
her accusers, Jesus wanted her to come face to face with her 
sin! Jesus loved her too much to permit her to go on living 
in such a debauched state. Loving her? Yes. Accepting her 
lifestyle? No. He could not and would not affirm sin. His 
nature will not permit Him to do so. If unrepented sin could 
be glossed over by Jesus, then the cross would have been 
completely unnecessary.

I pray for the parents of children who have made deci-
sions to live a life apart from biblical truths. I get asked the 
question, “How can I stop loving my kids who have gone 
astray?” My answer is “God doesn’t quit loving me when I 
mess up, but, know this, if you as a parent have taught your 
children the ways of the Lord, the worst mistake you make 
is to vacillate and compromise those same truths when chal-
lenged.” Kids need to know that biblical truths are not up 
for debate simply because they are being challenged by a 
family member or by contemporary culture.

Jesus loves us all, but let’s never confuse love with af-
firming sinful behavior. In the words of R.C. Sproul, “God 
hates the sin, but loves the sinner. Don’t take a lot of com-
fort in that, sinner… Remember, it’s not the sin He sends to 
hell, it’s the sinner.” ~RH

James C. Book ministers with the Kissimmee Christian Church of Kis-
simmee, FL. Contact him at Jim.book@kissimmeechristianchurch.org.

Jesus wanted her to look beyond 
her temporal state and take a 

hard look at her spiritual condi-
tion. Hence Jesus’ admonition to 
her, “Go and sin no more!” Jesus 
is teaching the church that we 

can love without affirming. Jesus 
wants her to see the need to 

change and repent.
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Moralistic 
Therapeutic Deism

Part 1

In the October 2022 issue of the 
Restoration Herald, I spoke briefly 
about the contemporary church’s 

complicity in creating Christianity’s 
watered-down version so popular today. As I traced the de-
cline of contemporary society, I noted an apparent lack of 
concern for “sound doctrine” and the substitution of a mes-
sage that barely contains much of the biblical gospel. Since 
I made the charge, I thought it appropriate to offer more in-
formation about what is now, according to Southern Baptist 
Al Mohler, a “new American religion.”1 That new religion 
is Moralistic Therapeutic Deism (MTD).

As I pointed out in the October article, Moralistic Thera-
peutic Deism consists of five beliefs:

 ● A God or god exists who created and orders the world 
and watches over human life on earth.

 ● God wants people to be good, nice, and fair to each 
other, as taught in the Bible and by most world reli-
gions.

 ● The eternal goal of life is to be happy and to feel good 
about oneself.

 ● God does not need to be particularly involved in one’s 
life except when He is needed to resolve a problem.

 ● Good people go to heaven when they die.2

Other examples of the list I’ve found break down the be-
lief system differently. According to a more recent article, 
MTD is broken down as follows:

 ● Belief in a God who remains distant from people’s 
lives.

 ● People are supposed to be good to each other (i.e., 
moral).

 ● The universal purpose of life is being happy and feel-
ing good about oneself.

 ● There are no absolute moral truths.
 ● God allows “good people” into Heaven.
 ● God places very limited demands on people.3

Obviously, this belief system is ripe for discussion and 
analysis. I will discuss the concepts listed above in a future 
article.

While MTD was new to me when I read Rod Dreher’s 
book The Benedict Option, it has been “out there” for some 
time. Christian Smith, an associate professor in the Depart-
ment of Sociology at the University of North Carolina, and 
others engaged in extensive research to get a picture of the 
religious and spiritual life of American teens. MTD emerged 
from conversations with more than 3,000 teenagers. Smith 
and Melinda Lundquist Denton published their findings in 
Soul Searching: The Religious and Spiritual Lives of Amer-
ican Teenagers in 2005. 

I’m sure Soul Searching made a splash upon publication, 
but it did not seem all that relevant. After all, Smith’s re-
search focused on teenagers, and it merely reveals teenage 
immaturity. As a good friend of mine says, “Au contraire 
mon frere!” Where do you suppose these beliefs originate? 
Primarily from parents. Although culture plays an import-
ant part, children still absorb most of their beliefs and values 
from their parents and grandparents. Granted, the church 
plays an important part largely because of what it does or 
does not teach in the discipling process.

Research undertaken by the Cultural Research Center 
(CRC) at Arizona Christian University demonstrates MTD 
is not merely a teen phenomenon. In an online article the 
CRC staff said, “What was once a vogue belief system that 
characterized Christian teen culture, now permeates both 
American culture and the Christian church making Moral-
istic Therapeutic Deism the most popular worldview in the 
United States today.”4 According to the CRC article, “nearly 
four of 10 adults (38%) are more likely to embrace elements 
of Moralistic Therapeutic Deism than other popular world-
views including Biblical theism….” The article goes on to 
cite George Barna who calls MTD “fake Christianity” de-
fined and driven by current culture more than by historic 
truth or coherent doctrine.

The Cultural Research Center’s article and a fuller report 
is readily available online, and I advise readers to check 
it out. Drawing on that article, let me digest some of their 
research. Keep in mind they published their research online 
in April 2021:

Practitioners of MTD are not anti-religion nor are they 
anti-Christianity, they simply fail to surrender themselves 
to authentic Christianity. For example:

 ● MTD practitioners do not believe people are sinful 
and need salvation through Christ (91%).
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 ● MTD practitioners trust sources other than the Bible 
for moral guidance (88%).

 ● MTD practitioners contend good people get to Heav-
en through good behavior (76%).

 ● MTD practitioners do not believe the Bible is true and 
reliable communication from God (71%).

People drawn to MTD often engage in biblical faith prac-
tices—Bible study, participation in small groups, prayer—
but they still do not hold biblical beliefs. In other words, 
they go through all the motions and say all the right things, 
but only one percent follow through by accepting what they 
learn.

One thing is perfectly clear, something is dramatically 
wrong with what the church is doing and how it is commu-
nicating the gospel today. As I have repeatedly said in pre-
vious articles, the blame focuses on failure to communicate 
the gospel while concentrating the message on “self-help” 
therapy, believing the faith once delivered is to increase 
one’s happiness, self-image, and life success. While every 
sermon and every message should in some way point to 
the Christ of the cross, we have engaged in efforts to assist 
others in their “pursuit of happiness.” We bought into the 
church growth philosophy that preaching must be relevant 
to life and we’ve neglected the fact Jesus didn’t die to make 
us happy. He died and rose again to reconcile us to God! As 

Jack Cottrell taught so clearly: Jesus died to pay the penalty 
for sin we deserved. Jesus took upon Himself God’s wrath 
so we could escape it. His life, death, and resurrection re-
veal life in a fallen world is unpleasant, suffering is real, 
but redemption is here, and renovation of a fallen world is 
coming.

The true Gospel is not popular. It never will be! It will 
never be because a fallen world will see it as judgmental-
ism, intolerance, and bigotry. Get used to it! If they perse-
cuted Jesus, they will persecute you. Jesus said so! ~RH

(Endnotes)
1 R. Albert Mohler Jr, “Moralistic Therapeutic Deism—the New American Re-
ligion,” Christian Post 4/18/2005, www.christianpost.com/news/moralistic-thera-
peutic-deism-the-new-american-religion.html.

2 Rod Dreher, The Benedict Option (New York: Sentinel, 2017), 10. Dreher’s 
book was my first introduction to MTD. If you compare this list against the list 
I included in the October article, you will notice I made one change. In the first 
statement here, I said, “A God or god exists…” rather than “A God exists….” I did 
so because the concept of God expressed in MTD may or may not be the biblical 
concept of Jehovah.

