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This manuscript is designed for Christian education, personal 

study, church discussion, and apologetics. Scripture references are 
provided throughout so readers can consult the translation they 
normally use. Brief biblical quotations appear for discussion and 
exposition; long passages are generally referenced rather than 
reproduced.

The commentary sections in this book interact primarily with the 
historic Christian interpretive tradition, including Matthew Henry, 
John Calvin, Augustine of Hippo, Charles H. Spurgeon, and the 
Jamieson-Fausset-Brown Commentary, together with responsible 
contemporary evangelical scholarship where a modern historical or 
philosophical question requires it. Commentary is paraphrased 
unless a short quotation is clearly identified.

This book does not ask readers to pretend that every Christian has 
reached the same conclusion on every secondary question. Where 
faithful Christians disagree - for example, on the interpretation of 
the creation days, the relationship of providence and human 
freedom, or some details surrounding those who have never heard 
the gospel - the major positions are acknowledged while the central 
biblical affirmations are kept clear.
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How to Use This Book
You can read Honest Questions straight through, but you do not have 
to. Each chapter stands on its own. If one particular objection is 
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keeping you from faith, begin there. If you are a Christian trying to 
help a friend, start with the question your friend is actually asking 
rather than the question you wish they were asking.

Every chapter follows a similar path. First, it states the objection 
as strongly and fairly as possible. Then it asks what assumptions are 
underneath the objection. Next it turns to Scripture in context, not as 
a collection of slogans but as a unified story. Historic Christian 
commentary is brought into the conversation to show that many of 
these questions are not modern inventions. The chapter then 
considers common counterarguments, identifies responses 
Christians should avoid, and finally asks how Jesus changes the 
shape of the question.

The goal is not to win debates. A person is not an argument to be 
defeated. The goal is to seek truth, remove unnecessary obstacles, 
expose false assumptions where they exist, and point honestly 
toward Christ.

If you are skeptical, you are invited to disagree. Mark the places 
where you think the reasoning fails. Read the biblical passages in 
their larger context. Compare explanations. Ask whether your own 
worldview can answer the same questions you are asking 
Christianity to answer.

If you are a Christian, resist the temptation to use this book as 
ammunition. Peter's instruction is still the standard: give a reason 
for your hope with gentleness and respect (1 Peter 3:15-16). The 
manner of an answer can contradict the message of the answer. 
Christian apologetics without Christian character is a contradiction 
in practice.

Introduction
God Is Not Afraid of Your Questions
Some questions are asked from a lecture hall. Others are whispered 
in a hospital corridor at two in the morning.
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Some begin with philosophy: Does God exist? Others are born 
from grief: If God exists, where was He when this happened? Some 
come from historical investigation: Can the Bible be trusted? Others 
arise from moral outrage: How could a loving God judge anyone? 
Some are intensely personal: Why did I pray and hear nothing?

Not all questions are the same, and not all doubts come from the 
same place.

A person may doubt because the evidence seems inadequate. 
Another may have been harmed by a church and now finds every 
Christian claim suspicious. One person may be rebelling against a 
God he does not want to obey. Another may desperately want 
Christianity to be true but cannot force herself to believe what she 
thinks the evidence does not support. One may be intellectually 
curious. Another may be grieving.

A thoughtful answer therefore begins by listening.
Christianity does not teach that serious questions are a spiritual 

defect. The Bible contains an extraordinary amount of questioning. 
Job asks why he suffers. Habakkuk asks why God seems to tolerate 
injustice. Jeremiah complains that his path has become unbearable. 
David repeatedly asks how long God will remain silent. Asaph looks 
at the prosperity of the wicked and nearly loses his footing. Thomas 
refuses to accept the resurrection merely because his friends tell him 
it happened. A desperate father says to Jesus, in effect, "I believe and 
I do not believe; help me."

These scenes are not embarrassing footnotes that Scripture tries 
to hide. They are part of Scripture.

That matters. The Bible does not present faith as pretending to 
possess certainty we do not possess. Nor does it treat God as an idea 
that collapses under examination. It presents God as the Lord of 
truth. If Christianity is true, honest investigation cannot ultimately 
threaten it.

Yet there is another side to intellectual honesty. Skepticism must 
also be willing to examine itself.

It is easy to imagine that believers have assumptions while 
skeptics simply have facts. In reality, every human being approaches 
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evidence with a network of prior beliefs. We have convictions about 
what counts as evidence, whether miracles are possible, whether 
moral truths are objective, whether nature is all that exists, whether 
consciousness can be reduced to matter, whether religious 
experience is meaningful, and whether testimony should be trusted. 
We also have loves, fears, loyalties, disappointments, and desires.

None of this means evidence is irrelevant. It means no one 
reasons from nowhere.

The aim of this book is therefore not to create a protected 
Christian bubble where every difficult question receives a three-
sentence answer. Some questions are genuinely hard. Some require 
distinctions. Some involve mysteries Christianity claims are real 
even when they are not exhaustively explainable. Some require 
Christians to admit that our traditions have sometimes spoken 
carelessly or with more certainty than Scripture itself gives us.

At the same time, difficulty is not defeat. A question can be 
emotionally powerful while resting on a weak logical premise. A 
biblical passage can initially sound disturbing because we are 
missing its historical setting. A popular claim about the Bible can be 
repeated so often that it feels established even when the evidence is 
more complicated. A Christian answer can be inadequate without 
Christianity itself being false.

So this book makes several commitments.
First, we will state objections fairly. If we cannot describe a 

skeptical argument in a way that a thoughtful skeptic recognizes, we 
are not ready to answer it.

Second, we will distinguish what Christianity actually teaches 
from things Christians sometimes say. The two are not always 
identical.

Third, we will allow Scripture to speak in context. A single verse 
pulled from its paragraph may function as a slogan, but Christian 
theology is built from the whole counsel of Scripture.

Fourth, we will draw on Christian commentary because we are 
not the first generation to think. Matthew Henry, Augustine, Calvin, 
Spurgeon, and many others wrestled with sin, providence, suffering, 
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faith, judgment, freedom, Scripture, and the resurrection long before 
social media discovered these questions. Their answers are not 
infallible, but they remind us that Christianity has a long intellectual 
and pastoral memory.

Fifth, we will distinguish central doctrines from secondary 
debates. Christians disagree about the age of the earth. They do not 
disagree, if they remain within historic Christian orthodoxy, that 
God is Creator. Christians have different models for reconciling 
divine sovereignty and human choice. They do not therefore 
conclude that either God is ignorant of the future or humans are 
morally meaningless puppets. Christians debate some details of final 
judgment; they do not eliminate the reality of judgment taught by 
Jesus.

Finally, we will keep returning to Jesus.
That is not an escape from hard reasoning. It is an 

acknowledgment of Christianity's center.
Christianity does not finally ask you to believe in a vague higher 

power. It makes claims about a Jewish man who lived in the first 
century, taught with remarkable authority, was crucified under 
Roman power, and whose followers proclaimed that He physically 
rose from death. The New Testament identifies Him not merely as a 
prophet but as the eternal Word made flesh, the image of the 
invisible God, the Son who reveals the Father, the Lamb who bears 
sin, the Lord before whom every knee will bow.

If Jesus is not who Christianity says He is, the Christian faith 
cannot be rescued by clever arguments.

If Jesus is who Christianity says He is, then every other question 
has to be reconsidered in His light.

Jesus once asked His disciples, "Who do you say that I am?" 
(Matthew 16:15).

That question does not eliminate our other questions.
It organizes them.
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Questions Can Be Honest - and Dishonest
There is a romantic way of speaking about doubt that assumes every 
question is automatically noble. Scripture is more realistic.

Some questions are brave. Some are evasive.
A person may ask for evidence because he wants to know the 

truth. Another may demand evidence as a strategy for avoiding any 
conclusion that would require repentance. Jesus encountered both 
kinds of people. He welcomed the weak, answered sincere seekers, 
and showed extraordinary patience with confused disciples. Yet He 
also confronted leaders who repeatedly demanded signs after seeing 
evidence they had already decided to reinterpret.

This is not unique to religion. Human beings can rationalize 
almost anything when enough of our identity depends on it. A 
person may reject evidence for political reasons, relational reasons, 
financial reasons, or emotional reasons. Believers can do this. 
Skeptics can do it. Intellectual integrity requires asking not only, 
"What evidence do I have?" but also, "What would I be willing to 
accept as evidence, and why?"

The book of Proverbs repeatedly praises the person who listens 
before answering. Proverbs 18:13 warns against giving an answer 
before hearing. A few verses later, Proverbs 18:17 observes that the 
first case can sound persuasive until it is cross-examined.

Those are apologetics verses as much as wisdom verses.
Listen. Examine. Cross-examine. Be willing to revise.

What Faith Is - and Is Not
Much of the confusion surrounding Christianity begins with the 
word faith.

In ordinary speech, faith can mean believing something despite 
evidence. "I just have faith it will work out" may mean, "I have no 
strong reason, but I hope." When critics hear Christians speak of 
faith, they may assume Christianity celebrates believing without 
evidence.

Biblical faith is richer.
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The dominant idea is trust - personal reliance on someone 
considered trustworthy. Scripture certainly includes truths that 
cannot be proven as one proves a geometry theorem, but the Bible 
repeatedly grounds trust in what God has said and done. Israel is 
told to remember the exodus. The Psalms recall God's past 
faithfulness. The prophets appeal to God's acts in history. The 
Gospels present public deeds and testimony. Luke explicitly explains 
that he investigated the events he records so that his reader may 
have confidence regarding what he had been taught (Luke 1:1-4). 
John says he selected signs of Jesus so readers may believe (John 
20:30-31). Paul appeals to witnesses of the resurrection (1 
Corinthians 15:3-8).

Faith therefore involves more than intellectual assent, but not 
less. A chair may appear sturdy. You can inspect it, learn who built 
it, compare materials, and watch others sit safely. Trust becomes 
personal when you put your own weight on it.

Christian faith says the evidence points toward Jesus as 
trustworthy - and then calls us to put the weight of our lives on Him.

The Difference Between Mystery and 
Contradiction
Another distinction will matter throughout this book.

A contradiction says two claims cannot both be true in the same 
sense at the same time. A mystery says we know some true things 
without knowing everything about how they fit together.

Christians believe God is one in being and three in persons. That 
is mysterious, but it is not the contradiction "one God and three 
Gods" or "one person and three persons." Christians believe Jesus is 
truly divine and truly human. That is profound, but historic 
Christian theology carefully rejected formulations that simply 
collapse into logical contradiction.

We live with mysteries outside theology as well. Consciousness is 
intimately known to every conscious person, yet philosophers and 
neuroscientists disagree about how subjective experience relates to 
the brain. Time is experienced by everyone, yet its ultimate nature 
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raises deep philosophical and physical questions. Human freedom is 
assumed in daily life, law, praise, blame, and relationships, while 
philosophers argue about what freedom actually means.

Not having an exhaustive explanation is not the same as having 
no knowledge.

This book will not use "mystery" as a convenient word for 
avoiding evidence. But neither will it assume that finite minds must 
be able to explain every aspect of infinite reality before belief can be 
rational.

The Emotional Weight of Intellectual Questions
There is one final caution before we begin.

An answer can be logically sound and pastorally cruel.
Suppose a woman asks why God allows suffering three days after 

burying her child. She may eventually want to discuss free will, 
natural law, the fall, soul-making, divine providence, and the 
problem of evil. But the first Christian task may be to sit beside her 
and weep.

Jesus knew that distinction.
When Lazarus died, Jesus knew resurrection was minutes away. 

He could have turned the entire scene into a lecture on divine 
sovereignty. Instead, John tells us Jesus wept (John 11:35).

Truth did not make Him less compassionate.
Truth made His compassion more profound.
As we move into the questions that follow, remember that 

apologetics concerns whole people. Minds matter. Hearts matter. 
Wounds matter. History matters. Character matters.

And above all, truth matters.
Let us ask the hard questions honestly.
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PART ONE - DOES BELIEVING IN GOD MAKE 
SENSE?



HONEST QUESTIONS  |  HARD QUESTIONS, HONEST ANSWERS

12

CHAPTER 1

Isn't Faith Just a Crutch?

The Charge
"Religion is a crutch for people who cannot face reality."

It is one of the most familiar dismissals of Christian faith, and it 
can sound devastating because it appears to explain belief without 
having to investigate whether the belief is true. People fear death, so 
they invent heaven. People feel guilty, so they invent forgiveness. 
People are frightened by an unpredictable universe, so they imagine 
a Father who is in control. People feel insignificant, so they tell 
themselves the Creator of the cosmos knows their name.

The accusation is not that Christianity is merely mistaken. It is 
that Christianity is psychologically convenient.

There is enough truth in the observation to make the question 
worth taking seriously. Christians do receive comfort from their 
faith. People pray when frightened. They turn to God during illness. 
They find hope in the promise of eternal life. Churches gather 
around grieving families and speak of resurrection. The Psalms call 
God a refuge, fortress, shepherd, rock, and help in trouble.

Christianity plainly functions as support.
But support and falsehood are not synonyms.

Comfort Does Not Decide Whether Something Is True
The first mistake in the "crutch" argument is logical. It moves from a 
possible explanation of why someone believes something to a 
conclusion about whether the belief is true.

Those are different questions.
Imagine a woman believes her husband survived an accident 

because she desperately wants him to be alive. Her desire may 
influence her belief. But her desire does not tell us whether her 
husband survived. He either did or did not. We still have to examine 
the evidence.
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Or imagine a man rejects Christianity partly because the idea of 
divine judgment makes him uncomfortable. His psychological 
motive would not prove Christianity true. It would merely tell us 
something about why he is inclined to reject it.

This principle cuts both ways.
A belief is not true because it comforts us.
A belief is not false because it comforts us.
The truth question remains.
C.S. Lewis famously noted a related point in his own apologetic 

work: human desires can point in more than one direction. Some 
people may wish Christianity were true; others may very much wish 
it were false. Rather than psychoanalyzing one another, we should 
ask what best explains reality.

Everyone Leans on Something
The word crutch is rhetorically powerful because it suggests 
weakness. Strong people walk on their own. Weak people need 
support.

But human independence is largely an illusion.
You depend on air every few seconds. You depend on food, water, 

sleep, social structures, other people's labor, inherited knowledge, 
technologies you did not invent, and biological systems you do not 
consciously operate. A physician may be brilliant and still depend on 
farmers. A billionaire may command companies and still be unable 
to command his heart to keep beating.

Dependency is not a defect accidentally attached to human 
existence. It is part of being a creature.

The spiritual question is therefore not whether we will depend on 
something. It is what we will treat as ultimate.

Some people build identity on career. Some on romance. Some on 
political belonging. Some on family. Some on beauty, intelligence, 
reputation, financial security, sexual fulfillment, physical health, or 
the approval of a particular community.
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All of those things can be good in their proper place. But every 
created thing becomes dangerous when asked to bear the weight of 
godhood.

Jesus' picture at the end of the Sermon on the Mount is striking. 
Two people build houses. Both have foundations. Both face storms. 
The difference is not that one person depends on a foundation while 
the other heroically floats without one. The question is which 
foundation can survive the storm (Matthew 7:24-27).

Jeremiah 17:5-8 makes a similar contrast. One person makes 
human strength his ultimate confidence. Another trusts the Lord and 
is compared with a tree rooted near water. Psalm 20:7 contrasts trust 
in military power with trust in God's name.

Everyone trusts.
Everyone builds.
Everyone leans.
The question is whether the object of our trust can carry us.

Christianity Is a Strange Invention If Comfort Is Its Only 
Purpose
If Christianity were designed merely as emotional anesthesia, 
portions of it are badly designed.

It tells us that we are not naturally good people who need 
occasional encouragement. It says sin reaches into our motives, 
desires, loyalties, speech, relationships, and worship. Jesus 
intensifies moral accountability by moving from external acts to the 
heart. Anger matters. Lust matters. Hypocrisy matters. Love of 
enemies matters. Secret motives matter.

Christianity also refuses to place us at the center of reality.
Jesus calls people to deny themselves, take up a cross, and follow 

Him (Matthew 16:24). He tells a wealthy ruler to surrender the 
possession that has captured his heart. He tells would-be disciples 
that following Him can bring social rejection and suffering. He 
warns that allegiance to Him may divide families. The apostles 
repeatedly tell believers to expect hardship.
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This is not a religion engineered only to make people feel 
affirmed.

The gospel comforts, but it comforts after it confronts.
It says you are more loved than you dared imagine - and more 

morally lost than you wanted to admit.
It says salvation is a gift - which means you cannot boast that you 

earned it.
It says God welcomes you - and also claims authority over you.
The very doctrines that bring Christians profound hope are often 

the doctrines that challenge human pride most directly.

What If We Really Are Weak?
There is a deeper issue hidden in the insult.

Why should needing help be shameful?
A crutch is embarrassing only if you insist you are not injured.
If a person's leg is broken, refusing a crutch does not demonstrate 

strength. It demonstrates denial.
Christianity's diagnosis of humanity is precisely that something is 

broken. Not that our humanity itself is evil - Scripture calls creation 
good - but that sin has disordered our relationship with God, one 
another, ourselves, and the world.

Romans 3 does not flatter us. It gathers Jew and Gentile under the 
same diagnosis: all are under sin. Romans 6 says sin enslaves. 
Ephesians 2 describes people as spiritually dead apart from God's 
grace. Jesus speaks of the sick needing a physician, then makes clear 
that He is talking about sinners who need mercy (Mark 2:17).

If that diagnosis is true, dependence on grace is not psychological 
weakness. It is realism.

The person who says, "I can save myself," may be displaying the 
spiritual equivalent of insisting on walking with a shattered leg.

Faith and Evidence
At this point a skeptic may respond, "Fine. Maybe everyone depends 
on something. But Christian faith still asks people to believe without 
evidence."
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That is worth examining carefully.
Biblical faith certainly includes trust beyond what we can 

currently see. Hebrews 11:1 connects faith with hoped-for realities 
and things not seen. But "not seen" does not mean "supported by 
nothing."

The same chapter immediately grounds faith in God's character 
and past action. Throughout Scripture, trust grows from revelation.

God tells Israel to remember what He did in Egypt. The Psalms 
rehearse history as a reason for confidence. The prophets point to 
fulfilled acts of judgment and deliverance. Jesus appeals to His 
works. John explains that he records selected signs so that readers 
may believe Jesus is the Messiah and Son of God (John 20:30-31). 
Luke begins by describing his careful investigation of testimony 
(Luke 1:1-4). Paul does not tell the Corinthians to believe the 
resurrection because believing feels good; he appeals to witnesses 
and makes the startling concession that if Christ has not been raised, 
Christian faith is futile (1 Corinthians 15:14-17).

That is not the language of a faith afraid of historical 
investigation.
The biblical pattern is not "believe without reasons."

It is "trust the God who has given reasons to be trusted."

Commentary Voices: Henry, Calvin, and Spurgeon
Matthew Henry's pastoral commentary repeatedly treats faith not as 
vague optimism but as reliance on God's known character and 
promises. When commenting on passages that call believers to trust 
in distress, Henry's emphasis is practical: the believer remembers 
who God has shown Himself to be and therefore seeks refuge in 
Him. Faith, in this tradition, is relational confidence rooted in 
revelation.

John Calvin begins the Institutes by connecting knowledge of God 
with knowledge of ourselves. Human beings misunderstand both 
when they imagine themselves autonomous. For Calvin, recognizing 
creaturely dependence is not humiliation for humiliation's sake. It is 
the beginning of wisdom. To know God as Creator and provider is to 
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discover ourselves as recipients - people whose life is gift before it is 
achievement.

Charles Spurgeon's sermons often speak openly of human 
weakness. Yet Spurgeon does not treat weakness as an 
embarrassment Christianity must conceal. He regularly turns it into 
the setting in which Christ's sufficiency becomes visible. The gospel 
does not announce that strong people have discovered a strategy for 
becoming slightly stronger. It announces a Savior for sinners and 
grace for people who cannot rescue themselves.

The common thread is important. Historic Christian preaching did 
not hide the dependent character of faith. It proclaimed it.

A Psychological Explanation Can Be Reversed
There is another problem with explaining Christianity away as wish 
fulfillment.

The argument can be reversed too easily.
A Christian might say atheism is attractive because people do not 

want a God who can judge them. If there is no God, there is no final 
accountability. No divine command can challenge our sexual ethics, 
ambition, greed, resentment, or self-rule. Perhaps unbelief is a 
crutch for people who cannot face moral reality.

Would that prove atheism false?
No.
It would be another attempt to replace argument with psychology.
People can have mixed motives for believing true things and false 

things. A Christian may believe partly because he fears death. An 
atheist may disbelieve partly because she had an abusive religious 
upbringing. Another Christian may have become convinced after 
historical study. Another atheist may have spent years trying to 
believe and finally concluded the evidence was insufficient.

Human motives are complex.
Truth is not settled by diagnosing them from across the room.

Does Religion Sometimes Become an Unhealthy Crutch?
Here Christianity should make an admission.
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Religion can be used badly.
A person can use spiritual language to avoid grief instead of 

processing it. A church can tell abused people to "just forgive" as a 
way of protecting an abuser from consequences. Someone can say 
"God will provide" while refusing ordinary responsibility. A leader 
can invoke divine authority to avoid questions. Christians can use 
prayer as a substitute for medical care when both prayer and 
appropriate medicine are available. They can cover fear with clichés.

None of those distortions prove Christianity false.
But Christians should not defend them.
Biblical faith is not avoidance of reality. It is supposed to produce 

courage to face reality because reality belongs to God.
The Psalms do not deny grief. They name it.
Job does not pretend loss is painless.
Paul does not call death harmless. He calls it an enemy - an enemy 

Christ defeats.
Jesus does not tell Martha that Lazarus' death is merely an 

illusion. He weeps and then raises him.
Healthy faith does not require lying about pain.

The Cross Destroys Sentimental Religion
Nothing exposes the weakness of the "Christianity is merely 
comforting" theory more sharply than the cross.

At the center of Christianity is not a picture of human beings 
escaping suffering through positive thinking. It is an innocent man 
tortured and executed.

The cross says evil is real.
Sin is real.
Judgment is real.
Death is real.
The cost of reconciliation is real.
Yet the cross also says love is deeper than evil. God does not save 

from a safe distance. In Christian confession, the eternal Son enters 
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human vulnerability, bears shame, experiences physical agony, and 
dies.

Then resurrection changes the meaning of the suffering without 
pretending the suffering never happened.

This is not denial.
It is redemption.

The Question Beneath the Question
So is Christianity a crutch?

If by crutch we mean a false belief invented because people are 
afraid, then the accusation must be demonstrated, not assumed. We 
must still ask whether God exists, whether Jesus is who He claimed 
to be, whether the resurrection happened, and whether the biblical 
diagnosis of humanity is true.

If by crutch we mean something people depend upon because 
they cannot carry themselves, Christianity offers a surprising 
answer:

Yes - and our insistence that we need no help may be the greater 
illusion.

Jesus says, "Apart from me you can do nothing" (John 15:5).
Paul hears Christ say that divine power is made perfect in 

weakness (2 Corinthians 12:9).
The gospel is not addressed to people who have successfully 

outgrown their need for God.
It is addressed to people willing to discover that they never could.

What Christians Should Not Say
Do not answer this objection by mocking skeptics as secretly 
miserable. Some unbelievers live courageous, generous, emotionally 
stable lives. The question is not whether non-Christians can function 
without conscious faith in God.

Do not imply that Christians never use religion defensively. We 
sometimes do.

Do not reduce faith to "just believe." Biblical faith has intellectual 
content and historical claims.
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Do not treat emotional comfort as suspicious in itself. If 
Christianity is true, comfort may be a rational response to reality.

Supporting Scriptures for Further Study
• Psalm 20:7 - competing objects of trust
• Psalm 46:1-3 - God as refuge in trouble
• Jeremiah 17:5-8 - trust in human strength versus trust in God
• Matthew 7:24-27 - foundations revealed by the storm
• Matthew 11:28-30 - Christ's invitation to the burdened
• Matthew 16:24-26 - discipleship and self-denial
• Mark 2:15-17 - the physician and the sick
• John 15:1-5 - dependence on Christ
• Romans 3:9-26 - universal sin and justification by grace
• 1 Corinthians 15:12-19 - Christianity's dependence on the 

resurrection
• 2 Corinthians 12:7-10 - strength displayed in weakness
• Ephesians 2:1-10 - salvation as gift, not achievement
• Hebrews 11 - faith as trust in God

Questions for Reflection and Discussion
1. When you hear the word faith, do you instinctively think of 

evidence-based trust or belief without evidence? Why?
2. What are the things you most naturally depend on for identity, 

security, or hope?
3. Would the emotional usefulness of a belief make it more likely to 

be false? Why or why not?
4. Are there parts of Christianity that seem psychologically 

inconvenient rather than comforting?
5. What would count as evidence that Christianity is true even if 

you did not want it to be?
6. What would count as evidence that Christianity is false even if 

you wanted it to be true?
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7. Is dependence itself a weakness, or does the answer depend on 
what we are dependent upon?

8. How does the cross complicate the idea that Christianity is 
simply a way to avoid painful reality?

A Closing Thought
The deepest Christian confession is not, "I was strong enough to find 
God."

It is, "God was gracious enough to find me."
The gospel does not congratulate self-sufficient people. It gives life 

to people willing to receive it.
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CHAPTER 2

Does God Really Exist?

The Question Under Almost Every Other Question
Before we ask whether Christianity is true, we face a more basic 
question: is there any God to speak of at all?

For some people, the answer seems obvious. The universe exists, 
life is astonishing, moral experience feels objective, consciousness 
seems irreducible, and the idea of a Creator appears natural. For 
others, God seems like an unnecessary hypothesis added to a 
universe increasingly explained by science.

The modern debate often becomes theatrical. One side speaks as 
though atheism is the inevitable conclusion of intelligence. The other 
sometimes speaks as though every atheist is suppressing what is 
obvious.

Real people are more complicated.
Some believers have thought deeply. Some have not. Some 

atheists have thought deeply. Some have not. The important 
question is not which tribe appears smarter on social media.

The question is what best explains reality.

What Kind of God Are We Asking About?
Before considering arguments, we need to define the claim.

Christianity does not describe God as a very powerful object 
located somewhere inside the universe. God is not a larger version of 
Zeus sitting on a cloud. He is not one cause among many causes 
operating within nature.

Classical Christianity speaks of God as the eternal, self-existent 
Creator upon whom everything else depends.

Genesis opens, "In the beginning, God created the heavens and the 
earth" (Genesis 1:1). God is already there when everything else 
begins.

Psalm 90:2 describes God as God "from everlasting to everlasting."
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In Exodus 3:14, God's self-identification to Moses - "I AM WHO I 
AM" - has been understood throughout Christian theology as 
expressing the uniqueness of the One whose existence is not 
received from another.

Acts 17:24-25 portrays the Creator as the One who gives life and 
breath to all rather than needing to be sustained by human hands.

So when someone asks, "Who created God?" the Christian does 
not answer by inventing an even bigger creator behind God. The 
question misunderstands the claim. Christianity is proposing God as 
the non-dependent reality that explains dependent reality.

The skeptic can reject that proposal. But first it should be 
understood accurately.

Why Is There Something Rather Than Nothing?
One of philosophy's oldest questions is also one of the simplest to 
state:

Why does anything exist?
The universe exists. Whether the cosmos began a finite time ago 

or whether someone proposes a wider physical reality beyond our 
observable universe, there is still a reality to explain.

Saying "the universe exists because of physics" moves the 
question. Physics describes features and regularities of physical 
reality. It does not make the existence of physical reality self-
explanatory.

Saying "perhaps the universe simply exists" is logically possible as 
a stopping point. Every worldview eventually reaches something it 
regards as fundamental. The question is which candidate makes 
better sense as ultimate reality.

Christianity proposes a necessary, non-material, intelligent 
Creator.

Naturalism generally proposes some form of physical reality as 
fundamental.

Which is more plausible?
The Christian argument is not "we do not know what caused the 

universe, therefore God." That would be a gap argument. The deeper 
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reasoning asks whether contingent reality - reality that does not 
appear to contain the reason for its existence within itself - points 
beyond itself to a necessary foundation.

The Beginning of the Universe
The opening statement of Genesis is theological, not a modern 
physics equation. Yet its central claim is striking: the universe is not 
eternal deity. It has a beginning in God's creative will.

Modern cosmology has generated complex debates about cosmic 
beginnings, inflation, quantum cosmology, and whether "before" the 
earliest physical state is even a meaningful temporal term. 
Christians should avoid pretending current physics proves every 
detail of biblical theology.

But neither should we miss the philosophical significance of a 
universe that does not look metaphysically self-sufficient.

If space, time, matter, and energy are features of the universe, 
then the ultimate explanation of the universe cannot simply be 
another ordinary physical object located inside space and time.

The biblical Creator fits the category surprisingly well: 
transcendent to creation, not composed of matter, not bound by 
cosmic time, and capable of willing a world into being.

Again, this is not a complete proof. It is an explanatory fit.

Why Is the Universe Intelligible?
A second feature of reality deserves attention: the universe can be 
understood.

Human beings are small biological organisms living on one planet 
orbiting an ordinary star, yet our minds can describe gravitational 
relationships, manipulate abstract mathematics, study genetic 
information, reconstruct ancient climates, and reason about galaxies 
we will never visit.

Science depends on several remarkable facts:
• nature exhibits stable regularities;
• mathematical description maps onto physical reality;
• human cognitive faculties can discover those regularities;
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• careful observation and reason can produce genuine knowledge.
None of these facts is strange within a Christian worldview.
If an intelligent God created an ordered world and made human 

beings in His image, there is reason to expect an intelligible creation 
and minds capable, though fallibly, of investigating it.

Psalm 111:2 celebrates the works of the Lord as worthy of study. 
Proverbs presents wisdom as woven into God's ordering of reality. 
Psalm 19 says the heavens declare God's glory.

Historically, Christians did not always practice science well, and 
scientific development has many cultural roots. Still, the Christian 
doctrine of creation provides a powerful metaphysical basis for 
expecting order rather than chaos.

Fine-Tuning and the Conditions for Life
Another line of reasoning concerns what is often called fine-tuning.

Modern physics describes a universe whose fundamental 
conditions permit stable matter, chemistry, stars, and eventually 
embodied life. Many physicists and philosophers debate how 
surprising this is, what probability language can legitimately be 
used, and whether a multiverse might explain the apparent 
calibration.

Christians should present this argument modestly. Fine-tuning is 
not a verse of Scripture and no one should make faith depend on a 
particular scientific model.

Yet the broader question remains interesting: why does ultimate 
physical reality possess a life-permitting structure at all?

Design is one possible explanation.
A multiverse is another proposed explanation.
Some simply regard the conditions as brute fact.
The Christian does not have to say that science is incapable of 

discovering physical explanations. Even if there were many 
universes, the existence of a universe-generating structure with 
mathematical regularity would still raise the deeper metaphysical 
question.
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Consciousness: Why Is There an Inner World?
Now move from the cosmos to yourself.

You do not merely process information. You experience.
There is something it is like to see red, hear music, feel grief, 

remember childhood, fear death, love another person, or 
contemplate a mathematical truth.

Brain activity is deeply correlated with conscious experience. 
Damage the brain and experience changes. Medicine affects 
consciousness. Neuroscience can increasingly map neural systems 
involved in perception, memory, emotion, and decision-making.

The philosophical question is not whether the brain matters.
It plainly does.
The question is whether a complete description of physical 

processes is identical to an explanation of first-person awareness 
itself.

Why should matter arranged in a certain way produce an inner 
point of view?

Why should electrochemical activity be accompanied by 
experience rather than occurring "in the dark"?

Christianity does not offer a simple neuroscience of the soul. 
Christians themselves debate the precise relationship between soul 
and body. But a worldview in which mind is foundational - because 
ultimate reality is personal and intelligent - may have an easier time 
making sense of consciousness than a worldview in which mind is 
an accidental late arrival in an entirely nonmental reality.

Reason and the Reliability of Thought
Closely related is the problem of reason.

If our beliefs are entirely the output of processes selected only for 
survival rather than truth, why should we trust abstract reasoning 
about realities far removed from survival?

Evolutionary naturalists have responses to this challenge. 
Accurate perception often has survival value; social cooperation 
depends on reliable cognition; false beliefs can be costly.
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Those responses deserve consideration.
But the Christian worldview gives a more direct explanation of 

why reason can be genuinely truth-directed. Humans are finite and 
fallen, so our reasoning is imperfect. Yet we bear the image of a 
rational Creator and live in a reality sustained by His wisdom.

The capacity for logic is not an accidental stranger in the cosmos.
It reflects the kind of cosmos this is.

The Moral Argument
Perhaps the most personal evidence concerns morality.

Most people do not merely dislike certain acts. They believe some 
acts are actually wrong.

Torturing a child for pleasure would not become morally good if a 
society unanimously approved it.

Genocide is not wrong merely because our culture developed an 
aversion to it.

Rape is not transformed into virtue by majority vote.
When we speak this way, we are treating morality as something 

more than preference.
Where does that "more" come from?
Naturalistic theories can explain how moral feelings and 

cooperative behavior may develop. Evolutionary pressures favor 
certain social patterns. Communities create norms. Empathy has 
biological dimensions.

But explaining why humans believe in moral obligations is not 
automatically the same as grounding objective moral obligations.

Christianity grounds moral reality in the character of God.
God does not arbitrarily invent goodness one morning. Nor is 

goodness an independent law standing above God. In classical 
Christian thought, God is good by nature. Justice, truthfulness, love, 
holiness, and faithfulness are rooted in who He eternally is.

Humans bear His image and therefore possess dignity that does 
not depend on usefulness, intelligence, age, health, race, wealth, or 
social approval.
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This has enormous moral consequences.
The weak matter because they are image-bearers.
The unborn, disabled, elderly, poor, imprisoned, foreigner, 

enemy, and socially inconvenient cannot be reduced to utility.

Human Longing and the Search for Meaning
Arguments from desire should not be overstated. Hunger suggests 
food exists, but not every human desire guarantees a corresponding 
object.

Still, human beings are strikingly meaning-seeking creatures.
We do not merely want to survive. We want our survival to mean 

something.
We ask whether love lasts, whether sacrifice matters, whether 

justice will ultimately prevail, whether beauty points beyond itself, 
whether death has the last word, whether our lives participate in a 
larger story.

