
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Rhys N. Thomas 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Copyright 

 

December 2016 

 

 



Think as a Spirit 

iii 

 

Table of Contents 

 

Introduction ......................................................................................................................................1 

Target Audience ...........................................................................................................................1 

Simplicity .....................................................................................................................................2 

Good News...................................................................................................................................3 

The Objective ...............................................................................................................................4 

Chapter 1: In the Beginning…? .......................................................................................................6 

Created or Always Been? .............................................................................................................7 

Consistent or Conflicted? ...........................................................................................................10 

Care or Indifference? .................................................................................................................11 

Communication or Silence? .......................................................................................................11 

Universal ................................................................................................................................12 

Understandable ......................................................................................................................13 

Useful .....................................................................................................................................13 

Unmistakable .........................................................................................................................14 

Summary ....................................................................................................................................15 

Chapter 2:  Does the Bible Pass the Test? .....................................................................................16 

Is the Bible Universal? ...............................................................................................................18 

Is the Bible Understandable? .....................................................................................................21 

Is the Bible Useful? ....................................................................................................................24 

Is the Bible Unmistakable? ........................................................................................................26 

Accuracy of the Text ..............................................................................................................26 

Accuracy of Geography and Evidence of Ancient Events .....................................................28 

Did the People of Biblical Eras Know What They were Seeing?..........................................29 

Could That Many Authors Keep Their Stories Straight? .......................................................32 

What Reasons Did the Authors Give for Writing? ................................................................32 

Were Their Claims Based on Physical Evidence? .................................................................34 

Summary ....................................................................................................................................35 

Chapter 3:  Ethics ...........................................................................................................................36 

Morality is How We Think We Should Act.  Ethics is How We Decide What is Moral. .........36 

Some Based Their Ethics on Assumptions That Caused Them to Miss the Message. ..............36 

Our Assumptions about the Scriptures Influence What We Find. .............................................37 

On What Should Our Ethics be Based? .....................................................................................38 

Why Did God Create? ............................................................................................................38 



Think as a Spirit 

iv 

 

The Universe Was Created For Jesus and By Jesus ..............................................................39 

The Purpose was to Teach Angels and to Bring People and Angels Together. .....................39 

The Objective: for All Spirits to Have the Character of Jesus. ..............................................40 

God Desired a Family for Eternity. ............................................................................................41 

Chapter 4:  The Faith Economy .....................................................................................................42 

Trust is the Foundation of Relationships ...................................................................................43 

Characteristics of Faith ..............................................................................................................44 

Understanding the Resurrection of Jesus as Evidence ...........................................................44 

Acceptance of the Word of God as True ...............................................................................45 

Understanding What Sacrifice Is and Why I Need One ........................................................45 

A Realistic Hope of Heaven ..................................................................................................52 

Knowing and Acting upon the Promises of God ...................................................................55 

Obedience to Faith .................................................................................................................57 

Evangelism .............................................................................................................................60 

Faith In Versus Faith Of ............................................................................................................63 

How Much Faith is Enough? .....................................................................................................66 

Where Does Forgiveness Fit? ....................................................................................................70 

What about Works?....................................................................................................................71 

Chapter 5:  Promises ......................................................................................................................75 

Handling Difficulties .................................................................................................................76 

Believing Results in Suffering ...............................................................................................76 

Tribulation Produces Good Character ...................................................................................78 

God Causes All Things to Work Together for Good .............................................................79 

God Comforts the Downcast ..................................................................................................79 

We Can Find Peace and Contentment in Any Situation ........................................................79 

Rescued from This Present Evil Age .....................................................................................80 

Character Development: ............................................................................................................81 

Overcome Ourselves ..............................................................................................................81 

Partakers of the divine nature ................................................................................................82 

Fruit of the Spirit ....................................................................................................................83 

Understanding ............................................................................................................................83 

Importance .................................................................................................................................84 

Summary ....................................................................................................................................84 

Chapter 6:  The Work of the Spirit ................................................................................................85 



Think as a Spirit 

v 

 

The Reality of Spirits .................................................................................................................85 

Do I Have a Spirit? ....................................................................................................................85 

God’s Spirit Lives in Us? ...........................................................................................................88 

What Does the Spirit of God Do in Me?....................................................................................92 

Do We Participate in Receiving the Spirit? ...............................................................................95 

To What Degree Can Christians Resemble Jesus? ....................................................................98 

How Do We Know the Spirit Dwells in Us? ...........................................................................100 

Chapter 7:  The Problem of Evil ..................................................................................................105 

Physical Handicaps ..................................................................................................................105 

Many Believe that Bad Things Happen to Us as a Punishment for Sin ..................................106 

Many Believe That Bad Things are Caused by Satan ..............................................................106 

Natural Processes and Natural Disasters ..................................................................................109 

Governments ............................................................................................................................110 

How Can We Reconcile the Concept of a Good God with the Fact of Suffering? ..................111 

Chapter 8:  Joy in a Broken World ..............................................................................................112 

Sources of Joy for Christians ...................................................................................................112 

Attitudes that Open the Door for Joy .......................................................................................115 

Above the Cares of This Life ...............................................................................................115 

The Power of Positive Thinking ..........................................................................................116 

Putting Things in Their Proper Place ...................................................................................117 

Chapter 9:  Steps to Thinking as a Spirit .....................................................................................120 

Starting at the Beginning .........................................................................................................122 

Developing Insurable Trust......................................................................................................122 

Understand and Trust God’s Promises ....................................................................................123 

Get Out of the Way ..................................................................................................................124 

Understanding that the World is Broken .................................................................................125 

Joy in This Life ........................................................................................................................126 

Appendix ......................................................................................................................................127 

Statistical Analysis of Carbon Dating ......................................................................................127 

Bible Timeline .........................................................................................................................136 

Chronology of the New Testament ......................................................................................136 

Chronology from Solomon to Nehemiah .............................................................................137 

Chronology Based on the Genealogy in Genesis .................................................................138 

Periods of Old Testament History........................................................................................139 



Think as a Spirit 

vi 

 

Books of the Old Testament ................................................................................................140 

Hermeneutics ...........................................................................................................................142 

Necessary Assumptions .......................................................................................................142 

Questions to Ask ..................................................................................................................143 

How Do I Know if It Pertains to Me? ..................................................................................144 

How To Build A Word Study ..................................................................................................145 

Total Depravity ........................................................................................................................147 

 



Think as a Spirit Introduction 

1 

 

Introduction 

 

Target Audience 

 Why write a book?  Because I am a teacher with a reasonably successful track record of 

helping people understand topics that they thought were really hard (Chemistry, Physics, 

Mathematics, Bible).  I don’t have all the answers, but I have a talent for asking the right 

questions so that people can dig out of their own confusion. 

 Face to face teaching is much better than writing a textbook because I can interpret the 

quizzical looks and furrowed brows and try a different tack.  But, I’m getting old.  The best I can 

do now is to offer a sourcebook to promote discussion. 

 As is obvious from the title and a cursory look at the Table of Contents, my subject has to 

do with how to fit God into an already overcrowded lifestyle.  My experience has taught me that 

we often fall short of our own expectations because we don’t start at the beginning.  We try to fix 

things piecemeal, resulting in a disjointed and often conflicting set of objectives. 

 Is an advanced education or a superior intellect required?  If one or both were necessary, 

the vast majority of people would be hopeless.  As a little example, when I taught high school, I 

proposed to the Agriculture teacher that, if he wanted his students to live to be old farmers, they 

needed to take Chemistry – not watered down chemistry, real chemistry.  He agreed.  The next 

year I had them all in my class.  First, the reader must recognize that farming is no longer the 

career of last resort.  Only the intelligent farmers are still in business; those who were less so 

went broke decades ago.  But the culture and stigma remain.  High school Agriculture students 

generally do not think of themselves as academically talented.  But they have the ability if one 

simply takes the time to unlock it.  When they discovered that they could realize a significant 

savings in fertilizer costs by knowing the periodic table and a little inorganic chemistry, they 

learned very quickly.  When they discovered that mastering organic chemistry nomenclature 

allowed them to read the ingredients panels on pesticide and herbicide containers and thereby get 

a handle on the process and economics of modern agriculture, they learned this new language a 

lot faster than high school Spanish.  I have done the same sorts of things in several other subjects 

that, traditionally, are thought to be really hard.  (If you struggled in Algebra, raise your hand.) 

 One of the more popular arguments designed to avoid the perceived difficulty of a logical 

discussion about God suggests that religion, or any other topic, does not need to be logical or 

factual.  However, such an argument is self-defeating, since the argument itself depends on logic 

and facts.  Sometimes an appeal is made to Eastern versus Western thinking, which I consider a 

terrible insult to my Eastern friends.  People in Asia do not think illogically, nor do they act 

without evidence.  And, in fact, Christianity is an Eastern religion. 

 How does this apply to thinking about God?  An unsettling number of people think that 

they are not smart enough to dig through the concepts, so they let others tell them.  For 

millennia, artful speakers have convinced people that their confusion was not because the 

explanation was illogical, obtuse, or utter nonsense, but because the listeners were insufficiently 

intelligent, so, obviously, park your brains at the door and follow me.  Am I doing the same 

thing?  I hope not.  My objective is to promote discussion, to introduce what I believe to be 

important questions, to raise expectations, and to teach a little logic along the way. 

 Although the discussion about the validity of the Bible does not appear until Chapter 2, this 

one verse will give you a hint about my attitude, “These things I have written to you concerning 

those who try to deceive you.  But the anointing which you have received from Him abides in 
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you, and you do not need that anyone teach you; but as the same anointing teaches you 

concerning all things, and is true, and is not a lie, and just as it has taught you, you abide in 

Him.”1  Although I am not an apostle like John, I have adopted his attitude.  You, the reader, do 

not need me.  I’m a resource, not an authority.  God can communicate quite effectively without 

my help.  People who claim that they are necessary for you to understand are saying that God is 

insufficient.  If God is too far removed from me for me to understand, how may I expect to 

understand the human being who is attempting to bring God down to my inferior intellectual (or 

spiritual) level?  The Bible says that ordinary people can understand, so I present discussion 

questions and reminders about context, reading comprehension, and logic.  Obviously, written 

words do not discuss, they lecture.  But my objective in this lecture is to stimulate your 

discussions and to convince you that you are entirely capable. 

 

Simplicity 

 Why do so many presentations of religion become enormously complicated?  The problem 

is not isolated to religion.  In the recent past, for example, environmental issues have played a 

major part in governmental affairs.  Yet, the modeling software upon which all the theories rest 

is kept secret.  Politicians declare, “The science is settled.”  Yet, I have not heard even one who 

knew as much chemistry as my high school students.  Freedom of intellectual pursuit and 

publication is highly touted by universities across the country, unless, of course, one desires to 

discuss Intelligent Design.  We should not find this unusual.  Throughout history, various groups 

have promoted principles they did not understand and would not discuss.  Only a few centuries 

ago, aristocracy versus democracy was hotly debated.  Only 150 years ago, scientists laughed at 

the introduction of the Periodic Table.  A century ago, relativity was a new thought which was 

not generally accepted.  Religion discussions have fared no better. 

 My assumption is that ideas about God should not be so difficult to discuss and understand.  

Perhaps the complexity arises from the opposite assumption, and we sink to the level of our own 

expectations.  My proposal is that, if we start from the beginning rather than starting in the 

middle, if we keep track of our fundamental assumptions and conclusions, the choices will 

narrow down quickly and simply.  What do I mean by starting in the middle?  We tend to discuss 

points of controversy rather than points of agreement, and we all get a little illogical when our 

sacred cows are barbequed.  Many maintain the irrational assumption that one must have all the 

right doctrines to be acceptable to God, which implies that such people have nothing left to learn, 

yet they still go to class.  Any fool can prove himself right.  Intellectual honesty develops from 

trying to prove oneself wrong and trying to prove the opposition right.  As Paul wrote to the 

novice Christians in Thessalonica, “Evaluate everything carefully; keep the good stuff.”2 

 Of course, many scholarly texts are available on a wide variety of topics in religion.  If you 

are interested in the finer points of theology or archeology or philosophy or etymology or 

semantics, then by all means study them.  But my assumption is that those understandings are not 

necessary, just interesting to those who like those subjects.  In my case, I enjoyed immensely a 

graduate class in Quantum Chemistry, probably because the professor was an outstanding 

teacher.  But you do not need to know that information to get a driver’s license. 

                                                 
1  1 John 2:26 – 27 
2  1 Thessalonians 5:21 
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 So, I have assembled a series of discussion topics in what I consider the optimum sequence 

so we slaughter a minimum number of sacred cows and map the minimum number of forks in 

the road. 

 As a companion assumption, I offer the observation that we all have a certain level of 

evidence at which we have the confidence to make an informed decision.  We do not have the 

time in one lifespan to investigate everything to its foundation, so we develop a sense of when 

enough evidence is enough. 

 For example, most drivers have little understanding of how the controls operate their cars, 

but they have no qualms about entrusting their lives to those cars several times a day.  Few 

people know how the electrical systems work in their homes, yet they operate switches routinely 

without fear.  We have confidence because we have used them many times and they always have 

been safe in the past, and we have observed many others doing the same.  The point is not that 

we should accept that with which we are comfortable and look no further, but that we have 

confidence when we reach a certain level of evidence although we would readily admit that we 

do not know everything about that thing in which we trust. 

 We also have different levels of evidence in different situations.  When the worst thing that 

can go wrong is insignificant, we routinely try it without much thought.  We learn the skills of a 

game, failing hundreds or thousands of times before we reach proficiency, because the worst that 

could happen is a missed free throw.  In the US, we routinely try new foods and new restaurants.  

In Third World countries, we know to be a little more cautious.  But if the choice may result in 

serious injury or death, we suddenly become much more careful.  That is called prudence.  

Conversely, if we demanded complete understanding of every eventuality before leaving home, 

we would never get to work. 

 The same may be said for religion.  We want reasonable assurance that we are not being 

duped or cheated.  But if we demand full disclosure, we will soon be out of our depth.  Instead, I 

propose that we work things out until we reach a reasonable comfort level, and always leave 

open the possibility that we perhaps chose too quickly.  In this way, we don’t sweat the small 

stuff, and we don’t lock ourselves into our present level of ignorance. 

 Certain religious groups stand out because they dress in ways dictated by their religion in 

an obvious, not subtle, way.  In general, these groups have locked themselves into the century, 

climate, and culture of the religious leader who claimed to have all the answers.  If instead we 

learn to laugh at ourselves and the ridiculous conclusions that got us to where we are, we can 

enjoy the ride to greater understanding rather than becoming defensive, even angry, when 

challenged. 

 Logic, however, is essential.  Believing in belief is always disastrous.  What we need is 

horse sense, stable thinking, not rhetoric or formal logic.  If the argument is not plain and easily 

followed, the proponent is either unclear or dishonest.  As a wise man once said, “If it sounds 

complicated, it is probably wrong.” 

 

Good News 

 People are different, some more different than others.  Different people want different 

things.  Sadly, what many people want, if they should obtain it, would still not make them happy.  

If we could have meaningful discussions with millions of people and catalog what each envisions 

as “good news,” we would expect a wide range of answers.  What if we could go back to the 

same people with those first-round results and ask them, “Why?”  If we could probe down to the 
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underlying reasons, I suppose that the number of categories would shrink, but a wide diversity 

would still be represented. 

 But, as has been suggested by multitudes of sociological and psychological studies, one of 

the major needs of people everywhere is connected to the concept of hope: hope for a better life 

for our children, hope for peace of mind, hope for peace of body, hope of acceptance, hope of 

love.  Even when people have nothing, historically, those downtrodden people have survived not 

by heroic opposition but by hope. 

 How we define hope usually arises from where our hope is weak.  We may describe our 

hopes in many different ways, often without ever using the word itself, but the bottom line is that 

good news is when we have a realistic hope of obtaining something we desire. 

 Therefore, I will approach these discussion points about God from a position of hope.  

Certainly fear has been used in both political and religious contexts.  But history shows that 

people can be controlled by fear only to the point at which they are fed up and either strike back 

or curl up and die.  But when hopeless people strike back, they rarely develop hope, but become 

like their oppressors.  The French revolution touted liberty but degenerated into revenge.  

Equality-minded communist revolutionaries became as despotic as those they deposed.  But, 

Vietnamese refugees gladly took jobs in the US well below their skills and educations because 

they had hope for their children. 

 I have asked many Americans, “Could you be happy as a poor person in Bangladesh, with 

no political or religious freedom, no opportunity for advancement, being slowly poisoned by 

your own arsenic-laced water supplies?”  As the wealthiest, safest, freest people on the planet, 

we have trouble imagining happiness without our peculiar convergence of natural resources and 

libertarian heritage.  We tend to overlook how we got here.  In the century or so before the 

American Revolution, the Colonies were the dumping ground of Western Europe.  People who 

made the establishment uncomfortable were effectively exiled to the same place.  The 

convergence of hope in the wilderness exploded.  Not that the Founding Fathers were free from 

nay-sayers, complainers, and grumpy old men, but hope had the upper hand. 

 Must we live in a free society to have a life of legitimate joy?  Of course we can self-

medicate or self-deceive to an empty illusion of joy.  But can we find real joy in any climate, 

culture, or century, even Bangladesh?  That is a difficult question not to be passed off lightly 

with platitudes suitable only for air-heads and politicians.  Do I need to immerse myself in the 

most miserable places on earth to find out?  That does not sound like good news. 

 My objective is good news, but it does not need to be deep or philosophical.  It just needs 

to work and keep getting better.  Perhaps I shoot too high.  Read on and decide if this is a fool’s 

errand or a starting point for ordinary people to break free from the negativity that surrounds 

them and rather smile a good part of the time. 

 

The Objective 

 I have come to the conclusion that a piece of each of us keeps going after we quit 

breathing.  I do not assume that the reader is starting in the same place.  In keeping with my 

avowed purpose of starting at the beginning, that conclusion is not brought up until Chapter 6:  

The Work of the Spirit.  Much groundwork must be laid first.  But, so the reader will have a 

sense of where all this is going, my objective is to develop the skills necessary to think in terms 

of that continuing part because, due to its longevity, that part would seem to be highly 

significant.  Hence the title, Think as a Spirit. 
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 The methodology for developing that mindset is neither mystical nor complex, although it 

is indirect.  A frontal assault has, for me, gone nowhere, or at least along an overly complex path.  

Instead, I have developed a sequence of topics that, if frequently reviewed, can teach us how to 

think from a non-physical perspective.  The final chapter, Chapter 9:  Steps to Thinking as a 

Spirit, summarizes each step and illustrates the thought process.  My objective, then, is to 

suggest a series of simple concepts that will allow us to rise above the constant and inevitable 

downward spiral of physical life and stand firmly in a peaceful and joyful place at least most of 

the time.  Bad things will still happen, but we will know how to deal with them and move on 

rather than ignoring them, which results in them rising up to bite us later, or living in them, 

which is obviously unpleasant.  Instead, legitimate hope will steer us though the bogs which trap 

so many.  Perhaps satisfaction is the better word.  Life, with its ups and downs, when viewed 

from the perspective of the part that keeps going, can be satisfying. 
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Chapter 1: In the Beginning…? 

 

 Start at the beginning, not the middle.  Has mass/energy always been around in some form 

or another, or did something uncreated kick over the first domino?  The answer is neither trivial 

nor unprovable.  Passionate assertions without evidence are worthless.  If we leap to science as if 

it were opposed to Creation, we would be making a huge unsupported assertion.  If we leap to 

the Bible (or the sacred text of some other religion), we will have skipped the investigation of 

whether the text is true and how that text should be used. 

 Many people summarily discard the Bible (and the sacred texts of other religions) because 

they have been indoctrinated by pseudo-science that has no room for honest investigation, but 

rather seeks to rule by ridicule.  I do not expect many if any of such people to read this, which is 

terrible for them, being locked in their own fanatical world. 

 Many have been taught that science and religion are at odds with one another, a supposition 

I seek to disprove.  Asserting that faith and reality are separate leads to neither, but only an 

unending intellectual conflict.  Instead, everything should be evaluated by the most rigorous 

standards of evidence and logic. 

 Many jump to the sacred text of their chosen religion, skipping the part about proof.  The 

first problem with this path is that one will never interest those who think logically, but only 

those who already agree or those with an unhealthy need to be accepted.  The second problem is 

that one becomes locked into a set of doctrines that can never be corrected for the imperfections 

of human thought.  Every religion claims that its sacred text is from a Higher Power.  Even if the 

text is proven to be from the Creator, inerrant, and completely trustworthy, rarely addressed is 

the historical ability of humans to mess up the meaning.  As a wise man once said, “Never 

underestimate the stupidity of people.” 

 As this discussion platform develops, several forks in the logical pathway will be 

encountered.  Which path to choose may not be obvious immediately.  So, I encourage the reader 

to keep track of the assumptions.  Sometimes it is necessary to just pick a path and see where it 

leads.  If that path eventually dead-ends at a logical contradiction, then we must back up to the 

previous fork and try the other option.  But, we cannot make the mistake of assuming that, if one 

path is wrong, the other must be right.  Just as likely are the possibilities of a third road or that 

we must back up to the fork before that.  Historically, people have travelled so far down one fork 

that they have forgotten that an assumption was required, and neglect to find the proof for that 

assumption.  The road not taken was never investigated and the reasons for taking this particular 

road were forgotten. 

 All I am asking in this chapter is whether the need for a beginning can be established, and 

what may be concluded from that fact.  Most positions do not go back far enough.  For example, 

Creation is not the opposite of the Big Bang.  Creation is the opposite of Always Been.  The Big 

Bang could be on either pathway.  Others have suggested aliens, space dust, dark matter, and 

forces as yet undiscovered.  All of them beg the question.  Have any or all of those things existed 

forever, without a beginning, or have they existed because of something that was before them?  

The first step must be to determine if the universe itself is the Uncreated, or if something 

Uncreated made this universe. 
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Created or Always Been? 

 The foundation of science is the assumption that all things have always behaved as they do 

now.  In the history of science, when experiments contradicted that assumption, great thinkers 

have found that the old explanation had a hidden assumption and offered a patch or a 

revolutionary change. 

 For example, the Newtonian physics you probably learned in high school explained the 

motion of objects quite well.  But, as people found ways to propel things faster and faster, those 

wonderful physics equations worked less and less precisely.  Relativity was needed to put the 

equations back on track.  Researchers found that energy was not necessarily constant; the adage, 

“Energy can be neither created nor destroyed” stopped working very well in the extreme 

environments of nuclear physics.  When we figured out that mass and energy can flip back and 

forth, we had to start talking about mass/energy.  Simple Newtonian physics still works very well 

for ordinary velocities and masses and energies that we encounter in everyday life.  Relativity 

expanded the scope of what we could predict and explain.  But as researchers pushed the limits, 

more problems arose.  Cutting-edge physics today, called physical cosmology (not cosmetology), 

at the time of this writing, is investigating the possibility that the speed of light may also be 

relative, which will, if they can work out the bugs, provide a mathematical model that would be 

consistent with the Always Been assumption.  The latest model seems to suggest that our 

expanding universe will reverse, collapse back onto itself, and produce another Big Bang.  

According to this theory, the universe had no beginning, but has Always Been, continuously 

producing Big Bangs over and over again.  The Uncreated, according to this theory, is the 

universe itself.  I suspect that, even if this line of research fails, something else will arise, 

eventually, that will be mathematically sound. 

 Unfortunately, people have their sacred cows (to borrow an image from Hinduism) and 

they get really upset when their point of view is challenged.  First, exploding over the idea that 

cyclic Big Bangs are the Uncreated is just messy, not productive.  If the universe is the 

Uncreated, then life as we know it is the product of this cycle and has no inherent meaning.  We 

just make the best of what we are; when we die, it’s over.  Would we rather know the truth or 

continue believing a disproved model of the Uncreated?  Our allegiance must be to truth, not 

religion. 

 Second, ridiculing those who do not espouse my interpretation of science is an insult to the 

science I pretend to defend.  Many university faculties systematically exclude all applicants who 

find science better interpreted by a Creator than by an Uncreated universe, demonstrating a 

disregard for honest investigation by the selection committee.  I find it humorous that the 

professors who will not allow honest debate on the subject are the same ones who teach the 

theories published by great scientists who had concluded that creation was a superior position.  

University professors, as a group, are not at the top of the intellectual heap, despite their claims 

to being the “guardians of knowledge.”  The very best minds concentrate in very special places 

like national laboratories, not universities.  My experience at national labs is that they are 

populated largely by creationists. 

 Third, humanity has a long history of disproving the status quo.  We should not be too 

attached to the “laws of nature” because those laws are going to be changed as we explore the 

edges of what we know.  Fifty years from now, school children will wonder how we old folks 

could have believed those old theories when the “truth” was so obvious. 
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 Getting back to the question of Created or Always Been, how do we make a decision?  By 

investigating each and seeing where it leads. 

 Taking Always Been first, let’s assume that the new theories of physical cosmology are 

shown to explain the known universe, that the universe itself could be, according to the 

mathematical model, the Uncreated.  Would this prove that Always Been is true?  No, it would 

prove that, to the limits of current thought and measurement, the mathematical model accounts 

for what we perceive at this time, just as Newtonian and Einsteinian physics did in their heydays. 

 Here’s an example from high school physics.  We all had to calculate the trajectory of a 

ball thrown from a cliff.  The path is a parabola, its shape being dictated by the angle and 

velocity of the original throw, and, of course, gravity.  If we were to measure two points on the 

trajectory, we could fit them into the formula and plot where the ball is going and, working 

backwards, plot where it came from.  If we were to measure several points along that trajectory, 

we certainly would discover that the path was not exactly parabolic, so, if we needed a very 

precise mathematical model, we would need to adjust that simple Newtonian formula to account 

for wind resistance, atmospheric conditions, and the gravitational field of the moon.  A bigger 

problem is that, if we don’t know how high the cliff is, we don’t know where time zero is.  We 

could confidently assert that the ball was thrown from a location at the same elevation as we are, 

at the bottom of the cliff.  But then, when we walked back in the direction from which the ball 

was thrown, we would encounter a cliff that was not in our calculation.  We might look at our 

calculation and say, “I guess we need to set time zero there, up on top of the cliff.”  Or we could 

say, “We need to adjust the formula to account for the fact that the ball travelled through solid 

rock before it broke free of the cliff and travelled through the air in the normal parabola.”  If we 

were unwilling to entertain a time zero, then we would assert that the ball was thrown from 

infinitely far away, and that it passed through many environments before passing through the 

earth to finally emerge from the cliff.  Of course, no one would assert that the ball passed 

through solid rock (although some of the answers on physics tests I graded suggested it).  We 

confidently assert that, although the height of the point of release from the thrower’s hand may 

need to be discovered, there was a time zero. 

 Declaring the universe to be the Uncreated denies a time zero.  The mathematical model 

may be able to fit the available evidence, but it is simply one way to interpret the data.  The 

model proves neither that time zero does not exist nor that it is the only model that will fit the 

data. 

 Science works within the boundaries of the evidence from which the theory was derived.  

Extrapolating outside of those boundaries has a history of poor results.  Here are some small 

examples of commonly accepted measurements that, upon closer inspection, do not survive their 

own fundamental assumptions.  Caution is needed to use a measurement within its boundaries. 

 Radioactivity has been used for about half a century to date things.  The assumption is 

made that radioactive decay has been occurring at about the same rates for a very long time.  

Why some isotopes decay in this way is unknown.  All we know is that they do so in a 

statistically regular way.  If we make the assumption that radioactive material has been doing this 

for an indefinite period into the past, the earth would have been incredibly radioactive during the 

time when, according to the majority of evolutionary theories, life existed on earth.  But, the 

earth would be too radioactive to support that life.  Clearly, things have not always been as they 

are now.  Claims are made from both radiocarbon and radioargon dating that extend outside the 

statistically defensible boundaries.  For those with a little background in statistics, the complete 

mathematical development is shown in the Appendix, Statistical Analysis of Carbon Dating.  
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Radiocarbon dating can be used only on objects that have not interacted with their environments 

for a period of at least 5000 years and at most 38,000 years.  Radioargon dating is statistically 

defensible only for ages in excess of 100 million years.  Establishing the environment of a rock 

for that length of time is speculation at best. 

 Another example is the sun, which consumes itself to supply the radiation that gives the 

earth heat and light, without which life as we know it could not exist.  By plotting backwards, 

assuming that the sun has been consuming itself at about the same rate for a really long time, the 

sun would be bigger than the orbit of Mercury and the earth would be very, very hot.  Clearly, 

things have not always been as they are now. 

 Human language defies explanation.  Modern languages become simpler and less precise 

decade by decade.  The aristocratic languages of Europe from the Renaissance have disappeared 

in favor of the simpler, common languages.  The ancient languages of 3000 or 4000 years ago 

were incredibly complex.  If human language evolved from grunts and clicks, when was the 

pinnacle?  We have no historical record of a language becoming more complex, only simpler.  

Something is wrong with the theory of the development of human language because it cannot 

explain the development with known information. 

 Neither Creation nor Always Been has the upper hand.  Mathematical models may be 

offered that fit the present measurements, but we cannot go back in time to measure that which is 

being modelled.  Further, the life expectancy of a mathematical model is about half a century and 

getting shorter as new models emerge.  Creation makes a claim for time zero, but, again, we 

cannot go back in time to observe it. 

 So what do we do?  Give up on logic and fervently believe what we want to believe?  

Sadly, many have done just that, on both sides.  The answer is to test both roads and see where 

they lead.  Many are afraid to try this for fear of being proved wrong.  Maintaining self-

deception may be temporarily comforting, but does not work for the long haul.  Those who get 

angry simply demonstrate a closed mind.  Both sides have their classic representatives.  We can 

do better. 

 Historically, the majority of those at the top of human intellectual endeavor have come to 

realize how little they knew and settled on the idea of creation.  This can be assigned to culture 

or intellect with no way to prove either position.  Those great minds were, in their various eras, 

generally not fond of then-current religious thought due to the close-mindedness of the leaders of 

the religions.  But on the fundamental issue of Creation versus Always Been, the vast majority 

fell on the side of Creation.  This observation proves nothing, but should give us caution to not 

discard Creation too quickly. 

 On the over-the-top religion side, history contains several sad stories of dogmatic rejection 

of science.  Even in our time, scientists are demonized from many pulpits.  I find such diatribes 

humorous because I have made a good living in science and have been considered a pretty fair 

researcher by several government agencies.  I have never found any disharmony between science 

and the Bible. 

 Three of my grandchildren provided an illustration of the unfortunate lack of logic by both 

sides in this debate.  The part of the family that was, at the time, in the US (quite often not the 

case), decided to meet in Cincinnati and go to a Reds baseball game on the 4th of July.  The game 

was rained out.  So, the grandchildren, at that time aged 12, 14, and 19, put their heads and cell 

phones together and decided that we should go to the Creation Science Museum just across the 

river in Petersburg, Kentucky.  The facility is well built and the displays well presented.  But the 

grandchildren discerned quickly that the flaws of Darwinian Evolution revealed in those displays 
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could be applied equally well to the presentations on Creationism.  I think my grandchildren are 

quite intelligent, but even the twelve-year-old could see the inconsistency. 

 Extremists on both sides give logic a bad name.  Instead of jumping across chasms of 

unsupported assertions, we need patience.  Creation versus Always Been must be decided by 

considering both.  Always Been seems the more difficult to assess because, even if the proposed 

physical cosmology model is shown to be mathematically consistent, it cannot disallow Creation.  

It can only assert that the model fits the data.  We cannot go back in time and observe.  Creation, 

while equally impossible to prove by direct observation of the event, might offer some evidence 

by considering what it would mean if a Creator exists.  Further, if the existence of a Creator were 

proven, then Always Been would be disproved. 

 Further investigation after assuming that the universe itself is the uncreated goes nowhere.  

As events transpire, if the mathematical model fails, we will just tweak the model to make it fit 

again, as we did with relativity and physical cosmology.  So, the first fork in the road, the first 

unproven assumption must be that the universe was created, that a Creator exists.  The following 

points investigate what must follow logically from that assumption.  But remember that the 

existence of a Creator, at this point in the argument, is merely an assumption, not a fact. 

 

Consistent or Conflicted? 

 Conflict is self-destructive.  Only that which is consistent survives.  Even the Taoist system 

of Yin and Yang acknowledges that many seemingly opposing forces, upon closer inspection, 

may be complementary instead.  Truly opposing forces destroy each other; complementary 

forces work together to make something greater than the sum of the parts. 

 If Creation is the correct perception, then the Uncreated (that which caused Creation) must 

be consistent, or will, at some point, fail.  The idea of Uncreated implies Unending.  So, the 

Uncreated must be consistent because unending conflict is self-destructive. 

 In every culture, some notion of good and evil exists.  Without trying to define exactly 

what is good and what is evil, one can deduce that the Uncreated must be consistently “good.”  If 

the Uncreated is both good and evil, the Uncreated would be self-destructive and, therefore, not 

Unending. 

 Could the Uncreated be consistently evil?  Consider the events of human history in which 

great “evil” was practiced.  Even the worst of perpetrators did nice things for someone.  I call it 

the “circle of benevolence.”  In cannibalistic tribes, eating people in your own village is bad.  

Eating someone from the neighboring village is a taste treat.  The circle of benevolence extends 

only to the immediate tribe.  Other cultures have varying diameters of circles: the family, the 

clan, the tribe, the ethnic group, the nation, or everyone.  Only the largest circle can be 

consistent.  So, the Uncreated must be consistently “good.” 

 Through the ages, people have philosophized concerning contrasts: light versus dark, heat 

versus cold, substance versus emptiness.  Science has performed a great service in showing that 

these dichotomies do not exist.  Darkness is the absence of light; darkness cannot be distributed 

from a central point.  Cold is the absence of heat; refrigeration coils absorb the heat that falls 

upon them, to be re-radiated at another point in the system, but cold cannot be radiated.  Vacuum 

is the absence of matter; vacuum does not suck, surrounding matter enters.  Perhaps we can take 

a clue from the way the universe in constructed to surmise that evil is the absence of good.  

Consistent good has no vacancy that we might label evil. 

 If the Uncreated is consistent, justice exists. 
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Care or Indifference? 

 If the Uncreated were consistent, then the act of Creation would have purpose.  

Randomness is not consistent.  Whether the Uncreated continues to be actively involved in that 

purpose remains to be evaluated, but the fact that Creation had purpose is important.  

Discovering that purpose would seem an important endeavor; working in concert with that 

purpose would seem to have a higher probability of success than other purposes that may run 

counter to the purpose for Creation. 

 The notion that the Creator is consistent, good, and purposeful runs counter to many world 

religions.  Some propose a conflicted, capricious, or arbitrary God, like people, but because of 

their position as gods, they wreak havoc on a much larger scale.  Some propose a Creator whose 

sole attribute is power, but purpose implies more than just power.  In fact, an impersonal, all-

powerful god is inconsistent with purposeful creation.  Power needs purpose to be complete.  

Without purpose, power has no meaning.  Some propose that all of creation is God, which makes 

the Creator one conflicted dude. 

 How are we to determine the purpose of that consistent creative act that resulted in us?  

Through the ages, a few have tried to deduce it.  Most just skip over the purpose, starting in the 

middle instead of the beginning, result in a foundationless house of cards.  To my knowledge, the 

philosophically derived proposals for the purpose of Creation have fallen short of a satisfactory 

explanation.  Most are far too complex for the ordinary person to follow.  All of them start with 

the assumption that a very intelligent human will be able to uncover the purpose.  If the 

explanation must be that complex, then it cannot be from a consistent Creator whose purpose 

extends equally to all (not just to the super-intelligent).  Looking back on the ridiculousness of 

human history, the premise fails.  Why do we think we will do better than the great Greek 

philosophers, or the great Oriental philosophers, or the school of German rationalists, or a self-

proclaimed prophet?  The Creator must be consistent and purposeful; people are a mess. 

 

Communication or Silence? 

 Deism assumes that the Creator can be seen in the Creation, that no further communication 

is needed.  To discover our purpose (and the purpose of Creation), all we need is observation of 

nature.  Unfortunately, nature is almost as conflicted as humans.  Animals participate in a wide 

variety of social systems, many of which we would consider unsuited for humans.  Some animals 

eat their young.  Some animals participate in child-rearing, some do not.  Some have small 

family groups; some have complex networks.  The weather can save us or kill us.  Natural 

disasters disrupt everything seemingly arbitrarily.  Trying to fit into nature is an exercise in 

selective observation.  I pick the facets of nature that I want to duplicate, and declare my self-

constructed system to be in harmony with the little pieces of nature I have picked out of the 

conflicting attributes. 

 A reasonable conclusion is that people will not be able to come to a satisfactory 

explanation of the nature of the Creator and the purpose of Creation on their own.  Human 

history is littered with one bad framework after another.  Supposing that we, after several 

thousand years, finally got it right, is just arrogance.  Fifty years from now, our grandchildren 

will be laughing at what we held to be obvious. 
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 Therefore, the Creator must communicate.  We can start with the assumption that a Creator 

exists, and deduce that the presumed Creator is consistent (and consistently “good”) and 

purposeful.  But even the simple definition of “good” is beyond us.  Slavery was a normal part of 

life for millennia.  In many eras, life was cheap.  If we are to have a simple and useful working 

definition of “good,” the Creator must supply it.  The same is true of the definition of the 

“nature” of the Creator.  History is rife with what we consider to be ludicrous descriptions, but 

most of those people were doing the best they could with what they had.  We may avoid some of 

their pitfalls, but we are equally likely to create new ones.  If we are to “know,” the Creator must 

tell us. 

 But how?  A staggering number of people have claimed to have received that 

communication for the purpose of passing it along to you.  Some are obvious frauds, but a 

goodly number appear to have been sincere.  How can we sort out the charlatans from the 

sincerely deluded from the real thing?  What rubric should we use?   

 An alarming number of promulgators of proposed messages from the Creator tell us to 

“just believe.”  As previously asserted, the argument that reason and evidence are not necessary 

is self-defeating because the arguments against reason and evidence use reason and evidence to 

make their case.  Everyone desires to make choices based on logic and facts, although sometimes 

we just don’t want to put in that much effort and decide to wing it. 

 History contains several proofs to support various proposed messages from the Creator that 

later were proven untrue.  Each group who had been duped became very angry and often reacted 

violently.  Mysteriously, in our time, a significant number of those who have been exposed as 

frauds have actually increased the quantity of their followers, illustrating that the people of the 

past were more attuned to truth and evidence that we are.  Viewing the people of history as 

inferior to ourselves is common, but not accurate. 

 So, if we must depend on a communication from the Creator to flesh out the nature of that 

Creator and the purpose of Creation, finding that communication seems to be an important 

endeavor.  But how should we go about that search?  I propose four benchmarks that an ordinary 

person can use to begin such a hunt. 

 

 Universal 

 First, the proposed message from the Creator must be universal or the Creator is 

inconsistent.  The Creator’s circle of benevolence must encompass everyone.  This is not to say 

that the Creator must treat everyone exactly the same.  Rather, the treatments must be equivalent 

in light of the purpose of Creation.  The method of treatment must be in keeping with “good” 

traits.  A suggested (as yet unproven) set of traits could include kindness, patience, compassion, 

gentleness, and justice. 

 Human history has been plagued with ethnocentrism (a fancy word for racism).  In the US, 

racism makes headlines.  In most countries, racism is just a fact of life and no one thinks 

anything about it.  Citizens of India and Pakistan are mortal enemies, whereas I can scarcely tell 

them apart.  Koreans are considered inferior by Chinese.  Costa Ricans feel the same way about 

Nicaraguans.  The European Union tries to manage trade and currency, but no one suggests that 

they become the United States of Europe.  The various ethnic groups all look down on the others.  

Marshall Tito held Yugoslavia together by brutal totalitarianism.  When he died, the country 

fractured into its six ethnic groups who starting killing each other, despite being “united” for 47 
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years.  Partisanship leads to one group treating another badly.  To be consistent, the Creator must 

be consistently “good.”  So, the Creator’s communication must apply equally to everyone. 

 If a proposed message from the Creator establishes higher and lower classes in the social 

order, we can be certain that the message is bogus.  In addition, a message that specifically 

endorses one ethic group and ignores all others is inconsistent.  A message that puts power in the 

hands of a few has no credibility. 

 

 Understandable 

 If I am not intelligent enough to understand a message from the Creator, how am I to 

understand the same message after it passes through a person?  Religion has a history of 

complexity.  Orators for millennia have found acceptance for dubious messages by convincing 

their hearers that the lack of understanding by the audience was due to the hearer’s lack of 

intellect rather than the obtuse and illogical nature of the message. 

 Certainly, some cannot understand.  But if a message from the Creator includes 

explanations of morality or practices or lifestyles or hopes or purposes, only those who can 

comprehend would be expected by the Creator to respond.  Those who cannot understand would, 

of necessity, get a pass. 

 Leaders cannot justify themselves by asserting that they know the full message, but the 

followers must accept a simplified synthesis.  By this, the follower is cut off from the foundation 

of logic and evidence and has no means through which to verify. Instead, the follower only has 

communication with the leader, not with the Creator.  History contains many examples of how 

this has gone terribly wrong. 

 To be understandable, that communication must be in terms to which we can relate.  For 

example, if we are seeking to evaluate a proposed communication from the Creator, we are 

assuming that we are actually pursuing a goal.  If everything is preprogrammed, if we do not 

have the freedom to make choices, then our search is an exercise in self-deception.  We think we 

are evaluating, but really are not.  Of course, this would be inconsistent with the nature of the 

Creator.  Deception in any society is not considered “good.”  For the Creator to be consistent, 

what we perceive must be reality.  Further, we would expect that communication from the 

Creator to be in a setting we can comprehend, using illustrations that describe the Uncreated in 

Creation terms.  Perhaps you have read a story that was set in a culture radically different from 

your own, but the assumptions and norms of that culture were never explained, so the story did 

not make much sense.  In fact, under such conditions, we are likely to completely misunderstand 

because we focus on the parts that are important in our own culture, and do not know which parts 

are important in the other culture. 

 To be consistent, the Creator must communicate clearly with everyone, which is no small 

task. 

 

 Useful 

 On the surface, usefulness seems an appropriate characteristic of good communication.  

Small talk gets dull quickly.  But is practicality necessary?  I assert that it is because we are 

setting out to determine if a proposed communication is truly from the Creator.  We would 

expect the message to bear some relationship to the nature of the sender.  We are investigating 

the assumption that a purposeful Creator has accomplished something amazing to us.  A trite 
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collection of truisms hardly seems in keeping with the nature of the architect and builder of the 

universe. 

 What topics might be covered?  I suppose that the list would depend heavily on what is 

important to us, not on what is important to the Creator.  So, prudence demands that we allow the 

sender to let us know what is important.  Then we can evaluate if the quality of the message 

matches with the quality of the Creator. 

 Although my list of expected topics may be wrong (and I need to evaluate each proposed 

message with that in mind), I would be looking for a reason for creation.  Considering that the 

history of this planet has been extremely messy, why bother creating at all?  I would be looking 

for a lot of explanations for why things are as they are.  I would like to know if and when this 

planet reaches its expiration date.  And, I would like to know what happens next.  If all my 

questions are not answered, that does not mean the message is a fraud.  But, I will be looking for 

reasons why my expectations were so far off. 

 

 Unmistakable 

 Many people have proposed to have a message from the Creator.  Most have not been 

successful at convincing others.  Some have made a mark on history because a great number of 

people believed their claims.  What criteria should be used to decide who has a message from 

outside our universe, and who is just blowing smoke?  Aside from being universal, 

understandable, and useful, I propose that a communication from the Creator must be marked by 

things that people cannot do.  My first reason is that people are very good at faking it.  My 

second reason is that a Creator would have the ability to bypass all the hype and provide 

evidence that an ordinary person would be able to not only understand but also investigate. 

 Complex arguments just trick the ordinary person into accepting nonsense because it 

sounds like it might be right, but it is over my head.  Hence, I include the qualifier of being 

understandable.  Charismatic orators have led whole civilizations into catastrophe (think, Hitler).  

In short, talk is cheap.  Do something obvious that people can’t do. 

 Having spent a little time in West Africa, and having children and grandchildren there, I am 

aware of the practice of juju.  (In the Caribbean, it is called voodoo.)  Many sincere, educated, 

sensible people believe that the juju priests can violate the laws of nature.  Being a scientist by 

trade, I have been able to unravel the scams and can even reproduce them.  Unfortunately, I 

made the mistake of making that assertion in a sermon in Cameroon, so now about 500 people 

believe that I am a master of the black arts.  They would rather believe that I can make the grass 

roof of a hut burst into flame by pointing at it than believe the explanation that I had soaked one 

corner with naphtha about an hour earlier.  (The African sun did the rest.)  I have a rather large 

number of similar stories. 

 I relate this tale not to denigrate West Africans, but because I know the facts.  Other 

cultures espouse similar beliefs; I just am not familiar enough with other beliefs to offer facts.  

Flip Wilson’s comedic line, “The devil made me do it,” is funny only because a significant 

number of people in the highly advanced and technologically savvy US actually believe it.  

Every culture has its nonsense.  What evidence can a Creator offer that can set itself apart, that 

can clearly outclass worldwide competition for the thirst of people for the sensational for which 

we offer our willing suspension of disbelief? 

 As with the assertion that a communication from the Creator must be useful, that we must 

let the Creator decide what is useful, so we must let the Creator decide what the over-the-top 
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evidence will be.  If we are allowed to demand a certain type of evidence, then we would be 

claiming control over a Creator who is clearly smarter than we are.  Nevertheless, whatever it is, 

the evidence must be from that “knock-your-socks-off” genre.  Further, it must be able to 

withstand rigorous investigation. 

 

Summary 

 If perception is more than self-deception, then Creation can be proven by an authenticated 

message.  Always Been has no such promise because we cannot go back in time to observe its 

claims.  If Creation is validated by virtue of a proven message, the Creator must be Uncreated, or 

we need to go back another step.  The Uncreated must be Consistent because inconsistency is 

self-destructive.  A Consistent Creator must Care, because action without purpose is inconsistent.  

A Caring Consistent Creator must Communicate the purpose of creation because we are locked 

in our finite selves, so we do not have the perspective to figure it out. 

 If a proposed communication passes the test, then the Creator exists and the Always Been 

argument fails.  Further, the message, having been established as coming from a consistent and 

intelligent source, must be considered true, not just another idea that can be compromised or 

synthesized with others.  

 Finally, if a Creator exists, then the most important part of us is not the physical, but the 

non-physical.  The physical universe had a starting point and appears to be heading down hill.  

The universe is finite at least in terms of time, if not in space.  So, the non-physical, that which 

makes the Creator separate from that which was created, is the more important part.  In religion, 

our non-physical part is often called our spirit.  So, think as a spirit; that’s where the important 

stuff is. 
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Chapter 2:  Does the Bible Pass the Test? 

 

 Before comparing the Bible with the rubric described in the previous chapter, I will briefly 

address a few of the many documents that have been proposed as messages from the Creator.  

Each has its proponents; many volumes have been written in support of each.  If the reader is 

interested in looking further into any or all of them, I encourage such an investigation.  All of 

them claim to be universal, although some do not allow equality for women.  Mormonism has a 

checkered history with regard to people with dark skin.  Whether each is understandable must be 

assessed by each reader.  The usefulness of some might be questionable.  However, none of these 

documents has any evidence that the information originated with the Creator beyond the fervent 

assertions of their authors and sincere beliefs of their followers.  None reaches even a minimal 

standard of being called Unmistakable. 

 

• Quran 

• The Four Vedas 

• The Sutras 

• Tao Te Ching, Zhuangzi, I Ching, Daozang 

• Avestan 

• Book of Mormon, Doctrine and Covenants, Pearl of Great Price 

• Divine Principle 

• Science and Health and Key to the Scriptures 

 

 Does the Bible fare any better?  Many claims have been made, pro and con.  Many have 

dismissed the Bible because of what they have heard, but not because they have read the book.  

Many have drawn conclusions from bits and pieces; I call it sound-byte religion.  But the 

importance of its claims deserves honest appraisal. 

 At more than three-quarters of a million words (the size of about ten novels), many find the 

size of the book daunting.  And, people start reading with unsupported preconceptions that make 

reading comprehension much more difficult.  Finally, most people did not find public school all 

that exciting, so the word “study” is not attractive.  Maybe I can offer some encouragement 

through my book.  But, I do not want to resort to establishing a minimum set of understandings 

or I will be just like those who have made such a mess of Christianity in our time. 

 I have found that a productive way to read the Bible is to start with the New Testament, 

with one of the four Gospels (Matthew, Mark, Luke, or John).  Matthew has more Old Testament 

references; Mark is shorter, has less dialog and more action; Luke has all the parables and is 

historically sequential; John is more philosophical.  But, they all tell the same story, so just pick 

one and read it straight through, like a short novel.  Get a translation that is comfortable for you.  

After reading a Gospel, read Acts, which is an interesting historical account of the beginnings of 

the church.  One striking observation is the stark contrast between the church when it first started 

out versus the churches in the US today.  After absorbing a reasonable historical framework, read 

the letters (everything after Acts).  Don’t get bogged down with dissecting every sentence.  If it 

seems confusing, read faster.  You will come across a summary statement in a paragraph or two. 

 One important thing is to check out the quotations of Old Testament passages.  You should 

use a Bible that includes the locations of those references so you can find them quickly.  The 

New Testament writers used those quotes as illustrations, to avoid filling up page after page with 

something that was readily available.  The quoted passages were familiar to the original 
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audience.  An illustration in our time is when people quote a line from a familiar song.  You 

know the whole song, so they don’t need to sing the whole thing, just a few words, and you have 

the point.  Or, someone will use a familiar historical event, like a war, as an illustration.  The 

speaker does not need to recite the whole history of Waterloo to get the point across that a 

military disaster happened there.  But, most people are not familiar with Israelite history, so we 

need to go back to the Old Testament and read the whole context of the quote that appears in the 

New Testament so that we will get the point of the illustration. 

 The New Testament was written in a period of less than 40 years and describes events 

covering about 80 years.  The Old Testament was written over a period of a thousand years and 

describes things from Creation to about 400 BC – but only in a small part of the world.  The 

Bible is not chronological, so the reader needs some historical framework to make it all fit 

together.  I have included a brief timeline in the Appendix, Bible Timeline, for easy reference. 

 Lots of confusion arises from not recognizing the target audiences of the parts of the Bible.  

The Old Testament was aimed at the nation of Israel, a tiny fraction of the world’s population.  

That particular ethnic group was hired by God, so the story goes in Genesis and Exodus, to do a 

job.  God planned to send the person we now know as Jesus, but God needed a location and a 

history and a set of illustrations so that Jesus would have a context and proof.  The Israelites 

were not chosen because they were particularly good or bad, but because their ancestor was 

Abraham, for whom God had high regard.  Because of that friendship with Abraham and because 

God needed to pick a people and a place, God decided to hire Abraham’s descendants.  God 

dealt with them as contractors.  Sometimes the Israelites did their jobs well and they were amply 

compensated (big families, big crops, and victory in battle).  But, most of the time they did not, 

so God had to enforce the penalty clauses of the contract to get them back on track.   The 

Israelites did not need to care a thing about God to get paid.  They just had to perform certain 

rituals and follow certain rules.  However, contained within that contract and its history are lots 

of general truths that make for good thinking material. 

 The New Testament was written to various individuals and groups of Christians.  We are 

reading someone else’s mail.  But, these letters contain lots of general truths and, again, good 

thinking material.  A modern Christian reader may not be living in Philippi or Corinth or 

Ephesus, but the ideas presented to those Christians can help us figure out how we can be 

successful in terms of the purpose of the universe.  That is how the book was designed, so that, 

after the original audience died, future readers, by good reading comprehension, would have the 

principles for a life that fits with this planet. 

 As a simple illustration of reading someone else’s mail, I could write an e-mail to a friend, 

“We watched our grandson play baseball Tuesday night. He pitched and his team won, 4 – 0.  

Wish you could have been there.”  If someone else read that e-mail later, that person would not 

assume that I were wishing that all people, everywhere, could have been at that game, because 

the traffic would have been horrendous and most of them would be disappointed because they 

could not get into the park.  Neither would anyone assume that all grandsons should play only on 

Tuesday, and that all games would end with the same score.  But, the secondary reader would 

know the facts of the date and outcome of the game, and at least one player, and would know 

that I wished my friend could have been there.  And, the later reader might be caused to think 

about his own grandchildren and the importance of being there for them.  Reading 

comprehension is not that complicated. 
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Is the Bible Universal? 

 My assertion is affirmative.  But you need to read it for yourself to decide.  However, I will 

address some claims that have been made that the Bible is not universal.  My purpose is to show 

that those claims do not accurately represent what is actually in the Bible.  People sometimes 

make claims based on what they have heard or what they have gleaned by incomplete reading 

and poor reading comprehension. 

 First, one must differentiate between what church leaders teach or have taught as opposed 

to what the Bible says.  Obviously, those two things should be the same, but, historically, we 

have not done so well.  Various branches of Christianity have initiated and fought wars in which 

they sincerely believed that they should kill those who disagreed with them.  The Roman 

Catholic Church is an easy target because their history is well documented and they are very 

large.  But they are by no means the only or the worst offenders.  Of course, we can find some 

leaders who obviously were corrupt and were using the church to their own ends.  But that is a 

small group.  Most of the travesties of Christianity have come from well-meaning, sincere people 

who let their cultures creep in unnoticed.  We are not immune; we can just see theirs.  Would this 

flaw not disallow the Bible as a potential message from the Creator?  If the Bible has been so 

badly understood in the past, how could it qualify?  I will address that under the heading, 

Understandable.  For now, I will make a case only for the Bible being Universal. 