3 Critical Research Center at Arizona Christian University Staff, Counterfeit 
Christianity: ‘Moralistic Therapeutic Deism’ Most Popular Worldview in U.S. 
Culture, www.arizonachristian.edu/2021/04/27/counterfeit-christianity-moralis-
tic-therapeutic-deism-most-popular-worldview-in-u-s-culture/

4 Counterfeit Christianity cited above.

Michael Hines is a professor of church history and now makes his home 
in Sun City, AZ. He can be contacted by email: professormike1943@
gmail.com.



14 RestoRation HeRald

Kent B. True, aka 
Harold Orndorff

Every even-numbered year for 
the last few years, Ligonier Min-
istries and Lifeway Research 

have conducted a survey of evangel-
icals called “The State of Theology.” 
The most recent one of these came out 
in September 2022. We have covered 
previous years and that is our focus 
again this month. While we will not 
review every statement and response, 
a few were selected for a look. There 

are several other questions and many more results at www.
thestateoftheology.com.

The State of 
Not So Great

“Top 5 Heresies Among American Evangelicals”

Christianity Today, September 19, 2022

This survey is always interesting because it allows a quick 
comparison of views on theology (biblical) matters in the 
U.S. adult population in general and evangelicals, as well as 
other sub-categories you can select for quick comparisons. 
I could not find any definition of “evangelical,” but we are 
probably not far from correct in assuming that the views 
of whatever evangelicals might be and the views of people 
in the Christian churches are not wildly different on some 
of the matters in this poll. (The statement numbers in what 
follows are the order these appeared in the poll.)

Statement 2: “There is one true God in three per-
sons: God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy 
Spirit.”

This was considered true “strongly” by 96% of evangel-
icals. While we might be glad to learn that, sadly only a 
slight majority, 54%, of all respondents agreed.

While that might sound like a boring statistic in some 
ways, when set alongside the next question, things become 
very interesting.

Statement 3: “God accepts the worship of all religions, 
including Christianity, Judaism, and Islam.”

Only 46% of evangelicals agreed with this, while 45% of 
the general population also agreed. We can wonder about 
what might be going on here. If you think the true God is the 
one revealed in the Bible, wouldn’t you at least wonder if 
the one professed by Islam, for example, is really the same 
God? After all, neither Judaism nor Islam would even enter-
tain the idea of “God the Son.”

The phrase “accepts the worship” is something that is 
more than a little vague. We might suspect that while agree-
ing with “one true God” is seen as “just something I be-
lieve,” respondents from both evangelicals and the gener-
al population see the “God accepts the worship” matter as 
implying some kind of “judgment” on what others think. 
Has the cult of self-definition in our culture (especially re-
garding things like religion) permeated evangelicals just as 
much as everyone else? Perhaps it has.

Statement 5: “Biblical accounts of the physical (i.e., 
bodily) resurrection of Jesus are completely accurate. 
This event actually occurred.”

Among evangelicals, 95% strongly agreed, and 4% some-
what agreed. We have to wonder what agreeing “somewhat” 
means,” but it is good to know almost no evangelicals dis-
agreed with this.

What is also interesting is that only 35% of church people 
who considered themselves “not evangelical” agreed with 
the statement. That isn’t surprising when we remember 
that the prevailing views among those traditional main-line 
churches has been that the Bible is not accurate, and even 
if Jesus was somehow “raised” from the dead, it was not a 
physical, bodily event.

Statement 6: “Jesus is the first and greatest being cre-
ated by God.”

So far, we must say that the evangelicals are doing fair-
ly well, but a stunning and shocking 70% of evangelicals 
agreed with this. Put that in contrast to only 40% of the gen-
eral population who agreed. What could be going on here? 
Here are some guesses.

Did evangelicals hear “first and greatest” and simply 
think this was a good thing to say about Jesus? Did many 
of those in the general population hear “first and greatest” 
and think they would not care to ascribe even that to Jesus?

This, as those who study church history should know, is 
a controversy that has been around the church since at least 
the second century. It is also just the kind of theological 
question that will draw almost no one to a shopping-mall 
megachurch. It would not even seem like a point that would 
go over well at some small-town or country churches where 
they are desperate to avoid matters people won’t care much 
about and might not make “church” what they want it to be.
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Perhaps this points to the fact that even evangelical 
churches do not attempt to teach doctrine. Unfortunately, 
many church people have nearly been trained to dislike 
and ignore Bible doctrine. Does it suggest that those “Five 
Things You Should Know” type of advice sermons and les-
sons have had a negative effect?

Statement 7: “Jesus was a great teacher, but he was 
not God.”

The what-is-going-on-here incomprehension continues 
with this one. It probably is not surprising that 53% of all 
respondents agreed. They respect Jesus, but they don’t wor-
ship Him. But what is happening with the 38% of evan-
gelicals who agree?! What is utterly strange is the fact that 
when you filter for evangelicals who attend church “several 
times a week,” 49% think this is true!

Statement 11: “The Holy Spirit can tell me to do 
something which is forbidden in the Bible.” 

This one is a jaw-dropper. Only 11% of the general pop-
ulation agreed, but 25% of evangelicals agreed! However, 
in my experience, it is not at all that uncommon for church 
people to tell me that God somehow delivers to them 
extra-biblical messages. If you think the Holy Spirit might 
contradict the Bible, there has to be something wrong with 
either the Holy Spirit or the Bible. Perhaps this is just where 
far too many evangelicals go today. God speaking to me 
through His inspired Word is simply not made-for-me 
enough for our culture of self-designed individuals. If the 
message God delivers to me conflicts with the Bible, then 
too bad for the Bible. The message I received just can’t be 
wrong.

Christianity in general has done a terrible job of teaching 
people they should not expect individually designed mes-
sages from God. The reactions to this statement indicate 
that this might be a matter people outside churches have 
not been infected with just because they don’t hang around 
church people. Wouldn’t it be tragic if not being much in 
contact with Christianity had a positive effect?

Statement 16: “The Bible, like all sacred writings, con-
tains helpful accounts of ancient myths but is not lit-
erally true.”

This statement from the survey is very poorly worded. 
The phrase “literally true” is confusing and ambiguous. A 
statement is true if it accurately describes reality, but state-
ments can describe reality accurately without being literal 
and can use figurative language. Also, some people might 
read “literally true” as being a kind of truth — the literal 
kind, but there is no sub-category of truth “literal” that is 
different from other categories of truth. There simply are 
no sub-categories of truth. Again, truth is exhausted in the 
definition “accurately describes reality.”

Therefore, the statement people are asked to affirm or 
deny in the survey partakes of the logical fallacy of a false 
choice. The categories “myth” and “literally true” are not 
the only possibilities. According to Merriam-Webster, part 
of the definition of “myth” is “unfounded story.” A truth ex-
pressed in figurative language is not a myth, so wording the 
statement in this way was bound to be confusing.

However, if we assume people probably took the state-
ment to be about the truth of the Bible, it is not surprising 
that 25% of the general population agrees with this. What 
is surprising is that 23% of evangelicals also agree with the 
statement. It makes one wonder why this nearly one-fourth 
of evangelicals bothers with a Bible they think is false. 
Maybe they just find it “helpful” as those myths apparently 
can be. Or maybe if the Holy Spirit delivers messages just 
for you, it doesn’t matter as much if the Bible is true.

Statement 17: “The Bible is 100% accurate in all that 
it teaches.”