A strict naturalistic picture may allow people to create subjective 
meanings. Many atheists live meaningful lives in that sense.

The harder question is whether meaning is finally discovered or 
merely invented.

If humanity is an accidental arrangement of matter in a universe 
headed toward eventual extinction, there may be local meanings we 
construct, but no ultimate cosmic purpose given to us.

Christianity says our desire for meaning corresponds to reality 
because we were made for something: to know, love, worship, and 
enjoy God and to reflect His goodness in creation.

Ecclesiastes explores the frustration of seeking ultimate meaning 
in created goods severed from the Creator. Wealth, pleasure, 
achievement, and knowledge all become unable to bear infinite 
weight.

Augustine's famous spiritual insight in the Confessions is that the 
human heart remains restless until it rests in God. The point is not 
that restlessness proves Christianity by itself. It is that Christian 
anthropology makes sense of why finite goods repeatedly awaken 
desires larger than themselves.
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"Who Created God?"
Because this objection is so common, it deserves a fuller answer.

If Christians argued, "Everything has a cause; therefore God 
caused the universe," the skeptic would rightly ask what caused God.

But sophisticated versions of the argument do not use the premise 
"everything has a cause."

They distinguish between realities that begin, change, depend, or 
could have failed to exist and a necessary reality that does not 
receive existence from another.

God is proposed as the latter.
Asking "Who created the uncreated Creator?" is like asking "What 

is north of the North Pole?" The grammar of the question is 
understandable, but the category may be mistaken.

A skeptic may still reply, "Why not say the universe itself is 
necessary?"

That is a real philosophical option.
The Christian response is that physical reality appears composed, 

changeable, law-governed, and describable in terms of conditions 
that could conceivably have been otherwise. It does not resemble 
what philosophers ordinarily mean by metaphysical necessity. God, 
as classical theism understands Him, is not assembled from more 
basic components and does not depend on external laws.

Commentary Voice: Calvin on Creation and Knowledge
John Calvin begins his theology not with detached speculation but 
with the mutual relationship between knowing God and knowing 
ourselves. When people contemplate creation, providence, their own 
dependence, and moral accountability, Calvin argues that they 
encounter signs of the Creator. Yet he also insists that human sin 
distorts our interpretation. Evidence is not processed by morally 
neutral machines; it is processed by persons.

This is why Calvin regards creation as genuine revelation while 
also insisting on Scripture's clarifying role. The world tells us we are 
creatures. Scripture tells the redemptive story that creation alone 
cannot tell us in full.
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Matthew Henry makes a similar pastoral move when commenting 
on Genesis 1 and Psalm 19. Creation is not simply raw material. It is 
a theater in which God's wisdom, power, and goodness are 
displayed. The appropriate response is not merely intellectual 
inference but worship.

Does God Explain Too Much?
A skeptic may object that "God did it" can become an explanation 
that explains everything and therefore nothing.

That criticism has force when Christians invoke God instead of 
doing ordinary investigation. If someone asks what causes lightning 
and the only answer is "God," we have not yet explained 
atmospheric mechanisms.

But classical theism is not meant to compete with scientific 
mechanisms.

There are different levels of explanation.
Why is the kettle boiling?
Because electrical energy heats the element, transferring energy 

to the water.
Because I turned it on.
Because I want tea.
These answers are not rivals. They operate at different 

explanatory levels.
Likewise, a Christian can accept a physical explanation of star 

formation while also saying stars exist within a creation dependent 
on God.

"God created" is not supposed to end science.
It answers a more fundamental question science, by its normal 

methods, is not designed to answer: why is there a law-governed 
physical reality to investigate at all?

Why Doesn't God Make Himself Obvious?
At this point another question naturally emerges. If evidence for God 
is meaningful, why does it remain debatable? Why are there 
intelligent, sincere atheists?
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That is the question of divine hiddenness, and it deserves the next 
chapter.

For now, note that evidence can be real without being coercive. 
People disagree about history, ethics, philosophy, and even 
interpretations of scientific data without concluding there is no 
evidence at all.

Christianity claims God has revealed enough for genuine 
knowledge while not reducing relationship with Him to an 
unavoidable sensory fact like the brightness of the sun at noon.

Whether that claim succeeds will require further examination.

From the God of Philosophy to the God of Jesus Christ
Even if the arguments in this chapter succeed, they do not yet 
establish Christianity.

At most, they make certain features of theism intellectually 
plausible: a necessary Creator, intelligent source of order, 
foundation for moral reality, and ultimate ground of human reason 
and value.

Christianity makes a much more specific claim.
The Creator has acted in history.
John 1 deliberately echoes Genesis: "In the beginning was the 

Word." The Word is with God and is God. All things come into being 
through Him. Then John makes the astonishing move: the Word 
becomes flesh.

Christianity does not leave us with a distant metaphysical 
principle.

It tells us to look at Jesus.
Hebrews 1:1-3 says the God who spoke in many ways has now 

spoken in the Son, who is the radiance of God's glory and the exact 
imprint of His nature.

Colossians 1:15-17 identifies Christ as the image of the invisible 
God and the One through whom all things were created.

The question "Does God exist?" therefore becomes inseparable 
from another:
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What happened in Jesus of Nazareth?

What Christians Should Not Say
Do not say science has "proven God" in the same way an experiment 
demonstrates a chemical reaction. The God question includes 
philosophical, historical, moral, and existential reasoning beyond 
laboratory method.

Do not use "God of the gaps" reasoning - treating every 
unanswered scientific question as direct proof of God.

Do not pretend atheists have no reasons for disbelief.
Do not claim one argument carries the entire case. The case for 

God is cumulative.
Do not stop at generic theism. Christian apologetics must 

eventually face Jesus, Scripture, the cross, and resurrection.

Supporting Scriptures for Further Study
• Genesis 1:1-31 - God as Creator
• Exodus 3:13-15 - God's self-identification
• Psalm 8 - humanity within God's creation
• Psalm 19:1-6 - creation declaring God's glory
• Psalm 90:1-2 - God's eternality
• Psalm 111:2 - delight in studying God's works
• Isaiah 40:12-31 - the incomparable Creator
• John 1:1-18 - creation and incarnation
• Acts 17:22-31 - Paul reasoning from Creator to accountability
• Romans 1:18-25 - knowledge of God and creation
• Romans 2:14-16 - conscience and moral awareness
• Colossians 1:15-17 - all things created through Christ
• Hebrews 1:1-3 - God's revelation in the Son

Questions for Reflection and Discussion
1. What do you currently think is the most basic reality: matter, 

mind, God, laws, or something else?
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2. Does the universe require an explanation beyond itself? Why or 
why not?

3. Which feature of reality - existence, order, consciousness, 
morality, reason, or meaning - seems hardest for your worldview 
to explain?

4. Is objective morality possible if there is no reality beyond human 
minds and societies?

5. Does explaining a physical mechanism eliminate a deeper 
explanation involving purpose or agency?

6. What would you expect the universe to look like if an intelligent 
Creator existed?

7. What would you expect it to look like if only impersonal physical 
reality existed?

8. Why does Christianity move so quickly from Creator to Christ?

A Closing Thought
The Christian argument does not begin by asking you to imagine a 
God-shaped object hidden somewhere in the cosmos.

It asks whether the cosmos itself, together with consciousness, 
reason, morality, and meaning, is better understood as a gift than an 
accident.

Then it makes the far greater claim:
The Giver has spoken.
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CHAPTER 3

Why Is God So Hidden?

If God Wants Relationship, Why Doesn't He Show Up?
Imagine two people separated by distance.

One desperately wants a relationship. The other repeatedly calls, 
sends messages, leaves evidence of affection, and makes himself 
available.

Now imagine a different scenario. One person wants relationship, 
but never speaks, never appears, never responds, and leaves the 
other person wondering whether he exists.

Which picture looks more like love?
For many skeptics, divine hiddenness feels like the second 

scenario.
If God exists and wants people to know Him, why is His existence 

debatable? Why are there people who seem sincerely open to belief 
yet remain unconvinced? Why does prayer sometimes feel like 
speaking into an empty room? Why are miraculous experiences not 
universal and unmistakable?

This is more than the general question of evidence for God. It is a 
relational argument.

A perfectly loving God, the objection says, would make 
relationship available. If reasonable nonbelief exists - people who 
are not deliberately resisting God yet cannot find adequate reason to 
believe - perhaps a perfectly loving God does not exist.

This is one of the strongest contemporary philosophical objections 
to theism because it takes Christianity's own claim that God is loving 
and asks whether the world looks as we would expect if that claim 
were true.

Scripture Knows the Experience of Absence
The first thing Christianity should say is surprising:

The Bible knows what divine hiddenness feels like.
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Psalm 10 begins, "Why, O LORD, do you stand far away?"
Psalm 13 asks how long God will hide His face.
Psalm 22 begins with the cry of abandonment later spoken by 

Jesus on the cross.
Job searches for God in every direction and cannot perceive Him 

(Job 23:8-10).
Isaiah 45:15 calls God one who hides Himself.
Habakkuk asks why God seems silent before violence.
The Bible therefore does not describe believers as people who 

experience God's presence with uninterrupted emotional clarity.
Sometimes God feels absent to the very people who trust Him.
That does not solve the philosophical problem, but it prevents an 

important pastoral mistake. Christians should not tell every person 
who feels God's silence, "You must not have enough faith." Some of 
the Bible's most faithful voices speak from darkness.

Hidden Is Not the Same as Absent
One of Scripture's most beautiful examples is the book of Esther.

God's name is famously absent from the narrative. There are no 
spectacular miracles like the plagues of Egypt. No prophet appears 
with a direct oracle. Instead, the story unfolds through timing, 
human decisions, reversals, courage, sleeplessness, political intrigue, 
and apparent coincidence.

Yet the narrative invites readers to see providence in the pattern.
The absence of visible intervention is not the absence of divine 

action.
This becomes an important biblical category. Christians often 

expect God to act only in extraordinary events. Scripture also 
presents Him as Lord of ordinary events.

Proverbs speaks of human plans existing under divine 
sovereignty. Joseph can look back on his brothers' evil actions and 
recognize that God was working through the same history toward a 
redemptive purpose (Genesis 50:20). Romans 8 portrays God's 
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providence operating through "all things," not merely through 
spectacular interventions.

Hiddenness, from this perspective, may concern the manner of 
God's presence rather than its reality.

Has God Actually Been Silent?
The hiddenness argument is strongest if God has provided little or 
no revelation.

Christianity denies that premise.
It claims God has revealed Himself in several overlapping ways.

#### Creation
Psalm 19 describes the heavens as a universal witness. Romans 1 

says God's power and divine nature are perceived through what has 
been made.

Creation does not tell us the entire gospel. A sunset cannot explain 
justification by faith. But it can raise the question of a Creator.
#### Conscience

Romans 2 describes moral awareness even among those without 
Israel's written law. Human conscience is imperfect and culturally 
influenced, but the persistent human experience of moral obligation 
is treated as another form of witness.
#### Providence and History

Israel's Scriptures repeatedly call people to remember God's acts. 
Christian faith is rooted in claims about events: exodus, covenant, 
incarnation, crucifixion, resurrection.
#### Scripture

The biblical writings claim to communicate God's self-revelation 
through human authors.
#### Jesus Christ

Here Christianity becomes radically specific.
John 1:18 says the unseen God has been made known through the 

Son. Hebrews 1:1-3 says God's decisive self-disclosure has come in 
Christ. Jesus tells Philip, "Whoever has seen me has seen the Father" 
(John 14:9).
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The Christian answer to "Why doesn't God show Himself?" is 
therefore not, "He hasn't."

It is, "Christianity claims He has - most decisively in Jesus."
The real debate becomes whether those claims about Jesus are 

historically and theologically credible.

Why Not Make God's Existence Overwhelmingly Obvious?
Still, the skeptic can press the question.

Why not make revelation irresistible?
God could place a luminous message across the sky every 

morning. He could answer every sincere prayer with an audible 
voice. Every hospital could contain unmistakable miraculous 
healings. Every person could receive the same visible manifestation.

Would that not produce more belief?
Probably, at least belief that a powerful being exists.
But Christianity distinguishes between acknowledging God's 

existence and loving God.
James 2:19 makes the unsettling observation that demons believe 

God exists. In the Gospels, people sometimes witness extraordinary 
works and still resist Jesus. The problem is not always informational.

This does not mean all unbelief is rebellion. That would dismiss 
the very phenomenon the hiddenness argument highlights. Some 
people appear genuinely puzzled. Some ask for evidence without 
hostility. Jesus treats Thomas differently from religious leaders who 
repeatedly demand signs after already opposing what they have 
seen.

The point is narrower: overwhelming evidence of existence 
would not automatically create trust, love, repentance, or 
communion.

Relationship involves more than forced acknowledgment.

Freedom, Love, and the "Epistemic Distance" Idea
Some Christian philosophers have proposed that God maintains a 
kind of epistemic distance - enough revelation for responsible 
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response but enough hiddenness that human beings are not 
psychologically overwhelmed.

This concept can be helpful if stated carefully.
God's hiddenness cannot be necessary simply because visible 

presence would destroy freedom. According to Scripture, angels 
know God exists and still some rebel. Adam and Eve experience 
direct fellowship and still disobey. At the final judgment, people will 
not be uncertain about God's existence, yet moral orientation 
remains meaningful.

So the relationship between hiddenness and freedom is not 
simple.

A better point is that God may have purposes for the kind of 
world in which trust, seeking, moral formation, testimony, 
community, and history matter. God can reveal Himself sufficiently 
without making every moment of life a compulsory vision of divine 
glory.

We should hold that proposal humbly, because Scripture does not 
provide a philosophical treatise explaining exactly why every 
sincere seeker experiences the evidence differently.

"Seek and You Will Find" - Is That Always True?
Jeremiah 29:13 says God's people will seek Him and find Him when 
they seek wholeheartedly. Jesus tells hearers to ask, seek, and knock 
(Matthew 7:7-11). Acts 17 says God arranged human history so 
people might seek Him, though He is not far from any of us.

Christians sometimes turn these texts into a formula: anyone who 
is unconvinced must not be seeking sincerely.

That conclusion is too easy.
Biblical promises about seeking operate within larger contexts of 

covenant, prayer, repentance, and God's timing. People can seek 
amid confusion. The Psalms show faithful seekers who temporarily 
feel abandoned.

The Christian should therefore invite seeking without pretending 
to read another person's heart.

A better response is:
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"Keep seeking. Read the Gospels. Ask God, if He is there, to make 
truth clear. Examine your assumptions. Talk with thoughtful 
Christians. Give the question time. And be willing for the answer to 
challenge you."

Hiddenness and the Problem of Expectations
Sometimes what we call God's absence is the absence of the kind of 
experience we expected.

Naaman almost misses healing because he expected the prophet 
Elisha to perform a dramatic ritual. Instead, he receives an 
unimpressive instruction to wash in the Jordan (2 Kings 5).

Elijah experiences wind, earthquake, and fire, yet the narrative 
emphasizes a quiet divine communication afterward (1 Kings 19).

Jesus' contemporaries expected the Messiah to act in certain ways, 
and some failed to recognize Him because He did not fit their 
expectations.

This raises a difficult self-examination:
If God existed, what have I decided He must do?
Must He answer on my timeline?
Must He reveal Himself through a particular emotion?
Must He prevent every tragedy?
Must He perform a private miracle on demand?
Must He conform to my prior moral intuitions before I will 

consider His authority?
Again, these questions can be abused to dismiss sincere doubt. 

They should first be asked of ourselves.
Believers also create expectations God never promised to meet.

The Silence of God in Suffering
Divine hiddenness becomes much more painful when joined to 
suffering.

It is one thing to ask why God is intellectually unobvious while 
drinking coffee in a philosophy seminar. It is another to ask where 
God was during abuse, war, cancer, infertility, or bereavement.
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In those moments, "God is hidden" can mean, "I called and He did 
not seem to come."

Christianity's most profound response is not an argument but the 
cross.

Jesus experiences what looks and feels like abandonment. He 
takes the opening cry of Psalm 22 onto His lips: "My God, my God, 
why have you forsaken me?" (Matthew 27:46).

Christian theology has carefully explained that the Trinity is not 
broken at Calvary, yet the incarnate Son truly enters the depth of 
human dereliction associated with bearing sin and judgment.

God does not remain a spectator to the experience of God-
forsakenness.

In Christ, He enters it.
This does not answer why every particular suffering was 

permitted. That question awaits Chapter 12. But it changes the 
emotional landscape of hiddenness.

The Christian can say, "I do not know why God feels absent," 
without saying, "God has never known what abandonment feels like 
in human flesh."

Commentary Voice: Augustine on Restlessness and Finding 
God
Augustine's Confessions is in many ways a long story of divine 
hiddenness and discovery. Augustine searches for satisfaction in 
ambition, sexuality, philosophy, reputation, and competing religious 
systems. Looking back, he comes to see that God was not absent 
during those years even when Augustine did not recognize Him.

His famous theme of the restless heart suggests a paradox: 
sometimes the very dissatisfaction that feels like God's absence may 
become part of the road by which a person seeks Him.

Augustine does not portray himself as an unbiased observer who 
simply lacked information. His loves mattered. He wanted truth, but 
he also wanted certain habits and ambitions. His conversion 
involved both mind and will.
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That makes Augustine a helpful conversation partner. The search 
for God is intellectual, but never merely intellectual.

Commentary Voice: Calvin on God's Accommodation
Calvin frequently speaks of God's accommodation - the idea that the 
infinite Creator communicates in ways finite creatures can actually 
receive. Scripture is not God exhausting the fullness of His being into 
human language. It is God stooping, as a parent stoops in speech to a 
child, so that creatures may truly know Him without comprehending 
Him exhaustively.

This helps frame hiddenness. Christianity does not promise that 
God will make His infinite being directly and continuously visible to 
finite eyes. It claims He gives real, accommodated revelation: 
creation, words, covenant signs, prophetic speech, and supremely 
the incarnate Son.

The incarnation is the greatest accommodation imaginable. The 
invisible God is not turned into a visible object in His divine essence; 
the eternal Son assumes human nature and becomes genuinely 
seeable, touchable, hearable.

The Most Important Historical Question
If Christianity is right, the hiddenness debate ultimately converges 
on history.

Did God reveal Himself in Jesus?
Was Jesus merely a teacher later exaggerated into divinity?
Did He perform the kinds of acts the Gospels report?
Was He crucified?
Was the tomb empty?
Did His followers encounter Him alive afterward?
If the resurrection did not happen, Christian claims about divine 

self-revelation suffer catastrophic damage.
If the resurrection did happen, saying "God has never shown 

Himself" becomes much harder to maintain.
This is why the historical reliability of the New Testament and 

resurrection evidence matter so much. We will address both later.
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What About the Sincere Nonbeliever?
The hardest form of the hiddenness problem remains the person 
who says:

"I have looked. I am open. I have prayed. I have read. I do not hate 
God. I simply do not see enough reason to believe."

Christians should not insult this person.
We can offer several observations without pretending they 

amount to a complete explanation.
First, humans have different evidential thresholds and life 

histories. The same evidence can affect people differently.
Second, belief is not always under direct voluntary control. You 

cannot simply command yourself to believe the room is on fire if you 
see no evidence of smoke, heat, or alarm. A person may want to 
believe and remain unconvinced.

Third, Christian theology teaches that God knows every person's 
interior life perfectly. We do not. Final judgment belongs to Him, not 
to apologists.

Fourth, Christianity invites continued seeking rather than despair. 
The Gospels themselves are a place to begin because they 
concentrate the claim of revelation in Christ.

Fifth, the believer can admit, "I do not know why God gives some 
people dramatic experiences and others long seasons of silence."

That admission is not defeat. It is epistemic humility.

The God Who Hides and the God Who Comes Near
The Bible holds two themes together.

God is transcendent, invisible, and beyond creaturely 
comprehension.

God is near.
He walks with humans in the biblical story. He speaks. He 

covenants. He dwells among Israel. He sends prophets. He hears 
prayer. He comes in Christ. He gives the Spirit. He promises a future 
in which His people will see His face.
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The biblical story moves from partial sight toward unveiled 
communion.

"Now we see in a mirror dimly," Paul writes, "but then face to 
face" (1 Corinthians 13:12).

Christianity does not deny present hiddenness.
It says hiddenness is not the final state.

What Christians Should Not Say
Do not tell every doubter that lack of belief proves secret rebellion.

Do not promise that sincere prayer will always produce an 
immediate emotional experience of God's presence.

Do not confuse God's hiddenness with God's inactivity.
Do not use "mystery" to avoid examining evidence.
Do not ignore Jesus. Christianity's strongest answer to divine 

hiddenness is its claim that God has made Himself known in the 
incarnate Son.

Supporting Scriptures for Further Study
• Genesis 50:15-21 - providence through hidden processes
• 1 Kings 19:9-18 - Elijah and God's unexpected manner of revelation
• Psalm 10 - the experience of divine distance
• Psalm 13 - "How long?"
• Psalm 22 - abandonment and vindication
• Job 23:8-12 - seeking God without perceiving Him
• Isaiah 45:15 - the God who hides Himself
• Jeremiah 29:10-14 - seeking God
• Matthew 7:7-11 - ask, seek, knock
• Matthew 27:45-50 - Jesus' cry from the cross
• John 1:14-18 - the unseen God made known in the Son
• John 14:8-11 - "Whoever has seen me has seen the Father"
• Acts 17:22-31 - God not far from us
• Romans 1:18-25 - revelation through creation
• 1 Corinthians 13:12 - present partial sight and future clarity
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• Hebrews 1:1-3 - God's climactic revelation in the Son

Questions for Reflection and Discussion
1. What kind of evidence would you expect a loving God to provide 

for His existence?
2. Have you ever experienced a period when God seemed absent? 

What did "absent" mean in that season?
3. Is there a difference between God being hidden and God being 

inactive?
4. Would an undeniable awareness of God's existence 

automatically produce love or obedience?
5. What expectations do you bring to the question of how God 

should reveal Himself?
6. Does the person of Jesus count as evidence of divine self-

revelation? What historical questions must be answered first?
7. How should Christians respond to someone who sincerely says, 

"I have looked and cannot believe"?
8. What would continued honest seeking look like for you?

A Closing Thought
The Christian claim is not that God has made Himself equally 
obvious to every person at every moment.

It is that the God who can feel hidden has not remained silent.
Creation speaks.
Scripture speaks.
History speaks.
And Christianity says that, in Jesus Christ, God came close enough 

to be seen, heard, touched, rejected, crucified - and raised.
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CHAPTER 4

Has Science Disproved God?

The Story Many People Have Been Told
For a great many people, the conflict between Christianity and 
science seems settled before the conversation begins.

Science deals in evidence. Religion deals in faith.
Science asks questions. Religion demands certainty.
Science moves forward. Christianity belongs to an ancient world 

that did not know about galaxies, genetics, deep time, quantum 
mechanics, or evolution.

The conclusion appears obvious: as scientific knowledge expands, 
God retreats.

There are historical reasons this story feels persuasive. Christians 
have sometimes opposed scientific conclusions too quickly. Religious 
authorities have occasionally confused a particular interpretation of 
Scripture with Scripture itself. Some preachers speak about scientific 
questions with a confidence that exceeds their expertise. On the 
other side, some popular defenders of atheism treat philosophical 
naturalism as though it were simply another scientific discovery 
rather than a worldview placed around scientific discovery.

The real relationship is more interesting.
Science has not disproved God, because the existence of God is not 

the kind of claim laboratory science is capable of disproving by 
itself. Science studies the patterns, structures, histories, and 
mechanisms of the physical world. Whether the physical world has a 
transcendent Creator is a philosophical and theological question 
informed by science but not reducible to it.

What Science Actually Does
"Science" is not one single method applied identically to every 
question.
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A chemist can repeat an experiment under controlled conditions. 
An astronomer cannot bring a galaxy into a laboratory but can test 
models against observations. A geologist reconstructs the history of 
processes from physical evidence. An evolutionary biologist studies 
living systems, fossils, genetics, and populations. A physicist may 
work with mathematical models that concern realities no human 
being can manipulate directly.

Across these fields, science seeks natural explanations for natural 
phenomena.

That methodological limitation is extraordinarily productive.
If a physician is treating an infection, "God is sovereign" is not a 

substitute for identifying the pathogen. If a bridge collapses, 
investigators should study materials, design, loads, maintenance, 
and failure points. If a planet moves unexpectedly, the astronomer 
looks for physical causes.

Christians should celebrate this.
The doctrine of creation gives no reason to fear mechanisms. If 

God ordinarily governs a world through stable processes, studying 
those processes is studying His world.

Methodological Naturalism Is Not Metaphysical Naturalism
Here a crucial distinction enters.

Methodological naturalism means that scientific investigation 
seeks explanations in terms of observable, testable natural 
processes.

Metaphysical naturalism is the much larger claim that nature is 
all that exists.

The first is a method.
The second is a worldview.
One does not automatically prove the other.
Imagine a detective investigating how a book arrived on a desk. 

She studies fingerprints, camera footage, fibers, timestamps, and 
physical movement. Her method focuses on physical evidence. It 
would not follow that authors, intentions, or reasons therefore do 
not exist.
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Likewise, the fact that science successfully discovers physical 
causes does not establish that physical causes are the only kinds of 
explanation that exist.

Different Levels of Explanation
Consider a kettle boiling.

Why is the water boiling?
One answer concerns molecular motion and heat transfer.
Another concerns electricity flowing through a heating element.

Another is, "Because I turned on the kettle."
Another is, "Because I want tea."

The explanations do not compete. They answer different kinds of 
"why."

Christian theology and science often relate in a similar way.
How does rainfall form? Meteorology can answer.
Why does a law-governed atmosphere exist within a universe 

capable of producing water cycles? That is a deeper metaphysical 
question.

How do biological organisms develop? Biology investigates 
mechanisms.

Why is there a reality in which life, rationality, value, and 
purpose are possible? Theology and philosophy enter.

A scientific explanation need not push God out any more than 
explaining ink chemistry pushes an author out of a novel.

Scripture Is Not a Science Textbook - and That Is Not an 
Insult
The Bible's purpose is not to provide a technical manual of modern 
science.

That statement sometimes alarms Christians because it sounds 
like minimizing Scripture.

But saying what a book is for is not an insult.
Psalm 23 is not a veterinary manual. Proverbs is not an 

engineering handbook. Acts is not a geography textbook. Yet these 
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books can contain true statements about sheep, construction, travel, 
and places.

Genesis 1 makes enormous claims about reality:
God alone is Creator.
Creation is ordered.
Creation is good.
Sun, moon, sea, land, animals, and humans are creatures rather 

than deities.
Human beings uniquely bear God's image.
The world has purpose.
The Creator stands over creation rather than being part of it.
Those theological claims were radical in the ancient world and 

remain foundational to Christian doctrine.
The text does not attempt to teach particle physics, plate tectonics, 

stellar nucleosynthesis, or molecular genetics. Expecting it to do so is 
asking the text to become a different kind of literature.

"But Didn't the Church Oppose Science?"
The relationship between Christian institutions and science has 
included conflict, cooperation, patronage, misunderstanding, and 
genuine intellectual contribution. A simple warfare story is 
historically inadequate.

Christians should nevertheless resist a defensive impulse to 
sanitize every conflict. Religious authorities have made mistakes. 
Scientists have made mistakes. Institutions defend prestige. People 
confuse theological commitments with inherited scientific models. 
Human pride crosses professional boundaries very easily.

The lesson is not that theology should surrender whenever a 
scientific theory is popular. Scientific models can change. Nor is the 
lesson that Christians should freeze interpretation around a 
premodern cosmology.

The better lesson is humility.
General revelation - God's world - and special revelation - God's 

Word - ultimately come from the same God. When our interpretation 



HONEST QUESTIONS  |  HARD QUESTIONS, HONEST ANSWERS

49

of one appears to conflict with our interpretation of the other, we 
should investigate both carefully.

The conflict may lie in our interpretation.

The Galileo Lesson - Used Carefully
Galileo is often invoked as the definitive example of religion 
suppressing science. The real history involves biblical interpretation, 
competing scientific models, personalities, ecclesiastical politics, and 
scientific questions more complex than the cartoon version suggests.

Still, one enduring lesson is valuable: Christians should be careful 
about declaring that a specific scientific model is required by 
Scripture when the biblical text may be using ordinary 
observational language or addressing a different question.

We still say "sunrise" without claiming the sun literally circles the 
earth every twenty-four hours.

The Bible speaks from the human vantage point because human 
language normally does.

Does Science Explain Away Miracles?
Miracles are where the discussion becomes sharper.

Science studies regularities. A miracle, in Christian theology, is 
not a poorly understood natural event. It is an unusual act of God 
within creation that cannot be reduced to the ordinary course of 
nature.

Can science disprove miracles?
Science can show that a claimed miracle has an ordinary 

explanation. A supposed supernatural light may be a camera 
artifact. A claimed healing may fall within known medical recovery. 
Christians should welcome such investigation because credulity is 
not a virtue.

But science cannot establish the universal proposition "no 
transcendent agent can ever act in nature" without leaving the 
boundaries of scientific method. That is metaphysics.

The resurrection of Jesus is a perfect example. Biology tells us that 
dead bodies do not naturally return to embodied life after 
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crucifixion. Christianity agrees. If resurrection were a normal 
biological process, it would not be a miracle.

The historical question is whether there is adequate evidence to 
believe God acted extraordinarily in this particular case.

Science tells us what nature does when left to its ordinary course.
It does not decide in advance whether nature has an Author 

capable of acting.

The "God of the Gaps" Problem
Christians should be suspicious of one apologetic temptation:

"Scientists cannot currently explain X, therefore God did X."
That reasoning makes God responsible only for what science has 

not yet explained.
When knowledge expands, God appears to shrink.
Classical Christian theology offers a much richer view. God is not 

merely the explanation for gaps in natural causation. He is the 
reason there is a nature with causal regularities at all.

If scientists eventually explain every physical step involved in the 
formation of a star, that would not remove divine creation from the 
Christian worldview. It would describe the means through which a 
created order develops.

Matthew Henry's commentary on creation reflects this broader 
instinct. The world in all its ordinary processes belongs to God. 
Providence is not confined to spectacular events.

Calvin is even more explicit. His doctrine of providence rejects the 
image of a Creator who starts the cosmos and then withdraws. God 
continuously sustains what He made. Natural regularity is not 
competition for divine action; it is one manner of divine governance.

Are Scientists Usually Atheists?
People sometimes use demographics as arguments: "Most scientists 
believe X," or "Many great scientists were Christians."

Neither settles the truth.
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Expert consensus matters when we ask technical questions within 
an expert's field. A broad consensus among specialists should make 
nonspecialists cautious before rejecting a scientific conclusion.

But expertise in molecular biology does not automatically confer 
expertise in metaphysics, just as expertise in theology does not 
confer expertise in molecular biology.

Scientists can be Christians, atheists, agnostics, Jews, Muslims, 
deists, or something else. The existence of thoughtful believers 
shows at least that scientific practice and belief in God are not 
logically incompatible.

The question remains philosophical: which worldview best 
explains the success and intelligibility of science itself?

The Conditions That Make Science Possible
Science assumes a world with discoverable regularities.

It assumes human minds can reason.
It assumes observation can provide genuine knowledge.
It assumes logical laws hold.
It assumes honesty is better than falsifying data.
It assumes evidence should constrain belief.
These are not scientific discoveries produced by a previous 

experiment. They are part of the intellectual and moral framework 
that makes scientific inquiry possible.

Christianity offers an integrated account:
The world is ordered because it comes from a wise Creator.
Human minds can know because humans bear God's image.
Reason reflects a rational source.
Truth matters because God is truthful.
Honesty in inquiry is a moral good because reality is not ours to 

manipulate.
Our knowledge remains fallible because humans are finite and 

morally disordered.
That does not prove Christianity, but it demonstrates that 

Christian theology is not hostile to the basic logic of investigation.
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Scientific Knowledge and Human Humility
The more we learn, the more we often discover how much remains 
unknown.

That should not become an argument from ignorance. It should 
become an argument for humility.

Psalm 8 looks at the heavens and responds with wonder about 
humanity's place within creation. Psalm 111 invites careful attention 
to God's works. Proverbs 25:2 celebrates the searching out of 
matters.

Biblical humility is not anti-intellectual. It is the recognition that 
the investigator is also a creature.

The scientist, theologian, philosopher, and skeptic stand inside the 
reality they are trying to understand.

None has a view from nowhere.

When Science Challenges Christian Interpretation
What should Christians do when strong scientific evidence appears 
to conflict with an interpretation of Scripture?

First, identify what Scripture actually says rather than what a 
tradition assumes it says.

Second, identify the strength and limits of the scientific claim. Is it 
a well-established observation, a model, an inference, or a 
speculative extension?

Third, examine genre and context. Is the biblical text making the 
kind of technical claim we are attributing to it?

Fourth, consult faithful interpreters across traditions and history.
Fifth, distinguish doctrines essential to Christianity from models 

used to explain them.
Sixth, refuse panic.
Truth will not finally contradict truth.

The Creation-Evolution Question
For many readers, this entire chapter has been leading to one issue: 
evolution.
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Does evolutionary biology contradict Genesis? Does accepting 
common ancestry require rejecting Adam, sin, or the image of God? 
Must Christians choose between a young earth and scientific 
credibility? Can someone accept evolutionary mechanisms while 
affirming biblical authority?

Christians disagree sharply on those questions.
The disagreement deserves a chapter of its own.

What Christians Should Not Say
Do not describe all scientists as biased atheists.

Do not claim a scientific theory is "just a theory" as though the 
technical scientific use of theory means a casual guess.

Do not use every unexplained phenomenon as proof of God.
Do not assume that accepting a natural mechanism means 

rejecting divine providence.
Do not make one interpretation of a disputed scientific question 

the gospel itself.
Do not imagine that science can answer questions of ultimate 

meaning simply because it is powerful at answering questions about 
physical mechanisms.