 Second, one must differentiate between the Law of Moses (the Old Testament) and the 

Good News (the New Testament).  As noted previously, the Law of Moses was intended for only 

a small group of people, the Israelites, between the years of 1446 BC and 70 AD (the start and 

end dates).  The start date occurred when Moses first published the Law to which his name has 

become attached.  It was intended only for that one group of people and their descendants3 who 

were employed to build the stage upon which Jesus would play.  God put an end to that task in 

rather dramatic fashion in the destruction of Jerusalem and the Temple by the Roman legions in 

70 AD.  The Temple and its rituals have never been re-started.  The location upon which the 

Temple stood is owned by Islam and is the site of their second most holy site, the Dome of the 

Rock, so its sale to a group of Jewish investors is highly unlikely.  So, the Law of Moses (the 

Old Testament) is decidedly not universal. But it is the backdrop for the Good News (the New 

Testament) which does claim to be universal.4 

 Yet, slavery was defended from a Biblical perspective prior to the American Civil War.  

Slavery exists in many countries today.  Perhaps those who attempted to uphold slavery as 

Biblical were missing a key facet.  The New Testament is not a foundation for a civil 

government.  Rather, it relates how to fit into the purpose for creation.  In the church, slave and 

free were equal, regardless of liberty in the outside world.  Early Christians could not even begin 

to overthrow the institution of slavery because they had no political power.  However, Christians 

were cautioned against becoming slaves because of the conflicts that condition would cause.5  

Christianity was open to all. 

 To lower the threat of a slave uprising, several Southern states prior to the Civil War 

enacted legislation prohibiting the teaching of writing (and, in some cases, reading) to slaves.  

Although this did not directly prohibit access to the Good News, the impact was largely the 

same.  After the war, “separate but equal” churches became the norm, which did not work any 

                                                 
3  Deuteronomy 4, Exodus 19:5 – 6 
4  Matthew 28:18 – 20, Galatians 3:28, Colossians 3:11 
5  1 Corinthians 7:20 – 24 
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better for churches than for public schools.  Since Christianity’s inception, culture has disrupted 

good reading comprehension.  From our position on the other side of emancipation and various 

equal rights legislative acts, the cultural intrusion is clear.  But to those in the midst of it, not so 

much.  Rather than beating our breasts and gums over the disasters of the past, let us realize that 

future generations will marvel over our propensity for similar culturally induced blindness.  Let 

us use that as motivation to examine ourselves more closely. 

 Equality for women in the church has had a checkered history.  As with slavery, culture 

corrupted comprehension.  Because we are just coming out of that period of hazy logic, the 

defense of the Good News with regard to the equality of women requires more attention to detail.  

As such, only a brief description will appear here with the full treatment pushed to a subsequent 

volume so that the reader who has reached these conclusions before me may push on, and those 

for whom this is a new idea may work through it slowly and carefully. 

 The short explanation stands mostly on past errors in translation and a little on poor 

perception of cultural history.  I do not pretend to be a scholar of Greek-to-English translation.  

My meager three terms of Greek, in which I did quite well, do not qualify me to produce my own 

translation.  However, my skills are high enough to use the standard Greek language tools, which 

are available to everyone. 

 The concept of submission has been twisted to fit culture.  When the New Testament was 

first published in English, women in English culture had no civil rights and the culture assuredly 

oppressed them.  Culture has a nasty habit of encroaching on intellectual pursuits.  Rather than 

assuming the worst of the people of the past, let us be charitable and assume that they did the 

best they could with what they had.  We can see their errors; they could not.  Every passage in 

the New Testament (originally in Greek) that used “submit” (or variations in the word as 

different parts of speech) with regard to wives and their husbands was in the verb tense called 

“middle.”  In English, we have active voice (e.g., The bat hit the ball.) and the passive voice 

(e.g., The ball was hit by the bat.)  In Greek, the middle voice should be translated, “The ball 

allowed itself to be hit by the bat.”  Voluntary action was implied.  So, Christian wives were to 

let their husbands lead.  Why?  Because Christian couples were playing out an illustration of the 

relationship between Jesus and His church.  The marriage relationship was a teaching tool into 

which Christian couples entered voluntarily for that specific purpose.  No similar submission was 

stated or implied for single or widowed Christian women.  And, non-Christian women were not 

addressed at all. 

 Another comedy of culture appears in the verses that instruct women to be silent.  In 1 

Timothy 2:11, the world translated “silent” should be “peaceable,” as it is correctly translated in 

1 Timothy 2:2.  Christian women were not to be argumentative.  Nothing in the original language 

suggests that participation in a discussion was in any way abridged.  The other admonition to 

silence is in 1 Corinthians 14:34, but the context has to do with orderliness, not position.  Female 

prophets (not women in general) were not to clog up the schedule of speakers, but to be a little 

patient and let God sort out the overcrowding. 

 Finally, in this short defense of the equality offered to women by the Good News, the 

culture of the time of writing of the New Testament was not monolithic.  Some cultures treated 

women worse than cattle.  Other cultures provided equal opportunities to all.  In the liberated 

Greek culture, nothing prevented women from competing in business or politics.  In the 

marketplace, this created a problem for the retailer.  Women from oppressive cultures could not 

haggle because deals or promises made by women in those cultures were not enforceable.  But 

liberated women could haggle and make binding contracts.  Because business has been, 
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historically, the fountain of sensible solutions, a new tradition was invented.  Because shawls 

were a popular fashion accessory around the Mediterranean at that time, women who could strike 

independent deals wore their shawls around their shoulders.  Women who could not seal a deal, 

but only offer a price, wore their shawls over their heads.  Economic problem solved.  The early 

church appropriated this custom for female prophets who were also married.  When issuing a 

prophecy, they wore shawls over their heads to illustrate that they were not giving up the Jesus-

and-the-church illustration.  But in the marketplace, my research says that most of them wore 

their shawls on their shoulders. 

 For a culturally oppressed woman, the Good News was a spectacular find: liberty and 

equality.  Yet, they would voluntarily give up that freedom to act out an illustration so that 

outsiders could get a handle on how a dead guy (who came back from the dead, but then moved 

on and was no longer on earth) could relate to a bunch of people who were living in the same 

crumby society that they were.  For the women from liberated cultures who then became 

Christians, they knew what they had: liberty and equality.  Yet, they gave up those inalienable 

rights voluntarily to act out that same illustration.  Either way, they were some remarkable 

women.  The Good News oppresses no one.  In this case, women are given the opportunity to 

play the role of a lifetime in a truly hit show.  They were not forced to take the part.  They chose 

it.  Those who were not married, and those who did not feel up to playing the role could do as 

they pleased; no harm, no foul.  Personally, I think that a woman would want to develop herself 

to the strength of character it would take to assume the role.  But then, I’m not a woman, so I will 

stop short of recommending it because it is not my place to do so.  My own study of the cultural 

blindness of others taught me at least that much. 

 In the Western world, slavery is well behind us, and the oppression of women, while still in 

sight on the retreating horizon, is not such a current topic, although it remains so in other 

cultures.  However, the hot-button issue of our culture, “alternative lifestyles,” still gives the 

Good News a bad name.  To be clear, the New Testament lists homosexuality as something in 

which Christians should not participate.6  The question is not whether homosexuals are 

welcomed by the Good News, but what should happen when they are.  The lists of bad behaviors 

in the New Testament are not its focal point; those lists are few in number and, as a percentage of 

total words in the document, very, very small.  That is not to say those lists are unimportant by 

virtue of size, but that the public furor over them is disproportionate. 

 First, the behavior of non-Christians is not on the radar for Christians7 other than in an 

attempt to help people avoid catastrophically destroying their lives.  Unfortunately, good advice 

is sometimes presented insultingly.  By way of illustration, a church with a sign saying, “It’s not 

too late to turn around,” may not be understood by as many people as the more direct, “Bridge 

out ahead.” 

 Second, the lists of bad behaviors are designed more as “burst your bubble” than “you are 

going to hell.”  We all come up with clever excuses why my questionable behavior is justified.  

Reading the whole context of those lists leaves me with the impression that the author was trying 

to expose the ridiculousness of the excuses offered by the original audience.  If we accept that we 

might be able to do this better, we are open to finding the way to get it done.  If we stay in our 

excuses, we will constantly need more excuses to patch our leaky arguments.  And, note that 

homosexuality is in some toe-stomping company: envy, gossip, pride, reviling, lying, and 

                                                 
6  Romans 1:26 – 27, 1 Corinthians 6:9 – 10, 1 Timothy 1:9 - 10 
7  1 Corinthians 5:9 – 13 
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disobedience to parents.  All of these behaviors are cut from the same cloth.  We just get more 

passionate about the ones to which we have not fallen victim. 

 Third, claims are made that homosexuality is nature, not nurture.  As of this writing, no 

documented, peer-reviewed study provides even a shred of evidence to the claim.  However, 

whether nature or nurture is responsible does not really matter.  The Good News promises that 

those who sign up will be on the receiving end of some serious character development.8  Because 

alcoholism is not such a hot-button issue, we have no trouble treating the addiction, and we don’t 

really care if the addiction was more by nature or more by nurture.  My observation has been that 

true addiction cannot be overcome by superior self-control.  I look at homosexuality the same 

way.  No matter how the person got there, the Good News offers a retrofit by the Creator.  

Haranguing non-Christians for their alternative lifestyles is both counterproductive and contrary 

to the Good News.  Those who come from alternative lifestyles who think the Good News has 

something to offer will be open to what it can do.  The challenge is to let the Creator make the 

change; we have proven that we are not capable of fixing it by human effort.  Those who do not 

think they need fixing are free to go their own way and Christianity can offer no rebuttal.  

Christians only suggest change to those who want to change.  Obviously, a substantial number of 

denominations have missed this rather important point. 

 Is the Good News universal?  By historical practice, Christianity has not done very well.  

Does the document present itself as universal?  Without doubt.  How do we handle that?  By 

being compassionate with those of the past who were tethered to their various cultures and by 

letting their failures teach us that we are not immune.  The beauty of the Good News system is 

that the message has survived two thousand years despite the best (or worst) efforts of the well-

meaning.  Anything that can withstand the collective stupidity of millennia of people must be 

from the Creator. 

 

Is the Bible Understandable? 

 People have a wide variety of intellects, educations, and experiences.  How might we 

define “understandable” if the foundation for understanding is so varied?  We are all aware of 

people whose mental capacity is such that they require help to get through the day.  I react badly 

to the term, handicapped, because the label causes us to focus on a small part of the whole 

person, that the person’s handiness is capped.  Understanding is only one small attribute of an 

individual and how that individual fits into life.  By requiring help to live, others are benefitted 

by learning altruism.  The self-centered feel sorry for those they perceive as lacking; those who 

think as a spirit welcome the opportunity to be selfless. 

 So, I propose a benchmark test for the target audience to which a proposed message from 

the Creator must be understandable, which I borrowed from John 9:41; if you say you can 

understand, then you are accountable for your choices.  So, the proposed message must be 

understandable across a wide range of people.  All of them may not come to the same 

conclusions, not by virtue of faulty logic or inability, but by virtue of different backgrounds and 

intellects. 

 An American missionary came upon a West African village and was talking with the chief 

about the Good News, with which the chief was quite familiar.  The chief asked, “How do you 

dance when you worship the God in heaven?”  The missionary replied that dancing was not a 

part of his teaching.  The chief was incredulous, “How can you worship if you do not dance?” 

                                                 
8  See Chapter 5:  Promises 
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 A great many Christians have been taught that one must understand the right doctrines to 

be acceptable.  Unfortunately, this leads to the obvious conclusion that everyone before their 

particular denomination got started was unacceptable, that Christianity was adrift for a great 

number of centuries before my list was assembled, and that we have nothing more to learn.  My 

list fits every climate and culture and every century to come; those of the past are just 

unfortunate.  Only a few groups can trace their heritage back to the time of the New Testament, 

and all of them have changed their lists of essential doctrines along the way.  So, the fact that 

different individuals have come to different conclusions is to be expected, and someone smart 

enough to build the universe surely must have accounted for it in the message. 

 The previous four paragraphs will make many good church-goers angry.  Remember that 

anger is the sign of a closed mind.  Because of that predictable response by a number of readers, 

I will delve a little deeper into what should be obvious.  Whatever the Creator wants us to 

understand about our place in the purpose of creation, that Creator is not going to fall for human 

deception.  Personally, I cannot fathom a Creator whom we could fool.  So, the different ideas 

that people may derive from a message from the Creator will have their differences because of 

the baggage we carry with us due to our cultures and experiences.  Children likely will find it a 

lot simpler than adults. 

 Some years back, I was teaching a class for young boys about how to put together a Bible 

lesson, a sermon.  Sam had chosen a parable as his text.  The verse after the parable said, “They 

did not understand the things which He spoke to them.”  Sam turned to me and said, “I’m nine 

years old and it makes sense to me.” 

 Arriving at different conclusions does not imply that conflicting ideas are both right; either 

one is wrong or both are wrong.  A message from the Creator must account for that.  The path to 

successful understanding (fitting into the purpose for Creation) must include both intellectual and 

ethical growth.  Mistakes in baggage handling should not ruin the trip, but make it more of an 

adventure. 

 Sincere people have caused the Bible to be incredibly confusing, failing the test as 

understandable, because of assumptions they have brought to the table.  These platforms arise 

because people neglect to start at the beginning, with the purpose for creation.  Instead, they start 

in the middle with an assumption which requires bafflingly complex theories to explain.  Of 

course, all of those platforms claim to use the Bible as their standard of truth.  The problem is 

that they each start with a different assumption, so come to different conclusions from the same 

evidence. 

 This problem is not reserved for theology.  Depending on one’s assumptions, historically 

famous paintings may be judged to be great art or old pornography.  Every generation has 

considered the music of their children to be little more than noise.  In West Africa, “improperly” 

dressed women will be harangued in public, yet, while fording the creek on the road to the 

village, one will see women bathing nude.  Many people have believed one or more conspiracy 

theories, even when the conspiracy would need to be so broad that human beings could never 

pull it off. 

 In 325 AD, the Roman emperor Constantine convened a mandatory conference of top 

church leaders because their theological differences were causing economic upheaval because 

the two main camps would not trade with each other.  Constantine listened patiently to the 

arguments from both sides and declared that their division was far too complex for the ordinary 

person to understand, so they needed to come to a compromise or he would execute them.  The 

church leaders had wandered far from the realm of the understandable, thereby disqualifying 
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themselves as custodians of a message from the Creator.  If my explanation of a proposed 

message from God is not generally understandable by ordinary people, either the message is a 

fraud, or my explanation is full of me.  Communication is defined by what is received, not by 

what I think I sent. 

 Various denominations have started with a premise about the purpose of life, then 

interpreted what they read in the Bible in that light.  Whatever your assumption, you will find it 

because reading comprehension is greatly dependent on expectation. 

 So what claims does the Bible make for itself with regard to understanding?   Here are a 

just two examples: 

• Deuteronomy 30:11 “For this commandment which I command you today is not too 

mysterious for you, nor is it far off.”  Moses believed that the ordinary people of 

Israel could understand the contract they were signing.  They did not need a flock of 

lawyers to advise them. 

• 1 John 2:27  “But the anointing which you have received from Him abides in you, 

and you do not need anyone teach you.”  The apostle John had a high level of 

confidence in his readers, and suggested that the Creator will help this understanding 

process along.  So, teachers or other clergy types were not essential, but a 

convenience. 

 The Bible openly asserts that some people will find the material confusing, but that such 

lack of comprehension is caused by cultural assumptions, not inherent difficulty.  The bottom 

line for circumventing culture is evidence that results in fundamental trust.  The following 

citation uses the word, faith, which is far from a blind leap, but a confident trust in the promises 

of another based on track record.  We could say that a bank has faith in you when you get a loan 

because your credit history suggests that you will pay the money back, on time.  The New 

Testament asserts that understanding this proposed message from the Creator is based on 

confidence that the one offering the promises will accomplish them.9 

• 1 Corinthians 2:5 – 10  “Your faith should not be in the wisdom of men but in the 

power of God.  However, we speak wisdom among those who are mature, yet not the 

wisdom of this age, nor of the rulers of this age, who are coming to nothing.  But we 

speak the wisdom of God in a mystery, the hidden wisdom which God ordained 

before the ages for our glory, which none of the rulers of this age knew; for had they 

known, they would not have crucified the Lord of glory.  But, as it is written, ‘Eye 

has not seen, nor ear heard, nor has entered into the heart of man the things which 

God has prepared for those who love Him.’  But God has revealed them to us through 

His Spirit.”  Based on the power of God (the evidence of God), we trust the message 

and get the picture. 

 When I taught high school math and science, my objective for the first quarter was to 

develop confidence in the students that they were completely able to master the material.  

“Approximately two million students took chemistry in the US last year, and, to my knowledge, 

not one of them died as a result.”  Once they were convinced, we could go much faster and finish 

the entire curriculum (not just five or seven chapters) with a month left in the year, after which 

we took excursions to the edge of what was known on selected topics.  If you expect to 

understand, you probably will. 

                                                 
9  For a fuller explanation, see Chapter 4:  The Faith Economy 
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 The New Testament repeats the promise of understanding several times.10  Yet, many 

people find it incomprehensible.  Why?  Beyond a lack of expectation, I suggest a number of 

ancillary reasons: 

1. Reading comprehension:  The fancy name is hermeneutics, the science of 

interpretation.  This is not mysterious but practical.  A short guide to what questions 

to ask yourself while reading has been included in the Appendix, Hermeneutics.  In 

short, read more than one sentence at a time; read paragraphs, chapters, whole letters.  

Politicians often claim that their opponents quote them “out of context.”  This is 

discouragingly true of the Bible.  Give the message a fair reading. 

2. Basic research:  Know the basics of who wrote it, to whom, when, and why.  The 

authors will tell you in their writings.  The setting will greatly influence how you 

understand what you read. 

3. Baggage:  Don’t read for the purpose of supporting what you already believe.  Read 

for the purpose of revealing your own misconceptions.  Write down places that give 

you trouble, but keep reading.  If you still have a problem after finishing the book, 

discuss it with someone (not an authority figure, but an equal).  The resolution 

probably will be very simple. 

4. Reading level:  Be honest with yourself.  Get a translation that makes sense to you.  

Being a slow reader or having a small vocabulary is not a crime.  Get what works for 

you.  Many translations are available on-line in both text and audio. 

 With humanity’s horrible history with hermeneutics, how can the Creator hope to 

communicate?  If the proposed message can overcome even this, it must be true. 

 Bottom line, understandability is in the mind of the reader.  I could maintain my assertion 

that the Bible qualifies as Understandable by claiming that, if you don’t understand, it is your 

own fault for being close-minded.  Many have resorted to self-justification and self-deception to 

maintain their beliefs; probably more Bible teachers have been guilty of this than Bible learners.  

My experience has been that, of all the subjects I have taught (math, science, programming, even 

history), Bible is the easiest.  The less the student knows, the less I need to explain.  I help with 

the big words and supply background based on geography, history, and archeology.  And, I try to 

keep it fun.  You need to decide for yourself. 

 

Is the Bible Useful? 

 If the message is to be both universal and useful, then it needs to be useful to everyone.  

For example, directions for world domination may be appealing to some, but not everyone can 

do so or none would be left to dominate.  If the system proposed in the message won’t work if 

everyone does it, it’s not both useful and universal.  Further, that which is useful must be so over 

a broad range of centuries, cultures, and climates.  Although we like our technology, the Bible 

arrived a long time before that.  Natural disasters are local; many places don’t have any.  And 

what has been “liked” by various cultures has been unimportant to others.   The elimination of 

evil (however one wishes to define it) may be useful, but it would also eliminate choice; call me 

ethnocentric, but I think liberty is fundamental to humanity, so choices must be real, including 

the freedom to choose badly.  By what measure can we call a proposed message, in this case the 

Bible, useful? 

                                                 
10  See Chapter 5:  Promises 
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 I propose that usefulness should be judged by satisfaction, not comfort.  If the driving 

ambition of humanity were comfort, we would never reproduce.  Children are expensive, time-

consuming, and often unpredictable.  We would still have relationships, although primarily for 

mutual defense because friendships are messy and not cost effective.  Achievements in the 

realms of power, wealth, comfort, or security seem to have no lasting value.  While the pursuit of 

a goal is stimulating, the thrill of achievement is short-lived.   

 My observations across cultures in the US, West Africa, the Middle East, and China, is that 

people all want to be valued by and to value others, to be better than they are, and to be at peace 

with how it works out.  We express value through our relationships, in short, love.  We desire 

improvement within ourselves to avoid that depressing self-loathing that ruins achievement.  

Anxiety is the biggest killer, peace the greatest healer.  Several Eastern religions focus on 

oneness with nature or the universe.  The idea is excellent.  Being in harmony with the purpose 

of creation seems the most likely way to achieve satisfaction.  The one thing that Eastern 

religions lack is a clear message from the Creator about how to achieve this oneness or harmony. 

 So, that is my proposal for usefulness: how to be in harmony with the purpose of creation 

so that we can be satisfied, peaceful, and, just as importantly, real.  Many have opted for self-

deception because it was better than what they could find in reality.  But unreality is just sad, not 

satisfying.  Delusion is a mechanism to escape the horrors of uselessness.  And, note that this 

usefulness has little to do with the physical world.  Rather, what we find most useful is that 

which allows for authentic relationships, reality, and peace.  In short, we find that thinking as a 

spirit is how we might get to our objective. 

 How does the Bible fare in this test?  A large part of the Bible is history which, although 

interesting, is not immediately useful in daily life (although that history has thought-provoking 

and encouraging applications once you get into it).  Biblical history sets the stage for Jesus, 

illustrates God’s interactions under a wide variety of situations, and records a large number of 

predictions aimed at Israel and others that Jesus used as proof that He was who He said He was.  

But that goes to proof (the Unmistakable benchmark), not to the Useful benchmark. 

 The New Testament contains a large number of promises that relate to everyday life: how 

to handle difficulties, character development, gaining understanding of life, and several other 

categories.11 

 Considering the number of self-help books sold in the US alone, the list of promises in the 

New Testament, if proven to be obtainable rather than just claims, would qualify the New 

Testament as Useful.  The problem is proving that these promises are more than wishful 

thinking, or by-products of other life-style changes, or probability.  Unfortunately, many have 

clouded the issue by invoking ridiculous, self-serving promises that, when the promises fail to 

produce results, essentially blame the investigator for not having enough “faith.”  First, in my 

experience, those who use such heartless ploys really have no idea what Biblical faith is.12  

Second, the claim puts people in a position to manipulate God, which is hardly likely. 

 Logically, making good on a long list of promises13 would be a very complex process, 

beyond human intellect to manage.  So, we must defer judgment on the validity of the claim of 

the Bible for Usefulness until the document is shown to be Unmistakable.  Although a promise is 

a promise, the timing of completion and the path by which completion occurs are not specified.  

                                                 
11  See Chapter 5:  Promises for a more complete list. 
12  Chapter 4:  The Faith Economy 
13  Chapter 5:  Promises 



Think as a Spirit Chapter 2:  Does the Bible Pass the Test? 

 

26 

 

So, we must wait until we get back the Creator’s credit history to determine if lending our trust is 

a good investment. 

 

Is the Bible Unmistakable? 

 Accuracy of the Text 

 Before addressing whether the information in the Bible is of Unmistakable quality and 

whether clear violations of natural law accompanied it, the accuracy of the document as we have 

it must be addressed.  If the version we have is not reliable, then the accounts it contains and the 

claims that it makes are unreliable.  For example, if the Bible claims to contain predictions, first 

we must verify that each prediction was published before the event it claims to predict.  If 

accounts of a supernatural event are contradictory or appear to have “evolved” after the event, 

the claims are worthless. 

 Several excellent books on the subject are available.  I suggest buying them from an on-

line dealer in used books rather than buying new ones because the used ones cost only a few 

dollars, including shipping.  In my opinion, the best scholarly work that is also readable is J.W. 

McGarvey’s Evidences of Christianity, published in 1886.  The best book for the more casual 

reader is Josh McDowell’s Evidence that Demands a Verdict, published in 1991.  These and 

other books describe with great detail and references the process by which our modern Bibles 

have come to our time.  The following is a short summary. 

 The methods used for copying the Old Testament and the New Testament were very 

different.  The Old Testament was copied exclusively by a class of people known as scribes, a 

highly technical, honorable, and well-paid position.  Scribes copied not only Old Testament 

texts, but also contracts, laws, and other important messages.  The New Testament was copied by 

whoever had the time and money to do it. 

 When copies were to be made of one or more of the Old Testament scrolls, a group of 

scribes would meet in a scriptorium.  A reader would recite, very slowly, one panel from the 

scroll being copied; the scribes would write what they heard.  Each letter was the same width, 

and there were no spaces or punctuation marks, so everything lined up exactly in rows and 

columns.  Words might even wrap around from one row into the next; this symmetry was very 

important, as you will see.  (Written Hebrew made sense to them, although I cannot imagine 

reading without spaces and punctuation plus having words wrap onto the next line.)  After 

dictating one panel, each scribe set about adding up the values of the letters in each row, each 

column, and each diagonal (if it were English, a = 1, b = 2, c = 3, and so on).  After everyone had 

done the sums of rows, columns, and diagonals, the reader would dictate the correct totals.  If a 

scribe totally got off track, many numbers would be wrong.  That panel would be scraped off and 

re-written until it was right.  Of course, more than a few such errors would mean getting fired, or 

at least extensive re-training.  So, errors were few.  If only a few numbers were wrong, the errors 

could be found by looking at the intersection of a bad row and a bad column and comparing with 

a flawless copy.  This method provided mathematical certainty that the copies were correct. 

 In those days, ink did not contain acid, so it did not soak into and bind with the parchment 

(vellum: very thin, tanned calfskin).  Papyrus also was used, although mostly in Egypt.  Papyrus 

was less smooth, so more difficult to write upon.  If, during copying, a small number of errors 

were made, the incorrect letters could be scraped off and rewritten.  Unfortunately, this same 

property caused ink to fleck from the surface after a few centuries of use.  So, the ancient rabbis 
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were very careful to dispose of worn scrolls so that errors would not creep into the copying 

process due to chipped letters. 

 Very few old copies of the Old Testament exist because of this disposal policy.  

Interestingly, the Dead Sea Scrolls, which had been copied two to three centuries before being 

hidden in those caves just prior to 70 AD, had remarkably few differences with copies made 

fifteen centuries later, the vast majority of which were different only in the spelling of a name.  

No differences in meaning were found despite copying for nearly two thousand years.  Further, 

the Hebrew Old Testament was translated into Greek in the 100’s or 200’s BC.  Although the 

scrolls from which they were translated no longer exist, this translation verifies that all of the Old 

Testament books that we have today were already included in the accepted set several centuries 

before Jesus came along.  Between the Dead Sea Scrolls and the Septuagint, verifiable copies of 

predictions exist in museums that pre-date the events they predicted, and the modern copies 

match them. 

 The New Testament books were copied by anybody and everybody.  The qualities of the 

copies vary a lot.  However, so many copies exist that the errors can be traced to their sources.  

Tens of thousands of fragments of New Testament books exist and are available for inspection.  

Of course, an ordinary person cannot go and play with a two-thousand-year-old manuscript; it 

would fall apart.  But anyone can obtain high quality photographs of any or all, so no conspiracy 

theories about changes by this or that authority figure can be maintained. 

 The oldest complete New Testaments are from around 325 AD, of which four exist.  

Copies of individual books from the New Testament may be found in museums that date back 

even farther.  Fragments are on display that date to the 100’s AD.  In addition, people of that 

time commented upon the various books of the New Testament, often quoting a line or two.  The 

entire New Testament may be reproduced from those quotations.  A Table of Contents from 115 

AD has the same books we have today.  No conspiracy theory about how the books were 

selected can be maintained.  The New Testament was assembled before the eye-witnesses of 

New Testament history had all died. 

 The New Testament is, by far, the best attested book in the world.  If you remember 

studying Shakespeare in high school, the text you used had many footnotes giving alternate 

readings for various passages.  The well-known plays of Shakespeare contain thousands of 

places where scholars are not sure what the author wrote and what someone else changed.  And 

Shakespeare died in 1616.  The New Testament has no such places. 

 However, the King James Version has several places in which it disagrees with modern 

translations.  That happened because, when the King James Version was translated in 1611, 

archeology was not yet a science.  The translators were given the oldest copy known in Europe, 

which had been compiled in 1512.  Although the source material for that compilation included 

many old manuscripts, the science of putting them together had not yet developed, so errors were 

included.  Interestingly, none of the errors have resulted in a difference in meaning for any 

sentence in the New Testament.  Rather, the King James Version simply included some 

repetitions (not inventions) of phrases or sentences by well-meaning copyists of the past. 

 Although translators may disagree on the best English words to express a Greek thought, 

the Greek text is no longer in doubt.  Archeology has provided us with an incredible number of 

very old copies that verify the accuracy of the Greek text as we have it.  Any claim that the 

original document was corrupted or changed simply cannot be upheld.  Of course, anyone can 

make a sensational claim to sell a book or defraud the gullible, but every serious investigation 
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into the accuracy of either the Old or New Testaments has proven that both are the most 

trustworthy ancient documents on the planet.  Second place is not close. 

 For the sake of completeness, I will include a brief description of the “other” books hawked 

on television and the internet as “the books they didn’t want you to read.”  I have read all of the 

primary documents that make a claim to belonging in the Bible.  You can get scholarly books on 

this, too.  First, those books were poorly written, including not only poor writing, but also 

spelling and grammar errors, plus laughable errors in geography.  Second, although many claim 

to have been written by a famous person in the Bible, none can make its case.  The first 

documented copies appeared after Christianity became fashionable, after 325 AD, so the 

purported authors had actually been dead for at least two centuries before books produced in 

their names were penned.  Although tens of thousands of copies of the New Testament are in 

museums around the world that date from before that, no earlier copies of those “other” books 

have been found.  They are just remnants of the ancient version of the infomercial. 

 

 Accuracy of Geography and Evidence of Ancient Events 

 At the peak of the British Empire, antiquities were being shipped out of Egypt, Palestine, 

and the Middle East literally by the boatload.  Because archeology was in its infancy, very little 

of the exact circumstances surrounding the artifacts is known.  By the time of the discovery of 

the first of the Dead Sea Scrolls in 1946, archeological practices were much better, but 

profiteering and piracy were still high.  Today, each country has its own department that 

oversees archeological digs, some better and some worse, but largely quite scientific. 

 All I can assert is that no archeological discovery has contradicted the history in the Bible, 

Old Testament or New.  Many events described in the Bible have not been verified by physical 

evidence, but that is to be expected.  Unless an event left artifacts that survived not only time but 

also a large number of wars, nothing discoverable is left.  The Dead Sea Scrolls survived because 

they were sealed in large jars in caves in one of the driest regions on earth.  Several caches of 

documents have been found in the sands of the Sahara, again being preserved by the extremely 

arid conditions.  But many cities were destroyed in wars, the materials scavenged to build new 

structures when peace broke out. 

 Of course, some have made claims that an archeological discovery contradicted the Biblical 

account, but within a few years, the claim was found to be without substance.  For example, the 

city of Nineveh was assumed to be mythological because no one had found this supposedly huge 

and magnificent city.  Then, group after group, following the geography of the Bible, found its 

fabulous palaces and temples.  Now, every major museum has some of its statues.  The same 

mythology label was applied to Babylon, until someone found it. 

 The first archeologist to excavate at the site of Biblical Jericho published that she found no 

evidence that the walls fell outward.  Her statement was taken out of context to mean that her 

evidence contradicted the Biblical account.  Rather, she merely wrote that she had not found the 

city wall at all.  A century later, another archeologist went back and extended the excavation area 

and found the city wall, which had fallen outward as the Bible described. 

 Is it acceptable that neither all geographic locations nor all historical events can be verified 

through archeology?  As described in the Introduction, we all have a level of evidence at which 

we are willing to accept a claim as fact.  For trivial things, we are willing to take a chance based 

on very little evidence.  For life-threatening choices, we require a bit more.  Where does the 

archeological verification of Biblical places and events stand in the spectrum of risk? 
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 Certainly, if archeological evidence clearly contradicts a Biblical account, we would raise 

serious questions about the validity of the document.  However, archeologists have made 

erroneous claims before, so such a conflict would require further research.  Some make claims 

about conflicts, but none have been supportable upon further investigation.  As of this writing, no 

conflicts exist. 

 For example, the date of the Exodus (described in, of all places, Exodus) has been hotly 

debated.  The generally accepted date for the year the Israelites left their bondage in Egypt is 

around 1250 BC.  That date was in all the textbooks for centuries.  But a Biblical timeline built 

around that date did not work.  Then, a man on a bulldozer was clearing sand from between the 

paws of the Sphinx and the tip of a previously unknown monument was exposed.  After careful 

excavation, an inscription from before 1250 BC was revealed that described a military campaign 

against the Hebrew people of Palestine.  So, they must have left Egypt before that.  The generally 

accepted date for the Exodus is still generally accepted.  But a far more defensible date is 1447 

BC, which fits neatly into known Egyptian history, and allows the Biblical account to fit together 

exactly. 

 Josh McDowell’s book, Evidence that Demands a Verdict, chronicles many such 

examples of previously doubted Biblical events that were confirmed by archeology, as do a large 

number of similar books.  If you find a book that claims to have found an error or contradiction 

in the Bible, look further.  Someone has published the flaw in the claim.  As of this writing, no 

errors or contradictions have been substantiated. 

 Several novels have become popular that make claims to finding the location of Noah’s 

ark.  However, in each novel, something always got in the way of producing physical evidence.  

The authors wove together dubious evidence, murky photographs, and entertaining conspiracy 

theories to bring the readers to a willing suspension of disbelief.  True archeology is not so 

intellectually loose.  Rather, years of backbreaking and meticulous work go into excavating 

fragments that then require more years of frustrating and intricate reassembly.  Then, they have 

to figure out what it all means. 

 I propose that the Bible presently passes the geography and events test.  However, because 

of the nature of ancient evidence and its history of surprising us, we should keep an ear out for 

claims to the contrary.  Nothing should be dismissed out of hand, any more than evidence should 

be accepted because we like where it leads.  But, the issue is too important to do nothing.  The 

evidence for a provable message from the Creator is mounting.  By way of comparison, we all 

accept that some isotopes of some elements are radioactive.  No one knows why some nuclei are 

unstable and some are not, or why those unstable nuclei choose that particular moment to do 

what they do, but we know enough to handle them carefully.  We do not deny radioactivity 

because the mechanism is unclear.  What we do know is consistent. 

 Of the thousands of archeological discoveries that related to specific places and events in 

the Bible, all of them have been found to harmonize with the Biblical accounts.  The fact that we 

cannot, at this time or perhaps at any time, verify all Biblical locations or events should not cause 

us to discard what we do know. 

 

 Did the People of Biblical Eras Know What They were Seeing? 

 Were the clear violations of natural law (miracles) recorded in the Bible real or 

misunderstandings by backward people?  For example, the kids’ housekeeper in Cameroon saw 

our daughter put a cup of cold water in the microwave, and remove a steaming hot cup a minute 
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later.  She exclaimed, “You whites!  You use your juju for good while we use it only for evil.”  

All across West Africa, juju is commonly accepted by the vast majority, from university 

graduates to the illiterate.  The results of a national soccer match in Cameroon were put aside by 

the courts because the losers claimed that the winners had used juju to cause them to stumble at 

critical moments.  I could go on and on.  To most Americans, this sounds silly.  To 

Cameroonians, it is deadly serious.  Were Biblical miracles the interpretation of events by 

sincere but superstitious people?  How can we decide?  Again, many books have been published 

on this subject.  What follows is a short summary. 

 The clarity with which people have evaluated and understood their environment has varied 

greatly across centuries and continents, and not always in a positive direction.  In general, the 

culprit that has caused downturns in perception has been war.  Scientists don’t run very fast.  

Further, the most destructive wars occur when hungry people decide war is better than starving, 

so they invade the well-fed, generally complacent neighbors.  When food is abundant, the society 

has disposable income.  Historically, the first thing a civilization builds after establishing a 

reliable food supply is schools.  Then, they invest in arts and science.  Hungry people need every 

pair of hands to keep from starving, so education, art, and science stop.  When the hungry 

overrun the well-fed, libraries are nothing more than a good source of kindling.  For example, the 

geometry we all learned in high school has been re-invented at least three times in human 

history, only the most recent of which was by Euclid.  When Europe was in the throes of the 

Dark Ages, the wealth amassed by the caliphs keep science, engineering, and art alive and 

flourishing in the Middle East. 

 So, were the people who observed the miracles that were recorded in the Bible just 

explaining what they did not understand?  Many have thought so.  First, ancient peoples were 

neither illiterate nor unintelligent.  The Israelites of Moses day were a literate society.  The Law 

of Moses was written, and people were expected to read.  Several civilization prior to that time 

also were literate, and in a much more complex language than English.  In Hammurabi’s time, 

two centuries before the Exodus, the laws of the empire were carved on stele posted in the 

middle of every town, and the citizens were expected to read.  The Israelites may have been 

slaves in Egypt, but they were not like the African slaves brought to North America.  In the US, 

to maintain control of the slave population, literacy among slaves was banned, although that was 

slightly modified to allow reading but not writing because the slave owners wanted a few slaves 

to be able to read bills of sale.  Hebrew slaves in Egypt, and other slave populations in the 

Middle East and Europe after that time, were not oppressed in the same way.  Rather, literacy 

was expected.  Slaves were used as school teachers.  So, a slave population could not be assumed 

to be ignorant. 

 Second, people of ancient times were more sensitive to duplicity than we.  When the priests 

of one god or another were discovered to be frauds, typically the population burned down the 

temple with the priests in it.  Compare that treatment to what has been experienced by the 

religious frauds of our time. 

 Third, people really did not believe those mythological stories, any more than we believe 

the stories about Santa Claus.  Mythological stories were entertaining, good for children, and 

carried a cultural message.  But the thinkers of the day (e.g., Aristotle, Socrates, Zeno, and Plato) 

knew that those stories were not real.  Certainly, a few people believed them, but I would 

compare them to conspiracy theorists or flat earthers today.  Facts were important to people of 

old.  Of course, each culture had its quirks, like juju in West Africa today, but that does not mean 

that West Africans are completely gullible.  They just have a cultural blind spot that I can see.  
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Surely, they can see cultural blind spots in me that are invisible to me.  Being a scientist by trade, 

perhaps I have escaped some of the bigger fallacies of Western culture, but just looking at the 

number of people who believe commercials, political promises, and tabloids (or even network 

news, much of the time) makes me think that perhaps ancient peoples were a little more clear-

headed than we. 

 Fourth, people knew the difference between various illnesses.  Cures were unknown, but 

they knew dead when they saw it, and they understood mental illness and many types of physical 

illness.  When an obviously withered limb was restored while they watched, they knew that was 

not natural.  When a dead person walked out of the tomb, they knew it was not a case of 

mistaken identification.  The miracles in the Bible were big, obvious, and easily verified by 

outsiders.  Other cultures also recorded some of the miraculous events that are described in the 

Bible, and they knew that they were not natural events.  They just attributed them to their own 

gods.  For example, in 2 Kings 19 is recorded the deaths of 185,000 Assyrian soldiers who were 

besieging Jerusalem.  Of course, the Bible attributes this to God.  The Assyrian king retreated, 

having lost most of his army.  Upon reaching home, he told the story as he saw it.  His sons 

decided he had gone crazy and killed him, but his story was recorded and survives to this day.  

The Egyptians had sent an army to meet the Assyrians as they were besieging Jerusalem in hopes 

of driving the Assyrians back before they had a chance to invade Egypt.  Upon arrival, they 

found a huge number of decomposing bodies; the Israelites having retreated back into their 

walled city for the moment.  Of course, this huge number of bodies had attracted a large number 

of rodents.  So, the Egyptians attributed the victory to their rat god.  Still, all three cultures saw 

the same event and knew it was not natural.  One additional example before moving on (many 

such multi-cultural events are chronicled in Josh McDowell’s book) is the darkness during Jesus’ 

crucifixion.14  In subsequent centuries, many debates were held, as evidenced by advertisements 

of those debates now in various museums, concerning why it got dark, but never questioning 

whether it got dark.  Millions of people had seen it.  The most common opposition argument was 

that this had been merely an eclipse.  The Christian debater always won by explaining that Jesus’ 

crucifixion occurred on a Passover holiday, which always was held on the day of the full moon, 

so a solar eclipse was not possible.  A solar eclipse requires that the moon and sun be on the 

same side of the earth.  A full moon requires that the sun and moon be on opposite side of the 

earth.  Plus, the part of an eclipse that one could call “dark” lasts under 10 minutes, not three 

hours.  And, yes, people of that day had an accurate perception of the solar system, provided by 

excellent Egyptian astronomers.  The flat earth theory and the earth being the center of the 

universe arose during the Dark Ages due to the collapse of the educational system of Europe. 

 For the reader who might be wondering what I think about miracles today, I will give you 

the short answer so we can move on.  If you pray and ask for anything, you are asking for God to 

do a miracle – to make something happen that would not happen ordinarily if nature were left to 

itself.  As described fully in Chapter 5:  Promises, the New Testament contains lots of promises 

for Christians, so we should have confidence that they will happen.  Therefore, miracles happen.  

The difference between back then and now is this: The miracles in the Bible were, generally, for 

the purpose of evidence (occasionally just out of pure compassion), to let people know to whom 

to listen.  So, the miracles back then were big and obvious that could not be confused with a 

fortuitous natural event.  The miracles that are the result of promises in the New Testament are 

generally not for evidence, but for other reasons outlined in that chapter.  God does not say how 

He plans to do them, just that they will be done.  So, we don’t get to see the mechanism.  There 

                                                 
14  Matthew 27:45, Mark 15:33, Luke 23:44 
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is a very good reason for this, but you will need to read the Promises chapter to get the full 

picture. 

 In summary, the people of Biblical times were not ignorant, illiterate, or particularly 

gullible.  They treated fraudulent claims much more harshly that we do.  They investigated odd 

events carefully before deciding that it was supernatural. 

 

 Could That Many Authors Keep Their Stories Straight? 

 The Bible was penned by about 40 different people over a period of about fifteen hundred 

years.  Somehow, they managed to keep their stories straight.  Certainly, a later author could 

compare his own writing with the authors of the past and make sure everything agreed.  But 

several of the New Testament writers wrote at the same time from different locations without the 

ability to compare notes.  Interestingly, several of the protagonists in Bible stories acted badly in 

various circumstances.  The historical figures were not “cleaned up” so elevate them to heroic 

proportions.  Not only did all the stories fit together, they described how real people would act – 

warts and all. 

 Of course, many claims have been made concerning contradictions in the Bible, but none 

have withstood investigation.  Simply reading in context solves most of the supposed difficulties.  

Other claims are based on the fact that different accounts contain different details, but the details 

are not contradictory, just different.  For example, harmonizing Matthew 28:5, Mark 16:5, and 

John 20:12 (whether one angel appeared or two) is simple; two angels were present, only one 

spoke.  Several books have been published that unravel these claims to contradictions.  Most 

commentaries deal with the claims of that author’s time.  The interested reader is encouraged to 

read them to be prepared to refute those who rule through ridicule.  No honest reader gets 

confused by the way the stories were written. 

 Other supposed contradictions are based on poor translations.  For example, in the King 

James Version, a hare is said to chew cud, which was a simple misidentification of a species by 

an English translator concerning an animal with a Hebrew name found only in the Arabian 

peninsula. 

 The cure to contradictions in the Bible is a charitable attitude, assuming that the authors 

intended to be clear and accurate.  As happens every election cycle, any published quote can be 

turned sinister by unethical manipulation of context.  Many search for ways to create 

contradictions.  Honest people search for ways to understand the intention of the author and to 

make the statements harmonize. 

 Charles Colson, of Watergate infamy but later evangelical honor, noted that, while the most 

powerful men in the world were not able to keep their stories straight for ten days about the 

Watergate scandal that brought down a President, the authors of the Bible told an unchanging 

story throughout their lifetimes, without the benefit of legal counsel, despite hardship, 

persecution, torture, and death.  People don’t die for what they know to be a lie. 

 

 What Reasons Did the Authors Give for Writing? 

 Claiming that the Bible is the message from the Creator must be claimed by the document 

itself.  To make such claims when the document does not would be inappropriate. 

 In the Old Testament, the claim is repeated in all of the prophetic books.  The history 

books, not so much; rather they record some statements of people who claimed to speak for the 
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Creator, but the authors did not claim that their own writings were anything more than history.  

However, those who lived in the times of those authors established that those authors had been 

appointed by that Creator to write that history. 

 In the New Testament, the letters were addressed to particular individuals or groups for 

specific reasons described in each text.  Each letter has a different specific purpose easily 

understood by the reader. 

 In the Gospel of Luke (also encompassing volume two of that work, the Acts of the 

Apostles), the author wrote to the original recipient, “Just as those who from the beginning were 

eyewitnesses and ministers of the word delivered them to us, it seemed good to me also, having 

accurately followed all things from the very first, to write to you an orderly account, most 

excellent Theophilus, that you may know the certainty of those things in which you were 

instructed.”15 

 The Apostle John gave the following reason for writing his gospel, “Truly Jesus did many 

others signs in the presence of His disciples, which are not written in this book; but these are 

written that you may believe the Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that believing you may 

have life in His name.”16 

 John opened the letter we call 1 John with, “That which was from the beginning, which we 

have heard, which we have seen with our eyes, which we have looked upon, and our hands have 

handled concerning the Word of Life – the life was manifested and we have seen and bear 

witness and declare to you that eternal life which was with the Father and was manifested to us – 

that which we have seen and heard we declare to you, that you may have fellowship with us; and 

truly our fellowship is with the Father and with His Son Jesus Christ.  And these things we write 

to you that our joy may be full.  This is the message which we have heard from Him and declare 

to you, that God is light and in Him is no darkness at all.”17  He also included other reasons, 

“These things I write to you so that you may not sin;”18 “I have not written you because you do 

not know the truth, but because you know it;”19 “But the anointing which you have received 

from Him abides in you, and you do not need that anyone teach you; but as the same anointing 

teaches you concerning all things, and is true and is not a lie, and just as it has taught you, you 

abide in Him.”20 

 Peter wrote because, “I will be careful to ensure that you always have a reminder of these 

things after my decease;”21 “I now write to you this second epistle (in both of which I stir up 

your pure minds by way of reminder), that you may be mindful of the words which were spoken 

by the holy prophets, and of the commandment of the apostles of the Lord and Savior.”22 

 Jude gave as his reason for writing, “While I was very diligent to write to you concerning 

our common salvation, I found it necessary to write to you exhorting you to contend earnestly for 

the faith which was once for all delivered to the saints.”23 

                                                 
15  Luke 1:1 - 4 
16  John 20:30 - 31 
17  1 John 1:1 - 5 
18  1 John 2:1 
19  1 John 2:21 
20  1 John 2:27 
21  2 Peter 1:15 
22  2 Peter 3:1 – 2 
23  Jude 3 
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 Matthew and Mark do not contain specific reasons for writing their histories, but those who 

knew the authors wrote that they had been empowered by the Creator to do so, much in the same 

way as the Old Testament historians. 

 

 Were Their Claims Based on Physical Evidence? 

 Peter and Paul both claimed to speak for the Creator.24  And they based their claims on 

physical evidence.25 

 Jesus predicted His own resurrection26 as evidence that He was who He said He was.  His 

opponents knew that, so they posted guards at the tomb.27  After that resurrection, Jesus 

continued to provide “unmistakable proofs”.28  Paul later used the resurrection as evidence to a 

non-Jewish audience.29  The best efforts of two governments were not able to disprove that 

resurrection.  Explanations offered today challenging the reality of Jesus’ resurrection do not 

stand up to even cursory scrutiny. 

 In contrast, several groups base their appeal on, “Pray about what I have told you and God 

will let you know if it is right.”  This appeal blames the hearer for not accepting claims that have 

no substance, a thoroughly dishonest approach, tantamount to manipulation.  But, if the hearer 

does not expect physical evidence, wishful thinking is the next best option. 

 Other groups base their appeal on physical events that are much more likely to be of natural 

origin.  For example, “How could an illiterate man produce such beautiful poetry?”  First, the 

beauty of the poetry is subjective, and then only to those who are fluent in Arabic.  Second, even 

if the poetry were accepted to be remarkable, literally thousands of people in various eras, 

languages, and cultures have created literary works of remarkable quality despite a lack of 

formal education.  No claim of speaking for God was made by any of them. 

 Many have gathered followings by performances that defied immediate explanation.  The 

illusionist, the Amazing Randy, has made a career of debunking such “unexplainable” events.  A 

Nigerian faith healer with a billion-dollar empire has many followers.  Once, I was stuck in a 

hotel in Lagos when the government shut down during a general strike.  So, I watched several of 

his healing programs.  I realized that he healed the same young, attractive woman of very 

different maladies on consecutive days, just in different clothes.  My mother-in-law had a co-

worker during the depression who made extra money by being “healed” every Sunday by a man 

who went on to build his own university and hospital in Tulsa.  I have attended numerous healing 

events in both the US and West Africa.  Not one of the “healings” was visible.  Headaches, 

backaches, and other invisible maladies were the limit of the repertoire.  A friend with one arm 

(the other being lost in a childhood accident) made it all the way to the front of a healing meeting 

line by choosing the queue that was against a wall that concealed his missing arm.  But, as soon 

as he stepped onto the stage, two large men picked him up and literally tossed him out the back 

door of the theater.  Although I keep looking, I have never seen a modern faith healer that had 

even a hint of credibility.  I am not saying that God does not heal people.  I am saying that those 

showmen (or, shamans) were preying on the gullible. 

                                                 
24  Romans 15:18 – 19, 1 Corinthians 14:37, 2 Corinthians 12:12, Galatians 1:12, Ephesians 3:1 – 5, 1 

Thessalonians 2:13, Hebrews 2:2 – 4, 1 Peter 1:12 
25  1 Corinthians 15:3 – 8, 2 Corinthians 12:12, Galatians 3:5, Ephesians 3:7, Hebrews 2:4 
26  Matthew 12:39 – 40 
27  Matthew 27:62 – 66 
28  Acts 1:3 
29  Acts 17:31 
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 The miracles in the Bible were big, clear, and physical.  While not all of them can be 

verified by outside documentation because of the passage of thousands of years, many can be, 

and none have been refuted despite tremendous efforts by wealthy opponents. 

 

Summary 

 The Bible stakes its claims on physical evidence.  The people of that time were neither 

particularly gullible nor unintelligent.  The claims were investigated.  The Dead Sea Scrolls have 

provided some copies of predictions that had not yet taken place when those scrolls were copied, 

and all of those predictions happened at a time after the writing.  The miracles of Jesus and of the 

apostles were investigated at the time they occurred.  That evidence was composed of clear 

violations of natural law, not innuendo, good guessing, or probability (sometimes people just get 

well).  Those events were debated in public for several centuries afterward and could not be 

shown to be false.  The same lame explanations that are offered today were offered then and 

were easily overcome.  The debates are a matter of public record.  The opponents put their best 

people forward, but the Christians always carried the day because of evidence.  Pontius Pilate, 

although ruthless, was a capable administrator.  He had Jesus followed.  Reports were written 

and filed in the national archives in Rome.  The observations of Pilate’s agents were cited 

repeatedly as proof.  Unfortunately, the original documents did not survive the sack of Rome by 

the Gauls in 410 AD, but the citations remain. 

 The one assumption that was required to reach this point is that the Bible is accurate in its 

references to history and geography.  Based on its present record and the many times supposed 

errors have been disproved, confidence that the trend will continue is justified.  However, we 

cannot dismiss future claims to surfacing inaccuracies in the Bible, but rather must investigate 

each one rigorously.  This question of accuracy cannot be settled because to do so would require 

having complete evidence of every event described in the Bible, including the very minor ones.  

Does this leave the Bible in limbo, neither proved nor disproved?  No.  All of the decisions we 

make are based on an acceptable level of evidence, not complete evidence.  Further, all good 

science leaves open the possibility of finding something more at a later date.  Anyone who stops 

discussion with, “The science is settled,” would have been comfortable in the flat-earth era.  

Scientists today find humor in the “scientific truths” of the past that were later found to be 

laughably inaccurate.  Science (including archeology) is never settled, it just reaches an 

actionable level of certainty.  So, I have decided that the present level of demonstrated accuracy 

(100% accurate so far) surpasses my personal “level of evidence” threshold.  I hope it does 

yours, also.  If so, the promises become credit-worthy; the Bible is useful. 

 In short, the Bible stakes its claim to being that unmistakable communication from the 

Creator because of the empty tomb.  The Always Been hypothesis fails. 
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Chapter 3:  Ethics 

 

Morality is How We Think We Should Act.  Ethics is How We Decide What is Moral. 

 In most cultures, ethics are based on a “circle of benevolence.”  One may cheat, mistreat, or 

even murder someone who is outside the circle, but never someone inside.  The circle might be 

the family or the clan or the tribe or the nation or the religion.  In some cultures, people who are 

blind or lame are ignored; in others, they are helped and provided a good living.  In some 

cultures, poor people have no value, no access to justice, and no opportunity to raise their 

standard of living.  This is not because those in control have no ethics, but that their ethics make 

certain assumptions that allow them to feel “right” despite their treatment of those outside their 

circle. 