In an even odder twist of results, this statement was 
agreed to strongly by 88% of evangelicals. While we would 
wish that evangelicals would think the Bible accurate, this 
leaves a significant part of respondents holding that the Bi-
ble is completely accurate while also thinking it might be 
a helpful myth. Sometimes it would be interesting to poke 
around inside the conceptual schemes in some people’s 
heads. Then, again, maybe it wouldn’t.

Statement 27: “Gender identity is a matter of choice.”
The results here leave us asking many questions for which 

we can only suggest possible answers. Of the general popu-
lation, 24% strongly agreed. It is probably surprising, given 
the great propaganda push in this area, that this number is 
not higher. Of evangelicals, 32% strongly agreed. That is 
significantly more than the general population.

Christians should probably not accept the phrase “gen-
der identity” as it is currently used. A commonly-used web-
site, webmd.com, has an article on gender versus sex that 
is clearly designed to confuse people with all the current 
trends regarding this. All this intentionally confusing propa-
ganda means that a phrase like “gender identity” is bound to 
be open to almost endless varieties of meaning to different 
people. How did the people taking this survey understand 
it? We can only guess.

The results probably indicate that more evangelicals than 
those in the general population are at least very confused 
about this. Perhaps a tendency among church people to want 
to sound understanding and sympathetic about anything and 
everything led some people to answer in a way they thought 
sounded “nice.” Sometimes “nice” is the enemy of truth and 
integrity.
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Statement 28: “The Bible’s condemnation of homo-
sexual behavior doesn’t apply today.”

The results with this statement are probably connected to 
the previous one. Evangelicals were 62% in strong disagree-
ment, but 23% strongly agreed. This is a matter in which the 
church has started to absorb the view of the world (in the 
negative biblical sense of that word). We can probably ex-
pect that trend to accelerate. The statement seems to assume 
that the Bible does condemn homosexual behavior, but it 
allows the possibility that the prohibition no longer applies.

It would be interesting to see how many church people of 
various kinds would not even agree that the Bible condemns 
homosexual behavior. For the 23% of evangelicals in the 
strongly agree category, we have to wonder what other bib-
lical condemnations of behavior they think no longer apply.

Statement 31: “Religious belief is a matter of personal 
opinion; it is not about objective truth.”

We could wish matters did not get worse, but they do. Of 
the general population, 31% agreed strongly and 29% some-
what agreed. That is not surprising. Our culture defines faith 
as believing something for which there is no evidence, so 
for most people, if it is “religious belief,” it is, by definition, 
not necessarily true and certainly has no reasonable support.

In another real shocker, 28% of evangelicals agreed with 
this statement! On second thought, perhaps this should not 
surprise us. Whole segments of Christendom have moved 
“faith” out of the realm of the reasonable and supportable 
and into the realm of the personal and subjective. The usual 
motive for this is to make Christianity believable while also 
holding that it is not true in regard to reality of any kind. It 
appears that this approach has infected evangelicals more 
than we might expect.

There you have it, for better or worse—but in this case, 
mostly for worse. As mentioned before, these questions 
largely get at matters that were controversial in the history 
of the church — some ancient, some more modern. Perhaps 
the current church has failed to review these, leaving people 
having never seriously considered them. Maybe churches 
need to review the history of the church, focusing on just 
where people got off track in the past and how similar 
things are happening today. This survey seems to point to 
areas where the church needs a lot of work. ~RH

* Kent B. True is the alter ego of Harold N. Orndorff, Jr., a retired cam-
pus minister who has taught college and seminary courses in the fields 
of apologetics, philosophy, ethics, and logic. Lately he enjoys studying 
his grandchildren, who are very interesting one and all. Contact him, if 
you must, at hnoii@hotmail.com.
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David Phillips began his first preaching ministry in 
1949 while a student at Cincinnati Bible Seminary, 
and he has never stopped, even now at age 94. He 

has often remarked, “How can I retire from a calling from 
God?” Shirley, his wife of 61 years, was a valuable part-
ner in each of his six full-time ministries before her passing 
in 2012. Those ministries have all been in Ohio (Moscow, 
Peebles, Greenfield, Highview, Fairfield, and Pleasant Run 
— the last 3 in the Greater Cincinnati area). He has served 
Pleasant Run since 1989, and in 2020 added a co-preacher 
to share preaching and pastoral responsibilities.

Over Dave’s many decades of preaching, he has also held 
many revival meetings and served on the board of direc-
tors of Christian Benevolent Association (now called Chris-
tian Village Communities) and the affiliate boards from 
1975-2019. In 2022, he became a resident of The Christian 
Village of Mt. Healthy, the original facility of Christian 
Village Communities. He was also one of the co-founders 
of the national Bible Bowl program among our Restoration 
Movement churches, even developing and handwriting the 
questions in the early years, as well as helping run the early 
competitions.

Restoration Herald — Who are several people who sig-
nificantly impacted your life spiritually? 
David Phillips — Shirley Graham Phillips (my wife); 

George Stansberry; Charles Russell of my Student Ministry 
at New Marshfield, Ohio; plus the elders at the Moscow, 
Peebles, and the Greenfield Churches of Christ (all in Ohio).

What is something you wish you had known about 
preaching/ministry when you began? 
How to better organize the use of my time. Especially, 

not giving top priority to what seemed like emergencies at 
the time.

What is the best ministry advice you ever received?
John Wilson, my evangelism teacher, advised me, when 

we were on staff together at Butler Springs church camp, to 
take more time for my family.

Which description best fits your strength(s) in ministry?

I would say evangelism, pastoral ministry, and coun-
seling.

What made you smile in ministry? 
When I would see the smile on the face of those who 

had just been buried with Christ, risen with Him, then walk 
in the newness of life.

What is your greatest regret as you look back over your 
ministry? 
That I did not always have classes or create opportuni-

ties for new converts to better help them in their new life in 
Christ (the second part of the Great Commission).

What would you say is the most intimidating preaching 
topic/theme/passage? 
Prayer and Bible study. I was too much a doer and not a 

seeker of God’s help to do the things I was doing.

Who are two or three preachers who have inspired or 
impressed you?
Three preachers who inspired me were John Wilson, 

Ernie Laughlin, Carl Matthews.

What would you say is the most memorable and/or im-
pactful sermon you have heard? 
A message by Orin Root during a revival at the Erlanger 

(KY) Church of Christ. It was from John 4 and called “No 
Unlikely Prospect.” 

What would you say is a favorite Old Testament pas-
sage? 
Isaiah 53. All 12 verses should be committed to memo-

ry by every Christian.

How about a favorite New Testament passage?
John 1:1-18. I was amazed when I came to understand 

that my Savior was really God.

What do you love about the Restoration Movement?
I was proud I didn’t have to take something out of a 

creed or manual to show a person how to be saved. I could 

David 
Phillips
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have them read the passage themselves. They were not fol-
lowing what I believe or what the congregation I served 
taught, but they were accepting what the Bible said. They 
were accepting what God wanted them to do.

In your opinion, what can be done to make the Resto-
ration Movement stronger?
We need to be better teachers of the plan of salvation. 

Then once individuals have been baptized into Christ, put 
more stress on teaching them to obey all things that are in 
the Word. Teach new children of God before they learn the 
lazy habits of fruitless members.

Who is a specific preacher/leader from church history 
who you admire? 
Andrew and Barnabas in the New Testament. Raccoon 

John Smith, Thomas and Alexander Campbell in our Resto-
ration Movement.

What were three helpful books you read earlier in your 
ministry? 
The three sermon books of Restoration Movement 

preachers given to us by the Cincinnati Bible Seminary 
when we graduated called That We May All Be Won by F. 
J. Winder.