Supporting Scriptures for Further Study
• Genesis 1-2 - God as Creator and creation as ordered good
• Psalm 8 - human wonder before creation
• Psalm 19:1-6 - creation as witness
• Psalm 111:2 - studying the works of God
• Proverbs 25:2 - the honor of searching matters out
• Isaiah 40:25-28 - the Creator's incomparable greatness
• John 1:1-3 - all things made through the Word
• Acts 17:24-28 - Creator, sustainer, and human dependence
• Romans 1:19-20 - creation and knowledge of God
• Colossians 1:15-17 - creation through and for Christ
• Hebrews 1:1-3 - the Son sustaining all things
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Questions for Reflection and Discussion
1. When you hear "science and religion," do you picture conflict, 

harmony, or two separate domains? Why?
2. What is the difference between methodological naturalism and 

the claim that only nature exists?
3. Can an event have both a scientific explanation and a theological 

explanation?
4. What would count as a legitimate reason to revise a traditional 

interpretation of a biblical passage?
5. What would count as a legitimate reason to question a scientific 

interpretation?
6. Does a natural explanation of a process make God less necessary 

as the ultimate explanation of existence?
7. What assumptions must be true for scientific reasoning itself to 

work?
8. Why is the resurrection a historical question involving science 

but not reducible to scientific experimentation?

A Closing Thought
Science is a disciplined way of asking creation how it works.

Christianity says creation has nothing to fear from the question.
The deeper Christian conviction is that when we investigate the 

world honestly, we are studying a reality that was already 
intelligible before we arrived - because it was thought before it was 
measured.
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CHAPTER 5

What About Evolution?

The Question That Has Driven Some People Out of Church
For many Christians, evolution is not merely a scientific theory. It is 
an emotional boundary marker.

Some grew up hearing that if evolution is true, Genesis is false; if 
Genesis is false, the Bible cannot be trusted; if the Bible cannot be 
trusted, Jesus cannot be trusted.

Others were taught in secular settings that evolution has made 
belief in a Creator intellectually obsolete. Accepting modern biology, 
they were told, requires leaving biblical faith behind.

Both narratives create an all-or-nothing choice.
But the actual questions are more specific.
Evolution can refer to several things: change in populations over 

time, adaptation, natural selection, genetic mutation, speciation, 
common ancestry, or broader claims about the history of life. 
Christians who debate evolution often agree on some of these and 
disagree on others.

The theological questions are also distinct:
What does Genesis 1 mean by its days?
How does Genesis 2 relate to Genesis 1?
Were Adam and Eve historical persons?
How should Romans 5 be understood?
What does it mean to bear God's image?
How does death relate to the fall?
Can providence operate through evolutionary processes?
These questions cannot be answered responsibly with a slogan.

Begin With the Non-Negotiable Biblical Claims
Before discussing models, identify what Scripture plainly intends 
Christians to confess.
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#### God is Creator
Genesis 1:1 gives the foundation. Everything that is not God 

ultimately owes its existence to God.
John 1 and Colossians 1 identify the Son as active in creation. 

Christian doctrine is therefore not satisfied with a vague deism in 
which a distant being initiates a process and disappears.
#### Creation is good

Genesis repeatedly calls creation good. Matter is not evil. Bodies 
are not prisons from which spiritual people must escape. The final 
Christian hope is resurrection and new creation, not the permanent 
abandonment of embodied existence.
#### Humans uniquely bear God's image

Genesis 1:26-27 distinguishes humanity within creation. Whatever 
biological continuity humans may share with other creatures, 
humans possess a unique vocation and status before God.
#### Humanity is fallen

Genesis 3 describes rebellion that introduces alienation, shame, 
judgment, and death into the human story. Romans 5 connects 
Adamic sin and Christ's saving work. Any Christian model of origins 
must take the fall seriously rather than treating sin as merely an 
outdated name for biological instinct.
#### Christ is the new Adam and Redeemer

The biblical story moves from Adam to Christ. Romans 5 and 1 
Corinthians 15 use Adam-Christ parallels to explain condemnation 
and life. Creation theology ultimately serves redemption theology.

These claims define the theological territory.

Major Christian Approaches
Faithful Christians have proposed several models. This book will not 
pretend they are identical.
#### Young-Earth Creationism

Young-earth interpreters generally understand the creation days 
of Genesis 1 as ordinary consecutive days and biblical genealogies as 
supporting a relatively recent creation. They often interpret 
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geological and fossil evidence through catastrophic events, especially 
the flood.

Strengths of this approach include its desire to read the biblical 
text straightforwardly, preserve a strong historical Adam, and take 
seriously the connection between sin and death.

Critics argue that its scientific reconstruction conflicts with 
extensive evidence in astronomy, geology, physics, and biology and 
that the Hebrew text does not require every conclusion young-earth 
models draw from it.
#### Old-Earth Creationism

Old-earth creationists accept an ancient universe and earth while 
maintaining that God acts specially in creating major forms of life or 
humanity. Some interpret the days as long periods; others use 
literary or analogical approaches.

This model seeks to accept mainstream geological and 
cosmological ages while resisting some or all claims of universal 
common ancestry.
#### Evolutionary Creation

Evolutionary creationists affirm that God created and 
providentially governs life while accepting evolutionary 
mechanisms and common ancestry as the scientific description of 
biological development.

Within this approach there are significant differences over Adam 
and Eve, original sin, and how Genesis relates to prehistory. Some 
propose a historical couple within a larger population. Others read 
Adam in more archetypal or representative ways.
#### Literary and Framework Approaches

Some interpreters focus less on correlating creation days with a 
scientific timeline and more on Genesis 1's literary structure and 
theological message. The days are understood as an ordered 
presentation of God's forming and filling of creation, temple-like 
cosmic symbolism, or another theological arrangement.

People holding these readings may pair them with different 
scientific models.
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The Existence of Multiple Models Is Not Automatically a 
Weakness
Skeptics sometimes argue that disagreement proves the Bible is 
hopelessly unclear.

Christians sometimes react by pretending disagreement barely 
exists.

Neither response is necessary.
Interpretive disagreement occurs in law, history, philosophy, 

literature, and science. The presence of debate does not mean a text 
says nothing. It means some questions require careful 
interpretation.

Genesis is remarkably clear about who created, the goodness and 
order of creation, humanity's special vocation, and the reality of 
rebellion.

It is debated concerning precisely how its literary days map onto 
modern chronological reconstruction.

That distinction matters.

Does "Day" Have to Mean Twenty-Four Hours?
The Hebrew word commonly translated day can refer to an ordinary 
day, the daylight portion of a day, or a broader period depending on 
context. That lexical fact by itself does not settle Genesis 1. Context 
must decide.

Young-earth interpreters argue that numbered days with evening 
and morning naturally indicate ordinary days.

Other interpreters point to the literary structure, the unusual 
nature of the seventh day, and Genesis 2:4's broader use of "day" in 
summarizing creation as reasons not to make the question purely 
lexical.

The responsible conclusion is not "day can mean anything." It 
cannot.

Nor is it "there is only one grammatically possible reading." The 
debate has existed among serious interpreters because textual 
considerations pull in different directions.
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What About Death Before the Fall?
This is one of the most important theological objections to 
evolutionary models.

If animals lived, reproduced, competed, and died for vast ages 
before humans appeared, how can Scripture say death entered 
through sin?

Romans 5:12 specifically says sin entered the world through one 
man and death through sin, spreading to all because all sinned. The 
immediate argument concerns human death and condemnation. 
Romans 5's Adam-Christ parallel centers on humanity.

Young-earth interpreters often understand the fall as introducing 
animal death as well, appealing to the original goodness of creation 
and texts such as Romans 8's groaning creation.

Old-earth and evolutionary Christians often distinguish human 
death under condemnation from biological mortality in the wider 
animal world. They may argue that Scripture does not explicitly 
state no animal died before Adam.

The issue is substantial. Christians should not pretend the 
theological questions vanish merely by saying "science says 
evolution."

But neither should they assume Romans 5 directly states more 
than it states.

Adam and Eve
Romans 5 and 1 Corinthians 15 make Adam theologically important.

Paul sets Adam and Christ in correspondence. Through one comes 
sin and death; through the other righteousness and life.

This is why many evangelicals who accept an old earth or 
evolutionary processes still maintain a historical Adam and Eve in 
some form. They believe Paul's argument is most naturally grounded 
in a real representative head of humanity.

Other Christians argue that Paul's theological use of Adam does 
not require every assumption of a traditional biological model. They 
emphasize Adam as archetypal humanity or covenant 
representative.
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The debate is not a trivial one, because our doctrine of sin and 
Christ's representative work is involved.

A responsible approach should therefore avoid two extremes:
"If you accept any evolution, you have denied the gospel."

"Adam does not matter at all."
The New Testament plainly makes Adam matter.
Exactly how that significance maps onto population genetics is the 

debated question.

What Is the Image of God?
Evolution often feels threatening because people assume human 
dignity depends on having no biological relationship to other 
animals.

Genesis locates human uniqueness somewhere deeper.
Humans are made in God's image and commissioned to represent 

His rule within creation.
Christian interpreters have emphasized several dimensions: 

rationality, moral agency, relationality, spiritual capacity, royal 
vocation, and the whole human person as God's representative.

The New Testament deepens the theme by identifying Christ as 
the perfect image of God and believers as being renewed into His 
image.

Human dignity therefore does not depend on possessing a body 
made from biologically unrelated material.

Genesis itself says humans are formed from dust.
Our greatness lies not in the raw material but in God's calling and 

gift.

"Evolution Is Random" - What Does Random Mean?
Evolutionary descriptions often use the word random, especially 
regarding mutation.

Christians sometimes hear this as "purposeless" and conclude that 
evolution excludes providence.

But scientific randomness often means an event is not directed 
toward the adaptive needs of an organism or is probabilistic relative 
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to a model. That does not automatically make a metaphysical 
statement about whether God can govern the event.

Consider Proverbs 16:33: a lot is cast into the lap, yet the text 
attributes its outcome to the Lord. From the human perspective the 
process appears chance-like. Theologically, providence remains.

Calvin's doctrine of providence makes precisely this kind of 
distinction. Events may look accidental relative to human knowledge 
without being outside divine governance.

A Christian who accepts evolutionary processes can therefore say 
a mutation is "random" in the technical biological sense without 
saying it is outside God's providence.

A Christian who rejects evolutionary creation may still appreciate 
the conceptual distinction.

Does Evolution Explain Morality and Religion Away?
Evolutionary accounts can describe how certain behaviors or 
cognitive tendencies may have survival value. Cooperation, 
attachment, danger detection, agency detection, and group identity 
can all be investigated biologically.

Some thinkers then move from explanation to dismissal:
"We can explain why humans developed religious belief; 

therefore God does not exist."
That inference is too quick.
An evolutionary explanation for why humans perceive other 

minds would not prove other minds are imaginary. An explanation 
for why hunger evolved does not prove food is unreal. A causal 
account of belief formation does not settle whether the belief 
corresponds to reality.

Again, psychology and truth must be distinguished.

Natural Selection and Suffering
Evolution raises another serious question: the long history of 
predation, disease, extinction, and suffering in the animal world.

If God used evolutionary processes, why choose a method 
involving so much struggle?
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This belongs partly to the broader problem of evil. Christians 
propose different responses. Some emphasize that a dynamic, law-
governed creation includes tectonics, biological competition, 
vulnerability, and the possibility of complex life. Others connect 
cosmic disorder more strongly to the fall. Still others caution against 
assuming animal experience can be mapped directly onto human 
moral categories.

None of these answers makes the problem disappear.
A Christian evolutionary model must not romanticize nature. 

Nature is beautiful and brutal.
Scripture agrees.
Job contains extended descriptions of wild animals whose 

existence does not fit comfortably into a tame human-centered 
picture of creation. Psalm 104 celebrates predators as creatures 
dependent on God. Romans 8 says creation groans.

The Bible itself gives us a world containing both glory and travail.

Commentary Voice: Augustine and Non-Literal Possibilities
Augustine is sometimes recruited simplistically into modern creation 
debates. He did not possess modern geology or evolutionary biology 
and should not be treated as if he did.

Yet his work is useful because it demonstrates that long before 
modern science, major Christian thinkers did not always assume 
Genesis had to function as a simple chronological transcript of 
material processes. Augustine explored sophisticated ideas about 
creation, time, and God's instantaneous creative act unfolding in 
created potential.

His presence in the conversation destroys one common myth: 
every non-young-earth reading of Genesis was invented merely to 
surrender to modern science.

Christians were asking literary and philosophical questions about 
Genesis many centuries earlier.

Commentary Voice: Calvin and the Purpose of Genesis
Calvin approaches creation with a pastoral and theological focus. He 
emphasizes God's accommodation to ordinary human 
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understanding and the purpose of Scripture in teaching us about the 
Creator rather than satisfying every possible curiosity about nature.

This does not mean Calvin would endorse modern evolutionary 
theory. It means his interpretive instinct warns us against forcing 
Scripture to answer technical questions outside its purpose.

Calvin wants the reader to move from creation to worship and 
dependence.

That remains a useful corrective no matter which origins model 
one holds.

Where the Gospel Must Remain Clear
Christians can disagree about mechanisms of creation and still 
confess together:

God created everything.
Humans are His image-bearers.
Humans are sinners, not merely imperfect animals acting 

according to instinct.
Sin brings real guilt and alienation.
Jesus Christ is the incarnate Son.
He died for sins.
He physically rose from death.
He will renew creation.
Our final hope is resurrection, not evolutionary progress.
Those are not negotiable decorations.
They are the Christian story.

How to Discuss Evolution Without Destroying Faith
Parents, pastors, and ministry leaders should be especially careful 
here.

If young people are told that one contested scientific claim is the 
foundation of Christianity, then encountering strong evidence 
against that claim may feel like losing Jesus.
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Likewise, if they are told that accepting mainstream science 
requires treating Scripture as myth in the sense of falsehood, they 
may assume intellectual maturity requires unbelief.

A healthier approach distinguishes levels of confidence.
Teach the biblical doctrines clearly.
Explain the major Christian interpretations honestly.
Let scientific claims be evaluated scientifically.
Let exegetical claims be evaluated exegetically.
Show where the questions overlap.
Refuse fear.

What Christians Should Not Say
Do not say every Christian who accepts evolution rejects biblical 
authority.

Do not say every Christian who rejects evolution is anti-science.
Do not use "evolution" without clarifying what you mean.
Do not treat scientific models as infallible.
Do not treat your interpretation of disputed details as though it 

were identical to the doctrine of creation itself.
Do not erase Adam from the New Testament simply because he 

creates difficult questions.
Do not allow an origins debate to displace Christ from the center 

of Christian faith.

Supporting Scriptures for Further Study
• Genesis 1-3 - creation, image, vocation, fall
• Genesis 2:4-25 - humanity and the garden
• Job 38-41 - wild creation under God's rule
• Psalm 8 - human dignity and creatureliness
• Psalm 104 - providence throughout nature
• Proverbs 16:33 - providence and apparent chance
• John 1:1-3 - creation through the Word
• Romans 5:12-21 - Adam and Christ
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• Romans 8:18-25 - creation groaning toward renewal
• 1 Corinthians 15:20-28, 42-49 - Adam, Christ, resurrection
• Colossians 1:15-20 - creation and reconciliation in Christ
• Revelation 21-22 - new creation

Questions for Reflection and Discussion
1. What were you taught about evolution and Christianity growing 

up?
2. Which biblical claims about creation are essential regardless of 

the scientific mechanism?
3. How important is a historical Adam to Paul's argument in 

Romans 5? Why?
4. Does biological continuity with animals threaten human dignity 

if humans uniquely bear God's image?
5. Can a process be scientifically described as random while 

theologically governed by providence?
6. Which major Christian origins model seems strongest to you, and 

what difficulties does it still face?
7. How should churches teach origins without making secondary 

questions into tests of salvation?
8. How does the resurrection shift Christian hope away from both 

pessimism and faith in biological progress?

A Closing Thought
Genesis does not begin by asking us to choose a tribe in a modern 
culture war.

It begins by announcing that the world is God's.
Whatever mechanism you believe best accounts for the history of 

life, Christianity asks a deeper question:
Do you see yourself as an accident responsible only to yourself - 

or as a creature made by God, bearing His image, fallen from His 
purpose, and called toward renewal in Christ?
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PART TWO - CAN CHRISTIANITY BE TRUSTED?



HONEST QUESTIONS  |  HARD QUESTIONS, HONEST ANSWERS

67

CHAPTER 6

Can I Trust the Bible?

The Book Behind the Faith
For many seekers, Christianity rises or falls with the Bible.

Christians quote it as Scripture. Churches preach from it. 
Christian doctrine depends on it. The story of Jesus comes to us 
primarily through writings preserved in it.

That makes the objections urgent.
Wasn't the Bible written long after the events?
Hasn't it been translated so many times that the original meaning 

is lost?
Didn't church leaders choose the books for political reasons?
Aren't there thousands of textual differences?
Wasn't the Bible copied and changed for centuries?
Does archaeology contradict it?
Why trust ancient religious documents at all?
These questions often arrive together, so the first task is 

separation. "Can I trust the Bible?" is not one question. It is a cluster 
of questions concerning composition, transmission, canon, genre, 
historical reliability, interpretation, and ultimately inspiration.

A thoughtful answer must address them one at a time.

The Bible Is a Library, Not a Single Modern Book
The word Bible can create a misleading mental picture. We hold one 
bound volume and naturally imagine one book written in one style 
by one author.

In reality, the Bible is a collection of writings produced across 
many centuries.

It contains narrative, law, poetry, wisdom, prophecy, Gospel, 
letters, genealogy, apocalyptic visions, songs, prayers, and speeches.

This matters because trustworthy reading respects genre.
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Psalm 98 says rivers clap their hands. The author is not making a 
failed anatomical claim about rivers.

Jesus tells parables. We do not accuse Him of historical error 
because we cannot locate the Good Samaritan's inn.

Proverbs gives general wisdom rather than mechanical promises 
that admit no exceptions.

Revelation uses symbolic imagery that should not be read as 
though John were writing a newspaper weather report.

Part of trusting the Bible is learning to read the kinds of literature 
it actually contains.

"It's Been Translated So Many Times"
This objection usually imagines a telephone game.

English Bible A was translated into English Bible B, which was 
translated into C, and after many stages nobody knows what the 
originals said.

That is not how modern Bible translation normally works.
Translators work from Hebrew and Aramaic manuscripts for the 

Old Testament and Greek manuscripts for the New Testament, using 
critical editions that compare the surviving textual evidence. New 
English translations do not ordinarily arise by repeatedly translating 
the previous English edition.

So the relevant question is not how many English translations 
exist.

It is how well the surviving manuscripts allow scholars to 
reconstruct the earlier text.

Textual Variants: The Fact Christians Should Not Hide
Ancient manuscripts were copied by hand.

Copyists made differences.
Words could be misspelled. A line could be skipped. A familiar 

phrase could be harmonized. Marginal notes could enter the text. 
Word order could vary. Sometimes a scribe may have tried to clarify 
a difficult reading.

Christians should state this openly.
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The existence of textual variants is not a discovery that modern 
skeptics recently exposed. Christian scholars have studied them for 
centuries, and many modern Bibles openly identify significant 
variants in footnotes.

The discipline of textual criticism compares manuscripts to 
determine which readings most likely reflect the earlier text.

Paradoxically, the existence of many manuscripts creates both 
more recorded variants and more material for comparison. If we 
possessed only one late copy, we would have fewer visible variants - 
but far less ability to detect where copying changes occurred.

Are There "Thousands of Errors"?
The language can be misleading.

A textual variant is a difference among manuscripts, not 
automatically an error in the original text or a contradiction in 
Christian doctrine.

If the same spelling difference appears in hundreds of 
manuscripts, scholars may count hundreds of variant instances even 
though the underlying issue is one minor difference.

Many variants involve spelling, word order, or changes that do 
not affect meaning in translation.

Some variants are more substantial. Two famous examples 
concern the longer ending of Mark (Mark 16:9-20) and the story of 
the woman caught in adultery (John 7:53-8:11). Modern translations 
commonly mark these passages with notes describing the 
manuscript evidence.

That transparency is important.
Christian faith does not require pretending difficult textual 

questions do not exist.
It requires asking whether those questions prevent us from 

knowing what the New Testament authors wrote in the 
overwhelming body of the text and whether any central Christian 
doctrine depends solely on a seriously disputed passage.

The answer to the latter is no. The deity of Christ, resurrection, 
Trinity, justification, human sinfulness, final judgment, and 
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salvation by grace are taught across multiple textual streams and 
passages.

Commentary Voice: The Jamieson-Fausset-Brown Tradition
Older commentaries such as Jamieson-Fausset-Brown often note 
manuscript questions in individual passages. Their existence 
reminds us that textual criticism is not a secret anti-Christian 
enterprise. It has long been part of serious Christian interpretation.

Matthew Henry wrote before many modern manuscript 
discoveries and therefore cannot answer every current textual 
question. Yet his method contains a useful principle: interpret 
individual verses within the broader teaching of Scripture. No 
doctrine should be built recklessly on an isolated difficult phrase.

What About the Old Testament?
The Old Testament raises different transmission questions because 
its textual history is different.

The Hebrew Masoretic tradition, the ancient Greek Septuagint, 
the Samaritan Pentateuch, and manuscripts discovered among the 
Dead Sea Scrolls provide witnesses to the text.

Sometimes these witnesses differ. Scholars analyze those 
differences carefully.

The Dead Sea Scrolls are particularly important because they give 
us biblical manuscripts far older than the medieval Hebrew 
manuscripts that once formed the primary basis for many editions. 
The scrolls show both remarkable continuity and genuine textual 
complexity.

The right conclusion is neither "the text never varied" nor "the 
Old Testament was hopelessly rewritten."

The history is stable enough for meaningful reconstruction and 
complex enough to reward careful scholarship.

When Were the Gospels Written?
Another common claim says the Gospels were written centuries 
after Jesus by people who had no connection to eyewitnesses.

That claim does not fit the evidence.
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Scholars debate exact dates, but the canonical Gospels belong to 
the first-century Christian movement, not to a medieval period of 
legend-making. Paul's letters are earlier still, and they already 
contain core claims about Jesus' death, resurrection, divine status, 
Lordship, last supper, and appearances.

This is crucial.
The central Christian proclamation did not first appear hundreds 

of years after Jesus.
1 Corinthians 15 contains a summary Paul says he "received" and 

passed on, describing Christ's death, burial, resurrection, and 
appearances. Whatever precise date one assigns to the formulation, 
it reflects resurrection belief deeply embedded in the earliest 
Christian community.

Luke's Claim to Investigation
Luke begins his Gospel differently from a mythic storyteller.

He acknowledges earlier accounts, refers to eyewitnesses and 
ministers of the word, and says he investigated matters carefully so 
his reader could have certainty about what he had been taught 
(Luke 1:1-4).

That does not automatically prove every claim Luke makes. 
Authors can intend history and still make mistakes.

But it tells us what kind of claim Luke thinks he is making.
He is not presenting timeless spiritual fiction.
He is presenting an orderly account connected to events.

John and Selected Testimony
John likewise explains his purpose. He has selected signs Jesus 
performed so that readers may believe Jesus is the Christ, the Son of 
God (John 20:30-31).

John is openly theological.
Theology and history are not opposites.
A modern biographer can believe her subject was a great leader 

and still report historical events. The relevant question is whether 
theological commitment caused the Gospel writers to invent history 
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or whether their theology arose because of what they believed 
happened.

That question must be evaluated from the documents, context, 
corroboration, and explanatory power.

"The Winners Chose the Bible"
Popular culture sometimes portrays the canon as a late political 
decision: powerful bishops gathered, voted among dozens of equally 
credible books, and suppressed the ones they disliked.

The historical process was much less dramatic and much more 
organic.

Early Christian communities used certain writings in worship, 
teaching, and correspondence. Some books were recognized widely 
and early. Others took longer to achieve universal acceptance. Some 
popular Christian writings were valued but not treated as apostolic 
Scripture. Other writings were rejected because they were late, 
pseudonymous, doctrinally incompatible with the apostolic rule of 
faith, or not widely received.

Church councils did play a role in formally listing canonical 
books, but they did not create apostolic authority by vote as though a 
Gospel became inspired when bishops raised their hands.

The church understood itself as recognizing writings already 
functioning with apostolic authority.

Why These Books?
Several criteria appear in early Christian discussions:

Apostolic connection - Was the writing from an apostle or close 
apostolic circle?

Orthodoxy - Did it cohere with the faith received from the 
apostles?

Catholicity - Was it widely used across churches rather than 
confined to a small sect?

Antiquity - Did it belong to the apostolic age rather than appear 
generations later?
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Liturgical use - Was it read and received in Christian worship 
and instruction?

No single checklist mechanically decided every case, but these 
considerations explain why a second-century or later text claiming 
secret teaching from an apostle faced serious skepticism.

What About "Lost Gospels"?
Texts such as the Gospel of Thomas, Gospel of Judas, Gospel of Mary, 
and others are historically interesting. They help us understand the 
diversity of later Christian and quasi-Christian movements.

But calling them "lost Gospels" can create the impression they 
were once universally accepted books removed from the Bible by 
conspiracy.

The evidence is more varied.
Some contain sayings or traditions that scholars investigate 

seriously. Yet many are later than the canonical Gospels and reflect 
theological environments significantly different from first-century 
Palestinian Judaism and earliest apostolic Christianity.

Studying them can enrich historical knowledge without placing 
them on the same evidential footing as the canonical Gospels.

Does the Bible Contradict Archaeology?
Archaeology can illuminate places, customs, inscriptions, political 
figures, settlement patterns, trade, warfare, and material culture.

It can also create tension with particular interpretations of 
biblical chronology or events.

Christians should avoid "archaeology proves the Bible" headlines 
whenever a shovel uncovers something with a biblical-sounding 
name.

Archaeology rarely proves theological claims directly.
At the same time, the biblical world is not imaginary geography. 

Jerusalem, Babylon, Assyria, Egypt, Corinth, Ephesus, Roman 
administration, ancient Jewish practices, coins, roads, inscriptions, 
and many named rulers belong to recoverable history.
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Some questions remain debated. The exodus, conquest 
chronology, population numbers, and particular sites generate 
ongoing discussion.

Trust does not require claiming archaeology has resolved every 
issue in the most conservative direction.

It requires evaluating each claim proportionately.

The Bible's Embarrassing Honesty
One internal feature of Scripture is worth noticing.

Its heroes often look terrible.
Noah becomes drunk.
Abraham deceives.
Jacob manipulates.
Moses fails publicly.
Aaron participates in idolatry.
David commits adultery and arranges a death.
Solomon compromises disastrously.
Elijah collapses in fear.
Jonah is resentful.
Peter denies Jesus.
The disciples misunderstand Him repeatedly and argue over 

status.
The early church has conflicts serious enough to occupy apostolic 

letters.
This is strange propaganda.
It does not prove inspiration. But it does indicate that biblical 

writers were willing to preserve material deeply unflattering to their 
own leaders and communities.

The central hero of Scripture is not Israel's virtue or the church's 
competence.

It is God's faithfulness to sinful people.
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Jesus' View of Scripture
For Christians, the question of Scripture cannot finally be separated 
from Jesus.

Jesus quotes the Old Testament as authoritative. He appeals to 
creation narratives, Moses, David, Isaiah, Daniel, and the Psalms. He 
treats Scripture as a word that cannot simply be dismissed. He 
rebukes religious leaders not for taking Scripture too seriously but 
for misreading it, twisting its priorities, or using tradition to evade it.

Luke 24 presents the risen Jesus interpreting Moses, the Prophets, 
and the Scriptures as a story ultimately pointing toward His 
suffering and glory.

This means the Christian does not first accept an abstract doctrine 
of biblical authority and then somehow attach Jesus to it.

Confidence in Scripture grows partly from confidence in Christ.
If Jesus rose from the dead, His view of Scripture carries 

extraordinary weight.

Inspiration Does Not Mean Dictation
Second Timothy 3:16 calls Scripture "God-breathed." Second Peter 
1:20-21 describes people speaking from God as carried along by the 
Holy Spirit.

Christians have sometimes imagined inspiration as if human 
authors became passive stenographers.

The Bible itself looks nothing like that.
Paul has a recognizable style. John has another. Luke writes 

differently from Mark. The Psalms contain distinct personalities. 
Jeremiah's emotional life is visible. Biblical authors research, 
remember, quote sources, arrange material, and address specific 
communities.

Historic Christian doctrine therefore speaks of divine inspiration 
operating through genuine human authorship.

God's Word comes through human vocabulary, culture, literary 
form, perspective, and intention without reducing Scripture to 
merely human religious reflection.
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Exactly how divine sovereignty and human authorship interact is 
mysterious - but it is the same kind of providential question 
Christianity faces elsewhere.

Inerrancy, Infallibility, and What Scripture Claims
Christians use terms such as inerrancy and infallibility differently 
across traditions.

At its strongest and most careful, inerrancy means that Scripture, 
in its original writings and rightly interpreted according to genre 
and authorial intent, does not affirm falsehood.

That qualification matters.
A round number is not an error merely because it is not 

mathematically exact.
A poetic metaphor is not false because it is nonliteral.
An ancient author may arrange material topically rather than 

according to modern chronological conventions.
A quotation may represent the substance of speech without 

matching a modern recording transcript.
Trustworthy reading asks what the author is actually asserting.

"But the Bible Was Written by Men"
Yes.

Christianity has always said so.
The question is whether being written by humans excludes divine 

action.
If God exists, there is no logical contradiction in believing God can 

communicate through human authors. The real question is whether 
there is reason to think He did.

Christianity makes a similar claim about Jesus: truly divine and 
truly human. Divine involvement does not erase humanity.

The Bible is not less human because Christians call it inspired.
Its humanity is the means through which revelation comes.
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Commentary Voice: Matthew Henry on the Purpose of 
Scripture
Matthew Henry's exposition repeatedly treats Scripture as a pastoral 
word intended not merely to satisfy curiosity but to make people 
wise in relation to God. His comments move naturally from 
explanation to application because he assumes biblical truth 
addresses the reader.

That instinct aligns with 2 Timothy 3: Scripture teaches, corrects, 
trains, and equips.

The Bible's purpose is transformative knowledge, not trivia.

Commentary Voice: Calvin on Scripture as Spectacles
Calvin uses a famous image: because human perception of God is 
blurred by weakness and sin, Scripture functions like spectacles that 
bring divine revelation into focus.

Creation truly reveals God, but we misread it. Scripture clarifies 
who the Creator is, who we are, what has gone wrong, and how 
redemption comes.

This explains why Christian confidence in the Bible is not 
bibliolatry when rightly understood. Scripture is treasured because 
through it we hear the God who reveals Himself and encounter 
Christ to whom it points.

Trust Is Not the Same as Answering Every Question
Can you trust the Bible while admitting there are difficult passages?

Yes - if trust means confidence proportionate to evidence rather 
than pretending omniscience.

Historians can trust a source overall while debating a detail. 
Married people can trust one another without understanding every 
action. Scientists can rely on a well-supported model while 
investigating anomalies.

Christian trust in Scripture is stronger than ordinary historical 
confidence because it includes a theological doctrine of inspiration. 
But that theological confidence does not eliminate historical 
investigation. It motivates it.
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Hard passages should be studied, not hidden.
Textual variants should be documented, not denied.
Apparent contradictions should be examined individually.
Which brings us to the next chapter.

What Christians Should Not Say
Do not claim there are no textual variants.

Do not say every translation came through a long chain of 
previous translations.

Do not imply the canon dropped from heaven as a leather-bound 
volume.

Do not dismiss every archaeological or historical difficulty with 
"you just need faith."

Do not use one Bible verse to silence honest questions about the 
Bible.

Do not pretend every difficult passage has an effortless answer.
Do not separate Scripture from Jesus, whom Scripture reveals.

Supporting Scriptures for Further Study
• Psalm 19:7-11 - the character and effect of God's instruction
• Psalm 119:89-112 - God's enduring word and guidance
• Isaiah 40:8 - God's word enduring
• Matthew 5:17-20 - Jesus and the Scriptures
• Matthew 15:1-9 - Scripture and human tradition
• Luke 1:1-4 - investigation and orderly testimony
• Luke 24:25-27, 44-49 - Scripture pointing to Christ
• John 5:39-47 - Scripture and Jesus
• John 20:30-31 - selected signs and belief
• 1 Corinthians 15:1-8 - received resurrection tradition
• 2 Timothy 3:14-17 - God-breathed Scripture
• Hebrews 4:12-13 - living and active word
• 2 Peter 1:16-21 - eyewitness testimony and prophetic word
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Questions for Reflection and Discussion
1. Which objection to the Bible do you find strongest: transmission, 

canon, history, morality, contradictions, or inspiration?
2. Did you previously imagine Bible translation as a telephone 

game? How does manuscript-based translation change the 
picture?

3. Why can the existence of many manuscripts create both more 
variants and more ability to identify copying changes?

4. What is the difference between a textual variant and a 
contradiction?

5. Why does genre matter when deciding whether a statement is 
true?

6. What significance should Jesus' view of Scripture have if the 
resurrection is historically credible?

7. Does the Bible's willingness to expose the failures of its heroes 
affect how you view its historical posture?

8. What difficult biblical question would you most want to 
investigate rather than avoid?

A Closing Thought
The Bible has survived neither because Christians successfully hid 
its difficulties nor because every question vanished.

It has survived examination in public.
Its manuscripts are studied. Its variants are printed. Its history is 

debated. Its difficult texts are visible.
And through that very human textual history, Christians continue 

to hear an ancient and disruptive claim:
God has spoken - and the Word points us to His Son.
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CHAPTER 7

Aren't There Contradictions in 
the Bible?

The Objection in Its Strongest Form
A skeptic opens two Gospel accounts and notices different details.

Matthew says one thing. Mark includes something else. Luke 
arranges events differently. John records sayings absent from the 
Synoptic Gospels.

Then the reader finds Old Testament numerical differences, 
apparent chronological tension, variations in genealogies, and 
passages that seem to describe the same event differently.

If the Bible is God's Word, shouldn't it be perfectly consistent?
This question deserves more than the familiar Christian response, 

"There are no contradictions; you just need to understand the 
context."

Sometimes context does resolve the difficulty. Sometimes 
language or genre explains it. Sometimes two accounts can be 
harmonized plausibly. Sometimes multiple harmonizations are 
possible. And sometimes a problem remains genuinely difficult.

The responsible Christian position should be neither panic nor 
denial.

It should be patient examination.