 Why is this chapter here?  Why does it logically follow the case for the Bible being the 

expected communication from the creator?  As stated in the Introduction, my interpretation of 

the history of Christianity is that much of its troubles have arisen from starting with an 

assumption, rather than starting at the beginning.  People have a tendency to start their 

investigations of Christianity from their assumptions, one could say “from the middle,” so they 

reach conclusions based only on their assumptions.  I suggest that we will profit from 

investigating the reasons for existence given in this communication from the Creator.  Our 

presumed reason for existence will dictate our ethics.  If we decide that our ethnic group is 

somehow superior to all others, our ethics will reflex that conclusion.  If we decide that our circle 

of friends possesses understanding whereas others cannot, our ethics will reflect that conclusion.  

If we decide that all events are pre-planned and that our choices are a delusion, our ethics will 

reflect that conclusion. 

 My recommendation for the best method to determine why the Creator bothered to create 

(since creation has been nothing but a headache since day six) is to read the whole Bible with 

that question in mind.  This does not guarantee the ability to overcome your own assumptions, 

any more than it has allowed me to overcome mine, but this method has been useful for me in 

revealing some of my own sacred cows.  Perhaps this is what my Texas friends call “cow 

tipping.” 

 So, in the following summary of the ethics of the New Testament, please examine each 

citation in its context to validate that my assumptions are not coloring my understanding.  The 

best course would be to read the whole Bible yourself, draw your own conclusions, then compare 

yours to mine.  You may be able to identify my blind spots just as my conclusions may reveal 

some of yours. 

 

Some Based Their Ethics on Assumptions That Caused Them to Miss the Message. 

 Addressing the leaders of the Jewish people, Jesus said, “You search the Scriptures, for in 

them you think you have eternal life; and these are they which testify of me.”30  Of course, some 

Jewish leaders of Jesus’ time were corrupt, using their religion for power and wealth.  But these 

were in the minority.  Most Jewish people were sincere, about the same percentage as one would 

find in any culture.  The problem was their ethics, their assumptions about what was most 

important, which guided their search of the Scriptures.  A complex set of rules had developed 

from their study of the Scriptures.  Jesus took issue with many of their conclusions in the Sermon 

                                                 
30  John 5:39 
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on the Mount, and other places. 31  The rabbis studied intently, but because they assumed that the 

goal was to behave exactly in a certain way, they missed the point of the Messiah and the 

promises associated with His coming. 

 Church people today do the same.  Some focus on having just the right practices; they 

study intently to determine from the Scriptures exactly how all things should be done.  Others 

focus on authority, others on feelings, others on miracles.  All of them study the Scriptures; all of 

them (except for a few who want only power and wealth) are sincere and want to serve God, but 

their ethics are built on inconsistent assumptions.  They miss the Good News because their focus 

is on their authority or feelings or miracles, instead of understanding Jesus as a person on this 

earth who “was tempted in all points, just as we are, yet without sin.”32  The goal is to be 

conformed to His image through the work of the Spirit.33 

 The Christians in central Turkey to whom Paul wrote Galatians had a similar problem.  

They had been taught by Paul, but later were steered off course by well-meaning Jewish 

Christians.  Those Jewish Christians could not conceive of a relationship with God without 

festivals and rituals and dietary rules and, of course, circumcision.  Galatians 2:20 is an inspiring 

verse, but verse 21 brings that point back to the problem, “I have been crucified with Christ; it is 

no longer I who live, but Christ lives in me; and the life which I now live in the flesh I live in the 

faith of the Son of God, who loved me and gave Himself for me.  I do not set aside the grace of 

God; for if righteousness comes through the law, then Christ died in vain.” 

 Paul wrote that their new focus on doing all the practices just right was to ignore the 

gracious nature of God and to make Jesus’ death unimportant.  In 3:2 – 9, Paul asked, “Having 

begun in the Spirit, are you now being made perfect by the flesh?”  In chapter 6, Paul pointed out 

that their focus on practices would only make them weary and cause them to lose heart.  In 5:1, 

Paul pointed them back toward liberty.  Yet, churches today identify themselves by their 

practices rather than by the gracious nature of God.  Their authority structures deny that faith 

produces liberty.  So, churches become more and more tiresome and cause people to lose heart 

rather than have a life of joy.  Focusing on practices takes us away from the Good News that I 

now live “in” His faith. 

 Paul wrote in Colossians 2:23 that strict morality may appear religious, but has no value in 

harnessing the flesh.  Control comes through the Spirit that dwells in us, not by being harder on 

ourselves. 

 

Our Assumptions about the Scriptures Influence What We Find. 

 Many hold as their most important precept that our purpose is to copy the New Testament 

church.  So, when they read, they find ways to be more like them.  But most of the congregations 

in the First Century had serious problems.  I suppose those colossal mistakes should have been a 

foregone expectation since all of those congregations were composed of 100% brand-new 

Christians with a full complement of excess cultural baggage.  No inspired writer ever stated that 

the goal of future Christians should be to seek the rules to be like those troubled people.  

Learning from their mistakes is good.  But we should aim to be more than they were, not to be 

like them. 

                                                 
31  Matthew 5 – 7, Matthew 23, Mark 7, 5 – 23, Luke 11:37 – 54, Luke 13:14 – 17 
32  Hebrews 4:15 
33  Romans 8:29, Philippians 3:21, 2 Corinthians 3:18, 2 Peter 1:4 
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 Many focus on how to worship God, thinking that praising Him at certain times and in 

certain places is what God desires from us.  So, as they read, they find more ways to regulate and 

define worship.  Certainly, worship of the Creator is a good thing, but to assume that worship is 

the central purpose of creation assumes that God is focused on Himself, which is contrary to the 

idea that God is love. 

 Many focus on the means by which people can get to heaven, making our religion all about 

its benefit to us.  Others look for ways that their religion can benefit themselves through health or 

wealth or power or comfort.  This is exactly the goal of the idol worshipper, manipulating their 

god to get what they want. 

 Most people have never really thought about the assumptions, ethics, that shape their 

morality.  They follow the morality they have been taught without investigating the reasons.  But 

if our central theme of life is what we have always been taught, we will find ourselves acting like 

the worshippers of Diana who chanted, “Great is Diana of the Ephesians,” for two hours, not 

knowing why they were doing it.34 

 

On What Should Our Ethics be Based? 

 Our ethics, the principles on which our right-and-wrong is based, must start with the reason 

we are on earth.  God created for a reason.  The objective God has for us is that we be 

transformed into the character of Jesus, conformed to His image, partakers of the divine nature.35  

Whatever we choose to be our morality, our practices must be leading us to that goal. 

 

 Why Did God Create? 

 Did God not anticipate that things would go wrong?  The universe has been one headache 

after another since day six.  Many people believe that God has been trying to catch up with the 

imperfections of creation, trying various things to get it back on track.  So, they view God’s 

interactions with the patriarchs, the Law, and Jesus as various attempts to straighten us out.  But 

this idea makes God a very bad engineer. 

 Did God make people with a sinful nature so that they were guaranteed to fail?  Most 

churches teach this, although Ecclesiastes 7:28 says, “God made man upright, but they have 

sought out many schemes.”  If we were created with sinful natures, then we are not accountable 

for our sin; we had no choice.  If God created us to fail, then the objective of saving us was no 

more than a scheme to make Himself look good by rescuing the very people whom He had 

designed to be condemned.36 

 Are we part of an eternal battle between good and evil?  Many religions teach this.  But the 

philosophical foundation is flawed.  Only good can be absolutely good, which is our concept of 

God.  Evil cannot be consistently evil or it becomes self-destructive.  Even Satan took care of his 

own, as Jesus pointed out, “How can Satan cast out Satan?  If a kingdom is divided against itself, 

that house cannot stand.”37  Therefore, although good can be absolute, evil is never more than a 

percentage; the two are not equal; good will triumph in the end. 

                                                 
34  Acts 19:24 – 34 
35  2 Corinthians 3:18, Romans 8:29, 2 Peter 1:4, respectively. 
36  See Appendix, Total Depravity 
37  Mark 3:23 – 26 
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 Many teach that we and the angels exist for the purpose of praising and worshipping God.  

Although God deserves praise and worship, if God created us for that purpose, then He is a very 

self-centered being, which is contrary to the concept of love. 

 Perhaps God created people in order to have someone to love and to be loved in return, 

voluntarily.  This is a nice thought, but does not go far enough.  God already had angels to love.  

Angels can choose, as evidenced by the fact that many of them chose badly, so they can choose 

to love God or not.  People would become a second attempt after God failed with the angels.  

Since not all people love God, His first two attempts have failed, implying the need for another 

attempt.  And, God could be accused of being a poor engineer. 

 

 The Universe Was Created For Jesus and By Jesus 

• Colossians 1:16  For in Him all things were created that are in heaven and that are on 

earth, visible or invisible, whether thrones or dominions or principalities or powers.  

All things were created through Him and into Him. 

• Hebrews 2:10  For it was fitting for Him, for whom are all things and by whom are all 

things, in bringing many sons to glory, to make the captain of their salvation perfect 

through sufferings. 

 

 To communicate effectively, God has interacted with people in different ways in different 

times.  Sometimes, God presents Himself as a Father figure; sometimes as a brother, the Son; 

sometimes as power, the Spirit; and sometimes as philosophy, the Word.  God is One; He 

presents Himself differently to make different ideas clear. 

 The universe was created by and for the Son so that He might be firstborn among many 

brethren38 and be not ashamed to call them brethren.39  So, the purpose of creation had something 

to do with creating the family of God. 

 But were angels not enough?  Could not God have made them His family?  The purpose of 

creation must include something that could not be accomplished by angels, something people 

could bring to the table. 

 

 The Purpose was to Teach Angels and to Bring People and Angels Together. 

• Ephesians 3:10 – 11  …to the intent that now the manifold wisdom of God might be 

made known by the church to the principalities and powers in the heavenly places, 

according to the eternal purpose which He accomplished in Christ Jesus our Lord. 

• Ephesians 1:10  …that in the dispensation of the fullness of times He might gather 

together in one all things in Christ which are in heaven and which are on the earth – 

in Him. 

• Hebrews 12:22 – 24  But you have come to Mount Zion and to the city of the living 

God, the heavenly Jerusalem, to an innumerable company of angels, to the general 

assembly and church of the first-born who are registered in heaven, to God the Judge 

of all, to the spirits of just men made perfect, to Jesus the Mediator of a new covenant 

and to the blood of sprinkling that speaks better than that of Abel. 

                                                 
38  Romans 8:29 
39  Hebrews 2:11 
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 Many have taught that people are superior to angels.  They cite Hebrews 1:14, “Are they 

not all ministering spirits sent forth to minister for those who will inherit salvation?”  But being a 

servant does not make one less.  Jesus was prophesied to be a servant40 and made a point of 

acting out the role of a servant.41  Serving is a characteristic of the people of God. 

 Some even think that people become angels after they physically die.  But the spirits of 

people and the spirits called angels are two different groups.42 

 The angels who did not rebel have the task of serving the faithful on earth.  The faithful on 

earth, the church, teach angels.  But what can a faithful person living on earth teach an angel?  

The angels who did not rebel are with God in heaven.  Because they live with God, they have 

sight but no opportunity for faith.  Sight alone is not enough to stay with God forever, as 

evidenced by the angels who rebelled.  To stay with God for eternity, angels also need faith. 

 The purpose of creation was to build an incubator for faith.  Every person on earth has a 

spirit that will live forever.  The only question is whether that spirit will be connected with God 

for eternity, or be broken off, disconnected, “dead.”  Angels will live forever, also, either in the 

abyss followed by the lake of fire, or in heaven.  The key ingredient is faith.  People learn faith 

because it is the only way they can connect with God.  Angels learn faith by watching the 

faithful. 

 

 The Objective: for All Spirits to Have the Character of Jesus. 

• 2 Corinthians 3:18  But we all, with unveiled face, beholding as in a mirror the glory 

of the Lord, are being transformed into the same image from glory to glory, from the 

Lord, the Spirit. 

• 2 Peter 1:2 – 4  Grace and peace be multiplied to you in the knowledge of God and of 

Jesus our Lord, as His divine power has given to us all things that pertain to life and 

godliness, through the knowledge of Him who called us by glory and virtue, by which 

have been given to us exceedingly great and precious promises, that through these 

you may be partakers of the divine nature, having escaped the corruption that is in the 

world through lust. 

• Colossians 3:10  Put on the new man who is renewed in knowledge according to the 

image of Him who created him. 

• Romans 8:29  For whom He foreknew He predestined to be conformed to the image 

of His Son, that He might be the firstborn of many brethren. 

 

 People are messy.  Even faithful people have different capabilities, personalities, and 

habits.  Our pasts have scarred us, so we continue to make poor decisions, although we hope to 

make fewer and fewer as life goes on.  But, if the spirits of physically dead faithful people are to 

populate heaven forever, how will we manage the differences?  If the church were suddenly 

dropped into heaven, we would make a mess of the place in less than a week.  How are we to 

avoid future disaster?  Will heaven be like earth, only longer?  Can we flunk out of heaven like 

many angels did? 

                                                 
40  Isaiah 52:13 – 53:12 
41  John 13:3 – 17  
42  Hebrews 12:22 – 24, Revelation 5 – 7 
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 If our damaged spirits were left in that condition, God’s hope for a family that would last 

for eternity would fail.  Eventually, our imperfections would banish us all, leaving God alone 

again. 

 God promises that we will be transformed into the parade of character traits that was Jesus 

on earth.  (“Glory” is a parade of character traits43)  The question is when.  If God waits until 

Judgment to fix everyone, then we have no success in this life.  And, the spirit going to heaven 

would be so changed that I would not even know myself. 

 Instead, God promised the Christians of Corinth that they were in the process of being 

transformed while they were still on earth.  Peter wrote that partaking of the divine nature was 

ours to be grasped “having escaped” (past tense) the corruption of the world.  The Christians of 

Colossae were told to “put on” Christ, something that they were to do on earth.  One of the 

purposes of the Spirit that is given to every believer is to enable the transformation of our 

characters so that we take on the image of Jesus.  The eternal family of God will be populated 

with those whose characters have been renewed. 

 We have all seen earthly families that have become divided because of the character flaws 

of the members.  By fixing the character flaws, God’s plan for a big eternal family can be 

achieved. 

 

God Desired a Family for Eternity. 

 The purpose of creation was to build an incubator for the key ingredient, faith.  God desires 

a family, not worshippers, servants, or soldiers.  We are not conquered by God; we are adopted 

into His family.  Faith (trust) guarantees longevity both for spirits who have had a physical body 

and for spirits who have not.  So, to keep in step with the purpose of creation, we each need to 

think as a spirit whose objective is to build a big family that will last.  God’s purpose for people 

is not for their comfort or their optimum behavior, but for the development of their faith. 

 

                                                 
43  Centuries before Jesus, glory was used to describe the parade held for a returning victorious general.  The Arc 

de Triomphe and the Arch of Titus were built for such parades.  The returning troops and the display of the 

spoils of war were the general’s glory.  As time went on, the application of the word began to widen, so the 

glory of a poet was his poetry, the glory of the wealthy was their riches, and so on.  In the Bible, glory is 

ascribed to God in the same way.  Moses asked God, “Show me Your glory.”  God showed Moses a parade of 

His character traits (Exodus 33:17 – 34:7).  To glorify God is to tell of the positive character traits of God.  

The glory of God is that parade.  Kittel, G., Friedrich, G., eds. Theological Dictionary of the New Testament 

1976, W. B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, Grand Rapids, II:233 – 253. 
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Chapter 4:  The Faith Economy 

 

 Forgiveness just gets you even; faith puts you in the black.  The Kingdom of God has its 

own economy.  The coin of the realm is faith.  But what is faith?  Where does forgiveness fit?  

What about behavior, rituals, doctrines, and authority?  Since its inception, Christianity in 

different places and different times has focused on different things, much to the confusion of 

those who hear one thing and read another.  “For what does the Scripture say?  ‘Abraham 

believed God and it was accounted to him for righteousness.’  Now to him who works, the wages 

are not counted as grace but a debt.  But to him who does not work but believes on Him who 

justifies the ungodly, his faith is accounted for righteousness.”44  The same sentiment about faith 

being the deciding factor for acceptance by God is repeated numerous times.  Those who focus 

on various other things have built bridges from their assumptions to the concept of faith, but all 

to the confusion of the hearer.  How can we keep this simple, so that everyone can make sense of 

it? 

 Many have developed various definitions or explanations of faith.  Usually, a few passages 

are used to substantiate an assumption.  A far more satisfactory method that can be reproduced 

by anyone is to look up all the places in which the word is used and develop a working definition 

from all of the contexts, not just a few. 

 A set of volumes known as The Theological Dictionary of the New Testament (TDNT) 

contains essays to that effect.  The definitions of Greek words were developed from contexts, 

rather than contexts from definitions.  Plus, the various authors delved into the usage of the term 

in question in the Septuagint (the Greek translation of the Old Testament produced about two 

centuries before Jesus) and in other literature ranging from the classical Greek period through 

about the second century.  Their objective was to establish what the original audience would 

have thought upon hearing that particular word.  When I was a graduate student, my major 

professor told me concerning the professional literature of Chemistry, “Until you can see the 

hole in the arguments of an article, you don’t understand it.”  The same is true for Greek 

language aids. 

 But, even TDNT is not the best. I consider it a place to go if I get stuck in my own 

thinking.  Sometimes I agree with them, sometimes not, but they are always stimulating.  The 

method I use is quite simple and accessible to all.  An exhaustive concordance is needed.  

Fortunately, exhaustive concordances carry no opinions.  You can get a used Strong’s 

Concordance on-line for a few dollars.  The definition of faith may be constructed from the 

contexts of all the passages containing Greek word numbers 4100 through 4104 (using the 

Strong’s numbering system), which are variations on the same root word.  This includes the 

English words assure, belief, believe, commit, faith, fidelity, sure, true, trust, and their variations 

by parts of speech.  Of course, other Greek words are translated into those same English words; 

only those passages that use the designated list of numbers (4100 – 4104) are the ones that 

should be included.  Step-by-step instructions and an example are given in the Appendix under 

Hermeneutics.  Knowledge of Greek is not required. 

 The following was developed from just such a search.  Anyone can reproduce it.  Of 

course, the number of characteristics of faith will vary from one person to another because each 

of us will lump together passages a little differently.  Some will not see a characteristic in a 

particular context; others will.  We all see things differently at different times, depending on our 

current blind spots.  I have searched the “faith” contexts three times and made different outlines 

                                                 
44  Romans 4:3 – 5  



Think as a Spirit Chapter 4:  The Faith Economy 

 

43 

 

each time.  But, I think that is acceptable.  Someone else may come to a different number of 

categories and be equally “correct.”  One list is neither better nor worse than another.  Rather, on 

any given day, each person is thinking about different things, and will form connections in 

different ways.  With the proviso that the one performing the synthesis and subsequent 

distillation does so with intellectual integrity, the resulting list will be profitable and likely will 

be the source of good insight.  The objective is to see beyond our own assumptions and get a 

better handle on how to fit into this new family, to think as a spirit. 

 The Bible is not a legal document that uses certain words in rigid ways.  It is really well-

written literature that is interesting and thought provoking, full of elegant figures of speech and 

brilliant analogies.  From this (and some other things that will be discussed in Chapter 5:  

Promises) we develop a relationship with the Creator, which is in keeping with the objective: a 

big family that will last.  Neither legal documents nor erudite obfuscation develops a family.  

The point of the story is to develop trust in God and love for people. 

 

Trust is the Foundation of Relationships 

 Let’s use a familiar word that does not conjure up religiosity: trust.  We all remember 

Ronald Regan’s line concerning negotiations with the Soviet Union in 1986, “Trust, but verify.”  

Obviously, verification means that you do not trust.  Real trust assumes that the other party will 

do what was promised; no further verification is necessary or even appropriate.  When you get a 

loan at the bank, the “Trust” in the name of many banks is not trust at all.  The borrower must 

put up security that is worth more than the borrowed amount so that the bank will not lose money 

in the event of a default.  True trust occurs when you lend without collateral because the word of 

the one who promised is sufficient. 

 Trust is the foundational element of a relationship.  You may have many acquaintances, but 

few relationships.  If trust is broken, a relationship becomes something less.  A lack of trust 

prevents forming meaningful relationships.  Broken trust destroys relationships.  Perhaps the best 

example is marriage.  Without trust, a marriage will not last.  Forgiving is not the issue with 

broken trust.  We may be able to forgive the hurt and harm, but future trust is damaged.  The 

purpose of creation is to make a place for trust to be: an incubator for faith.  Spirits without 

physical bodies (we call them angels) hobnob with the Great Spirit directly, so their relationship 

operates on “sight,” not trust.  God built a place where trust, the foundation of a lasting 

relationship, could be developed and taught.  Not only do people teach people, faithful people 

teach angels.45  God’s long-term plan is a large family that lasts.  “Large” implies that many will 

fit into the objective, not just a handful.  “Family” implies a relationship, not membership. 

 We all have families, some more functional than others.  Those with abjectly dysfunctional 

families know that the cause is a lack of trust.  Either trust was never developed through 

interaction and taking chances on each other, or trust was broken by failing to keep a promise (or 

both).  Those with reasonably functional families certainly can tell stories about the odd duck of 

the family, yet that person is still a part of the family.  Although weird Aunt Minnie may not 

always be predictable or socially appropriate, when the chips are down, she will be there.  All 

our family members do not need to be the same; if they were, what fun would that be?  Our 

quirks, those little idiosyncrasies that make us unique, are what make us endearing, not outcast.  

But, when it comes to family, to maintain that relationship, a promise is a promise, no excuses. 

                                                 
45  Ephesians 3:10 
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 God seeks a family.  Reading the many stories about faithful (trusting) people in the Bible, 

God’s family is composed of an odd mix.  This is no cookie-cutter system.  People put forward 

as examples of the kind of trust God seeks had some glaring flaws.  But when it came to acting 

on a thoroughly improbable promise from God, they did not ask for collateral.  They just went 

with it. 

 

Characteristics of Faith 

 Understanding the Resurrection of Jesus as Evidence 

 Most Easter sermons focus on the resurrection of Jesus.  However, in the US, most of them 

miss the point.  I have heard many poignant and detailed descriptions of the cruelty of Jesus’ 

execution.  The New Testament never describes the event as barbaric.  Those were harsh times.  

Crucifixion was common (perhaps a daily occurrence in the Israel of Jesus’ time).  Hebrews 12:2 

emphasizes the humiliation of crucifixion, but pain and suffering are not brought up.  The 

passages that describe the “suffering” of Jesus refer to His death, not the manner of it.  Our 

Western church focuses on the inhumanity of the event because of our culture.  In other cultures, 

horrific deaths were and are common.  The crucifixion, burial, and resurrection of Jesus had a 

different point than man’s inhumanity. 

 The resurrection of Jesus is about proof, not pain.  Jesus predicted His own resurrection 

metaphorically46 and literally.47  Paul emphasized the evidence for Jesus’ resurrection in four 

different letters, and three times in one of them.  The Book of Acts also presents the resurrection 

of Jesus as a confirmed historical reality.48  Of course, more contexts than the ones cited below 

describe the resurrection, but these are the ones that make a connection between that historical 

event and faith. 

 In 1 Corinthians 15:3 – 19, Paul raised several issues.  First, in verses 3 – 11, the 

predictions about Jesus death, burial, and resurrection, followed by the testimony of more than 

500 living eye-witnesses, are listed as evidence “of first importance.”  Many have erroneously 

taught that the death, burial, and resurrection of Jesus are of first importance, which leaves out 

the bulk of the good news.  Careful reading (overcoming passionate but inaccurate teaching of 

the past) shows that evidence was the issue, just as the Bible and faith both stand or fall on 

physical evidence.  Paul made exactly that point in verse 14; without the historically verifiable 

resurrection of Jesus, faith is worthless.  Those whose faith (trust) has no factual foundation are, 

as Paul put it, “Most to be pitied.”  The existence of God and the validity of the Bible stand on 

physical evidence.  Faith must have the same foundation or God jumped from evidence to 

emotionalism mid-course. 

 In 1 Thessalonians 4:14, Paul used the evidence of Jesus’ resurrection to validate a 

confident expectation of being reunited with faithful people who had physically died.  “Hope” is 

perhaps the more common word in English translations, but in our time, hope has become a weak 

word, like in “I hope I get a bicycle for my birthday.”  Hope in the New Testament was a 

confident expectation based on evidence that the one who promised would deliver.  The 

confidence was based on physical evidence, a consistent and flawless track record, not wishful 

thinking. 

                                                 
46  Matthew 12:39 – 40, 16:4, John 2:17 - 22 
47  Matthew 16:21, 20:18 – 19, Mark 10:33 – 34, John 10:17 – 18 
48  Acts 1:3, 2:24 – 32, 17:31 
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 The factual nature of the resurrection was used by Paul49 to encourage trust in the God who 

has the power to bring people back from the dead.  The resurrection of Jesus was used as an 

illustration of the resurrection of our spirits.50  If the historical event were in any way debatable, 

the illustration would fail.  Paul drew a parallel between Jesus’ resurrection and a past-tense 

resurrection by his audience (“You also were raised with Him through faith in the working of 

God.”).51  The future-tense resurrection of faithful spirits is also described in detail with 

connection to faith.52  The past-tense resurrections refer to reconnection with God (alive), having 

been disconnected from God (dead).  Ordinary reading comprehension differentiates these topics 

easily; just watch the verb tenses.  For a fuller discussion, see the Appendix on Hermeneutics. 

 

 Acceptance of the Word of God as True 

 The Word encompasses much more than the printed Bible.  The Greek word is logos 

(), which you may recognize as a popular name for a Bible book store.  Think of all the 

words that carry the suffix, -ology.  Logos means “the body of thought concerning.”  Various 

scientific disciplines are the body of thought concerning “bi-,” or “entom-,” or “ichthy-,” or 

“ophthom-.”  In John 1:14, “The Word became flesh and dwelt among us.”  John used “Word” 

rather than “Scripture” to conjure up a bigger image than a scroll.  In many places, “the Word” 

was foundational to faith during the time Jesus was on earth,53 as well as in writings to early 

Christians.54 

 Many of the mentions of the Word refer to the Old Testament; a New Testament author 

could not refer in the past tense to text not yet written or published.  Again, normal reading 

comprehension is all that is needed to pick up on what the author intended.  In other places, the 

term, Scriptures, is used to describe the Old Testament.  The New Testament authors assumed 

that their audience, which was composed of faithful Christians, accepted the Old Testament as 

absolutely accurate and true.55 

 

 Understanding What Sacrifice Is and Why I Need One 

 In our culture, the only context most people have for sacrifice is the Bible, specifically the 

sacrifices under the Law of Moses and the sacrifice of Jesus.  The original audiences of both the 

Old and New Testament writings had a different context, that which we call “pagan” sacrifice.  I 

dislike the term because of its pejorative nature.  Those who offered sacrifices at the temple of 

their choosing thought their behavior to be completely normal and culturally appropriate. 

 To understand the purpose of the sacrifices under the Law of Moses and the illustrative 

backdrop they created for the sacrifice of Jesus, one must know that Mosaic sacrifices and non-

Mosaic sacrifices were fundamentally different, not just because we think their gods were fakes 

and ours is the One True God.  The mindset of the offeror was supposed to be completely 

different.  Jewish folks of antiquity sometimes got that confused, but God’s intention behind the 

                                                 
49  Romans 4:22 – 25, 10:9 
50  Romans 6:4 – 9, Colossians 2:12 
51  Colossians 2:12 
52  1 Corinthians 15:35 – 58 
53  Luke 8:11 – 18, 11:28, John 5:36 – 40, 17:20 
54  Acts 8:14, 11:1, Romans 10:8, 10:16 – 17, 2 Corinthians 4:2 – 4, Ephesians 6:16 – 17, 1 Thessalonians 2:13, 

2 Timothy 2:15 – 18, Hebrews 4:2, James 1:21 – 25, 1 Peter 1:22 – 2:3 
55  Luke 24:25 – 26, John 2:22, 5:46 – 47 
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Mosaic system was to show a dramatic contrast with all other sacrificial systems, and to transfer 

that concept to Jesus.  God went to a lot of trouble to set up this illustration. 

 A detailed description of the symbolism of the Mosaic sacrifices, and, by extension, the 

symbolism of Jesus’ sacrifice, may be found in a later volume.56  Here, I will give just the 

conclusion. 

 A non-Israelite of Biblical times offered a sacrifice to his god for the purpose of 

manipulating that god: crops, health, children, victory, or to get that god off his back.  The god 

responded to the sacrifice.  We may think that such a system is silly, expecting a god to be 

bought off so easily.  But it was their system, not ours.  If your god said to do it that way, then it 

made sense to follow the rules. 

 Unfortunately, many Israelites never quite got over that manipulating-god mentality, so 

they carried that baggage into the Mosaic system.  For example, the focus of many of the Mosaic 

sacrifices was forgiveness, so the ill-informed got the idea that they were forgiven when the 

animal died.  But, imagine that you were an Israelite at the far reaches of the country, so a trip to 

the Temple took more than a week.  If forgiveness happened only at the death of the offering, I 

suspect that the Israelites who really cared about God would always be on the road, never getting 

home before sinning again.  Since they were on the road a week before being able to present the 

sacrifice, the probability of dying forgiven was discouragingly small. 

 The Law of Moses stated clearly that sacrifices could happen only at the tabernacle or 

Temple (depending on the era).  The Law of Moses system was not wasteful.  Very few animals 

were burned.  In most cases, only the fat went on the fire.  Sin offerings were boiled in the 

Temple compound and were the property of the officiating priest, along with the hide.57  Thank, 

peace, or freewill offerings (essentially interchangeable) were shared with the officiating priest.  

The priest got the breast and the right thigh, the offeror received back the rest of the animal and 

had two days to eat all of it in the Temple or tabernacle compound.58  So, you brought as many 

people as would be necessary to consume three-quarters of an animal in two days.  Generally, 

this included the whole clan and perhaps some of the poor or disabled you might encounter along 

the way.  Since all males were required to show up at the three major festivals, and could not 

come empty-handed,59 a sin offering was brought to cover the period since the last festival, plus 

some sort of freewill offering as would be appropriate for your line of work and the time of year.  

In short, the point of a Mosaic sacrifice was to provide the entrée for a celebration of having 

been forgiven, in the presence of God, with family and friends. 

 That was the backdrop, the illustration, that explained the death of Jesus.  As a side point, 

each of the Mosaic sacrifices, not just sin offerings, represented a facet of Jesus character, 

mission, or position.  Further, each type of sacrifice illustrated something about faithful 

Christians.  A subsequent volume56 contains the full treatment of the matter, including all the 

reasons given in the Law and the Prophets for each type of Mosaic sacrifice, and how those 

sacrifices symbolize various facets of Jesus and Christians in the New Testament. 

 On its surface, Jesus’ death was a terrible injustice perpetrated through collusion between 

two corrupt governments.  But lots of good people have been victimized by bad governments.  In 

Israelite history, many prophets were killed by the citizenry or by the government, but they are 

not called sacrifices. 

                                                 
56  Hegemones, Chapter 6:  Sacrifice 
57  Leviticus 6:26 – 30, 7:6, 8:29 – 32  
58  Leviticus 7:15 – 17, 7:31 – 32, 19:5 - 6 
59  Deuteronomy 16:16 – 17  
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 Further, that one would die for others is rare but not without parallel in human history, 

more in the US than other places.  Paul’s observation was that one would die for another only 

under special circumstances,60 whereas we have several posthumous military and civilian awards 

for such valor. 

 In modern English, we use sacrifice to describe the act of giving up something.  We honor 

soldiers who “made the ultimate sacrifice.”  People are said to have sacrificed their ambitions for 

the sake of a loved one.  In chess, a player may sacrifice a piece to gain an overall advantage.  In 

each case, the individual gave up something that the person would rather have kept, motivated by 

a better, longer-term option.  This is the non-Israelite type of sacrifice: giving up an animal I 

would rather have kept to obtain something better.  Unfortunately, this non-Israelite thinking has 

been applied to the sacrifice of Jesus, ignoring the context God spent 1000 years building. 

 Jesus did not give up anything.  He said that He had the right to lay down His life, and the 

right to take it up again.61  Further, Jesus was the sacrifice, the offeror of the sacrifice, and the 

officiating priest, all at the same time.  So, we need to keep straight which facet is under 

discussion. 

 As the offeror, the sacrifice Jesus presented was the ultimate celebration of forgiveness 

with family and friends in the presence of God.  Every animal sacrifice under the Law of Moses 

included the death of the animal (except one goat on Yom Kippur).  Yet, the offeror and 

associated group did not mourn its passing.  They looked forward to the great meal (based on the 

thank offering brought at the same time) and the thanksgiving it represented.  Perhaps our 

supermarket-meat-case mentality has so separated us from death that we no longer think of the 

animal that provided that neatly wrapped steak or bacon or rack of lamb. 

 As the sacrifice being offered, Jesus was the ultimate in faithfulness, therefore “without 

blemish,” as was required of animal sacrifices.62  In His role as a thank offering, Jesus also was 

the centerpiece of a really great party celebrating forgiveness.  Some people focus on the 

sinlessness of Jesus rather than His faithfulness.  Technically, those two concepts are hard to 

separate.  But good communication should make us use faithfulness.  Sinlessness focuses on 

avoiding bad choices.  But sin should not be restricted to doing bad stuff or choosing less than 

optimum.  Paul put it best, “Whatever is not of faith is sin.”63  If the choice under consideration 

lacks any of the characteristics of faith in this list, it is sin.  Jesus always chose on the basis of 

trusting the promises of God.  So, although He did not relish the idea of the manner of His 

death,64 He was quite willing because of His faith. 

 As the officiating priest, Jesus was the only one who could offer a faithful sacrifice.  The 

mediator (the priest) needs to be at least as respectable as the offeror and the thing offered.  The 

concept in the Law of Moses was that unclean stuff dirties whatever it touches, not the other way 

around.  As the officiating priest, before presenting the ultimate sin offering, Jesus cleaned the 

mess made in the original Temple in heaven by anointing it with His own blood.65  The Levitical 

priests did the same thing before starting their day, sanctifying the Temple furniture.  Why would 

the temple in heaven need cleansing?  Because until the war in heaven,66 Satan and his guys had 

                                                 
60  Romans 5:7 
61  John 10:17 – 18 
62  “Without blemish” appears eighteen times with references to animals brought for sacrifice just in Leviticus. 
63  Romans 14:23 
64  e.g., Matthew 26:36 – 42 
65  Hebrews 9:23 
66  Revelation 12:9 
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free access.  They messed up the place.  Jesus had to set it right before the bailout could be 

completed. 

 Finally, before turning back to this characteristic of faith (Understanding What Sacrifice Is 

and Why I Need One), why was Jesus sacrificed just once?  New generations of people continue 

to mess up.  Many complex theories have been offered, some bordering on science fiction and 

disruptions in the space-time continuum.  The longest explanation in the New Testament is found 

in Hebrews 9:18 – 10:14.  Look at it this way; as Paul noted in Romans 2:14, every culture 

makes up its own code of conduct.  The codes may differ from one another in the details, but we 

can agree that we systematically fail to abide by the codes that we ourselves wrote and to which 

we agreed.  The right-and-wrong system has never worked in all of human history, not even a 

law code written by God.  The problem was not the code but the people.  So, everyone has run 

up a debt to justice because we agreed to abide by a certain code and did not live up to it.  1 John 

4:9 – 10 tells us that Jesus was sent to fix the debacle of the right-and-wrong economy. 

 What if you were to seek out people with maxed-out credit cards, pay off their debts, and 

give them back the cards?  A few might learn to spend more wisely, but most would be back in 

financial chaos in a short time.  My advice to such people has been to cut up the cards and deal 

with cash.  It works.  If we repeatedly pay off their debts, they learn nothing and become 

dependent on bailouts.  They may die solvent, but they never learned to handle money. 

 Jesus paid off our justice credit cards before the balance came due.  But He did not stop 

there and leave us in a cycle of failure.  In the continuously-forgiven doctrine, we never learn, we 

are just forgiven failures.  I don’t call that good news.  Instead, Jesus cancelled the paid-up right-

and-wrong economy and transferred us to a faith economy in which the ability to overcome 

ourselves in this life is promised (see Chapter 5:  Promises).  This faith economy has been 

around since the beginning, as evidenced by the list of faithful people in Hebrews 11 which 

includes Abel.  The problem was that we chose an alternate economy, the right-and-wrong 

economy, and went bankrupt.  Even if we figured out that we had opted into the wrong system 

and we wanted to switch, the debt had to be paid before we could get out, sort of like your cell-

phone plan. 

 Many teach that, after our initial forgiveness, if we make another bad choice, a common 

malady,67 we need to repent of that sin, ask for forgiveness, at which time we are back in good 

standing with God.  I call this revolving-door salvation.  In that system, what percentage of time 

do you suppose Christians spend in the acceptable category?  Further, this has Jesus being 

sacrificed again and again, not only when a new person becomes a Christian, but also every time 

a Christian repents.  This flies in the face of the principle stated clearly in Hebrews, that Jesus 

died once.  The answer is that Jesus died once to pay off and cancel the right-and-wrong system, 

allowing us to leave a failed economy and join the successful economy that had been there all 

along.  The question is whether we have Biblical faith, not whether we have made any bad 

choices since the last time we were thinking clearly. 

 Of course, the Perseverance of the Saints crowd has the ridiculous notion that we lose our 

ability to choose when we first become Christians, so if we sin after being forgiven, we were not 

really right in the first place.  Another explanation comes from the Unconditional Election camp, 

which says that, while we think we make choices, we really don’t, so God is the great deceiver.  

The More-Good-than-Bad group has decided that we just need to achieve an arbitrary passing 

score to get into heaven.  Seriously, if heaven were restricted to only those who scored more than 

                                                 
67  1 John 1:8 
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90%, we could destroy heaven in less than a week.  Then heaven would be just like earth, only 

longer. 

 As you can see, theologians have wrestled with this concept of one sacrifice for all time 

and battled through very complex arguments into positions of unreality.  Let’s keep it simple.  

Jesus’ sacrifice paid off the justice system once and for all.  Now the only question at judgment 

is, “Faith or not?”  It appears that, by paying off the right-and-wrong system, Jesus removed this 

threat of justice bankruptcy from all people, not just the faithful ones.68  Of course, that faith 

must be God’s brand of faith, not a generic substitute.  Jesus offered the sacrifice as a celebration 

of forgiveness.  Jesus was the sacrifice because of His flawless faith.  Jesus offered the sacrifice 

because He was the only one who wouldn’t gum it up in the process. 

 Why is an essential ingredient of faith that we understand what Biblical sacrifice is (as 

opposed to manipulative sacrifice) and that we understand that we need it?  Unfortunately, the 

concept of sacrifice has been badly abused over the centuries, being used to keep people feeling 

guilty, powerless, and inadequate.  The true objective is the opposite.  Understanding sacrifice 

gives us a realistic way to dispose of our guilt, puts us on the path to overcoming ourselves, and 

provides an objective acceptability.  To escape from oppressive guilt, we must understand what 

God’s idea of sacrifice is and trust that God’s method of dealing with bad choices is effective. 

 

• Hebrews 9:18 – 10:22  After a long comparison of Mosaic sacrifice and Jesus, the author 

concluded (10:19), “Therefore, brethren, having boldness to enter the Holiest by the blood 

of Jesus, by a new and living way which He consecrated for us, through the veil, that is, 

His flesh, and having a High Priest over the house of God, let us draw near with a true heart 

in full assurance of faith…”  Our faith is built upon understanding the sacrifice of Jesus. 

• 1 John 4:7 – 16  John connected “that He loved us and sent His Son to be the propitiation 

for our sins” (4:10) and “We have known and believed the love that God has for us” (4:16).  

Understanding sacrifice enables us to believe (have faith in, trust) God’s love. 

• Romans 3:21 – 26  Paul connected “a propitiation by His blood” (3:25) and “”That He 

might be just and the justifier of the one who has the faith of Jesus” (3:26).  The “faith of” 

versus “faith in” controversy is addressed at the end of this chapter.  Understanding His 

sacrifice enables us to have the type of faith for which God built the universe. 

• Romans 4:22 – 11  Abraham’s faith is a model for ours.  The objective of Jesus’ sacrifice 

was reconciliation, not just a bailout.  If my version of Christianity focuses on forgiveness, 

I have fallen well short of the purpose of creation.  God wants a big family that will last, 

not just a bunch of forgiven failures. 

 

 Note that this characteristic of Biblical faith is only one of seven (or some similar number 

from your own research).  For some, the forgiveness idea is the most important concept.  For 

others, not so much.  Some carry a huge load of guilt.  Others figure out that people can neither 

fix what they messed up nor pay a sufficient penalty; therefore, God needs to work this out.  The 

second group understands that something needs to be done, but the resolution is beyond their 

skill level and pay grade.  So, trust God.  My observation is that the guilt-laden have dominated 

the church for a long time, often carrying their guilt with them despite the sacrifice of Jesus.  

Guilt results in considerable passion, so generally sways the uninformed. 

                                                 
68  1 John 2:1 – 6, verse 2, “He Himself is the propitiation for our sins, and not for ours only, but also for the 

whole world.”  See the later section in this chapter, Where Does Forgiveness Fit? 
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 Further, the sacrifice of Jesus has been used to appeal to the self-centeredness of broken 

people.  The focus becomes the benefit to me, rather than Jesus’ expression of faith and love 

from which we learn faith and love.  As mentioned above, all the Mosaic sacrifices also were to 

illustrate the lives of faithful people.  If we are to have Biblical faith, we must become walking 

celebrations of forgiveness,69 those who lay down their lives for others,70 not because they are 

giving up anything, but because they have the right to do so, and those who are the faithful 

mediators71 won’t muck up the process. 

 Concerning the second half of this characteristic, the necessity of understanding that I need 

a sacrifice, those who do not understand that they have a debt to pay have a problem.  Without a 

sense of justice, they have no concept that right and wrong exist.  The modern theory is called 

Dialectic Materialism in which the standards of mankind evolve but have no absolutes.  Of 

course, when Marx and Engels developed this theory, they came to the conclusion that God does 

not exist because a being who defines and demonstrates all the positive character traits would 

invalidate their theory.  They chose to hang onto their theory in the face of overwhelming 

physical evidence to the contrary.  To be consistent with the evidence, we must accept that we 

have an insurmountable debt to justice or we must find some evidence that the Bible is not the 

proven message from the Creator. 

 Atheists are not the only ones who have trouble accepting that they have a debt to pay.  

Many who accept that God exists (and has all those wonderful traits) have a problem 

comprehending a system that does not depend on right and wrong.  We all live under one civil 

code or another, so we are accustomed to and comfortable with the right-and-wrong system.  A 

society without laws is unlikely to survive (anarchists notwithstanding).  As Paul put it in 1 

Timothy 1:9, “Law is not made for a righteous person, but for the lawless…”  Those who do not 

trust God in the way outlined in this chapter need laws to keep them in check.  Those who trust 

God often have a hard time graduating from that mindset. 

 If the right-and-wrong economy has been paid off and cancelled, what is the motivation to 

do the right thing?  The list of reasons given in the New Testament is fairly short: 

 

• We are the Temple of the living God, therefore cleanse yourselves, perfecting 

holiness in the fear of Christ.72 

• Unrighteousness is not “fitting.”73  Fitting? 

o “That the world may believe that Thou sent Me”74 

o “Be ye perfect as your heavenly Father is perfect”75 

• Malice and wickedness spoil sincerity and truth.76 

• Displaying the power of God.77 

• Works of the flesh are contrary to the fruit of the Spirit.78 

• We are no longer slaves of sin.79 

                                                 
69  Romans 12:1 - 2 
70  1 John 3:16 
71  1 Peter 2:5 et al 
72  2 Corinthians 6:16 – 7:1 
73  Romans 1:28, Galatians 5:1 – 14 
74  John 17:20 – 23 
75  Matthew 5:48 
76  1 Corinthians 5:8 
77  2 Corinthians 4:7 
78  Galatians 5:16 – 25, Colossians 2:18 – 3:10 
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• Everyone who has this hope purifies himself just as He is pure.80 

• Failing to put off the old man grieves the Holy Spirit of God.81 

• Inconsistent behavior causes the name of God to be blasphemed.82 

o Christian slaves who do not honor their unbelieving masters cause the name of 

God and His doctrine to be blasphemed.83 

o Poor behavior by older women (perhaps including all Christians) causes the word 

of God to be blasphemed.84 

 

 The motivation to do the right thing is based on love: love for God, love for the lost, love 

for one another.  But still, people ask, “Is it a sin if…”  My answer is, “If you have to ask, the 

answer is yes.”  Others object, “Then I could go out and rob a bank!”  If you really think God is 

going to fall for that one, you need to back up and think about the nature of God.  God says He 

can work with our shortcomings, but trust is essential.  The focus is not on behavior but trust.  

God knows if you trust Him, or if you are using the claim as an excuse.  Paul boiled down the 

rubric for behavior85 because the Christians in Corinth were having serious baggage issues.  Paul 

summed up how to choose with, “All things are lawful, but not all things are profitable and not 

all things build up.  Further, I need to ask myself if that behavior is controlling me or if I am 

controlling it.” 

 God’s opinion of your faith is the standard for acceptability.  For many, this is too 

frightening.  But the alternative is far worse.  If we remain in a right-and-wrong economy, we are 

doomed.  “For whoever shall keep the whole law, and yet stumble in one point, he is guilty of 

all.”86  The “good enough” theory (more than half good, better than the neighbors, or other 

arbitrary standards) is inconsistent.  We cannot go back in time or take a mulligan.  The harm we 

have caused cannot be reeled back in; it has spread out through so many lives that even finding 

all the effects of our bad choices is beyond human ability.  We must come to the realization that 

we don’t have what it takes to pay off justice, so we need out of the system.  But we have already 

accumulated an insurmountable debt, so we not only need out of the system, but we need 

someone to pay our debt just to become eligible.  Letting go of our debts and leaving others 

holding the bag is not right.  There ain’t no such thing as a free lunch.  Someone pays. 

 On a smaller scale, I feel the same way about bankruptcy.  The courts may absolve my 

debts, but someone is left with an uncollectable bill.  Being a business owner, I know how that 

feels.  Of course, I can’t just eat the debt or the business would not be able to pay me, so I must 

increase my prices to my honest customers.  Bottom line, financially responsible people pay the 

debts of financially irresponsible people.  So, Jesus came to actually pay the debts of the 

irresponsible, not just push them off on someone else.  But He is smart enough not to leave us in 

the same position that got us in so much trouble.  Jesus removed us from the right-and-wrong 

system.  We have the choice to go back and certainly fail again, or to accept the faith economy 

that was the purpose of creation. 

                                                                                                                                                             
79  Romans 6:1 – 18, 8:13 
80  1 John 3:3 
81  Ephesians 4:30 
82  Romans 2:24, Isaiah 52:5, Ezekiel 36:22 
83  1 Timothy 6:1 
84  Titus 2:5 
85  1 Corinthians 6:12 – 20, 10:23 – 33 
86  James 2:10 
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 The question of the acceptable quantity of faith (How Much Faith is Enough?) is addressed 

toward the end of this chapter. 

 

 A Realistic Hope of Heaven 

 Every high school teacher has known a young man who neglected his studies because he 

was absolutely convinced that he would soon be playing professional sports for an astronomical 

salary.  Different kids have different reasons for latching onto an obviously unrealistic 

expectation, most of which are heartbreaking.  But unrealistic hope is common, especially in the 

US because we, as a culture, foster the ideal of equality and liberty and that any kid can grow up 

to be president.  The governor of North Carolina, in a press interview, interpreted rioting after a 

police shooting in Charlotte in this way, “This is not really outrage over one shooting, but an 

expression of anger triggered by hopelessness.” 

 When we finally realize that our hopes will never come true, we can be devastated.  In a 

country founded on hope, the devastation potential is worse.  If you had been born in a Third 

World country dominated by a totalitarian government, having no realistic path to financial 

stability, liberty, peace, or improvement in any sphere, could you have hope?  Yet, various 

oppressed peoples of the world manage to find hope.  The question is whether that hope is 

realistic. 

 Various religious groups sell hope.  Jihadists sell hope of a Paradise that awaits those who 

blow themselves up in crowded places.  Hindu temples sell hope of health and well-being within 

the caste.  Buddhism sells hope of enlightenment.  Various churches sell hope in all sorts of 

things, depending on the denomination: health and wealth, a heavenly home in the future, a 

stable family, among others.  The official position of the Jehovah’s Witnesses hierarchy is that 

only 144,000 will go to heaven.  The point is not the nature of the hope, but whether it is 

realistic, based on reality. 

 People in each of those groups fervently and sincerely believe that their particular hope will 

be realized.  How do we know if our hope is realistic?  In modern usage, hope and reality are 

opposites.  But in the Bible, hope is a confident expectation based on evidence.  Even so, what is 

necessary for a confident expectation to be realistic?  What does the New Testament say is the 

evidence upon which my hope should be founded?  The following passages are examples of that 

connection between faith and hope.  The items are not listed by any sort of importance, but only 

in the order they appear in the New Testament. 

 (Romans 4:16 – 5:5)  Several concepts about faith are woven into this context; hope is my 

point right now.  The example is the hope of Abraham87 who, although being nearly 100 years 

old and his wife about ninety, who had never been able to have children together despite a lot of 

trying, believed God when He promised that children would come.  Abraham had direct 

conversations with God and witnessed miraculous things,88 so his hope was based on direct 

evidence, not wishful thinking.  On what is modern hope based?  Paul wrote, “Now hope does 

not disappoint because the love of God has been poured out in our hearts by the Holy Spirit who 

was given to you.”.89  In this context, New Testament hope is built upon the fact that, after 

becoming Christians, we observed ourselves acting in new ways based on new attitudes.  Paul 

sums up this newness as “love,” which, in the Bible, means “doing what is best for the other 

                                                 
87  Romans 4:18 
88  Genesis 15 
89  Romans 5:5 
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person regardless of the effect on me.”  When I observe a change in character in myself, when I 

begin acting for the benefit of others rather than for myself, I have hope that God thinks I am 

achieving the purpose of creation: growing faith. 

 (Romans 8:20 – 24)  Paul’s point is based on the observation that the world is in a 

downward spiral.  Creation happened because God needed an incubator for faith.  Because faith 

is meaningless without choice, bad choices had to be on the table.  Not only would all of creation 

go downhill because of the inevitable bad choices, the world itself was created with its own 

built-in problems like tornados, earthquakes, famines, and such like.  The choice between 

trusting God and trusting myself had to be clear (see Chapter 7:  The Problem of Evil).  So, Paul 

anthropomorphizes creation (which includes people) as having a hope of escaping this decay 

because of the nature of the Creator.90  Secondly, our hope is based on the “firstfruits of the 

Spirit”,91 which are the positive character traits that we develop as a result of the Spirit (see 

Chapter 5:  Promises for a detailed explanation).  When we see character development in 

ourselves that we cannot explain by any self-help method, we have a foundation for hope.  Paul 

added a postscript to the idea; we cannot see the details of the deliverance of creation (including 

ourselves) from decay, but our hope that is based on the physical evidence of the Spirit gives us 

perseverance.92 

 (Romans 15:4)  The Old Testament gives us hope because it contains the history of God 

with regard to promises.  We have a realistic expectation based on a flawless track record. 

 (Romans 15:13)  We have hope because of the power that the Holy Spirit demonstrates. 

 (1 Corinthians 15:19)  The context of chapter 15 is the evidence for Jesus’ resurrection 

based on the Old Testament predictions plus over 500 eyewitnesses.  With this track record, hope 

based on promises concerning the next life has a solid foundation. 

 (Colossians 1:3 – 6)  This hope was founded on “the word of the truth of the gospel,” the 

body of thought concerning the reality of good news.  The point here is that the hope possessed 

by the Christians in Colossae was founded on a philosophically sound and positive description of 

reality.  In addition, this hope was “bringing forth fruit and growing.”  This conclusion is 

referenced a few paragraphs down for the same purpose.93  

 (1 Thessalonians 1:2 – 7)  Faith is built on hope and continues by patience.  What made the 

hope of the Christians in Thessalonica realistic was the power that accompanied the message 

(miracles by Paul, Silas, and Timothy), the work of the Spirit in character development, the 

character of those who brought the good news, and the joy they experienced as a result. 

 (1 Thessalonians 5:8)  A realistic hope protects our intellectual conclusions from doubts 

that could turn us back before reaching the goal. 

 (Titus 1:1 – 4)  Faith must include a hope of eternal life based on the flawless track record 

of God and receipt of a gracious nature, mercy (an intense desire to fix what ails you), and peace 

(overcoming anxiety and stress). 

 (Titus 3:4 – 8)  Becoming heirs (becoming members of the big family that will last, the 

purpose of creation) is partially dependent on a hope of eternal life.  That hope is based on the 

kindness and love of God, His intense desire to fix what ails us, and the work of the Spirit that 

dwells in us. 

                                                 
90  Romans 8:20 
91  Romans 8:23 
92  Romans 8:24 – 25 
93  Colossians 1:21 – 23 
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 (Hebrews 6:10 – 20)  Hope is neither automatic nor easy.  Diligence is required.  In this 

paragraph, that hope is based on the flawless track record of God, which carries hope through 

difficulties. 