How about three helpful books you have read in the past 
5 years? 
Nobody Left Behind by David Vaughn Elliott

The Holy Spirit by Jack Cottrell, and several other Cot-
trell books!

What would you say is a Scripture that the American 
church needs to revisit right now? 
1 Timothy 4 and 5; Titus 1:5-16

Similarly, what would you say is a Scripture that Amer-
ican culture needs to hear right now?
Romans 1:18-32.

What is an interesting personal fact that readers may 
not know about you? 
I started tithing before I knew anything about tithing. 

My first commitment I made to my home church was $.50 
of the $5.00 I got each week for mopping, sweeping floors, 
and cleaning dirty bathrooms in a restaurant. My next job 
paid $32.00 per week, and I gave $3.50 to the church. Each 
time we had our annual stewardship program I prayed and 
that was what I heard in my mind, so that is the history of 
my stewardship. It wasn’t until my wife, Shirley, taught me 
about tithing that I realized the Lord had led me to be a 
tither each time I asked Him, “What should I give to Your 
church?”

Complete the sentence: I wish…
I could start over again as a husband, father, and preach-

er and pray I would do a better job at each of them. ~RH



Over time, I’ve become convinced that it is not enough 
to know what we believe. We also need to know why what 
we believe is true. Frankly, if we don’t know why it’s true, 
our faith may not be as strong as we imagine. All of this 
points to the need to incorporate Christian apologetics into 
our preaching.

Concept of Apologetics
Apologetics is the study and presentation of the evidence 

for the truth of Christianity. The word “apologetics” comes 
from the Greek word apologia which means “defense” or 
“reason” and is found in 1 Peter 3:15:

In your hearts honor Christ the Lord as holy, al-
ways being prepared to make a defense to anyone 
who asks you for a reason for the hope that is in 
you; yet do it with gentleness and respect1.

Peter tells us we must be ready to provide a defense of our 
faith. We need to be able to give a “reason for the hope that 
is in us.” When we do this, we engage in apologetics. To 
engage in Christian apologetics is to defend the faith against 
attack and/or to provide reasons and evidence for its truth.

In my judgment, it seems that we preachers are sometimes 
afraid to engage in apologetics from the pulpit. We fear that 
the sermon will be perceived as “too intellectual.” We rea-
son that people come to church looking to feel good. We 
worry that people will go to another church if they must do 
too much mental work. Therefore, we often feel pressure to 
focus more on fostering emotional engagement rather than 
mental stimulation.

There are multiple problems with this line of reasoning. 
For one, God calls us to love Him with our hearts and minds 
(Matthew 22:36-40). Secondly, God does not task preachers 
with making people feel good, but with rightly handling and 
teaching the word of truth (2 Timothy 2:15). What’s more, 
incorporating Christian apologetics in preaching doesn’t re-
quire us to present evidence like a boring college lecturer.

Obviously, not every sermon needs to focus solely on 
apologetics. However, we can certainly sprinkle apologet-
ics into our sermons. If this is done regularly, our listeners 
will be provided with a wealth of evidence for the truth of 
Christianity.

Precedent Seen in the Apostles’ Preaching
We see this approach throughout the New Testament. For 

instance, as Paul dealt with matters of Christian doctrine 
and corrected bad behavior in 1 Corinthians, he famously 
adds a bit of apologetic material in chapter 15. As he re-
minds the Corinthian Christians of the gospel’s message:

For I delivered to you as of first importance what I 
also received: that Christ died for our sins in accor-
dance with the Scriptures, that He was buried, that 
he was raised on the third day in accordance with 
the Scriptures. (1 Corinthians 15:3-4)

Paul lays out the content of the gospel—Jesus died for 
our sins, He was buried, and He rose from the dead—and he 
could have stopped there. Instead, Paul then provides sup-
port for why the message is true. For one, all of this hap-
pened “in accordance with the Scriptures” as it was foretold 
by the prophets in the past. Then he provides even more 
evidence for the truth of the gospel:

…and that He appeared to Cephas, then to the 
twelve. Then He appeared to more than five hun-
dred brothers at one time, most of whom are still 
alive, though some have fallen asleep. Then He ap-
peared to James, then to all the apostles. Last of all, 
as to one untimely born, He appeared also to me. 
(1 Corinthians 15:5–8)

In other words, if anyone has doubts about whether Jesus 
rose from the dead, they can ask any number of these peo-
ple. There are plenty to choose from. They will tell you that 
they saw the risen Jesus. The rest of chapter 15 features Paul 
reasoning with his audience about the resurrection.

The Apostle Peter also intermixed apologetic reasoning 
into his message in 2 Peter 1:16 when he said, “For we did 
not follow cleverly devised myths when we made known to 
you the power and coming of our Lord Jesus Christ, but we 
were eyewitnesses of His majesty.” He then reminded them 
that Peter, James, and John were with Jesus on the mountain 
at His transfiguration. He and the other apostles also heard 
God the Father speak audible words proclaiming, “Jesus is 
My beloved Son” (Mark 9:7). Why should Peter’s readers 
listen to Peter and the apostles rather than someone else 
claiming spiritual authority? Because Peter and the apostles 
were eyewitnesses of Jesus’ majesty and heard the Father’s 
testimony about Jesus.

The New Testament letters mix apologetic reasoning with 
doctrinal teaching and ethical exhortations. I’m convinced 
that preachers ought to do the same today. Of course, if 
you want, you can also preach strictly apologetic messages 
devoted to the evidence for the truth of Christianity. I’ve 
found that Easter Sunday is a good time to present the ev-
idence for the resurrection of Jesus, but we can also regu-
larly incorporate apologetic reasoning in our sermons in the 
same way the apostles did. Not only will God’s people learn 
what Christianity teaches but they will know why it is true 
as well. A mind that understands the why’s will find it easier 
to believe the what’s. Preaching is persuasion. It’s often eas-
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ier to believe the facts when you understand the evidence 
for the truth of the facts.

Defending the Flock
As much as adults need to know the evidence for the truth 

of Christianity, so too do our youth. Apologetics is essen-
tial in defending the flock against competing worldview 
and religious claims. Stories abound of faithful youth group 
church members heading off to college and losing their faith 
because they were ill-prepared to defend it against aggres-
sive college professors and peers. A 2017 Lifeway Research 
study claimed 66% of Christian youth stop attending church 
services regularly or lose their faith within four years of 
graduating from high school.2

Years ago, when I was in seminary, I managed a Dairy 
Queen restaurant to pay the bills. One bright young employ-
ee attended the local major university. He came to me one 
day and said, “My history professor disproved Christianity 
today.”

I said, “No he didn’t.”
“Yes, he did,” was the response.
I said, “He thinks he did, but I can guarantee you that he 

didn’t.”
How could I make such a confident assertion without 

hearing his arguments? Because I know the evidence for the 
truth of Christianity is strong.

This young man replied, “He’s a smart guy. He’s a college 
professor. He has a Ph.D.”

I replied, “I can bring you five people who have Ph.D.s 
that would disagree with him. Now what?”

Over the next few months, as the semester progressed, 
this young man would bring me the professor’s arguments 
and I would answer them. Ironically, his history professor 

was quoting old arguments that were by-and-large rejected 
by most scholars today. Thankfully, this bright employee 
eventually recognized the professor was making emotion-
ally charged arguments because he had an axe to grind and 
rejected his flawed claims.

Yet, how many more students were simply absorbing the 
jaded professor’s arguments with no tools to examine them 
critically? If churches preach and teach apologetics, the 
faith of our beloved young people won’t be such easy tar-
gets for agenda-driven professors who know less than they 
think.