What Is a Contradiction?
A contradiction is more specific than a difference.

Two statements contradict when one affirms what the other 
denies in the same sense, at the same time, and under the same 
conditions.

"Only Mary went to the tomb" and "Mary did not go to the tomb" 
would contradict.
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"Mary went to the tomb" and "Mary and other women went to the 
tomb" do not necessarily contradict. The first statement may simply 
mention one member of a larger group.

This distinction sounds elementary, yet many lists of biblical 
contradictions blur it.

Difference is not automatically contradiction.
Omission is not automatically denial.
Summary is not automatically error.
Different perspective is not automatically falsehood.
But Christians must apply the same standard honestly. We should 

not invent far-fetched scenarios merely because a contradiction 
would make us uncomfortable.

The Resurrection Accounts as a Test Case
The resurrection narratives are often presented as a major 
contradiction.

Who went to the tomb?
How many angels were there?
Where did the women stand?
What did they report?
When did the disciples travel to Galilee?
The accounts differ in selection and emphasis.
Matthew highlights Mary Magdalene and "the other Mary," an 

angel, fear and joy, and the Galilean commission.
Mark names Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of James, and 

Salome, and centers the startling announcement at the empty tomb.
Luke mentions a group of women and later names several, 

describes two men in dazzling clothing, and emphasizes Jerusalem 
appearances.

John follows Mary Magdalene closely, includes Peter and the 
beloved disciple running to the tomb, and later describes Mary's 
encounter with Jesus.

Are these differences fatal?
Not necessarily.
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If two angels were present, an account mentioning one does not 
state only one existed. If several women went, an author focusing on 
Mary Magdalene is not denying the others. Different Gospel writers 
may select separate moments within a confused morning involving 
multiple movements between the tomb and disciples.

At the same time, producing a minute-by-minute reconstruction 
requires inference. Scripture does not provide a synchronized 
camera feed.

The central claims are remarkably stable:
Jesus was crucified and died.
He was buried.
Women found the tomb empty.
Angelic or heavenly announcement interpreted the empty tomb 

as resurrection.
Jesus' followers came to believe He appeared alive.
The disciples were commissioned as witnesses.
Difference in detail can actually be what independent testimony 

looks like.
Perfectly identical accounts would create a different suspicion: 

literary copying without independent perspective.

Ancient Biography and Modern Expectations
Many apparent contradictions arise because modern readers expect 
ancient writers to follow contemporary conventions.

We expect exact quotation marks to reproduce exact wording.
We expect biographies to proceed chronologically unless clearly 

signaled otherwise.
We expect numerical precision.
We expect comprehensive reporting.
Ancient historical and biographical writing could operate 

differently.
Writers could paraphrase speeches, compress events, arrange 

material topically, report rounded numbers, and select details 
according to theme.
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This is not permission to call anything "ancient convention" 
whenever a problem appears. It is a reminder that truthfulness must 
be judged according to what a writer intends to communicate.

When Matthew places several teachings together in a major 
discourse, he may be organizing Jesus' instruction thematically. Luke 
may locate similar sayings in other settings. It is also possible Jesus 
repeated teachings, as traveling teachers routinely do.

Interpretation should not assume a contradiction merely because 
one modern literary convention is absent.

The Genealogies of Jesus
Matthew 1 and Luke 3 present genealogies that differ significantly, 
especially after David.

This is not a minor spelling variation. It is a real interpretive 
problem.

Christian explanations have included several possibilities:
Matthew may trace Joseph's legal or royal line while Luke gives a 

different family line.
One genealogy may involve levirate marriage or legal adoption, 

producing biological and legal fathers.
Luke may preserve Mary's family line through Joseph as son-in-

law, though the wording does not explicitly say this.
The two writers may be serving different theological purposes, 

with Matthew structuring Israel's story and Luke extending the line 
back to Adam.

Some proposed harmonizations are more persuasive than others.
The honest conclusion is that we do not possess enough 

genealogical information to reconstruct every relationship with 
certainty.

But uncertainty is not the same as demonstrated contradiction.
To prove contradiction, we would need to show that the authors 

intended the lists to describe precisely the same type of ancestry and 
that the differences could not arise from legal, dynastic, or 
genealogical conventions.
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The data do not allow that confidence.

Who Carried Jesus' Cross?
John says Jesus went out bearing His own cross (John 19:17).

The Synoptic Gospels say Simon of Cyrene was compelled to carry 
it.

Contradiction?
Only if one account says Jesus carried it for the entire route while 

another says He never carried it.
A natural reconstruction is that Jesus began carrying the 

crossbeam and Simon was compelled to take over after Jesus' 
physical condition made continuation difficult.

Neither account states otherwise.
This is an example where harmonization is simple and 

historically plausible.

What Did the Sign on the Cross Say?
The Gospels give slightly different forms of the inscription above 
Jesus.

One says, in essence, "This is Jesus, the King of the Jews." Another 
gives "The King of the Jews." John includes "Jesus of Nazareth, the 
King of the Jews" and notes that the inscription was written in 
Hebrew/Aramaic, Latin, and Greek.

A modern reader may ask which wording is exact.
The answer may be that the Evangelists report the substance, not 

a modern photographic transcription. Multiple languages also 
complicate the idea of one exact wording.

All accounts agree on the central charge: Jesus was identified as 
King of the Jews.

Chronology and Theological Arrangement
The cleansing of the temple is a famous example.

The Synoptic Gospels place the event near the end of Jesus' public 
ministry. John places a temple cleansing near the beginning.
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Possible explanations include two separate cleansings or John's 
thematic relocation of one event.

Christians debate which is more likely.
If John arranged the event thematically, would that be deceptive?
Not necessarily, if ancient biographical conventions allowed 

thematic arrangement and the author was not claiming strict 
chronological sequence at every point.

The same question appears in smaller forms throughout the 
Gospels.

Readers should be cautious about assuming words like "then" 
always indicate immediate chronology rather than narrative 
transition.

Numbers in the Old Testament
Some Old Testament parallels contain differing numbers, especially 
between Samuel-Kings and Chronicles.

Possible causes include textual transmission, ancient numerical 
notation, scribal confusion, different counting methods, or differing 
scopes of what is being counted.

Here Christians who hold a high view of inspiration should 
distinguish the original text from every later copy.

A scribal numerical error in a manuscript tradition would be a 
transmission issue, not evidence that the biblical authors originally 
contradicted one another.

Textual criticism sometimes helps identify which reading is 
earlier.

In other cases, uncertainty remains.
This is one reason responsible doctrine has historically located 

inspiration in the writings as given, while recognizing that surviving 
manuscript copies can contain copying differences.

Did Judas Die by Hanging or Falling?
Matthew 27 says Judas hanged himself.

Acts 1 describes him falling and his body bursting open.
The accounts are often presented as mutually exclusive.
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They are not.
A body could be hanged and later fall, whether because the rope, 

branch, or decomposing body gave way. Matthew focuses on the 
means of suicide; Acts emphasizes the gruesome aftermath and the 
field associated with Judas' betrayal.

Some details about who purchased the field also differ in wording. 
Matthew says the priests use Judas' returned money to buy the field. 
Acts says Judas acquired a field with the reward of wickedness. In 
ordinary causal language, a purchase made with a person's money 
can be attributed to that person even if intermediaries complete the 
transaction.

Again, this does not prove the accounts must be harmonized that 
way. It demonstrates that contradiction has not been established 
merely by juxtaposing two summaries.

"No One Has Seen God" - Yet People See God
John 1:18 says no one has seen God. Exodus and other passages 
describe people seeing God or speaking with Him "face to face."

Is that contradiction?
The broader biblical context distinguishes God's unveiled divine 

essence from accommodated manifestations of His presence.
Exodus 33 itself contains both themes. Moses enjoys 

extraordinary direct communion, yet when he asks to see God's 
glory, he is told he cannot see God's face in the fullest sense and live.

Christian theology later reads many Old Testament manifestations 
through categories such as theophany and, in some traditions, 
appearances of the preincarnate Son.

John's point is not that no human has ever encountered a visible 
manifestation of God. It is that the unseen Father is uniquely made 
known by the Son.

Do Proverbs Contradict Themselves?
Proverbs 26:4 says not to answer a fool according to his folly.

The next verse says to answer a fool according to his folly.
This looks like a contradiction placed deliberately side by side.
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And that is precisely why it teaches us something about wisdom 
literature.

The verses address different dangers. Sometimes engaging 
foolishness drags you into it. Sometimes leaving foolishness 
unanswered allows a fool to become wise in his own eyes.

Wisdom is knowing which response fits which situation.
The juxtaposition is not an editorial mistake.
It is the lesson.

Tension Is Sometimes Intentional
The Bible contains theological tensions that are not contradictions.

God is sovereign, yet humans are responsible.
Salvation is a gift, yet believers are commanded to work, 

persevere, and obey.
God is transcendent, yet near.
Jesus is fully divine, yet genuinely human.
The kingdom is present, yet future.
Believers are already justified, yet await final glorification.
Biblical theology often resists our desire to flatten one truth into 

another.
A contradiction says both cannot be true.
A tension says reality may be larger than one simple formula.

Commentary Voice: Augustine on Difficult Passages
Augustine expressed a principle that has influenced Christian 
interpretation for centuries: when he encountered an apparent 
problem in Scripture, he was prepared to consider whether the 
manuscript was faulty, the translation inaccurate, or his own 
understanding mistaken before accusing Scripture of falsehood.

The order is instructive even for readers who do not share 
Augustine's doctrine of inspiration.

Interpretive humility should come before confident accusation.
A text may be wrong. But the responsible critic must first 

understand what it means.
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Commentary Voice: Calvin and the Evangelists
Calvin frequently harmonizes Gospel accounts while allowing each 
Evangelist his own selection and emphasis. His approach assumes 
that truthful witnesses do not have to repeat identical details.

At times Calvin is willing to acknowledge that a question is 
difficult or that an exact solution is uncertain. That is healthier than 
treating every harmonization as equally obvious.

The goal is coherence, not cleverness.

When Christians Harm Their Own Case
Christians sometimes respond to contradiction claims with 
implausible explanations simply because any possible 
harmonization feels preferable to uncertainty.

That can backfire.
If an answer requires five invented events, unmentioned people, 

an unusual meaning of a word, and a coincidence, it may be logically 
possible but historically weak.

A better hierarchy is:
First, ask whether there is actually a contradiction.
Second, examine grammar, genre, context, manuscript evidence, 

and ancient convention.
Third, consider natural harmonizations.
Fourth, if uncertainty remains, say so.
"I do not know exactly how these accounts fit" is not the same as 

"they cannot fit."

Does One Error Destroy Christianity?
For Christians committed to inerrancy, a demonstrated original 
contradiction would require theological reconsideration.

But skeptics sometimes assume that finding any minor historical 
discrepancy would prove Jesus did not rise, God does not exist, and 
Christianity is false.

That does not logically follow.
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At most, a demonstrated error would challenge a particular 
doctrine of Scripture. The central Christian claims would still require 
separate evaluation.

This distinction is important pastorally. Some Christians have 
been taught a fragile chain: if one number in Chronicles is difficult, 
everything collapses.

The New Testament itself places Christianity's decisive historical 
test elsewhere.

Paul says if Christ has not been raised, faith is futile.
The resurrection is the load-bearing historical claim.

The Bible Invites Comparison
The presence of four Gospels is itself significant.

The early church did not erase three accounts to create one 
smooth official biography. It preserved multiple witnesses with 
different emphases and occasional tensions.

That makes reading harder.
It also gives us more historical material.
A faith built on propaganda might prefer one polished narrative 

with every seam removed.
Christian Scripture leaves the seams visible.

What Christians Should Not Say
Do not claim every alleged contradiction is ridiculous. Some are 
genuinely difficult.

Do not invent improbable harmonizations and present them as 
certain.

Do not confuse manuscript differences with original 
contradictions.

Do not impose modern journalistic conventions on ancient texts 
without argument.

Do not assume difference in detail means one witness is lying.
Do not make the entire truth of Christianity depend on your 

ability to solve every textual puzzle personally.



HONEST QUESTIONS  |  HARD QUESTIONS, HONEST ANSWERS

90

Supporting Scriptures for Further Study
• Proverbs 18:13, 17 - hearing and cross-examining a case
• Proverbs 26:4-5 - intentional wisdom tension
• Matthew 27:3-10 - Judas and the field
• Matthew 28 - resurrection narrative
• Mark 16:1-8 - resurrection narrative
• Luke 1:1-4 - orderly historical purpose
• Luke 24 - resurrection narrative
• John 1:18 - the unseen God revealed
• John 19-20 - crucifixion and resurrection narrative
• Acts 1:15-20 - Judas' death and field
• 1 Corinthians 15:12-19 - the resurrection as Christianity's decisive 

claim
• 2 Timothy 2:15 - careful handling of truth

Questions for Reflection and Discussion
1. What is the difference between a contradiction and a difference 

in detail?
2. Do you expect independent witnesses to give identical accounts? 

Why or why not?
3. Which biblical difficulty do you think creates the strongest 

apparent contradiction?
4. How should ancient literary conventions affect modern 

judgments about accuracy?
5. When is harmonization reasonable, and when does it become 

forced?
6. Is uncertainty about a detail equivalent to evidence of falsehood?

7. What would a genuine contradiction establish - and what would 
it not establish?

8. Why might preserving four distinct Gospels strengthen rather 
than weaken historical investigation?
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A Closing Thought
The Bible does not need protection from close reading.

It needs careful reading.
Some alleged contradictions dissolve quickly. Others require 

history, language, and patience. A few leave us with unresolved 
questions.

Christian confidence is not the confidence of someone who has 
never noticed the difficulties.

It is the confidence of someone willing to keep the Bible open 
while asking them.



HONEST QUESTIONS  |  HARD QUESTIONS, HONEST ANSWERS

92

CHAPTER 8

Did Jesus Really Rise From the 
Dead?

The Claim Christianity Cannot Live Without
If someone disproved the bodily resurrection of Jesus, Christianity 
would not need a minor adjustment.

It would collapse.
Paul says this himself in 1 Corinthians 15. If Christ has not been 

raised, apostolic preaching is empty, Christian faith is futile, 
believers remain in their sins, and those who died trusting Christ are 
lost.

That is a remarkable admission for a religious text.
Christianity does not say, "The resurrection is a beautiful symbol 

whether or not it happened."
It says something happened to Jesus' dead body.
This makes the resurrection one of the most important historical 

questions anyone can ask.

What Exactly Is Being Claimed?
Christian resurrection is not the claim that Jesus' soul survived 
death.

Ancient people already had categories for ghosts, visions, spirits, 
and immortal souls.

Nor is resurrection simply the claim that Jesus' teaching 
continued through His followers.

The New Testament claims continuity and transformation of 
Jesus' embodied life.

The tomb is empty.
Jesus is seen.
He speaks.
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He can be touched.
He eats.
Yet His risen life is transformed and no longer subject to ordinary 

mortality.
Paul distinguishes resurrection from mere resuscitation. Lazarus 

was restored to mortal life and would die again. Christ rises into 
indestructible life, becoming the "firstfruits" of the resurrection to 
come.

Start With the Crucifixion
Resurrection evidence begins with death.

Could Jesus have survived crucifixion?
Roman crucifixion was designed to kill. The Gospel accounts 

describe Jesus already weakened by scourging, crucified, observed 
dead, and pierced. His body is then buried.

The "swoon theory" - that Jesus merely fainted and later revived - 
faces severe explanatory problems.

A badly injured survivor crawling from a tomb would not 
naturally generate the proclamation that He had conquered death in 
a glorified body. He would need medical help, not worship.

The earliest Christian preaching also assumes Jesus truly died. 
Paul summarizes the gospel as Christ dying, being buried, and being 
raised.

The Burial
The Gospels identify Joseph of Arimathea as the man who receives 
Jesus' body for burial.

Some skeptics have questioned whether a crucified prisoner 
would receive honorable burial rather than being left exposed or 
placed in a common grave.

Roman practice could vary. The Gospels place the event in a 
Jewish setting near Passover, where concerns about corpse impurity 
and burial before sundown matter. Joseph's role as a council 
member is also awkward material for Christian invention if the 
entire Jewish leadership were being portrayed as uniformly hostile.



HONEST QUESTIONS  |  HARD QUESTIONS, HONEST ANSWERS

94

The burial matters because it gives the empty-tomb claim a 
concrete location.

The Empty Tomb
All four Gospels place women at the discovery of the empty tomb.

This detail has often been considered significant because women's 
testimony carried social disadvantages in many ancient settings. 
Christians should state that argument carefully; women could and 
did give testimony in ancient Jewish life, and the legal/social picture 
is more nuanced than the slogan "women's testimony was 
worthless."

Still, if later Christians were freely inventing an ideal apologetic 
story, making women the first discoverers in a patriarchal culture is 
not the most obvious choice.

More importantly, the empty tomb is woven into the earliest 
Jerusalem proclamation. If Jesus' body remained publicly available 
in a known grave, resurrection preaching in the same city faced an 
obvious answer.

An empty tomb by itself does not prove resurrection.
Bodies can be moved.
Graves can be mistaken.
Stories can develop.
The empty tomb is one piece of a cumulative case.

The Appearances
The second major piece is the disciples' conviction that Jesus 
appeared to them alive.

The Gospels describe appearances to individuals and groups.
Paul's summary in 1 Corinthians 15 refers to appearances to 

Cephas, the Twelve, more than five hundred people, James, all the 
apostles, and finally Paul himself.

The importance of this passage is not merely the number of 
names. Paul presents resurrection appearances as part of a received 
tradition central to the gospel he preached.
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Resurrection belief was not an ornamental doctrine added after 
Christianity had existed for centuries.

It was there at the beginning.

Were They Hallucinating?
Hallucination theories attempt to explain the appearances 
psychologically.

People in grief can experience vivid perceptions of deceased loved 
ones. Religious expectation can shape experience. Groups can 
reinforce shared interpretation.

Christians should not mock this possibility. Human perception is 
complicated.

But a hallucination theory has to explain multiple features 
together:

Why did different individuals and groups become convinced Jesus 
appeared?

Why did this generate belief in bodily resurrection rather than 
visions of Jesus' spirit in heaven?

How does it relate to the empty-tomb tradition?
What about people such as James, who is not portrayed in the 

Gospels as a believing disciple during Jesus' ministry?
What about Paul, an opponent of the church?
No single difficulty disproves a hallucination theory, but its 

explanatory burden grows as evidence accumulates.

Did the Disciples Steal the Body?
Matthew itself records a polemical story that Jesus' disciples stole the 
body.

This is interesting because it presupposes dispute about an empty 
tomb rather than a known occupied grave.

The theft theory explains an empty tomb but not sincere 
resurrection appearances unless the disciples were deliberately 
fabricating them.

That leads to a conspiracy theory.
Could the disciples have lied?
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People do lie for religious causes. Martyrdom by itself never 
proves a belief true; people die for false beliefs they sincerely hold.

The more relevant point is that the first witnesses were in a 
position to know whether they themselves had invented the 
resurrection claim. Willingness to suffer for a known fabrication is 
psychologically different from suffering for a mistaken belief 
received from someone else.

We should avoid exaggerated claims that every apostle's 
martyrdom is equally well documented. The historical evidence 
varies.

But the early Christian movement clearly faced persecution, and 
public resurrection proclamation did not lead its first preachers 
toward comfort and status.

Did Resurrection Belief Develop as Legend?
Legends can develop quickly. Christians should not rely on the 
simplistic claim that legends require centuries.

The stronger argument is that resurrection belief appears too 
early and too centrally to be dismissed as a late legendary layer.

Paul's undisputed letters already presuppose Jesus' crucifixion 
and resurrection as foundational. He writes to communities that 
existed before the letters. The tradition in 1 Corinthians 15 is 
something Paul says he received and transmitted.

That pushes the proclamation back into the earliest Christian 
decades and, in the judgment of many scholars, earlier still.

The question therefore becomes not "How did medieval Christians 
invent resurrection?" but "Why did the earliest Jesus movement 
become convinced the crucified Messiah had risen?"

"Ancient People Were Gullible"
This objection underestimates the ancient world.

People in the first century knew dead people stayed dead.
That is why resurrection is astonishing in the Gospels.
Thomas does not say, "Of course Jesus is alive; strange things 

happen." He demands evidence.
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The women at the tomb are afraid and bewildered.
The disciples initially dismiss reports as nonsense in Luke.
Matthew even notes that some doubted when they saw the risen 

Jesus.
The narratives do not portray resurrection as the expected result 

of ordinary ancient superstition.

Jewish Resurrection Expectations
Second Temple Judaism contained a variety of beliefs about life after 
death. Some Jews, such as the Sadducees, denied resurrection. 
Others expected a future bodily resurrection at the end of the age.

What is unusual about Christian proclamation is not simply "a 
dead person lives spiritually."

It is the claim that one individual has been raised ahead of the 
general resurrection and that His resurrection inaugurates the new 
age.

That theological mutation requires explanation.
The disciples did not merely fit Jesus into an existing box. They 

reconfigured their expectations around what they believed God had 
done to Him.

The Conversion of James
The Gospels portray Jesus' brothers as skeptical during His public 
ministry (John 7:5).

Yet James later becomes a leading figure in the Jerusalem church.
Paul includes James among those to whom the risen Christ 

appeared.
What changed?
A resurrection appearance provides a direct explanation.
Alternative explanations are possible, but the transformation of 

Jesus' family is one more fact a comprehensive theory should 
address.

The Conversion of Paul
Paul is even more striking.
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He persecuted the early church.
Then he became its most famous missionary.
Paul explains the change through an encounter with the risen 

Jesus.
His experience differs in some ways from the pre-ascension 

appearances described in the Gospels, and scholars debate how to 
categorize it psychologically and historically.

But Paul's own letters leave no doubt that he believed he had 
encountered Jesus and that this encounter overturned his previous 
commitments.

A theory of Christian origins must explain Paul, not merely the 
empty tomb.

Naturalistic Alternatives: A Cumulative Evaluation
No historical argument gives mathematical certainty.

Historians infer the best explanation of available evidence.
Naturalistic theories include:

• wrong tomb;
• body removal;
• deliberate fraud;
• grief visions;
• cognitive dissonance and reinterpretation;
• legendary development;
• combinations of several factors.

Each can explain something.
The question is which explanation accounts for the most evidence 

with the fewest ad hoc assumptions.
The resurrection hypothesis has one enormous philosophical cost: 

it requires God to exist and act.
If miracles are ruled out before examining the evidence, 

resurrection can never win regardless of historical data.
But that ruling is philosophical, not historical.
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If Chapter 2 has given us independent reason to consider God's 
existence plausible, the prior probability of divine action is no 
longer zero.

Then the resurrection can be evaluated as a genuine explanatory 
candidate.

Commentary Voice: Spurgeon on the Living Christ
Charles Spurgeon preached the resurrection not merely as an 
isolated miracle but as the living center of Christian confidence. For 
Spurgeon, the believer does not follow a dead founder whose ideas 
survived. Christ's resurrection means the Savior who died for 
sinners now lives, intercedes, reigns, and will raise His people.

This matches Paul's movement in 1 Corinthians 15. Historical 
resurrection becomes personal hope.

Christ's resurrection is the firstfruits; believers' resurrection 
follows.

Commentary Voice: Matthew Henry on "He Is Risen"
Matthew Henry's comments on the resurrection narratives 
emphasize both the humiliation of the crucifixion and the reversal of 
resurrection. The one publicly shamed is vindicated. Fearful 
disciples become witnesses. The stone is removed not to enable a 
trapped Christ to escape but to reveal what God has done.

Henry's pastoral instinct is to move from event to meaning: 
resurrection confirms Christ's victory and becomes the foundation of 
Christian hope.

Why Bodily Resurrection Matters Theologically
Suppose Jesus' spirit survived but His body remained dead.

Christianity would lose much more than a miracle story.
Biblical redemption concerns creation itself.
God made bodies.
Sin and death affect embodied life.
The Son becomes flesh.
Jesus dies bodily.



HONEST QUESTIONS  |  HARD QUESTIONS, HONEST ANSWERS

100

He rises bodily.
Believers await bodily resurrection.
Creation itself awaits renewal.
Christian hope is therefore not escape from physical existence.
It is renewed embodied life in God's restored creation.
The resurrection of Jesus is the beginning of that future arriving 

early.

Resurrection and Forgiveness
Paul connects resurrection to justification and salvation.

The cross cannot be separated from the empty tomb.
If Jesus dies and remains dead, His messianic claims appear 

defeated.
If God raises Him, the resurrection functions as divine 

vindication. The condemned one is declared righteous. The apparent 
failure becomes victory. The sacrifice is accepted. Death is defeated.

Romans 4:25 links Christ's death and resurrection to our 
justification. Romans 6 says believers are united with Christ in death 
and new life.

Resurrection is not merely evidence Christianity is true.
It is part of what Christianity says salvation is.

Resurrection and Judgment
Acts 17 adds another uncomfortable implication.

Paul tells Athenians that God has fixed a day of judgment and has 
given assurance by raising Jesus from the dead.

If resurrection happened, Jesus is not merely a source of private 
spiritual comfort.

He is God's appointed Lord and judge.
The evidence demands response.

What Would Falsify Christianity?
Paul gives the answer plainly: a permanently dead Jesus.

That intellectual openness is important.
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Christianity is not true because believing it improves our lives.
It is not true because churches have helped people.
It is not true because Christians feel God's presence.
Those may be meaningful, but the apostolic claim is historical.
Christ died.
Christ was buried.
Christ was raised.
Christ appeared.
If those claims are false at the center, Christian faith is false at the 

center.

What Christians Should Not Say
Do not say the resurrection is proven like a repeatable laboratory 
experiment.

Do not claim every detail of apostolic martyrdom has equal 
historical certainty.

Do not dismiss psychological explanations without understanding 
them.

Do not argue that an empty tomb alone proves resurrection.
Do not treat "miracles are impossible" as a scientific conclusion; it 

is a philosophical premise.
Do not turn resurrection into merely a metaphor for hope.

Supporting Scriptures for Further Study
• Matthew 27:57-28:20 - burial, empty tomb, appearances, 

commission
• Mark 15:42-16:8 - burial and empty tomb
• Luke 23:50-24:53 - burial and resurrection appearances
• John 19:38-21:25 - burial, empty tomb, appearances
• Acts 2:22-36 - apostolic resurrection preaching
• Acts 9:1-22 - Paul's encounter and conversion
• Acts 17:22-31 - resurrection and judgment
• Romans 1:1-4 - Son declared in power by resurrection
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• Romans 4:23-25 - resurrection and justification
• Romans 6:1-11 - union with Christ's death and life
• 1 Corinthians 15 - the central resurrection chapter
• 1 Peter 1:3-5 - living hope through resurrection

Questions for Reflection and Discussion
1. Why does Paul make resurrection rather than a general spiritual 

experience the decisive test of Christianity?
2. Which naturalistic explanation of resurrection belief seems 

strongest to you?
3. Can that explanation account simultaneously for the empty tomb 

tradition, appearances, James, Paul, and the early proclamation?
4. Does ruling out miracles before examining evidence beg the 

question against resurrection?
5. Why is bodily resurrection different from belief in a surviving 

spirit?
6. What would Christianity become if resurrection were only a 

symbol?
7. If Jesus rose, what would that imply about His authority?

8. What evidence would cause you personally to change your view 
of the resurrection?

A Closing Thought
Christianity does not ask us to stand before a grave and convince 
ourselves death is beautiful.

It calls death an enemy.
Then it points to a tomb and says the enemy has been breached.
If that claim is false, walk away.
If it is true, the world is not what we thought it was.
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CHAPTER 9

What About Other Religions?

The Objection From a Diverse World
The world is full of religious conviction.

Christians worship Jesus as Lord. Muslims confess one God and 
honor Jesus as a prophet while denying Christian claims about His 
divine sonship. Jewish communities share much of the Christian Old 
Testament yet reject Jesus as the Messiah in the Christian sense. 
Hindu traditions contain an enormous range of beliefs about 
ultimate reality, gods, liberation, karma, and rebirth. Buddhist 
traditions often frame the human problem and its solution in ways 
very different from biblical theism. Sikhs, Bahá'ís, traditional 
religions, new religious movements, and countless local spiritualities 
add further complexity.

Then there are people who identify as "spiritual but not religious," 
blending practices from multiple sources.

In that world, Christianity's claim to truth can sound arrogant.
How can one faith say it is right while billions of sincere people 

believe differently?
Wouldn't a loving God accept every sincere path?
Aren't all religions simply different roads up the same mountain?

Respect Requires Acknowledging Real Differences
The first Christian response should be unexpectedly pluralistic in 
one sense:

Religions are genuinely different.
The popular statement "all religions basically teach the same 

thing" usually comes from someone who has not taken the religions 
seriously enough.

They disagree about ultimate reality.
Is there one personal Creator?
Many gods?
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An impersonal absolute?
No creator God at all?
They disagree about the human problem.
Sin?
Ignorance?
Disordered desire?
Karma?
Alienation?
Failure to submit?
They disagree about salvation or liberation.
Grace?
Faith and obedience?
Enlightenment?
Union?
Rebirth?
Resurrection?
They disagree about Jesus.
God incarnate?
Messiah but not divine?
Prophet?
Teacher?
One enlightened figure among many?
They disagree about history.
Was Jesus crucified?
Did He rise?
Does a human live once and face judgment, or pass through 

repeated lives?
Contradictory claims cannot all be true in the same sense.
Saying so is not disrespectful. It is basic logic.
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The Mountain Illustration Fails
The image of religions as different paths up the same mountain is 
attractive.

Every path looks different from below, but all eventually reach 
the same summit.

The problem is that the illustration already assumes knowledge 
none of the travelers supposedly possess.

Who is standing above the mountain with enough perspective to 
know all paths end at the same place?

The person who says "all religions lead to God" is making a 
religious claim as sweeping as the Christian who says Jesus is the 
way.

Pluralism is not a neutral absence of belief.
It is a worldview.
And many religions themselves deny it.

Sincerity Is Not a Test of Truth
People can be sincerely mistaken.

This is obvious outside religion.
A physician may sincerely misdiagnose a disease. A jury may 

sincerely convict an innocent person. A traveler may sincerely 
follow the wrong road. A scientist may sincerely believe a theory 
later overturned by evidence.

Sincerity matters morally. A sincere error is different from 
deliberate deception.

But sincerity cannot make contradictory claims simultaneously 
true.

Therefore the religious diversity question cannot be answered 
simply by observing that many people are sincere.

We still have to investigate.

Is It Arrogant to Claim Truth?
It can be.

A person can hold a true belief arrogantly.



HONEST QUESTIONS  |  HARD QUESTIONS, HONEST ANSWERS

106

Christians have sometimes spoken as though having received the 
gospel makes them intellectually or morally superior. That posture 
contradicts the gospel itself.

Christianity says salvation is grace.
No Christian discovered the way to God by being smarter than 

everyone else.
No Christian earns reconciliation by moral excellence.
Ephesians 2:8-9 explicitly excludes boasting.
The Christian claim is not "we climbed the mountain better."
It is "God came down to rescue people who could not climb."
That should produce humility, not superiority.

Truth Claims Are Necessarily Exclusive
Every meaningful worldview excludes alternatives.
"There is no God" excludes "God exists."

"All religions are equally valid" excludes religions claiming they 
are not equally valid.

"No one can know religious truth" is itself a claim to know 
something about religious truth.

Exclusivity is not the real issue.
The question is whether the exclusive claim is justified.
Christianity's exclusivity rests ultimately on Jesus.
If Jesus is not risen, Christian exclusivity is empty.
If Jesus is risen and His claims are trustworthy, treating Him as 

merely one option among many would be intellectually 
irresponsible.

What Did Jesus Claim?
John's Gospel records Jesus saying, "I am the way, and the truth, and 
the life" and that no one comes to the Father except through Him 
(John 14:6).

Acts 4:12 declares salvation in no other name.
First Timothy 2:5 says there is one God and one mediator between 

God and humanity, the man Christ Jesus.



HONEST QUESTIONS  |  HARD QUESTIONS, HONEST ANSWERS

107

These are not later footnotes attached to an otherwise pluralistic 
faith.

The New Testament's message is consistently centered on Christ 
as the unique mediator.

Why?
Because Christianity's diagnosis of the human problem is specific.
We do not merely lack information.
We are guilty sinners alienated from a holy God.
If that diagnosis is true, we need more than religious wisdom.
We need atonement and reconciliation.

Religions Can Contain Truth Without Being Equally True
Christian exclusivity does not require saying every statement in 
every other religion is false.

Christians can recognize moral wisdom, insights about discipline, 
genuine longing for transcendence, critiques of materialism, and 
truths inherited through common grace or cultural memory.

Paul does something like this in Acts 17. He quotes pagan poets 
approvingly at particular points while challenging Athenian idolatry 
and calling hearers to repentance.

The Christian doctrine of general revelation gives a reason to 
expect partial truth outside explicit Christianity. All humans live in 
God's world. All bear God's image. Moral insight and rational 
discovery are not restricted to church members.

But partial truth does not erase contradiction.
A map can contain many accurate streets and still direct you to 

the wrong destination.

What About Good People in Other Religions?
This question often reveals a misunderstanding of the gospel.

Christianity does not divide humanity into good Christians and 
bad non-Christians.

Romans 3 places everyone under sin.
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The comparison is not "Are Christians morally better than 
Muslims, Buddhists, Hindus, atheists, or anyone else?"

The comparison is "Can any human being stand before a perfectly 
holy God on the basis of personal moral achievement?"

The Christian answer is no.
This includes Christians.
A person raised in church may be self-righteous, cruel, dishonest, 

and spiritually dead. A non-Christian may display extraordinary 
kindness, courage, discipline, and sacrificial love.

The gospel is not a moral ranking system.
It is news of grace for sinners.

Do Religious Similarities Disprove Christianity?
Critics sometimes point to parallels: flood stories, virgin-birth claims, 
dying-and-rising gods, ethical sayings, sacred meals, or savior 
figures.

Some alleged parallels are exaggerated. Others reflect genuine 
shared human motifs.

Similarity alone does not establish copying.
Every claim must be studied historically: Which text is earlier? 

How similar are the details? Are we dealing with the same concept 
or superficial vocabulary? Did plausible cultural contact exist? Does 
the parallel concern a universal human theme such as sacrifice, 
death, kingship, or renewal?