 (Hebrews 11:1, 3, 13 – 16)  Hope implies that the objective is not yet visible.  An example 

of how hope fills in the blanks about things we cannot prove directly is the concept of creation.  

As addressed in chapter 1, the opposite of Created is Always Been, not the Big Bang or 

evolution.  We accept that Created is true because a communication, the Bible, can be 

demonstrated to be from the Creator.  How the Creator accomplished Creation is beyond human 

ability to uncover independently, so we accept the explanation we find in Genesis.  By the same 

logic, that the message from the Creator says so, we have a confident expectation that the 

purpose of creation, a big family that will last, is a reality.  So, we treat this life as transitory.  We 

are spirits having a physical experience, not humans having a spiritual experience. 

 (1 Peter 1:3 – 5)  Hope is described as living, not static or outdated, based on an historical 

event (the resurrection of Jesus), with the result of being a part of that big family that will last: 

the purpose of creation. 

 (1 Peter 1:13)  Hope is to be based on “the grace that is to be brought to you.”  Theologians 

have argued for centuries about the exact definition of that phrase.  If we drop back to our 

assumptions about this communication from the creator, the meaning must be something sensible 

and discoverable by ordinary people.  So, when two explanations both display good reading 

comprehension and sensibility, both probably are right.  The grace to be brought could be 

understood as the gracious nature of God being displayed to us, or it could be the gracious nature 

being deposited in us by the work of the Spirit.  For certain, “grace” does not describe 

“unmerited favor,” which is a poor definition made popular by eloquent speakers who failed to 

check what the word meant to the people of the First Century.  “The revelation of Jesus Christ” 

should be understood as the time when Jesus returned in 70 AD in the destruction of Jerusalem.  

Many apply this description at the end time when the universe will cease to exist in a physical 

sense but certainly is untrue because the original audience to whom Peter wrote are all dead, and 

the universe is still here, so, for them, this hope would have failed.  “The revelation” also could 

be the time when the reader comprehends the character of Jesus, not necessarily in the historical 

destruction of Jerusalem. 

 (1 Peter 1:18 – 21)  The type of hope that is characteristic of Biblical faith is based on the 

documented fact that God set in motion before Creation ever took place the plan to build that big 

family that will last.  God is not playing catch-up on a bad design.  Secondly, the Mosaic concept 

of sacrifice (a celebration of forgiveness with family and friends in the presence of God) 

illustrates that hope.  Thirdly, the historical evidence of Jesus’ resurrection is the foundation of 

hope.  Fourthly, the parade of the positive character traits of Jesus (glory) gives substance to the 

theory.  In this one short letter, Peter connects hope and faith four times, the foundations for 

which would be good material for 3:15, “Be ready to give a defense to everyone who asks you 

for the hope that is in you.” 

 (1 John 3:2 – 3)  Faith includes hope.  Hope includes being pure in the same way that Jesus 

was pure.  That is a tall order, but the work of the Spirit described in 1 John and many other 

places in the New Testament provides substance to this outrageous objective. 

 Faith without that confident expectation based on evidence is not Biblical faith.  Biblical 

hope includes being a family member of God forever, that God thinks I am meeting His 

objectives for Creation.  The physical evidence upon which my hope is based are the work of the 

Spirit causing me to accomplish things that ordinary humans cannot do, God’s flawless track 
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record of keeping promises, numerous predictions accomplished by God both on time and every 

time, numerous eye-witnesses to the resurrection, the collection of positive character traits that 

was Jesus, the fact that God prepared a plan before creation rather than responding to the 

disasters of humanity, that God has an intense desire to fix what ails me, and responding to the 

philosophically sensible and positive message. 

 

 Knowing and Acting upon the Promises of God 

 Faith is a word familiar to everyone.  Even in a non-religious context, someone may avow 

faith in a person or an institution.  But if I ask, “Faith in what?” the most common answer is 

“Faith in what I believe.”  But faith is the noun form of believe; having faith in what one believes 

says nothing.  Some people have faith that God will do certain things for them, although there is 

no documentation that God ever promised to do what they expect.  Some people have a handle 

on one or two actual promises from God, but those promises generally have to do with events in 

the future (like heaven) and generally only promises with direct benefits.  I call it the birthday-

present mentality. 

 Trusting God (faith) is centered on trusting that what God promised will come to pass, and 

acting accordingly.  For example, if you ask God to intervene in a situation, such as asking that 

someone who is deathly sick become well, and you observe the requested result, and you thank 

God, you are late.  You have no faith.  If you trusted God, you would thank Him for handling the 

situation at the time of the request, not after you got what you wanted.  Of course, God did not 

promise to heal every sick person for whom I pray (just think of the impact on the health care 

industry!), so I should frame the prayer as a request, not a demand.  Historically, God has been 

known to change history for His friends.  But, at other times He has had to say, “No.”  I need to 

have confidence that God knows what He is doing and will process my request in the best 

possible way, regardless of how I would like to see it play out. 

 If, however, I know what God actually promised, I can, appropriately, be much more 

demanding.  Read the Psalms of David.  Many times David demanded that God come through 

because God had promised.  Being downright pushy with God is OK if I know the facts.  The 

catch is that I need to know what God has actually promised.  Of course, God does not fall for 

entrapment (Jesus called it tempting God94).  Fervent prayer that God make it come out in the 

only way I can see is, by definition, short-sighted.  Prayer requires thought so that we dial back 

our human perception and leave the result open to God’s infinitely wider perspective.  I am free, 

even encouraged, to ask for what I want, but I must express confidence in however God chooses 

to work it out because He’s a lot smarter than I am. 

 Just knowing the promises is not enough.  We need to act on them if our faith is to be 

Biblical faith.  I gave an illustration above about praying for the recovery of sick people.  If you 

don’t thank God for handling it at the same time as the request, where is the faith?  If we let good 

deeds languish for lack of funds, where’s the faith?  But, we must not go so far as to attempt to 

manipulate God, or try to force God to do it my way.  I have, on countless occasions, had a good 

laugh at my own expense when something I demanded (based on a promise) came to pass in a 

way that I had never imagined – and it was so much slicker than my conception.  The chapter 

about Promises contains many stories and examples. 

                                                 
94  Matthew 4:7, Luke 4:12 



Think as a Spirit Chapter 4:  The Faith Economy 

 

56 

 

 In this small section, my point is to show that Biblical faith includes the notion that God 

has made a boat-load of promises, and that God expects us to treat them as done deals.  Here are 

a few passages that make that connection: 

 (Romans 4:20 – 25)  To be those “who believe in Him,” we must make our choices based 

on the certainty of God’s promises.  In Abraham’s case, I suspect that Abraham and Sarah did 

their part in making Isaac happen, as opposed to doing nothing and expecting God to take care of 

everything.  And before we make the culturally induced assumption that a man of 99 would not 

be able to do much, remember that Abraham had at least six more children with Keturah after 

Sarah died.95  And, Sarah’s reaction to the promise was, “After I have grown old, shall I have 

pleasure, my lord being old also?”96  I doubt she referred to childbirth as pleasure.  As a more 

current example, the New Testament contains many promises that we will, with the help of the 

Spirit that dwells in us, be able to overcome ourselves in this life.  Yet, as Lynyrd Skynyrd’s 

Free Bird, we say, “Lord, I can’t change.” 

 (Galatians 3:14, 22)  The promise of the Spirit is received by those with faith.  Faith 

includes an essential characteristic of acting on those promises.  In the context of Galatians, 

many functions of the Spirit were promised.  One that jumps out to most people is forgiveness 

(justification, redemption, and such like).  One might say that we have little control over such 

gifts from God, but we do.  I have known many good, honest, sincere, church-going people who 

are plagued with guilt over their pasts.  If God promises that we are forgiven, we need to act that 

way.  If we are promised that we have “put on Christ,” that “Christ is formed in you,” then we 

should expect it to happen and stop excusing ourselves because “I’m only human.”  That is a 

legalistic thought.  We are promised the faith of Jesus, not that we won’t make bad choices.  I 

should expect the fruit of the Spirit to be displayed. 

 (Ephesians 1:13 – 14)  “You were sealed with the Holy Spirit of promise, who is the 

guarantee of our inheritance.”  In more modern translations, “guarantee” is more descriptively 

translated as “down-payment.”  A down payment happens long before closing.  This is not a 

promise about the future but the past (“You were”).  A down payment is physical, not a 

handshake or a verbal contract, so we have something we can measure.  The rest of Ephesians 

enumerates lots of examples: wisdom, knowledge, enlightenment, hope, to name just a few.  A 

down payment is much smaller than the purchase price.  So these items are small by comparison 

to the full inheritance.  Yet, sincere church-goers do not believe they can understand and have 

only a marginal, wistful hope.  If you can’t see the down payment that is the result of faith, you 

don’t have Biblical faith.  I suspect that you bought some beach-front property in Arizona. 

 (Hebrews 3:19 – 4:1)  In this place, the promise refers to heaven.  It seems that some 

Christians in that day believed a theory promoted by the Sadducees that the Promised Rest was 

accomplished when Joshua led the Israelites into the Promised Land, a notion which our author 

dispels in the next paragraph.  The point in these two verses is that the promise of heaven for the 

faithful is real, so we need to fear for those who are like the Israelites in the wilderness who 

could not enter the Promised Land because of their unbelief.  Joshua and Caleb, the only two 

Israelites who left Egypt as adults who were able to enter Canaan, believed God’s outrageous 

promises and campaigned for immediate invasion.97  Lack of confidence in His promises (and 

God knows whether we have confidence or not) spells disaster. 

                                                 
95  Genesis 25:1, 1 Chronicles 1:32 
96  Genesis 18:12 
97  Numbers 13 
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 (Hebrews 6:9 – 12)  My suspicion (since I don’t have the ability to read the hearts of 

people as God does) is that many sincere church-goers have been taught a false humility that, 

while they may trust that God’s promises are real, they are not real for them, that a humble 

person would never announce confidence.  Surely, many obnoxious people have touted their 

beliefs to the disdain of the observer.  But apprehensive indecision is not the answer either.  Both 

Jesus and Moses were described as exceedingly humble.  Yet they were confident (in Moses’ 

case, he was confident most of the time).  False humility is more often laziness. 

 (Hebrews 11:13)  Faith based on promises requires that we alter our world view, not just sit 

back and wait for things to happen. 

 (Hebrews 11:33)  Numerous Old Testament characters were promised various things, and 

they all came to fruition on time.  Because of this flawless track record of promises from God, 

certainly we should be able to muster the same fantastic outcomes.  The catch is that we need to 

know what has been promised to us.  In 1 Samuel 4, the Israelites decided that the ark of the 

covenant at the head of the army would guarantee victory.  They lost not only the battle, but also 

the ark.  If they had only stuck with the promises God actually made, they would have been fine. 

 (2 Peter 1:4 – 7)  An essential characteristic of faith is trusting the promise that we are able 

to take on the divine nature while on earth.  Many church-goers have been taught that this 

transformation occurs only at Judgment, that while on earth we will always be hapless failures.  

But in this context, the original audience was instructed to accumulate a series of godly character 

traits while on earth, not after death.  The same idea may be found in 2 Corinthians 3:18 

(“We…are being transformed into the same image”), Hebrews 12:22 – 24 (“you have come 

to…the spirits of just men made perfect”), 1 Peter 1:13 – 16 (“not conforming yourselves to the 

former lusts…but as He who called you is holy, you also be holy in all your conduct”), and 

more. 

 

 Obedience to Faith 

 Obedience has been a hot-button issue for a few centuries.  At one extreme are those who 

determine acceptability through behavior, overlooking the many passages about faith being the 

one criterion.  At the other extreme are those who are so afraid of legalism that they reduce faith 

to a feeling and confidently declare “faith only,” which James 2:14 – 26 contradicts.  People such 

as these, at the margins, are the most colorful, so command the most attention.  Both are 

woefully out of touch with the New Testament.  Our task is to stay somewhere near the yellow 

line. 

 Certainly, faith (with all the characteristics in this chapter, whether you have more or fewer 

categories) is essential to acceptance because the universe was created as an incubator for faith.  

It seems obvious to me that we should track with the purpose of creation.  The family God is 

assembling has trust as its primary feature.  But trust is just an empty claim until we put it into 

action.  The action itself is not what is important, but the completion of what we claim.  Looking 

from the other direction, if you don’t do anything with it, how will anyone know what you 

believe?  If you say one thing but do another, no one will believe you. 

 Some people lean a little to the intellect side, others a little to the action side.  Each can 

learn from the other.  If we only hang out with those with whom we agree, we are unlikely to 

uncover our own foibles. 

 A major stumbling block has been the definition of obedience, which implies action.  Most 

equate obedience with adhering to the directives of church leaders, whatever your group calls 
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them.  I think that’s the problem.  This obedience is not about morality or church rituals or 

following directions.  It is about acting in concert with your principles, being consistent.  Think 

of it as saying, “I trust what God said and this is what I am doing because I trust that promise.”  

Everyone will be obedient in a different way, partly because people are different, and partly 

because everyone has a different maturity of faith.  I encourage the reader to evaluate each 

context and make every effort to set aside easy assumptions.  Rather, ask the question, “What 

does this passage tell me about my physical response to my trust in God’s promises?” 

 (Romans 1:5)  Paul announced that his objective, based on being granted a gracious nature 

(in stark contrast to his previous nature as the Pharisee, Saul of Tarsus) and authority to spread 

the good news, was “obedience to the faith among all nations.”  Rather than jumping to a 

favorite church doctrine, a much better understanding may be gained by simply reading Romans, 

which tells how Paul proposed to accomplish his objective in central Italy.  Obviously, he 

covered a lot of topics in this letter.  So, he proposed to achieve this obedience through many 

ideas.  In each case, certain behaviors were compared and contrasted with what would be 

expected logically of someone developing a divine nature.  It is all common sense stuff, not 

church rules stuff.  Paul closed out the letter with the exact same statement.98  An example from 

the middle of the letter99 gives a feel for how this obedience is to be accomplished, “If you live 

according to the flesh you will die; but if by the Spirit you put to death the deeds of the body, 

you will live.”  Certainly, behavior is the subject.  But notice how the behavior is accomplished, 

“by the Spirit.”  Success is not by superior self-control or by regulation, but by letting the Spirit 

do its job.  The focus is still faith.  Without faith, Paul says we would be unsuccessful.100 

 (Galatians 5:5 – 7)  Faith and obedience work together, not in conflict.  The Christians in 

Galatia (central Turkey) had started out trusting the power of God and the work of the Spirit, but 

had been diverted by those who introduced seemingly sensible regulations for achieving the goal.  

But the regulation (in this example, circumcision, which, with the support of selective quotations 

from the Law of Moses, can sound pretty convincing) was obscuring the real objective, which is 

love (doing what is best for the other person regardless of the effect on me).  Faith working 

through love is not purely intellectual, and neither does it relate to church rituals or morality, but 

rather trusting God to provide the means for helping others.  That type of obedience sounds 

much more interesting to me. 

 (Philippians 2:12 – 13)  The letters in the New Testament contain several lists of bad 

behaviors and several examples of individual or groups of Christians who let culture overcome 

the obedience of faith.  This reference sits high on my list because it lets me know that the Spirit 

that dwells in me is promised to produce not only an improved behavioral batting average, but 

also the desire to work at it.  Of course, “work” has become another hot-button word in modern 

Christianity, but it should not be.  If we just take the time to look up all the passages about 

“works,” we will find that sometimes the result of faith is works, a very good thing; but 

sometimes we want to feel accepted by God because we do nice stuff, a very bad thing.  As a 

side point, the fear and trembling (yes, it is knee-knocking fear – the Greek word is where we get 

our word phobia) is about the rescue of others, not fear for ourselves.  Start reading back in 2:1 

to get the context.  One-liners are theologically dangerous. 

 (2 Thessalonians 1:3 – 12)  “The work of faith with power” describes something real that 

was at the root of the improbable spread of the gospel.  If Western Christianity were to take it 

                                                 
98  Romans 16:26 
99  Romans 8:13 
100  Romans 8:7 
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seriously, I suspect that we would see a huge rise in church attendance.  I did not say “modern 

Christianity” to include the whole world because I know Christians in Islamic countries who get 

attention for the gospel because of the power they display, not because of their personally-life-

threatening theology.  This reminds me of “We have this treasure in earthen vessels that the 

excellence of the power may be of God and not of us.”101  The Christians in Thessalonica 

displayed that power, as described briefly in the first part of the paragraph.  The “obey” word is 

in verse 8, describing unbelievers as those who do not obey the gospel.  The obedience of the 

Christians of Thessalonica was characterized by a power that arises from faith, not doing nice 

things and performing meaningful rituals.  Of course, doing nice things is good, but unbelievers 

can do nice things, too.  Paul reminded them about the many times when they accomplished, by 

virtue of their faith and the Spirit that dwelt in them, what humans cannot do.  If you can’t 

remember doing anything that was clearly beyond your ability, you really need to re-check what 

faith is and how the Spirit is supposed to work.  Many groups cover up the necessity of 

accomplishing the humanly impossible with the trite claim that everything that they do is a work 

of God.  Many such groups advocate responding to a compliment with, “Praise God,” as though 

God were responsible for the action for which thanks was being offered.  First, this is rude.  The 

person thanked you, not God.  Second, the person who thanked you did not see anything 

superhuman about what you did, so diverting the thanks to God is an unsupported assertion 

which makes Christianity appear irrational.  Third, without evidence, you have no way to know 

if God should be thanked for that action or not.  Based on the fact that you did it and the other 

person thanked you for it does not mean God liked it.  The probability that the whole mess was a 

cultural cover-up for what the Spirit was trying to accomplish is significant. 

 (Hebrews 11:6)  Examples of the type of faith that pleases God fill the chapter.  In 11:8, 

“By faith Abraham obeyed when…”  God promised; Abraham did something about his trust.  

Although the central verb of 11:6 is “believe,” the chapter is full of what those faithful people of 

the Old Testament did.  Choosing to do something because God has made a promise is consistent 

faith.  Pretending that one can have acceptable faith but make no choices based on that trust is 

self-deception. 

 (James 2:14 – 26)  Although the word, obey, is not used in the paragraph, doing stuff 

because of faith is the subject.  The difference between Romans and Galatians on the one hand, 

versus James on the other is that Paul cautions against trying to earn a place in the family, while 

James cautions against using intellectual faith as an excuse to do nothing with what God has 

promised.  For example, 1 John 2:27 relays the promise that we do not need teachers (although 

listening to various ideas helps avert self-deception), yet many clergymen sincerely believe that 

they are essential to the process. 

 (1 Peter 1:20 – 23)  The exact definition of “obeying the truth” cannot be derived from this 

paragraph, but we can be certain that it includes love and results in a purified soul.  When we 

first start out in this faith business, we generally bring with us at least the legal limit of baggage.  

Whittling our treasures down (disposing of our well-developed bad habits and coping 

mechanisms) is one of the jobs of the Spirit.  It seems that we have a part in letting this happen.  

We can do what the promises imply, or we can keep making choices based on what has yet to 

actually work. 

 

                                                 
101  2 Corinthians 4:7 
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 Evangelism 

 Just the word, evangelism, strikes fear in the hearts of most church-goers.  Misguided but 

charismatic church leaders enthusiastically beat the drum while simultaneously muting hope.  

And, the same sincere religion professionals misunderstand the reasons behind the hesitance of 

the rank-and-file, so they dumb down the curriculum in a vain hope of producing statistics that 

provide an illusion of success.  (Yes, I was once a public school teacher.  I know how this 

works.) 

 Many groups use tracts, summaries of what that group considers essential, so the non-

clergy can spread the gospel.  The first problem is the clergy-laity divide – not a biblical concept.  

Second is the summary; something important is missing.  Third is that it does not solve any 

problems.  The users still don’t know what they are doing.  They spout the summaries, but can’t 

answer questions.  The gospel becomes just another version of legalism; meet my list and you 

can go to heaven. 

 Many groups reserve evangelism for the professionals.  The amateurs become like sports 

fans, rabidly interested but not actually contributing – except that the fans also watch the 

commercials and buy the products that the players or the league endorse and for which the 

hierarchy receives promotional consideration.  Of course, I have no hope of playing in the NBA.  

Age, height, and coordination challenges have forced me to accept reality, which is my sad 

illustration of the state of evangelism in the church today. 

 What the professionals forget is that the ordinary Christian has been promised 

extraordinary ability.  If God had promised us basketball skill, some (I like to think I am in this 

group) would surpass Michael Jordan while the vast majority of church-goers would remain 

couch potatoes.  The difference is the faith to make decisions based on what God promised.  

Most church-goers do not expect to accomplish the humanly impossible. 

 Evangelism is not mysterious or frightening or embarrassing or even difficult.  We 

routinely tell others about products and processes that we have personally found effective.  If you 

found a way to lose unwanted weight without diet or exercise, you would be so excited that 

people would start avoiding you to keep from hearing about it again.  If you stumbled onto a way 

to eliminate math anxiety, you would be holding seminars in packed houses of at-the-end-of-

their-rope parents.  If you found the key to communicating with autistic kids, you would 

probably die of malnutrition because you wouldn’t think to stop and eat. 

 If you want success in evangelism, drop back and learn faith.  The same goes for 

overcoming bad habits, developing a passion for fixing what ails people you know, finding 

patience and gentleness and kindness, or being at peace with God and with yourself.  Know what 

God promised.  Trust that He is able to perform. 

 The following passages connect faith and evangelism, but not in a legalistic way.  Only 

leaders who do not trust followers will establish quotas.  Instead, get excited about seeing those 

miraculous promises happen.  Interestingly, if you read all the “joy” passages in the New 

Testament and look for the basis for that joy, you will find that every one of them links joy with 

the successes of faith, either yours or that of someone else.  Joy is hard to contain – much to the 

chagrin of the angry young men of this world. 

 The key to evangelism (admit it, you have been looking for this line) is to listen to discover 

what the other person perceives as the real problem.  Of course, you need to probe a little to help 

the person uncover the root of the problem, not some superficial inconvenience.  Then, match up 

the problem with a promise.  Everyone has a different set of perceived needs.  God’s response is, 
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“I can work with that.”  Christians are the matchmakers, putting perceived needs with real cures.  

Organized religion fails at this because the hierarchy has a severe case of transference.  What is 

most important to them “must” be most important to all those unbelievers out there.  Another 

unfortunate malady of Christendom is that, the longer we have faith, the less we remember what 

it was like to not know that God promised to fix what ails us.  Therefore, listening becomes 

essential.  The other person’s need may or may not be (in our semi-divine wisdom) very 

important or even real, but it is that person’s perceived need, so what I think does not matter.  An 

illustration from our kids in Cameroon is that, no matter what disease you have, if you go to the 

doctor the diagnosis will be either malaria or typhoid, regardless of what you really have.  The 

recommended treatment will match the diagnosis.  And, unfortunately, over 90% of the 

medicines are fakes, so even if you had one of those two diseases, the medicine would not work 

most of the time.  (Most malaria medicines in West Africa are actually low-dose Viagra.)  We 

need to let the other person tell us what is wrong, then offer validated promises from the book, in 

context, not snake-oil summaries that make the victim feel a little better for a few hours. 

 (2 Corinthians 4:1 – 6:10)  By far the longest passage about evangelism in the New 

Testament, this treatise rests on the previous paragraph (3:16 – 18).  We look in the “mirror” and 

see a parade of godly character traits (glory) because our characters are being transformed into 

His character.  Watching the miracle take place in us, day by day, is exciting.  “Therefore,” as 

4:1 begins, because God is fixing what ails us (mercy102), we keep plugging along: 

(4:2) We clean up our act, not because it will get us into heaven (faith does that, not 

behavior) but because people won’t believe what we say if we are a mess.  Also, 

we handle the Word carefully, checking the context twice and making sure what 

they received is what I intended to transmit. 

(4:3 – 4) Not everyone will respond. Get over it. 

(4:5 - 6) It’s not about me.  The only thing people should remember is Jesus.  I should be 

forgettable.  Light was put in me so it could shine on them.  I’m just a fiber optic 

cable. 

(4:7 – 12) If a bunch of crackpots can do the unexplainable, people will assume that 

something bigger than us made it happen.  If we handle the disappointments of 

life with graciousness (not air-headedness), people who want more from life will 

see what they really want: to handle life. 

(4:13) This quote from Psalm116:10 could be called the biggest no-brainer in the Bible.  

If your lips aren’t flapping, don’t force yourself or succumb to guilt.  You will be 

miserable.  Instead, drop back and learn what faith is and the promises upon 

which we depend. 

(4:14 – 5:9) Think as a spirit, not as a mud suit.  We have a down-payment, the Holy Spirit, 

through whom we do stuff that ordinary people cannot.  We are eager to move on, 

but we stay here to spread the message. 

(5:10 – 11) Our terror is for them, not for us.  That’s why we speak up.  An Interstate bridge 

in Oklahoma collapsed, but the missing section was not visible until cars were too 

                                                 
102  Mercy is one step beyond compassion.  A good substitute is “an intense desire to fix what ails you.”  Mercy 

has been warped over the centuries, so many Bible dictionaries (which only report common usage; they do 

not establish or validate definitions) describe mercy as “not getting something that you deserve.”  But in 

Matthew 9:27, two blind men cried out, “Son of David, have mercy on us.”  They sought healing, not an 

escape from judgment.  Kittel, G., Friedrich, G., eds. Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, 1976, 

Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, Grand Rapids, II:477 – 485. 
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close to stop.  The first man over the edge, despite personal injury and a lot of 

pain, scrambled up the rubble and ran back down the middle of the on-coming 

lane to force people to stop.  He did not stand by and watch them pile up; he did 

not blame anyone for the disaster; he did not count his blessings because he 

survived.  He immediately risked his life again to stop others.  People who saw 

him thought he was crazy and perhaps dangerous.  But he saved a lot of lives. 

(5:12 – 13) The biggest names in modern Christendom collect large audiences of people who 

listen comfortably; they don’t run screaming the wrong way on the Interstate. 

(5:14 – 15) “The love of Christ compels us.”  No further illustration necessary. 

(5:16 – 17) Think as a spirit.  Repetition is the first (and second and third) law of learning. 

(5:18 – 6:2) An incredible number of churches preach salvation, equating forgiveness with 

eternal life.  That message is out of step with the purpose of creation and leaves 

out the majority of the good news.  Faith is the sole criterion at Judgment.  

Certainly, the sacrifice of Jesus was necessary to bail us out of spiritual 

bankruptcy, but that just makes us eligible.  Faith gives us life.  That life comes 

with a job, which is a big disappointment to those who want to scoot inside the 

gate and take a nap.  We who have faith have been given the job of ambassador.  

God could have organized His kingdom any way He wanted.  He could have 

rained Bibles, each person being hit by the version in his language and at his 

reading level.  He could have sent legions of angels in gleaming attire with 

flaming swords preaching fantastic and flawless messages designed specifically 

for each hearer.  But, instead, God entrusted the spread of the gospel, and the 

church, to people.  If I didn’t know God pretty well, I’d think He had a lapse in 

judgment on that part of the plan.  Ambassadors are the skilled workmen of 

international relations.  Why was Colin Powell such a great Special Ambassador 

in several delicate negotiations?  Because everyone knew that he would not lie.  

Character always wins. 

(6:3 – 10) No tuxedos.  No limousines.  We make many rich.  We possess everything of 

value.  Our behavior makes people stop and take a second look. 

 (1 Corinthians 2:12 – 16)  We are promised help to make the message clear to outsiders. 

 (Ephesians 3:10 – 11)  Our job is to teach angels.  Spirits who live with God don’t have the 

opportunity to trust; they have “sight.”  So, even if no humans in our locale care about the 

gospel, we still have a job.  What attitude will angels develop who watch me? 

 (1 Thessalonians 1:8)  The Christians of Thessalonica were ordinary folks who had heard 

the gospel only a few months previously.  Yet, they had spread the message so quickly and so 

well, that they beat Paul to several places.  Most likely, these travelling Thessalonian Christians 

were simply going about their normal business affairs, which included trade.  They talked to the 

people they met. 

 (1 Peter 3:15)  Notice that this advice presupposes that someone would ask about their 

hope.  We all agree that this world (both then and now) is a mess.  If you consistently rise above 

the continuing disaster with a hopeful, peaceful demeanor, people will wonder what you have 

been smoking and ask where to get it.  The Billy Joel song, Piano Man, ascribes as a primary 

motive of the patrons of the bar, “To forget about life for a while.”  What if we reacted to life on 

earth with hope leading to anticipation rather than depression requiring escape?  But before 

spreading this notion too far, sell your brewery and pharmaceutical stocks. 
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Faith In Versus Faith Of 

 Comparing English translations back to the KJV, a major shift in the presentation of faith 

has occurred.  Obviously, translators are people, and people have their various biases.  

Theological heritage influences how professional, highly skilled translators do their job.  One set 

of passages that troubles me reveals a shift from “the faith of Jesus” to “faith in Jesus.”  Most 

modern translators make the claim that the preposition can be translated a dozen different ways, 

so this shift is scholastically permissible.  However, their logic fails.  The Greek in which the 

New Testament was written had a large group of prepositions, just like English.  Each had a 

meaning.  If each could be used in overlapping ways, precision of language would be lost.  

Further, as can be seen in the constant simplification of every language on earth, Greek in the 

First Century was much more precise and exacting than our modern English.  Certainly, 

prepositions can be used in a figurative sense, but the meaning does not change.  Rather, the 

literal meaning lends color to the illustration.  For example, Greek has a preposition that is 

equivalent to our preposition, into.  In its literal sense, that preposition is used in phrases like 

“into the boat.”  In its most famous figurative usage (Acts 2:38), we have the phrase, 

“baptized…into the remission of sins.”  But, theologians argue over whether the preposition 

should be translated “for” or “because of.”  Both are wrong; it is “into.”  Obviously, this is a 

figure of speech.  One cannot literally be immersed into a concept.  I will leave the 

understanding of the figure of speech to the reader (as the translators should have done) because 

my point is not to present a position paper on baptism, but to illustrate a point, that translators try 

to give us too much “help.”  We would be better off if they would leave the figures of speech 

alone and let us figure them out.  But, in general, leaders don’t trust followers, so I expect that 

they will continue to attempt to dumb down the message for us, the ignorant, less spiritual 

masses. 

 Here are the “faith of” passages that have not-so-mysteriously become “faith in.”  Other 

passages are rightly translated “faith in,” examples of which appear after the “faith of” 

quotations.  Some passages illustrate the role of our faith in this redemption process, others the 

role of Jesus’ faith.  Without Jesus’ faith, His sacrifice would not have had the same meaning.  I 

won’t go so far as to say that it was essential because that would require that I know everything 

God knows.  Rather, the faith of Jesus plays a key role in the way God chose to work out 

redemption.  The fact that Jesus never turned loose of His faith made His sacrifice adequate and 

provides for us the standard by which we are to measure our faith.  Jesus’ faith removes the 

cultural baggage, excuses, and self-deception from the picture.  We are no longer in a “good 

enough” economy, which is legalism, but an absolute economy in which we are recipients of a 

promise to be transformed while still breathing.  As a side note, if we were transformed into 

Jesus’ character, and therefore His faith, only at Judgment, then someone I have never met would 

go to heaven wearing my nametag.  My opinion is that the removal of references to Jesus’ faith 

sprang from a lack of understanding of the humanity of Jesus, that He made real choices and had 

the ability to choose badly (otherwise Hebrews 4:15 and the Temptation scenes in Matthew, 

Mark, and Luke have no meaning).  These are the passages that describe Jesus’ faith: 

 

 Romans 3:21 – 22, 26  “But now apart from the Law the righteousness of God has been 

manifested, being witnessed by the Law and the Prophets, even the righteousness of God through 

the faith of Christ Jesus for all those who believe . . . That He might be just and the justifier of 

the one who is of the faith of Jesus.”  Jesus’ faith illustrated the righteousness of God.  But, 
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switching to the modern translations, if this were “faith in Jesus,” the faith of subsequent 

followers would illustrate that God’s righteousness has considerable room for improvement.  

“Justifier of the one who is of the faith of Jesus” has caused knee-jerk reactions from translators 

who did not read carefully.  This does not say that only those who have faith identical to that of 

Jesus will be justified, but those who have faith of the same nature as that of Jesus.  So, we need 

to decide what that means (see the next section on How Much Faith is Enough?). 

 Galatians 2:15 – 16  “We who are Jews by nature and not sinners from among the Gentiles, 

knowing that a man is not justified by the works of the Law but through the faith of Jesus Christ, 

even we into the faith of Christ Jesus, that we may be justified by the faith of Christ and not by 

works of the Law, since by works of the Law shall no flesh be justified.”  We are declared to be 

“just,” in good standing with right-and-wrong, by the faith of Jesus because Jesus’ faith, as 

demonstrated through His sacrifice, cancelled our debts to the right-and-wrong system and 

cancelled the system itself.  In contrast, my faith is not a sufficient sacrifice to accomplish this.  

If it were, then the faith of each believer would be paying off debts and the sacrifice of Jesus 

would be unnecessary.  Our faith is referenced as being into His faith, not something separate or 

different from it. 

 Galatians 2:20  “I have been crucified with Christ; it is no longer I who live, but Christ 

lives in me; and the life which I now live in the flesh I live by the faith of the Son of God, who 

loved me and gave Himself up for me.”  If I live by my faith, I fear that I may be alive only a 

fraction of the time.  My confident expectation would be reduced to a probability, much like the 

revolving-door-salvation theology in which one falls out of favor with God between the time of a 

bad choice and the time of its specific repentance and associated prayer.  Rather, I live by the 

faith of Jesus which has its intended result of keeping my spirit alive (connected to God and 

other faithful spirits) and motivating me. 

 Galatians 3:22, 26  “But the Scripture has shut up all men under sin, that the promise by the 

faith of Jesus Christ might be given to those who believe…For you are all sons of God through 

the faith of Christ Jesus.”  The promise was made certain by Jesus’ faith.  Validating a promise 

according to the quality of my faith would be significantly less secure.  The adoption process 

was set in motion through Jesus’ faith.  Asserting that my faith causes the adoption process to 

happen is legalism because my less-than-flawless faith would manipulate God into accepting me.  

No, adoption is a gift based on Jesus’ faith. 

 Ephesians 3:11 – 12  “This is in accordance with the eternal purpose which He carried out 

in Christ Jesus our Lord, in whom we have boldness and confident access through the faith of 

Him.”  Our boldness and confident access are because of Jesus’ faith.  Being bold because of 

one’s own faith strikes me as thinking too highly of oneself. 

 Philippians 3:8 – 9 “More than that, I count all things to be loss in view of the surpassing 

value of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for whom I have suffered the loss of all things, and 

count them but rubbish in order that I may gain Christ, and may be found in Him, not having a 

righteousness of my own derived from the Law, but that which is through the faith of Christ, the 

righteousness which comes from God on the basis of faith.”  The context demonstrates that Paul 

did not consider his own faith to be absolutely consistent (verse 12).  As with Romans 3 above, 

being declared “right” was dependent on Jesus’ faith. 

 James 2:1  “My brethren, do not have the faith of Jesus Christ, the Lord of glory, with an 

attitude of personal favoritism.”  James’ point is a reminder not to mix personal favoritism with 

the faith of Jesus.  Of course, we are being transformed into that image, but we tend to mix in 

cultural norms to the detriment of our faith.  James sought to remind his readers of the standard 
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to which we compare the quality of faith.  He could have written “do not mix favoritism with 

your faith,” but using “Jesus’ faith” adds the motivation not to mess with what Jesus did 

flawlessly and promises to us, rather than giving us just one more reason why our own faith has 

rooms in need of remodeling. 

 

 Four passages have the exact same structure, preposition, and tenses as those above, but 

they have not been changed to “faith in” because translating consistently would be contrary to 

the translator’s theology.  Imagine if the translators had been consistent and made each of these 

“faith in.” 

 

 Revelation 13:10  “Here is the perseverance and the faith of the saints.” 

 Philippians 1:27  “Striving for the faith of the gospel.” 

 Romans 4:16  “But also to those who are of the faith of Abraham.” 

 Romans 4:12  “But who also follow in the steps of the faith of our father Abraham.” 

 

 The following passages that clearly describe our faith have colorful prepositions.  If we re-

work our mundane, modern-church prepositions that connect our faith to its modifier and restore 

the illustrative literary genius of the inspired writers, “faith in Jesus” takes on a flare. 

 The most common preposition that connects the object of our faith is “into.”  That’s an 

active word; I am in the process of getting inside.  Faith into Jesus would paint a picture of 

someone climbing into the body of Jesus, of being swallowed up by the parade of Jesus’ 

character traits, which is His glory.103  I think it is interesting that Felix and Drusilla wanted to 

hear about “faith into the Christ,” rather than determining if Jesus fit the technical requirements 

to be the Messiah.104  The famous application in Romans 4:5 takes an interesting twist if we use 

the literal wording, “being accounted the faith of Him into.”  We are placed on track to enter the 

magical territory of Jesus’ faith.  1 John 5:13 plots our course into the essential quality (the 

name105) of the Son of God.  We believe into justice,106 which has the same structure as believing 

into Jesus.107  Because Jesus on earth was God in the flesh, 1 Peter 1:21 paints the fantastic 

image of believing into God – our connectedness, our family ties, put us in an entirely new 

environment. 

 Three times faithful people are described as believing “to” God108 or “to” the essential 

quality (name) of His Son Jesus Christ.109  The implication is that the faithful are on the road to a 

                                                 
103  Acts 10:43, 20:21, 24:24, Romans 4:5, 10:11, Philippians 1:29, Colossians 2:5, 1 Peter 1:21, 1 John 5:10, 

5:13 
104  Acts 24:24 
105  The “name” refers to the essential quality of a being (human, angel, or God).  That is why names were so 

important in the Bible; they represented the true nature of a person.  In our culture, that practice has faded out, 

but in many, names are extremely important.  In fact, in many Middle Eastern and some African cultures, if 

you know the true name of the head of a household, the head is obligated to care for and protect you as a 

family member.  So, true names are not released casually.  For example, we do not know the true name of 

Kofi Anan, former Secretary General of the United Nations.  His published name, Kofi, just tells us he was 

born on a Friday.  Kittel, G., Friedrich, G., eds. Theological Dictionary of the New Testament 1976, Wm. B. 

Eerdmans Publishing Company, Grand Rapids, V:242 – 281. 
106  Romans 10:11 
107  Philippians 1:29, Colossians 2:5, 1 John 5:10 
108  Acts 16:34, Titus 3:8 
109  1 John 3:23 
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connection unlike any other, a family that will last forever, surviving because we are being 

transformed into the character of Jesus. 

 To vivify poor little “in,” let’s try “inside” or “immersed within” or “subsumed.”  Faith in 

Jesus then becomes a descriptor of the attitude of the faithful, those who live inside Jesus, are 

immersed in knowing Jesus, and who have been subsumed in Jesus.110 

 Twice, “upon” is used to connect faith.111  Borrowing a modern colloquialism, we are on 

top of this confident expectation based upon the resurrection of Jesus that we will never be 

disgraced. 

 Once each are “through”112 and “on”.113  “Through” recalls the part of faith that is a gift.114  

“On” creates a little different picture than “upon,” “dependent” rather than “locked on.”   

 The positive benefit of leaving the prepositions the way the original writers used them is to 

restore the color as museum artisans restore the original brilliant hues of ancient paintings and 

frescos.  By lumping everything together as “faith in Jesus,” the objectives of Jesus’ faith are 

ignored and the confidence that is essential to our faith is removed.  By exposing the heart-

stopping style of the inspired writers, we are much better able to discern the exciting path before 

us, not toward understanding the facts or being caught up in a feeling, but toward taking on the 

divine nature, being transformed into the image of Christ.  Without the full picture of faith, the 

objective of creation remains fuzzy in the distance.  Instead, we need to be inspired to think as a 

really excited spirit. 

 

How Much Faith is Enough? 

 Whatever the standard for eternal life, people want to know where the line is.  That is 

understandable.  We want to have confidence.  Uncertainty is unnerving and discouraging.  

However, lack of an objective standard leads some to self-deception and others to agnosticism. 

 Almost every theological variation puts faith in the forefront.  But, the route to the level 

acceptable to God has been mapped along a wide variety of paths.  Some teach that God decided 

long ago who would make it and who would not, and that there is not a thing we can do about it.  

The key word there is “do,” from the old faith-works debate.  The problem with that position is 

that the individual has no hint as to who is going to make it.  Others point to certain actions, 

morality, or rituals that, in their thinking, are manifestations of faith.  The problem is that the 

batting average required to make the All-Star team is poorly defined. 

 Minimum requirements lead to focusing on the line rather than on God’s objective for the 

universe.  Think of the universe as a field, God’s field.  God is in the middle, although the 

middle of an infinite field is a little hard to define.  People wander the field.  In this illustration, 

those close to God are acceptable.  Those far from God are not.  The close people found it 

necessary to build a fence between themselves and the outsiders to define the line between 

acceptable and unacceptable.  So, their efforts became mostly focused on the fence: building, 

maintaining, tightening, sharpening the barbs.  Those on the inside got no closer to God.  In fact, 

sometimes they crossed the fence due to bad balance during repairs, or to test whether it was 

really strong enough.  Oddly, those outside the fence did not care that it was there.  They did not 

                                                 
110  Ephesians 1:15, Colossians 1:4 
111  Romans 4:24 and 9:33 
112  Acts 3:16 
113  1 Timothy 1:16 
114  Romans 12:3 
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want to go in that direction anyway.  But, they were entertained by the intensity of effort that 

went into such a pointless project. 

 If those on the inside were to refocus on God rather than the fence, they would be 

advancing toward God rather than hovering around the fence.  If, perchance, any were, through 

inattention or confusion, to back away, eventually they would back into the fence.  In fact, with 

this new orientation, the barbs would poke the behind, causing the drifter to jump forward, 

toward God.  Perhaps a fence exists, perhaps not; God has not said.  Paul seems to have made 

lists of bad behaviors to burst the self-deception bubbles of some early Christians, but the idea of 

a fence, a minimum requirement, was never used as a standard for entry.  Unfortunately, some 

have made just such fences in modern Christianity, demanding that outsiders overcome 

themselves by their own power before being allowed inside.  The idea of the gospel presented in 

the New Testament is a do-over, a mulligan, a bailout, followed immediately with miraculous 

tools to overcome ourselves.  We are not required to fix ourselves before approaching God, or 

God would get very lonely.  Rather, we approach God and get fixed.  That’s the meaning of 

mercy: an intense desire to fix what ails you. 

 If we build the fence, we will mess it up.  We will invent our own standards for acceptance.  

We will be worried that undeserving people will get in, as though God could get caught on a 

technicality and be forced to let in that person who would certainly trash heaven.  We will build 

barriers to entry rather than safety nets for family.  No matter how well-intentioned we are, this 

will soon become like the federal tax code, incredibly complex, requiring specialists to interpret, 

with loopholes for the rich and famous.  What we need is for God to tell us rather than for us to 

tell God. 

 Looking through all the passages about faith, I have found five that make the connection 

that faith is acceptable while growing (many more imply the same).  Don’t let your thoughts run 

to the mustard seed analogy. The accounts in Matthew 17:14 – 20 and Luke 17:5 – 10 both 

record Jesus rebuking His disciples for their lack of faith, saying that if they had “faith as a 

mustard seed” they would be able to do fantastic, miraculous things.  Jesus was not giving even a 

hint about the quantity of faith required for adoption.  Further, we would be back in the same 

self-justifying boat, trying to decide how much faith that is.  But, from the following passages, 

we can determine that, as long as faith grows, it is acceptable.  After describing the contexts of 

those passages, I will return to the question of how God will let us know that our growing faith is 

acceptable. 

 

 (2 Peter 1:2 – 11)  “An entrance will be supplied abundantly into the everlasting Kingdom” 

if we diligently add these character traits to our faith.  As will be described in subsequent 

passages, the “exceedingly great and precious promises” by which we partake “of the divine 

nature” are for faithful people who are still breathing, just as they are described in the past tense 

as “having escaped the corruption that is in the world through lust.” 

 (2 Thessalonians 1:3 – 8)  The growing faith of the Christians of Thessalonica was 

“manifest evidence of the righteous judgment of God, that you may be counted worthy of the 

kingdom of God.” 

 (1 Peter 2:1 – 3)  “Desire the pure milk of the Word that you may grow thereby, up to 

salvation, if indeed you have tasted that the Lord is gracious.” 

 (2 Corinthians 10:15)  The church in Corinth did about everything wrong, but Paul 

anticipated growth in their faith. 



Think as a Spirit Chapter 4:  The Faith Economy 

 

68 

 

 (Romans 14:1)  Paul described those who were weak in faith, and those who were strong.  

In verse 19, the transition was through edification. 

 

 So, we can deduce that faith must be growing to be acceptable, which belies the existence 

of an absolute line.  If our faith must be growing, then our understanding must be increasing, 

meaning that tomorrow we will realize that yesterday we were wrong about something.  And, we 

will never reach the top, since growth is a necessary attribute.  This concept is very disturbing to 

those who sincerely believe that one must understand and espouse all the right doctrines to be 

acceptable.  Unfortunately, such a belief also condemns everyone born before that particular 

denomination last updated its Statement of Faith. 

 If we are not able to set a benchmark so that we can feel acceptable, the only other 

alternative is that God must let us know.  But that actually makes a lot of sense.  We are not 

going to attempt to tell God His business; we are going to let Him tell us. 

 How is God to go about that?  The proverbial “still small voice in the night” too often leads 

to self-deception.  The “salvation experience” is wide open for delusion as evidenced by both 

individual and group disasters that began by following our feelings.  “Speaking in tongues” must 

be taught and offers no hard evidence (just circular claims to speaking and interpretation), so is 

an obvious exercise in self-fulfilling prophecy.  No, God must tell us in a way that is in keeping 

with the methods He has used to this point: blatant and unmistakable physical evidence.  Here 

are a few examples. 

 

 (2 Corinthians 4:7)  “We have this treasure in earthen vessels that the power may be of God 

and not of us.”  The context of chapters 4 and 5 is evangelism.  Those who observe this power 

are outsiders.  When outsiders recognize that what you just did was obviously beyond your 

ability, you know that God thinks your faith is acceptable. 

 (Romans 12:1 – 8)  “God has dealt to each one a measure of faith.”  Following that are 

examples of different gifts.  Unfortunately, many churches have sunk to the “gift inventory” 

method made popular by another author.  The failure of that method is that people are instructed 

to pick what they like to do and call it their gift.  God promises gifts to the faithful, not the 

unfaithful.  If you were an accountant before becoming a Christian, and you volunteered to be 

church treasurer after becoming a Christian, that is not a gift.  You were an accounting whiz 

before God gave you anything.  Of course, using your accounting skill for the good of the 

kingdom is a nice thing to do, but it is not a gift from God.  Rather, when you suddenly are able 

to do a good thing that you could not do before espousing faith, that’s a gift and your evidence.  

So, your gift cannot be singing unless you were essentially tone-deaf before faith, but a virtuoso 

after, and not after several years of voice lessons. 

 (1 Peter 4:7 – 11)  Peter admonished Jewish Christians in Turkey to do these things “with 

the ability which God supplies.”  Believers and unbelievers are quite capable of doing nice 

things.  When someone does a nice thing for you, you should say, “Thank-you.”  The gifts 

suggested by Peter caused unbelievers to comment on the character of God (glorify God), not on 

the character of the do-gooder.  Jesus made the same analogy in the Sermon on the Mount.115 

 (John 17:20 – 23)  I do not think it is a big leap to say that the things for which Jesus 

prayed in the Garden came to pass.  In this short paragraph, Jesus asked that the unity of future 

                                                 
115  Matthew 5:16 
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believers be an evidence that He was for real.  Further, He prayed that they be “perfect”116 in that 

unity.  Jesus further prays that they have His “glory,” which is a parade of positive character 

traits.  Unity, consistency, and a boatload of positive character traits are not normal in this world.  

Jesus wanted to use those characteristics in the church as His physical evidence.  (By the way, 

how do you think we are doing on that one?) 

 (Romans 8:13)  Humanity has a poor track record of “putting to death the deeds of the 

body.”  If you overcome a bad habit by superior self-control (and maybe a self-help book from 

Barnes and Noble), that is a good thing.  If you have failed so many time you have lost count and 

have given up ever overcoming that weakness, and then, after becoming a Christian, you rid 

yourself of that addiction essentially overnight, that’s evidence.  I have not been part of a prison 

ministry or a rehabilitation ministry (both of which are wonderful methods of outreach), so the 

percentage of my acquaintances who are addicts is small.  Yet, I know personally three addicts 

who overcame overnight after many years of helplessness and failure.  My understanding of 

addiction is that, to qualify as addiction and not just a bad habit, the substance being abused 

makes a permanent change in the connectivity of the brain.  The addict is no longer in control.  

Some addicts are “fortunate” in that they have enough undamaged connections that they can, 

through a Twelve-Step program (another wonderful thing), keep their addiction at bay for many 

years.  But they always have the desire.  God can fix it permanently.  Twelve Steps cannot.  Of 

course, the observer does not know if you were a real addict or just badly behaved, but you do 

and that’s your evidence. 

 (2 Corinthians 3:16 – 18)  We are being transformed.  Some think that the transformation 

of our characters will take place only at resurrection.  Paul told the misfit Corinthian Christians 

that they were a work in progress while still breathing.  Think of this as a parallel to addiction.  

While a lack of, for example, patience probably is not connected to substance abuse, that 

character flaw can be just as debilitating, although probably not resulting in incarceration.  If you 

have spent decades unsuccessfully trying to be more patient, and then in response to submitting a 

claim to God concerning that promise, you are remarkably patient, you have your evidence.  

Some people I know have overcome anger-management issues (which landed them in jail a few 

times); their unbelieving friends were all asking how that happened.  So, that change was an 

evidence to outsiders as well. 

 (1 John 2:27)  Learning something without a qualified human teacher is rare.  Abraham 

Lincoln was said to have been self-taught.  An imposing list may be found by googling 

“autodidacts.”  Nevertheless, such people are a low probability.  Yet, John informed the faithful 

that they had no need that anyone teach them.  The key word there is “need.”  Teachers are not 

essential.  But, as any reader of 1 John illustrates, gathering the ideas of others is a good thing.  I 

liken the confirmation of this promise to those times when, completely out of your depth in a 

discussion of spiritual things, you say just the right thing or find just the right reference.  Of 

course, some people can do this as a result of long experience and extensive study (both of which 

are good things).  But when the untaught shock themselves, they have evidence that God 

considers their growing faith acceptable at that moment in time.  Of course, it must keep 

growing, but they know that they are on the right track, even if only on the first lap. 

 

                                                 
116  “Perfect” in the New Testament is a poor translation of the Greek word telios ().  In modern 

translations, “mature” and “complete” are also used, but arbitrarily and without linguistic foundation.  

“Consistent” is a much better definition which may be substituted into all of the passages where telios 

appears.  See the Appendix about How To Build A Word Study. 
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 The notion that God is responsible for letting us know if our faith is acceptable can be 

unnerving, especially if we have been told all our Christian lives that we were “saved” or that we 

have been baptized, and that is all we need to know.  But what is the alternative?  If we tell God 

that our faith is adequate (because we said a prayer or had a feeling or performed a ritual), we 

have no assurance at all, just our claim with no evidence other than benchmarks made up by 

people.  Certainly, people claim that their benchmarks are in the Bible, but if growth is necessary 

(as shown above), benchmarks must keep moving. 

 Few church-goers have ever done anything that was clearly beyond the scope of what 

people can do.  The examples I gave above (addicts, anger-mismanagement, debilitating 

impatience) are on the fringes of most people’s experience.  But the answer is simple.  If I am 

one of those boring people who never spent a night in jail, all I need to do to find a miracle in my 

life is to read the New Testament and look for promises (see Chapter 5:  Promises).  When I find 

one I would like to claim but never knew about before, I should focus on it.  Pray.  Be open to 

weirdness.  Don’t think of practical, possible, pedestrian ways to accomplish it.  Be open to God 

doing it in a way I never imagined.  Remember, Paul wanted to go to Rome.  He got an all-

expense-paid cruise from the government – albeit as a prisoner and there was that shipwreck, but 

he got what he wanted.  If we box God in with how we think something should get done (Jesus 

called it “tempting God”), either nothing will happen or we will accomplish it by our own ability 

on a minor league scale.  But even if we can get past ourselves and let something happen, we are 

not off the hook.  Now we know how that one works; it is not faith to do it twice.  We must 

move on to another promise, which is called growth. 

 

Where Does Forgiveness Fit? 

 First, some definition of terms is required.  Redemption was accomplished by Jesus when 

He offered His own blood in the tabernacle in heaven.117  This was accomplished exactly once118 

and was effective for everyone, not just the faithful.119  That action paid off the justice debt for 

all people of all time because Jesus paid off the system, not each individual sin.  But, redemption 

just gets you even with justice.  Faith is the criterion at Judgment.  Secondly, “forgive” is a 

figurative word derived from the Greek word that is translated literally, “push aside.”  For 

example, when Jesus called Peter, James, John, and Andrew, they “pushed aside” their nets and 

followed Him.120  The Greek word is used literally nearly 50 times in the New Testament.  The 

figurative sense of the same word yields our English word, forgive, which is used in this way just 

less than 40 times.  The picture intended by the figure of speech is that God is pushing aside our 

untrustworthiness and trusting us again, paving the way for a new relationship without the 

baggage of the past.  So, forgiveness does not mean “go to heaven,” either.  Forgiveness is God’s 

half of that essential characteristic for a functional family, mutual trust.  Our half of that picture 

is faith (trust).  Faith is the criterion at Judgment. 