First John was written to counter bad theology that had 
infiltrated the church. John wrote apologetically to refute 
their wrong theology and begins his letter by saying:

That which was from the beginning, which we have 
heard, which we have seen with our eyes, which 
we looked upon and have touched with our hands, 
concerning the word of life— the life was made 
manifest, and we have seen it, and testify to it and 
proclaim to you the eternal life, which was with the 
Father and was made manifest to us— that which 
we have seen and heard we proclaim also to you, so 
that you too may have fellowship with us; and in-
deed our fellowship is with the Father and with His 
Son Jesus Christ. And we are writing these things 
so that our joy may be complete. (1 John 1:1–4)

John’s wording is a refutation of the proto-gnostic teach-
ing that said Jesus only seemed to have a physical body. 
John basically says, “Let me proclaim to you the One who 
is eternal life. We, the apostles, heard Him, saw Him, and 
touched Him. This Jesus we declare to you.” Why should 
John’s readers reject the early gnostic teaching that sought 
to infiltrate the church? Because he and the other apostles 
saw Jesus, heard Him, and even touched His physical body 
during their 3+ years with Him. John’s first letter mixes 
apologetic reasoning with sound doctrine.

The modern church needs preachers who will do the same. 
Adults need apologetics to help them reject false secular 
teaching that saturates our world and obstructs our faith. 
Children and youth need apologetics to protect them from a 
plethora of destructive worldview ideas that can derail their 
faith and destroy their souls. God calls us to love the Lord 
with our hearts and minds (Mark 12:30).

Apologetics Strengthens Evangelism
Finally, we need to preach and teach apologetics because 

a secular world needs good reasons to reject their theologi-
cally false ideas. Why should anyone put their faith in Jesus 
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Christ and change their entire way of thinking about reality? 
After all, there are so many competing claims.

Jesus understood that people need good reasons to be-
lieve. He said:

If I am not doing the works of My Father, then do 
not believe Me; but if I do them, even though you 
do not believe Me, believe the works, that you may 
know and understand that the Father is in Me and I 
am in the Father. (John 10:37-38)

Our Lord did not work miracles to entertain people. He 
performed them to provide evidence His claims about Him-
self were true. When Jesus wanted to prove He has the au-
thority to forgive sins, He healed a paralytic who had been 
lowered down through a roof (Mark 2). When Jesus desired 
to prove God was visiting His people in Him, He drove 
out a demon (Luke 11:20-23). Anyone can make religious 
claims. Why should someone believe one claim over anoth-
er? Jesus’ miracles served an important apologetic purpose 
to help people believe. In Jesus’ day, people needed good 
reasons to believe. Today, there are some in our pews who 
likewise need good reasons.

To help people believe in Jesus, we should help clear out 
intellectual obstacles to faith in Jesus Christ. J Gresham 
Machen wrote:

False ideas are the greatest obstacles to the recep-
tion of the gospel. We may preach with all the fer-
vor of a reformer and yet succeed only in winning 
a straggler here and there, if we permit the whole 
collective thought of the nation or of the world to 
be controlled by ideas which, by the resistless force 
of logic, prevent Christianity from being regarded 
as anything more than a harmless delusion. Under 
such circumstances, what God desires us to do is to 
destroy the obstacle at its root.3

Machen wrote this in 1913. His message is just as true 
today. We, too, need to help unbelievers understand why 
common competing worldview ideas conflict with the gos-
pel and should be rejected. Like the apostles, we are also 
called to “destroy arguments and every lofty opinion raised 
against the knowledge of God” (2 Corinthians 10:5).

One way to do that is to answer unbelievers’ questions 
and provide evidence for the truth of Christianity. God’s 
Spirit moved the apostles to engage in apologetic reasoning 
through their preaching and teaching, and the Holy Spirit 
will use our apologetic efforts if we utilize this tool in our 
evangelistic efforts too.

Speaking at a Reveal Conference event a few years back, 
Mike Licona said, “If you are not sharing your faith, you 

may not see the need to learn apologetics.” I could not agree 
more. Anyone who has engaged in evangelism will attest to 
the objections that unbelievers present. If we cannot answer 
these objections and provide evidence for the truth of Chris-
tianity, unbelievers might continue to think that Christianity 
is out-of-date and untenable. Apologetics is a necessary tool 
to be utilized in the service of evangelism.

In summary, incorporating apologetics in our preaching 
serves three useful and necessary purposes. We strengthen 
the faith of the flock. We protect their faith by giving them 
tools to answer objections and defend against attacks, and 
we equip them with the necessary tools to faithfully declare 
the gospel to the people of our culture. ~RH
(Endnotes)
1 All Scripture references are from the English Standard Version (ESV) unless 
otherwise noted.

2 https://research.lifeway.com/2019/01/15/most-teenagers-drop-out-of-church-as-
young-adults/, accessed 10/24/2022.

3 J Gresham Machen, “Christianity and Culture,” (The Princeton Theological 
Review, 1913, p.7).

Rich Hoyer is the Senior Minister of Calvary Christian Church in Sell-
ersburg, IN. He is the founder of the Reveal Apologetics in Louisville, 
KY, an organization which seeks to educate people about the evidence 
for the truth of Christianity. He is also the author of “So You Think You 
Understand Christianity? Teaching Christianity to a Culture that is 
Saturated with Misconceptions.”
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2023 Church 
Leaders Seminar

Person to Person Ministries would like to announce their 
2023 Church Leaders Seminar. The seminar will be held 
January 12-13, 2023, at the Salt Fork State Park Lodge near 
Cambridge, OH.

This year’s theme is “What’s Next? How Thinking For-
ward Moves the Church Forward.” Gary Johnson, Executive 
Director of e2: effective elders, will be this year’s speaker.

Church leaders must develop minds that understand the 
times if they are to effectively lead and help the local church 
discern the way ahead. Sessions include:

 ● Reaching and Keeping the Next Generation
 ● Engaging the Culture War
 ● Developing a Forward-Thinking Mindset
 ● Consumer-Driven Christianity

If your church needs to move forward into a successful 
future, this “What’s Next?” seminar will give you insights 
and practical steps to take it there!                

Registration deadline is December 2, 2022.  More infor-
mation is available online at: www.p2pm.org or feel free to 
contact Person to Person by phone at (937) 840-9072.

About Our Lesson Writer
Zack Waite has served as the preach-

ing minister at the Fifth Street Church 
of Christ in Beverly, Ohio, for the last 
thirty-two years. He is a 1985 graduate 
of Kentucky Christian College (Uni-
versity).

Zack and his wife, Tracy, who have 
been married for thirty-eight years, 

have four grown children and two grandchildren. Zack and 
Tracy live in a house in the woods surrounded by their pack 
of Beagle hounds.
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by Sharon Schantz
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Weekly Bible Lesson

Promises and Consequences January 1, 20232 Chronicles 7:1-22 
(ESV)

Background of Text
When individuals begin to pursue Christ, they then 

can experience and know the power of God in their lives 
daily! How? One remarkable way is through prayer. Sadly, 
many do not experience a powerful prayer life. The sim-
plest explanation is they have never learned how to pray 
with power! 

When Solomon built the temple of God and the work 

was finished, God relayed that the people were not ready 
to use it. They needed to know how to be able to access 
the power and presence of God Almighty through their 
prayers. God told Solomon there are three things needed 
for powerful prayer. Our loving gracious Father makes it 
plain that if we want to experience Him on a powerful lev-
el, we must learn these key things.