Christianity emerged in a Jewish monotheistic environment and 
makes unusually concrete historical claims about Jesus under 
named political rulers. Its resurrection claim should be evaluated in 
that context rather than dissolved into a vague global myth category.

The Scandal of Particularity
One philosophical discomfort remains.

Why would God reveal Himself through one particular people, in 
one region, through one first-century Jewish Messiah?

Why not give every culture the same revelation simultaneously?
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The Bible itself is a story of particularity expanding toward 
universality.

God calls Abraham - one man - and promises blessing to all 
nations through his offspring.

God forms Israel - one people - to become a witness among 
nations.

Jesus comes as Israel's Messiah - one person in one place - and 
commissions disciples to make disciples of all nations.

Revelation ends with a redeemed people from every tribe, 
language, people, and nation.

Particular means are used for universal purpose.
This pattern is not unique to religion. A medical discovery may 

occur in one laboratory and then spread globally. A historical event 
necessarily occurs somewhere rather than everywhere.

If God enters history, particularity is unavoidable.

Religious Culture and Personal Identity
Religious belief is deeply connected to family and culture.

A person born in Saudi Arabia is statistically more likely to be 
Muslim than a person born in rural Tennessee. A person born in 
India may encounter Hindu traditions naturally. A person born in a 
secular Scandinavian family may inherit skepticism.

Does that show religious belief is merely cultural conditioning?
It shows culture strongly influences belief.
But again, causal origin does not settle truth.
Language is culturally inherited. Political beliefs are culturally 

shaped. Scientific opportunities depend on education and 
geography. None of those facts proves every culturally transmitted 
belief false.

The important implication is humility.
Christians should ask how much of their own religious practice is 

cultural habit rather than biblical conviction.
Skeptics should ask the same about inherited secular 

assumptions.
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Everyone has a cultural location.

Commentary Voice: Augustine and Competing Loves
Augustine lived in a religiously plural world containing Roman 
paganism, Manichaeism, philosophical schools, and Christianity. His 
conversion story is not a movement from "religion" to "Christian 
religion" in a generic sense. It is a long evaluation of competing 
accounts of reality and the human heart.

Augustine's mature insight is that human beings are worshiping 
creatures whose lives are organized by love. The central question is 
not merely whether we practice rituals but what ultimate good our 
loves are ordered toward.

This gives Christian engagement with other religions a deeper 
tone. The goal is not to win a religious brand competition. It is to ask 
what is ultimately worthy of worship and what can heal disordered 
love.

Commentary Voice: Calvin on Seeds of Truth
Calvin can be sharply critical of idolatry, yet his wider theology 
recognizes that human beings, even in rebellion, remain image-
bearers living under God's general grace. Truth discovered outside 
the church is still God's truth.

That gives Christians freedom to appreciate genuine insight 
wherever it appears without surrendering the uniqueness of Christ.

Respect does not require relativism.
Conviction does not require contempt.

How Jesus Treated Religious Outsiders
Jesus' interactions are instructive.

He speaks with a Samaritan woman whose religious community 
disagreed sharply with Jewish worship. He does not say the 
differences are irrelevant. "You worship what you do not know," He 
tells her. Yet He treats her with dignity, reveals Himself, and invites 
her toward truth.

He praises the faith of a Roman centurion.
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He makes a Samaritan the moral hero of a parable that exposes 
religious hypocrisy.

He welcomes outsiders while confronting falsehood.
The pattern is neither relativism nor hostility.
It is truth with grace.

Mission and Coercion
Christian exclusivity has sometimes been used to justify coercion.

That is a betrayal of the New Testament mission.
Jesus commissions proclamation, teaching, baptism, service, and 

witness. The apostles reason and persuade. People may accept or 
reject the message.

Forced conversion is a contradiction. External compulsion cannot 
produce the trust and love Christianity calls faith.

The church is to bear witness, not manufacture belief through 
violence.

What About Salvation Outside Explicit Christianity?
The question of people who never hear the gospel deserves a full 
chapter. For now, three truths must remain distinct:

Christ alone accomplishes salvation.
God judges perfectly justly.
Christians are commanded to take the gospel to all nations.
Different Christian traditions have debated how those truths 

apply to people with no conscious knowledge of Jesus.
We will examine that in Chapter 11.

What Christians Should Not Say
Do not say all other religions are obviously stupid or demonic 
caricatures.

Do not insult founders or sacred figures simply to provoke.
Do not confuse Christian exclusivity with Christian superiority.
Do not pretend religions teach the same thing when they do not.
Do not assume sincerity guarantees truth.
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Do not use religious diversity as an excuse to avoid examining the 
historical claims of Jesus.

Do not defend Christianity with a manner that contradicts the 
love Christianity commands.

Supporting Scriptures for Further Study
• Genesis 12:1-3 - blessing to all nations through Abraham
• Isaiah 45:20-25 - the Lord as unique Savior
• Matthew 5:43-48 - love of enemies
• Matthew 28:18-20 - mission to all nations
• John 4:1-42 - Jesus and the Samaritan woman
• John 14:1-7 - Christ as the way to the Father
• Acts 4:8-12 - salvation in Christ
• Acts 17:16-34 - respectful engagement and call to repentance
• Romans 3:9-26 - universal sin and gracious justification
• Ephesians 2:8-10 - grace excluding boasting
• 1 Timothy 2:1-6 - one mediator
• 1 Peter 3:15-16 - gentleness and respect
• Revelation 5:9-10 - redeemed people from every nation

Questions for Reflection and Discussion
1. Which religious differences are too significant to be reduced to 

"different paths up the same mountain"?
2. Is religious pluralism itself an exclusive truth claim? How?

3. Can a belief be sincere and false at the same time?

4. What is the difference between saying Christ is unique and 
saying Christians are superior?

5. How should Christians recognize truth in other traditions 
without treating contradictory claims as equally true?

6. Does the cultural influence on religion undermine religious 
truth, or simply call for self-examination?

7. If Jesus rose from the dead, how should that affect the 
comparison of Christianity with other religions?
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8. What would respectful but honest religious dialogue look like in 
practice?

A Closing Thought
Christianity does not ask the world to admire Christians as the 
people who found the best path.

It points away from Christians.
It points to a cross, an empty tomb, and a Person.
The claim is not that our religious tribe is the summit.
The claim is that God has come down the mountain.
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CHAPTER 10

Why Is Jesus the Only Way?

The Claim That Sounds Unfair
Few sentences in Christianity create more resistance than Jesus' 
words in John 14:6: "I am the way, and the truth, and the life. No one 
comes to the Father except through me."

The claim sounds exclusive because it is exclusive.
It does not say Jesus is a way among many equally saving paths. 

Acts 4:12 intensifies the claim: salvation is found in no other name. 
First Timothy 2:5 speaks of one mediator between God and 
humanity.

In a culture that often treats personal spiritual preference like 
personal taste, this sounds offensive.

Why would a loving God make salvation depend on one person?
What about sincere people?
Why can't moral effort be enough?
Why can't God simply forgive everyone without requiring Christ?
To understand the Christian answer, we need to understand what 

Christianity thinks salvation is for.

Different Diagnoses Produce Different Treatments
Suppose a patient has cancer but believes the problem is 
dehydration.

The patient may be sincere. Drinking water is good. But the 
treatment does not match the diagnosis.

Worldviews differ not only in their proposed solutions but in 
their diagnosis of the human condition.

If our deepest problem is ignorance, we need enlightenment.
If our deepest problem is lack of social order, we need better 

institutions.
If our deepest problem is low self-esteem, we need affirmation.
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If our deepest problem is attachment, we need liberation from 
attachment.

If our deepest problem is failure to obey a religious law, we need 
better obedience.

Christianity says our deepest problem is alienation from God 
caused by sin, together with the corruption and death that flow from 
that rebellion.

That diagnosis changes everything.

Sin Is More Than Breaking Rules
Modern people often hear sin as a religious word for breaking 
arbitrary rules.

Biblically, sin is deeper.
It is failing to love God with the whole person.
It is loving created things more than the Creator.
It is distrust, autonomy, pride, injustice, falsehood, exploitation, 

resentment, lust, idolatry, and self-rule.
Romans 3 describes humanity as falling short of God's glory. 

Isaiah 59 describes sin as creating separation. Ephesians 2 portrays 
people as spiritually dead in trespasses while following disordered 
desires and powers.

Sin is legal guilt, but not only legal guilt.
It is relational betrayal.
It is spiritual slavery.
It is corruption.
It is a kingdom problem: we want God's gifts without God's 

kingship.

Why Can't Good Works Fix It?
Good works are good.

Christianity strongly commands them.
But good works cannot erase guilt in the way many people 

imagine.



HONEST QUESTIONS  |  HARD QUESTIONS, HONEST ANSWERS

116

If a person commits a serious crime on Monday and spends 
Tuesday helping the poor, Tuesday's kindness does not make 
Monday's crime unreal. The good deed should be praised; justice still 
has a claim.

Likewise, moral improvement cannot transform past sin into 
righteousness.

There is another problem: the standard is not "better than 
average."

Jesus summarizes God's law as wholehearted love for God and 
neighbor. By that standard, moral comparison becomes inadequate.

You may be more generous than someone else.
Less violent.
More honest.
But Christianity does not ask whether you can find a worse 

sinner.
It asks whether you are reconciled to the holy God.

Christianity Is Not "Only Good Christians Go to Heaven"
This misunderstanding makes Christian exclusivity sound especially 
arrogant.

The gospel does not say good Christians earn heaven while 
immoral outsiders are excluded.

It says no one earns salvation.
Romans 3 deliberately destroys boasting. Jew and Gentile alike 

are sinners. Justification is a gift through Christ.
Ephesians 2 says salvation is by grace through faith, not a result 

of works.
Therefore the Christian who says "Jesus is the only way" should 

never mean "people like me are the only people good enough for 
God."

The statement means almost the opposite:
No one is good enough to save himself, including me.
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Why Jesus?
The exclusivity of Christ follows from the uniqueness of Christ's 
identity and work.
#### Jesus Is God the Son Incarnate

Christianity does not present Jesus as one religious teacher 
competing with other teachers.

John 1 calls Him the eternal Word through whom all things were 
made, now made flesh.

Colossians 1 calls Him the image of the invisible God.
Hebrews 1 calls Him the radiance of God's glory and exact imprint 

of His nature.
If those claims are false, Christian exclusivity collapses.
If they are true, Jesus cannot be placed in the same category as an 

ordinary spiritual guide.
#### Jesus Lives Without Sin

The New Testament consistently portrays Jesus as righteous and 
without sin. His critics accuse Him of many things, but the Christian 
claim is that He fulfills the obedience humanity fails to give.
#### Jesus Bears Sin

Isaiah 53 provides the prophetic pattern of a suffering servant 
bearing the iniquity of others. Jesus interprets His mission in 
sacrificial terms. The apostles proclaim His death "for our sins."
#### Jesus Rises

The resurrection vindicates His identity and announces victory 
over death.
#### Jesus Mediates

Because the problem is reconciliation between God and sinners, 
salvation requires a mediator who represents both sides. Christian 
theology sees the incarnation as fitting this need: truly God and truly 
human.

Why Can't God "Just Forgive"?
At first, the question sounds morally attractive.
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Why require a cross? Why not simply announce universal 
pardon?

But forgiveness is never literally costless.
Suppose someone destroys property you own and you forgive the 

debt. The cost does not vanish. You absorb it.
Suppose someone publicly slanders you and you choose 

reconciliation rather than revenge. You bear the pain of 
surrendering retaliation.

Human analogies are limited, but they reveal something: 
forgiveness transfers cost rather than pretending harm never 
occurred.

The cross is Christianity's astonishing claim that God Himself 
bears the cost of reconciling sinners.

This prevents two opposite errors.
God does not say sin does not matter.
God does not leave sinners without mercy.
Justice and grace meet at Calvary.

The Cup in Gethsemane
Jesus' prayer in Gethsemane makes the exclusivity question sharper.

He asks that the cup pass from Him if possible, yet submits to the 
Father's will.

In biblical imagery, the cup often represents divine judgment.
If humanity could be saved equally well through moral effort, 

sincerity, another mediator, or any religious path, why does the Son 
go to the cross?

The agony of Gethsemane suggests there is no trivial alternative.
The cross is not divine theater.
It is necessary to the saving mission.

The Narrow Door and the Wide Invitation
Jesus speaks of a narrow way. Christianity therefore cannot honestly 
erase exclusivity.

Yet the invitation is breathtakingly wide.



HONEST QUESTIONS  |  HARD QUESTIONS, HONEST ANSWERS

119

It is not restricted by race.
Not by nationality.
Not by education.
Not by social class.
Not by moral résumé.
Not by past sin.
The thief crucified beside Jesus has no lifetime left for religious 

achievement, yet receives a promise of paradise.
The Samaritan woman is welcomed.
Roman outsiders are welcomed.
Tax collectors and prostitutes are welcomed.
Paul, a persecutor, is welcomed.
Revelation pictures people from every nation before the Lamb.
The way is one Person.
The invitation goes to the world.

Is That Still Unfair?
A skeptic may say, "But why must everyone come through one way 
at all?"

Consider a rescue.
If people are trapped in a burning building and there is one safe 

exit, announcing that exit is not intolerant. The exclusivity arises 
from reality, not from the arrogance of the rescuer.

Of course, the analogy depends on Christianity's diagnosis being 
true. If there is no fire, talk of rescue becomes manipulative.

That is why Christians must not begin and end with "Jesus is the 
only way" as a bare assertion.

We need to establish why reconciliation is needed and why Jesus 
is uniquely qualified to accomplish it.

Commentary Voice: Athanasius and the Logic of the 
Incarnation
The early Christian theologian Athanasius argued that the human 
problem required more than external instruction. Humanity needed 
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renewal from within. The Word through whom humans were 
created entered human nature to restore what sin had corrupted 
and defeat death through death.

His reasoning helps explain why classical Christianity treats 
incarnation as necessary to salvation's shape. Jesus does not merely 
deliver information from God. He joins God and humanity in His 
person and acts as Redeemer.

Commentary Voice: Calvin on Christ the Mediator
Calvin's theology repeatedly insists that knowledge of God as Creator 
is not enough for sinners. We need God as Redeemer, and we know 
Him savingly through Christ the Mediator.

For Calvin, Christ's offices as Prophet, Priest, and King provide a 
rich answer to "Why Jesus?"

As Prophet, He reveals God and truth.
As Priest, He offers Himself and intercedes.
As King, He defeats enemies, rules His people, and brings them 

into His kingdom.
No one else fulfills all three in the Christian story.

"What If Someone Is Better Than a Christian?"
They may be.

A non-Christian may be kinder, more disciplined, more honest, or 
more generous than a particular Christian.

That does not threaten the gospel.
Christians are not saved because they won a morality contest.
If a professing Christian's life shows no repentance, no love, and 

no transformation, the New Testament itself questions the 
authenticity of that profession.

But even genuine Christians remain unfinished.
Salvation is union with Christ by grace, and moral transformation 

follows as fruit, not entrance fee.
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Is Faith Just Another Work?
If salvation comes "through faith," has Christianity simply replaced 
moral achievements with the achievement of believing correctly?

Paul's answer is no.
Faith is contrasted with works because faith receives rather than 

earns.
An empty hand contributes nothing to a gift by opening.
This does not mean faith is merely agreeing with facts. Biblical 

faith includes trust and allegiance. But its saving power is not in the 
psychological strength of the believer.

Its power is in the object: Christ.
Weak faith in a strong Savior is more secure than strong faith in a 

false savior.

What About People Who Never Hear His Name?
This is the obvious next question.

If Jesus is the only mediator, what happens to someone who lives 
and dies without hearing the gospel?

Christians agree that any salvation is through Christ.
They disagree over whether conscious knowledge of Christ is 

absolutely necessary in every case and how general revelation 
relates to saving grace.

That question requires careful treatment rather than a footnote.
It is the subject of the next chapter.

What Christians Should Not Say
Do not say "Jesus is the only way" with smugness.

Do not imply Christians earned privileged access.
Do not reduce salvation to saying the correct religious password.
Do not talk about exclusivity without explaining sin, grace, 

incarnation, cross, and resurrection.
Do not use fear manipulatively.
Do not water down Jesus' claim simply because it creates 

discomfort.
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Supporting Scriptures for Further Study
• Isaiah 53 - the servant bearing sin
• Mark 10:45 - the Son of Man giving His life as ransom
• John 1:1-18 - incarnation of the Word
• John 3:14-18 - God's saving love in the Son
• John 10:7-18 - Jesus as door and shepherd
• John 14:1-7 - Jesus as the way to the Father
• Acts 4:8-12 - salvation in no other name
• Romans 3:21-31 - justification by grace through Christ
• Romans 5:6-11 - reconciliation through Christ's death
• 2 Corinthians 5:17-21 - God reconciling through Christ
• Ephesians 2:1-10 - grace excluding boasting
• 1 Timothy 2:1-6 - one God and one mediator
• Hebrews 4:14-16 - the great high priest
• Hebrews 9:11-28 - Christ's unique sacrifice
• Revelation 5:9-10 - the Lamb redeeming from every nation

Questions for Reflection and Discussion
1. What do you think the deepest human problem is?

2. How does your diagnosis determine what kind of salvation you 
think humans need?

3. Is the claim "Jesus is the only way" necessarily arrogant, or does 
arrogance depend on how and why the claim is held?

4. Why can't good deeds simply cancel past evil?

5. What does the cross communicate about both God's justice and 
mercy?

6. If Jesus is truly God incarnate and risen, would His uniqueness 
be surprising?

7. How does grace remove grounds for Christian superiority?

8. What difference is there between faith as earning and faith as 
receiving?
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A Closing Thought
Christianity's narrowest claim contains its widest invitation.

There is one Savior.
And no sinner is too far away to be received by Him.
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CHAPTER 11

What About People Who Never 
Hear About Jesus?

The Question That Tests Our View of God's Character
Imagine a person born in a remote place with no access to a Bible, 
missionary, church, Christian broadcast, or meaningful knowledge 
of Jesus.

She lives, loves her family, seeks what she understands to be 
good, and dies without ever hearing the gospel clearly.

What happens to her?
For many people, this is not an abstract theological puzzle. It is a 

test of whether the Christian God is just.
If salvation is through Jesus alone, would God condemn someone 

for failing to believe a message she never had a chance to hear?
Christians have offered different answers. We need to map the 

biblical truths first and then identify where interpretation diverges.

Truth One: God Is Perfectly Just
Genesis 18:25 asks, "Shall not the Judge of all the earth do what is 
just?"

The expected answer is yes.
Deuteronomy 32 describes God's ways as just. Psalm 98 says He 

judges with righteousness. Romans 2 insists God's judgment is 
impartial.

Whatever answer we reach must begin here:
God does not make judicial mistakes.
He does not misunderstand a person's circumstances.
He does not condemn through ignorance.
He knows motives, opportunities, knowledge, secrets, resistance, 

and response perfectly.



HONEST QUESTIONS  |  HARD QUESTIONS, HONEST ANSWERS

125

Human beings routinely judge with partial information. God does 
not.

This truth should create humility before speculation.

Truth Two: All Humans Are Morally Accountable
The biblical picture does not describe unreached people as morally 
neutral simply because they have not heard the gospel.

Romans 1 says creation reveals God's power and divine nature, 
yet human beings suppress truth and turn toward idolatry.

Romans 2 describes conscience and moral awareness among 
Gentiles who do not possess Israel's written law.

The point is not that every person consciously understands a 
complete theology of God from looking at the sky.

It is that no human life occurs in a morally empty universe.
People respond to light they possess, and none responds perfectly.

Truth Three: Christ Is the Only Savior
Whatever hope exists for any human being exists because of Jesus.

Acts 4:12 locates salvation in Christ.
John 14:6 identifies Him as the way to the Father.
First Timothy 2:5 calls Him the one mediator.
This rules out one answer:
People are not saved by other religions independently of Christ.
If an unreached person is saved, Christian theology must say the 

saving work is still Christ's work applied by grace.

Truth Four: The Gospel Is Meant to Be Heard
Romans 10 asks how people will call on the One in whom they have 
not believed and how they will believe without hearing. The passage 
drives toward preaching.

Jesus commands disciples to make disciples of all nations.
Acts is the story of a gospel that refuses to remain geographically 

contained.
Whatever position Christians take on the unreached, Scripture 

treats evangelism as urgent.
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That fact weighs heavily against any theology that makes gospel 
proclamation practically unnecessary.

Major Christian Views
Several broad positions appear within Christian theology.
#### Exclusivism or Restrictivism

This view holds that conscious faith in Christ through hearing the 
gospel is ordinarily necessary for salvation.

Supporters emphasize texts such as John 3:18, John 14:6, Acts 4:12, 
and Romans 10:9-17. General revelation makes people accountable 
but does not communicate the saving content of Christ's death and 
resurrection.

On this view, the unreached are judged for their sins and 
suppression of known truth, not for failing a test they never heard. 
The tragedy of their condition fuels missionary urgency.
#### Inclusivism

Inclusivists agree that Christ alone saves but argue that God may 
apply Christ's work to some who respond faithfully to the revelation 
available to them even without explicit knowledge of Jesus during 
this life.

They may appeal to God's justice, examples of people such as 
Melchizedek or Job outside Israel's covenant structures, Romans 2's 
discussion of conscience, and the principle that greater revelation 
brings greater accountability.

Critics respond that the New Testament consistently directs 
people toward explicit faith in Christ and that general revelation is 
described as condemning rather than saving.
#### Hopeful Agnosticism

Some Christians prefer not to construct a definite mechanism. 
They affirm Christ alone saves, God judges justly, and evangelism is 
commanded, while leaving the exact fate of every unreached person 
to God's wisdom.

This position can be appropriately humble, though it must not 
become an excuse to ignore biblical warnings or missionary 
responsibility.
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#### Postmortem Opportunity
A minority of Christians have proposed some form of opportunity 

after death for those who never heard. Certain difficult passages, 
such as 1 Peter 3:18-20, are sometimes brought into the discussion.

Historic evangelical theology generally has not regarded the New 
Testament as clearly teaching a second chance after death. Hebrews 
9:27 and judgment texts have usually weighed against this view.

What About Infants and Those Without Ordinary Cognitive 
Capacity?
The unreached question overlaps with another pastoral issue: 
infants who die and people with profound cognitive disabilities who 
cannot understand a verbal gospel presentation.

Christians have developed different theological explanations, but 
many traditions hold substantial hope for God's gracious reception 
of such persons.

David's words after the death of his infant son in 2 Samuel 12 
have sometimes been read in this light, though the verse alone 
should not carry the whole doctrine.

The broader ground of hope is God's character and the fact that 
salvation is ultimately God's gracious work, not the reward for 
passing an intellectual examination.

This reminds us that "explicit faith" discussions must distinguish 
ordinary capable adults who resist known truth from those 
genuinely unable to comprehend it.

Abraham: Saved Before the Cross, Yet Through Christ
What about Old Testament believers who lived before Jesus' 
incarnation?

They obviously could not know the historical details of crucifixion 
and resurrection as later Christians do.

Yet the New Testament treats Abraham as justified by faith and 
saved by God's promise.

Christian theology explains this by saying Christ's work applies 
across time. Old Testament saints trusted God's revelation and 
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promises as they had received them; the saving basis was still the 
future work of Christ.

This establishes an important principle:
The amount of revelation a person possesses can differ while the 

basis of salvation remains Christ.
The debate is over how far that principle can be extended beyond 

the covenant history described in Scripture.

Cornelius: A Crucial Case
Acts 10 presents Cornelius as devout, prayerful, generous, and God-
fearing before Peter arrives.

God responds to him.
Yet God does not leave Cornelius with his existing knowledge.
He sends Peter to proclaim Jesus.
The story can be read in two ways within the debate.
Inclusivists may emphasize that God recognizes Cornelius' 

response before explicit gospel knowledge.
Exclusivists emphasize that God providentially ensures Cornelius 

hears and believes the gospel rather than treating sincerity as 
sufficient.

Both should notice the central fact: God is able to get the message 
to a seeker.

This gives Christians confidence in providence alongside 
missionary responsibility.

What If Someone Would Have Believed?
A philosophical question sometimes arises: does God know what a 
person would have done if given different circumstances?

Christian traditions answer counterfactual freedom differently. 
Molinist theology gives such knowledge a major role; Reformed 
theology frames providence differently.

Scripture gives hints that God knows how people would respond 
under alternate conditions. Jesus says certain ancient cities would 
have repented if they had seen miracles performed in His Galilean 
towns.
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Whatever model we use, God's judgment is not limited by the 
ignorance that limits ours.

He knows the entire truth of every life.

The Danger of the Hypothetical Person
Sometimes the unreached person becomes a way to avoid dealing 
with our own response.

We ask, "What about someone in a remote village who never 
hears?"

It is a legitimate question.
But if we are reading this chapter, we have heard.
The hypothetical person's circumstances cannot decide our 

response to Jesus.
In John 21, Peter asks Jesus about another disciple's future. Jesus 

redirects him: "What is that to you? You follow me."
There is wisdom in the principle.
We can care deeply about God's justice toward others without 

using them as a shield against personal decision.

Does Missionary Work Make Things Worse?
A provocative objection says: if people might be saved through 
ignorance but condemned after rejecting the gospel, missionaries 
should stay home.

This objection exposes a problem with badly defined inclusivism.
The New Testament never treats hearing the gospel as a cruel 

disadvantage.
The gospel is good news.
It brings clarity about God, forgiveness, adoption, the Spirit, a new 

community, freedom from idols, hope of resurrection, and the call to 
discipleship.

If a theory implies evangelism mainly increases damnation, 
something has gone wrong.

Even inclusivist Christians generally maintain that explicit 
knowledge of Christ is a great good and that mission remains 
commanded.
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Mission Without Arrogance
The doctrine of the unreached should never produce colonial 
superiority.

Missionaries are not bringing civilization from superior people to 
inferior people.

They are sinners telling other sinners where bread can be found.
Christian mission at its best includes translation, service, medical 

care, education, advocacy, friendship, and patient cultural learning - 
but its center is witness to Christ.

At its worst, mission has been entangled with political power, 
cultural domination, and abuse.

The answer is not to abandon Jesus' commission.
It is to obey it in Jesus' way.

Commentary Voice: Matthew Henry on Romans 10
Matthew Henry reads Romans 10 with strong missionary logic: 
calling on the Lord presupposes believing, believing ordinarily 
presupposes hearing, and hearing requires proclamation. The chain 
makes preaching a divinely appointed means rather than an 
optional religious activity.

That emphasis has shaped Protestant missionary conviction for 
centuries.

Commentary Voice: Calvin on God's Justice and Secret 
Counsel
Calvin is cautious about speculating beyond what God has revealed. 
He combines strong claims about God's sovereignty with insistence 
that divine judgment is righteous even where human beings cannot 
trace every reason.

Modern readers may disagree with aspects of Calvin's 
conclusions, but his warning is valuable: finite people should not 
construct a theory that puts God in the dock on the basis of 
information we do not possess.
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This should not become "God is just, stop asking." It means our 
questioning must remember the asymmetry between our knowledge 
and God's.

The Safest Biblical Ground
Where can Christians stand together with greatest confidence?
1. God is perfectly just and will wrong no one.

2. All people are sinners in need of grace.

3. Christ alone accomplishes salvation.

4. God gives real revelation through creation and conscience.

5. The gospel brings saving clarity and summons people to explicit 
faith.

6. Jesus commands His church to take that gospel to the nations.

7. We do not possess enough revelation to pronounce the eternal 
destiny of hypothetical individuals whose hearts and 
circumstances we do not know.

That final point is not evasive.
It is a refusal to claim God's omniscience for ourselves.

What Christians Should Not Say
Do not speak casually about the damnation of people groups.

Do not suggest other religions save independently of Christ.
Do not use the unreached as an excuse to abandon evangelism.
Do not assume you know the interior response of a person you 

have never met.
Do not portray God as looking for technicalities by which to 

condemn people.
Do not portray salvation as the reward for being born in the right 

country.

Supporting Scriptures for Further Study
• Genesis 18:22-33 - the Judge of all the earth doing right
• Deuteronomy 32:3-4 - God's justice
• Psalm 19:1-6 - creation's witness



HONEST QUESTIONS  |  HARD QUESTIONS, HONEST ANSWERS

132

• Matthew 11:20-24 - differing accountability and counterfactual 
response

• Matthew 28:18-20 - mission to all nations
• John 3:16-21 - belief, unbelief, and light
• John 14:6 - Christ as the way to the Father
• Acts 4:12 - salvation in Christ
• Acts 10 - Cornelius hearing the gospel
• Acts 17:22-31 - general revelation and call to repentance
• Romans 1:18-25 - creation and accountability
• Romans 2:12-16 - conscience and judgment
• Romans 10:9-17 - hearing and preaching
• 1 Timothy 2:1-6 - one mediator and God's saving desire
• Hebrews 9:27-28 - death, judgment, and Christ's return

Questions for Reflection and Discussion
1. Which truth is hardest to hold together: God's justice, human 

accountability, Christ's uniqueness, or the reality of unequal 
access to the gospel?

2. What does general revelation reveal, and what does it not 
reveal?

3. Which major Christian position on the unreached seems 
strongest to you? What biblical difficulty does it face?

4. What does Cornelius contribute to the discussion?

5. How does the salvation of Old Testament believers complicate a 
simplistic "information test" model?

6. Why does Romans 10 make missionary proclamation important?

7. How should confidence in God's justice affect our tone when 
discussing people we have never met?

8. Are you using questions about someone else's opportunity to 
avoid responding to the light you have received?
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A Closing Thought
We do not need to choose between a just God and a missionary 
gospel.

Christianity gives us both.
The Judge of all the earth will do right.
And that same God tells His people to go, because the news of 

Jesus is not a burden we carry to the nations.
It is good news we have no right to keep to ourselves.
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PART THREE - IF GOD IS GOOD, WHY IS THE 
WORLD SO BROKEN?
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CHAPTER 12

Why Does God Allow Suffering?

The Question That Stops Being Theoretical
A philosopher can formulate the problem of evil in a few sentences.

If God is all-powerful, He can prevent evil.
If God is perfectly good, He wants to prevent evil.
Evil exists.
Therefore, perhaps an all-powerful, perfectly good God does not.
The argument becomes more complicated once philosophers 

distinguish logical contradiction from evidential probability, moral 
evil from natural evil, and possible reasons God might permit 
suffering.

But none of that complexity matters very much when the 
question arrives in a hospital.

Why did the child die?
Why was she abused?
Why did the hurricane destroy their home?
Why did cancer return?
Why did the faithful spouse get betrayed?
Why did God not stop the gunman?
Why did prayer seem to change nothing?
The problem of evil is both intellectual and personal. Any 

Christian answer that handles only one side will fail the whole 
person.

Christianity Does Not Call Suffering an Illusion
Some philosophies attempt to reduce suffering by changing how we 
interpret it.

Christianity certainly teaches transformed perspective, but it does 
not say pain is unreal.

The Bible uses brutally honest language.
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Job tears his robe and sits in ashes.
David soaks his bed with tears.
Jeremiah wishes he had never been born.
Naomi says she went away full and returned empty.
Jesus weeps.
Paul calls death an enemy.
Revelation pictures martyrs crying out for justice.
The Christian hope is not built on calling evil good.
It is built on God overcoming evil.

A Good Creation That Is Not Now as It Should Be
Genesis begins with repeated declarations of goodness.

Matter is good.
Life is good.
Human embodiment is good.
Relationship is good.
Work is good.
Creation is ordered toward flourishing under God.
Then Genesis 3 introduces rupture.
Human beings distrust God's word, grasp autonomy, and discover 

shame. Relationships fracture. Work becomes painful. The ground 
itself is cursed. Death enters the human horizon.

Whatever debates Christians have about how to interpret details 
of Genesis, the theological point is clear:

The world we experience is not the world as God ultimately 
intends it.

Romans 8 develops this into cosmic language. Creation is 
subjected to frustration and groans like a woman in labor, awaiting 
liberation.

Christianity therefore explains a strange feature of human 
experience: the world feels both deeply beautiful and deeply wrong.

Beauty makes sense because creation is good.
Wrongness makes sense because creation is fallen.
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Moral Evil and Human Freedom
Much suffering results from human choices.

War.
Murder.
Abuse.
Betrayal.
Exploitation.
Neglect.
Corruption.
Racism.
Cruelty.
A common Christian response is the free-will defense: a world 

containing morally significant freedom includes the possibility of 
morally significant evil.

Could God create free creatures who always freely choose good?
That question depends on what kind of freedom we mean and has 

generated extensive philosophical debate.
The basic point is intuitive. Love coerced is not the same as love 

freely given. Courage, generosity, fidelity, repentance, and sacrifice 
involve meaningful agency.

If God prevented every harmful consequence the moment a 
person chose evil, human moral action would take place in a 
strangely padded universe where choices never fully matter.

Still, free will cannot explain every suffering.
It does not directly explain earthquakes, congenital disease, 

childhood cancer, or animal suffering.
The Christian answer needs more.

Natural Evil and a Law-Governed World
Life depends on regular natural processes.

Gravity allows stable bodies, planets, walking, and oceans. It also 
makes falling dangerous.
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Tectonic activity participates in the geological life of a planet but 
can produce earthquakes.

Biological replication and cellular growth make life possible but 
can go catastrophically wrong.

Weather systems distribute heat and water but can produce 
destructive storms.

A coherent world with stable natural laws allows meaningful 
action, science, planning, responsibility, and embodied life.

Could God prevent particular disasters miraculously? Christianity 
says yes.

Why He does not intervene every time remains difficult.
But the existence of dangerous regularities is not identical to 

pointless cruelty. Some goods associated with embodied, stable 
creation appear tied to vulnerability.

"Why This Much Suffering?"
This is where many abstract defenses become insufficient.

Even if freedom explains some evil and natural regularity 
explains some risk, why does God permit this amount of suffering?

Why genocide?
Why torture?
Why children?
Why prolonged agony?
Why centuries of oppression?
This is the evidential problem of evil. The argument is not that 

God and any suffering are logically incompatible, but that the 
quantity and distribution of suffering make God's existence seem 
less likely.