 Of course, theologians have hotly debated this issue for more than 500 years, and surely 

before that as well.  The misconceptions that have caused the problem are two: 

• An alarming percentage of Christendom equates redemption with going to heaven.  If that 

were true, Jesus would need to be sacrificed nearly continuously until Resurrection Day.  

                                                 
117  Hebrews 9:11 – 15 
118  Hebrews 9:28 
119  1 John 2:2 
120  Mark 1:18, Luke 5:11 



Think as a Spirit Chapter 4:  The Faith Economy 

 

71 

 

Hebrews is quite clear that He was sacrificed once.  Those who argue for the sacrifice of 

Jesus being applied both backwards and forwards in time are using the equivalent of an 

Einsteinian space-time distortion so that the sacrifice of Jesus can be once with respect to 

Jesus but infinitely often for humans at any point in history or in the future.  No, the whole 

argument is obviated with the simple realization that Jesus paid off the system, not each 

debt individually.  If we were each redeemed individually but the system were still around, 

every poor choice (even after coming to faith) would need a new debt payment, so a new 

sacrifice (or a time warp).  Instead, Jesus paid off the right-and-wrong system once and 

permanently.  Those who equate redemption with heaven are horrified because a lot of bad 

people would end up in heaven.  So, they had to come up with a system in which one is 

redeemed only when faith happens, putting us back in the time warp.  Redemption just gets 

you even.  Faith puts you in the black.  Surely, a lot of bad people were redeemed by Jesus, 

but the question at the gate is, “Faith or not.”  So, everyone is redeemed.  Only the faithful 

put that redemption to good use. 

• The diligent can find passages that announce that everyone is redeemed and passages that 

specify that some subset is redeemed.  The supposed contradiction goes away if one simply 

reads the context of each.  For example, Jesus gave Himself up for the church (Ephesians 

5:25).  The church is highlighted because the second half of that chapter draws parallels 

between the relationship of a Christian husband and wife with the relationship of Christ and 

His church.  Not only are unbelievers not in the context, but also unmarried Christians are 

omitted.  Those subsets are not thereby eliminated from the redemption pool, they just were 

not in the picture in that illustration.  Several passages connect the sacrifice of Jesus with 

all people, not just the faithful ones.121 

 

 So, redemption by the sacrifice of Jesus happened to everyone because Jesus cancelled the 

debt held by the justice system, then eliminated the system so people (faithful or not) could no 

longer run up debts.  Jesus set everyone free from the slavery to the consequences of their bad 

choices.  The smart ones saw an opportunity to enter the faith economy.  The remainder has 

nothing to fear from bad choices, but everything to fear for lack of acceptable faith. 

 

What about Works? 

 Works has been a hot-button issue in Christendom for at least five centuries, although the 

resolution of the topic is quite straightforward.  I just used my concordance and looked up all the 

passages that contained the word , translated work, deed doing, or labor (Strong’s word 

2041) and sorted them into categories according to context, in much the same way that the 

characteristics of faith were developed (see the Appendix on Hermeneutics). 

 My impression of the history of this loggerhead is that the major players have sold their 

positions the same way that news programs keep you watching through the commercials, sound-

byte religion.  Both those who espouse good works to be pleasing to God and those who reject 

all works as having no importance are legalists, just with different lengths of lists.  A list with 

zero items is still a list just as zero is a real number.  Proposing that works are unimportant in a 

relationship with God ignores clear passages that say the opposite.  Insisting that faith must result 

in works still focuses on works rather than faith, turning natural results of the transformational 

                                                 
121  1 John 2:2, 4:14, 2 Corinthians 5:14 – 15, 19, 1 Timothy 4:10, Hebrews 2:9, Romans 5:18, John 1:29, Isaiah 

53:6. 
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task of the Spirit into objectives.  Some even make a case that we will be judged by our works 

because nine passages clearly state exactly that.  However, no attempt is made to harmonize the 

multitude of “salvation by faith” passages.  But, if someone showed you nine passages in a row 

that said the same thing (saved by works), you might accept the premise if you were not of a 

mindset to investigate further.  As with any position proposed in Christian theology, one can find 

support for just about any theory if the assumption is made first and the proof texts come second. 

 My first contextual category of works passages is “God worked”.122  Obviously, God had 

no benchmark to reach or rite of passage to accomplish.  God’s works were and are an outgrowth 

of His character (glory) and essential quality (name).  Certainly, God was not trying to impress 

anyone or earn anything.  Perhaps this is a good framework for how we should relate to works.  

What we do is an outgrowth of our character and essence.  If, in retrospect, we are disappointed 

in the quantity or quality of the nice things we do, we should not beat ourselves up for lack of 

accomplishment and try harder to do good stuff, but drop back to developing character and 

essence which are tasks of the Holy Spirit that dwells in the faithful (see Chapter 5:  Promises). 

 My second category, closely related to the first, is “Jesus worked”.123  You may want to 

lump this list in with the first.  Several times, the clearly miraculous works of Jesus were 

evidence to prove He was the promised Messiah.  So, one objective of His works was to promote 

faith.  Perhaps we can apply this type of works to ourselves in that we perform the humanly 

impossible through the Spirit so that people will understand that this message is actually from 

God, not from the sincere and well-meaning minds of men (see the section above, How Much 

Faith is Enough?). 

 My third category, also closely related to the first two, is “Jesus finished God’s work”.124  

God’s work, the objective of creation, is to build an incubator for faith resulting in a big family 

that lasts.  Jesus’ goal was to finish this creative purpose.  Perhaps you are seeing a pattern here; 

our purpose should be the same, “hastening the coming of the Day of the Lord”.125 

 My fourth category is placed here to show that context is everything.  Works do not 

necessarily have a theological connection.126  If we were to insert the faith-works conundrum 

into these contexts, we could invent some truly strange doctrines. 

 My fifth category illustrates that not all works are good; some are downright evil.127  These 

descriptions are wake-up calls.  If we see these kinds of performances from ourselves, rather 

than, again, beating ourselves up and trying harder (only to fail bigger), we must drop back to the 

originator of works, character and essence, obtained through the work of the Spirit that dwells in 

us – if we will cooperate. 

 The works of some people were applauded, category six.  In all but one case, the 

endorsement was divine.128  In one case, Gamaliel called the activities of the apostles “work”.129  

                                                 
122  Acts 15:8, Romans 14:29, Philippians 1:6, Hebrews 1:10, 3:9, 4:3 – 4, Revelation 15:3 
123  Matthew 11:2, Luke 24:19, John 5:20, 5:36, 7:3, 7:21, 9:3 – 4, 10:25 – 38, 14:10, 15:24 
124  John 4:34, 17:4 
125  2 Peter 3:12 
126  Mark 13:34, Acts 7:22, 2 Peter 3:10 
127  Matthew 23:3 – 5, John 3:19 – 21, 7:7, Acts 7:41, Romans 13:12, 1 Corinthians 5:2 – 3, Galatians 5:19, 

Ephesians 5:11, Colossians 1:21, 2 Timothy 4:14, 4:18, Hebrews 6:1, 9:14, 2 Peter 2:8, 1 John 3:8, 3:10, 2 

John 11, 3 John 10, Jude 15, Revelation 2:6, 2:22, 3:1 – 2, 3:15, 9:20, 16:11, 18:6 
128  Matthew 26:10, Mark 14:6, Acts 9:36, 13:2, 13:41, 14:26, Romans 15:18, 1 Corinthians 3:13 – 15, 9:1, 15:58, 

16:10, Philippians 2:30, Revelation 2:2, 2:5, 2:9, 2:13, 2:19, 3:8 
129  Acts 5:38 
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Faithful people did good stuff and God called it good.  Perhaps we should not have a knee-jerk 

negative reaction to the word. 

 Faithful people were enjoined to good works, category seven.130  In fact, we were created 

for good works.131  If we were to make the mistake of promoting this one verse above all others, 

the concepts of faith and the work of the Spirit would fade into the background, as has happened 

in several denominations.  But, upon closer examination of the contexts, these works were to be 

evidence supporting the claims of Jesus.  These are not ordinary good works, but good works 

that defy naturalistic explanation. 

 Faith itself is called a work, category eight.132  When faith naturally produces good works, 

the boundary between them becomes meaningless.  Jesus’ comment in John was intended to 

shock a legalistic crowd back to the purpose of creation.  The Law of Moses had a lot of rules.  

God made a contract with the Israelites; they performed certain rituals and got paid in big 

families, good crops (the year before the Sabbatical Year being a miraculous triple crop), and 

victory in battle.  The payment did not include eternal life, heaven, or the big family that lasts.  

The qualifier for that has always been faith.  Over the centuries between Moses and Jesus, the 

Israelites had crossed up the contractual payment specs and began to assume that heaven was 

part of the deal (at least, the Pharisees thought so; the Sadducees did not believe in an afterlife).  

Several prophets tried to clear up that misconception.  But, the self-serving error was too popular 

to be stamped out, as we still see today in the church.  The work of God is faith.  We can deceive 

ourselves that faith is purely mental, but a characteristic of Biblical faith is that it spills out in 

observable ways, those observations by unbelievers being key to evangelism. 

 Of course, faith and works are contrasted many times, category nine.133  James penned the 

succinct relationship, “By works, faith is made consistent.”  And Paul revealed the power to be 

consistent with the question, “Did you receive the Spirit by the works of the Law or by the 

hearing of faith?”  The contrast between works versus faith or grace or mercy illuminates which 

is the cause and which is the effect.  Many assert that we must focus on works to change our 

long-standing bad habits, that without such a focus, we will never be able to model Jesus, at least 

not in a reasonable period of time or to an appreciable degree.  Behavior modification therapy 

can produce the desired results if the objective is to avoid arrest or expulsion and the patient is 

only badly behaved, not chemically imbalanced.  Using behavior modification techniques on a 

chemically imbalanced person just makes a frustrated chemically imbalanced person.  

Conversely, great benefits can be obtained by correcting a chemical imbalance in the brain with 

pharmaceuticals.  But doping a person who is only badly behaved makes a dopy, badly behaved 

person, who probably thinks too slowly under the influence of the drug to get in any real trouble.  

So, certainly we should treat chemical imbalances just as we do diabetes, high cholesterol, or 

high blood pressure.  But, what is missed concerning the badly behaved person (which describes 

everyone I know) is the power of the Spirit that dwells in the faithful.  Behavior modification 

rarely if ever produces a gracious character, a generally peaceful nature, or an intense desire to 

fix what ails someone else (mercy).  Those three objectives are mentioned at the beginning and 

                                                 
130  Matthew 5:16, John 8:39 – 41, 14:12, Romans 13:3, 2 Corinthians 9:8, Galatians 6:4, Ephesians 2:10, 4:12, 

Philippians 1:22, Colossians 1:10, 3:17, 1 Thessalonians 1:3, 2 Thessalonians 1:11, 2:17, 1 Timothy 2:10, 3:1, 

5:10, 5:25, 6:18, 2 Timothy 2:21, 3:17, 4:5, Titus 2:7, 2:14, 3:1, 3:8, 3:14, Hebrews 4:10, 6:10, 10:24, 13:21, 

James 1:4, 1:25, 1 Peter 2:12, 1 John 3:18 
131  Ephesians 2:10 
132  John 6:28 – 29, Acts 26:20 
133  Romans 3:20 – 28, 4:2 – 6, 9:11, 9:32, 11:6, 2 Corinthians 10:11, Galatians 2:16, 3:5, 3:10, Ephesians 2:8 – 9, 

2 Timothy 1:9, Titus 1:16, 3:5, James 2:14 – 26 
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the end of almost all the letters in the New Testament: grace, mercy, and peace be yours.  The 

contrast between faith and works in those fourteen passages is to reveal where the power is.  

Faith means we get the Spirit who fixes our character flaws so we start producing good stuff at a 

supernatural level.  Works does a behavior modification thing on us that cannot go beyond what 

people can do, which, historically, is neither consistent nor evidentiary.  Ghandi was a great guy 

and said memorable stuff, but he was unable to exceed what a really great guy can accomplish.  

Faithful people, the ones who turn the Spirit loose to do its thing, have been knocking the socks 

off their neighbors for two millennia. 

 And, finally, category ten, one group of passages clearly asserts that judgment is based on 

works.134  If these passages represented all we knew about judgment, we would draw the natural 

conclusion that our probability of entering heaven was based on how much good stuff we did.  

But, there are nine other categories about work; we must find a way to make them all go in the 

same direction.  These passages use a literary device called synecdoche in which a part is used to 

represent the whole (head count in place of number of people, tickling the ivories instead of 

playing the piano).  The fact that nine figures of speech in which works was used to represent the 

whole of faith further illustrates that Paul, Peter, John, and James considered the ideas of faith 

and works inseparable  Faith is made consistent by works.  Either portion by itself fails. 

 Think as a spirit.  Currently, our spirits are associated with physical bodies.  Spirits do not 

have GPS coordinates, but for convenience we think of our spirits – and the Holy Spirit that is 

given to the faithful – as being “in” us, a figure of speech used in many places in the New 

Testament.  Nevertheless, our spirits are independent of our bodies; our bodies will die, our 

spirits are eternal.  In our present condition as mortals, we have the opportunity to allow our 

spirits to make physical things happen.  One of the objectives given to faithful people is to make 

the spirit and the physical part consistent, reflective of each other, so that unfaithful spirits may 

be influenced by that consistency of body and spirit and want to get a piece of that action. 

 

 

                                                 
134  Romans 2:6 – 7, 2:15, 2 Corinthians 11:15, 1 Peter 1:17, Revelation 2:23, 2:26, 14:13, 20:12 – 13, 22:12 
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Chapter 5:  Promises 

 

 Among the characteristics of God is truthfulness.  Looking from the negative side, God 

cannot lie.135  If, in a message from God, a promise is made, a characteristic of faith is to make 

choices based on our confidence in that promise.  As a silly example, if God promised that 

WalMart stock would double tomorrow, the faithful would be madly converting every possible 

asset into WalMart stock today.  Unlike stock tips even from Warren Buffet, God’s tip would be 

a sure thing. 

 But what are those promises and how do we find them?  Just from Romans to Revelation, I 

have found 546, although the number goes up and down with each pass through the New 

Testament.  The promises in the Gospels and Acts are only hand-written at this point, but the 

total will about double.  I do not think publication of my list would be profitable for the reader 

because, first, my list would fill a lot of pages, and, second, I think that the reader would gain a 

lot more through an independent search.  The process is easy.  Read the New Testament with the 

question in mind, “Is this a promise?  What is promised?”  My wife and I tend to do this in a 

small group of four to six (two or three couples) and we all contribute what we find.  Of course, 

the word, promise, does not appear very often.  But, if a statement of fact is made, and you know 

that, if left to itself, it will not happen that way, then it is a promise.  Examining the contexts of 

my examples below will give you the idea. 

 If I know what God promised, then I know when I can get pushy in prayer, and when I 

need to frame my request as a favor.  More importantly, I need to think through what I am 

asking, refraining from offering suggestions of how God should go about it, leaving room for 

God’s infinitely wider perspective.  I am free, even encouraged, to ask for what I want, but I 

must express confidence that God can work out the details without my kibitzing. 

 Below are examples of promises in six different categories.  I have omitted the numerous  

promises about eternal life (forgiveness, heaven, hell, justification, sanctification, and such like).  

Instead, I have limited my selection process to promises concerning life on earth.  Think of it as 

guided practice. 

 One final admonition, watch the context.  For example, the Christians in Rome were 

promised, among other things, the gift of prophecy.  First, not everyone gets the same gift or 

gifts.136  Second, the end of prophecy was connected with the destruction of Jerusalem in 70 

AD.137  So, that gift is no longer available.  Third, most of the letters were written to specific 

people or groups.  I may or may not fit into that group.  If a promise is stated as a generalization, 

chances are that the promise is for all faithful people.  If the promise is addressed to the original 

audience, you will need a good reason to include yourself in the group.  In most cases, a logical 

argument can be made that the modern faithful reader is in the target audience.  But, when Jesus 

comforted Paul that would be safe in Corinth,138 I cannot appropriate that promise for myself.  

Many faithful people in that time and at all times since have not been safe and have suffered 

greatly while spreading the gospel.  As a second example, when Jesus promised the Twelve that 

“Where two or three are gathered together in My name, I am there in the midst of them,” we are 

not in that group.  Reading the entire context, this is part of a promise of inspiration to the 

                                                 
135  Titus 1:2, Hebrews 6:18 
136  Romans 12:6 – 8, 1 Corinthians 12:4 – 31, Ephesians 4:11 – 16, 1 Timothy 4:14, 2 Timothy 1:6, and 1 Peter 

4:10 
137  Daniel 9:24 – 27 and Zechariah 13:1 – 14:7 
138  Acts 18:9 – 10 
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Twelve.  Applying it in modern times, out of context, would promise us that when we are alone, 

we are really alone. 

 

Handling Difficulties 

 Chapter 7:  The Problem of Evil is yet to come.  So, for now, start with the fact that bad 

stuff happens.  We will deal with why later.  After bad stuff happens, what do we do with it?  Of 

course, the “health and wealth” crowd puts the blame on the victim for not having enough faith.  

In contrast, the New Testament announces that the faithful will have lots of troubles (e.g., Jesus, 

the apostles, and the early church).  Certainly, we should, when things calm down, analyze why 

this bad thing happened so, if it was my own fault for a dumb decision, I can avoid it next time.  

The more important question is how to overcome that bad time.  The gospel is not so interested 

in how you got to where you are as it is in figuring out where to go from here. 

 

 Believing Results in Suffering 

 (Philippians 1:27 – 30, 2 Timothy 3:12, 1 Peter 4:12 – 19).  First, this is not a good sales 

technique.  An outsider would not call this good news.  Fortunately, the New Testament was 

written to believers.  Many early Christians had a rough time.  Being assured by Peter that this 

was not a strange result would be comforting.  Paul presented suffering as a badge of honor: 

suffering for His sake has been granted to us (as though God decided to fund our proposal to the 

Eternal Protection Agency or the Department for Healthy Humans Spirits), and, if we refuse to 

be terrified by those who bring evil, suffering is a proof of our salvation.  Paul wrote to Timothy 

that this was not hit-or-miss; all who desire to live godly in Christ Jesus will suffer persecution.  

Peter made a point that they were not to be masochists; they were not required to enjoy 

persecution, but they could handle it by remembering that Jesus went through this, also, and that 

it gave them an opportunity to give God’s character traits a parade (glorify God).  Further, those 

who are reviled for the name of Christ are above the cares of this life;139 those who may rant 

against you do not achieve their desired result because it doesn’t bother you.  How frustrating 

that is for them!  Finally, perhaps because we tend to turn inward when things go wrong, Peter 

advised the Jewish Christians in Turkey to turn outward and have compassion on the unbelievers 

who were suffering but had nothing in which to hope. 

 Certainly, the original audiences of these letters were comforted by these promises.  To 

American Christians, these promises are frightening.  Of course, various groups have done their 

best to tone down or misdirect them, suggesting that if someone thinks you are a little weird for 

being religious, this qualifies as suffering.  Not even close – unless you have an unhealthy need 

to be accepted by everyone.  Other groups teach that the “persecution” that arises from their 

obnoxious habit of picketing funerals of servicemen is their proof of salvation.  No, it’s just 

proof that they are jerks.  My wife and I might claim persecution because, once, we were 

                                                 
139  “Blessed” in our English New Testaments comes from one of two Greek words.  The verb form is where we 

get our word, eulogy, to say nice things.  The adjective, makarios, is the one used in 1 Peter 4:14, which is 

“above the cares of this life.”  In ancient Greece, the super-rich were above the cares of life because they had 

so much money and land that nothing could harm them, not even war.  Over time, this word began to be 

applied to other comforts of life: a big family or a good farm.  So, Jesus would have turned some heads when 

He began the Sermon on the Mount with “Above the cares of this life are the poor in spirit…”  Kittel, G., 

Friedrich, G., eds. Theological Dictionary of the New Testament 1976, Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing 

Company, Grand Rapids, IV:362 – 370. 
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attacked by armed robbers in Ghana.  But they just wanted our stuff.  They did not care about our 

faith.140  In contrast, I know a group of 24 Christian men in Pakistan, two of whom have been 

murdered for being Christians.  Another I have had to spirit out of the country on three occasions 

to keep him safe. 

 “All who desire to live godly will suffer persecution?”  It’s a promise.  How do we in our 

comfortable, stable, safe country handle this?  Rather than manufacturing persecution to assuage 

our guilt, or lowering persecution to the level of minor ostracism by people we wouldn’t want to 

hang with anyway, let’s use it as a wake-up call.  Our faith needs to cause a reaction. 

 Why have people throughout history become angry to the point of violence because of 

religion?  I am not recommending that Christians sell the gospel by intimidation, since they are 

to bring the good news with gentleness, humility, and patience.  But why do Hindus and 

Moslems, for example, tend to become angry when all you wanted to do was have a reasonable 

discussion?  A scene in Acts 19:21 – 41 recounts the same behavior in Paul’s day, “All with one 

voice cried out for about two hours, ‘Great is Diana of the Ephesians!’”  The city clerk finally 

dispersed the murderous crowd by pandering to their belief system and by reminding them that 

the Roman government was likely to be upset by their “disorderly gathering.”  Of course, I 

cannot interview dead people across the globe and perform a valid psychological survey.  And, 

even if I were to interview living persons who were involved in an angry religious mob, I doubt 

that I would get logical, considered responses.  My guess is that people with sincere belief 

systems who are not Christians get upset by our appeal to evidence.  At least, that has been my 

experience with Hindus, Muslims, adherents of various branches of idolatry, agnostics, atheists, 

and followers of various feel-good Christian denominations.  Included in that list are the science 

faculties of many universities who react angrily and will not consider a reasoned discussion of 

Intelligent Design.  I have found a few who became angry when I would not instantly switch to 

their belief system (particularly Muslims), but that has not been the norm.  Most people remained 

calm when it was my unsubstantiated belief versus their unsubstantiated belief.  But as soon as I 

brought up evidence (I thought I was being kind, patient, and humble – maybe not), the 

discussion went south in a hurry. 

 Perhaps this is the crux of persecution.  American Christianity needs to appeal to evidence.  

I would like to say, “Again,” but I don’t think that would be true.  I am constantly amazed that 

Christianity in general has abandoned the high ground, evidence, and resorted to emotionalism, 

authority, or scholasticism.  As near as I can tell, this departure occurred before the Dark Ages, 

which only served to cement it.  In the first few centuries of the church, evidence was the 

primary tool, as one can read in the Ante-Nicaean Fathers.  But as soon as Constantine did us the 

great disservice of making Christianity fashionable, charismatic speakers and confusingly 

complex theology took center stage.  By the end of the fourth century, Christian mobs staged 

violent attacks against those who disagreed with them (in one case resulting in the burning of one 

of the greatest libraries in the world in Alexandria), which did not merge well with the ideal of 

being patient, kind, and gentle. 

 Our evidence is simple and understandable by ordinary people.  An advanced education is 

not required.  The common sense approach is what makes the gospel so frustrating to those of 

other belief systems.  The opposition has no defense but anger, emotionalism, or complexity, 

                                                 
140  Gordon Adusei returned fire and the robbers ran off.  Caleb Lantame came running from two blocks away, 

armed with a broken broomstick.  When we teased him about his choice of weapons for a gun fight, he 

replied, somewhat offended, “We kill many antelope with stick.”  Please remember these men and their 

families who spread the gospel under conditions we, as Americans, often find incomprehensible. 
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none of which can overcome in-your-face evidence.  India already has anti-gospel laws; it is 

illegal in India to broach the subject of Christianity to a Hindu.  If a Hindu asks you (and you 

document the time, date, and occasion), you can answer his question, but that is all.  Of course, 

advocating Christianity in an Islamic country will get you deported if you are a foreigner, or 

killed if you are a citizen.  Technically, Islamic countries will allow Christian sects to exist, 

under heavy taxation, but they must first swear that Muhammad outranks Jesus.  Even those 

compromised groups are routinely slaughtered.  If American Christians today would cling to 

evidence, kindly, gently, and patiently presented, I am confident that persecution would soon 

return.  The real question is whether American Christians think that is a desirable outcome. 

 

 Tribulation Produces Good Character 

 (Romans 5:3 – 5, Hebrews 12:11, James 1:2 – 3)  All faithful people will experience 

persecution.  On the bright side, tribulation is promised to produce good character.  So, focus on 

the positive outcome rather than the discomfort.  I find a strange parallel to high school football.  

After your first tackle, who would go back for second down?  If the players focused on the pain 

of blocking and tackling, the sport would disappear overnight.  But instead, the players come 

back down after down, week after week, practice after practice, even when they are 0-5 thus far 

in the season, because they are focused on the potential positive outcomes.  They come back for 

potential; we come back for a sure thing. 

 The Romans promise goes beyond character development.  Conventional wisdom preaches 

that tribulation destroys hope.  Leaders in every age have believed that soldiers and citizens alike 

would become discouraged and probably quit if things got hard.  Paul wrote that tribulation 

produces character which, in turn, produces hope.  Why does Paul go against conventional 

wisdom?  Because “the love of God has been poured out in our hearts by the Holy Spirit who 

was given to us.”  I can read that verse two ways.  Is Paul describing the experience of being 

loved by God or do we become the repositories of love that is of the same brand as God’s?  

Rather than accusing the inspired writers of being imprecise or unclear, I like to think that Paul 

meant both.  John does this a lot, leaving two possible understandings, both good.  So, Paul is 

letting us know that we not only experience the love that God has, but also come to possess that 

same type of love.  Because we have this experience and because we are now able to think first 

of the needs of others,141 we are able to grow character and hope out of really bad soil. 

 Further, sometimes what we perceive as tribulation is really just training.  As in the 

Hebrews passage, think about all the times when you sincerely believed your parents were 

punishing you by giving you chores, when they were really just training you to know how to 

work and be responsible. 

 James notes that bad times test our faith.  You can think of that two ways, both good.  

Trials test whether our faith is only for the good times or if we can maintain it when things go 

wrong.  When we make it through something bad without a meltdown, we have evidence of 

transformation by the Spirit.  Alternately, rather than focusing on the possibility of failure, we 

can envision a troublesome time as proving your mettle in the same way a blacksmith tests a 

sword or tool.  Failure is not expected, quite the opposite.  A blacksmith tests his metalwork to 

prove its strength, durability, and usefulness. 

 

                                                 
141  A short definition of Biblical love:  Doing what is best of the other person without regard to the effect on you. 
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 God Causes All Things to Work Together for Good 

 (Romans 8:28)  Importantly, the title line continues, “to those who love God, to those who 

are called according to His purpose.”  This promise is not for everyone, just the faithful.  Also, 

this does not say that all things are good, but that God will make it work out for good.  So, even 

outright evil can be recontextualized for a positive result for the faithful. 

 Taking an example from the Babylonian Captivity, a lot of people suffered in the fall of 

Judah and in the subsequent deportation followed by servitude.  But, God’s point was like 

weeding.  Judah had sunk to the point that the plan to bring the Messiah was not going to work 

correctly without some major intervention.  So, God sent them all off by using a pagan, often 

horrible nation.  Once settled in their new location and living there for 70 years, they began to 

think of it as home.  Only the die-hard fans of Jehovah would leave the prosperity of the Fertile 

Crescent to go back to a devastated region that had been resettled by their old enemies.  Bad 

times worked together for good for those who loved God. 

 People are devastated by bad times because they have no realistic hope that things will 

work out.  Christians are promised that God will handle it.  We just need confidence in the One 

who promised that He has the skill to do it without my myopic suggestions.  We are not told to 

pretend that bad times are good; they are not.  Further, if we fabricate ridiculous explanations 

why the death of child is really a good thing, we are doing nothing but trying to break into the 

big leagues without the skills; only more damage can result.  Rather, we have hope based on a 

promise that the present distress will merge with a bigger picture that we can’t see and bring us 

back to a life we call good.  Certainly, disaster changes us.  No one is the same after the total 

collapse of all you held dear.  But you can look forward to the “new normal” in which joy can 

still be found. 

 

 God Comforts the Downcast 

 (2 Corinthians 1:4, 7:6)  Comfort is what transitions us from downcast to joyful.  Not only 

are we promised that, eventually and by unknown means, we will get back to joy, but also we are 

promised comfort along the way.  This comfort is not on the receipt side of the ledger.  It’s a 

pass-through, an asset to be used, perhaps more of a capital property.  God comforts us that we 

may comfort others.  God can accomplish that comforting promise any way He wants, probably 

in ways I could not imagine.  However, one way is through other faithful people who had been 

comforted by unknown means.  I don’t need to know God’s exact method, I just need to accept 

responsibility for passing comfort along when God drops a downcast person in my lap. 

 

 We Can Find Peace and Contentment in Any Situation 

 (Philippians 4:6 – 13, 2 Thessalonians 3:16, 2 Peter 1:2, 2 John 3) Bad times make us a 

little crazy.  We overreact or become angry or lose hope.  But once we have a chance to think it 

through, we can draw tremendous comfort from this promise that contentment and peace can be 

found even in the worst of circumstances.  Some suggest that discontentment and anxiety are 

signs of weak faith, so we should go through life as air-heads, unperturbed by “superfluity of 

naughtiness” as the KJV puts it.  If we were already peaceful and content, we would not need a 

promise to get there.  Paul said he learned to be content. 



Think as a Spirit Chapter 5:  Promises 

 

80 

 

 This is a participatory promise – some promises require specific actions on our part, some 

just require faith.  The Philippians passage prescribes prayer.  The active ingredients are 

supplication (begging God for exactly what you want changed) and thanksgiving.  Make your 

requests known, but balance it with all the things that are right in your life.  Not to explain away 

a promise, but this method does make sense.  We get our complaints off our collective chests, 

which makes us feel better, and we remember the good stuff.  Perhaps we can say that we need 

to do that to unblock the Spirit.  If you took an anti-anxiety medication, just reading the label 

paragraph about potential side effects might defeat any positive results.  God’s prescription has 

no such warnings or disclaimers. 

 “Grace and peace” appears in the opening of every letter in the New Testament except 

Hebrews, James, 1 John, and 3 John.  Many commentators dismiss this oft-repeated phrase (or 

“grace, peace, and mercy”) as a standard greeting, but such was not the case.  Only Christians 

would have the background to use this as a salutation, and the evidence is absent if they did.  

People of that time did not routinely open their letters with “Grace and peace” like we open with 

“Dear Fred.”  Rather, this sets the tone for that which follows.  Each letter should be viewed as a 

means of achieving character transformation, or having a gracious and peaceful (and merciful) 

nature.  Overlooking the objective leads to the distortions described in the various letters.  Those 

letters also end with similar prescriptions.  We can be certain that the author’s intention was that 

the readers make gains in being gracious and being peaceful (and merciful) because the 

audiences were all composed of Christians.  They had already been recipients of the outgrowths 

of God’s gracious and peaceful (and merciful) nature.  They did not need more of the same.  

They needed to develop those characteristics in themselves.  Honest, sincere people have been 

trying to achieve those character traits for millennia without significant success.  So, God must 

lend a hand somewhere, most likely through the Sprit that dwells in us.  And what sort of peace 

is this?  I suggest, because it is used so generally, that it covers a lot of ground, perhaps 

summarized as peace with God, peace with others, and peace with yourself. 

 

 Rescued from This Present Evil Age 

 (Acts 2:40, Galatians 1:4, 2 Peter 1:4, 1 John 5:4)  When Peter preached to a large crowd of 

relatively religious Jewish folks as recorded in Acts 2, he held out an almost incomprehensible 

promise, “Be saved from this perverse generation.”  Paul picked up the theme with, “…who gave 

Himself for us that He might deliver us from this present evil age.”  Unless you are willing to 

assert that the world has improved significantly since then, we should be hoping for the same 

promised rescue.  But is this rescue only when we die (or when the universe winks out on the last 

day), or is this a promise for today?  I think that each author intends for us to picture rescue now, 

not rescue later.  John penned the same idea, “This is the victory that has overcome the world – 

your faith.”  John’s audience had already overcome, and were alive enough to read his letter.  

This promised rescue is for the faithful while they are still breathing. 

 What does this rescue entail?  Will we be physically unaffected by the downhill slide of 

civilization?  No, as in 2 Timothy 3:12, “All who desire to live godly in Christ Jesus will suffer 

persecution.”  The New Testament contains many accounts of faithful people being beaten up by 

the world.  So in what way were they rescued?  It’s an attitude thing.  Peter and John rejoiced 

“that they were counted worthy to suffer shame for the name.”142  Being whipped did not make 

them give up.  They were rescued in that the world was not able to manipulate them.  The same 

                                                 
142  Acts 5:41 
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goes for us.  In the US, our view of “the world” is a bit skewed.  When the world oppresses a 

group, whether or not I am in that group, we think about how to squash the oppressors with the 

world’s most powerful military, how to bring the bad guys to their knees with the world’s most 

powerful economy.  In the apostles’ day, the government was ruthless, unjust, corrupt, and likely 

to stay that way.  Social mobility was not going to happen.  Faithful people could be abused by 

any number of groups in their society, yet John says, “They have overcome the world.”  Peter, 

Paul, and John meant that the world could no longer force or intimidate you into going along.  

Our faith allows us to, gently, humbly, and patiently, say, “No.”  The physical result may be 

punishment, prison, or even death, but you can keep your dignity and move on.  Let God handle 

them in His own time. 

 

Character Development: 

 Looking back into history, people have lived under a wide variety of governments and 

climates.  Governments have ranged from the mediocre to the truly horrible.  Climates range 

from the idyllic with an occasional disaster to the chronically threatening.  As Americans, we 

have that are called “First World problems.”  For example, we returned from two weeks in West 

Africa without running water or working sewer (I had no idea how attached I had become to 

municipal waste treatment) with sporadic electricity.  At home, hung on our front door was a 

“boil order” because the city had replaced a section of water main in our neighborhood that 

morning.  The neighbors complained loud and long about the inconvenience.  We took a shower 

and went to bed, laughing. 

 First World problems distract us from what would make life “good.”  My observation of 

the needs and wants of people in a variety of cultures is that people just want a better version of 

themselves.  The rest is window dressing. 

 

 Overcome Ourselves 

 (Romans 8:13, Galatians 5:16)  Those who trust God are promised that, through the Spirit, 

we will be able to overcome ourselves.  This subject was broached in the How Much Faith is 

Enough? section, introducing the idea that faith causes us to accomplish what humans cannot 

normally do.  Let’s take this a step further.  From my observations of good, sincere, church-

going people, the batting averages are still not remarkable.  The Christians in the New Testament 

had the same problem.  The letters are littered with incomplete overcoming.  Is it weak faith?  

Those who are more interested in laying blame than solving problems will go there.  In those 

gaps in which my performance is underwhelming, am I on the outs with God?  Many teach so.  

But let’s turn it around and look at it from God’s point of view. 

 God engineered the human race.  He is good at what He does.  He did not make us 

defective so He could rescue us and claim credit for fixing that which wasn’t our fault in the first 

place.  (See the Appendix on Total Depravity.)  God gave people the ability to choose; it does 

not take a rocket scientist to predict that bad choices are somewhere on the horizon.  So, God 

prepared the fix before the manufacturing began.  God’s goal was not flawless behavior but 

deep-seated trust.  So, if we mess up, God is not surprised and can work with it. 

 How does God work with it?  He does not pass it over like the parents of undisciplined 

children.  He does not toast us like Sodom and Gomorrah (not to mention Admah and Zeboim).  

Rather, He gives us the tools to fix what would otherwise be listed as totaled.  Some bad 
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behaviors we can correct easily.  We fix them because we see just how dumb that was and know 

that we don’t want to go there again.  But then there are those behaviors that get the best of us, 

like addiction.  Your personal irreconcilable habit that is no longer surmountable is the place 

where this promise inserts itself.  God gives the faithful the Spirit who can fix those 

unsalvageable disaster zones, if we trust God.  For God, it’s an easy fix.  That’s not the point.  

God’s point is trust, a big family held together by mutual and unshakable trust.  God presents the 

outrageous promise of overcoming ourselves to see if we will bite.  Chances are we will drop the 

ball several times along the way.  The proof of trust is picking the ball back up.  Over time, we 

get more sure-handed and overcoming becomes a way of life.  But, it is neither the degree of 

overcoming nor the number of fumbles that interests God, rather the trust to try the impossible, 

to turn over control to an unseen entity based solely on a promise.  That’s the relationship that 

makes families last. 

 

 Partakers of the divine nature 

 (2 Peter 1:2 – 11, Ephesians 3:14 – 19, 2 Corinthians 3:18)  Across the history of 

Christianity, many have taught that we are hapless losers on earth, that those who meet a certain 

set of criteria will be ticketed for transport to heaven at which time all repairs will be made.  

Although some promises of character development do not specify a timeframe in the immediate 

context, more than a few use verb tenses that place the character transformation of the faithful 

while we are still breathing.  Peter’s readers were to expect to become partakers of the divine 

nature.  In Peter’s following paragraph, the reader is enjoined to work on growing a list of 

positive character traits.  In Ephesians, Paul characterizes this character development as being 

filled with all the fullness of God.  The Christians in Corinth were, at the time of writing, being 

transformed into the image of Jesus. 

 “Fullness” was an ordinary word, used to describe, for example, a basket full of bread 

fragments.143  The figure of speech of being filled with all the fullness of God paints the picture 

of being filled up with godly character traits.  The same image is used of Jesus,144 partakers of 

the divine nature.  The process is called “renewing your mind”,145 again in the present tense, not 

future.  The Christians in Rome were motivated by the fact that God’s version of love “had been 

poured out in their hearts by the Holy Spirit who was given to us.”146  Further, The Spirit is 

promised to expand that love.147 

 People the world over want a better version of themselves.  Many have failed enough times 

that they have given up.  A backstop for this promise are two others that insist that we will get 

help to withstand temptation148 and, even bigger, oversize temptations will be removed 

entirely.149 

 In my opinion, this set of promises is the most stunning of them all.  That which had been 

clearly out of reach, a better me, was offered to those who were gullible enough to trust.  If I can 

put myself into that target audience, the offer is for me, too. 

 

                                                 
143  Mark 8:20 
144  Colossians 1:19 and 2:9 
145  Romans 12:2 and 2 Corinthians 4:16 
146  Romans 5:5 
147  1 Thessalonians 3:12 
148  Hebrews 2:18 
149  1 Corinthians 10:13 
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 Fruit of the Spirit 

 (Galatians 5:23 – 24, Ephesians 4:13 – 16, Philippians 1:9 – 11, Colossians 1:9 – 11)  A 

popular, pseudo-self-deprecating line used by many is “I’m a sinner; I sin every day (hour, 

minute, …).”  My response is, “You don’t have to be.  Read the promises.  The Spirit is 

supposed to be fixing that.  Talk about your gains, not your losses.  Joy is found in the successes 

of faith, not its temporary setbacks.”  (See Chapter 8:  Joy in a Broken World.) 

 Galatians has the most-quoted list of characteristics of the divine nature, hence the title of 

the section.  Ephesians contributes a description of the post-apostolic church (second century and 

onward) that, by virtue of the “measure of the stature of the fullness of Christ,” will be able to 

avoid slick, charismatic speakers and the oligarchy of theologians.  The body will be united, 

diverse, egalitarian, and self-sustaining.  (How well are we doing?  A little more trust in this 

promise would go a long way.)  Paul prays that the Philippians gain in love, knowledge, 

discernment, and the fruits of righteousness.  If Paul had to pray for it, then these qualities were 

not going to happen naturally.  The Christians of Philippi, who were really nice people, were not 

left with only their own devices.  For the Colossians, Paul prayed for knowledge of what God 

wants, wisdom, understanding, and a worthy walk.  All of these attributes are products of the 

Spirit that dwells within us, not of superior self-control or draconian enforcement. 

 

Understanding 

 (1 Corinthians 2:9 – 12, Ephesians 1:17 – 19, 3:17, James 1:5 – 8)  The world can be a very 

confusing place for those who are without a little help from God.  Over the centuries, theologians 

have contributed to the mess by claiming that there are mysteries that we cannot understand.  

Some have gone so far as to say that ordinary people are not able to comprehend such things; 

therefore, God gave us (the ignorant) church leaders (the theologians) to bring the mystery down 

to our level.  The first problem with that argument is, if I cannot understand God who is really 

smart and patient and gentle, how am I to understand someone of significantly less skill and 

ability?  Secondly, every mystery described in the New Testament is explained in the same 

context.  Every concept deemed a mystery in the New Testament has been explained in simple 

terms (look them up – all you need is a concordance). 

 The Christians in Corinth, at the time of the writing of 1 Corinthians, were all relatively 

new to the gospel.  Imagine a whole congregation of only new Christians.  A few things went 

wrong (hence, the letter).  The thrust of the letter details the result of dragging culture into the 

church.  In a congregation where so many things were going wrong, Paul found it appropriate to 

remind them that the things about God that outsiders just can’t figure out had been revealed to 

them by the Spirit. 

 Knowledge is useful, but sometimes it is not enough.  I know plenty of highly educated 

people who don’t have a lick of sense.  Wisdom is a precious commodity for knowing what to do 

with what you know.  A lot of wisdom and a little knowledge are probably better than the other 

way around.  James relayed a startling promise about wisdom – that it is available to all faithful 

people. 

 Understanding what God is about and having the wisdom to put it into practice are well 

beyond what we need to function in this world.  God could have left us clueless; we would just 

need to trust Him more.  I think these promises of understanding and the wisdom to use it are an 
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illustration of the depth of God’s love for us.  These are the tools that allow earth-bound life to 

be full of joy and peace despite the fact that the world is broken and spinning down. 

 

Importance 

 (1 Corinthians 3:16, 6:19, Ephesians 2:19 – 22, Hebrews 3:6, 1 Peter 2:5 – 10)  The Temple 

in Jerusalem (the one built by Solomon or by the returning exiles in the fifth century BC which 

was subsequently upgraded by Herod the Great) was a fabulous place.  Christians, both 

individually and collectively, are characterized as the Temple of God. 

 Contemplate the amount of confidence God has in the faithful to let a bunch of well-

meaning bumblers be the place where people meet God, God’s home away from home.  

Certainly, this is a responsibility, but also a great compliment.  God could have built His own (a 

single structure or an uncountable number of little ones), but He wanted His Temple to be 

people, not brick and mortar.  The faithful are integral to the process of enlarging the family by 

being the living, breathing meeting place. 

 Further, the faithful are called kings and priests (Revelation 1:6, 5:10, 11:15, 20: 4 – 6, 

Romans 5:17, 1 Peter 2:9 – 10).  Remember, in the first century, a king was appointed by the 

Emperor.  The Empire had many kings.  The point of the illustration is that the faithful are in 

charge of large swaths of the earth, all subject to the King of Kings, just as King Herod the Great 

was subject to Caesar Augustus.  In addition, the faithful are called priests, those who bring 

people and God together.  Although the responsibility may be overwhelming, the confidence 

God shows in the faithful is huge. 

 If I were running this show (are we not all grateful that I am not?), I would have picked the 

angels who fought alongside Michael in Revelation 12.  Those angels had proved their allegiance 

and did not have the added distraction of a mud suit.  With them in charge of the church on earth, 

perhaps one per location, I imagine that things would have gone a lot smoother. 

 Many have taught that Christians are hapless and worthless.  God says we are sufficiently 

skilled, trained, and armed, and we are magnificent and inspiring to see.  Confidence and loyalty 

make a great family. 

 

Summary 

 These are but a few of the hundreds of different promises issued by God to the faithful.  

Each promise appears in several places.  Finding them yourself has several advantages over 

presenting you with my list.  First, you will find the ones you are prepared to see.  As you 

change, you will see different ones.  Second, first-hand faith is always better than second-hand 

faith.  Third, the process is fun and encouraging.  Fourth, you will find things that amaze you so 

much that you will not be able to shut up about it.  Evangelism problem solved. 

 Most churches focus on forgiveness.  But forgiveness is a done deal; Jesus did it.  Of 

course, it had to happen, but we had no control over it and contributed absolutely nothing to the 

process.  If the gospel stops with forgiveness (about 7% of the message by my analytical mind), 

faithful people remain failures, life on earth is to be endured rather than enjoyed, and my 

transformation into heaven-worthy condition in the last nanosecond of the last day means that 

someone I never met lives forever with my nametag. 

 Instead, the promises tell us that we are capable, responsible, unbeatable, and miraculous, 

which is the mindset of a spirit. 
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Chapter 6:  The Work of the Spirit 

 

The Reality of Spirits 

 Human perception is initiated through our various senses.  Therefore, God illustrated the 

non-physical through the symbolism in the Bible.  Jesus taught in the same way.  Faith results in 

living according to our understanding of that which cannot be measured. 

 Spirits (non-physical beings) do not have GPS coordinates.  So, Biblical descriptions of the 

locations of God, the angels, and our spirits are physical illustrations of non-physical facts.  God 

gave us those illustrations so that we could wrap our thinking around the concepts.  But, we must 

be careful not to impute physical attributes to non-physical beings.  For example, God is on His 

throne in heaven.  From this I know that God, the throne, and heaven have reality.  But none of 

them are physical, so none of them have mass or velocity, magnetic, electric, or gravitational 

fields, or the various nuclear forces.  We describe physical objects with the dimensions of height, 

width, length, and time (the four dimensions of physics).  I could say the God is in the Fifth 

Dimension, but that was a pop group in the 60’s. 

 

Do I Have a Spirit? 

 Nineteen times in the New Testament, human beings are identified as having spirits.150  

The spirit of a person is contrasted with the physical part, so our spirits are not figures of speech 

representing physical people or our memories of those people, but rather something of reality.  

As a small analogy from mathematics, you probably learned in school that there were real 

numbers and imaginary numbers (a terrible adjective, in my view).  Imaginary numbers are 

associated with the square root of minus one.  In my line of work, we use imaginary numbers all 

the time and they are not “imaginary,” they refer to very real stuff.  We use them in 

spectroscopy, but you might use them in high-end sound equipment.  We old folks remember the 

bane of the audiophile’s existence, background hum and needle static.  If you capture music 

through a microphone, warts and all, and digitize it, you will have a mish-mash of all amplitudes 

of the sounds at each instant in time.  Separating them is mathematically complex, but no so hard 

with modern electronics.  So, to unravel the complex sound at a particular instant, you convert 

the “time domain,” measured in seconds, and flip it over to the frequency domain, measured in 

hertz (1/seconds).  This is called a Fourier transformation.  The complicated waveforms of music 

are transformed into a series of spikes (loudness) along the frequency axis (tones).  The freaky 

part is that you get two identical graphs, one built of real numbers and one built of imaginary 

numbers.  You can easily subtract out any spikes representing noise and also adjust out-of-tune 

notes back to the proper frequency or tone in both graphs.  Then, you take the two, cleaned-up 

graphs, both the real and the imaginary, and reverse transform them back into the time domain to 

get clean and in-tune music (or, in analytical chemistry, handy spectra for identifying 

unknowns).  I particularly like the process not for its ability to clean up old music or the way it 

greatly simplified spectrographic equipment, but in its parallel to the New Testament concept of 

being “transformed into His image.”  The parallels are entertaining for me because we, too, have 

a “real” part and an “imaginary” part, both of which are part of reality and necessary to make the 

                                                 
150  Romans 1:9, 8:16, 1 Corinthians 2:11, 5:4, 7:34, 14:14, 2 Corinthians 7:1, 7:13, Galatians 6:18, Ephesians 

4:23, Colossians 2:5, 1 Thessalonians 5:23, 2 Timothy 4:22, Philemon 25, Hebrews 4:12, 12:23, James 2:26, 

1 Peter 3:19, 1 John 4:2. 
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whole. The transformation makes it easy to scrape out the noise and adjust the out-of-tune notes 

before turning the whole thing back into a whole person.  I wonder if Fourier appreciated the 

irony of mathematics mimicking the gospel. 

 Getting back to the critical point that we each have a spirit, a part of each of us will keep 

going after the physical part expires.  Our spirits know things151 and have functions.152  Physical 

bodies are recycled through decomposition and becoming food for innumerable living things.  

Spirits exist without end in one “place” or the other,153  Like spirits, those two places are not 

physical either. 

 In the Bible, spirits are said to die, but that is a figure of speech for “separated from God.”  

Here is one example.  In Genesis 2:16 – 17, God tells Adam, “Of every tree of the garden you 

may eat; but of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, for in the day that 

you eat of it you shall surely die.”  You know the story.  If we take it literally, we create a 

problem.  Adam lived to be 930.  We do not know how long after creation Adam messed up, but 

it was before Cain and Abel.  Adam lived 800 years after the birth of Seth, who was born after 

Cain killed Abel.  So, Adam lived the vast majority of his life after the tree incident.  Some 

explain it away by saying that Adam became mortal at that point, so he began to die.  First, the 

text does not say that and there is no linguistic reason to change it.  Second, if Adam were 

immortal before eating of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, and was exiled from Eden 

shortly thereafter, what was the purpose of the Tree of Life?  The “became mortal” explanation 

says that the Tree of Life was of no use to Adam before, and inaccessible after.  Third, the things 

Adam ate in the Garden were mortal and the fact that Adam ate meant that he had cells that were 

dying and being replaced. 

 The New Testament uses this illustration of spirits dying to illustrate separation from God, 

but many people have missed the figure of speech and have come to conclusions that create 

inconsistencies in the Bible.  For example, Romans 5:12, “Therefore, just as through one man sin 

entered the world, and death through sin, and thus death spread to all men, because all sinned.”  

Continuing in the same paragraph to verse 17, “For if by the one man’s offense death reigned 

through the one, much more those who receive abundance of grace and of the gift of 

righteousness will reign in life through the One, Jesus Christ.”  If Adam’s sin resulted in his 

physical mortality, then grace must result in physical immortality.  Either no one has received 

grace yet (since a lot of people in the Bible are called faithful by God and physically died 

anyway), or the death in Romans 5 is not physical but figurative.  Death did not spread to all men 

because Adam was physically changed from immortal to mortal, but because all sinned (as the 

passage says).  In a figurative sense, he “died” on the day he ate of that fruit; he was separated 

from God.  Apparently, the reason for banning Adam from the Tree of the Knowledge of Good 

and Evil at first was because God knew that, once unleashed, that knowledge would spread 

through the generations, as Paul suggested in Romans 7:7 – 9, that knowledge of evil made him 

think about evil, so it happened.  This is what spread to all men, knowledge of evil, not sin itself.  

Sin we do to ourselves.  We cannot blame Adam or God for this.  We chose evil and cut the cord.  

People do not become mortal through sin, their spirits become separated from God by sin (as in 

Romans 14:23, all that is not of faith is sin). 

 The “death” figure of speech is used a little farther along in the same context, Romans 

6:16, “Do you not know that to whom you present yourselves slaves to obey, you are that one’s 

                                                 
151  1 Corinthians 2:11 
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slaves whom you obey, whether of sin leading to death or of obedience leading to 

righteousness?"  Or Romans 6:23, “For the wages of sin is death, but the gift of God is eternal 

life in Christ Jesus our Lord.”  If sin leads to physical death, then obedience leads to physical 

immortality.  Again, we do not observe physical immortality, even among those whom we are 

certain were faithful, such as those listed in Hebrews 11.  And, Jesus did not sin, yet He died 

physically. 

 The idea that spirits have no end was a no-brainer for the original audience of the New 

Testament (although not for the Sadducees), so the figure of speech would have been obvious to 

them.  A spirit who sins does not cease to exist (the annihilation doctrine of the Jehovah’s 

Witnesses), rather it is separated from God.  Even separated or disconnected is a physical picture.  

Perhaps we should use the image of “one with God” or “not one with God,” as in John 17:21 – 

22.  Paul’s point in Romans was that sin enslaves us and separates us from God (death of our 

spirits).  The free gift is reconnection (life for our spirits).  The idea continues through Romans 7 

and into Romans 8, that the justice mentality, embodied in rules, leads only to failure (death of 

the spirit).  2 Timothy 1:10 says, “…our Lord Jesus Christ who has abolished death and brought 

life and immortality to light through the gospel.”  When Paul wrote, Jesus had already brought 

life and immortality, although Paul expected to die physically soon (4:6), so Paul was not 

expecting physical immortality but endless connection of his spirit with God.  James also 

equated sin to the same image of death of spirits.154  John told his audience that they had already 

passed from death to life.155 

 Our spirits are unmeasurable, yet an important part of reality.  Some thoroughly 

unscientific efforts have been made to photograph spirits or weigh people before and after 

physical death.  They are all sadly deceitful, pulling people away with physical appeals.  In fact, 

it is safe to say that any teaching or practice that fails to connect to the invisible belongs to the 

“right-and-wrong” mentality, which always leads to failure, sin, and separation. 

 The New Testament uses more than alive and dead as figures of speech to portray our 

spirits.  In Ephesians 2:6, “…raised us up together and made us sit together in the heavenlies156 

in Christ Jesus.”  Asking where our spirits reside is not the point; spirits cannot be trapped in 

physical locations.  But, backing up a few verses to 1:19, “…He raised Him from the dead and 

seated Him at His right hand in the heavenlies.”  Paul used physical figures of speech to give us a 

visual that the spirits of faithful people are in the same “place” as Jesus, a symbol of 

connectedness.  The faithful in Ephesus had already made that transition, as determined by the 

past tense of Ephesians 2:6.  The familiar funeral sermon phrase, “Gone to be with Jesus,” does 

not fit in this picture.  We are already “there.”  But, Paul also described our spirits as being in 

us,157 confirming that it is a figure of speech, not a set of coordinates. 