Humble Ourselves.
To grow spiritually, we must learn 

humility (see James 4:5-10). James 
outlines true humility: 1) “Submit 
yourselves… to God,” 2) “Resist the 
devil,” and 3) “Come near to God and 
He will come near to you.”

If we want a powerful prayer life, 
we need to be willing to wash, purify, 
grieve, mourn, and wail over our sin. 
The problem is we often fail to recog-
nize our sin. Pride always separates us 
from our Lord. Why? Because it goes 
against God’s character. This explains 
why God told Daniel he was “high-
ly esteemed” (see Daniel 10:11-12). 
Daniel experienced how God responds 
to those who humble themselves, 
those who are willing to confess the 
sin in their lives. God draws near to 
those who are willing to humble them-
selves. Powerful prayer begins when 
we acknowledge the sin in our lives 
and humbly draw near to God.

Seek God’s Face.
God always speaks to those who 

take time to listen to Him. When we 
seek (search, listen, pursue) God for 
answers, He draws near to us. When 
we do not draw near and listen to God, 
we are like little children who want 
things to go “our way.” 

Zephaniah describes the rebellious 
attitude of Jerusalem in these terms: 
She listens to no voice; she accepts 
no correction. She does not trust in 
the Lord; she does not draw near to 

her God (Zephaniah 3:2). Can that 
be like us? Sadly, it all too often is! 
Why is that? It is our sinful nature 
getting in the way of being the peo-
ple God designed us to be. We fill 
our lives with things we do not need. 
They clutter up our lives and keep us 
from intimately knowing the Lord. 
Our lives have become busy, noisy 
places. Elijah learned that when we 
shut our mouths and open our ears to 
what God is telling us, then we can 
have a powerful prayer life. In fact, 
God is often found in the “whisper” 
of our lives and not in the dramatic 
(see 1 Kings 19:11-12). 

Seeking the face of God means lis-
tening to His voice. However, it is 
essential that we set aside the time 
necessary to seek God. We must make 
prayer a priority in our lives. Listen 
to these words from Hebrews: Let us 
draw near with a true heart in full as-
surance of faith, with our hearts sprin-
kled clean from an evil conscience and 
our bodies washed with pure water 
(Hebrews 10:22, ESV). We not only 
need to humble ourselves, but we also 
need to “pray and seek” God’s face as 
well.

Take care of our sin.

We can either be beggars in the 
courts of God or participants in His 
presence. An attitude of praying any-
where, anytime, and anyplace should 
be encouraged. We are to pray with-
out ceasing (1 Thessalonians 5:17); 

our prayer life should be as natural as 
breathing.

Rosalind Rinker wrote: “Prayer is 
the expression of the human heart in 
conversation with God. The more nat-
ural the prayer, the more real He be-
comes… prayer is a dialogue between 
two persons who love each other” 
(Prayer: How to Have a Conversation 
with God). Prayer is our conversation 
with God, yet our prayer can be hin-
dered by our sin. This explains why 
God instructs Solomon that the key to 
powerful prayer for His people is for 
them to turn from their wicked ways. 
John reminds us of our hypocrisy if 
we say our sin is not a problem, when 
in fact it is (see 1 John 1:8). The truth 
is that forgiveness is only a prayer 
away (see 1 John 1:9). It is the same 
truth God tells Solomon. He promises, 
Then will I hear from heaven and will 
forgive their sin and will heal their 
land. Powerful prayer begins when we 
take care of our sin!

We are all desperately in need of re-
vival. A time when God’s people, the 
church, draw closer to Him. It is re-
vival because it renews God’s people. 
Prayer is an important ingredient for 
revival. In 2 Chronicles we see that 
God was calling His people to pray, 
to experience revival. Are you will-
ing? Powerful prayer begins when we 
humble ourselves, seek God’s face, 
and take care of our sin.
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Weekly Bible Lesson

Fear Not! January 8, 2023Isaiah 43:1-21 (ESV)

Background of Text — We all experience fear — fear 
about the future, about relationships, about work, about 
finances, about our health, about the ones we love, per-
haps even fear about getting eaten by sharks. We often feel 
paralyzed and powerless before the persistent threats fear 
produces in our lives.

When fears arise, how do we respond? When bills pile 
up, do they consume our thoughts, or do we push them out 

of our mind? When layoffs loom at work and our job is in 
jeopardy, do we isolate ourselves or take the stress out on 
our family? When health concerns pop up, do we distract 
ourselves with shopping and entertainment or fall back 
into an old pattern of sin?

Fear often leads us everywhere but to God. God has spo-
ken truth into our predicament in Isaiah 43. Let’s look at 
some rock-solid reasons not to fear.

In our passage, God reassures His 
people that He will help them in their 
weakness. This beautiful passage from 
Isaiah teaches:

1. You belong to the LORD

God speaks to His people as 
their Creator. God has a special and 
unique claim upon us because He is 
our Creator. When men forget or reject 
God as Creator, they fail in the most 
basic obligation they have to God.

This is a command, accompanied 
by promises. The outward circum-
stances of Babylon’s army and the 
very prospect of a traumatic event like 
exile could easily produce fear in the 
people of God. God points them past 
the present circumstances to both this 
command and promise.

Not only did Israel have an obliga-
tion to God as their Creator but also to 
God as their Redeemer. He is the One 
who brought them out of both Egyp-
tian bondage and spiritual slavery. He 
had redeemed them and entered into a 
covenant relationship with them. They 
were His in a special and unique way. 
He would ultimately use them to ac-
complish a vital role in His greatest re-
demptive work, specifically as the ve-
hicle to bring the Christ into the world.

The redeemer bought an unfortunate 
relative out of their slavery and debt. 
He rescued them and paid the slave 
price or debt they could not pay. When 
God calls Himself our Redeemer, it 
looks to the price that has been paid 

for our salvation in Christ.
God twice owns His people. He 

has the right of ownership both as 
Creator and Redeemer. His ownership 
is personal because He says, “I have 
called you by your name.” His owner-
ship is certain because He seals it by 
saying, “You are mine.”

Knowing that we belong to God is 
the antidote to fear. We are assured 
that He regards us and cares for us. 
He would not have created, redeemed, 
and called us unless He intended to 
finish His work in us. How can we be 
afraid when we know God is for us?

2. The LORD is with you
Through any obstacle, God will 

be with us. Deep waters? Walking 
through the fire? God will be with 
you. When God is with us, He is for 
us, and who can be against us (see Ro-
mans 8:31)?

Scary deep waters and blazing infer-
nos are inevitable experiences in this 
world (see John 16:33). Notice our 
text doesn’t say if you pass through the 
waters but when you pass through the 
waters. The text doesn’t say, “When 
you walk on a bed of roses, I will be 
with you.” It declares God is with us, 
even in the severest of circumstances. 
Troubles are wide-ranging and some-
times we face raging torrents and oc-
casionally uncontrolled wildfires.

Walk through the fire. Don’t panic! 
Don’t fear! Don’t run! God will both 
comfort and strengthen you in the mo-

ment to enable you to pass through 
the fire. “Walking” is the pace you set 
when you are not harried. When you 
are at ease, then you walk.

You are precious in My sight. Here, 
in my opinion, is the motivation for 
God’s work of redemption. He loves 
us! We are precious in His sight! This 
is Isaiah’s take on the truth of John 
3:16, For God so loved the world, that 
He gave His only begotten Son. To 
demonstrate His love for His people, 
God plundered Egypt, Cush, and Seba 
as recompence for His people.