Christians should feel the force of this argument.
The Bible does.
Habakkuk looks at violence and asks how long.
Psalm 73 watches wicked people prosper while the righteous 

suffer.
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Job's suffering appears grossly disproportionate to the simplistic 
moral explanations offered by his friends.

Scripture gives us permission to say, "I do not understand why 
this was allowed."

Job: The Book That Refuses a Small Answer
Job is especially important because readers know something Job 
does not.

His suffering is not punishment for secret wickedness.
His friends assume a moral formula: God blesses good people and 

punishes bad people, therefore Job's suffering proves Job's guilt.
They spend chapters defending God with terrible theology.
At the end, God rebukes them.
Job never receives the explanation readers saw in the opening 

chapters. Instead, he encounters God through a series of questions 
about creation, providence, and realities beyond Job's 
understanding.

This can feel frustrating. Job asks "why," and God expands the 
question to "who."

The point is not that Job's pain is unimportant.
The point is epistemic humility. Job does not possess enough 

knowledge to conclude that his suffering is pointless merely because 
its purpose is hidden from him.

"Everything Happens for a Reason"
Christians often say this to people in pain.

Sometimes it helps.
Sometimes it wounds.
The sentence can sound as though every horror should quickly be 

converted into a lesson.
Scripture gives a more careful doctrine of providence.
Joseph tells his brothers, "You meant evil against me, but God 

meant it for good" (Genesis 50:20).
Notice the wording.
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Joseph does not say their evil was actually good.
Their intention was evil.
God's intention through the same history was good.
Romans 8:28 likewise does not say all things are good. It says God 

works in all things for the good of those who love Him and are called 
according to His purpose.

God's sovereignty is so complete that He can bring redemptive 
good out of events He condemns as evil.

That is very different from calling evil good.

Soul-Making and Formation Through Suffering
Scripture repeatedly says suffering can produce character.

Romans 5 connects suffering with endurance, character, and 
hope.

James 1 speaks of trials producing steadfastness.
Hebrews 12 uses the painful image of discipline producing 

holiness.
Paul's thorn becomes a context for learning Christ's sufficient 

grace.
Christians therefore speak of "soul-making": some virtues can 

develop only in a world where difficulty exists.
Courage requires danger.
Forgiveness requires injury.
Perseverance requires pressure.
Compassion often grows through suffering.
Sacrifice requires cost.
But this must be used carefully.
Do not tell a grieving parent, "God killed your child to teach you 

perseverance."
We rarely know the specific purpose of a particular tragedy.
The biblical claim is general: God can use suffering redemptively.
It is not permission to identify His secret reason for another 

person's pain.
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Suffering Is Not Always Punishment
This point must be said clearly.

The Bible teaches divine discipline and judgment, so it would be 
false to claim suffering can never be connected to sin.

But Scripture rejects the automatic equation "you suffer, therefore 
you committed a specific sin."

Job's friends are the classic warning.
In John 9, Jesus' disciples ask whether a man's blindness resulted 

from his sin or his parents' sin. Jesus rejects their binary 
explanation.

In Luke 13, Jesus discusses people killed by political violence and 
an accidental tower collapse. He refuses the conclusion that the 
victims suffered because they were uniquely worse sinners.

Christians should be extremely cautious about interpreting 
disasters as targeted divine punishment.

Where Was God at the Cross?
The strongest Christian response to suffering is not a philosophical 
defense.

It is the claim that God enters suffering.
The incarnation means the eternal Son becomes vulnerable to 

hunger, fatigue, grief, rejection, violence, and death.
Jesus does not observe human pain from an untouchable 

distance.
He weeps at Lazarus' grave even knowing resurrection is 

moments away.
He sweats in anguish at Gethsemane.
He is betrayed by a friend.
Abandoned by disciples.
Mocked.
Beaten.
Unjustly condemned.
Crucified.
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The Christian God has wounds.
We must speak carefully: divine nature as divine does not cease to 

be immortal or become passible in a simplistic sense. Historic 
Christianity says the divine Son truly suffers in the human nature He 
assumed.

The pastoral reality is profound.
When the sufferer asks, "Does God know what agony feels like?" 

Christianity answers by pointing to Jesus.

The Cross: God Uses the Worst Evil for the Greatest Good
The crucifixion is also the central biblical example of providence 
over evil.

Acts 2 says Jesus was delivered according to God's plan and 
foreknowledge, yet wicked human beings are responsible for 
crucifying Him.

Acts 4 says Herod, Pontius Pilate, Gentiles, and peoples acted 
against Jesus while accomplishing what God's purpose had 
predestined to occur.

The cross is simultaneously a human crime and God's saving plan.
If Christianity is true, the worst moral evil in history - the murder 

of the sinless Son of God - becomes the means of redemption.
That does not prove every evil has a purpose we can identify.
It establishes a pattern: God's hidden providence can be at work 

even when evil appears victorious.
Good Friday looks like defeat until Easter.

Resurrection Changes the Time Horizon
Many versions of the problem of evil assume this life is the whole 
story.

If death ends everything, irreversible suffering remains 
irreversible forever.

Christianity says resurrection changes the accounting.
This does not make present suffering unimportant. It makes final 

restoration possible.
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Paul can call present affliction "light" compared with an eternal 
weight of glory not because Paul's life was easy - it was not - but 
because he compares finite suffering with unending restoration (2 
Corinthians 4:16-18).

Romans 8 says present sufferings are not worth comparing with 
coming glory.

Again, this should not be used to minimize pain. A billion years of 
joy does not make torture good.

The point is that God can restore, heal, vindicate, and compensate 
in ways impossible within a closed earthly timeline.

Revelation's Answer: God Wipes Tears
Revelation 21 gives the Bible's final picture of suffering.

It does not end with humans finally understanding every reason 
evil was allowed.

It ends with God dwelling with His people.
Death is gone.
Mourning is gone.
Crying is gone.
Pain is gone.
The old order has passed away.
God does not merely provide a lecture about tears.
He wipes them away.
Christian hope is eschatological: evil has an expiration date.

The Argument From Evil Depends on Good and Evil
There is also a philosophical reversal worth considering.

The problem of evil argues from the reality of objective evil 
against God.

But what makes evil objectively evil?
If the universe is only matter and energy governed by impersonal 

forces, suffering is unpleasant to conscious creatures, but where 
does objective moral wrongness come from?
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This is not a cheap "atheists cannot be moral" argument. Atheists 
can be deeply moral people.

The question is metaphysical grounding.
When we say genocide ought not happen even if evolution, 

political power, or social consensus favors it, we appeal to a moral 
standard beyond preference.

Christianity says our outrage at evil is itself one clue that reality is 
moral because its Creator is good.

The problem of evil is therefore a problem for Christianity, but 
the existence of objective evil may also be a problem for strict 
naturalism.

Divine Hiddenness Inside Suffering
For many people the deepest pain is not the event itself but God's 
silence during it.

"I could endure this if I knew God was here."
Scripture does not promise continuous emotional awareness.
Psalm 22 begins in abandonment and moves toward trust.
Jesus Himself takes its opening lament on His lips.
Faith in suffering is often not the experience of being carried 

above pain.
It is the stubborn act of addressing God from within pain.
"My God, my God" is still relationship even in the sentence "why 

have you forsaken me?"

Commentary Voice: Augustine and Evil as Corruption
Augustine developed an influential account of evil as privation or 
corruption of good rather than a created substance competing 
eternally with God.

Blindness is the loss of sight in an eye meant to see. Rot is the 
corruption of living tissue. In moral terms, evil twists good capacities 
- desire, power, intelligence, freedom - away from their proper 
order.

This protects the Christian doctrine that God created all things 
good while taking evil seriously.
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Evil is not "nothing" in the sense of having no terrible effects. It is 
parasitic: it damages good things that exist.

Commentary Voice: Matthew Henry on Romans 8
Matthew Henry reads Romans 8 as a chapter of consolation without 
sentimentality. Believers groan. Creation groans. Even prayer can 
become inarticulate groaning. Yet divine providence, the Spirit's 
intercession, Christ's intercession, and God's inseparable love 
surround the sufferer.

The chapter's comfort comes not from explaining every event but 
from locating suffering inside a larger redemptive purpose.

Commentary Voice: Spurgeon and the School of Affliction
Spurgeon knew prolonged physical illness, depression, bereavement, 
public controversy, and pastoral grief. His sermons often speak of 
affliction as a severe school in which believers learn truths they 
might otherwise know only theoretically.

Yet Spurgeon's best pastoral instinct is not to glorify pain for its 
own sake. He directs suffering people toward Christ, especially the 
suffering and risen Christ.

Affliction is not the savior.
Christ is.

Can We Trust a God We Do Not Understand?
This may be the final question.

If a child undergoing surgery cannot understand why a parent 
permits a painful procedure, lack of understanding does not prove 
lack of love.

The analogy has limits because God is also capable of preventing 
many sufferings entirely.

Still, it illustrates an epistemic point: finite understanding cannot 
assume that if we cannot see a sufficient reason, no sufficient reason 
exists.

Skeptics call this "skeptical theism" when developed 
philosophically. It can be overused. We should not become skeptical 
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about all moral reasoning merely because God's knowledge exceeds 
ours.

The more modest principle is sound:
If God is vastly wiser than we are, we should expect some 

providential reasons to exceed our present understanding.
The question is whether we have enough independent reason to 

trust His character.
Christianity answers with the cross and resurrection.
The God we cannot always understand is the God who gives 

Himself for us.

When You Are the One Suffering
If this chapter is not theoretical for you, the appropriate response 
may not be more argument.

You are allowed to lament.
Read Psalm 13 without rushing to the final verse.
Read Psalm 88, which ends in darkness.
Tell God what hurts.
Ask others to carry what you cannot carry alone.
Seek medical, psychological, legal, or practical help where 

appropriate. Trusting God does not require refusing ordinary means 
of care.

Do not let anyone shame you for grief.
Jesus wept.
Do not confuse unanswered questions with abandoned faith.
Job argued with God while continuing to address God.
And do not make permanent conclusions about God's character 

from a chapter of your life whose ending you cannot yet see.

What Christians Should Not Say
Do not tell sufferers "everything happens for a reason" as though 
you know the specific reason.

Do not assume suffering proves personal sin.
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Do not promise every earthly tragedy will be reversed before 
death.

Do not use Romans 8:28 to call evil good.
Do not offer philosophical explanations when the immediate need 

is presence, protection, medical care, justice, or mourning.
Do not preach a God who remains safely above pain. Christianity 

points to the crucified Christ.

Supporting Scriptures for Further Study
• Genesis 3 - the fall and curse
• Genesis 50:15-21 - evil intention and divine good purpose
• Job 1-2; 38-42 - righteous suffering and limited perspective
• Psalm 13 - lament and trust
• Psalm 22 - abandonment and vindication
• Psalm 73 - the prosperity of the wicked
• Psalm 88 - lament ending in darkness
• Habakkuk 1-3 - questioning God amid violence
• John 9:1-3 - suffering not reducible to personal punishment
• John 11:17-44 - Jesus weeping and raising Lazarus
• Acts 2:22-24 - human evil and divine purpose at the cross
• Romans 5:1-5 - suffering and character
• Romans 8:18-39 - groaning, providence, glory, inseparable love
• 2 Corinthians 4:7-18 - affliction and eternal glory
• 2 Corinthians 12:7-10 - unanswered prayer and sufficient grace
• Hebrews 4:14-16 - a sympathetic high priest
• Revelation 21:1-5 - the end of death and pain

Questions for Reflection and Discussion
1. Which form of suffering creates the greatest intellectual 

difficulty for you: human evil, natural disaster, disease, animal 
suffering, or divine silence?

2. What can human freedom explain, and what can it not explain?

3. How does Job challenge simplistic explanations of suffering?
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4. What is the difference between saying God brings good from evil 
and saying evil is good?

5. How does the cross change the claim that God is distant from 
suffering?

6. Does resurrection make a philosophical difference to the 
problem of apparently irreversible loss?

7. Can objective outrage at evil fit comfortably within a worldview 
with no objective moral reality?

8. What should Christians do differently when answering a sufferer 
rather than debating an abstract argument?

9. Is it rational to trust someone whose reasons you do not always 
understand if you have strong evidence of that person's 
character?

10. What would it mean to lament faithfully rather than suppress 
pain?

A Closing Thought
Christianity does not give us a God who explains suffering from a 
safe distance.

It gives us a God with scars.
The cross does not answer every "why."

It answers another question first:
"Where is God?"

He is not absent from the valley.
He entered it before us.
And resurrection says the valley does not get the final word.



HONEST QUESTIONS  |  HARD QUESTIONS, HONEST ANSWERS

149

CHAPTER 13

Why Would a Loving God Send 
People to Hell?

The Question Christians Should Never Answer Casually
Hell is one of the doctrines most likely to make Christianity seem 
morally repulsive.

A loving God, we are told, creates finite human beings, allows 
them to live brief and confused lives, and then punishes them 
forever for failing to believe the right religion.

How could that be justice?
How could eternal punishment ever be proportionate to temporal 

sins?
Why would a good God create people knowing some would be 

lost?
Why not simply forgive everyone?
Why not annihilate evil rather than punish conscious persons?
And perhaps the most emotionally difficult question: how could 

anyone enjoy heaven while knowing someone they love is under 
judgment?

These are serious questions.
No Christian should discuss hell with delight in another person's 

destruction. Jesus weeps over Jerusalem. Paul expresses anguish 
over unbelieving Israelites. Ezekiel presents God as taking no 
pleasure in the death of the wicked but calling them to turn and live.

If our doctrine of judgment makes us cruel, we have not 
understood the Judge.

Jesus Cannot Be Separated From Judgment
Some people prefer the "loving Jesus" of the Gospels to later 
Christian teachings about hell.
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The difficulty is that Jesus Himself speaks repeatedly about final 
judgment.

He warns of Gehenna.
He speaks of exclusion from the kingdom.
He tells of a final separation between righteous and wicked.
He warns people to fear the One who has ultimate authority 

beyond bodily death.
He describes judgment with severe images: darkness, fire, 

weeping, exclusion, destruction.
Interpretive debates exist about how literal each image is and 

what final punishment entails. But the reality of judgment cannot 
simply be removed while claiming to preserve Jesus' teaching.

The same Jesus who blesses children and forgives sinners warns 
urgently about judgment.

Love Without Justice Is Not Love
We often speak as though love and judgment are opposites.

They are not.
Imagine a judge facing a powerful abuser whose victim sits in the 

courtroom. The judge says, "I am loving, so I will ignore what 
happened."

That would not be love.
It would be injustice toward the victim.
Our moral outrage at genocide, trafficking, torture, abuse, 

murder, and exploitation includes a demand that evil matter.
A God who never judges evil may initially sound compassionate 

until we think about the people crushed by evil.
Scripture's God hears Abel's blood cry from the ground. He hears 

Israelite slaves in Egypt. The prophets condemn rulers who exploit 
the poor. Revelation portrays persecuted saints crying out for justice.

Divine love includes God's settled opposition to everything that 
destroys what He loves.
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But What About Ordinary Sinners?
The previous examples involve obvious atrocities.

Most people are not genocidal dictators.
Why should an ordinary person who tries to live decently face 

divine judgment?
This question reveals how differently Scripture measures sin.
We naturally compare horizontally.

"I am not as cruel as that person."
"I have never committed that crime."
"I try to be kind."

Scripture measures vertically as well.
The greatest commandment is wholehearted love for God. The 

second is love for neighbor.
By that standard, sin includes not only spectacular evil but the 

lifelong failure to give God and neighbor the love they are due.
Pride, greed, lust, resentment, self-deception, hypocrisy, 

indifference, injustice, and idolatry are not small simply because 
they are common.

The holiness of the One sinned against matters.

Sin as Rejection of God
Hell is easier to caricature when sin is imagined as breaking 
arbitrary rules.

Biblically, sin is the rejection of God as God.
Romans 1 describes people exchanging the Creator for created 

things.
The human heart takes gifts - body, pleasure, relationships, 

power, intelligence, money, nature - and reorganizes life around 
them while refusing the Giver's rightful authority.

In that sense, final judgment is not God arbitrarily excluding 
people who desperately wanted Him.

It is God confirming the seriousness of a life oriented away from 
Him.
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This insight has led some Christian thinkers to describe hell partly 
as self-chosen separation.

That description captures something true but should not be 
overstated. Biblical judgment is not merely passive self-isolation. 
God actively judges.

The safest formulation holds both:
Humans genuinely reject God, and God judicially gives sinners 

over to the consequences and judgment of that rebellion.

Is Eternal Punishment Proportionate?
This is one of the hardest questions.

How can sins committed during a finite life justify eternal 
punishment?

Several Christian responses have been offered.
First, the seriousness of an offense is not measured only by the 

duration of the act. A murder can occur in seconds and carry lifelong 
consequences.

Second, sin is measured partly by the dignity of the One against 
whom rebellion is directed. An offense against infinite holiness may 
have a gravity we habitually underestimate.

Third, Scripture never portrays the condemned as morally 
perfected people who merely continue serving a completed 
sentence. Revelation's images can be read as suggesting continuing 
opposition rather than repentance produced by punishment.

Fourth, some Christians interpret the language of final 
punishment as eternal conscious punishment, while others within 
the broad Christian tradition have argued for conditional 
immortality or annihilationism - the final destruction of the wicked 
rather than unending conscious experience.

The debate deserves clarity.

Eternal Conscious Punishment and Conditional Immortality
The historic majority position in Western Christianity has been 
eternal conscious punishment. Texts such as Matthew 25:46, Mark 9, 
Revelation 14, and Revelation 20 have been central to this view.
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Conditionalists or annihilationists emphasize biblical language of 
death, destruction, perishing, and the "second death." They argue 
that eternal punishment can mean an irreversible punishment with 
eternal consequences rather than an eternally ongoing process of 
conscious torment.

Evangelical Christians have defended both positions, though 
eternal conscious punishment remains the more traditional reading.

This book will not pretend the exegetical debate is trivial.
But either position affirms a severe and irreversible final 

judgment.
Universalism - the claim that every person will certainly be saved 

in the end - faces major tension with Jesus' warnings about final 
separation and the New Testament's urgency about repentance.

Why Create People God Knows Will Be Lost?
This question presses into providence and freedom.

Wouldn't a loving God create only people He knew would freely 
choose Him?

Different Christian models answer differently.
Reformed theology emphasizes God's sovereign purposes, justice, 

mercy, and the mystery of election.
Arminian theology emphasizes genuinely resistible grace and 

God's desire for all to be saved while permitting free rejection.
Molinist approaches invoke God's knowledge of how free 

creatures would act in possible circumstances.
No model removes every mystery.
Scripture simultaneously affirms God's sovereignty, genuine 

human responsibility, His patience toward sinners, His command 
that all repent, and the tragic reality of final rejection.

Finite Christians should be wary of claiming to see the entire 
architecture of providence.

Why Doesn't God Force Everyone to Love Him?
Love produced through coercive control would not be the 
relationship Scripture describes.
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But "God values free will" should not become a simplistic answer. 
Christians believe God can change hearts, draw people, convict 
them, and work powerfully through grace without reducing them to 
machines.

The deeper biblical picture is relational and moral. God summons. 
Humans respond. Grace is necessary. Rejection is culpable. God's 
sovereignty remains.

The precise mechanics divide Christian traditions, but no 
orthodox model treats unbelievers as morally innocent robots whom 
God punishes for programming He alone supplied.

The Cross Is God's Answer to Judgment
Christianity's doctrine of hell cannot be separated from the cross.

God does not announce judgment and remain distant from its 
cost.

In the gospel, the Judge provides the atoning sacrifice.
Jesus speaks of giving His life as a ransom. Paul says God 

demonstrates His love while we are still sinners through Christ's 
death. Second Corinthians 5 speaks of Christ bearing sin so sinners 
can be reconciled.

At Calvary, Christian theology sees divine justice and mercy 
meeting.

God does not pretend evil does not matter.
God does not demand sinners pay before mercy can exist.
God Himself, in the person of the Son, bears judgment for those 

who trust Him.
This is why Christians should speak about hell while pointing 

urgently to grace.

"Believe or Burn" Is a Distortion of the Gospel's Tone
The gospel contains warning.

But the apostolic message is not gleeful threat.
It is reconciliation.
"We implore you on behalf of Christ, be reconciled to God" is 

Paul's tone in 2 Corinthians 5.
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Jesus invites the weary.
Revelation closes with an invitation to the thirsty to come and 

receive the water of life freely.
A Christian who enjoys frightening people may communicate 

something opposite to Christ even while using true words about 
judgment.

What About Loved Ones?
This question is often too personal for abstract answers.

"Will I be happy in heaven if someone I love is not there?"
Scripture does not give a detailed psychology of redeemed 

memory.
We know several things.
God will wipe every tear.
His final judgment will be recognized as righteous.
No evil will remain capable of corrupting the new creation.
The redeemed will see more clearly than they see now.
We should resist inventing mechanisms Scripture does not give, 

such as claiming people will simply forget everyone who is lost.
Christian hope is not amnesia.
It is perfected knowledge, love, and trust in God's justice.
How that resolves grief exceeds our present understanding.

Commentary Voice: Augustine on Two Cities
Augustine's City of God frames final destiny in terms of two loves 
producing two cities: love of God rightly ordered and self-love 
curved inward toward domination. His account of judgment is 
inseparable from his account of desire.

People are not morally neutral objects randomly sorted at the end 
of life. They are becoming the kinds of persons shaped by what they 
worship.

Augustine's framework can be severe, but it helps us see hell not 
as an arbitrary trap but as the final seriousness of moral and 
spiritual orientation.
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Commentary Voice: Spurgeon on Warning and Invitation
Spurgeon preached judgment plainly, yet his evangelistic preaching 
regularly moves from warning to open invitation. He does not treat 
election, judgment, or human sin as reasons to make the gospel 
inaccessible.

The preacher's role is to proclaim Christ freely and call every 
hearer to come.

That is a healthy pattern for the church: seriousness without 
cruelty, urgency without manipulation, conviction without self-
righteousness.

The Doctrine We Would Not Invent
If Christianity were designed simply to comfort, final judgment is an 
inconvenient doctrine.

It confronts our instinct that we should be accountable only to 
ourselves.

Yet a world without final judgment has its own moral horror.
Countless victims die without earthly justice.
Abusers escape.
Tyrants die peacefully.
Hidden crimes remain hidden.
If death ends all accounts, cosmic justice never comes.
The doctrine of judgment says history matters forever.
No evil is ultimately buried.
No victim is finally forgotten.
But the gospel adds the astonishing truth that the Judge offers 

mercy even to the guilty.
That means every one of us.

What Christians Should Not Say
Do not joke about hell.

Do not speak as though you know the eternal destiny of specific 
individuals unless Scripture itself gives that knowledge.

Do not use hell to satisfy personal anger toward enemies.
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Do not pretend all Christians agree on every detail of final 
punishment.

Do not erase judgment because it embarrasses modern 
sensibilities.

Do not preach judgment without preaching the cross.

Supporting Scriptures for Further Study
• Ezekiel 18:23-32 - God's call to turn and live
• Matthew 7:13-23 - two ways and final accountability
• Matthew 10:26-33 - fear of God and divine care
• Matthew 25:31-46 - final separation
• Mark 9:42-50 - severe warning about judgment
• Luke 13:1-9 - repentance and urgency
• John 3:16-21 - salvation and judgment in relation to the Son
• Romans 2:1-11 - righteous and impartial judgment
• Romans 5:6-11 - reconciliation through Christ
• Romans 6:23 - death and eternal life
• 2 Corinthians 5:17-21 - ministry of reconciliation
• 2 Peter 3:8-13 - patience, judgment, new creation
• Revelation 20:11-15 - final judgment
• Revelation 21:1-8 - new creation and the second death
• Revelation 22:17 - final invitation to come

Questions for Reflection and Discussion
1. Which aspect of hell troubles you most: duration, 

proportionality, divine foreknowledge, exclusivity, or the fate of 
loved ones?

2. Can perfect love coexist with judgment? What would love 
without justice look like for victims?

3. How does the biblical definition of sin differ from "breaking 
arbitrary rules"?

4. What are the strongest biblical arguments for eternal conscious 
punishment and for conditional immortality?
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5. How does the cross change the moral picture of divine 
judgment?

6. Why is Christian boasting irrational if salvation is rescue from 
deserved judgment?

7. What tone should Christians use when speaking about hell?

8. Does the hope of final judgment answer any moral problem that 
a universe without judgment leaves unresolved?

A Closing Thought
Hell should never make Christians proud that they found the right 
door.

It should make us astonished that the door is open at all.
The final Christian word to a living person is not, "There is 

judgment, therefore despair."
It is, "There is mercy in Christ, therefore come."
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CHAPTER 14

Why Does the Old Testament 
Seem So Violent?

The Texts We Are Tempted to Skip
Some biblical passages are difficult because they are obscure.

Others are difficult because they seem painfully clear.
Israel enters Canaan.
Cities are placed under the ban.
Men, women, and children appear within judgment language.
The flood destroys a violent world.
The conquest narratives speak of warfare under divine command.
The prophets describe severe judgments on nations and on Israel 

itself.
Skeptics ask an understandable question:
How can the God revealed in these texts be the God Jesus calls 

Father?
Is the Old Testament God violent while the New Testament God is 

loving?
Did ancient Israelites attribute their own warfare to God?
Can commands in Joshua be morally defended?
These are among the hardest biblical questions, and Christians 

damage credibility when they respond as though no moral problem 
is visible.

One God, Not Two
The first thing to reject is the idea that the Bible itself presents an 
angry Old Testament deity replaced by a loving New Testament one.

The Old Testament repeatedly describes God as merciful, 
compassionate, patient, forgiving, and faithful. Exodus 34 becomes a 
central confession of God's character throughout Israel's Scriptures.
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The New Testament, meanwhile, contains severe judgment: Jesus' 
warnings, the deaths of Ananias and Sapphira, Herod's judgment, 
and Revelation's final scenes.

Grace and judgment run through both Testaments.
The Christian claim is continuity, not replacement.

The Conquest Is Presented as Judgment, Not Racial 
Superiority
Deuteronomy makes an important point explicit.

Israel must not conclude that it receives the land because it is 
righteous. Deuteronomy 9 says the opposite. Israel itself is stubborn 
and undeserving.

The Canaanite judgment is connected to longstanding wickedness. 
Genesis 15 portrays God delaying the promise because the iniquity 
of the Amorites has not yet reached its full measure. Later biblical 
texts associate Canaanite religion with practices including child 
sacrifice and sexual corruption.

This matters because the conquest is not narrated as "our 
ethnicity is better than yours."

Israel's election is grace, and Israel will later experience 
devastating judgment for similar rebellion.

Assyria destroys the northern kingdom.
Babylon conquers Judah.
Jerusalem falls.
The temple burns.
The same prophetic theology used to interpret judgment on 

Canaan is turned against Israel.

Does Wickedness Justify Killing Children?
This remains the sharpest moral challenge.

Even if a society is deeply corrupt, infants and young children are 
not personally responsible for all the practices of adults.

Christians should not avoid the force of that point.
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Several considerations are offered in response, though none 
should be used glibly.

First, if God is the giver of life, divine authority over life and death 
is not identical to human authority. Human beings cannot infer from 
divine judgment that they possess permission to kill whomever they 
regard as wicked.

Second, biblical judgment frequently operates corporately. 
Ancient societies are treated as interconnected communities rather 
than collections of isolated modern individuals. Corporate solidarity 
can feel foreign to us but is pervasive in the ancient world and the 
Bible.

Third, physical death is not identical to final damnation. The text 
describes temporal judgment; it does not give us a detailed account 
of the eternal destiny of every child who died.

Fourth, some scholars argue that ancient Near Eastern conquest 
language uses conventional hyperbole - "destroyed all," "left no 
survivors" - even where the narrative later shows surviving 
populations. On this reading, total-destruction formulas may 
function like ancient military rhetoric rather than precise 
demographic descriptions.

This argument can reduce but not eliminate the difficulty, 
because real warfare and real death still occur.

Hyperbole in Conquest Language
The book of Joshua sometimes uses sweeping language of total 
destruction. Yet later chapters and Judges describe Canaanite groups 
remaining in the land.

There are several possibilities.
The statements may refer to targeted military centers rather than 

every inhabitant of the geographic region.
They may use standard ancient victory rhetoric.
They may summarize success relative to the campaign's objective 

while later describing incomplete occupation.
Or different textual traditions may emphasize conquest and 

ongoing struggle in distinct ways.
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Christians should avoid making hyperbole solve every problem. 
Even a limited military campaign can involve morally difficult 
killing.

But genre and rhetorical convention matter when critics assume 
every phrase must be read with modern statistical literalism.

The Ban: Herem
The Hebrew concept often translated "devoted to destruction" or 
placed under the ban involves dedicating something irrevocably to 
God, sometimes through destruction.

This is not ordinary war for economic gain.
Israel is often prohibited from taking spoils in the normal way. 

Achan's sin in Joshua 7 consists partly in treating what was under 
the ban as personal plunder.

The theology presents the campaign as divine judgment, not 
conventional imperial expansion.

That distinction does not automatically make the violence morally 
easy, but it explains the biblical category.

Could Israel Simply Have Invented Divine Approval?
A skeptic may say the simplest explanation is that ancient Israelites 
fought wars and then claimed God commanded them.

That is a possible historical hypothesis.
The Christian cannot answer it merely by repeating "the Bible 

says God commanded it," because the critic is questioning the Bible's 
authority.

The larger case for Scripture matters. If there are independent 
reasons to trust the biblical story and the God revealed in Christ, 
difficult conquest texts are read within that framework.

Conversely, if there is no reason to believe in divine revelation, 
the texts will naturally be interpreted as human religious warfare.

This illustrates why apologetic questions interconnect. The moral 
assessment depends partly on whether God exists, whether He can 
judge, and whether Scripture is credible.
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Abraham's Question Still Governs the Discussion
When God reveals judgment on Sodom, Abraham asks, "Shall not the 
Judge of all the earth do what is just?"

He presses the issue of righteous and wicked being swept 
together.

Remarkably, God does not rebuke Abraham for caring about 
justice.

The narrative affirms that the Judge will act rightly.
Christians should bring the same conviction to Canaan.
If an interpretation makes God morally arbitrary, we should 

reexamine the interpretation.
At the same time, our moral perspective is not omniscient. We do 

not know every circumstance, every heart, every divine purpose, or 
the eternal horizon.

The tension remains, but it is a tension inside trust rather than an 
excuse to stop thinking.

Violence in the Ancient World
The ancient Near East was not a modern liberal democracy 
interrupted by an unusually violent Israel.

Warfare, conquest, slavery, tribute, siege, execution, and imperial 
domination were common realities.

The Bible enters that world rather than pretending humanity 
begins in a sanitized environment.

This does not mean "everyone was violent, so violence was fine."
It means the moral and historical setting matters.
God's redemptive story unfolds through real human cultures with 

structures we rightly find disturbing.
The Bible also places constraints and judgments within those 

structures, moving the story toward the teaching and kingdom of 
Christ.
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Progressive Revelation and Redemptive History
Christians sometimes use progressive revelation to explain difficult 
Old Testament material.

The term must be defined carefully.
It does not mean God was morally immature in the Old Testament 

and later improved.
It means God revealed His redemptive purposes progressively 

through history, with later revelation clarifying earlier stages.
The sacrificial system anticipates Christ.
The monarchy anticipates the Messiah.
The land and temple anticipate a wider kingdom and God's 

dwelling with His people.
Likewise, Israel's role as a theocratic nation in a particular land 

does not become the church's political blueprint.
The New Testament church is transnational and advances 

through witness rather than conquest.

Jesus and the Sword
Jesus' teaching radically shapes Christian use of Old Testament 
warfare.

He commands love of enemies.
He tells disciples to pray for persecutors.
When Peter uses a sword during Jesus' arrest, Jesus stops him.
Jesus tells Pilate His kingdom is not advanced in the manner of 

worldly kingdoms; otherwise His servants would fight.
The apostles go into hostile cities armed with proclamation, 

prayer, suffering, and service.
The church conquers in Revelation through the Lamb's victory 

and faithful witness, not by reproducing Joshua's military campaign.
Any Christian group using Canaan to justify holy war 

misunderstands its place in redemptive history.

The Cross Turns Holy War Inside Out
The most astonishing biblical reversal is the cross.
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Human beings deserve judgment.
The Messiah comes.
But instead of immediately destroying His enemies, He allows 

enemies to destroy Him.
He bears judgment.
He prays for His executioners.
He rises and commissions the church to offer reconciliation to the 

nations.
This does not abolish future judgment. Revelation still speaks of 

Christ returning as judge.
But the present age of mission is defined by enemy-love and 

gospel invitation.
The holy warrior becomes the sacrificial Lamb before He is 

revealed as final Judge.

Judgment Is Not Unique to the Old Testament
Sometimes Christians are tempted to solve the problem by 
distancing Jesus from divine judgment.

That will not work.
Jesus speaks of the flood as judgment.
He speaks of Sodom.
He warns towns that reject Him of severe accountability.
He predicts Jerusalem's destruction.
He speaks of final judgment more terrifying than ancient military 

defeat.
The moral question therefore cannot be resolved by saying "the 

Old Testament got God wrong, but Jesus fixed it" without also 
radically reinterpreting Jesus.

Christianity instead claims the same holy love stands behind both 
mercy and judgment.

Commentary Voice: Calvin on Joshua
Calvin's commentary on Joshua treats the conquest as a unique 
execution of divine judgment, not a model for ordinary rulers or 
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private religious violence. He emphasizes God's authority and 
Israel's role as instrument rather than self-authorized aggressor.

Modern readers may still find the moral reasoning difficult, but 
the distinction is crucial. The command is particular, not 
generalizable.

Commentary Voice: Augustine and Just War
Augustine later developed principles for thinking about warfare that 
profoundly shaped Christian ethics: legitimate authority, just cause, 
right intention, and restraint became part of a tradition designed to 
limit rather than celebrate violence.

Christians disagree today about pacifism and just-war theory, but 
neither major tradition treats conquest texts as a blank check for 
religious violence.

Pacifists emphasize Jesus' enemy-love as prohibiting Christian 
killing.

Just-war Christians allow limited force under strict moral 
conditions to protect the innocent and restrain grave evil.

Both are far removed from "God told Israel to fight, therefore 
Christians may wage holy war."

What About the Flood?
The flood raises similar questions on a larger scale.