 A mental image of my own spirit, although interpreted through physical figures of speech, 

puts my perception of reality in perspective.  If my construction of “the real me” is physical, I 

will measure all things from a physical foundation.  My benchmarks of success or failure will 

hinge on my physical well-being or physical performance.  But, my spirit is the part that keeps 

going after I retire from breathing.  In fact, my spirit has been functioning all my life.  We just 

tend to let it get overwhelmed by the physical world that assaults our senses. 

                                                 
154  James 1:15, 5:20 
155  1 John 3:14 
156  Thanks to Avon Malone (d. 2003) for that lyric turn of phrase. 
157  1 Corinthians 2:11 
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 The most important feature of our spirits is connectedness, which is not a new idea.  People 

the world over go to great lengths to form relationships, connections.  From an earthly 

perspective, what people everywhere seem to want most is to be connected.  In physically 

demanding places (like poor Third World countries under corrupt dictators) in which the 

physical comforts of life are scarce, people still have a standard for success, generally built 

around connections between family members and friends.  Being vitally aware of our spirits 

makes hope function at a much higher level.  Christians are connected to one another (and to 

God and Jesus and the Holy Spirit) from now until forever, not just until mortality sneaks up.  

The New Testament uses the words fellowship or communion.  Whatever our physical situations, 

if our spirits are connected, we are successful.  If our spirits are not connected, we are alone in 

the human race.  Seeing our own connections between spirits through the figures of speech in the 

Bible opens our understanding of the eternal part of reality, not only the future part, but also the 

present part.  So, being comfortable with your impression of your spirit is a big deal.  Think as a 

spirit. 

 

God’s Spirit Lives in Us? 

 Prepositions provide directionality to actions.  Saying, “He ran into the house,” is different 

than, “He ran over the house,”, or “He ran in the house,” or “He ran because of the house.”  The 

preposition in a figure of speech gives it life and color.  Unfortunately, many modern translators 

have decided that Greek prepositions were interchangeable, depriving us of the artistic flair of 

the great literature we call the Bible.  And not just flair, but deeper meaning has been removed.  

These nuances contributed by the prepositions usually do not utterly change the meaning, but the 

changes dampen it and cut us off from thought-provoking word choices.  In some cases, the 

intention of the author has been hijacked (see Chapter 4:  The Faith Economy, Faith In Versus 

Faith Of), but not very often. 

 What does it mean for the Spirit to be in us?  Since the Spirit cannot be located physically, 

this preposition must be a figure of speech.  So, we must set about finding the meaning behind 

and the importance of that figure. 

 Jesus contrasted the Spirit being with the Twelve and the Spirit being in the Twelve,158 

“And I will pray the Father and He will give you another Helper, that He may abide with you 

forever – the Spirit of Truth, whom the world cannot receive, because it neither sees Him nor 

knows Him; but you know Him, for He dwells with you and will be in you.”  Unfortunately, this 

distinction is not consistent throughout the New Testament.  In an earlier conversation between 

Jesus and His disciples, He referenced “the Spirit of your Father who speaks in you.”159  Peter 

wrote of Old Testament prophets and “the Spirit of Christ which was in them.”160  When Jesus 

made His statement in John 14, contrasting with and in, He had a point to make, but the point 

was not based on any linguistic rule as though the New Testament were written by a team of 

lawyers.  We may safely draw the conclusion that a qualitative change in the work of the Spirit 

was about to happen to the Eleven (Judas having already departed).  Another important 

consideration is whether this promise of the Spirit being in the Eleven is also promised 

somewhere else for all faithful people.  We cannot arbitrarily claim a promise to the Eleven for 
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ourselves.  For example, the Eleven were told that they would be able to forgive sins,161 but very 

few today believe that they can do so.  Peter was told about the manner of his death,162 but the 

rest of us are clueless.  We can appropriate a promise to someone else only if we can be logically 

included in the group.  Rather than torturing the John 14 passages to get us into the picture, we 

can simply turn to other passages later in the New Testament in which the same promise is made 

for all faithful people.  But, you will need to wait a little as I explain a few other things, first. 

 Prior to the scene in John 14 was another, “On the last day, the great day of the feast, 

Jesus stood and cried out, saying, ‘If anyone thirsts, let him come to Me and drink.  He who 

believes in Me, as the Scripture has said, ‘Out of his heart will flow rivers of living water.’  But 

this He spoke concerning the Spirit, whom those believing in Him would receive, for the Spirit 

was not yet given, for Jesus was not yet glorified.”163 

 Jesus’ citation is not found in the Old Testament exactly as quoted.  A close parallel is 

Ezekiel 47, in the vision of a colossal Temple that physically would not fit in Israel.  A tradition 

had arisen within the Feast of Tabernacles in which a procession of priests would bring golden 

pitchers of water from the Pool of Siloam to be poured out at the base of the altar, symbolizing 

Ezekiel’s prophecy.  Jesus was announcing the application of Ezekiel’s figurative description of 

the Eternal Kingdom, the church.  John, writing many years after the Spirit had been given, 

explained for his readers the timing of that application.  This giving of the Spirit to all believers 

would occur after Jesus went home in Acts 1. 

 Perhaps within minutes of the “Spirit with” versus “Spirit in” statement, Jesus added more 

detail.  “But when the Helper comes, whom I shall send to you from the Father, the Spirit of truth 

who proceeds from the Father, He will testify of Me.”164  “However, when He, the Spirit of truth, 

has come, He will guide you into all truth; for He will not speak on His own authority, but 

whatever He hears He will speak; and He will tell you things to come.”165  So, the impact of the 

Spirit being in rather than with the Eleven was that the Spirit would “testify” of Jesus, one 

specific method being predicting the future.  The exact nature of this testifying is not further 

described in this place, so we should not speculate, but rather look in the rest of the New 

Testament for specifics.  The Eleven already could cast out demons166 and perhaps more. 

 But what about ordinary faithful people, other than those obviously Spirit-endowed people 

like apostles, prophets, and the like?  Several passages specifically place the Spirit in all faithful 

people. 

 (Romans 8:9)  “But you are not in the flesh but in the Spirit, if indeed the Spirit of God 

dwells in you.  Now if anyone does not have the Spirit of Christ, he is not His.”  Paul asserts that 

the Spirit dwells in the faithful, which he parallels to being in the Spirit, much in the same way 

as Jesus said, “You, Father, are in Me and I in You.”167  The illustration of the indwelling Spirit 

teaches connectedness, unity, oneness.  The next verse switches to “If Christ is in you…”, 

showing interchangeability.168 

 (1 Corinthians 3:16)  “Do you not know that you are the Temple of God and that the Spirit 

of God dwells in you?”  The figure of speech of the Spirit dwelling in the faithful compares a 
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Christian to the Temple in Jerusalem, something magnificent and important.  God lives in the 

faithful in the same way that He lived in the Tabernacle and the Temple: the place with which He 

was identified, the place at which He was worshipped, and the place from which He spoke.  

Further, the context relates the devotion God has toward His Temple.  Another passage uses the 

same image with the additional detail that the church (the faithful as a group) were at that time a 

work in progress,169 but that the construction period would end soon and the church would be 

self-sustaining.170  (See the subsequent volume titled Hegemones, which is a detailed treatise on 

church leadership). 

 (James 4:5)  “Or do you think that the Scripture says in vain, ‘The Spirit who dwells in us 

yearns jealously’?”  From the context, the figure of speech that the Spirit dwells in the faithful 

illustrates that the Spirit wants complete control rather than competition. 

 In addition to the Spirit and Jesus living in the faithful, so does the Word.171  John 1:1 and 

1:14 couples the Word, God, and Jesus, “In the beginning was the Word and the Word was with 

God and the Word was God…And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us.” 

 God, Jesus, the Spirit, and the Word are all said to be in the faithful.  By my count, that is 

four; why do so many people talk about the Trinity?  Looks like the Quadrity to me.  The God 

descriptor represents the idea of character, a compassionate, gracious, fatherly nature.  Jesus 

represents the older brother who walked the earth as we do, the reality of faith in a physical 

universe.  The Spirit is the intangible who gets things done.  The Word is the facts, the body of 

thought concerning the concept of the existence and nature of the one true God.  The Word was 

around a long time before the Scriptures.  The Bible contains topics from the Word, but they are 

not the same thing.  The Bible is a printed book containing information from God; it has no 

power of its own.  The Word is the intellect of God.  God uses the representation (Father, Son, 

Spirit, Word) that works best for getting His ideas across, the non-physical being explained in 

physical illustrations.  Each description is a different facet of the same God, not four parts of 

God but just another way of looking at the One God. 

 So, all of the names used to identify the divine nature are part of this picture figuratively 

described as being in the faithful.  From the passages above, the take-home picture for the 

faithful is that we are connected to the point of merger with the divine nature, that the faithful 

are, individually and collectively, fabulously ornate representatives of the divine of whom He is 

protective and jealous.  To think as a spirit, we must see ourselves as a collective of eternal 

beings. 

 God used other figurative language to describe this merger, beyond the picture that He is in 

the faithful.  Other prepositions were used to add different graphical scenarios.  A grab bag of 

verbs were used to make us think along different figurative tracks.  The following examples, like 

the previous, explain why the mental image should be important to us.  The benefits gained are 

enumerated in the next section (What Does the Spirit of God Do in Me?).  On a somber note, 

Jude 19 describes those who cause division as those not having the Spirit.  Not everyone in the 

church directory is a Christian. 

 (Galatians 4:6)  “And because you are sons, God has sent forth the Spirit of His Son into 

your hearts, crying ‘Abba, Father.’”  Kardia, the heart, means literally the human organ that 

pumps blood.  The figurative heart includes thoughts, motives, loyalties, attitudes, and intentions.  

The content of the heart is generally secret (except to God) but is revealed in our actions.  The 
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preposition, into, suggests a video rather than a painting.  We should imagine the Spirit dropping 

into that seat of attitudes, not just intellect.  Abba is Hebrew, a more familiar version of Father.  

A story from some college-age Kenyan friends gave this passage life for me.  After their tribal 

languages, their second language was Swahili, which incorporated some of the ancient Semitic 

languages of the region.  The abba concept perhaps has been preserved in this synthetic trade 

language of East Africa.  They related, “I would never call my own father, abba, because he has 

not risen to that level of respect yet.  I call my grandfather, abba, a term of great endearment and 

profound respect.  Not all grandfathers are called abba, but only those who have emptied 

themselves for the building up of their descendants.”  This is the attitude the Spirit imparts when 

dropped into our hearts. 

 (1 Corinthians 2:10)  But God has revealed them to us through His Spirit.  For the Spirit 

searches all things, yes, the deep things of God.”  The Spirit of God into whom we are merged is 

also a conduit for understanding.   

 (1 Corinthians 12:3 – 11)  “Therefore, I make known to you that no one speaking in the 

Spirit of God calls Jesus accursed, and no one can say that Jesus is Lord except in the Holy 

Spirit.  There are diversities of gifts, but the same Spirit.  There are diversities of ministries, but 

the same Lord.  And there are diversities of activities, but it is the same God who works all in all.  

But the manifestation of the Spirit is given to each one for the profit of all; for to one is given the 

word of wisdom through the Spirit, to another the word of knowledge according to the same 

Spirit, to another faith in the same Spirit, to another gifts of healing in one Spirit, to another the 

working of miracles, to another prophecy, to another discerning spirits, to another different kinds 

of languages, to another the interpretation of languages.  But one and the same Spirit works all 

these things, distributing to each one individually as He wills.”  Several different prepositions 

spice up the picture.  If you take the time to read various translations of that paragraph, you will 

find a certain dullness because the tastiness imparted through prepositions has been glossed over.  

The merger or oneness idea is suggested by in.  The conduit idea comes from through and 

according to.  Of course, many of these gifts that are accessed by being merged with the Spirit 

have become hot-button issues, some claiming that “the age of miracles has passed,” others 

insisting that we should seek a “Full Gospel.”  The only gift in this list that I can say confidently 

is no longer available is prophecy because both Daniel and Zechariah predicted the end of 

prophecy in connection with the destruction of Jerusalem in 70 AD.172  The other gifts simply 

require testing.173  The gospel is based on physical evidence.  Paul called it the attribute of first 

importance.174  Claims are easy.  Accepting the claims of people is not faith but foolishness.  

But, in my opinion, the most important treatise on this is 1 Corinthians 14.  Paul addressed the 

two gifts that would be the easiest to fake (tongues175 and prophecy) and subjected both to the 

tests of order and objective, not claims and counterclaims.  If someone claimed to be under the 

control of the Spirit and thus could not control this outpouring, the claim was fake, not to 

                                                 
172  Daniel 9:24 – 27, Zechariah 13:1 – 14:9 
173  1 John 4:1 
174  1 Corinthians 15:3 
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exist.  The former method is proof to the hearer, the latter is just a claim. 
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mention that an out-of-control assembly leaves the outsider with the conclusion that the 

participants have a few loose screws.  If no one could interpret, don’t speak.  If the outcome did 

not fit into edification, exhortation, or comfort, the proposed gift was merely self-promotion.  

And note that prophets had no authority; the hearers discussed what was said and determined the 

application, which is why prophecy was a sign to believers, not outsiders.  However, if an 

outsider witnessed prophecies of character development in the midst of characters being 

developed, it became proof.  All gifts of the Spirit were for the benefit of others, not for the 

announcement of my self-proclaimed personal connection to God. 

 (1 Corinthians 14:14 – 16)  “For if I pray in a language, my spirit prays, but my 

understanding is unfruitful.  What is the conclusion then?  I will pray by means of some Spirit 

and I will also pray by means of some understanding.  I will sing by means of some Spirit and I 

will also sing by means of some understanding.”  Modern translations add a preposition, again to 

the blandness of the paragraph.  By skipping prepositions entirely and relying on the dative case 

(by means of), Paul illustrates the oneness of faithful spirits with their understanding.  

 (Galatians 3:2)  “Did you receive the Spirit by the works of the Law or by the hearing of 

faith?”  The Spirit is also said to be received,176 akin to the into visual, but receiving brings a 

flavor of voluntary action. 

 (2 Corinthians 1:22, 5:5, Ephesians 1:13)  “Given us the Spirit in our hearts as a down 

payment” or “Sealed with the Holy Spirit of promise.”  A down payment is significantly smaller 

than the full price and is held until the full price is delivered.  So, the Spirit is given as a token of 

the full purchase price which is “life to your mortal bodies,”177 the resurrection into a new style 

body on the last day178 which will be suited to the “new heavens and the new earth”.179 

 The trick is to switch from humans having a spiritual experience to spirits having a human 

experience; think as a spirit.  If the illustration of co-habitation of spirits fades into religiosity, we 

will not be prepared to take advantage of the benefits of the objective of creation, the purpose of 

the universe.  God wants a big family that will last.  Families hang together not because all 

members are flawlessly behaved, but because they trust and care about each other.  The Spirit 

(and God and Jesus and the Word) merges with our Spirit to accomplish that end.  The Spirit is 

not just there, it does something. 

 

What Does the Spirit of God Do in Me? 

 The purpose of the Spirit that dwells in the faithful may be characterized as mercy, an 

intense desire to fix what ails us.  If we trust God, we have made the first step to permanent 

family status.  But, we are damaged goods.  Certainly, Jesus paid off all debts to the right-and-

wrong system.  Although freed from debt, we each have incurred damage on that ill-advised 

foray into the no-win economy.  So, we can think of the work of the Spirit as damage control, 

repair, overhaul, or, as Paul puts it, transformation. 

 Several New Testament passages that designate the Spirit as the agent of a promise are 

listed in Chapter 5:  Promises.  So those functions are simply listed here: 

 

• Overcome Ourselves (Romans 8:13, Galatians 5:16) 
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• Partakers of the divine nature180 

• Fruit of the Spirit181 

• Understanding182 

• Importance183 

 

 Some additional examples of what the Spirit does as it dwells (is merged with) a believer 

are described below.  These do not complete the list, rather are representative.  A worthwhile 

task is to read through the New Testament with the question in mind, “What does the Spirit of 

God do in me?” 

 (Romans 8:14)  “For as many as are led by the Spirit of God, these are sons of God.”  From 

the context, the Spirit leads into overcoming ourselves, into the comfort of a family, and into 

peace.  Suffering appears to be part of the pathway.  Paul gave his original audience options; 

they could choose the natural way (characterized by the word, flesh) or the supernatural way.184   

Jesus captured the point when He cursed the fig tree; doing what comes naturally is not 

enough.185  Many good, church-going people, in their sincere desire to please God, make 

themselves miserable by working very hard to overcome themselves; try harder, fail bigger.  This 

promise about the Spirit lets us know where to find the power to overcome.  The trick is to know 

where to look and where to direct our efforts, which are addressed below in Do We Participate in 

Receiving the Spirit? 

 (Romans 8:26)  “Likewise, the Spirit also helps our weaknesses.  For we do not know what 

we should pray for as we ought, but the Spirit makes intercession with groaning which cannot be 

uttered.”  The Spirit is characterized as the Helper,186 assisting, not taking over.  The example in 

this context is prayer editing.  I wish I could receive back the edited copy. 

 (Ephesians 6:18)  “…praying always with all prayer and supplication in the Spirit, being 

watchful to this end with all perseverance and supplication for all the saints…”  Our prayers 

work when we are merged with the Spirit, connected, which should be all the time.  We are to 

“pray without ceasing,”187 so this has nothing to do with the popular claim of being overwhelmed 

by or taken over by the Spirit at specific times.  As a friend has described prayer, “When I wake 

up, I call God, like on the phone.  Then, I just don’t hang up.” 

 (Ephesians 2:18)  “For through Him we both have access in one Spirit to the Father.”  The 

original audience understood the context to refer to Jews and Gentiles.  We may well apply this 

to any combination of ethnic groups.  Faithful people of all cultures merge with the same Spirit 

into the new Temple on earth.  The Spirit mortars us all together. 

 (Galatians 3:3)  “Having begun by means of the Spirit, are you now being made consistent 

by means of the flesh?”  The leadership provided by the Spirit assists in connecting our renewed 

intentions with our actions.  The contrast Paul drew was with the Law of Moses, itself called 

“holy, just, and good.”188  The flesh in this context is the ritual of the Law, in no way connected 

to the Calvinist “sinful nature” argument.  A modern application would be those who insist on 
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certain regulations and practices as the major means of achieving acceptable behavior.  Character 

transformation seems to be overlooked, perhaps because of the indirect path.  Paul’s point was 

that the Spirit makes the connection between character and behavior possible, so our focus 

should be directed there, not on the psychological techniques of behavior modification. 

 (1 Peter 1:2, 2 Thessalonians 2:13)  “…in the Spirit’s sanctification…”  Sanctified was not 

a religious word in Paul’s day.  It meant simply to be reserved for certain purposes.  For 

example, a school basketball is reserved for student use on the school grounds.  To take it home 

is stealing.  In the New Testament, sanctified describes Christians as reserved for God’s 

purposes.  Using yourself for other purposes is a breach of your terms-of-use contract.  

Sanctified paints a picture of a two-party agreement.  God gave a down-payment, the Spirit.  

Perhaps we can be said to have been placed on lay-away by the Spirit.  We still have possession 

of the goods (our physical bodies) until the full price is brought (Resurrection Day), but we are 

obligated to keep that laid-away article in good (renewed, transformed, born again) condition 

until the final redemption.  To do otherwise is just plain dishonest.  One of the purposes of the 

Spirit is to remind us that we have a responsibility for which we have received a retainer. 

 (Galatians 5:5)  “We indeed, by virtue of the Spirit, through faith, eagerly await the hope of 

righteousness.”  A saddening percentage of sincere church-goers do not have a confident hope in 

which they eagerly await the last day.  Many have been taught that confidence is arrogant.  

Others have been taught a revolving-door salvation in which one falls out of favor in the interval 

between misstep and return.  Coupled with the modern mantra, “I’m a sinner; I sin every 

minute,” the probability of being on God’s good side at an unknown instant in the future is 

depressingly small.  At the other extreme are those who truly boast of their hope, but know 

nothing of the characteristics of faith or the promises of transformation, so their hope is in what 

they have been taught, not on the reality of spirits who are connected with each other and the 

divine nature.  One of the jobs of the Spirit is to provide that realistic, fact-based hope. 

 (1 Corinthians 12:7, Galatians 3:5, Acts 2:4, Joel 2:28 – 29)  The Spirit provided 

“miraculous” powers.  I put that in quotation marks because the exact definition varies from 

group to group.  To summarize briefly the more detailed explanations above, only one gift of the 

Spirit can be ruled out definitively for modern times: prophesy.  One might make an argument 

against miraculous understanding and miraculous knowledge based on 1 Corinthians 13, but 

such arguments generally devolve into battles over definitions of words.  So, to keep things 

simple, everyone agrees that the faithful should pray, and any request would necessitate that God 

change the way things would develop if He were to leave it alone.  If God changes the outcome, 

He did a miracle.  God says to pray, so the Spirit still does stuff.  He’s just not letting us peek 

behind the curtain.  But, that organizational structure matches well with faith.  We have ample 

proof that God’s promises are going to happen.  Trusting God to get it done is faith.  Requiring 

that peek is sight.  So, the Spirit still fiddles with how the world would work if left to itself – but 

He only fiddles for the faithful.  My observation is that God has not chosen to be as flashy since 

the first century.  But which is more exciting, resurrecting a physically dead person to walk again 

in a broken world, or resurrecting a disconnected spirit to walk in God’s family?  The Spirit had 

some evidentiary work to do back in the first century so that the church could develop to the 

point of self-replication.  Now the miracles are, primarily, in character development so that 

outsiders will see where to find what they have been seeking unsuccessfully all their adult lives.  

Mentally review some of the “flash” accomplished by the Spirit in the Bible.  The Israelites 

walked across the Red Sea on dry land, and in a matter of weeks were complaining about the 

food.  In the Gospels, Jesus performed fabulous healings in the clear view of tens of thousands of 
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people, yet when things went south, everybody ran, and only 120 were together after the 

resurrection.  “Flash” converted no one.  It just told them who had the right stuff.  Those in 

whom the Spirit dwells are the flash today.  Some think they need the flash of tongues and 

prophecy and healings.  What people really want is not a good show, but a clear demonstration 

of how to overcome themselves.  That is real flash. 

 Among the hundreds of promises for the faithful from God, the Spirit specifically is tasked 

with engineering some of the outcomes, although the mechanisms are not given.  Many other 

promises are equally supernatural, but little if any details have been given about how God plans 

to make it work.  Not my problem.  Remember, the angels did not know how all this Jesus stuff 

would be played out until they watched it happen.189  No one on earth knows when Resurrection 

Day will come; Jesus, Peter, and Paul all stated clearly that no hints would be given, and that 

those who speculate on such things are wasting their time and are deceiving many.  The faithful 

trust God because of His track record, so have peace despite not knowing the how or when, just 

the who.  In fact, the enormity of those promises, the clearly supernatural nature of the results, 

makes me happy to sit back and just watch and laugh.  Figuring out how to make all those 

promises work together would just make my head hurt. 

 

Do We Participate in Receiving the Spirit? 

 Some react negatively to any notion that we might participate in a gift from God.  

Certainly, we cannot buy it as Simon Magus thought,190 which could be applied equally well 

with any form of payment in goods or services.  But participation in receiving this gift is 

addressed specifically in two places. 

 Jesus said to pray for it.191  Interestingly, when Jesus said this, the Spirit had not been given 

in the sense of the Helper, who could not come until Jesus went home.192  Although Jesus 

addressed only His disciples in this short conversation, the ideas do not appear to be specific to 

the Twelve or the larger group of semi-permanent followers, but appear to be applicable to all 

with enough trust in God to ask for something.  The context does not contain anything about 

flashy miracles, just the Holy Spirit.  What would the audience have thought about this? 

 When Jesus spoke with Nicodemas,193 He said, “Unless one is born of water and the Spirit, 

he cannot enter the kingdom of God.”  Jesus expected to be understood; He was not being 

deceptive or intentionally obtuse.194  Although Nicodemas was astounded, he also was well 

versed in the Scriptures, so his adverse reaction was because he understood and it scared him, not 

that he was totally bumfuzzled.  The idea of having a close relationship with the Holy Spirit was 

not a new concept when Jesus was on earth.  They may not have known exactly how it would 

play out in the church, but they knew it was something big. 

 Jesus even expected the Samaritan woman at the well195 to understand, “But the hour is 

coming and now is, when the true worshipper will worship the Father in spirit and truth.”  

Something about connected spirits was really important. 

                                                 
189  1 Peter 1:12 
190  Acts 8:20 
191  Luke 11:13 
192  John 16:7 
193  John 3:1 – 21 
194  John 3:10 
195  John 4:3 – 43 
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 As far back as Joel around 800 BC,196 “And it shall come to pass afterward that I will pour 

out My Spirit on all flesh; your sons and your daughters shall prophesy, your old men shall 

dream dreams, your young men shall see visions.  And also on My menservants and on My 

maidservants I will pour out My Spirit in those days.”  Many ancient rabbis wrote that they 

understood this to refer to the time of the Messiah.197  Peter quoted this and a few more verses in 

his speech to the Pentecost crowd,198 so ordinary Jewish people in the First Century were 

expected to have some notion about the Spirit. 

 Isaiah announced the same thing about a century after Joel,199 “For I will pour water on him 

who is thirsty, and floods on the dry ground, I will pour My Spirit on your descendants, and My 

blessing on your offspring.”  Again, ordinary Jewish people should have had a notion the Spirit 

would play a big role in the eternal kingdom. 

 Concerning the return from captivity in Babylon and the promised restoration of Israel, 

Ezekiel wrote about a century and a half after Isaiah,200 “And I will not hide My face from them 

anymore; for I shall have poured out My Spirit on the house of Israel.” 

 These prophets are the backdrop for Jesus’ comment about praying for the Spirit, the Spirit 

that was promised to be poured out on the eternal kingdom into which all the Gentiles would 

flow.  Jesus’ point was that people should ask God for the Spirit in a persistent and confident 

manner.  For the original audience, this prayer would be for the coming of the Messiah and the 

subsequent eternal kingdom in which the Spirit was promised to play a big part.  But was this 

applicable only to those who lived immediately before the beginning of the eternal kingdom, or 

is this good advice for today?  As an example of the former, the same context contains one of the 

two recordings of the Lord’s Prayer in which Jesus told His disciples to pray, “Thy Kingdom 

come.”  The kingdom came nearly two thousand years ago, so we need to update that request to a 

thank-you.  Is asking for the Spirit the same? 

 People have come down on both sides of that issue, but I find the whole argument a little 

silly.  First, the context does not contain sufficient detail to make a decision.  Certainly, Jesus 

wanted His original audience to pray that the Spirit come, implying that they wanted the eternal 

kingdom to come sooner rather than later.  Whether the faithful today should continue to desire 

that the Spirit inhabit them was settled by Paul,201 “Endeavor to be filled full in the Spirit.”  The 

question is how did Paul say that we participate? 

 I used “filled full” rather than just “filled” because that is the image projected by the 

original text.202  The word describes a container that is filled to overflowing, not just filled to a 

normal level, which is borne out by the other half of Paul’s contrast, “Do not be drunk with 

wine.”  Further, the verb, filled, is imperative, so the idea of “work at this” is conveyed.  Most 

translations use the preposition, with, but in is the literal sense.  The impact is the same.  The 

Christians in Ephesus were to work at being overly full of the Holy Spirit.  How do we do that?  

The immediate context gives a few hints: singing, thanking, and submitting.  The larger context 

adds more. 

                                                 
196  Joel 2:28 – 29 
197  Edersheim, A. The Life and Times of Jesus the Messiah 1883, Macdonald Publishing Company, Mclean, VA, 

734. 
198  Acts 2:17 – 21 
199  Isaiah 44:3 
200  Ezekiel 39:29 
201  Ephesians 5:18 
202  Kittle, G., Friedrich, G., eds. Theological Dictionary of the New Testament Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing 

Company, Grand Rapids, 1976, IV:291. 
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 Sing to one another using multiple genres.  Song lyrics cannot contain complex theology.  

By nature, lyrics boil down the concepts and illustrate them.  Some people focus on the “to the 

Lord” phrase and justify spacey, self-possessed musical performances.  Such dissection of 

sentences leaves about as much useful material as that frog you dissected in high school biology.  

Certainly, God and the indwelling Spirit are intimately involved in this singing, but so are other 

spirits who are equally connected.  What we sing are those boiled down, highly figurative, easily 

remembered pieces of culturally styled literary art for the purpose of building up someone else.  

Remember the definition of Biblical love: doing what is best for the other person regardless of 

the effect on me.  It’s not about me.  And what is the subject matter?  Backing up one verse, a 

recommended source is your wise rendition of what God wants.  Notice the positive format.  

Don’t focus on what God doesn’t want; focus on the good stuff.  Many sacrifice peace and joy 

on the altar of sinful nature.  Sing instead about overcoming and the power of God to fix what 

ails us. 

 Give thanks, maybe in song, maybe not.  Don’t talk about failures, talk about successes, 

because thankfulness for failure makes no sense.  The concept is repeated numerous times in the 

New Testament.  Paul’s remedy for anxiety is to think about good stuff.203  To the Thessalonians 

Paul wrote, “Examine everything carefully; keep the good stuff.”204 

 Submit to one another.  How do we do that?  If we take it too literally, a group of 

Christians would never get through a doorway.  Paul’s point is to value everyone equally and 

support the others in doing what they do, not in getting them to support what I do.  If we trust 

each other, everyone is served.  If we don’t trust each other, we get what we have today, a 

fragmented, authority driven, complex, celebration of me. 

 The last phrase, “in the fear of Christ,” seems out of place.  But that impression probably 

arises from the Jonathan Edwards sermon, “Sinners in the Hand of an Angry God.”  However, if 

all of the passages containing fear were evaluated, every one of them (that have suggested to 

many that the faithful should fear God) also could be understood in an evangelistic sense; I’m 

afraid for them.  In my mind, John settled the matter with, “Consistent love casts out fear.”205  

Paul said about the same thing in Romans.206  So, we submit to one another because we fear for 

the outsider.  If we fail to submit, we will be at odds with one another and miraculous unity will 

not happen.  Jesus said that miraculous unity would be evidence that He was who He said He 

was.207  Our motive for submission to one another is fear of damaging the evidence which would 

result in outsiders not finding the claims of Jesus to be true. 

 Singing, thanking, and submitting to one another are ways to become filled full with the 

Spirit.  Somehow, that seems a little strange.  I would expect something more direct.  As an 

example of seemingly discordant training regimens, I remember when the first professional 

football team hired ballet teachers to help train linemen.  At the time, several comedians made a 

good living from commenting on it.  But now, ballet training is common for many professional 

athletes.  The key to the apparent discord in Ephesians is in the first phrase of the verse: one 

another.  I get filled full to overflowing when I forget about myself and focus on others (love).  If 

I’m in this for me, I’m on my own.  If I’m in this for you, I get help (for you, not for myself).  

Weird, but that’s how it works.  

                                                 
203  Philippians 4:8 
204  1 Thessalonians 5:21 
205  1 John 4:18 
206  Romans 8:15 
207  John 17:20 – 21 
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 Many teach that, to get outside myself, I must beat the “old man” into submission.  All that 

does is focus my attention on me.  Overcoming is not about battling myself, it’s about starving 

the old man to death.  The more you love, the more power you get and the less air time the old 

man gets.  Then people start to wonder how you managed to love to that degree, you have 

something to say, “We have this treasure in earthen vessels that the excellence of the power may 

be of God and not of us.”208  “Whoever speaks, let him speak, as it were, the utterances of God; 

whoever serves, let him do so as by the strength which God supplies; so that in all things God 

may be glorified through Jesus Christ, to whom belongs the glory and dominion forever and 

ever. Amen.”209 

 Many teach that, to get outside myself, I must be severe to myself, deny myself anything I 

like.  The focus is still on me.  And, Paul said it doesn’t work.210  Rather, I find my joy in the 

successes of faith (see Chapter 8:  Joy in a Broken World) and doing what is best for others 

because love makes me feel really good. 

 Many teach that, to be filled with the Spirit, I must pray or meditate extensively until I feel 

the Spirit overwhelming me.  Again, the focus is on me.  Plus, in the New Testament, feelings 

are a result, not a reason.  Instead, I lose myself in others and the Spirit fills the vacuum. 

 What does it mean to be filled full of the Spirit?  The New Testament inventories the 

faithful as filled full of several things.  Rather than contrasting them, perhaps we should consider 

them as different ways to categorize the same assets, as though each is a natural (rather, 

supernatural) result of the indwelling Spirit.  The faithful are to be filled full with all joy, peace, 

goodness, and knowledge, plus the ability to admonish,211 filled full of the fullness of God,212 

filled full with the fruit of righteousness,213 and filled full with the knowledge of His will.214  In 

each context, the container was to be filled to the point that outsiders could see it. 

 So, we play a part in helping the Spirit set up housekeeping, but not by exercises or 

practices or understandings that relate directly to the Spirit.  If we were a professional baseball 

team, our Spring Training would include no throwing, catching, hitting, or pitching.  Instead, we 

focus on loving others, doing what is best for them without considering the effect on me.  

Quickly or slowly depending on our trust level, the Spirit sets up housekeeping in the space 

formerly occupied by me.  “I have been crucified with Christ; it is no longer I who live, but 

Christ lives in me; and the life which I now live in the flesh I live by the faith of the Son of God, 

who loved me and gave Himself for me.”215 

 

To What Degree Can Christians Resemble Jesus? 

 The Spirit has charge of developing our characters to the point that we can be called 

partakers of the divine nature.  After so many failures and slow going, how can we have 

confidence?  Of course, faith that is growing is acceptable,216 but the tendency over the centuries 

has been to lower the bar through sophistry to placate followers with false hope.  Dumbed-down 

                                                 
208  2 Corinthians 4:7 
209  1 Peter 4:11 
210  Colossians 2:23 
211  Romans 15:13 – 14 
212  Ephesians 3:19 
213  Philippians 1:11 
214  Colossians 1:9 
215  Galatians 2:20 
216  Chapter 4:  The Faith Economy, How Much Faith is Enough? 
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curricula inflates attendance but limits the Spirit by not completely vacating the space occupied 

by me. 

 The New Testament sets the bar impossibly high: “Here is the patience of the saints who 

keep the commandments of God and the faith of Jesus,”217 …”to demonstrate at the present time 

His righteousness, that He might be just and the justifier of the one who has the faith of Jesus.”218  

If we could do this on our own, we would need neither Jesus nor the Holy Spirit. 

 Believers should resemble Jesus.  But, what is the passing mark?  That’s how people tend 

to think, in terms of making it into heaven or not.  But that perspective faces the wrong direction.  

God’s objective is to have a big family that lasts.  Family members think in terms of the rest of 

the family, not of themselves: “Do not look out for your own personal interests, but for the 

interests of others.”219 

 Our family members are all spirits – no molecules allowed.  We classify those spirits as 

God (the Father, the Son, the Holy Spirit, and the Word), angels, former humans, and present 

humans.  But really, all those connected spirits are so into each other that it becomes hard to 

figure out where one ends and the other begins.  Think of a big family gathering.  Growing up, 

my collection of blood relatives was very small.  Other than immediate family, I saw my 

relatives maybe once or twice in my life.  But my wife came from a huge extended family that 

went to great lengths just to be together.  So, it was a shock to me to be in a group of at least 300 

people, all in-laws, with three full-team baseball games going at once, eating, laughing, and 

catching up.  Some in the group were a bit odd (I could fill another book with those stories), but 

no one cared.  Everyone was treated lovingly and respectfully.  Did the acceptance of those with 

documented mental defects make the rest of us seek the minimum for family membership?  Silly 

thought.  Rather, the needs of those who could not do for themselves were handled by those who 

could.  All sought their own highest level for the benefit of those of less ability.  That’s the 

church.  Think as a spirit in a big family.  I serve the others because that’s what family does.  If 

I’m in it for me, I’m on my own. 

 The following are a few of the passages that equate certain characteristics of Jesus with 

those of the faithful.  Yes, the standard is impossibly high, but that is why we have the Spirit. 

 

• (1 John 2:6)  “He who says he abides in Him ought also to walk just as He walked.”  

Whatever definition one applies to Jesus’ walk, we are to do the same.  If Jesus’ level were 

unattainable even with the Spirit, John would not have given us the objective.   

• (Romans 6:4)  “Therefore, we were buried with Him through baptism into death, that just 

as Christ was raised from the dead through the glory of the Father, even so we also should 

walk in newness of life.”  Paul described this new walk as equally dramatic as physical 

resurrection.  If seekers are not taught the possibilities available through the Spirit, they 

will not be making room at the inn. 

• (2 Corinthians 3:18)  “But we all, with unveiled face, behold as in a mirror the glory of the 

Lord, are being transformed into the same image from glory to glory, just as by the Spirit of 

the Lord.”  Remember, glory is a parade of godly character traits.  We look into this 

figurative mirror and see His parade of character traits becoming my parade of character 

traits.  The same idea is in Romans 8:29, “For whom He foreknew He also predestined to 
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be conformed to the image of His Son, that He might be the firstborn among many 

brethren.”  The next verse ends with, “these He also glorified,” these He also gave their 

own parade. 

• (2 Corinthians 5:20)  “Now then, we are ambassadors for Christ, as though God were 

pleading through us, ‘We implore you on Christ’s behalf, be reconciled to God.’”  We are 

not identical with Jesus, but we have been appointed ambassadors, which is a classy job 

entrusted only to highly skilled representatives.  All of the faithful are highly skilled. 

• (Ephesians 4:20 – 24)  “But you have not so learned Christ, if indeed you have heard Him 

and have been taught by Him, as the truth is in Jesus; that you put off, concerning your 

former conduct, the old man which grows corrupt according to deceitful lusts, and be 

renewed in the spirit of your mind, and that you put on the new man which was created 

according to God, in true righteousness and holiness.”  Perhaps people have not been 

taught how to starve out the old man, so they never get a chance to put on the new one. 

• (Colossians 3:9 – 10)  “Do not lie to one another, since you have put off the old man with 

his deeds, and have put on the new man who is renewed in knowledge according to the 

image of Him who created him.”  Many are taught that they cannot understand.  Either 

knowledge comes only through the clergy, or the illogical parts of that group’s doctrine are 

a “mystery.”  Paul wrote that we get knowledge like Jesus had.  The Christians in Colossae 

had already put off the old man, so that action is not an end-times event. 

• (1 Peter 2:21 – 22)  “For to this you were called, because Christ also suffered for you, 

leaving you an example that you should follow in His steps, ‘Who committed no sin, nor 

was deceit found in His mouth.’”  My friends in Pakistan understand this.  I am afraid that 

most Americans do not. 

 

 We are not perpetual failures.  We have the tools to be like Jesus was on earth.  Certainly, 

we cannot do it by superior self-control.  Rather, the Spirit transforms us.  God gave no 

benchmarks for acceptance like saying a certain prayer or following a certain ritual.  We trust 

and get out of the way.  We look forward to the goal, not backward to our disastrous wake.  We 

trust that God can handle it.  It’s about family, not performance, achievement, or me.  Think as a 

spirit in a humongous and tightly knit family. 

 

How Do We Know the Spirit Dwells in Us? 

 Putting aside the figure of speech, in a literal sense, how do I know that my spirit is “one” 

with the Holy Spirit (and a bunch of other spirits)?  Certainly, I can believe it because the Bible 

tells me so, but there is a catch.  How do I know God looks at me as one of the faithful?  

Considering how talented humans are at self-deception, confidence could get a little strained. 

 Some have been taught, “Just believe.”  A good way to test a theory is to overlay it on a 

scenario in which you expect the opposite outcome.  Would you expect the Spirit to dwell in a 

Muslim or Hindu or atheist or Sikh?  If members of one of those groups believed that the Spirit 

of God dwelt in them, would that make it true?  Certainly, we must believe that the Spirit dwells 

in us, but our claim does not make it so. 

 Some have been taught that accomplishing a certain ritual confirms that the Spirit dwells in 

them.  The physical action (the sinner’s prayer, sprinkling, immersion, et al) is what we do, but 

our actions do not obligate God.  Faith is required, which presents another problem.  Is the faith 
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of the person in question acceptable?  A description of acceptable faith was developed in the 

previous chapter,220 but we are fully capable of deceiving ourselves on that one, too. 

 The earliest Christians had a slightly easier question.  A significant number of them 

observed the Spirit working through them in various ways.  Plus, some had the gift called 

discerning of spirits, so perhaps they could offer some assurance.  But the apostle John wrote 

later, in the second generation of Christians.  As evidenced by the writings of two of John’s 

students, Polycarp and Ignatius,221 the flashy miracles were not mentioned, so that source of 

confirmation apparently had dried up.  John, perhaps because of the lack of outside confirmation, 

addressed the issue specifically. 

• (1 John 3:24)  “Now he who keeps His commandments abides in Him and He in him.  And 

by this we know that He abides in us, by the Spirit He has given us.”  We know that the 

Spirit dwells in us because we keep His commandments. 

• (1 John 4:12 – 13) “No one has seen God at any time.  If we love one another, God abides 

in us and His love has been made consistent in us.  By this we know that we abide in Him 

and He in us, because He has given us of His Spirit.”  We know that the Spirit dwells in us 

when we love one another and we are consistent about it. 

 Those who have fallen into sound-byte religion take those verses and build a castle of stony 

regulations.  But, backing up one verse,222 we find the list of John’s commandments; trust God, 

love people.  John was not referring to the Ten Commandments or the Law of Moses or the Law 

of Liberty, but to the foundation of relationship that builds God’s family for the long haul.  The 

Law of Moses was a code for containing the excesses of a group composed of a vast majority of 

unbelievers.  The commandments of the family are only two.  But what qualifies as faith and 

love? 

 Here is an illustration I heard long ago.  The father of a large family in the early 1800’s 

determined that the family should move West and establish a new homestead.  First, the father 

went to scout a location and file a claim.  The following year, he sent his two oldest sons, grown 

men, to the new homestead to build the house and barn, to dig the well, and to build fences.  The 

father specified how and where for each item.  The following year, the father brought his wife 

and the rest of the children.  Upon arrival, the father was incensed.  The well was not in the 

location specified on the map.  The boys said, “But we did everything just as you wrote.  We just 

thought that the well would be better placed over there.”  The father replied, “No, you did not 

obey me at all.  You agreed with all the other things.  But when you disagreed, you did it your 

way.  On not one item did you actually obey.” 

 Both faith and love have lots of parts.  God made many promises, but many of them are 

difficult to envision.  Many people are available to love, but not that many are lovable.  We may 

trust that God will cause all things to work together for good when things are not too bad.  

Trusting that the power of the Spirit can transform me into a mirror image of Jesus may be hard 

to swallow.  The point of the illustration is that this is not multiple choice.  Faith means trusting 

all the promises and love means loving all the people.  At this point, people sometimes run 

screaming into the night.  If I make up my own Plan B for an impossible promise or an 

objectionable malcontent, I have not obeyed at all. 
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 Until we accomplish the humanly impossible, we have neither faith nor love.  We can, by 

purely human effort, without the Spirit, do many nice things.  We know for certain that the Spirit 

dwells in us when we see ourselves doing what we know we cannot do.  It’s like a receipt from 

God.  I can fool myself with all sorts of low-grade faith and love, insisting that my religious life 

is sufficient.  I have known some sincere, honest church-goers who absolutely believe that until 

you speak in tongues, you are not a Christian.  They do not believe in their benchmark because 

they think that speaking in tongues is a rite of passage, but rather that speaking in tongues is how 

God tells you that you made the cut.  So, on that basis, I appreciate their point.  I have a problem 

with how they train people to speak in tongues, removing the miraculous, but they got the need-

for-speed idea right. 

 For most church-goers, the benchmark consisting of accomplishing the humanly impossible 

is frightening, weird, and confusing all at once.  First, most church-goers have never experienced 

anything that was clearly beyond themselves.  Second, they never knew to expect it.  Third, 

Western Culture has become dominated by pseudo-science that invents irrational explanations 

for things God promised to do and did.  We all have in the recesses of our Western minds the 

notion that supernatural talk is backward and ignorant.  And now, reading this, reactions are 

mixed.  I find humor in the contrast with my friends who are fellow believers in West Africa.  

They have different cultural hang-ups.  They have no trouble expecting God to work through 

them to accomplish the supernatural; but they also think juju is real.  My attitude about this topic 

is full of laughter and appreciation for the way God runs His family.  He made us.  He is not 

surprised that we struggle with this, and video clips of our reactions certainly would be on 

heaven’s version of America’s Funniest Home Videos.  We can’t take ourselves too seriously.  

Rather, we need to laugh at ourselves for getting in the way of what the Spirit wants to 

accomplish and laugh with God about our nonsensical reasoning. 

 Several examples of superhuman things we can do have been listed in a previous 

chapter.223  Most of those examples were of the extreme type like addiction and anger 

management (the type that lands you in prison).  One point bears repeating.  These gifts or 

transformations or renewals are blatantly obvious, to the point that unbelievers ask you about 

them.  Attributing everything we like to the power of God is nonsense.  First, everything we like 

may not be on God’s healthy choice menu.  Second, if it’s not superhuman, it wasn’t God.  God 

does what we cannot.  He doesn’t dabble in the ordinary and call it evidence. 

• (2 Corinthians 9:8)  “…that you, having all sufficiency in all things, may have an 

abundance for every good work.”  The context is cash money.  The promise is repeated 

three times in the paragraph.  Here’s a personal example.  A young lady at our 

congregation approached me one evening and asked if it would be possible to join a 

mission effort we supported in Ghana.  I was blindsided – did not see it coming.  I babbled 

a little and told her I would look into it.  The next morning, I sat down at my desk at work 

and starting making calls.  In 15 minutes I had raised $14,000, enough for her travel and 

support.  None of the money was mine.  That was one of the less painful times when God 

decided I needed a lesson.  Usually He uses substantial lumber.  This was more discrete.  

But, not wanting to risk more blatant (and painful) hints, I learned never to decide what to 

do based on what I could afford.  I waver at times and resort to worry.  But I know that I 

have made some progress because the kids have picked up on it, and the folks at our new 

congregation have signed on as well.  Now my question is, “Why do churches have 

budgets?” 

                                                 
223  Chapter 4:  The Faith Economy, How Much Faith is Enough? 
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• (Romans 1:7, et al)  “Grace and peace to you.”  All but three of the letters in the New 

Testament begin and end with the confident expectation (hope) of a gracious nature and 

peace for the original audience.  Judging from the bookends of “grace and peace,” we 

should hang the rest of the letter on that objective.  Our objective on earth, the means by 

which we spread the gospel, is, first, to develop a gracious persona (the divine nature, 

transformed into Jesus’ character double).  Second, our objective is to be at peace with 

God, with others, and with ourselves.  You can pick the order of difficulty; people are 

different.  How is this superhuman?  Be objective about how you treat people for a minute.  

When the minute is up, laugh or you will fall into depression.  What if, nearly overnight, 

people started asking you what happened?  Perhaps some will ask what your doctor 

prescribed so they can get some, too.  When the outsiders see it, you have your receipt from 

God and a truck-wide opening in the outsider’s defensive line.  But don’t get all sappy 

with, “Give glory to God.”  That means nothing to the hearer.  And, I suggest not using the 

word, Spirit, right away or they will think you became a pew-jumper.  Pick different words, 

but be honest and straightforward.  You might try, “Thanks.  I tried to get rid of my lousy 

attitude for years.  Then I read about [you’ve got them thinking Barnes & Noble here; now 

for the quick right turn] these promises from God if I would just let Him fix it.  I can show 

you where to read.  No pressure.  It’s pretty simple stuff.” 

• (Romans 5:5)  “…the love of God has been poured out in our hearts by the Holy Spirit who 

was given to us.”  We do about as well with love (doing what is best for the other person 

regardless of the effect on me) as we do with grace and peace, but the application is 

different.  How big is your circle of benevolence?  We take care of family (mostly), but the 

“church” takes care of needy church folks (or, the church treasury does), and our tax dollars 

handle the indigent and ne’er-do-well.  We might classify this as generosity (or lack 

thereof), but look deeper.  The enormity of the world’s population clouds our vision of love 

and compresses our field of vision to money – especially Americans because we channel 

the majority of the world’s disposable income.  Think bigger and smaller at the same time.  

If that didn’t make sense, that’s a good thing.  Now the Spirit has a little wiggle room.  

Think bigger; the world is your oyster.  Think smaller; relate to the people available to you.  

Because of our electronic information age, we are no longer limited geographically, but we 

are still limited to the relatively small number of people with whom we can have 

meaningful relationships. 

 So, you are walking through WalMart and see that the 8-color boxes of Crayons were 

marked down to 50 cents.  Your brain screams, “Togo.  Bruno and Amy can use those for the 

350 kids in their school.”  You buy them all (like $10) and put them in a flat-rate Priority Mail 

box and send them ($40).  Continuing on the WalMart theme, you pass through the paint aisle on 

the way to housewares and see a good sale.  So, you pull out your cell phone and call Fred 

because he was thinking about painting his house.  If your mind is wrapped up in the lives of 

others, you will see opportunities for them constantly, from new jobs to household products to 

international intrigue (like getting a brother out of harm’s way because his presentation of Jesus 

insulted a jihadist imam).  The examples don’t sound very miraculous.  Give it some time so that 

you can run out of the ordinary, similar to the experience of people who take jobs with 

commission sales.  You find out if you are a real salesman only after you run out of relatives.  

When you make room for that miraculous love donated by the Spirit, weird stuff starts 

happening. 
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 Example: I was sick with worry over a friend in a bad country.  Coincidentally (although in 

retrospect I have my doubts), one of our US Senators scheduled a “listening post” at the county 

courthouse across the street from my lab.  I made an appointment to meet with a staffer.  I told 

my story and asked that the Senator call our embassy in that country and verify that my friend 

was real, that I had vetted him as had three other US citizens of international stature.  Of course, 

the staffer insisted that such things could not be done, that I needed to go through the Department 

of State.  I thanked the staffer and left.  My friend’s subsequent visa interview lasted 10 minutes, 

instead of the usual 60.  He as not required to come back for a second interview, although most 

have two call-backs.  Plus, his visa was tagged in such a way that got him through all the bribe-

taking checkpoints with zero delays.  Incidentally, I still wouldn’t vote for that Senator.  Was this 

God or back-door diplomacy?  I cannot prove anything.  But now that it has happened five times 

in four countries (with widely different settings), I’m taking the hint.  Does this pass the outsider 

test?  Yes, because without even mentioning God, outsiders are stunned that all this converged 

on me.  The probability of a naturalistic explanation is infinitesimal. 

 My examples have ranged from the ordinary to the inconceivable.  I leave it to the reader to 

fill in the middle ground.  My point is that, if our minds are focused on the well-being of people 

we know, strange things happen.  If we open up our circle of friends, which is easy with the 

internet, we can access opportunities we never knew existed.  Two cautions: (1) money is rarely 

the answer, and (2) be confident that something will happen if I relax and go with the flow.  

Final caution: when you accomplish the humanly impossible once, you know how it works.  That 

one is no longer by faith.  In future, that one goes on the sight pile.  Bit by bit, you will keep 

venturing farther into uncharted territory and will have no idea how you came out the other side.  

But it is a wild ride. 
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Chapter 7:  The Problem of Evil 

 

 Much suffering occurs in this world.  Perhaps the easiest to understand is suffering that is 

the natural consequence of a bad choice.  Choosing to break the law can result in punishment.  

Risky behavior, from recreational drugs to bungee jumping, can result in serious if not 

permanent harm.  Collateral damage to an innocent party is more difficult to accept: victims of 

drunk drivers or terrorist events.  Suffering due to natural disasters, from tsunamis to diseases, 

are the most difficult because such events arise from the way the world was constructed, not as a 

by-product of choice.  Many religions promise relief from suffering, but without success.  As 

described previously,224 the New Testament states unequivocally the Christians will suffer on 

earth.  But, many people reject the notion of God because they cannot come to terms with a good 

God who would allow bad things to happen. 

 

Physical Handicaps 

 The disciples asked Jesus, concerning a man born blind, “Who sinned, this man or his 

parents?”225  Jesus answered, “Neither…but that the works of God may be revealed in Him.”  

People invented the label, “handicapped.”  God just sees people, all of whom are important.  One 

could argue that riches are the greatest handicap, for “it is easier for a camel to go through the 

eye of a needle that for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God.”.226 

 The disciples failed to see the man but rather saw the blindness   Their collective thought 

process jumped directly to a theological argument of the day.  Jesus saw the person.  Some have 

run off on a tangent, missing Jesus’ target in a creative way, by insisting that God caused this 

man to be born blind and had engineered the meeting.  The idea is purely speculation and 

detracts from the point.  In those days, people with physical conditions that prevented them from 

working, if they were not from wealthy families, were expected to beg.  Governmental 

entitlement programs did not exist.  Jesus would have seen hundreds of people begging, in higher 

concentrations as He approached the Temple since Temple-goers tended to be more generous.  

Whether this man was specially placed by God or not is irrelevant.  Jesus treated the man 

compassionately, and even confided in the man that He was the Messiah, a level of trust Jesus 

gave to very few. 