Fear not, for I am with you; I will 
bring your descendants from the 
east… God’s potent blessing would 
further be demonstrated by unbridling 
the yoke of their exile and regathering 
His people from the coming Babylo-
nian exile. They could have courage 
for the future because they knew that 
the Lord was with them in and through 
their trials.

Whom I have created for My glory 
means that God has created us, but, 
additionally, He has created us with a 
purpose. If we have no Creator, then 
we are purposeless. But God has cre-
ated us, and He did it for a purpose, 
creating us for His glory. Did you 
know that when you are deliberately 
striving to glorify God, you are fulfill-
ing the purpose for which you were 
born? When we strive to live for God’s 
glory, the result will be the happiest, 
most fulfilled version of life.
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Not by Our Own Devices January 15, 2023Isaiah 48:1-22 (ESV)

Background of Text — Acknowledging God honors 
God. It is possible to take important things for granted, like 
oxygen. Nothing is honored by being taken for granted. It 
is no tribute to the importance of anything when we say, 
“Oh, we assumed that.”

To be assumed may make a person feel necessary, but 

it does not make a person feel treasured. God is a very 
important person, and He does not like being taken for 
granted.

The goal in this week’s lesson is twofold — to demon-
strate that God is an important person, and to show He 
does not like to be taken for granted.

God Is Important
1. God is important because He cre-

ated everything in the universe. “Be-
hold, I myself have created the smith 
who blows the fire of coals, and brings 
out a weapon for its work; and I have 
created the destroyer to ruin” (Isa-
iah 54:16). God is important because 
everything — from inventors to weap-
ons to calamities — He has created.

2. God is important because He 
upholds the universe by the word of 
His power (Hebrews 1:3) and controls 
the affairs of men and nations with 
purpose. “He changes the times and 
epochs; He removes kings and estab-
lishes kings” (Daniel 2:21). “He does 
according to His will among the host 
of heaven and among the inhabitants 
of the earth; and none can stay His 
hand or say to Him, ‘What have you 
done?’” (Daniel 4:35).

3. God is important because He 
knows all things. “I am God and there 
is no other; I am God and there is none 
like me, declaring the end from the be-
ginning, and from ancient times things 
not yet done, saying, ‘My counsel 
shall stand, and I will accomplish all 
my pleasure’” (Isaiah 46:9-10).

4. God is important because He is 
the only path to eternal life and the 
only source of everlasting joy. “You 
make known to me the path of life; in 
Your presence there is fullness of joy; 
at Your right hand are pleasures forev-
ermore” (Psalm 16:11).

5. God is important because His Son 
stands at the center of human history 
and is the measure of all truth, beauty, 

goodness, and on Him hangs the desti-
ny of every human being.

God Does Not Like Being 
Taken for Granted

1. The psalmist did not say, “Great 
is the Lord and greatly to be taken for 
granted.” Instead, the psalmist says, 
“Great is the Lord and greatly to be 
praised” (Psalm 96:4).

2. God makes known His displea-
sure with being taken for granted by 
telling us that His aim in all that He 
does is to be honored, praised, glori-
fied, treasured, and enjoyed.

3. God tells us no Christian should 
take Him for granted but should do 
everything — even the simplest things 
— to the glory of God (1 Corinthi-
ans 10:31).

4. God tells us neither demons nor 
angels will take Him for granted be-
cause every tongue in heaven and un-
der the earth will confess that Jesus is 
Lord to the glory of God the Father 
(Philippians 2:9-11).

5. God tells us no nation will be able 
to take Him for granted: “All the ends 
of the earth shall remember and turn 
to the Lord, and all the families of the 
nations shall worship before him. For 
dominion belongs to the Lord, and He 
rules over the nations” (Psalm 22:27-
28).

6. God tells us the Holy Spirit does 
not take Him for granted, because He 
devotes all His divine energy to glo-
rifying the Son of God (John 16:14). 

7. Jesus does not take God for grant-
ed but says, “For this purpose I have 

come to this hour: Father glorify your 
name” (John 12:27-28).

8. Perhaps most important of all, 
God does not take Himself for grant-
ed: “For this very purpose I raised 
you up, that my name might be pro-
claimed throughout the whole earth” 
(Romans 9:17).

It’s not unusual for newspapers to 
dedicate an entire section to sports 
but not one column to God. Not sixty 
seconds on primetime news. Not one 
class in twelve years of public educa-
tion.

How different is it within the church? 
I’ve been to seminars where He is not 
mentioned. I have heard talks on pas-
toral care where He is not mentioned. 
I have read mission statements and He 
is not there. The explanation is always 
the same, “Oh, we take that for grant-
ed.”

God does not like to be taken for 
granted! It flies in the face of His eter-
nal purpose: that He be known, loved, 
praised, and enjoyed. If you leave out 
God, all understandings and all inter-
pretations and all analyses are superfi-
cial. When the main thing is missing, 
what’s left is distorted and superficial, 
whatever it is.

Here is reality: God made the world 
and everything in it. He owns the earth 
and everyone on it. Everything, with-
out exception, has to do with God, and 
derives meaning and purpose from 
God. Thus, to take Him for granted, is 
to be superficial. When we take God 
for granted, it robs Him of glory, and 
it robs us of joy.
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Living Right over Empty RitualsIsaiah 58:1-12 
(ESV)

January 22, 2023

Background of Text — We have been redeemed not 
merely to avoid evil but to do good. Therefore, as Christ 
followers, let us do as Christ demands.

Paul said that we are created for “good works… and that 
we should walk in them” (Ephesians 2:10). Paul also says 
we are to be “zealous for good works” (Titus 2:14). Jesus 

said, “Let your light shine before others” (Matthew 5:16). 
We are redeemed for the sake of God-exalting good works.

If God gives us growth, may it be a growth in God- 
exalting good deeds in the name of Jesus Christ. We are 
commissioned to be doers of justice, lovers of mercy, and 
people who walk humbly with our God in Jesus’ name.

Isaiah declares that the Redeemer 
who was to come shall bear our sins 
of injustice and He will bring the very 
justice God demands. 

This Redeemer is our sin-bearer, 
and He brought the very justice He 
demands. He lived perfectly, not only 
to become our righteousness and the 
sin-bearing lamb but also to show us 
how to live. He said as much when 
He spoke at His hometown synagogue 
(see Luke 4:18-19). All the justice, 
righteousness, and mercy for which 
Isaiah called, Christ now delivers in 
His own person.

With Christ, a new decisive time 
and power for justice and mercy ar-
rived. When we hear Micah’s call to 
do justice and to love mercy, keep this 
in mind: Christ has come and shown 
this justice with His life so we could 
see it, learn it, and do it.

The point of Isaiah 58 is this: pi-
ety that does not produce a passion 
for God-exalting justice and mercy is 
worthless. To put it positively: God 
promises we will break forth like the 
dawn if our piety produces a passion 
for justice and mercy. The authenticity 
of our worship on Sunday is shaped by 
our justice and mercy on Monday.

There is a well-known sermon that 
speaks of the pain of Good Friday 
turning into the joy of Easter, entitled 
“Sunday’s Comin’!” The reoccurring 
refrain goes, “It’s Friday, but Sunday’s 
comin’!” Well, we need another ser-
mon to become well-known, namely, 
“It’s Sunday, but Monday’s comin’!” 

We’re here singing our songs, pray-
ing our prayers, holding the bread and 
cup, and hearing sermons! The im-
portant question is, “what does God 
think of it?” You’ll find out tomorrow. 
“It’s Sunday, but Monday’s comin’!” 
Will Sunday’s piety produce Mon-
day’s passion for justice and mercy? 
That’s the question of Isaiah 58.