Genesis portrays human wickedness as pervasive and violent, 
with the thoughts of the human heart continually bent toward evil. 
The flood is divine judgment and a kind of de-creation: waters once 
separated in Genesis 1 overwhelm the ordered world.

Yet Noah's rescue introduces a new beginning, and God's 
covenant afterward includes a commitment to preserve the regular 
order of the earth.

Whatever position one takes on the flood's geographic scope, the 
theological message is severe: God is patient, but human violence 
matters and judgment is real.

Jesus and Peter later use Noah's flood typologically when speaking 
of judgment and salvation.
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The Moral Distance Between Us and Ancient Judgment
Modern readers sometimes assume we are morally superior to 
ancient people because we recoil from violence.

Our recoil can reflect genuine moral progress and should not be 
dismissed.

But modern societies also conduct war at vast scale, abort 
unwanted children, exploit labor, traffic persons, destroy 
communities through addiction markets, use remote technology to 
kill, and tolerate suffering when economically convenient.

The point is not moral equivalence.
It is humility.
We should examine ancient violence without imagining our own 

age stands outside the human problem Scripture describes.

Can We Admit We Still Struggle?
Yes.

A Christian may believe Scripture is trustworthy and still say, "I 
find these passages emotionally and morally difficult."

Faith does not require numbing conscience.
The better response is to keep the questions inside the larger 

biblical story:
God is holy.
Human evil is real.
God is patient.
Judgment eventually comes.
Israel is not morally superior.
Israel itself is judged.
God's saving plan moves toward Christ.
Christ bears judgment for enemies.
The church is commanded to love enemies.
Final judgment belongs to God.
That framework does not make every line of Joshua easy.
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It keeps the difficulty from being isolated from the rest of 
Scripture.

What Christians Should Not Say
Do not celebrate conquest violence.

Do not imply Canaanites were subhuman or ethnically inferior.
Do not use ancient divine commands to authorize modern 

religious warfare.
Do not pretend children raise no moral question.
Do not use hyperbole as a magic solution without textual 

argument.
Do not separate Old Testament judgment from New Testament 

judgment or Old Testament mercy from New Testament mercy.
Do not be afraid to say, "This remains difficult for me."

Supporting Scriptures for Further Study
• Genesis 6-9 - flood, judgment, rescue, covenant
• Genesis 15:12-21 - delayed judgment on Canaan
• Genesis 18:22-33 - the justice of the Judge
• Exodus 34:4-7 - mercy and justice in God's character
• Deuteronomy 7 - conquest command
• Deuteronomy 9:1-6 - Israel not chosen for its righteousness
• Joshua 6-7 - Jericho and the ban
• Judges 1-2 - remaining peoples and incomplete conquest
• 2 Kings 17 - judgment on Israel
• 2 Chronicles 36 - judgment on Judah
• Matthew 5:38-48 - enemy-love
• Matthew 26:47-56 - Jesus stops the sword
• John 18:33-38 - Christ's kingdom and worldly force
• Romans 12:14-21 - overcoming evil with good
• Revelation 5 - the conquering Lion revealed as slain Lamb
• Revelation 19-20 - final divine judgment
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Questions for Reflection and Discussion
1. Which Old Testament violence text troubles you most, and why?

2. Why does Deuteronomy's insistence that Israel is not righteous 
matter morally?

3. How does corporate judgment differ from modern individualistic 
assumptions?

4. What strengths and limits does the conquest-hyperbole 
argument have?

5. Why can't Christians directly transfer Israel's conquest 
commands to the church?

6. How does Jesus transform the way God's people relate to 
enemies in the present age?

7. Does the cross make divine judgment easier or harder to 
understand?

8. Can a Christian faithfully admit unresolved moral difficulty 
while continuing to trust God?

A Closing Thought
The Bible's violent texts do not give the church permission to become 
violent in God's name.

They warn us that evil is more serious than we imagine and 
judgment belongs to God.

Then the story leads to a hill outside Jerusalem where the Judge 
steps into the place of the judged.

The sword of judgment does not disappear.
At the cross, the Son bears it.
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CHAPTER 15

Why Doesn't God Answer My 
Prayers?

When Silence Feels Personal
There are theological questions we can discuss at a distance.

Unanswered prayer rarely stays distant.
A woman prays for a pregnancy month after month.
Parents pray for a child trapped in addiction.
A church prays for healing, and the patient dies.
A husband prays for a marriage to be restored while his spouse 

leaves.
A teenager prays for bullying to stop.
A believer prays for work while bills accumulate.
Someone asks God for one unmistakable sign and hears nothing.
The pain of unanswered prayer is not merely, "I did not receive 

what I wanted."
It can become, "Does God care? Is anyone listening? Have I done 

something wrong? Was prayer ever real?"
Christian answers often make this worse by offering formulas:

"You didn't have enough faith."
"You must have hidden sin."
"God always gives something better."
"Just keep declaring the promise."

Some of these statements contain fragments of biblical truth in 
certain contexts. Used indiscriminately, they can become spiritual 
cruelty.

Jesus Encourages Bold Prayer
We should begin with the positive biblical teaching.

Jesus tells disciples to ask, seek, and knock.
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He compares God's generosity to a good father giving good gifts to 
children.

He teaches persistence through parables.
He tells disciples to pray for daily bread, forgiveness, protection, 

and God's kingdom.
The New Testament commands prayer in anxiety, sickness, 

mission, temptation, decision, persecution, and thanksgiving.
Prayer is not presented as pointless religious self-talk.
Christians are told God hears.
That makes unanswered prayer a real theological tension rather 

than a question Scripture can evade.

Prayer Is Relationship, Not Technique
A vending machine is predictable.

Insert the correct amount, press the button, receive the product.
Many people unconsciously treat prayer that way.
Use the right words.
Have enough faith.
Pray long enough.
Find the right person to pray.
Eliminate doubt.
Then God must deliver.
Biblical prayer is not mechanical leverage over God.
It is communion with a personal Lord whose wisdom and will are 

greater than ours.
That means prayer can be confident without being controlling.
Jesus teaches us to ask for God's will to be done, not merely ours.

Does "Ask and You Will Receive" Mean Anything We Want?
Certain biblical promises can sound unlimited when isolated.
"Ask, and it will be given to you."

"Whatever you ask in prayer, believe that you have received it."
"If you ask me anything in my name, I will do it."
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Other passages provide necessary context.
First John 5 says confidence in prayer concerns asking according 

to God's will.
James 4 says people can ask wrongly, driven by disordered 

desires.
John 15 connects answered prayer to abiding in Christ and His 

words abiding in disciples.
Praying "in Jesus' name" is not attaching a verbal formula to the 

end of a request. It means praying as people aligned with Jesus' 
character, mission, and authority.

The promises are generous, but they are covenant promises inside 
relationship, not blank checks for autonomous desire.

Sometimes the Answer Is No
This is painful but biblical.

Paul asks three times for his "thorn in the flesh" to be removed.
God does not remove it.
Instead, Paul receives the promise, "My grace is sufficient for you" 

(2 Corinthians 12:9).
Paul's unanswered request cannot be explained by weak faith.
He is an apostle.
Nor can it simply be explained by unconfessed sin.
The text gives a redemptive purpose: the weakness protects Paul 

from pride and becomes a setting for Christ's power.
But notice that Paul learns this purpose through revelation. We 

usually do not know the specific reason behind another person's 
unanswered prayer.

Jesus Received "No" in Gethsemane
The most important unanswered prayer in Scripture may be Jesus' 
prayer before the cross.

He asks that the cup pass from Him if possible.
The cup does not pass.
Jesus submits: "Not my will, but yours, be done."
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This tells us something profound.
A denied request does not imply the person praying lacks faith, is 

unloved by the Father, or stands outside God's will.
The beloved Son receives a path through suffering rather than 

around it.
And the unanswered request becomes part of the salvation of the 

world.

Sometimes the Answer Is Wait
Scripture contains long delays.

Abraham receives a promise and waits years for Isaac.
Israel waits through slavery before exodus.
David is anointed king long before he reigns securely.

The Psalms repeatedly ask, "How long?"
Lazarus is sick, and Jesus deliberately delays before going to 

Bethany.
Delay can feel identical to denial while we are inside it.
Christianity does not give us a timetable by which every faithful 

request will eventually be granted. Some prayers remain unfulfilled 
until death. But biblical delay prevents us from equating "not yet" 
with "God did not hear."

Sometimes We Do Not Recognize the Answer
People often pray for one outcome while God provides another kind 
of help.

We pray for the removal of suffering and receive endurance.
We pray for a changed circumstance and discover our own heart 

changing.
We pray for immediate clarity and receive enough light for one 

next step.
We pray for independence and receive a community that teaches 

us dependence.
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This should not become a cliché that turns every disappointment 
into "God gave you something better." We cannot always identify a 
substitute blessing.

But Scripture frequently portrays God answering at a deeper level 
than the request first imagined.

What Role Does Sin Play?
The Bible does teach that sin can affect prayer.

Psalm 66 speaks of cherishing iniquity.
Isaiah 1 condemns religious prayer offered by people whose 

hands are filled with injustice.
First Peter connects a husband's treatment of his wife with 

hindered prayers.
James condemns selfish motives.
Therefore it would be false to say our spiritual lives never affect 

prayer.
But it is equally false to tell every person with an unanswered 

prayer, "God is punishing you for hidden sin."
Jesus rejects that simplistic logic regarding suffering.
God hears the prayers of imperfect people because prayer rests 

on grace, not moral perfection.
If only sinless people could pray effectively, no human prayer 

would be heard.

What Does Faith Have to Do With It?
Jesus sometimes connects healing with faith and rebukes unbelief.

James tells the doubting person to ask in faith.
These texts matter.
Yet "faith" is often distorted into psychological certainty that a 

desired outcome will occur.
Biblical faith is trust in God.
A person can trust God deeply while being uncertain what God 

will do.
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The leper in Mark 1 expresses exactly this posture: Jesus is able to 
heal, but the man says, "If you will."

Faith says God can.
Submission says God is Lord.
Christian prayer contains both.

Miraculous Healing and Ordinary Means
Christians should pray boldly for healing.

God can heal through extraordinary intervention.
God also ordinarily works through medicine, surgery, counseling, 

rest, nutrition, community, and skilled care.
Seeking medical help is not evidence of weak faith.
Luke was traditionally remembered as a physician. Paul gives 

practical advice concerning Timothy's physical condition. Scripture 
has no doctrine that ordinary means compete with providence.

A person may pray for healing while receiving chemotherapy.
Pray and go to the doctor.
Pray and call the counselor.
Pray and report abuse.
Pray and create a safety plan.
Prayer is not an excuse for passivity where God has given 

responsible action.

Prosperity Teaching and the Damage It Does
Some forms of prosperity theology teach that sufficient faith should 
ordinarily produce health, wealth, success, and protection.

This model struggles with the New Testament.
Jesus is rejected and crucified.
Paul is beaten, imprisoned, shipwrecked, poor, and physically 

afflicted.
Stephen is martyred.
The apostles do not treat suffering as proof of failed faith.
The gospel promises God's presence, forgiveness, resurrection, the 

Spirit, adoption, and final restoration.
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It does not promise every believer a pain-free earthly life.
Teaching otherwise places unbearable guilt on suffering people.

Prayer Changes Us - But Is That All It Does?
Some modern approaches reinterpret prayer entirely as 
psychological formation. Prayer helps us focus, become grateful, 
regulate emotion, or clarify priorities.

Prayer can certainly do those things.
But biblical prayer is more than self-change.
The Bible repeatedly portrays God responding to prayer within 

history.
Moses intercedes.
Hannah prays.
Elijah prays.
The church prays for Peter.
Paul asks churches to pray for open doors in mission.
James says the prayer of a righteous person has great power.
Christian theology therefore affirms both:
Prayer changes people.
God also acts in response to prayer.
How divine sovereignty and prayer interact is mysterious, but 

Scripture refuses to make prayer merely therapeutic monologue.

If God Already Knows, Why Pray?
Jesus says the Father knows what we need before we ask, then 
immediately teaches His disciples to pray.

God's knowledge is not an argument against prayer.
Parents often know what a child needs and still value the child's 

asking because relationship involves communication.
More deeply, Christian providence includes means as well as 

ends. God may ordain to give certain things through prayer.
The fact that God knows the harvest does not make farming 

pointless. The fact that God knows who will hear the gospel does not 
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make preaching pointless. The fact that God knows our needs does 
not make prayer pointless.

He invites participation.

The Psalms Teach Us to Protest
Many believers think unanswered prayer must be met with polite 
religious language.

The Psalms disagree.
"How long?"
"Why do you hide?"
"Awake!"
"Do not be silent."

Biblical lament is not unbelief.
It is wounded faith refusing to speak about God instead of 

speaking to God.
A lament assumes relationship strongly enough to complain 

within it.
This is one of Scripture's greatest gifts to disappointed people.
You do not have to pretend.

Commentary Voice: Calvin on Prayer as the Exercise of Faith
Calvin calls prayer a chief exercise of faith. For him, prayer does not 
inform an ignorant God or manipulate a reluctant one. It trains 
believers to seek in God what He promises to provide, to recognize 
dependence, and to receive gifts with gratitude.

Yet Calvin does not reduce prayer to self-formation. God 
genuinely ordains prayer as a means through which His providence 
operates.

This balances sovereignty and participation.

Commentary Voice: Spurgeon on Prayer and Providence
Spurgeon was famous for confidence in prayer while also living 
through prayers whose answers were not immediate or obvious. His 
preaching urges believers to ask boldly because God's power is real, 
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yet his wider pastoral life contains chronic illness, depression, and 
losses that did not vanish through spiritual confidence.

That combination is healthy.
Boldness without presumption.
Dependence without fatalism.
Hope without denial.

When Prayer Seems to Make Faith Harder
Sometimes continued prayer intensifies doubt.

Each day without the requested answer becomes another piece of 
apparent evidence that God is absent.

What then?
First, distinguish God's existence from the particular outcome you 

requested. A denied request cannot by itself prove no one heard it.
Second, examine whether Christianity actually promised the 

outcome. Many crises of faith arise from promises God never made.
Third, bring disappointment into prayer itself. The Psalms do.
Fourth, remain connected to Christian community. Isolation 

magnifies despair.
Fifth, allow others to pray when you cannot.
Romans 8 gives an extraordinary picture: the Spirit helps 

believers in weakness when they do not know how to pray, and 
Christ intercedes for them.

Christian hope does not ultimately depend on the eloquence of 
our prayers.

The Prayer God Has Already Answered in Christ
The gospel does not promise we will understand every unanswered 
prayer.

It gives us one answered prayer larger than all others: God's 
kingdom and redemption have broken into history through Jesus.

The resurrection means God's final answer to suffering is life.
The Spirit is called a down payment of what is coming.
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Every healing in this life is temporary unless Christ returns first. 
Even Lazarus died again.

Final resurrection is the healing that cannot be reversed.
This does not make present requests unimportant.
It places them within a larger hope.

What Christians Should Not Say
Do not tell someone a loved one died because they lacked faith.

Do not promise a specific miracle God has not promised.
Do not use "God has something better" when you do not know 

that the lost earthly good will be replaced in a visible way.
Do not make prayer a technique for controlling outcomes.
Do not discourage medical, psychological, legal, or practical help.
Do not shame lament.
Do not confuse God's silence with permission to stop speaking to 

Him.

Supporting Scriptures for Further Study
• Psalm 13 - unanswered prayer and lament
• Psalm 42-43 - speaking hope amid despair
• Psalm 66:16-20 - sin, prayer, and God's hearing
• Matthew 6:5-13 - Jesus' pattern for prayer
• Matthew 7:7-11 - asking a good Father
• Matthew 26:36-46 - Gethsemane
• Mark 1:40-45 - "If you will"
• Luke 18:1-8 - persistent prayer
• John 11:1-44 - delay before Lazarus' resurrection
• John 15:1-17 - abiding and asking
• Romans 8:18-39 - groaning, Spirit, intercession
• 2 Corinthians 12:7-10 - Paul's unanswered request
• Philippians 4:4-9 - prayer in anxiety
• James 1:2-8 - asking in faith
• James 4:1-3 - disordered motives
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• James 5:13-18 - prayer for the suffering and sick
• 1 John 5:13-15 - prayer according to God's will

Questions for Reflection and Discussion
1. Which unanswered prayer has most shaped your view of God?

2. What is the difference between confident prayer and attempting 
to control God?

3. How do Gethsemane and Paul's thorn challenge the idea that 
faithful prayer always receives the desired outcome?

4. What does it mean to pray "according to God's will" without 
becoming passive?

5. When can sin affect prayer, and why is it harmful to assume 
every unanswered request proves hidden sin?

6. How can prayer be a real cause within God's sovereign 
providence?

7. What can biblical lament teach people who are disappointed 
with God?

8. How does resurrection change the horizon of prayers for healing 
and deliverance?

A Closing Thought
Sometimes faith receives the miracle.

Sometimes faith receives strength to endure without it.
And sometimes faith has almost no words left at all.
In those moments Christianity does not say, "Pray better."
It says the Spirit helps us in our weakness, Christ intercedes for 

us, and the Father already knows what we cannot say.
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PART FOUR - WHAT ABOUT CHRISTIANS 
THEMSELVES?
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CHAPTER 16

Hasn't Christianity Caused a Lot 
of Harm?

The Objection Christians Must Not Evade
A person does not have to search far to find harm associated with 
Christianity.

Church leaders have abused children and covered it up.
Clergy have exploited vulnerable people financially and sexually.
Christians have used Scripture to defend slavery and racism.
Religious wars have been fought.
Colonial projects have sometimes traveled with missionary 

language.
Women have been silenced when reporting abuse.
Political movements have used Christian identity as a weapon.
Church communities have shamed people, protected powerful 

offenders, ostracized honest doubters, and substituted reputation 
management for repentance.
Then Christians say, "Come meet Jesus."

Why should anyone listen?
This question cannot be answered by pretending the record is 

clean.
It is not.

Confession Before Defense
Christians often become defensive because criticism of the church 
feels like criticism of Christ.

But the New Testament gives us another pattern.
Confession is not betrayal of the church.
It is obedience.
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First John says believers who claim to be without sin deceive 
themselves. James tells Christians to confess sins to one another. 
Jesus commands reconciliation. Church discipline assumes 
Christians can commit serious evil requiring public action.

The prophets frequently criticize God's own covenant people 
more fiercely than outsiders do.

Isaiah condemns worship disconnected from justice.
Jeremiah confronts leaders who use God's temple as false 

security.
Ezekiel condemns shepherds who feed themselves instead of the 

flock.
Jesus reserves some of His harshest words for religious hypocrisy.
The Bible is not embarrassed by the sins of religious institutions.
It exposes them.

The Difference Between Christianity and Christians
A common response says, "Don't judge Christianity by Christians; 
judge it by Christ."

There is truth here, but it can become evasive.
Christianity claims Christ changes people. If Christian 

communities consistently produce cruelty, hypocrisy, and abuse, 
that raises a legitimate question about the faith's transforming 
power.

So Christians cannot simply detach themselves from every failure.
At the same time, a teaching and its violation are not logically 

identical.
If Jesus commands enemy-love and a Christian hates enemies, the 

hatred does not disprove the command. It violates it.
If Jesus condemns religious leaders who exploit the vulnerable 

and a pastor exploits the vulnerable, the pastor's behavior confirms 
Jesus' moral diagnosis rather than refuting it.

The relevant questions are:
Does the harmful behavior follow from Christian teaching?
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Does Christian teaching contain resources to condemn and 
correct it?

What happens when Christians actually live according to Jesus' 
commands?

Christianity Predicts Hypocrisy
The existence of false or corrupt Christian leaders is not a 
phenomenon the New Testament failed to anticipate.

Jesus warns about wolves in sheep's clothing.
He says some will use religious language and miraculous claims 

while remaining unknown to Him.
Paul warns elders that fierce wolves will arise even from among 

church leaders.
Peter condemns false teachers driven by sensuality and greed.
Jude warns of infiltrators who exploit grace.
This does not excuse abuse.
It means Christianity's own texts provide categories for 

identifying it.
A corrupt pastor is not evidence that Jesus forgot religious 

corruption was possible.
Jesus warned us about him.

"By Their Fruits You Will Know Them"
But Jesus also says fruit matters.

Christianity cannot hide forever behind doctrinal correctness 
while producing rotten communities.

The fruit of the Spirit includes love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, 
goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control.

James says true religion cares for the vulnerable and refuses 
corruption.

John says someone who claims to love God while hating a brother 
is a liar.

Churches therefore should be judged morally by their own 
Scriptures.
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Do they protect children?
Do leaders accept accountability?
Do victims have safe ways to report harm?
Are finances transparent?
Are the weak heard?
Is repentance real?
Is power treated as stewardship or entitlement?
A ministry that proclaims the right doctrine while habitually 

protecting evil is contradicting its confession.

Abuse and the Misuse of Forgiveness
One especially destructive pattern occurs when Christian language is 
used to protect abusers.
"You need to forgive."
"Don't gossip."
"Touch not God's anointed."
"Think about the church's reputation."
"Submit to authority."

Biblical words can be weaponized by removing them from 
biblical justice.

Forgiveness does not mean refusing police involvement where 
crimes occur.

Forgiveness does not require restoring an offender immediately 
to trust or leadership.

Reconciliation and forgiveness are related but not identical.
Repentance has fruit.
Church leaders are subject to moral qualifications and 

accountability, not exempt from them.
Romans 13 recognizes civil authority's role in responding to 

wrongdoing. Churches do not possess a spiritual right to conceal 
crimes from lawful investigation.

Slavery and Christianity
The history of slavery creates another severe challenge.
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Christians defended slavery using the Bible.
Christians also opposed slavery using the Bible.
How can the same book support both?
The biblical world contains forms of slavery and servitude that 

differ in important ways across periods and cultures. Some 
arrangements were debt-related and regulated; other realities 
involved conquest and ownership that modern readers rightly find 
morally disturbing. The New Testament addresses Christians living 
within the Roman slave system rather than launching a direct 
political abolition campaign.

Defenders of modern racial chattel slavery often read those texts 
as blanket approval while ignoring major biblical principles: all 
humans bear God's image, kidnapping people for slavery is 
condemned, masters are morally accountable, slave and free share 
equal status in Christ, and Philemon is urged to receive Onesimus 
"no longer as a slave" in the ordinary sense but as a beloved brother.

Abolitionist Christians drew powerfully on Exodus, human 
equality, neighbor-love, and gospel brotherhood.

The history should humble Christians. Biblical interpretation can 
be corrupted by economic interest and cultural prejudice.

Racism and the Church
Racial hierarchy is fundamentally incompatible with the Christian 
doctrine of humanity.

All people descend from the same human family.
All bear God's image.
All stand under sin.
All are offered the same gospel.
Pentecost pushes the message across languages.
The early church struggles painfully to overcome Jew-Gentile 

barriers.
Revelation envisions a redeemed people from every tribe and 

nation.
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Yet Christians have segregated churches, defended racist laws, 
participated in terror, and used theology to sanctify prejudice.

The contradiction should not be softened.
When Christians did this, they sinned against doctrines they 

claimed to believe.
The proper Christian response includes truth-telling, repentance, 

repair where possible, and practices that embody the unity 
proclaimed in Christ.

Religious Wars and Political Power
Christian history includes episodes of coercion and warfare 
involving religious identity: crusades, sectarian conflicts, state 
churches persecuting dissenters, and political rulers using religion to 
consolidate power.

Historical causation is rarely simple. Political, economic, 
territorial, ethnic, and dynastic motives often intertwine with 
theology.

It would be dishonest to say religion played no role.
It would be equally simplistic to treat every war fought by 

nominally Christian societies as caused by the teachings of Jesus.
The New Testament's missionary method is proclamation and 

suffering witness, not forced conversion.
Whenever Christianity becomes a badge of national or imperial 

dominance, the church should remember that its Lord was crucified 
by a political empire and told His followers not to advance His 
kingdom by the sword.

What About the Good Christianity Has Done?
Christians sometimes respond to criticism by listing hospitals, 
schools, charities, abolitionists, relief organizations, adoption 
ministries, medical missions, and reform movements.

Those contributions are real and worth remembering.
But they should not become a moral balance sheet used to erase 

victims.
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If a hospital saves thousands of lives, that does not excuse one 
abused child.

Likewise, one atrocity does not erase every good action.
History should be told truthfully in both directions.
Christianity has inspired extraordinary sacrificial service.
Christians have also betrayed Christianity spectacularly.
The truth of the gospel does not rest on pretending one side 

cancels the other.

The Cross Leaves Christians No Room for Superiority
At the center of Christian faith is a crucified Savior.

That should permanently destroy triumphalism.
Christians are not the good people who escaped judgment because 

God recognized their superiority.
They are sinners who live by mercy.
Paul asks, "What do you have that you did not receive?"
Ephesians says salvation is a gift so no one may boast.
The doctrine of grace means the church should be the community 

most capable of confession because its identity does not depend on 
pretending innocence.

We can say, "We sinned," without saying, "Therefore Christ 
failed."

Indeed, refusal to confess suggests we have forgotten Christ.

When Hypocrisy Becomes an Argument Against Faith
Suppose someone says, "I watched Christians behave worse than 
atheists, so I left Christianity."

The Christian should not immediately debate.
Ask what happened.
If the person was abused, betrayed, or manipulated, moral 

listening comes first.
Then distinguish two questions:
Was what happened evil?
Does that evil make Jesus false?
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The answer to the first may be an emphatic yes.
The second requires a separate argument.
Peter's denial did not make Jesus less Lord.
Judas' betrayal did not make Jesus less innocent.
The corruption of a church leader does not change whether the 

tomb was empty.
But it may make it much harder for a wounded person to trust 

anyone who talks about the tomb.
Christians should understand that.

Commentary Voice: Augustine and the Mixed Church
Augustine wrote amid controversy about whether the moral failure 
of clergy invalidated Christian ministry. His broader doctrine of the 
church recognizes a mixed community in history: genuine and false 
believers can exist visibly together until God's final judgment.

This does not reduce the importance of holiness. It prevents us 
from equating the visible institution perfectly with the kingdom of 
God.

The church is called holy because it belongs to Christ and is being 
sanctified, not because every person in its buildings is morally safe.

Commentary Voice: Calvin on Reform Beginning in the 
Church
The Reformation itself arose partly from claims that church 
structures and practices had become corrupt. Calvin's writings 
repeatedly insist that church authority stands under God's Word.

That principle matters beyond sixteenth-century debates.
No pastor, denomination, tradition, ministry founder, or 

institution stands above correction.
"Christian" is not a shield from accountability.

The Scandal Christianity Actually Predicts
The gospel predicts two things at once.

People united to Christ should change.
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And until final glorification, sin remains active even in Christian 
communities.

Therefore we should expect real transformation and real failures.
What we should not accept is normalized unrepentant evil 

defended in Jesus' name.
The New Testament treats persistent hypocrisy as evidence that a 

profession of faith may be false.
Grace forgives sinners.
Grace does not rename darkness as light.

A Better Apology From the Church
Sometimes the best apologetic is an apology.
"That was wrong."
"We should have protected you."
"We believed the leader instead of the victim."
"We used Scripture carelessly."
"We were racist."
"We cared more about reputation than truth."
"We need to make this right."

Repentance cannot undo every harm, but it can stop adding 
spiritual gaslighting to the original injury.

A church that never says "we were wrong" is not demonstrating 
confidence in the gospel.

It is demonstrating fear.

What Christians Should Not Say
Do not answer abuse stories with "not all Christians."

Do not defend institutions before listening to victims.
Do not use forgiveness to obstruct justice.
Do not romanticize Christian history.
Do not pretend harmful behavior is irrelevant to Christian 

witness.
Do not confuse exposing church sin with attacking Christ.
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Do not make a historical sin disappear by pointing to historical 
good.

Supporting Scriptures for Further Study
• Isaiah 1:10-20 - worship without justice condemned
• Ezekiel 34 - corrupt shepherds
• Micah 6:6-8 - justice, mercy, humility
• Matthew 7:15-23 - false prophets and fruit
• Matthew 23 - Jesus' denunciation of religious hypocrisy
• John 13:34-35 - love as a mark of discipleship
• Acts 20:28-31 - wolves among church leaders
• Romans 2:17-24 - hypocrisy dishonoring God's name
• 1 Corinthians 5 - church discipline
• Galatians 5:13-26 - flesh and Spirit
• Ephesians 2:8-10, 14-18 - grace and reconciled humanity
• 1 Timothy 3:1-13 - leadership qualifications
• James 1:26-27 - true religion and the vulnerable
• 1 Peter 5:1-4 - non-domineering leadership
• 1 John 1:5-10 - confession and truth
• Revelation 5:9-10 - redeemed people from every nation

Questions for Reflection and Discussion
1. Which harms associated with Christianity most affect your trust 

in the church or faith itself?
2. How can we distinguish a teaching from behavior that violates 

the teaching without becoming evasive?
3. What practices make a church safer and more accountable?

4. How has Scripture been both misused to defend injustice and 
used to confront it?

5. Why does grace create a stronger basis for confession rather 
than image management?

6. Can hypocrisy count as evidence against a religious claim? If so, 
how much and in what way?
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7. What does genuine institutional repentance require beyond 
words?

8. How would Christian witness change if churches were known for 
rapid truth-telling and protection of the vulnerable?

A Closing Thought
The church's failures are real.

Some deserve tears before arguments.
But Christianity does not ask us to place ultimate faith in the 

church's moral record.
It asks us to look through a broken community toward its 

unbroken Lord - and then demands that the community repent 
wherever it blocks the view.
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CHAPTER 17

If God Knows Everything, Do We 
Really Have Free Will?

The Puzzle
You are deciding whether to tell the truth.

Before you choose, God already knows exactly what you will do.
Can you choose otherwise?
If yes, couldn't God's knowledge be wrong?
If no, in what sense are you free?
Add divine sovereignty and the problem intensifies. Christianity 

does not merely say God knows the future. Scripture says He works 
according to His purpose, governs history, answers prayer, raises 
and removes rulers, and accomplishes His will.

Then Scripture turns around and holds humans responsible for 
choices.

How can both be true?
This question has occupied Augustine, Aquinas, Luther, Calvin, 

Arminius, Wesley, Edwards, and generations of philosophers.
A 250-page book could be written on this chapter alone.
Our goal is more modest: identify the biblical data, clarify the 

philosophical options, and show where Christian disagreement is 
legitimate.

Foreknowledge Is Not the Same as Causation
Start with a basic distinction.

Knowing an event is not the same as causing it.
If you watch a recorded football game and already know the final 

score, your knowledge does not cause the quarterback's 
interception.
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That analogy is imperfect because your knowledge comes after 
the original event, whereas God's knowledge does not depend on 
learning history.

Still, it exposes a logical mistake. The fact that an action is 
certainly known does not by itself identify what causes the action.

The deeper question is whether infallible prior knowledge makes 
alternative possibility impossible.

Does Certainty Mean Necessity?
Suppose God infallibly knows that tomorrow you will choose coffee.

Then you will choose coffee. Otherwise God's belief would be 
false.

Does that mean you are forced to choose coffee?
Philosophers distinguish different kinds of necessity.
It may be certain that you choose coffee because God knows the 

free choice you will make. That does not necessarily mean an 
external force compels you against your will.

The sequence could be described either way:
You choose coffee because God foreknew it.
Or God foreknows coffee because that is what you freely choose 

within the history He eternally knows.
Classical theism complicates temporal language further by 

understanding God as not learning the future moment by moment as 
creatures do.

What Does "Free" Mean?
Much disagreement occurs because people define freedom 
differently.
#### Libertarian Freedom

A libertarian account usually says a free person, in the same 
relevant circumstances, genuinely could choose A or not-A. The 
choice is not determined by prior causes in a way that makes only 
one outcome possible.

Many Arminian and Molinist Christians work with some form of 
libertarian freedom.
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#### Compatibilist Freedom
Compatibilism says a person can be genuinely responsible even if 

choices arise from desires, character, and causes within a 
providential order. Freedom means acting voluntarily according to 
what one wants without external coercion, even if the wants 
themselves have explanations.

Many Reformed theologians use a compatibilist model.
A person who lies because he wants to lie acts freely in the 

morally relevant sense even if God's providence encompasses the 
action.
#### Source or Reasons-Responsive Accounts

Contemporary philosophers offer additional models focusing on 
whether the action genuinely flows from the person, whether the 
person responds appropriately to reasons, and whether 
manipulation or coercion is present.

The Bible does not use modern philosophical vocabulary, so 
Christians should be careful about claiming one technical theory is 
stated explicitly on every page.

Scripture Strongly Affirms God's Knowledge
Psalm 139 describes God knowing words before they reach the 
tongue and knowing the days ordained for the psalmist.

Isaiah 46 presents God as declaring the end from the beginning.
Jesus predicts Peter's denial.
Prophecy throughout Scripture assumes God's knowledge is not a 

guess.
Classical Christianity therefore rejects the idea that God is merely 

highly informed about possibilities while remaining ignorant of 
future free choices.

Some modern open theists have proposed forms of divine 
knowledge where future free acts are not yet definite objects of 
knowledge. Most historic Christian traditions regard that model as 
inconsistent with biblical prophecy and God's exhaustive knowledge.
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Scripture Strongly Affirms Human Responsibility
At the same time, biblical commands are not theater.

Israel is called to choose whom it will serve.
Prophets call people to repent.
Jesus calls hearers to believe.
Paul reasons, persuades, warns, and pleads.
Judgment is based on deeds.
People are praised for faithfulness and condemned for rebellion.
No Christian theology can erase meaningful human agency 

without doing violence to this pattern.

Joseph: One Event, Two Intentions
Genesis 50:20 is a classic text.

Joseph tells his brothers, "You meant evil against me, but God 
meant it for good."

Notice what Scripture does not say.
It does not say the brothers did evil while God later improvised a 

positive outcome.
Nor does it say God meant the action for good, therefore the 

brothers were innocent.
The same history contains two levels of intention.
Human intention: evil.
Divine intention: good.
Both are real.
This is a biblical form of compatibilist providence whether or not 

one accepts every later Reformed conclusion.

The Cross: The Strongest Example
Acts 2 says Jesus was delivered up according to God's definite plan 
and foreknowledge, and the audience is still held responsible for 
crucifying Him.