 Paul reminded the Christians of Galatia that he had preached the gospel to them because of 

a physical infirmity,227 implying that Paul would have not stopped there except for his illness.  

But, that infirmity resulted in a blessing for them.  Paul reminded them that “if possible, you 

would have plucked out your own eyes and given them to me.”  The outcome was important, not 

the illness. 

 We tend to pity those who are not like us.  We assume that their lives must be miserable 

and pointless because they cannot do what we do.  Certainly, we can cause people who are 

different than ourselves to feel unimportant, but that is our problem, not theirs.  I lack the skills 

to be a professional athlete, but I do not consider myself handicapped.  Yet, we consider those 

stricken who do not have the physical coordination or sensory ability that the majority has.  The 

common view of physical differences parallels the views of racists. 

                                                 
224  Chapter 5:  Promises, Believing Results in Suffering 
225  John 9:2 
226  Matthew 19:24 
227  Galatians 4:13 
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 If we see people as those whom God loves, physical differences will no longer be classified 

as part of the Problem of Evil.   

 

Many Believe that Bad Things Happen to Us as a Punishment for Sin 

 Jesus was without sin, yet He was tortured and executed unjustly.  The apostles suffered 

many things as they took the gospel to the whole world in one generation.  Claiming that bad 

things happen because of sin does not fit with the facts of the Scriptures. 

 Certainly, some people suffer as a direct result of their bad choices.  Sin may have been 

involved, but the bad result was not because of sin, but because the choice put that person in 

harm’s way.  In fact, if we were punished on earth for our sins, Judgment would no longer be a 

worry.  We would have paid our debt already, which would make Jesus’ sacrifice irrelevant. 

 The Scriptures speak of “chastening” or “discipline.”228  Discipline is not punishment.  

Discipline looks to the future.  Punishment looks to the past.  The one being disciplined may 

perceive it as punishment, like when we discipline our children.  But it is not really punishment; 

it is training.  God sometimes puts us in difficult situations to train us, but not to punish us. 

 Peter reminded the Christians of central Turkey that “fiery trials” are normal, something to 

be expected.229  His point is that Christians can handle the difficulty; and, at the same time, feel 

sorry for the outsiders who cannot.  Trials bring us closer to God because we are forced to trust 

Him. 

 Several times the prophets of old asked, “Why do the wicked prosper?”  Many people hold 

the contradictory positions that bad things happen because of sin, and that the wealthy wicked 

will get theirs at Judgment. 

 

Many Believe That Bad Things are Caused by Satan 

 Zechariah predicted that, at the time of the Messiah, both prophets and unclean spirits 

would be removed from the land.230  Jesus applied that chapter to Himself.231  But when did this 

happen?  Based on the list of happenings in the Zechariah passage, demons and sin would be 

washed away together.  Zechariah prophesied about five centuries before Jesus.  To his original 

audience, the fact that demons were not removed from the land until the destruction of Jerusalem 

(which is in this same context232) would not be difficult to understand.  As a side note – the part 

about cutting off the names of the idols…that they shall not be remembered – the name of an idol 

was its essential quality, not the letters carved on the base of the statue.  The essence of the idols 

would be eliminated.  Some idols were just fakes, but some had demonic power behind them.  

The part about not being remembered is not that they would be lost in history, because the act of 

writing it down makes that impossible.  Rather, idols will no longer be part of the family history 

of the people of God.  Bottom line, Zechariah predicted the end of demons in conjunction with 

the Messiah and the destruction of Jerusalem.  Rabbis whose writings have survived, during the 

                                                 
228  Hebrews 12:7 – 11 
229  1 Peter 4:12 – 19 
230  Zechariah 13:1 – 2 
231  Matthew 26:31 
232  Zechariah 13:7 – 14:9 
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500 years before Jesus, wrote the same thing,233 so the people of Jesus’ time expected an end to 

the power of demons not long after the Messiah 

 During the time of Jesus, Satan had authority over this world.234  The gospels record much 

about demons, Jesus being tempted by Satan,235 and taking away the Word to prevent belief.236  

Paul implied that, at the time of the writing of the letter to the Ephesians, this was still the 

case.237  Satan also was blinding the perishing,238 using the power of death,239 seeking those 

whom he may devour,240 deceiving,241 and accusing.242 

 However, the best efforts of Satan could be overcome by believers.243  These promises are 

incredibly important.  Many churches frighten their members with dire warnings about the power 

of Satan.  Instead, we should encourage people that nothing is more powerful than the Spirit that 

dwells in us (“He who is in you is greater than he who is in the world”244). 

 Jesus implied that Satan’s authority over the world would end soon,245 in conjunction with 

His being “lifted up.”  Paul told the Christians in Rome that “the God of peace will crush Satan 

under your feet shortly”.246  Two thousand years is not shortly.  Some claim that, because God 

sees time differently than we do, “shortly” can be any period of time.  Of course, this would 

invalidate any time-valued prophecy in the Bible.  Daniel understood that the 70 years written by 

Jeremiah had been completed.  Would 700 years been acceptable?  Jesus predicted that He would 

be in the tomb three days.  Would three centuries have been acceptable?  When God gives a 

message, it is in terms that people will understand, not cryptic nonsense that deceives. 

 1 Peter was addressed to Jewish Christians in Turkey.  Because Peter mentioned Christians 

in Asia (southwestern Turkey), this would be after Paul had taken the gospel to that region and 

the news had had a chance to get back to Peter.  The record of Paul taking the gospel to Ephesus 

in Asia includes the fact that Paul visited Palestine shortly after that.247  So, my timeline has 

Peter writing 1 Peter around 51 AD (give or take).  Second Peter, which includes news of Peter’s 

impending demise,248 was written much later and contains the past-tense statement, “For God did 

not spare the angels who sinned, but cast them down to Tartarus and delivered them into chains 

of darkness, to be reserved for judgment.”249  Peter wrote about evil spirits being loose and doing 

much harm, and he also wrote about the same evil spirits being locked up.  Something changed 

between the writing of 1 Peter and 2 Peter.  Jude also wrote in the past tense of the same 

situation, “And the angels who did not keep their proper domain, but left their own abode, He 

                                                 
233  Edersheim, A. The Life and Times of Jesus the Messiah 1883 MacDonald Publishing Company, McLean, 

735.  See also, Keil, C.E., Delitzsch, F. Commentary on the Old Testament reprinted 1984 by William B. 

Eerdmans Publishing Company, Grand Rapids, X:394. 
234  Luke 4:6, John 14:30 
235  Matthew 4, Luke 4 
236  Luke 8:12 
237  Ephesians 2:2 
238  2 Corinthians 4:4 
239  Hebrews 2:14 
240  1 Peter 5:8 
241  Revelation 12:9 
242  Revelation 12:10 
243  Ephesians 6:11, James 4:7, 1 John 3:8, 4:4 
244  1 John 4:4 
245  John 12:31 
246  Romans 16:20 
247  Acts 18:18 – 23 
248  2 Peter 1:14 
249  2 Peter 2:4 
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has reserved in everlasting chains under darkness for the judgment of the great day.”250  Those 

who defend the idea that Satan is operating on earth today, to my knowledge, have not addressed 

2 Peter or Jude. 

 Revelation offers the best timeline for the change in Satan’s status.  Of course, many 

fanciful explanations have been published.  Certainly, Revelation contains much figurative 

language.  But it is not rocket science.  The book was written to ordinary people who lived in 

southwestern Turkey.  John expected them to understand without the assistance of clergy or 

theologians.  In fact, John wrote around the same time, “You do not need that anyone teach you; 

but as the same anointing teaches you concerning all things.”251  The images in Revelation all 

have simple meanings (if we take time to look up a little history and the Old Testament quotes).  

We cannot dismiss the ones that blow our theories by claiming they are beyond our 

comprehension. 

 Here is a brief outline of Revelation 12.  Jesus was born amidst great signs and with Satan 

waiting to do Him harm.252  Note that the birth and ascension of Jesus are in the same verse;253 

His earthly ministry was not part of that picture.  Satan and his angels were defeated in a war in 

heaven after Jesus returned home.254  Satan and his angels were exiled to earth after losing the 

war.255  He could accuse no longer.256  He knew he had only a short time on earth.257  He tried 

unsuccessfully to overcome faithful Israelites.258  But, Satan’s strategy backfired; the world took 

the brunt of his wrath.259  So, he set out to make war with the Gentile Christians.260  Keep in 

mind that Revelation refers to Satan’s time of exile on earth as “short.”  Again, God 

communicates in ways that humans can understand.  If God told John “short,” then this exile was 

much less than 2000 years.  Zechariah’s idea that it was near to the time of the destruction of 

Jerusalem in 70 AD fits well. 

 Jesus described the events surrounding the destruction of the Jerusalem as the worst in all 

of history.261  Further, Jesus said, “Unless those days were shortened, no flesh would be saved, 

but for the elect’s sake, those days will be shortened.”  From Revelation, we can see that the 

destruction of Jerusalem was orchestrated by Satan, working through the beast (Rome) and the 

false prophet. 

 Before the time of the fall of Jerusalem in 70 AD, before the writing of 2 Peter and Jude, 

Satan and his angels were bound in the abyss.262  This bondage was for “a thousand years.”  In 

the abyss, he is unable to “deceive the nations.”263  Some acknowledge that Satan is bound, but 

insist that he can still orchestrate evil like an imprisoned crime boss.  I propose that when God 

says that Satan cannot deceive, then he cannot deceive. 

                                                 
250  Jude 6 
251  1 John 2:27 
252  Revelation 12:1 – 5 
253  Revelation 12:5 
254  Revelation 12:5 – 8 
255  Revelation 12:8 – 9 
256  Revelation 12:10 
257  Revelation 12:12 
258  Revelation 12:13 – 15 
259  Revelation 12:16 
260  Revelation 12:17 
261  Matthew 24:21, Mark 13:19 
262  Revelation 20:3 
263  Compare to 2 Corinthians 4:4 
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 After the thousand years, Satan will be released.264  He will go out to “deceive the nations.”  

His release will be short-lived.  No battle is described, only preparation by Satan for the battle.  

The saints will not know that their camp is surrounded.  If they did, then they would know 

Judgment was very soon, having read Revelation, which would ruin the “thief in the night” 

image.265 

 At a time between the writing of 1 Peter (and 2 Corinthians and Ephesians) and 2 Peter 

(and Jude), Satan was deposed.  He lost the ability to accuse the faithful when he was exiled to 

earth after the war in heaven.266  Satan lost his primary and perhaps only remaining weapon, 

deceit, when he was locked in the abyss.267  Jesus is king of this world now.268  Most churches 

teach that Satan is “the god of this age”, as Paul described him before lock-up.269  But that says 

that Jesus is not.  If Satan is in charge on earth, then Jesus failed; He beat a strategic retreat and 

rules only in heaven.  The King of Kings title falls short. 

 People in our time have an irrational habit of blaming Satan for evil.  To my knowledge, no 

one who thinks that Satan is lord of the earth has offered a means by which we might know 

which evil is caused by people and which is caused by Satan.  Further, many church-goers are 

frightened repeatedly by the supposed power of Satan, when even the Christians who lived in the 

midst of Satan’s greatest destructive power were told that they had nothing to fear.  The 

unbelievers took the brunt of Satan’s power in the first century, not Christians. 

 So, bad things on earth today cannot be the work of Satan.  The evil in our time is from 

people, and there is plenty of it.  We cannot blame God for evil in our time; we cannot blame 

Satan.  We did this to ourselves.  But, we like to have someone other than ourselves to blame. 

 

Natural Processes and Natural Disasters 

 The world was created in a constant state of decay.270  The world did not become that way 

due to sin, but because it was part of the plan.  Even when Adam and Eve were in the Garden, 

they ate.  Living things were born, grew, and died (certainly that which they ate died).  When 

Paul wrote that “just as through one man sin entered the world, and death through sin,”271 he 

meant spiritual death, separation from God.  He could not have meant physical death because 

physical things were already dying.  More conclusively, God told Adam, “In the day you eat of 

it, you shall surely die.”272  He died spiritually right away.  He died physically about 930 years 

later.  The natural decay of natural things, death, was engineered into creation to give us a clear 

choice.  We can trust God and be connected to Him forever, or we can go out on our own and 

live until our bodies wear out. 

 Jesus commented on a construction accident in which 18 men died.273  He refuted the idea 

that such accidents are a punishment from God.  Accidents are just accidents, but they should 

                                                 
264  Revelation 20:7 – 10 
265  Matthew 24:36, Mark 13:32, 1 Thessalonians 5:2 – 3, 2 Peter 3:10 
266  Revelation 12:10 
267  Revelation 20:3 
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remind us of the fragility of life and that we need to be prepared at all times to meet our physical 

end. 

 Natural disasters and disease were designed into the universe.  They are not punishments; 

they are just part of the system.  If the devastation of such events upsets how we see God, we 

need a new outlook.  Certainly, pain is not a good thing unless the pain is warning us of danger 

like a hot stove, but it is part of life.  Certainly, the death of loved one is not a good thing.  Grief 

is legitimate.  But the death of a child or of a faithful person is about me; the deceased has shed 

the painful part of existence and is securely connected to other faithful spirits.  My grief is over 

my loss, not their loss.  Conversely, the death of an unbeliever is much worse because we kick 

ourselves for not speaking sooner or more persuasively.  But, that person made his or her own 

choices about faith 

 

Governments 

 “For there is no authority except from God, and the authorities that exist are appointed by 

God.”274  Certainly, anyone can recall several truly evil heads of governments.  The claim by 

Paul that such authorities were put in place by God can be difficult to fathom.  The key is 

remembering the reason for creation and God’s terminal objective.  We are not here to cause a 

well-behaved world, but rather to operate a well-designed incubator for faith.  The objective of 

the universe is not comfort, but to produce a big family that will last. 

 The Old Testament reveals that several morally bankrupt kings were installed by God for 

His purposes, for example the Pharaoh of Moses time,275 Pul,276 Sennacherib,277 and 

Nebuchadnezzar.278  Each of them did great evil, yet God put them in place to accomplish a part 

of the plan.  The purpose was not political peace or even an increase in good behavior.  Rather, 

faith and love, the real objectives, were enhanced among those who trusted God and cared about 

people.  In addition to the specific statements about God raising up certain terrible governments 

(and tearing them down), Paul wrote his generalization to cover all governments. 

 Very few moments in history have seen democracy.  The vast majority of history has been 

dominated by totalitarian regimes.  That God promoted self-possessed autocrats may be difficult 

to appreciate, but fairly easy to visualize.  A few well-placed angels disguised as diplomats or 

spies could provide just the information needed for military victory or successful political 

intrigue.  But could God, in good conscience, meddle in an American election?  First, although 

many have claimed that this candidate or that was favored by God because of that candidate’s 

superior faith or godly behavior or political stance on abortion, the history recorded in the 

Scriptures does not go in that direction.  God used awful people as well as reasonably good 

(albeit flawed) people like David and Hezekiah.  The purpose of God is not to provide good 

governance, but to promote the plan: an incubator for faith to produce a big family that will last.  

 So should those in democratic societies bother to vote, since God gets His pick anyway?  

Again from the history of God, people make some good choices and a lot of bad ones.  God 

works with that.  Without free will, faith and love have no meaning, so God must let the political 

process play out – with perhaps a nudge or two from a well-placed angel.  God takes the desires 
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of the faithful, misplaced as those wishes may be at times, into account and adjusts accordingly.  

Just as God changed His mind more than a dozen times in the political history of Israel due to the 

plea of a faithful person, our votes still count, the ones in prayer perhaps more significant than 

those in the voting booth.  The path of the plan is not cast in concrete.  God adjusts in response to 

requests from His friends.  Just as God can absorb our misdirection and keep moving forward, so 

can His adjustments based on our prayers.  The system is fluid, but God is still the master 

hydraulic engineer.  Failure to participate in an available democracy is tempting God,279 

attempting to manipulate God into resorting to an obvious, flashy miracle. 

 The claim that God controls all governments, good and bad, has been made.  The real 

question is whether we are prepared to accept that God knows what He is doing. 

 

How Can We Reconcile the Concept of a Good God with the Fact of Suffering? 

 For faith and love to be real, we must have free will.  For our actions to have meaning, we 

must have liberty.  If God interferes with either mental or physical choice, His reason for 

creation (an incubator for faith) and His terminal objective (a big family that lasts) are ruined.  

Therefore, God trusts us to sign on without manipulation.  Church leaders should learn from this. 

 But God has not abandoned us to this sinking ship called Earth.  If we make the choice to 

trust Him rather than to make our own way against impossible odds, He gives us His Spirit so 

that we can overcome ourselves and the suffering that surrounds us.  We can have a joyful life on 

earth, whatever the circumstances.  Suffering may be due to natural disasters, accidents, disease, 

or the natural results of our own bad choices and the bad choices of others.  Whatever the source, 

we are promised the ability to rise above it.  Suffering becomes a problem only for those on the 

outside.  Suffering is a wake-up call to give up trying to beat the system, but rather to trust God. 
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Chapter 8:  Joy in a Broken World 

 

 The “broken world” part of the chapter title is obvious.  But what does it mean to have joy 

or to rejoice?  I suppose that people would define it generally the same way but with varying 

details.  Joy seems bigger than another positive word, happiness.  Going to a ball game or some 

entertaining event can make you feel good, but superficial (and fun) activities would not be 

called sources of joy.  On the negative side, joy can be hindered or dampened by pressure or 

stress or just a bad attitude, not to mention the bigger negatives like grief or persecution.  So, 

first I will lay out the sources of joy described in the New Testament, then the background 

attitudes that give joy free rein. 

 

Sources of Joy for Christians 

 Joy is a natural part of the Family of God.  Jesus attributed great joy to the discovery 

process.  Paul used joy to describe life in the Kingdom and listed joy as part of the fruit of the 

Spirit.280  My observation has been that a great number of sincere church-goers would not agree.  

Although they might muster some joy while contemplating heaven, they are not particularly 

excited about going there soon.  And, they are bombarded constantly during their meeting 

timeswith reminders of the past rather than hope for the present and future.  A disturbing 

percentage of church meetings are not formatted for one-anothering, so loneliness and 

helplessness dominate.  Some achieve some temporary happiness because of the format of the 

church gathering, but it fades proportional to the time since the last infusion of excitement.  Joy 

lasts; happiness fades. 

 The first step toward finding this promised joy in everyday life is contained in a simple 

phrase usually glossed over when reading: rejoice in God or rejoice in the Lord.281  The key is 

the little preposition.  What does it mean to be in God or in the Lord?  The physical illustration 

helps us to picture what is going on with our eternal part, our spirits.  If I can build a mental 

image of my spirit inside the Spirit of God, I should catch a glimpse of just how cool that is.  

Wherever my physical body might be, calling up that memory puts the present physical situation 

in perspective.  But that might be a little esoteric for some.  So, there are lots more pictures built 

around a central theme. 

 Love, doing what is best for the other person regardless of the effect on me, is the gateway 

drug to joy.  Paul and Barnabas returned to Antioch of Syria from their first foray into central 

Turkey.  Upon reporting that non-Jews had responded to the gospel, some were aghast and 

insisted that non-Jewish converts be circumcised.  To settle the issue, the apostles and other 

interested parties gathered in Jerusalem.  On the way to the meeting, Paul and Barnabas reported 

about their success among non-Jews to congregations in Phoenicia and Samaria, resulting in 

rejoicing.282  After the conference, the letter that was circulated which summarized the findings 

prompted more rejoicing.283  Love rejoices in the truth.284  Those who objected were stuck in 

their own culture and tradition, baggage that all Christians carry with them into the church.  

Those who had made the transition from a me focus to an others focus (love) rejoiced. 

                                                 
280  Matthew 13:44, Romans 12:12, 14:17, 15:13, Galatians 5:22, 1 Thessalonians 5:16 
281  Romans 5:11, Philippians 3:1, 4:4 
282  Acts 14:26 – 15:3 
283  Acts 15:30 - 31 
284  1 Corinthians 13:6 



Think as a Spirit Chapter 8:  Joy in a Broken World 

113 

 

 Certainly, the Jewish Christians who insisted on carrying the Law of Moses and 

circumcision into the church were not bad people.  Circumcision, which was introduced through 

Abraham,285 was a sign of God’s promise to be the God of Abraham’s descendants and to grant 

them the land of Canaan.  I understand the confusion among Israelites centuries later.  Paul 

cleared it up,286 pointing out that before Abraham was circumcised, he was counted righteous as 

a result of his faith, so circumcision was not a requirement for being acceptable to God.  Further, 

Jewish Christians were understandably attached to the Law of Moses.  After all, it was written by 

God.  Paul called it “holy, just, and good.”287.  But, as Paul went on to explain, the purpose of the 

Law was to hold Israel, composed of a vast majority of non-religious people, together until the 

purpose of the Law could be accomplished, which was Jesus.288  What the Jewish Christians 

missed was that the Law was not intended for world-wide application, but only for a tiny fraction 

of humanity located at the eastern end of the Mediterranean.  Figuring out truth resulted in joy, 

despite the fact that, at the same time, they discovered that they had been pretty dumb.  If they 

were focused on their own egos, they would not accept Paul’s explanation.  If they were focused 

on the needs of others, the inclusion of the other 99.9% of the world was reason to party. 

 The interlocking construction of the Temple of the Holy Spirit (one-anothering) resulted in 

a new level of closeness between people.  Just being able to be in the same place as other 

Christians resulted in joy.289  The modern church has enjoyed hit-or-miss success in this area.  

The auditorium format common to most church gatherings limits relationships.  It is hard to one-

another the back of someone’s head.  Some groups take a few minutes so each attendee can greet 

those nearby.  While a nice thought, the interactions are mostly plastic. 

 Selfless love is a foundational requirement for joy.  If our excitement about being with 

fellow Christians does not rise even to the level of a family holiday meal, joy will not happen.  

The reason that most church meetings are better characterized as a collection of individuals in 

the same geographic location is lack of relationship development time.  Personal love, not 

generic love, is the key to joy. 

 The early Christians found life-fulfilling joy when a fellow Christian was honored, or when 

they heard reports of the faith or steadfastness or growth of others far away, or even a report of a 

report, or when they prayed for the character development of others, or when contemplating and 

planning for it.290 

 Even when various inspired writers found it necessary to address problems, the objective of 

correction was joy.  The exhortation was positive, concerning how to break free of cultural 

baggage that limits us.  The purpose was to build a stronger person, not to tear down or make 

dependent.  When the attitude is upbeat, even the one doing the correction has joy.291  Just the act 

of writing brought joy to John.292 

 Another example of this joy may be found in the history of the church in Thessalonica.  

Some of the Jews of that synagogue accepted the good news brought by Paul, Silas, and 
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Timothy, but others were violently opposed.293  The Christians (Jewish and non-Jewish) in 

Thessalonica were so focused on others that their joy was not dampened by their affliction.294 

 Generally, difficult times squash joy and cause us to turn inward in an attempt to overcome 

the present distress.  The various writers of the New Testament suggested a new attitude based 

on love, suggesting that outward thinking contributes to overcoming the bad times that are 

natural in a broken world.  We can be joyful in tough times because overcoming by faith will 

encourage and grow the faith of others.295  Joy can be maintained through problems by keeping 

our enduring possession in perspective.296  Overcoming ourselves develops godly character 

traits.297 

 Evangelism strikes fear rather than joy in the hearts of most church-goers.  Most would 

greatly prefer to hire someone else to do it.  Lots of excuses have been developed to assuage 

guilt and deceive those who lack confidence that reaching those who have not heard the good 

news is better done by professionals.  But this common practice deprives Christians of a source 

of great joy – knowing that I contributed to bringing life to a hopeless person.298 

 Everyone has dreams and goals in life, some more realistic than others.  As some point, we 

realize that the Presidency, professional sports, and Prince Charming are not going to happen.  

Even if we scale back our expectations, the joy of success often is short-lived.  I remember 

vividly a two-year task consisting of writing a new curriculum and shepherding the first class 

through the process.  I reveled in that success for about 15 minutes during graduation and went 

back to work on the next project.  So, I decided that the process itself should be my joy.  

Admittedly, daily accomplishment has its plus side.  But I could not call it joy, just satisfaction.  

But when the life of another is transformed from the best this world has to offer to a life that fits 

in the purpose of creation, you have done something.  But, my joy must be in their success, not 

mine.  Keeping score of how many people I have taught is self-absorption.  Seeing new-found 

overcoming and subsequent character development brings joy to even those trapped in horrible 

situations in Third World countries. 

 Although evangelism is not a part of this book, a word of encouragement is needed here.  

Exposing others to the good news has been made a daunting, complex, frightening prospect for 

most church-goers because their perception of Christianity has been taught to them that way.  

Just suggest to people, “Trust God, love people.”  Then show them what God has promised as 

you read through the New Testament together, as equals in a common search for hope.  Success 

is not correlated to your skill, but to the work of the Spirit.  Get your own fear and ego out of the 

way and let it happen.  If you have hope and peace and a gracious nature, people will want a 

piece of it for themselves. 

 Love, doing what is best for the other person regardless of the effect on me, is necessary for 

joy to happen.  The experience from which we draw true joy, not just temporary happiness, 

comes from the successes of faith, either my own or the successes of others.  When I see my own 

faith grow, when God sends back a receipt in the form of enabling me to accomplish that which 

ordinary humans cannot do, I walk a few inches off the ground and the world is not so daunting.  

But, things do not always go my way.  In those times, my joy is based on the successes of the 
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faith of others.  For many, this would result in jealousy or bitterness.  Those who have crossed 

over into other-centered thinking derive equal joy from the successes of others.  Parents go crazy 

over the successes of their kids – to the point of being obnoxious.  Everyone gets to hear about it.  

Such is the joy of a Christian when a connected spirit overcomes the insurmountable. 

 

Attitudes that Open the Door for Joy 

 Above the Cares of This Life 

 An unfortunate choice by translators has resulted in blessed being used for two completely 

different Greek words, although a Strong’s concordance allows you to separate them easily.  One 

is the verb from which we get “eulogy,” to say good things about.  The other, a noun, started out, 

centuries before Jesus, to describe the carefree life of the gods.  Closer to Jesus’ time, the word 

began to be used to describe the lifestyles of the rich and famous, those above the cares of 

everyday life.  Finally, the application came to include those with successful children or a 

beautiful wife.139  A woman in the crowd called Jesus’ mother “above the cares of this life” in 

the sense that she had a very famous son.299  Jesus made a play on words in His response, 

opening up the meaning to include those who are above the cares of life because they are focused 

on the things of God.  I highly recommend looking up all the verses in the following paragraphs 

of this section.  I am certain that you will be surprised at the number of familiar passages that are 

taught as “say good things about,” when they are, in reality, “above the cares of this life.” 

 Jesus certainly turned some heads and got the absolute attention of a crowd of working-

class people when He opened with “Above the cares of this life are the poor in spirit, for theirs is 

the kingdom of heaven.”  The beatitudes300 were pointed at the oppressed, those with constant 

pressure just from trying to meet the simplest needs of life.  Great things were promised to 

people of limited means if they just showed good character.  If we trust the promises of God, in 

particular the promises about character development through the Spirit that dwells in us, then we 

will be above the cares of this life and be assured of great things, although not physical health 

and wealth.  The rest of the Sermon on the Mount is the explanation, illustration, and application 

of Jesus’ opening paragraph. 

 Another attribute of those who are above the cares of this life is that the nature of Jesus will 

make sense to them.  Many eliminated Jesus from the competition for Messiah (there were 

several claimants in that era) because He lacked military might, civil power, and financing.  

Those who are above the cares of this life have a different set of criteria.301  Jesus even attributed 

the ability to draw the conclusion that He was the Messiah to Peter’s “above the cares of this 

life” attitude,302 and the ability of the disciples to understand what the “wise and prudent” did 

not.303  Elizabeth prophesied that Mary could accept the outrageous news from an angel about 

her conception because she was above the cares of this life.304  John made similar statements 

about his readers.305  Our attitude about what is important in life determines whether the gospel 

makes sense or not. 
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 If one is above the cares of this life, 

 

• Giving makes more sense than receiving.306 

• That person is forgiven.307 

• That person reaches out to those undergoing difficulty.308 

• Hope is in Jesus’ return.309 

• Temptation is endured.310 

• The activities chosen are without regard to everyday pressures.311 

 

 Obviously, freeing oneself from the pressures of ordinary life is critical to being open to the 

joy of the kingdom and the work of the Spirit.  But how do we get there?  Do we force 

ourselves?  Deceive ourselves?  No, we drop back to reviewing the promises of God and our 

reasons for our trust. 

 

 The Power of Positive Thinking 

 How do we obtain joy in this broken world?  Everyone agrees that this place is a mess and 

going downhill.  Some self-medicate to escape the horror.  Some refuse to look, pretending the 

badness isn’t there.  Do we just dismiss the misery of most of the world as not our problem?  Do 

we pretend the whole world is like my neighborhood?  No, the New Testament provides a 

realistic and enabling world view that works anywhere: think about the good stuff.  We are not to 

pretend the bad stuff doesn’t exist, we just spend the bulk of our time on good stuff.  We do not 

ignore those being overwhelmed by brokenness, we help them get out of it and through it.  We 

focus on the successes of faith, not the batting average. 

 Philippians contains several classic positive-thinking passages.  Here are two: 

 

• Philippians 2:1  Therefore, if there is any encouragement in Christ, if there is any 

consolation of love, if there is any fellowship of the Spirit, if any affection and 

compassion… 

• Philippians 4:6 – 8  Be anxious for nothing, but in everything by prayer and supplication, 

with thanksgiving, let your requests be made known to God; and the peace of God, which 

surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and minds through Christ Jesus.  

Finally, brethren, whatever things are true, whatever things are noble, whatever things are 

just, whatever things are pure, whatever things are lovely, whatever things are of good 

report, if there is any virtue and if there is anything praiseworthy – meditate on these 

things. 

 

 “Examine everything carefully; keep the good stuff.”312  Yes, we must examine the failures 

in the world, but we don’t dwell on them.  We learn positive lessons and move on.  As a small 

                                                 
306  Acts 20:35 
307  Romans 4:6 – 9 
308  Galatians 4:15 
309  Titus 2:13 
310  James 1:12 
311  James 1:25 
312  1 Thessalonians 5:21 



Think as a Spirit Chapter 8:  Joy in a Broken World 

117 

 

example, my attitude in the past was to listen to a sermon or class until I detected an error so I 

could justly reject the whole thing as a waste of my time.  As you might guess, I had a very 

dismal view of preachers and teachers.  Through baggage reduction and re-allocation of time per 

subject area, I have switched to a different rubric.  Keep the good stuff.  First and foremost, find 

the good stuff and incorporate it into my world view.  Looking for good yields lots of new ways 

to make ideas about God easier to understand while at the same time broadening my own 

panorama. 

 Certainly, I hear church presentations with significant problems (as measured against my 

impeccable perception, of course).  But now those problem areas are different; they are 

opportunities for repair.  Using Paul’s illustration of a house built from wood, hay, and straw 

versus a house made of gold, silver, and precious gems,313 my concern about the weakness in a 

presentation is about the weakness that it imparts to the resulting structure.  When fire (the 

difficulty of living in a broken world) comes, will this house withstand it?  My concern is for the 

survival of the inhabitants.  How can I repair this poor workmanship without introducing more 

damage and without collapsing the entire structure?  Is this a cosmetic repair or a structural one?  

I no longer get angry about the “false doctrine” of competing denominations.  Rather, I am 

joyfully looking for ways to re-engineer the weak spots without requiring evacuation. 

 Psalm 1 describes the success of the person who meditates on His law day and night.  

Having been a public school teacher, I know that not all students considered high school a 

pleasant experience.  Exhorting church-goers to “study the Scriptures” is self-defeating.  You 

lost them at the word, study.  Rather, just read for enjoyment.  Professors of religiosity make the 

Bible complex and frightening.  To overcome Scripture anxiety (which is similar to test anxiety, 

math anxiety, and chemistry anxiety), find a version that suits your style.  Or, try an audio Bible.  

Make the Bible a positive experience, including popcorn or other snack of your choice.  If you 

fill your head with the Word, the good stuff starts pushing back the bad stuff. 

 The Bible is the story of God building a family that will last.  If it were a Hallmark movie, 

it would be suspenseful, heart-wrenching, and inspirational.  Paul challenges us again and again 

to understand the love that Jesus had,314 because the love of Jesus compels us.315  Philippians 

recommends understanding the power of His resurrection.316 

 Filling our thought time with the successes of faith, the promises of God, the objective of 

God, the gracious nature of God, and His insatiable desire to fix what ails us shrinks the 

brokenness to manageable size.  A good first step to a positive attitude is to stop watching the 

evening news.  You know it just makes you angry. 

 

 Putting Things in Their Proper Place 

 If you made a list of the big events of your life, what would they be?  Many people live in 

the bad moments of the past.  Certainly, we will remember the past.  Attitude determines which 

parts take center stage.  While deciding how to finish this paragraph, I was reminiscing.  Rather 

than bore you with the highlight reels of our kids, I will summarize by saying that it was a 

marvelous few minutes that could have gone on much longer if it were not for the stupid phone.  

Some have accused my wife and me of not being able to understand their troubles because 
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nothing bad has ever happened to us.  That is not quite true.  I think we can one-up just about 

anyone in the room.  But, such self-centered competitiveness is unbecoming and tends to limit 

the spread of the gospel.  More importantly, we just don’t think about those times.  They 

happened.  We dealt with them.  Other things are a lot more fun to think about.  It is tough to be 

joyful while contemplating the disasters of life. 

 “Forgetting those things which are behind and reaching forward to those things which are 

ahead, I press toward the goal of the upward call of God in Christ Jesus.”317  Perspective is a big 

part of finding joy.  The key was a little earlier in the letter, “Let each of you look out not for his 

own interests, but for the interests of others.”318  Being focused on others multiplies the 

opportunities for the successes of faith which are the feedstock for joy. 

 Many have been taught that the flesh is inherently evil.  Many modern translations have 

arbitrarily inserted “sinful nature” in place of “flesh” when it suited their doctrine, but did not 

when doing so would crumble a favorite belief.  This is just another example of translation run 

amok, instead of leaving the figure of speech for the reader to unravel.  Galatians 5:24 is a good 

example, “Those who are Christ’s have crucified the flesh with its passions and desires.”  Would 

you like to go through your earthly life with no passion and no desire?  Passion is not the 

problem, misapplication of passion is the problem.  Paul says that, if you have sexual passion, 

get married.319 

 If you desire things beyond subsistence living, the desire itself is not the problem, but the 

application.  Paul wrote, “Let him who stole steal no longer, but rather let him labor, working 

with his hands what is good, that he may have something to give him who has need.”320  Of 

course, the New Testament contains several passages about being content with what you have 

and where you are.321  But if you still have the desire to get more stuff, the proper place for it is 

to earn more to have more to share. 

 The idea of crucifying the flesh has, on its surface, a negative connotation.  Yet, in the 

same letter, Paul uses it positively, “I have been crucified with Christ; it is no longer I who live, 

but Christ lives in me…”322  To the outside world, the crucifixion of Jesus was a negative event, 

a sign of defeat.  Muslims in particular have difficulty getting past this superficial understanding.  

Certainly, Jesus experienced a great amount of pain in His death, but beyond the reporting of the 

event in the gospels, physical pain was not a point made by the writers of the New Testament 

(contrary to many well-meaning but misguided Easter morning sermons).  The point of Jesus’ 

death was that it was voluntary and for the purpose of rescuing others.  Hence, Paul wrote that he 

considered himself “crucified.”  The attitude of being a living sacrifice is promoted positively, 

not as a painful existence.323  “By this we know love, because He laid down His life for us.  And 

we also ought to lay down our lives for the brethren.”324  The meaning of “crucifying the flesh” 

is the same.  The point is not so simplistic as battling and killing our passions and desires.  This 

attitude murders the positive applications of passions and desires as well as the negative.    

Certainly, the outside world may see the Christian applications of passions and desires as 
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comparable to execution because the faithful do not run with them “in the same flood of 

dissipation.”325  The real point of crucifying the flesh is joy based on the successes of faith.  We 

devote our passions and desires to others.  That is what spirits do for the family. 
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Chapter 9:  Steps to Thinking as a Spirit 

 

 From infancy, our brains have been learning to interpret the inputs from our physical 

senses, so we think in physical terms.  Switching to the perspective of a spirit is difficult in that 

we are unaccustomed to it.  However, God designed and installed several hooks in the realm of 

spirits to which to anchor ourselves.  This volume was outlined with that framework in mind. 

 In my time as a public school teacher, I watched many children pass from the concrete to 

the abstract mode of thinking.  The transition happens at different ages for different children, and 

the changeover is not abrupt, but rather back and forth.  Further, as a generalization, little girls 

are more subdued than little boys, so they pay attention a little better.  As a result, girls in the 

concrete operational stage tend to pay attention more than boys at the same stage.  Call it 

hormones or expectation, nature or nurture, girls tend to outperform boys at the beginning of the 

transition stage. 

 When the abstract mode of thinking becomes more prevalent, and as the educational 

material begins to teach more in the abstract, suddenly the boys have an advantage.  Because 

they have not been paying close attention for the previous few years, they have distance to make 

up, and the abstract pathway allows them to do so quickly, so espousing the abstract is attractive.  

The girls, with a history of success and confidence in the concrete, are more resistant to the 

switch, not for lack of ability but because memorization and recitation has been highly successful 

in the past, so switching to the unfamiliar and risky abstract is frightening.  The educational key 

to unlock the potential of those girls is to remove the fear of failure through inciting them to 

build concrete bridges to the abstract conclusion.  If the risks are kept small and the excitement 

large, high school girls can be as ready for engineering school as the boys. 

 The same is true of Christianity.  For most, the first exposure to faith is concrete, either 

because we were children at the time, or because those making the presentation had long ago 

dropped the abstract from the faith vocabulary. 

 Consider the problems experienced by the mainstream parties of Judaism in the time of 

Jesus.  Although the Pharisees and Sadducees taught conflicting doctrines, both were decidedly 

concrete.  Their arguments, metaphorically speaking, were about the proper ratios of water, sand, 

rock, and cement, not about the theories that explained compressive strength, porosity, and 

weather resistance. 

 Most Christians picture the Old Testament as a wild beast, impossible to domesticate.  

Certainly, Paul repeatedly contrasted law versus grace and law versus faith.  But consider the 

following examples that illustrate that the Old Testament was not as performance-based as we so 

often think of it: 

 

The law of the Lord is perfect, converting the soul; 

The testimony of the Lord is sure, making wise the simple; 

The statutes of the Lord are right, rejoicing the heart; 

The commandment of the Lord is pure, enlightening the eyes; 

The fear of the Lord is clean, enduring forever; 

The judgments of the Lord are true and righteous altogether. 

More to be desired are they than gold, yea, than much fine gold; 

Sweeter also than honey and the honeycomb. 

Moreover by them Your servant is warned, 
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And in keeping them there is great reward.326 

 

 Attributed to David, 1000 years before Jesus, David drew abstract conclusions about 

transformation, wisdom, joy, enlightenment, and eternity, topics which Christians would connect 

with the Spirit who was not given until after Jesus returned to heaven.327  As repeated by several 

Old Testament prophets, the goal of the Law of Moses was not performance but godly 

character.328  In the time when David was writing his psalms, little of the Old Testament existed 

other than the Law of Moses.  Yet, David understood the meaning behind the mass of 

illustrations contained in its practices.  The faithful today have the advantage of the indwelling 

Spirit to aid in wisdom and understanding, so we certainly should be able to do as well as David.  

The premise of this volume is that, to accomplish that goal, we must think from the viewpoint of 

a spirit rather than as a human, from the abstract rather than the concrete. 

 

The Lord your God will circumcise your heart and the heart of your 

descendants to love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all our 

soul, that you may live.329 

 

 Circumcision was a huge controversy in the early church.330  The passage quoted above 

relates a promise that God will perform this circumcision of heart so that the love of God may 

come to fruition.331  The Israelites also were told to circumcise their own hearts.332 

 The application of the illustration is not often discussed, perhaps because of the delicacy of 

the topic.  Apparently, the anatomy lesson was more acceptable in times past, or at least outside 

Western culture.  To paraphrase an Ashanti proverb, “All who labor in the field look alike until 

they bend over.”  In Western culture, exposing oneself is against the law.  In other cultures, it is a 

fact of life. 

 Circumcision, cutting away the foreskin, represented removal of an obstacle.  Among the 

uncircumcised, the very sensitive glans is exposed only occasionally and relatively briefly.  

Among the circumcised, the glans is always exposed.  The figure of speech, circumcision of the 

heart, then, illustrates removing the barrier between the heart and God, so that the heart is 

exposed constantly rather than only during ecstatic exercises.  When we think as humans, we are 

like the uncircumcised of heart, connecting to God only occasionally.  When the faithful think as 

spirits, we are connected constantly, seated in heavenly places.333 

 

You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul, 

and with all your strength.334 

 

 Love, doing what is best for the other person regardless of the effect on me, may be 

practiced in varying degrees.  The concept in the Law of Moses described an “all in” picture.  
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When we think as people, we are distracted by the cares of this life.  When we think as spirits, 

the practical necessities of survival are not a distraction but an outgrowth of doing what is best 

for God.  Obviously, God does not need any physical things.  But we are an integral part of His 

terminal objective (a big family that will last), so we do what is best for reaching that objective. 

 

Starting at the Beginning 

 Many observe Christianity and read the Bible to determine how to achieve successful life.  

Unfortunately, that method does not start at the beginning.  First, each person must consider that 

fundamental question of the nature of God and why creation happened.  Certainly, the Bible can 

contribute details to that understanding, but the Bible assumes that we have addressed the 

fundamental questions before looking for details. 

 As described in Chapter 1: In the Beginning…?, we may conclude logically that the 

Creator must be consistent, have a concern for the future of that creation, have a purpose for that 

creation, and must communicate.  Without help from the Bible, we can conclude logically that 

the Creator must provide a solution to satisfy justice, since any benchmark proposed by humans 

would be arbitrary.  Further, logic dictates that the purpose of creation be something the Creator 

could not obtain otherwise.  As an aside, those two conclusions are the foundation for Paul’s 

“law versus grace” argument.335  Law implies an impersonal relationship; a gracious nature 

implies a personal relationship.  So, we should eliminate the law mentality even before reading 

the Bible.  Law is inconsistent with existence. 

 After verifying that the Bible qualifies as that communication from God (Chapter 2:  Does 

the Bible Pass the Test?), we can fill in more details (Chapter 3:  Ethics), determining that 

creation is an incubator for faith because a family runs on trust.  My suspicion is that, after the 

Last Day when the faithful are assembled in the “new heaven and new earth”336 in their “spiritual 

bodies,”337 the family will be composed of spirits who are very different from one another, 

almost comically so.  The bottom line is that each will deeply trust the others and will have an 

other-centered cosmic view.  But, a bit of weirdness will remain.  Each of the faithful had 

different experiences and different shortcomings, but each will trust and be trustworthy, plus 

each will care passionately about the others.  Aunt Dorothy will still be a bit strange, but 

adorably so. 

 The first step in making the leap from the concrete to the abstract, from the physical to the 

spiritual, is to appreciate the logically necessary attributes of God and the creation.  Certainly, 

the Scriptures will fill out some of the definitions and burst many of our self-deception bubbles.  

But, so we do not take the path of the Jewish political system, we must constantly remind 

ourselves of the gracious, loving, trustworthy, gentle, patient Creator who desires nothing more 

than a big family that lasts. 

 

Developing Insurable Trust 

 Many banks have the word, trust, in their names.  In a Biblical sense, this is the same as 

hope.  But a bank does not have a wistful hope that you will make your loan payment, their hope 

is based on your credit score (your history of managing money), your down payment, and your 
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collateral.  In this illustration, humans are the bankers; God is the loan applicant.  On what basis 

do we extend credit (hope) to God?  First, His credit report is flawless – never even a late 

payment.  His down payment is the Spirit that dwells in the faithful.338  His collateral is heaven 

itself.  The coin of the realm is trust (faith).  God wants us to lend Him faith so that He can build 

a big family that will last. 

 The problem we tend to have is misunderstanding the economy.  Although we should have 

been able to deduce that law (right-and-wrong, sin) was not the coin of the realm, we might need 

a little help with deciding what is the most valuable commodity.  God explained that His 

objective in creation was to incubate faith, so faith is that gold standard.  Most people try to trade 

in federal reserve notes or bitcoins, both of which float drastically because their values are not 

intrinsic but imaginary.  This is the heart of the “law versus faith” arguments made by Paul.339  A 

gold certificate and a federal reserve note spend about the same, until something drastic happens.  

The behavior of a faithful person and the behavior of a legalist appear much the same, until 

disaster strikes.  Law does not reach the goal; faith does. 

 To think as a spirit, we must understand the faith economy (Chapter 4:  The Faith 

Economy).  The value of a decision is not in whether it is right or wrong, but in whether it is 

made by trusting the promises of God.  Ethical unbelievers choose certain behaviors because 

those choices enable them to get along in society.  We see them as “good” people.  But faith was 

not part of their decision-making processes, so those choices, however “right” those choices may 

be, have no inherent value in God’s system.  If, however, someone makes choices according to 

the promises of God, God is pleased, whether or not the choice being made was the best possible 

choice. 

 Acceptable faith must be growing.340  Therefore, it never reaches a flawless level.  Even 

Jesus’ faith was said to be made consistent through suffering,341 so prior to that suffering, it 

lacked something.  The feature that made Jesus “without sin”342 was not that He was flawless but 

that He made every decision by faith, because “all that is not of faith is sin.”343  When faithful 

people make choices by faith, that faith is not likely to be flawless, since it is supposed to be 

growing.  The choices will not be flawless, but will be acceptable because they were made by 

faith, according to what that faithful person knew.  We can turn faith back into legalism by 

making lists of essential doctrines by which decisions must be made, because those lists are 

always in flux.  Rather, the fact that the decision was made by faith is what makes it both 

valuable and acceptable. 

 

Understand and Trust God’s Promises 

 The promises of God can be categorized into three groups: acceptance, character 

development, and individual importance.  The faith economy is fueled by these promises.  To 

think as a spirit, we must know what those promises are.  As described in Chapter 5:  Promises, 

hundreds may be found in the New Testament.  How many must we know to be acceptable?  

Answering the question with a number or a list turns faith back into legalism.  We need to 
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diligently seek344 and ask.345  Neither minimum requirements nor flawlessness exist.  The fact 

that we choose by faith is what is of value, not the choice itself. 

 An attitude of acceptability is essential to thinking as a spirit.  Those who do not have the 

confidence to declare that they are acceptable have no Biblical hope, no confident expectation, 

and therefore no faith.  In the other ditch at those who have developed a self-deceived 

confidence, again devoid of faith.  We know that we have the Spirit, that we are acceptable, 

when we have the impossibly selfless love described by John,346 or when we display the power 

of God as described by Paul.347 

 Spirits think about character development.  Our objective is for character and action to be 

in harmony, which is the definition of consistent.  Unfortunately, many translations have inserted 

the word, perfect, in those places, which is entirely inaccurate, probably an outgrowth of thinking 

as a physical person.  A spirit may well be described as being composed of character, so, as a 

concrete person thinks in physical terms, spirits should think in character terms.  The New 

Testament contains both step-wise348 and seemingly random349 lists of desirable traits, as well as 

lists of undesirable traits350 to burst our self-deception bubbles. 

 As we come to notice that our character-building exercises are not resulting in muscle mass 

as desired, we re-visit the Word and discover that God has provided a balanced exercise program 

with nutritional supplements.  The nearly universal church practices of prayer, singing, the 

Lord’s Supper, and teaching of the Scriptures were designed not as rituals but as training 

exercises for character development and growth of faith.  Thinking as a spirit may become 

counterproductive if we choose the wrong exercises or if we lose sight of the objectives and 

instead make the physical gathering of our spiritual family become boring, trite, culture-infused, 

or an auditorium event.  Neither can we artificially supply excitement and political correctness.  

The volume subsequent to this one (Family Gathering) investigates these properties at length. 

 We have a part to play, although our efforts still do not achieve the transformation we seek 

until we let the Spirit do its part.  But our part, thinking as a spirit, is essential.  If we continue to 

think in physical terms, the Spirit will be without a door.  Certainly, God has the power to 

overwhelm us, but doing so would defeat His purpose.  A fundamental ingredient of faith is 

focus, and focus implies unfettered choice. 

 

Get Out of the Way 

 Our expectations of the Spirit dictate how much the Spirit can do (Chapter 6:  The Work of 

the Spirit).  If we expect to be filled with God’s version of love, as promised,351 then we will be.  

The same is true for other promised character traits. 

 But, it is not quite as simple as it looks on paper.  Certainly, we can believe that the Spirit 

will supply wisdom, understanding, enlightenment, peace, grace, mercy, and such like, but being 

open to them is another matter.  Being scared by them may push us back into our historically 

more comfortable physical mindset. 
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 What could be scary about such positive character traits?  At the extreme, we have the 

example of Jesus in whom all positive traits were displayed consistently.  And look how physical 

life went for Him. 

 We like to be in control of our surroundings.  Losing control of the remote or the 

thermostat is enough to start a family conflict.  As we age, we fear losing control of our 

independence or health.  To some degree, we want control over the behavior of others.  Of 

course, we want law enforcement agencies to control the unruly.  On a lesser scale, we want 

rules to control others in all sorts of social situations, including church. 

 Being gracious carries the fear of being overrun by the opportunists.  Being merciful (an 

unquenchable desire to fix what ails someone else) carries the fear that they might not want to be 

fixed but rather feel just fine the way they are.  Being at peace makes others wonder if you really 

understand the gravity of the situation.  Being enlightened means you must admit to having been 

wrong.  The list goes on.  Being conformed to the image of Jesus is a trip into the most remote 

(albeit well lit) of unknown places, which is frightening. 

 And, all this Bible stuff may not be true. 

 That is the reason for starting at the beginning instead of the middle.  Being well-grounded 

in the historical facts and logical arguments provides a secure place to which to fall back and 

from which to start again.  After reviewing the nature of God, the validity of the Scriptures, the 

purpose of Creation, the nature and value of faith, and the promises of God, we take another step 

toward thinking as a spirit by reviewing the work of the Spirit. 

 

Understanding that the World is Broken 

 The brokenness of the world fairly easily knocks us of out of the spiritual track back onto 

the physical track.  Paul noted that marriage necessarily divides our focus.352  Hardship brings 

this about faster than comfort.  We would be truly strange if the impact of the evils of the world 

on our family members did not cause our thoughts to dwell on the physical.  We work so that we 

can take care of those whom we love, and that requires physical focus if we are not to become 

safety hazards. 

 The question is not a matter of avoiding distraction, but a matter of how to get back to 

thinking as a spirit.  After the initial disaster subsides, the path back to thinking as a spirit passes 

through inventory. 

 For example, if my financial house of cards begins to fall, good time management dictates 

that I pay some attention to that for a time so that it will not distract me even more later.  Making 

a living is necessary in a broken world.  The activity itself is in no way evil, but rather good.  

Financial adversity may result from temptation or just bad management.  And, because every 

road has two ditches, I must also assess if excessive time devoted to finances was the cause of a 

spiritual disaster.  These are not easy questions and tend to reflexive (knee-jerk) responses.  How 

much comfort will allow for a good balance of physical versus spiritual thinking?  Can I handle 

the humility of voluntary poverty?  Will comfort be a tool or a distraction?  Am I expecting my 

children to raise themselves for the sake of a college fund?  Those are all tough questions 

without easy answers.  By thinking them through, we put ourselves back on the spirit-thinking 

track. 

 Natural disasters, which are part of a broken world (although such events would be difficult 

to label as evil) can up-end our lives.  Hurricanes, tornadoes, earthquakes, tsunamis, droughts, 
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floods, hail, lightning, avalanches, and blizzards all jerk us back to physical thinking rapidly – if 

we want to stay alive.  Relying on Jesus to say, “Peace, be still,”353 may be overreaching what 

God has promised.  Again, while in the midst of the event probably is not the best time to debate 

the relative merits of physical versus spirit thinking.  But, when the danger is past, we need to 

ask ourselves if devoting some physical thinking to getting out of the way of probable future 

disasters may be the best course.  Certainly, the mechanics of moving will cut into spirit thinking 

time in the short term, but be a benefit to that future balance.  Again, the brokenness of the world 

requires calm and reasoned analysis during the stable times so we face life with a plan for more 

time thinking as a spirit. 

 The governments of this world are, in the view of most, a classic example of evil.  Even 

under the best (least bad) of them, we can find plenty about which to complain.  However, the 

return to thinking as a spirit is easy.  Contemplate Romans 13:1.  Even assuming that our 

perceptions of governments are accurate, Paul lets us know that God sets them up and God takes 

them down.  Jesus is Lord of the earth now.  Despite a history of evil, God has it under control. 

 Evil perpetrated by individuals, especially when it spills over on my family, is particularly 

distracting.  Many of the psalms speak from oppression by evil, and they teach us how to get 

back to thinking as spirits. 

 Bottom line, suffering is a fact of life.  Pretending that it doesn’t matter is escapism, not 

spirituality.  The key to handling it, to a safe return to thinking as a spirit, starts with reviewing 

the nature of God, His purpose for creation, and the promise that He has your back. 