In addition to the all-important need 
for faith and forgiveness and personal 
holiness, there are five kinds of human 
needs that Isaiah — and Jesus — are 
passionately concerned about:

1. The need for freedom from bond-
age and oppression. Four times in 
verse 6 and once in verse 9 Isaiah hits 
on this. Verse 6, “Loose the bonds of 
wickedness, undo the straps of the 
yoke, let the oppressed go free, break 
every yoke.” Similarly, verse 9, “Take 
away the yoke from your midst.”

2. The need for food. Verse 7a, “Is it 
not to share your bread with the hun-
gry?”

3. The need for housing. Verse 7b, 
“[Is it not] to bring the homeless poor 
into your house?”

4. The need for clothing. Verse 7c, 
“[Is not this the fast I choose:] When 
you see the naked, to cover him?”

5. The need for respect. Verse 9b, 
“Take away . . . the pointing of the 
finger, and speaking wickedness.” In 
other words, stop accusing unjustly, 
belittling, and exploiting.

Isaiah preaches justice to the people 
of God, and Jesus displays justice to 

the people of God. Furthermore, Jesus 
suffers to cleanse and empower the 
people of God, so our piety will pro-
duce a passion for social justice and 
practical mercy. If it doesn’t, our piety 
is empty. If it does — if our faith and 
love and devotion to Christ produce a 
passion freeing the oppressed, feed-
ing the hungry, housing the homeless, 
clothing the naked, and putting away 
belittling talk and demeaning gestures 
— then you will break forth like the 
dawn.

The remainder of this text is a prom-
ise for what good things happen in our 
lives when we give ourselves away for 
others in the cause of justice and mer-
cy. We know from the fulfillment of 
this prophecy in Jesus Christ that this 
does not mean we earn God’s bless-
ings. God Himself, through Christ, 
purchases them for us at the cross and 
empowers us to fulfill the conditions 
for them. If you, with open hand, free-
ly give of yourself to bring justice and 
mercy in the world, instead of just liv-
ing for your own comforts, then the 
promises of Isaiah 58:8-12 become a 
reality.

It is amazing that all this is available 
to people whose piety produces a pas-
sion for God-exalting justice and prac-
tical mercy. Let us resolve to examine 
ourselves as to how we can free the 
oppressed, feed the hungry, house the 
homeless, clothe the naked, and put an 
end to belittling gestures and words. 
This is the will of God, this is the work 
of Christ, and this is the way to break 
forth like the dawn.
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Promises of Restoration January 29, 2023Joel 2:12-19 (ESV)

Background of Text — The prophet Joel functioned as 
a spiritual watchman for the people of Judah. He implored 
the people to return to the Lord in genuine repentance as 
the only way to avoid the devastating destruction of the 
coming day of the Lord (Joel 1:15). 

The prophet’s call went like this, “‘Yet even now,’ de-

clares the Lord, ‘return to me with all your heart, with 
fasting, with weeping, and with mourning.’ So, rend your 
hearts and not your garments. Return to the Lord your 
God, for He is gracious and merciful, slow to anger, and 
abounding in steadfast love; and He relents over disaster” 
(Joel 2:12-13).

The word for rend means “to split, 
tear to pieces, rip, bust, separate 
abruptly or with violence.” Thus, to 
rend one’s garment became a custom 
that gestured intense grief, repentance, 
or zeal. When King David received 
the news that Absalom had struck 
down all his remaining sons, he rose, 
tore his clothes, and then lay down on 
the ground (2 Samuel 13:31). Other 
Old Testament individuals who rent 
their garments in gestures of mourn-
ing and penitence include: Reuben, Ja-
cob, Joshua, Caleb, Jephthah, Tamar, 
Ahab, and Hezekiah.

Matthew records the high priest 
rending his garment while accusing 
Jesus of blasphemy (Matthew 26:65). 
Paul and Barnabas “rent” their clothes 
when they realized the people of Lys 
tra were preparing to honor them as 
deities (Acts 14:14-15).

God is more interested, however, in 
rent hearts than rent clothing. To rend 
your heart in repentance is to concede 
brokenness and pursue God’s forgive-
ness and restoration. As we rend our 
hearts, we discover “The Lord is near 
to the brokenhearted and saves the 
crushed in spirit” (Psalm 34:18). 

When we wander away from God, 
the sacrifice He accepts is “a broken 
spirit,” for He “will not reject a broken 
and repentant heart” (Psalm 51:17). 
The way for healing, wholeness, and a 
restored fellowship with God is paved 
when we rend our hearts before Him 
(see Psalm 147:3; Isaiah 61:1).

The people of Judah, in Joel’s day, 
were guilty of a dramatic, pretentious 

repentance. They acted out empty rit-
uals of tearing their clothing without 
experiencing true, heart-crushing re-
morse for their sin, refusing to turn 
back to an authentic devotion to God. 
Only a complete rending of the heart 
would bring the nation back to enjoy 
the compassionate, gracious, merciful, 
and steadfast fellowship with God.

The Hebrew idiom rend your 
heart expresses the awareness of spir-
itual bankruptcy, which is more valu-
able than the hypocritical act of rip-
ping apart one’s clothing. Rituals of 
repentance are of no value if the heart 
is unchanged. Jesus said, “Blessed are 
the poor in spirit, for theirs is the king-
dom of heaven” (Matthew 5:3). Being 
“poor in spirit” is the awareness of 
spiritual paucity. We rend our hearts 
when we confess we are destitute be-
fore God. Without His forgiveness and 
restoration, we are undone.

Rending our hearts in repentance 
means wholehearted surrender to God. 
“Pour out your heart like water in the 
presence of the Lord,” says Lamenta-
tions 2:19. “Create in me a clean heart, 
O God, and renew a right spirit within 
me,” cried David after acknowledg-
ing his sin to the Lord (Psalm 51:10). 
“Woe is me, for I am undone!” con-
fessed Isaiah upon seeing the Lord 
lifted high upon His throne. Isaiah 
continued, “I am a man of unclean 
lips, and I dwell in the midst of a peo-
ple of unclean lips” (Isaiah 6:5).

When we rend our hearts, God 
promises to forgive and restore us 
(see Ezekiel 36:24-29). How do we go 

about rending our hearts?

One obstacle to a rent heart is ne-
glecting the relational aspect of sin-
ning. It is easy for us to view sin as 
a failure of performance rather than 
a failure of intimacy. It is important 
that we see more in sin than simply a 
disappointment in our inability to do 
what is right. Rather we need to see 
sin as an abomination in God’s sight, 
almost as if we have despised the Liv-
ing God (see 2 Samuel 12:9).

When we sin, we act out the role of 
an adulterer who seeks satisfaction in 
another, rather than the only One who 
can satisfy. That is why David said to 
the Lord, “against you, you only, have 
I sinned” (Psalm 51:4). David saw his 
failures in terms of relationship and, 
as a result, his heart was grieved as 
it can be only when we have sinned 
against the One we love.

Finally, true repentance comes by 
understanding the nature of the One 
with whom we are in relationship. The 
more we see God as glorious and holy, 
the more we will see sin as something 
to rend our hearts over. Repentance is 
less about feeling bad over behavior, 
and more about feeling awe and de-
light towards God. The more glimpses 
we have of the glory of God, the more 
we mourn for scorning that glory.

In the end, God’s plan for us is that 
we will be holy as He is holy. (1 Pe-
ter 1:16). In the meantime, He desires 
a brokenhearted people who have 
learned to rend their hearts over their 
sin.
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