 

Joy in This Life 

 Finally, built on a solid foundation of the nature of God, the purpose of Creation, the nature 

of faith, the promises of God, the work of the Spirit, and the brokenness of the world being part 

of the plan, thinking as a spirit must rest upon an expectation of joy in this life.  The joy of those 

spirits still associated with physical bodies centers around connectedness, faith, and developing a 

loving, gracious, merciful, peaceful nature.  That joy comes in many forms.  Most rely on a 

loving relationship with a spouse, which is a good thing.  But that is neither the biggest nor the 

best – if one could indeed establish such a hierarchy.  Neither Jesus nor Paul married, yet spoke 

of joy.  We need to be open to a variety of sources for our joy and be confident that several will 

be provided, not sequentially but in parallel.  Physical family, spiritual family, our usefulness in 

the Kingdom, the victory of Jesus, and the nature of God just scratch the surface of the joys 

available for this life.  When we think as a spirit, the joy comes out on top. 
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Appendix  

 

Statistical Analysis of Carbon Dating 

 Carbon dating is based on counting the number of nuclear disintegrations in a sample of 

carbon.  Carbon in the environment, such as in a living plant, has about the same amount of 14C 

(a carbon atom with two extra neutrons) as the atmosphere, since plants take in carbon dioxide 

from the air as a source of structural material for growing.  So, all carbon (including the carbon 

in people) experiences about the same number of nuclear events per gram of carbon every 

minute.  If the carbon-containing material dies and is prevented from decomposing (like lumber 

that became buried where there were no bugs to eat it), the 14C keeps disintegrating, but no fresh 
14C takes its place, so the total nuclear event rate declines.  By comparing the disintegration rate 

of a very old sample of wood with the disintegration rate of a new sample of wood, the age of the 

very old wood can be determined. 

 14C is formed in the upper atmosphere by neutron bombardment of 14N.  The neutrons 

originate in the sun, a product of its nuclear reactions that give of light and heat.  The 14C 

produced in the upper atmosphere diffuses down to the air near the surface of the earth and 

becomes incorporated into living things through plants and into animals that eat plants and into 

animals that eat animals.  In today’s world, a gram of pure carbon will experience approximately 

5 disintegrations of 14C per minute. 

 This mathematical process for determining the age of an object depends on several 

assumptions. 

 

• Assumption 1:  The rate at which 14C is produced in the upper atmosphere is assumed to 

have been constant during the timescale of the experiment.  So, if something is dated at 

10,000 years, the assumption is made that the abundance of 14C produced by the solar flux 

of neutrons was the same then as it is now.  This certainly is not true, since the sun has 

been diminishing in size as it uses up fuel, and the reaction rates of the nuclear events in the 

sun have changed measurably several times in the last century. 

• Assumption 2:  The rate of decay of 14C is assumed to have been constant over the time 

span of the experiment (tens of thousands of years), that no external forces have altered that 

decay rate.  In the scientific world today, radioactive decay is assumed to occur at a 

constant rate governed by probability.  These probabilities have been developed from 

measurements, so they are called empirical formulas.  No one really knows why a nucleus 

decides to disintegrate when it does, or if that rate can be changed by as-yet-unknown 

forces.  Many people have tried to change the decay rate of radioactive atoms with an 

external stimulus.  Nothing has changed it so far.  However, a reasonable possibility does 

exist that some stimulus will be found that causes a change.  For example, the decay rate 

could depend on the proximity of other radioactive materials or could be stimulated by a 

“direct hit” by one of the many sub-atomic particles that pass through us every second, so 

their flux would influence the rate of decay.  Our current model says that a radioactive 

nucleus decays at a random moment, the impetus for which we do not know.  If we ever 

find what triggers it, then we will be able to alter the rate artificially.  But, the assumption 

is made that the rate of decay has not been influenced by outside forces, when we really 

have no idea. 
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• Assumption 3:  It is further assumed that these constant decay rates are constant according 

the formulas we have developed.  These rates have been measured for less than a century.  

As an example, the decay rate for 14C in published literature has changed by 0.3% over the 

last 40 years (from a half-life of 5730 years to a half-life of 5715 years).  Another reputable 

reference gave the half-life of 14C as 5568 years.  This could be due to better measurement 

techniques in some places as compared to others.  Or, it could be that the decay rates do not 

obey the model we have created for them.  A change of 0.3% in 40 years seems 

insignificant.  But, over a time span of 40,000 years, that rate could be very different. 

• Assumption 4:  The method assumes that the various isotopes of carbon (12C, 13C, and 14C) 

are incorporated into natural materials in proportions that match the atmospheric 

abundance.  However, 14C is 17% heavier than 12C.  So, it moves more slowly.  In some 

natural tissues, the abundance of 14C is significantly lower than in the environment. 

 

 For carbon dating to work, the four assumptions above must be true.  Unfortunately, we 

have no evidence for these assumptions.  Assumption 3 appears particularly shaky.  In addition 

to the four assumptions, measuring the disintegrations from a sample of carbon is difficult and 

few instruments in the world can do it with good precision.  But, let’s assume that one of the best 

instruments in the world is available, although the waiting lists for the best two or three 

instruments are quite long. 

 When something is measured, the measured value and the actual value may be different.  

For example, if you measure the length of your living room, the measured value will depend on 

the type of device you used (a yardstick, a tape measure, or a laser range finder).  The absolutely 

accurate value is not known because we never know anything exactly.  We do the best we can 

and understand that our measurements are good within a certain tolerance.  You might say that 

your living room is 15 feet long, or 15 feet one inch, or 15 feet 1.00675 inch.  The exactly 

accurate value probably has a huge number of decimal places.  So, we measure to a precision 

that fits what we want to do.  If you want to put your house on the market, saying 15 feet is fine.  

If you are measuring for carpet, 15 feet one inch is fine.  No one needs to know the answer to 27 

decimal places. 

 The usual way to express the precision of a measurement is the standard deviation, which 

actually is a measure of probability based on what is often called the “bell curve.”  The meaning 

of the term, standard deviation, is that the true value of the measurement will be within plus or 

minus one standard deviation of the measured value 68% of the time, or within plus or minus 

two standard deviations 96% of the time, or within 3 standard deviations 99% of the time.  So, a 

measurement of 6.1 ± 0.05 g means that the true value of the mass will be between 6.05 and 6.15 

g 68% of the time.  If you want to be more certain that your range brackets the true value, you 

need to make the interval wider, using a multiple of the standard deviation.  Using the same 

example, if you want to have a range that will contain the true value 99% of the time, then the 

range in which the true value might be found expands to 5.95 g and 6.25 g. 

 The more precise the instrument, the smaller the standard deviation.  In my lab, I have a 

balance that will give a mass with a standard deviation of 0.00005 g.  Instruments with high 

precision are available, they are just expensive. 

 When more than one measurement is made and the measurements are combined 

mathematically to make a new number, the standard deviations must be combined, too.  For 

example, if you measure the distance you traveled and the time it took to get there, and you 

wanted to report miles per hour, you would need to combine the standard deviations of the 
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measurement of distance and the measurement of time in order to have a standard deviation for 

the value for speed. 

 The method to use for combining the standard deviations depends on the mathematical 

operation being performed.  These methods of combination are based on probability, too.  For 

example, if two lengths are to be added, the standard deviations are not added in the same way, 

because it is highly improbable that the true value of both measurements will be at the extreme 

edge of the standard deviation range.  So, if two values are added, the standard deviations are 

combined as the square root of the sum of the squares.  For example, 3.8 ± 0.5 ft plus 4.5 ± 0.7 ft 

= 7.7 ± 0.86 ft.  (√(0.52 + 0.72) = 0.86)  Notice that if the two values had been subtracted, the 

answer would be 0.7 ± 0.86 ft, which, in most cases, would be a meaningless value, since the 

“window” for knowing the true value of the result even 68% of the time would be bigger than the 

value itself.  There are several schools of thought about how big the standard deviation can be 

and still have a meaningful number.  As a silly example, if I said that the distance to the next 

town was 10 miles, plus or minus 20, I really did not say anything useful. 

 In the case of 14C dating, several measurements are combined to obtain an estimate of the 

age of an article.  The tolerances inherent in the measurements must be combined in certain ways 

to determine the “window” in which the true value resides. 

 Ordinary statistical analysis sets limits on the ages that 14C dating can predict.  If the thing 

being measured is not old enough, the difference between the measurements of new and old 

samples is not large enough to be bigger than the standard deviation.  If the sample is too old, 

there is not enough 14C remaining to count. 

 The formula for 14C dating is ln(N/N0) = -λta.  N0 is the predicted original amount of 

radioactive material, in this case, 14C.  N is the amount of 14C that remains.  λ is the decay 

constant for 14C, which is assumed to be constant over all time spans.  And ta is time (or the age 

of the object, hence the variable name ta) in years. 

 The predicted original amount of radioactive material, N0, is not a very precise value.  It is 

based on the mass of the carbon sample and the generally accepted natural abundance of 14C.  

The generally accepted value of the abundance is based on the generally accepted measurement 

of 5 disintegrations of 14C per minute per gram of pure carbon.  In the professional literature, I 

have found values for the natural abundance of 14C that differ by more than a factor of 2.  Of 

course, if the relative standard deviation for that natural abundance were 100%, all future 

calculations would be meaningless.  (The relative standard deviation is the standard deviation 

divided by the value with which it is associated, expressed as a percent.  For example, if a value 

of 5 has a standard deviation of 0.5, then the relative standard deviation is 10%.) 

 But, since the best values for the abundance of 14C in natural carbon are based on the 

measurement of about 5 disintegrations per minute per gram of carbon, the natural abundance 

can be assumed to be 4.34 x 10-13 ± 10%.  The relative standard deviation of 10% came from the 

fact that the original calculation started with 5, which is an approximation meaning that the true 

value is between 4.5 and 5.5.  For subsequent calculations, the 10% relative standard deviation 

will be used, although this value may be much higher and certainly is not lower. 

 The next variable to address is N, the amount of 14C that remains.  The abundance of 14C in 

the sample when it was removed from free exchange with the environment thousands of years 

ago (when it died) is assumed to have been at the same abundance as it is today, so that value is 

obtained by multiplying the natural abundance times the mass of carbon in the sample.  The 

amount of 14C that is present in the sample today (the value of N) is expected to be much less 

than the original amount (N0).  The value of N cannot be measured directly; rather, it is measured 
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indirectly based on the number of 14C that disintegrate during a test period that is relatively short.  

For the sake of convenience, we will call that value Nd (number of disintegrations).  The value of 

N can be derived from the value of Nd using the same equation as before: ln(Nx/N) = -λtt.  Nx is 

the number of 14C atoms that remain after the laboratory counting period, tt, the testing time.  

Since N = Nx + Nd (the total number of 14C atoms at the beginning equals the number that remain 

plus the number that decayed), the formula can be rearranged to include the value that can be 

measured (Nd) in order to find the value that is needed (N):  

ln(Nx/N) = -λtt 

becomes 

ln((N – Nd)/N) = -λtt 

becomes 

ln(1 – Nd/N) = -λtt 

 Nd is the number of disintegrations measured by a beta spectrometer.  Only whole numbers 

are possible.  In other words, half of one disintegration cannot happen.  It either disintegrates or 

it doesn’t.  So, Nd is called a counting value.  By definition, its standard deviation is Nd.  Its 

relative standard deviation is 1/Nd, or (Nd)/Nd.  This can be a very significant percentage or an 

inconsequential percentage, depending on the number of counts collected.  For example, if only 

4 counts are collected, the standard deviation is 2, and the relative standard deviation is 50%.  

But, if 100 counts are collected, the standard deviation is 10 and the relative standard deviation is 

10%.  If 10,000 counts are collected, the relative standard deviation is only 1%. 

 The number of collected counts depends on the amount of sample and the length of time 

over which the sample is collected, since disintegrations can be expected at the rate of about 5 

counts per gram of pure carbon if the sample has the normal natural abundance of 14C.  The older 

the sample, the less 14C, and the fewer counts can be expected over a given period of time.  So, 

the oldest samples have the highest relative standard deviation.  At a certain combination of age, 

sample size, and counting time, the relative standard deviation becomes so large that the answer 

is meaningless. 

 In addition, many samples are, by nature, very small.  Generally, the sample must be 

digested and chemically treated in order to isolate just the carbon, so the original sample is 

destroyed.  Museums are not inclined to give up substantial portions of important artifacts for 

dating purposes.  So they give as little as they can to obtain relevant data. 

 Most samples do not start out as pure carbon.  Wood is only about 46% carbon.  This ratio 

is close to the carbon fraction of most plants and fibers.  And, the chemical technique for 

isolating the carbon is not perfect, so some is lost.  The quality of the laboratory generally 

determines the loss rate.  The very best will lose less than 5%.  Those in universities generally 

lose over half because the work is done by students.  This loss rate does not contribute to the 

standard deviation, because all that matters is the purity of the final sample.  But it does impact 

the required size of the original sample, which may be limited. 

 The equipment used to measure the decay of 14C has an upper limit for the sample size.  

The largest sample that can be measured in conventional equipment is about 8 g of pure carbon.  

Actually, the carbon first is isolated from the sample.  Then, it is hydrogenated to make benzene, 

which is a liquid and easy to handle.  To this is added a combination of chemicals called a 

scintillation cocktail.  When 14C decays, it emits a beta particle (an electron).  This electron hits 

the scintillation cocktail compounds and makes a small flash of light.  The flashes of light are 

counted.  Actually, any nuclear event will be counted.  But, since the only radioactive material in 



Think as a Spirit Appendix 

131 

 

the bottle is 14C (everything else having been removed in the purification steps), all the flashes of 

light are attributed to 14C. 

 Unfortunately, nuclear events are always happening around us.  One example is cosmic 

rays.  These events also cause flashes, so there is a background of counts that will happen 

whether any 14C is present or not.  An excellent background is 0.2 counts per minute (cpm).  The 

typical background is 0.4 cpm.  Unless disintegrations from 14C occur significantly more 

frequently than these background events, the 14C data is lost in the noise of the instrument.  

Using the typical value used by the EPA for environmental measurements, a value must be more 

than five times the background to be significant.  So, a sample must produce at least 0.8 count 

per minute (a total of 1 count per minute including the background) to be “countable.”  Other 

scientists have used lower values.  Some reputable researchers have used a value of three times 

the noise as the detection limit, or a 14C disintegration rate of 0.4 counts per minute for a total of 

0.6 counts per minute.  This idea will be applied to real values after a few more ideas are 

introduced. 

 The duration of counting (tt) is limited by the drift in the electronics of the beta 

spectrometer.  The best instruments can collect counts for 24 hours before drifting significantly.  

The older or less expensive models usually cannot go more than about an hour.  But, assuming 

that the best instrument is used, at 5 disintegrations per minute, 7200 disintegrations per day 

would be collected per gram of pure carbon.  For a 1-gram sample of pure carbon, the relative 

standard deviation of the count rate for fresh (not old) carbon would be 1.18%.  This is a pretty 

good value, especially compared to the 10% relative standard deviation for N0 (the number of 

atoms of 14C when the sample was new, thousands of years ago).  However, new carbon is not 

being counted.  Rather, old samples are counted.  If the sample were, for example, about 5,000 

years old, it would be expected to yield only 2.5 disintegrations per minute, for a total of 3600 

counts, with a relative standard deviation of 1.67%.  This still is pretty good.  But if the article is, 

for example, supposed to be 40,000 years old, the relative standard deviation climbs to 13.2% for 

a 1-gram sample.  But, the relative standard deviation drops back to 4.7% if the sample size is 

increased to the maximum of 8 g.  All of these numbers assume that the best instrument is used, 

and that is was able to count for a whole day without electronic drift.  Further, it assumes that the 

instrument is 100% efficient.  Most are about 80% efficient.  The efficiency affects both the 

standard deviation and the point at which the counts from 14C start to get lost in the noise.  As Nd 

gets smaller, its relative standard deviation (1/√Nd) gets larger. 

 Going back to the original formula, ln(N/N0) = -λta, and combining it with the laboratory 

formula, ln(1 – Nd/N) = -λtt, a single formula can be obtained that allows measurable values to 

produce the desired result, the age of the material.  The formulas must be combined to avoid 

including the standard deviation of a value more often than needed, which would produce an 

unwarranted increase in relative standard deviation that depended only on mathematical 

manipulation and not on measurement.  Starting with 

ln(N/N0) = -λta 

rearranging 

ta = - ln(N/N0)/λ 

taking the negative inside the natural log 

ta = ln(N0/N)/λ 

Switching to the other formula 

ln(1 – Nd/N) = -λtt 

rearranging to isolate N in preparation for substitution into the first formula 
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1 – Nd/N = exp(-λtt) 

exp() is a convenient was of writing “e to the power of.” 

This prevents having to have subscripts inside of superscripts. 

Rearranging 

Nd/N = 1 – exp(-λtt) 

N = Nd/(1 – exp(-λtt)) 

One last expansion, N0 = mA 

(m = mass of carbon sample; A = abundance of 14C in the carbon sample) 

Substituting them all together: 

ta = ln((1 – exp(-λtt))mA/Nd)/λ 

 Having derived the formula that relates all the measurements, all the standard deviations 

may be compiled to determine the precision of the derived value.  As can be seen in Table 1, 

most of the relative standard deviations are negligible. 

 

Description Variable Value Relative Standard Deviation 

Number of disintegrations Nd 25 to 2500 1/√Nd (20% to 2.5%) 

Decay constant λ 1.21 x 10-4/yr < 1% 

Testing time tt 24 hr < 0.01% 

Mass of carbon m < 8 g < 0.01% 

Abundance A 4.32 x 10-13 > 10% 

 

Table 1. Relative standard deviations of measured values 

 

 The relative standard deviations of λ, tt, and m are negligible compared to the other values.  

However, it is important to remember that the relative standard deviation of λ is based on the 

rather large assumption that the decay rate has been constant for tens of thousands of years.  

These three relative standard deviations (λ, tt, and m) will be ignored through the rest of the 

discussion.  If they were included, the math would get much messier, but the final value would 

not be noticeably different. 

 The relative standard deviation of the value of the abundance of 14C (A) was 10% or worse.  

The relative standard deviation of Nd depended on the sample size, the counting time, and the 

age of the object.  This may range from 1% to 25%, depending on age and sample size.  When 

Nd and A are combined mathematically, the resulting relative standard deviation (the sum of the 

squares of the relative standard deviations, square-rooted) will be between 10% and 27%. 

 The last step in calculating the relative standard deviation of the age is to take the 

combined relative standard deviation of Nd and A through the natural logarithm function.  This 

process is entirely different than the methods used for adding, subtracting, multiplying, or 

dividing.  For adding or subtracting, the new standard deviation is the sum of the squares of the 

standard deviations, square-rooted.  For multiplying or dividing, the new relative standard 

deviation is the sum of the squares of the relative standard deviations, square-rooted.  For natural 

logs, it goes like this; the standard deviation of the new value is the relative standard deviation of 

the starting value.  For example, if the combined relative standard deviation of Nd and A is 10%, 

then the standard deviation of the natural logarithm is 0.1. 

 The important point of that relationship is that you start with a relative standard deviation 

and end up with a regular standard deviation.  To get it back into a relative standard deviation, 

you must divide by the original value.  This can be very significant or not very significant, 
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depending on the values.  For example, consider the arbitrary equation y = ln(x) in which x has a 

relative standard deviation of 10%.  The relative standard deviation of y would be 0.1/y (relative 

standard deviation is the standard deviation divided by the value which it modifies).  If y is 

greater than 1, then the relative standard deviation will be less than 10%, an improvement over 

the relative standard deviation of x.  But if y were less than 1, the resulting relative standard 

deviation would be greater than 10%. 

 In this case, the value inside the natural logarithm parentheses was, originally N/N0.  This 

value is always less than 1 since the number of 14C that remains (N) will always be less than the 

number at the beginning (N0).  The older the sample is, the smaller N/N0 become.  The natural 

logarithm of 1 is zero.  So, the standard deviation of the age of a sample in which all the 

expected 14C was still present would be infinite.  If the sample were fairly young (less than 

10,000 years), the absolute value of ln(N/N0) would be less than 1.  (In standard deviations, 

everything is squared and then square-rooted, so all the negative signs go away.  Plus, as was 

done in the derivation above, the value inside the natural logarithm can be changed to N0/N by 

taking the negative sign inside the natural logarithm.  But, this does not change the absolute 

value of the natural logarithm.)  But when N/N0 passes about 13000 years, the absolute value of 

the natural logarithm becomes greater than 1, so the relative standard deviation of the result gets 

smaller. 

 The relative standard deviation of N/N0 gets larger with age, but the value by which it is 

divided gets larger also.  Figure 2 shows the relationship between age and the resulting relative 

standard deviation for a 1-gram and an 8-gram sample of pure carbon.  The mass of the original 

object would be at least twice that mass, since the percentage of carbon is rarely more than 50%.  

The curves turn up sharply at the right end because the 14C becomes so depleted that there are not 

enough disintegrations to count.  The curves turn up on the left because the ratio of N and N0 is 

not different enough from 1 to be statistically significant.  For the curve to reach 10,000 years, 

the carbon sample must be at least 0.27 g.  The sample must weigh at least 0.9 g to reach 20,000 

years, 3 g for 30,000 years, and more than the maximum of 8 grams to reach 38,000 years.  This 

is based on the very best of conditions and equipment: 24-hour counting period, 0.2 cpm 

background, 100% efficiency, and a detection limit that is only three times the noise.  Based on 

this graph, but not on the assumptions that produced it, 14C dating is useful only between 5000 

years and the upper limit imposed by the size of the sample and counting time.  

 Figure 3 shows the same relative standard deviation comparison for potassium/argon data.  

Potassium is a common mineral in many rocks.  A certain fraction of the potassium on earth is in 

the form of an unstable isotope, 40K, which decomposes to argon.  The half-life is 1,260,000,000 

years.  The natural abundance is 0.117%.  The method is not useful for ages that are less than 

100 million years because N and N0 are not sufficiently different.  The same types of 

assumptions apply to potassium/argon dating that apply to 14C dating. 

 

• Assumption 1:  The abundance of 40K was the same during the period from 100 million to 

600 million years ago as it is now. 

• Assumption 2:  The rate decay of 40K has been constant over that time.   

• Assumption 3:  These constant decay rates are constant according the formulas we have 

developed.  These rates have been measured for less than a century 

 

 In summary, statistical analysis limits the range of ages that can be determined by current 

dating methods using the best equipment and the largest sample sizes for the longest counting 
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times: 5000 to 38,000 years, and greater than 100 million years.  Despite the limitations imposed 

by these methods, many ages of objects are published that fall outside those ranges. 

 

Figure 1. Relative standard deviations of the ages assigned by carbon dating. 

 

Figure 2. Relative standard deviations of the ages assigned by potassium/argon dating. 
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 The 14C method assumes that the rate of neutron bombardment from the sun to the upper 

atmosphere has been the same for 40,000 years.  But the rate of neutron bombardment 

sometimes changes on a scale of decades, so the assumption is not reasonable.  If the quantity of 

neutrons has been increasing over time (as would be expected from a shrinking sun, with more 

neutrons able to escape from the nuclear reactions in the core because the outer layers of the sun 

are getting thinner), all ages determined by 14C dating would yield results that indicated that the 

artifact was older than it really was. 

 The 40K method assumes that the abundance of 40K has been the same for more than 100 

million years and that the potassium in the rocks has not exchanged with the environment in that 

same period of time.  Yet, those who use such dating methods assume that mountain ranges are 

formed in similar time scales, and that continents rise from and sink into the molten interior of 

the earth on similar time scales.  So, rocks cannot be assumed to have been isolated for that long.  

Interestingly, if time scales on earth were measurable across hundreds of millions of years, the 

quantity of radioactive material on earth would be huge, based on the quantity that survives to 

this day. 

 Whenever an age based on 14C or 40K is published, it should carry with it the size of the 

sample, the background rate, the efficiency, and the counting time.  Without these data, the 

validity of the given age cannot be determined.  Many samples are measured using only 0.1 g.  

With that size of sample and the very best equipment, the 14C counts can never be separated from 

the background. 
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Bible Timeline 

 The following lists of dates are based on my own estimates.  Various well-regarded texts 

have different dates, some significantly different, some very slightly.  The purpose of this book is 

not to support or defend any particular list, but to provide a general framework for putting Bible 

events in chronological perspective. 

 

 Chronology of the New Testament 

Matthew 1-3 10 BC Birth of Jesus  

Luke 1-3 

 

Matthew 4-28 27-30 AD Ministry of Jesus 

Mark 

Luke 4-24 

John 

 

Acts 1-6 30-36 AD The church begins with minimal persecution 

 

Acts 7-11 37-43 AD Persecution. Deaths of Stephen and James. 

 

Acts 12 44 AD Death of Herod Agrippa 

 

Acts 13-14 48-49 AD First missionary journey 

 

Acts 15 50 AD Council at Jerusalem.  Book of James. 

 

Acts 16-17 50-51 AD Second missionary journey.  First and Second Thessalonians 

 

Acts 18-21 51-54 AD Third missionary journey.  Corinthians, Galatians, Romans 

 

Acts 22-24 55-56 AD Paul in prison in Caesarea 

 

Acts 25-28 56-57 AD Paul’s journey to Rome as a prisoner 

 

Acts 28:30 57-59 AD Paul in prison in Rome.  Philippians, Ephesians, Colossians,  

   Philemon 

 

  60-67 AD First and Second Timothy, Titus, Hebrews 

 

  67-70 AD First Jewish Revolt.  First, Second, and Third John, Jude,  

   Revelation 
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 Chronology from Solomon to Nehemiah 

BC Judah Israel Prophets Events 

1000 Solomon Solomon 

 

 Rehoboam Jeroboam  Division of the Kingdom 

 

950 Abijam Nadab 

 Asa Baasha 

  Elah 

 Jehosaphat Omri 

900 Joram Ahab Obadiah 

 Ahaziah Ahaziah 

 Athaliah Joram 

 Joash Jehu Joel 

850  Jehoahaz 

 Amaziah   

  Jehoash 

  Jeroboam  Jonah 

800 Uzziah  Isaiah 

   Amos 

  Zechariah 

  Menahem 

750 Jotham Pekahiah Hosea 

  Pekah Isaiah 

 Ahaziah Hoshea Isaiah Assyria captures Israel 

 Hezekiah  Micah Assyrian army lost 

700   Isaiah 

 Manasseh 

650 Amon  Nahum 

 Josiah  Zephaniah 

   Jeremiah 

600 Jehoahaz  Habakkuk First Babylonian invasion 

 Jehoiakim  Jeremiah Second Babylonian invasion 

 Jehoiachin  Ezekiel 

 Zedekiah  Jeremiah Babylon destroys the Temple 

550   Daniel 

   Ezra Persians allow Israelites to return 

   Haggai Temple rebuilt 

   Zechariah 

500   Nehemiah Walls of Jerusalem rebuilt 

    Esther 

450    Malachi 
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 Chronology Based on the Genealogy in Genesis 

Note: A.C. is After Creation 

 

 

Birth 

year 

Age 

when 

Father 

year Age at 

Death 

year 

Name (A.C.) father (A.C.) death (A.C.)  
Adam 0 130 130 930 930 Gen 5:3-5 

Seth 130 105 235 912 1042 Gen 5:6-8 

Enosh 235 90 325 905 1140 Gen 5:9-11 

Kenan 325 70 395 910 1235 Gen 5:12-14 

Mahalalel 395 65 460 895 1290 Gen 5:15-17 

Jared 460 162 622 962 1422 Gen 5:18-20 

Enoch 622 65 687 365 987 Gen 5:21-24 

Methuselah 687 187 874 969 1656 Gen 5:25-27 

Lamech 874 182 1056 777 1651 Gen 5:28-31 

Noah 1056 500 1556 950  Gen 5:32, 9:29 

Flood in Noah's 600th year   1656  
Assuming that Shem was Noah's first child.   
Shem became a father 2 (3?) years after the flood. Gen 8:13, 11:10 

Shem 1556 100 1656 600 2156 Gen 11:10-11 

Arpachshad 1656 35 1691 438 2094 Gen 11:12-13 

Shelah 1691 30 1721 433 2124 Gen 11:14-15 

Eber 1721 34 1755 464 2185 Gen 11:16-17 

Peleg 1755 30 1785 239 1994 Gen 11:18-19 

Reu 1785 32 1817 239 2024 Gen 11:20-21 

Serug 1817 30 1847 230 2047 Gen 11:22-23 

Nahor 1847 29 1876 148 1995 Gen 11:24-25 

Terah 1876 70 1946 205 2081 Gen 11:26-32 

Abram 1946 100 2046 175 2121 Gen 21:5 25:7 

Abram was 75 when he left for Canaan. 2021 Gen 12:4, 11:32 

Terah died in Haran     
Isaac 2046 60 2106 180 2226 Gen 25:26, 35:28 

Jacob 2106   147 2253 Gen 47:28 

Jacob lived 17 years in Egypt  2236 Gen 47:28 

Exodus was 430 years after arrival  2666 Ex 12:40-41 

The temple dedicated 480 years after the Exodus 3146 1Kg 6:1 

The best date for the Exodus is 1447 BC   
Therefore creation in  4113 BC    

 

The rounding inherent in the age of each person (only whole years were reported) yields a 

standard deviation of 13 years for the date of creation.  
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 Periods of Old Testament History 

 

Period Dates Books Major Events 

Antedeluvian 4100 – 3450 Genesis 1 – 5 Creation to the Flood 

Postdeluvian 3450 – 2100 Genesis 6 – 11 Noah to Abraham 

Patriarchal 2100 – 1900 Genesis 12 – 50 Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Joseph 

Bondage 1900-1450 Exodus 1 – 14 Moses to crossing the Red Sea 

Wanderings 1450-1410 Exodus 15 – 40 Mt. Sinai to the Plains of Moab 

  Leviticus, Numbers 

  Deuteronomy 

Conquest 1410-1370 Joshua Crossing the Jordan River to the  

   death of Joshua. 

Judges 1380 – 1050 Judges The Judges to the anointing of Saul 

  Ruth to be king 

  1 Samuel 1 – 10 

United Kingdom 1050 – 931 1 Samuel 11 - 31 Kings Saul, David, Solomon 

  2 Samuel, 1 Kings 1 – 11 

  1 Chronicles 

  2 Chronicles 1 – 10 \ 

  some of Psalms 

  Proverbs, Ecclesiastes 

  Song of Solomon 

Divided Kingdom 931 – 721 1 Kings 12 – 22 Division of after Solomon 

  2 Kings 1 – 20 until Samaria fell to Assyria 

  2 Chronicles 1 – 10 

  some of Psalms 

  Isaiah (740 – 700), Hosea 

  Joel, Amos, Jonah, Micah 

Judah Alone 721 – 586 2 Kings 21-25 Exile of Northern Kingdom to the 

  2 Chronicles 33-36 destruction of Solomon’s Temple 

  some of Psalms 

  Jeremiah, Obadiah 

  Nahum, Lamentations 

  Habakkuk, Zephaniah 

Captivity 606 – 536 2 Kings 25, Ezekiel Period of servitude to Babylon 

  Daniel, some of Psalms 

Restoration 536 – 400 Ezra, Nehemiah, Haggai Return until Malachi 

  Zechariah, Malachi, Esther 
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 Books of the Old Testament 

Book Author Date Period Content/Theme 

Genesis Moses 1446 Antedeluvian History:  Creation through Joseph 

   Postdeluvian 

   Patriarchal 

   Bondage 

Exodus Moses 1446 Bondage History:  Moses to Mt. Sinai 

   Wanderings 

Leviticus Moses 1446 Wanderings Law of Moses 

Numbers Moses 1407 Wanderings History:  Mt. Sinai to Jordan 

Deuteronomy Moses 1407 Wanderings History:  Exodus to Jordan 

Joshua Joshua 1400 Conquest History:  Conquest of Canaan 

Judges Samuel(?) 1050 Judges History:  Time of the Judges 

Ruth  950 Judges Love story from the Judges 

1 Samuel  900 Judges History:  Eli to Saul 

    United Kingdom 

2 Samuel  900 United Kingdom History:  David 

1 Kings  500  United Kingdom History:  Solomon – Elijah 

    Divided Kingdom 

2 Kings  500 Divided Kingdom History:  Elisha – Captivity 

   Judah Alone 

1 Chronicles  450 United Kingdom History:  David 

2 Chronicles  450 United Kingdom History:  Solomon – Captivity 

   Divided Kingdom 

   Judah Alone 

Ezra  450 Restoration History:  Restoring worship 

Nehemiah  400 Restoration History:  Rebuilding Temple 

Esther  400 Restoration Of Jews who stayed in Persia 

Job  2000 Restoration The problem of suffering 

Psalms Moses   Old Testament Song Book  

 David, Solomon  from all periods since Moses 

 Temple Singers 

 Captives in Babylon 

Proverbs Solomon 950 United Kingdom Wise Sayings 

Ecclesiastes Solomon 950 United Kingdom Observations on life 

Song of Solomon Solomon 950 United Kingdom Marriage Song 

Isaiah Isaiah 740-700 Divided Kingdom Messianic Prophet 

   Judah Alone  

Jeremiah Jeremiah 626-581 Judah Only Weeping Prophet 

Lamentations Jeremiah 586 Judah Only Mourning over Jerusalem 

Ezekiel Ezekiel  597-570 Captivity Beginning the exile 

Daniel Daniel 606-536 Captivity Ending the exile 

Hosea Hosea 750 Divided Kingdom The unfaithful wife (North) 

Joel Joel 830 Divided Kingdom Judgment by invasion (South) 
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Book Author Date Period Content/Theme 

Amos Amos 755 Divided Kingdom Doom despite wealth (North) 

Obadiah Obadiah 586 Judah Alone Against Edom 

Jonah Jonah 780  Divided Kingdom Against Nineveh 

Micah Micah 730 Divided Kingdom Comfort to the poor (South) 

Nahum Nahum 614 Judah Alone Against Nineveh 

Habakkuk Habakkuk 610 Judah Alone Problem of justice (South) 

Zephaniah Zephaniah 625 Judah Only The Day of Jehovah 

Haggai Haggai 520 Restoration Rebuild the Temple 

Zechariah Zechariah 516 Restoration Visions and oracles 

Malachi Malachi 444 Restoration Against hypocrisy 
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Hermeneutics 

 The science of interpretation (hermeneutics) is nothing more than good reading or listening 

comprehension.  The Bible was written for ordinary people with ordinary reading or listening 

skills.  I included the idea of listening because I have known several people who had not been 

afforded an education as children, yet could understand the Word very well by listening to audio 

recordings.  Further, the Bible was not written by or to lawyers.  Rather, the text is good 

literature, full of images and color and thought-provoking phrasing.  And, if you mess up your 

understanding due to some cultural baggage you brought with you, God has promised the faithful 

that He will straighten it out.354  All we need to do is hang in there and not get enamored of our 

own brilliance. 

 Reading comprehension is about context.  Unfortunately, sound-byte religion has become 

the norm.  Someone has rightly said that you can prove anything from the Bible if you just 

ignore the context.  Those who “prove” a point with a phrase or a verse that is in the Bible not 

only are likely to pervert the Scriptures, but also teach the hearer a damaging process.  People 

perpetuate the method not because they are self-absorbed or seeking to corrupt the Word, but 

because that is the only method they know. 

 Another popular, designed-to-impress method is called term-switching.  The presenter 

starts with a fairly simple passage and expounds on the definition of one word.  The definition 

may or may not be correct, but the hearer cannot detect an error due to inadequate attention to 

context.  Further, the definition always contains a lot more supposition than fact, proposing that 

this one word carried with it ten minutes of explanation.  Then, the newly minted definition is 

transported to another passage and stuffed into the same word without checking whether that 

proposed definition is in keeping with the new context.   

 The proper method for determining a definition is to look up all the passages that use that 

word and then construct a definition that fits all the contexts.  That is the method used by high-

quality publications such as the Theological Dictionary of the New Testament.  Bible 

dictionaries, such as An Expository Dictionary of New Testament Words by W.E. Vine, are 

inappropriate because they simply report the common usage (like Webster’s Dictionary).  They 

do not attempt to delve into the context. 

 Several excellent texts on hermeneutics have been published.  This small appendix is not 

intended to replace them, but just to bring to mind some important attitudes necessary for good 

reading, and a short list of questions to ask yourself about the context. 

 

 Necessary Assumptions 

 We all make assumptions.  We do not have time to prove everything.  The trick is to know 

what your assumptions are.   

 

1. The author intended to be understood by the immediate audience.  We have the ability to 

look back in history to understand how people of the past thought.  People of the past could 

not look forward and understand us.  Further, if the original audience would have been 

totally mystified by what we think it means, we need to think again.  God’s intention was to 

communicate, not confuse. 

2. The author's intention is the only valid understanding. 

                                                 
354  Philippians 3:15 
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a. When Jesus explained one of His parables, that settled the meaning.  We cannot give 

the parable a new meaning and claim that the new meaning is what God wanted to 

convey. 

b. Ezekiel 37:16 – 28 contains the “two sticks” prophecy used by Mormons to prove that 

the Bible speaks of another book, the Book of Mormon.  However, God explains the 

prophecy quite differently. 

3. Context determines meaning.  A definition from one place cannot be transplanted to 

another place. 

4. Context determines if language is literal or figurative.  If the context gives no hint that the 

statements were intended to be figurative, we cannot declare them so. 

5. If an explanation creates a contradiction with another passage, the explanation is flawed. 

6. Conflicting understandings cannot both be true, although they can both be false. 

7. We must seek what the Word of God is trying to tell us, rather than trying to use the Word 

of God to validate our beliefs.  We must have more confidence in the Word than in our own 

understanding of it. 

8. The meaning must be apparent to an ordinary person.  Special training is not required. 

9. If the explanation is longer than the verse, you have added something that God did not. 

10. Sin is never excusable, but is forgivable. 

 

 Questions to Ask 

1. Who was the speaker or writer?  The Bible contains statements that were accurately 

recorded, but are totally false.  For example, people in a crowd said that Jesus was demon-

possessed.355  The man born blind said that God does not hear the prayers of sinners.356  

Most of Job was is a recording of conventional wisdom, not truth.  God said so beginning 

in chapter 38. 

2. Who was the original audience?  Did the author intend for the audience to include me?  

Several addressees of letters were instructed to go to certain locations.  Obviously, not all 

Christians need to do that.  The Law of Moses was designed for a small portion of 

humanity in a specific location.  The New Testament was written to Christians, not the 

general population. 

3. What does each word mean in this context? 

4. What kind of writing is it (e.g., history, letter, song, prophecy, instruction, exhortation, 

sermon, genealogy, law)?  Each type of writing should suggest different expectations.  

History is mostly the reporting of facts.  Songs are more artistic.  Most prophecy is in 

poetry format; Hebrew poetry founds its elegance in parallelism, saying the same thing 

multiple times in different ways and in different patterns. 

5. What is the historical setting?  Events current to that time may affect understanding.  Look 

in the corresponding historical book. 

6. Is the language literal or figurative?  If it is figurative, then determine what it means.  

Figurative language was designed to communicate something simple to ordinary people. 

7. What was the author's interpretation? 

                                                 
355  John 7:20 
356  John 9:31 
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8. What is the point of the context of the book, the chapter, and the paragraph?  They cannot 

contradict, but rather build on one another.  The text should flow; the Bible is not a 

collection of one-liners. 

 

 How Do I Know if It Pertains to Me? 

 Although many have an emotional attachment to the mantra, “Every word of the Bible was 

written to me,” the claim is simply not true.  The Law of Moses was a contract between God and 

the people in attendance at Mount Sinai along with any of their descendants who wanted to be 

part of the contract.  Other ethnic groups of that day were not included, neither were other ethnic 

groups in the future.  Many of Paul’s letters were written to specific congregations, others to 

specific individuals.  The reader must decide whether a particular statement was intended for 

only the original audience, or for all faithful people of that time and into the future.  Ordinary 

reading comprehension resolves the issue easily. 

 As Paul pointed out in Romans 2, the Gentiles are not condemned because they did not 

follow the Law of Moses, because they were not addressed by the Law of Moses.  This did not 

mean they had no law, just not Moses’ Law. 

 Jesus spoke to Jewish audiences who were subject to the Law of Moses.  Some of Jesus’ 

remarks apply to Israelites only.  Others are general truth.  The context will tell us which is 

which. 

 The Great Commission357 was given to eleven men.  If we say it applies to us, we must also 

travel all over the world, cast out demons, speak with new tongues, handle snakes, drink poison, 

and heal the sick.358   The Great Commission for the Corinthian Christians is in 2 Corinthians 

3:12 – 6:10.  It extends to us because of parts like 3:16 – 18, “Whenever a man…” and “We all 

..” 

 The authors of the letters in the New Testament wrote to specific groups of Christians, 

often in response to specific problems or needs.  For example, “On the first day of every week let 

each one of you put aside and save as he may prosper.”359  This was a special collection in 

response to a prophecy about a future famine.  It was to continue until the money was taken to 

Jerusalem.  Most churches have turned this into a command to all Christians, even though Paul 

wrote specifically, “I am not speaking this as a command.”360  And, it is unreasonable to assume 

that the Corinthian church continued to collect money for famine relief after the famine was 

over. 

 Many practices have been instituted by various denominations because the context of the 

passage was not considered.  My experience has been that faulty reading comprehension results 

in complex doctrine because the holes in the logic require artful dodging.  Remember the axiom, 

“If it sounds complicated, it’s probably wrong.” 

 

  

                                                 
357  Matthew 28:19 
358  Mark 16:15 - 18 
359  1 Corinthians 16:2 
360  2 Corinthians 8:8 
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How To Build A Word Study 

 Not all topics lend themselves to word studies.  In many cases, the best method for study is 

to write your question on a 3 x 5 card, stick it in the top of your Bible so you can see it at all 

times, and then read the whole New Testament (or at least Romans through Jude). 

 Many times, doctrines are built around a certain word.  Some examples are worship, 

fellowship, commands, offend, judging, righteousness, silent, and forgiving, among many others.  

In most cases, these doctrines use a time-tested cult technique of term-switching in which the 

word in question is assigned a definition based on a verse or two, then that definition is forced 

upon other contexts.  The purpose of the method that follows is to find all (or at least a good try 

at finding all) of the passages that use that word.  Each occurrence of the word should be 

evaluated in its context.  Then, all of the contexts should be compared and contrasted to 

determine a reasonable definition or set of definitions. 

 The following method requires the use of a Strong’s Exhaustive Concordance, which may 

be obtained for a few dollars from a number of used book sellers on abebooks.com.  Strong’s 

Concordance is based on the King James Version.  Concordances for other versions are 

available, but are much more expensive. 

 

1. Choose a word that appears less than 100 times in the New Testament.  I have performed 

this type of word study with more than 100 verses, but I am an academic, so, to me, it is 

fun.  You are not a bad person if you don’t like what I like.  I suggest starting with shorter 

lists so you don’t lose heart before getting the result. 

 

 Example:  Fellowship 

 

2. Make a list of all the variations on that word that are used in the New Testament. 

 

 Example: In the case of fellowship, there are not any.  But if the word were “worship,” you 

would include worshipped, worshipper, worshippers, worshippeth, and worshipping. 

 

3. Note the numbers listed to the right of each reference.  The New Testament ones are 

italicized, indicating that they are Greek words.  The regular font ones are Hebrew, from 

the Old Testament.  I suggest sticking to the New Testament at first.  Make a list of the 

different numbers. 

 

 Example: for fellowship, the numbers are 2842, 3352, and 4790. 

 

4. Look in the Greek dictionary in the back of the concordance.  Make sure you use Greek 

and not Hebrew.  Find each number.  Write down the English rendition of the Greek word 

that is given right after the Greek letters.  Also look at the entries a little above and below 

to see if there are variations on the Greek word. 

 

 Example: 2842 koinonia, 3352 metoche, 4790 sugkoinoneo 

 Variations: 2839 through 2844 are all based on the same root.  3353 is much like 3352.  

And 4791 looks like 4792. 
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5. At the same time as copying the Greek word in English letters, look at the end of the entry 

for that number.  There will be a colon followed by a long dash (:–).  Following that 

symbol are all the English words in the King James Version that were translated from that 

Greek word. They are in alphabetical order.  There is no importance to the order.  Add 

those English words to the list of words to look up.  

 

 Example: for fellowship 

 2842 communicate, communication, communion, distribution, fellowship. 

 3352 fellowship 

 4790 communicate, have fellowship with, be partaker of 

 

6. Using the list of English words that have been assembled, go back to the main concordance 

are jot down all of the references (book, chapter, verse) for the main word you have chosen. 

 

 Example: for fellowship, Ac 2:42; 1 Co 1:9, 10:20; 2 Co 6:14, 8:4; Ga 2:9; Eph 3:9, 5:11; 

Php 1:5, 2:1, 3:10;1 Jn 1:3, 1:6, 1:7. 

 

7. Now, look up each new English word that was found in the Greek dictionary.  However, 

only include the ones that use one of the numbers from the original word (2842, 3352, and 

4790). 

 

 Example: for fellowship, look up communicate, communication, communion, distribution, 

and partaker.  Look for 2842, 3352, and 4790 in those listings.  Be sure to include 

variations on those words, like communicated and communicating.  This would add Ga 6:6, 

Php 4:14, 1 Tim 6:18, Hb 13:16, Php 4:15, Phlm 6, 1 Co 10:16, 2 Co 6:14, 13:14, Rm 

15:26, 2 Co 9:13, Rm 12:13,1 Co 9:23, 1 Tm 5:22, 1 Pt 5:1, 2 Jn 11, Rm 15:27, 1 Co 10:18, 

2 Co 1:7, Phlp 1:7, Hb 2:14, 1 Pt 4:13, 2 Pt 1:4, Rv 18:4, Rm 11:17. 

 

8. Look up all the passages and read the context around each.  Summarize the importance of 

the word under consideration in that paragraph. 

 

 Example:  There are 38 verses, but many of them are in the same paragraphs, so there are 

only about 20 contexts. 

 

9. Generalize all of the usages into as few definitions as possible.  Usually, there will be only 

one.  But, sometime a word is used in two or more distinctly different ways. 
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Total Depravity 

Summary of the Concept 

 

 Many teach that we are born with a corrupt nature, inclined toward evil from birth.  This 

depraved nature, many say, is inherited from our parents.  Therefore, all sin performed later in 

life is a consequence of this nature which remains with us even after we are forgiven.  I disagree. 

 

Related Doctrines 

 

• If we are born sinful, babies require baptism.  At least two explanations of how Jesus 

escaped this inherited sin are popular. Either explanation makes it hard to explain how 

Jesus was "tempted in all points just as we are".361 

• The Catholic Church teaches that Mary did not have this sinful nature, so she could 

not pass it on.  They do not explain how Mary escaped inheriting sin from her 

parents. 

• Others teach that sin is inherited only through the male parent.  Since Jesus did not 

have an earthly father, He was not born sinful.  No Scripture addresses this. 

• If we retain this sinful nature even after being redeemed, the children of those who have 

been reckoned as righteous still inherit that sinful nature.  Therefore, Satan started 

something God cannot fix. 

 

Scriptures Used to Support Total Depravity 

 

Psalm 51:5  "In sin did my mother conceive me"  -  In sin modifies mother, not me, so the 

psalmist is either acknowledging his mother's sin, or the fact that his mother lived in a sinful 

world.  This is part of an hyperbole.  The psalmist laments that not only does he sin on his own, 

he was born into a sinful world.  Proof that it is a figure of speech is in verse 7, where the cure 

for sin is found in a branch of hyssop.  The author's point is that he has been very sinful for a 

long time.  His purpose was not to describe inherited sin.  Psalm 22:10 expresses the opposite 

view (also by David) that he was "cast upon Thee from the womb."  In that psalm, David was 

describing his lifelong commitment to the Lord. 

 

Psalm 58:3  "The wicked are estranged from the womb."  -  The next few lines reveal that this 

also is hyperbole, since the "wicked" are said to go astray, which involves choosing, and speak 

lies, which requires the ability to speak. 

 

Exodus 20:5  "Visiting the impurity of the fathers on the children."  -  Either this teaches 

inherited sin or inherited consequences.  One must have a reason to choose the figurative 

consequences rather than the literal sin.  Ezekiel 18 (the whole chapter) specifically addresses the 

concept of inherited sin, denying that any such transfer of guilt from father to son is possible 

with God.  So, if Exodus 20:5 teaches inherited sin, Ezekiel was wrong. 

 

                                                 
361  Hebrews 4:15 
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Genesis 8:21 "The imagination of man's heart is evil from his youth."  -  In the Bible, a youth is 

anyone under thirty.  Soldiers and bridegrooms have been described as youths.  A youth is one 

who can make decisions, so a case for inherited sin cannot be made here. 

 

Isaiah 48:8  "You have been called a transgressor from the womb."  -  Verse 1 of the chapter 

identifies the transgressor as the nation of Judah.  From Old Testament history, it is quite true 

that the nation was sinful at its birth.  But that has no connection to inherited sin in people. 

 

Jeremiah 17:9  "The heart is deceitful above all things and desperately wicked"  -  This line is in 

the midst of repeated comparisons between the righteous and the wicked.  This one line cannot 

be taken out of its context to apply to all people since God applied it to only one of two groups. 

 

Romans 5:12  "So death passed upon all men."  -  Reading the whole sentence, death passed to 

all men because they sinned, not because they inherited it.  Secondly, the death that Adam 

introduced was spiritual death, not physical.  If Adam introduced physical death, then Jesus 

failed, as evidenced by the deaths of many faithful people. 

 

Ephesians 2:3  "We are by nature children of wrath."  -  Many have wished to dispose of the 

word nature be redefining it as "long standing habit or custom."  The literal meaning has no such 

connotation.  It is used as we use it: that which is a part of our inherited make-up, including both 

physical attributes and instincts.  So, the New Testament speaks of natural functions, natural 

branches, natural affection, divine nature, the nature of angels, and being by nature 

uncircumcised.  (There is no equivalent Hebrew word, so there can be no Old Testament 

references.)  This nature is not all bad, since "the Gentiles do by nature the things of the Law",362 

meaning that morality is instinctive.  So, this nature in Ephesians is either literal and we are born 

with an instinct for sin or it is figurative, expressing the extremeness of our sin.  If sin is 

instinctive and morality is instinctive, we are made with an inner conflict.  That is exactly the 

explanation used by many for Romans 7, although the explanation requires circular logic and 

falls apart if one also reads Romans 8.  Since the word nature is used only 14 times in the New 

Testament, it is difficult to determine if a figure of speech based on that word is intended.  

However, Galatians 2:15 seems to be such an example of figurative usage.  Paul describes his 

relatives as "Jews by nature."  Although one did become a member of the Kingdom of Israel by 

birth, Paul's point in that paragraph had to do with the works of the Law, which are certainly not 

instinctive.  This alone is not proof that Ephesians 2:3 is figurative, but at least the possibility 

exists.  In Ephesians 2, Paul's point is that Jews were no different than Gentiles in that they were 

equally sinful.  To create a doctrine from one phrase of a paragraph not about inherited sin, in 

direct contradiction to an entire chapter of Ezekiel which was written specifically to that point, 

seems at least tenuous. 

 

Refutation 

 

• Ecclesiastes 7:29  Truly, this only have I found: that God made man upright, but they have 

sought out many schemes. 

• Where did Adam's sinful nature come from? 

                                                 
362  Romans 2:14 
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• Ezekiel, in his chapter 18, wrote nearly an entire chapter to explain that each person is 

responsible for his or her own sin, and not for the sins of those who went before.  Inherited 

sin is specifically denied. 

• Why don't the children of the redeemed inherit their righteousness? 

• In Isaiah 7, the prophet uses the phrase "at the time he knows to refuse evil and choose 

good," implying that there is a time before that knowledge.  There is a period of time 

before children know enough to make a choice. 

• Jesus, as recorded in John 9:41, announced that those who cannot understand are not guilty 

of sin. 

• If God created us with an inclination to sin, how can we be condemned? 

 

 From the mistaken belief that children are born guilty of sin, infant baptism began.  But 

that is also a misunderstanding of baptism, which is a symbolic act, not magic.  An individual 

commits to the following list of concepts by choosing to be baptized.  God is not obligated to 

accept us because we perform a symbolic act.  Rather, in the act we are committing ourselves to 

these principles. 

 

• Acts 22:16, Hebrews 10:22  My sins are washed away. 

• 1 Corinthians 6:11, Ephesians 5:26  I am reserved for godly purposes (sanctified) 

• Romans 6:3-4, 12:1.  I become a sacrifice like Jesus. 

• Romans 6:4, Titus 3:5  I walk in newness of life.  My spirit is resurrected: reconnected. 

• Romans 6:5  I will be raised on Judgment Day. 

• Romans 6:6  I am freed from slavery to sin. 

• 1 Corinthians 12:13  I will achieve miraculous unity. 

• Galatians 3:27  I am being transformed (Romans 8:29, 2 Corinthians 3:18) into the image 

of Jesus. 

• Colossians 2:12  I am buried with Him and raised (see Romans 6). 

• 1 Peter 3:21  The water rescued Noah from an evil world as baptism rescues me. 

• Acts 2:38  I receive the Holy Spirit 

 

 Since guilt for sin cannot be inherited (Ezekiel 18) and sin must be understood to produce 

guilt (John 9:41), children cannot need to be forgiven.  So, what does it mean to be "by nature 

children of wrath"?  It describes the audience of the letter, those who had corrupted their natures 

by sin.  They did it to themselves.  We cannot blame God or our ancestors for the bad choices we 

have made. 

 