Acts 4 says Herod, Pontius Pilate, Gentiles, and peoples did what 
God's hand and plan had predestined to take place.
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If divine planning automatically erased responsibility, the New 
Testament's central event would become morally incoherent.

Instead, Scripture places sovereignty and culpability in the same 
sentence.

God's purpose does not make Judas faithful.
Pilate's guilt does not make the cross accidental.

Pharaoh and Hardening
Exodus adds another difficult example.

Sometimes Pharaoh hardens his heart.
Sometimes his heart is described as hardened.
Sometimes God hardens it.
Romans 9 later uses Pharaoh in a discussion of divine sovereignty.
Different Christian traditions read the sequence differently. Some 

emphasize God judicially hardening a ruler already committed to 
oppression. Others emphasize unconditional sovereign purpose.

What is hard to deny is that the text refuses a simple either/or.
Pharaoh is not portrayed as an innocent puppet.
God is not portrayed as a helpless observer.

Augustine and the Will in Bondage
Augustine's mature theology emphasizes that the fallen human will 
is real but morally disordered. Humans choose what they love, yet 
their loves are bent by sin. Grace does not merely provide 
information; it heals and liberates the will to love God.

This creates a richer idea of freedom than "I can select either 
option at any moment."

A drug addict can make voluntary choices while experiencing 
profound bondage.

A person consumed by pride may do what he wants while being 
unable to want the good rightly.

Jesus says everyone who practices sin is a slave to sin, then speaks 
of the Son making people truly free (John 8:34-36).

Biblical freedom is not simply maximal choice.
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It is freedom for righteousness.

Calvin and Providence
Calvin insists that nothing occurs outside God's providence while 
also distinguishing divine intention from human intention. Human 
agents act according to their own motives and are responsible 
precisely because they are not externally coerced into motives they 
hate.

Critics worry that this makes God the author of evil.
Reformed theology responds by distinguishing primary and 

secondary causation and by denying that God's holy intention shares 
the moral quality of the creature's sinful intention.

Whether one finds the model satisfying, it is an attempt to 
preserve both biblical sovereignty and moral responsibility rather 
than sacrifice one.

Arminian Freedom and Prevenient Grace
Arminian theology emphasizes God's universal saving love and the 
need for grace to enable a real response. Because sin has corrupted 
humanity, people do not possess spiritually neutral freedom by 
nature. Prevenient grace restores an ability to respond without 
determining the response.

This model seeks to preserve robust libertarian freedom while 
maintaining that salvation begins with grace rather than human 
self-rescue.

Critics ask whether God's foreknowledge of the response makes 
the outcome effectively fixed and whether prevenient grace is 
explicitly taught in the proposed form.

Arminians respond that certainty of foreknowledge is not causal 
determination.

Molinism and Middle Knowledge
Molinism attempts a different reconciliation.

God knows not only what could happen and what will happen, 
but what every free creature would do in any possible circumstance. 
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By choosing to create a particular world, God sovereignly orders 
history while creatures make genuinely libertarian choices.

Supporters appeal to biblical counterfactuals, such as Jesus saying 
certain cities would have repented under different conditions.

Critics question what grounds truths about what nonexistent free 
creatures would do and whether the model limits God's freedom.

Molinism shows how sophisticated the discussion becomes once 
Christians try to explain the biblical data philosophically.

Does Prayer Change God's Plan?
If God already knows and ordains history, why pray?

The answer parallels Chapter 15.
God's providence includes means.
If God ordains that rain comes after Elijah prays, the prayer is 

part of providence, not a disruption of it.
From our perspective, prayer makes a real difference because 

God has chosen a world in which human actions, including prayers, 
are genuine causes.

Divine sovereignty does not make creaturely causation unreal.
A farmer's work matters even if God gives the harvest.
A preacher's words matter even if God opens the heart.
A parent's decision matters even if God governs history.

Is God Responsible for Evil?
This is the moral heart of the debate.

If God creates a world knowing every atrocity, permits those 
atrocities, and could prevent them, what responsibility does He 
bear?

Every Christian model faces the question, not only Calvinism.
Arminian God knowingly creates people who will misuse 

freedom.
Molinist God chooses a world while knowing counterfactual 

outcomes.
Reformed God ordains history more strongly.
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The problem of evil therefore cannot be solved merely by moving 
to a different freedom model.

Christian theology ultimately appeals to God's holy character, 
morally distinct intentions, creaturely responsibility, and His 
redemptive purpose in Christ.

The cross again becomes the central case: God ordains the event 
while condemning the wicked intentions of those who carry it out.

Could We Be Free in Heaven?
An interesting objection asks:

If heaven contains free people who never sin, why didn't God 
simply create humans in that state?

Augustine offers a classic framework.
Humanity was created with the ability not to sin.
Fallen humanity becomes bound by sin.
Redeemed humanity is progressively liberated.
Glorified humanity will reach a freedom in which sin no longer 

captivates desire.
God Himself cannot sin, yet Christians do not conclude God lacks 

freedom.
Perfect freedom may not mean perpetual ability to choose evil.
It may mean unimpeded ability to love the good.
Why God chose a history involving creation, fall, redemption, and 

glorification rather than immediate glorification remains a deeper 
providential mystery. Christianity's answer is that the final world 
will display dimensions of grace, mercy, justice, sacrifice, and 
redeemed love that an unfallen history would not display in the 
same way.

Responsibility Requires More Than Alternative Possibilities
Suppose a person is so honest in character that she cannot imagine 
betraying a friend for money. We normally do not say her inability 
to desire betrayal makes her less morally admirable.
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Moral freedom may involve being the source of action in 
accordance with one's character, not merely possessing equal 
psychological attraction to every possibility.

This helps explain why Scripture can call people slaves to sin 
while still responsible: they act from hearts that truly belong to 
them, even though those hearts need liberation.

Mystery Without Contradiction
Christians should resist claiming the sovereignty-freedom question 
is easy.

But difficulty does not equal contradiction.
A contradiction would be:
"Humans are never causes of their actions" and "humans are 

causes of their actions" in the same sense.
Historic Christian models instead distinguish levels of causation, 

kinds of necessity, intentions, and definitions of freedom.
We may not possess a complete model.
Scripture gives us enough to refuse two reductions:
God is not a helpless spectator.
Humans are not morally meaningless puppets.

What Christians Should Not Say
Do not pretend centuries of Christian disagreement can be solved by 
one proof text.

Do not accuse every Christian holding another freedom model of 
denying God's sovereignty or human responsibility.

Do not use providence to excuse sin: "God ordained it, so I am not 
responsible."

Do not make human freedom so absolute that God becomes 
ignorant or unable to accomplish His purposes.

Do not make sovereignty so simplistic that biblical commands, 
warnings, and moral intentions become unreal.

Supporting Scriptures for Further Study
• Genesis 50:15-21 - human and divine intentions



HONEST QUESTIONS  |  HARD QUESTIONS, HONEST ANSWERS

202

• Exodus 7-14 - Pharaoh's hardening
• Deuteronomy 30:15-20 - choice and covenant responsibility
• Joshua 24:14-24 - choosing whom to serve
• Psalm 139:1-18 - exhaustive divine knowledge
• Proverbs 16:1-9, 33 - plans, providence, and apparent chance
• Isaiah 46:8-11 - God declaring the end from the beginning
• John 6:35-45 - coming to Christ and divine drawing
• John 8:31-36 - slavery to sin and true freedom
• Acts 2:22-24 - predestined cross and human guilt
• Acts 4:23-31 - divine plan and human agents
• Romans 8:28-30 - God's saving purpose
• Romans 9-11 - sovereignty, responsibility, mercy
• Philippians 2:12-13 - human working and divine working
• James 1:13-18 - God not morally tempting to evil

Questions for Reflection and Discussion
1. What do you mean when you say a person is "free"?

2. Does knowing an action cause the action? Why or why not?

3. How do Genesis 50 and Acts 2 hold divine purpose and human 
intention together?

4. Which model - libertarian, compatibilist, Arminian, Reformed, 
Molinist, or another - seems most coherent to you?

5. What difficulty does your preferred model still face?

6. Can a person act voluntarily and still be enslaved to sin?

7. Why might glorified inability to sin count as greater freedom 
rather than less?

8. How should uncertainty about the mechanics affect everyday 
responsibility and prayer?

A Closing Thought
You are not a puppet.

And God is not a spectator.
Scripture refuses to purchase one truth by selling the other.
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Our choices matter because we are real creatures acting in a 
history that is, at the same time, never outside the hands of God.
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CHAPTER 18

Why Do Christians Still Struggle 
With Sin?

If Jesus Changes People, Why Are Christians Still Messy?
The gospel promises new life.

Christians speak of being born again.
Paul says anyone in Christ is a new creation.
The Holy Spirit lives in believers.
Then why do Christians still become angry, selfish, lustful, 

anxious, dishonest, jealous, proud, addicted, impatient, and 
sometimes catastrophically sinful?

Why do old habits remain?
Why can conversion feel dramatic for one person and painfully 

gradual for another?
Why does someone who loves Jesus still have thoughts and 

desires he hates?
Does continuing sin prove Christianity does not work?

Salvation Has a Past, Present, and Future
One reason for confusion is that Christians use the word salvation 
for a whole redemptive reality with several dimensions.
#### Justification

God declares the believer righteous in relation to His law because 
of Christ, received through faith.

This concerns status.
It is not a slow process of becoming good enough to be accepted.

#### Regeneration
God gives spiritual life. The person who was dead toward God is 

made alive, given new desires, and united to Christ.
#### Sanctification
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The believer is progressively transformed in character and 
practice.

This is lifelong.
#### Glorification

At resurrection, believers are finally freed from sin's presence 
and made fully like Christ in holiness.

Confusing these categories creates unrealistic expectations.
A justified person is fully accepted in Christ while still being 

incompletely sanctified.

New Creation Does Not Mean Instant Maturity
A newborn child is genuinely alive and genuinely immature.

New birth works similarly as an analogy.
When Jesus speaks of being born again, the image does not imply 

immediate adulthood.
The New Testament calls Christians to grow.
Peter tells believers to desire spiritual nourishment.
Paul rebukes Corinthian Christians for immaturity.
Hebrews criticizes readers who should be mature but still need 

elementary teaching.
Growth is expected precisely because conversion is the beginning 

of a transformed life, not the final stage.

The Presence of Battle Can Be Evidence of Life
Before conversion, a person can certainly experience moral conflict. 
Conscience is universal, and non-Christians often fight harmful 
desires.

But Christian conversion introduces a particular kind of conflict 
described in Galatians 5: the desires of the flesh oppose the desires 
of the Spirit.

Paul does not tell the Galatians that the existence of conflict 
proves they lack the Spirit.

The conflict exists because two directions are now at war.



HONEST QUESTIONS  |  HARD QUESTIONS, HONEST ANSWERS

206

A person may become more aware of sin after coming to Christ, 
not because she is becoming worse but because light exposes what 
was previously normal.

A room can look clean in dim light and dusty when the sun comes 
through the window.

Conviction can feel discouraging while actually accompanying 
growth.

Romans 7: Christian Experience or Pre-Christian Experience?
Romans 7 contains Paul's famous description of doing what he hates 
and failing to do what he wants.

Christians disagree about exactly where this experience sits in 
Paul's argument.

Some read it primarily as the experience of a regenerate believer 
struggling against indwelling sin.

Others read it as life under the law apart from the liberating 
power of the Spirit, with Romans 8 describing the distinctly Christian 
condition.

Still others see Paul dramatizing Israel or Adamic humanity.
Whatever interpretation one adopts, the wider New Testament 

clearly teaches that believers still battle sin while also possessing 
new power through the Spirit.

Romans 8 does not say the battle disappears.
It says believers are no longer condemned and are empowered to 

put sinful deeds to death.

Sin's Penalty, Power, and Presence
A useful traditional distinction is:

In justification, believers are delivered from sin's condemnation.
In sanctification, they are progressively delivered from sin's 

reigning power.
In glorification, they will be delivered from sin's presence.
This helps us understand the "already and not yet" character of 

Christian life.
The decisive victory has occurred in Christ.
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The war continues in us.
Final peace is coming.

Grace Is Not Permission
Whenever Christians emphasize forgiveness, an objection appears:

If salvation is by grace, why not sin freely?
Paul anticipates exactly this in Romans 6.
"Shall we continue in sin that grace may abound?"
His answer is emphatic: no.
Why?
Because salvation unites believers to Christ's death and 

resurrection. Grace does not merely cancel a legal record while 
leaving the person comfortably enslaved. Grace creates a new 
allegiance.

Christians may fall into sin.
They cannot make peace with sin as though Christ died to 

preserve slavery.

What Does Real Christian Growth Look Like?
People often look for dramatic perfection.

The New Testament often describes slower fruit.
Love.
Patience.
Self-control.
Faithfulness.
Kindness.
A quicker willingness to confess.
A growing hatred of what once felt normal.
A deeper ability to forgive.
Less need to defend the ego.
Increasing generosity.
Greater tenderness toward suffering.
More hunger for God.



HONEST QUESTIONS  |  HARD QUESTIONS, HONEST ANSWERS

208

Progress can be uneven.
Some sins may lose power quickly. Others become long wars.
Personality, trauma, habits, biology, social environment, 

discipleship, and community all affect the shape of change.
Sanctification is spiritual without being disembodied.

Addiction and Sanctification
Addiction requires special care.

A Christian struggling with alcohol, drugs, pornography, 
gambling, compulsive behavior, or another addiction may be told 
simply to "pray harder."

Prayer matters.
So do repentance, accountability, boundaries, medical treatment 

where appropriate, counseling, recovery groups, removal of access, 
and honest community.

The body and brain participate in habit.
Using ordinary means of care does not deny spiritual dependence.
Christian sanctification can include professional help.
Grace does not make practical wisdom unnecessary.

Mental Health and Sin
Christians must also distinguish moral sin from symptoms of mental 
or neurological illness.

Depression is not automatically unbelief.
Intrusive thoughts are not identical to chosen desires.
Anxiety disorders are not simply failure to obey "do not be 

anxious."
Trauma responses can affect emotion and behavior in ways 

requiring skilled care.
At the same time, mental illness does not make moral categories 

disappear entirely. Humans remain integrated persons.
Pastoral wisdom avoids both extremes:

"Every struggle is sin."
"No struggle has any moral dimension."
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The goal is truthful care of the whole person.

Hypocrisy Versus Struggle
There is a major difference between struggling with sin and 
defending sin.

The struggling Christian says, "This is wrong. I hate that I return 
to it. I need grace and help."

The hypocrite may cultivate an image of holiness while hiding, 
excusing, or exploiting sin.

First John says Christians confess sins rather than claiming 
sinlessness.

Repentance does not mean never failing again.
It means the direction of the heart turns toward God rather than 

making a treaty with rebellion.

Can a Christian Commit Serious Sin?
Biblical examples say yes.

David commits grievous sin.
Peter denies Jesus publicly.
Corinthian believers behave scandalously.
Galatian believers fall into serious doctrinal and relational error.
But serious sin is treated seriously.
David experiences devastating consequences.
Peter weeps bitterly and is restored.
Paul calls churches to discipline and repentance.
Grace is not the denial of consequence.

What About Someone Who Never Changes?
This question moves into the doctrine of assurance.

If a person professes faith for decades but shows no repentance, 
no love, no concern for holiness, and persistent unchallenged 
exploitation, should we simply say "once saved, always saved" and 
ignore the life?

The New Testament does not.
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Jesus says trees are known by fruit.
James says faith without works is dead.
First John connects knowing God with obedience and love.
These works do not earn salvation.
They are evidence of living faith.
Christian traditions disagree over whether a true believer can 

finally fall away. Reformed theology emphasizes perseverance of the 
saints: God preserves those He truly saves. Arminian traditions allow 
the possibility of genuine apostasy.

Both traditions take warnings and perseverance seriously.
Neither should encourage complacent profession without fruit.

Assurance Is Grounded in Christ, Not Perfection
If believers look only at their performance, assurance will oscillate 
constantly.

One good week produces confidence.
One failure produces despair.
The gospel directs faith first toward Christ's finished work.
Romans 8 begins with "no condemnation" for those in Christ 

Jesus.
First John says when believers sin, they have an advocate with the 

Father: Jesus Christ the righteous.
At the same time, Scripture encourages self-examination and 

growth.
Assurance has an objective foundation - Christ - and subjective 

confirmations - the Spirit's work, faith, repentance, love, 
perseverance.

Commentary Voice: Augustine on Grace and Disordered 
Love
Augustine sees sin fundamentally as disordered love. We love lesser 
goods as though they were ultimate and fail to love God and 
neighbor rightly.

Sanctification therefore is not merely behavior management.
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It is the reordering of love through grace.
That explains why transformation takes depth and time. External 

rules can restrain actions, but only grace can reshape what the heart 
finds beautiful.

Commentary Voice: Calvin on Union With Christ
Calvin refuses to separate justification and sanctification as though 
Christ could be received in pieces. The same Christ who justifies also 
sanctifies.

Works do not earn acceptance, yet a faith that permanently 
produces no transformation contradicts the nature of union with 
Christ.

This gives the Christian life both security and seriousness.
We are accepted by grace.
And grace is never sterile.

Commentary Voice: Spurgeon on Growth in Weakness
Spurgeon frequently addresses believers discouraged by remaining 
sin. His pastoral emphasis is to keep looking to Christ rather than 
measuring salvation by emotional strength.

Weakness should drive the believer toward the Savior, not toward 
self-salvation.

Yet Spurgeon also calls Christians to active holiness. Dependence 
on grace is not passivity.

The believer fights because victory belongs to Christ, not to earn 
victory from Christ.

Spiritual Disciplines and the Means of Grace
How does growth ordinarily happen?

Scripture describes means.
The Word renews the mind.
Prayer cultivates dependence.
Christian community brings encouragement and correction.
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The Lord's Supper and baptism locate believers within Christ's 
covenant promises in traditions that speak of them as means of 
grace.

Confession breaks secrecy.
Service redirects attention from self.
Generosity weakens greed.
Fasting can expose appetites.
Worship reorders desire.
None of these practices purchases grace.
They place believers in rhythms where God's grace forms them.

The Goal Is Christlikeness
Christian maturity is not merely becoming nicer.

Romans 8 says God's purpose is conformity to the image of His 
Son.

Second Corinthians 3 describes transformation into Christ's 
image.

Ephesians 4 describes growth toward the fullness of Christ.
The model is Jesus.
His love.
Truthfulness.
Courage.
Purity.
Compassion.
Justice.
Humility.
Obedience to the Father.
Christian holiness is deeply personal: the Spirit makes people 

increasingly like Christ.

Glorification: The Battle Ends
Christianity does not teach that believers will struggle forever.

The promise of resurrection includes moral renewal.
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First John says when Christ appears, believers will be like Him 
because they will see Him as He is.

Revelation pictures a new creation where nothing unclean 
destroys communion with God.

Augustine's vision of final freedom is powerful: the redeemed will 
not be less free because they no longer sin. They will be more free 
because sin no longer enslaves desire.

The Christian story therefore moves from bondage to battle to 
freedom.

What Christians Should Not Say
Do not promise instant perfection after conversion.

Do not use grace to excuse unrepentant sin.
Do not call every psychological struggle a moral failure.
Do not call every moral failure a medical condition.
Do not treat professional care as lack of faith.
Do not measure salvation by comparison with another Christian's 

growth rate.
Do not build assurance on your performance instead of Christ.

Supporting Scriptures for Further Study
• Psalm 51 - repentance after serious sin
• John 8:31-36 - freedom from slavery to sin
• John 15:1-11 - abiding and fruitfulness
• Romans 6 - grace and new life
• Romans 7 - conflict with sin
• Romans 8:1-17, 28-30 - no condemnation and conformity to Christ
• 1 Corinthians 3:1-9 - immature Christians and growth
• 2 Corinthians 3:17-18 - transformation into Christ's image
• Galatians 5:13-26 - flesh and Spirit
• Ephesians 4:17-32 - putting off the old and putting on the new
• Philippians 1:3-6 - God completing His work
• Philippians 2:12-13 - working because God works within
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• Colossians 3:1-17 - new identity and new practices
• Hebrews 12:1-14 - discipline and holiness
• James 2:14-26 - living faith and works
• 1 John 1:5-2:2 - confession, forgiveness, advocacy
• 1 John 3:1-3 - future likeness to Christ

Questions for Reflection and Discussion
1. How does distinguishing justification, sanctification, and 

glorification clarify Christian struggle?
2. Can increased awareness of sin sometimes be evidence of growth 

rather than decline?
3. What is the difference between struggling with sin and making 

peace with it?
4. Why should Christians use practical and professional means 

when fighting addiction or mental-health-related struggles?
5. How can grace provide assurance without producing 

complacency?
6. What fruit of the Spirit has grown most noticeably in your life? 

Which needs attention?
7. How does union with Christ hold acceptance and transformation 

together?
8. Why might final inability to sin represent greater rather than 

lesser freedom?

A Closing Thought
Christians are not finished people pretending to be finished.

At their best, they are people learning to bring unfinished lives 
into the light of a finished work.

Christ has finished the work that secures their acceptance.
And He has not finished the work He is doing in them.
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PART FIVE - THE QUESTION BEHIND EVERY 
QUESTION
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CONCLUSION

Who Do You Say That Jesus Is?

We began with objections.
Faith is a crutch.
God does not exist.
God is too hidden.
Science has replaced religion.
Evolution makes Genesis impossible.
The Bible has been changed.
The Bible contradicts itself.
The resurrection is legend.
Religions are all the same.
Jesus cannot be the only way.
A just God would not judge the unreached.
A good God would not allow suffering.
A loving God would not judge anyone eternally.
The Old Testament God appears violent.
Prayer does not work.
Christianity has caused harm.
Divine sovereignty destroys freedom.
Christians do not seem transformed enough for their message to 

be true.
These are not small questions. Some have occupied philosophers 

for centuries. Some cannot be discussed honestly without history, 
language, theology, and careful distinction. Others carry names and 
faces rather than footnotes.

A person asks about suffering because a child died.
A person asks about church harm because a pastor abused trust.
A person asks about prayer because years of asking ended in 

silence.
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A person asks about hell because someone loved deeply died 
outside visible faith.

A person asks whether Scripture can be trusted because he has 
been told that everything he built his faith on was copied, changed, 
and manipulated.

We should never reduce those people to debate partners.
Yet after all the questions, Christianity places one question before 

every reader.
Jesus asks His disciples, "Who do you say that I am?" (Matthew 

16:15).
That question sits at the center because Christianity is not 

primarily a theory explaining difficult features of the universe.
It is a claim about a Person.

Christianity Cannot Be Reduced to "Belief in God"
Many people believe in some kind of God.

A higher power.
A spiritual force.
A creator.
Providence.
Cosmic consciousness.
Christianity is more definite.
It says the Creator is personal.
He is holy and good.
Human beings are His creatures, made in His image.
We have rebelled against Him.
We cannot restore ourselves through moral effort.
God has acted in history through Israel and supremely through 

Jesus Christ.
Jesus is not merely a messenger from God.
He is the eternal Son become human.
He lives without sin.
He announces God's kingdom.
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He gives His life for sinners.
He is buried.
He rises bodily from death.
He reigns.
He will judge and renew creation.
That is the Christian claim.
If it is false, generic spirituality cannot rescue it.
If it is true, generic spirituality is not enough.

The Resurrection Is the Fork in the Road
Throughout this book, questions repeatedly return to Easter.

Can we trust Jesus' authority? Resurrection matters.
Why believe God has revealed Himself? Resurrection matters.
Why believe death will not have the final word over suffering? 

Resurrection matters.
Why think Jesus is uniquely saving? Resurrection matters.
Why take Christian judgment claims seriously? Resurrection 

matters.
Why believe the church can survive its own failures? 

Resurrection matters because Christianity rests on Christ, not the 
moral perfection of Christians.

Paul's brutal honesty remains refreshing: if Christ has not been 
raised, faith is futile.

The center of Christianity is vulnerable to history.
That is intellectually dangerous.
It is also intellectually meaningful.
Christians are not invited to say "resurrection" as a metaphor 

while leaving Jesus in the tomb.
They are invited to investigate whether something happened.

What If I Still Have Questions?
You almost certainly do.

This book does not pretend eighteen chapters can resolve every 
difficulty.
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Perhaps the argument for God still feels incomplete.
Perhaps evolution remains confusing.
Perhaps you think the Bible's textual history is stronger than you 

expected but remain troubled by a moral passage.
Perhaps the resurrection case intrigues you without convincing 

you.
Perhaps suffering remains a wound no philosophy can reach.
Perhaps you believe but feel guilty for still doubting.
Questions remaining at the end of investigation are not proof the 

investigation failed.
Human knowledge is always partial.
The more important question is whether the remaining 

uncertainty justifies withholding every form of trust.
In ordinary life, we act under incomplete knowledge constantly.
We marry without possessing exhaustive knowledge of the future.
We undergo medical treatment without understanding every 

biological detail.
We trust historians about events we did not witness.
We enter airplanes without personally inspecting the engines.
We rely on friendships without mathematical proof another 

person will never betray us.
Reasonable trust is not exhaustive certainty.
Christian faith asks whether Jesus is sufficiently trustworthy to 

warrant personal reliance.

Thomas: The Disciple Who Wanted Evidence
Thomas has often been caricatured as the bad disciple because he 
doubted.

The story in John 20 is more compassionate.
Thomas receives extraordinary news: the man he watched die is 

alive.
He asks for evidence.
Jesus later appears and addresses him.
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The story does not end with Jesus saying evidence is irrelevant. It 
ends with Thomas giving one of John's highest confessions: "My Lord 
and my God."

Then Jesus blesses those who will believe without Thomas' direct 
visual experience.

How can later people believe?
John immediately explains that he has written selected signs so 

readers may believe.
Testimony connects later readers to events they did not 

personally witness.
That is how almost all historical knowledge works.

The Father Who Believed and Doubted
Mark 9 gives another picture.

A desperate father brings his suffering son to Jesus. After a failed 
attempt by the disciples, the man says to Jesus, "If you can do 
anything, have compassion on us and help us."
Jesus challenges the "if you can."

The father responds with one of the most honest prayers in 
Scripture:
"I believe; help my unbelief!"

Faith and doubt occupy the same sentence.
Jesus does not demand that the man manufacture psychological 

certainty before receiving help.
The man's weak faith reaches toward a strong Christ.
That distinction matters.
Christianity does not teach salvation by the perfection of your 

certainty.
It teaches salvation by Christ.

Intellectual Doubt and Moral Resistance
At the same time, not every question is innocent.

This applies to believers and skeptics alike.
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A Christian may avoid evidence that threatens a cherished 
interpretation.

A skeptic may demand an impossible standard of proof from 
Christianity while living by ordinary evidential standards elsewhere.

A church leader may refuse historical truth because reputation 
matters more.

A person may avoid Jesus not because the evidence is too weak 
but because the implications are too strong.

Jesus does not merely ask for intellectual agreement.
He claims Lordship.
That means investigation becomes personal.
If Jesus is Lord, I am not.
If Jesus is truth, I do not get to define reality by preference.
If Jesus forgives sin, I must admit I am a sinner.
If Jesus commands enemy-love, some resentments have to be 

surrendered.
If Jesus claims my body, money, sexuality, ambition, 

relationships, and future, faith becomes costly.
Sometimes the obstacle is not "Can I believe?"

It is "Do I want this to be true?"
Christians should ask themselves the same question whenever 

Scripture confronts their idols.

The Gospel Is Not "Try Harder"
Perhaps the most important clarification in the entire book is this:

Christianity is not a program of self-improvement by which 
religious people become worthy of God.

The gospel begins where moral self-rescue ends.
Romans 3 says all have sinned and fall short of God's glory.
Romans 6 says sin earns death.
Ephesians 2 says humans are spiritually dead and salvation is 

grace.
The Christian message is not:
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Become good enough.
Learn enough.
Join the correct institution.
Master every apologetic argument.
Feel certain enough.
The message is:
Christ has done what sinners cannot do for themselves.

The Story of the Gospel
God created the world good.

Human beings bear His image and were made for communion 
with Him.

We rebelled.
Sin brought guilt, corruption, alienation, and death.
God did not abandon His creation.
He called Abraham and promised blessing to the nations.
He formed Israel, gave covenant, law, worship, kingship, and 

prophecy.
The story repeatedly exposed both God's faithfulness and human 

inability.
Then Jesus came.
The Word became flesh.
He announced the kingdom.
He touched the unclean.
Welcomed sinners.
Confronted hypocrisy.
Loved enemies.
Obeyed the Father.
He went to the cross willingly.
There He bore sin and judgment.
He was buried.
On the third day, God raised Him from the dead.
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Jesus appeared to His followers and commissioned them as 
witnesses.

He ascended and reigns.
The Holy Spirit was poured out.
The gospel moved across languages, cultures, and nations.
Everyone who turns to Christ in repentance and faith is forgiven, 

justified, adopted, united to Him, given the Spirit, and promised 
resurrection.

The church waits for Christ's return.
Then judgment comes, evil ends, death is destroyed, creation is 

renewed, and God's people dwell with Him.
That is the story Christianity asks you to believe is true.

Repentance Is Not Self-Hatred
The word repentance can sound like religious humiliation.

Biblically, repentance means turning.
A change of mind that becomes a change of direction.
It is agreeing with God about sin and turning from self-rule 

toward Him.
Repentance may involve sorrow, but its goal is not endless shame.
The prodigal son comes home.
The father receives him.
The gospel does not invite people to hate themselves.
It invites them to stop hiding and receive mercy.

Faith Is Not Pretending
Faith is not making yourself feel certain.

It is not closing your eyes to evidence.
It is not promising never to question again.
Saving faith is trust in Christ.
It includes believing the gospel's truth, but it becomes personal 

reliance.
A parachute can be studied, inspected, and admired.
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Trust becomes existential when you put it on and jump.
Christian faith says Jesus is trustworthy enough to bear the weight 

of your guilt, future, identity, death, and hope.

What Does It Mean to "Come to Jesus"?
It means you stop offering yourself as your own savior.

You acknowledge God as God.
You confess sin rather than defending it.
You believe Jesus died and rose.
You ask for mercy.
You entrust yourself to Him.
You begin following Him.
That beginning can be dramatic or quiet.
Some people know the hour conversion occurred.
Others describe a gradual awakening that eventually became 

conscious trust.
The saving reality is not the intensity of the memory.
It is Christ.

A Simple Prayer Is Not a Magic Formula
Christians often help seekers express faith through prayer.

That can be useful as long as the words are not treated like an 
incantation.

A person might pray in language such as:
God, I do not have every question answered, but I believe I need 

Your mercy. I confess that I have sinned against You and cannot save 
myself. I believe Jesus died for sinners and rose from the dead. I turn 
from self-rule and place my trust in Christ. Forgive me, make me 
Yours, give me Your Spirit, and teach me to follow Jesus. Amen.

The prayer does not save because the wording is correct.
Jesus saves.
Prayer is simply one way the heart calls on Him.
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What Comes After Faith?
Christianity is not meant to be lived alone.

A new believer needs Scripture, prayer, baptism, Christian 
community, teaching, worship, service, confession, and relationships 
with mature believers.

Churches are imperfect, as Chapter 16 made painfully clear.
Yet the answer to unhealthy church is not permanent isolation 

from the body of Christ. It is finding a faithful local community 
where Scripture is taught, Jesus is central, leaders are accountable, 
the vulnerable are protected, questions are allowed, sacraments or 
ordinances are practiced faithfully, and love is visible.

No church will be flawless.
Some churches are unsafe.
Wisdom learns the difference.

What If I Am Not Ready?
Then keep investigating honestly.

Read one Gospel slowly - John or Luke are excellent places to 
begin.

Write down every question.
Distinguish questions that are truly unanswered from answers 

you simply dislike.
Talk to thoughtful Christians who are not threatened by 

disagreement.
Compare Christian explanations with alternative worldviews. Do 

not ask only whether Christianity has difficult questions. Ask what 
worldview has no difficult questions.

Pray, even if uncertain:
"God, if You are there, lead me into truth, even if it costs me."
That is not pretending belief.
It is openness.

What If I Am a Christian With Doubts?
Do not hide them until they become shame.
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Bring them into the light.
Read deeply.
Learn the difference between a core doctrine and a secondary 

interpretation.
Recognize that emotional states affect intellectual confidence. 

Exhaustion, depression, grief, trauma, and isolation can make 
everything feel less believable without making every doubt merely 
emotional.

Return to Jesus.
Christian faith is not strengthened by endlessly inspecting the 

strength of faith itself.
It is strengthened by looking outward toward its object.

What If I Have Been Hurt by Christians?
You are not required to call evil good in order to follow Jesus.

If a church harmed you, acknowledging that harm is not betrayal.
If crimes occurred, seeking justice is not unforgiveness.
If trust was destroyed, rebuilding trust may take time.
Jesus is not the abusive leader.
Jesus is not the institution that lied.
Jesus is not the person who used His name to control you.
The Gospels give you permission to examine Jesus Himself.
Watch how He treats the vulnerable.
Watch how He confronts religious power.
Watch how He responds to hypocrites and sinners.
Watch Him go to the cross.
Do not let someone who misrepresented Christ have the final 

right to define Christ for you.

Honest Questions Must Remain Honest
There is a kind of doubt that seeks truth.

There is another that keeps moving the standard so no answer 
can ever count.

If the manuscript evidence is strong, demand archaeology.
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If archaeology helps, demand a miracle.
If resurrection evidence is presented, declare miracles impossible 

in advance.
If philosophical arguments are offered, say only laboratory 

evidence counts.
If moral arguments are offered, say morality is subjective - then 

accuse God of objective immorality.
Believers can play the same game in reverse, dismissing every 

criticism before hearing it.
Honesty means allowing evidence to move us.
It means accepting the possibility we are wrong.

The Question Jesus Leaves With Us
In Matthew 16, people have many opinions about Jesus.

John the Baptist.
Elijah.
Jeremiah.
A prophet.
Jesus turns from public opinion to personal confession:

"But who do you say that I am?"
The question has survived empires.
It has survived persecution.
It has survived church corruption.
It has survived philosophical revolutions.
It has survived scientific revolutions.
It has survived skeptics and bad apologetics.
It has survived because Jesus remains historically and 

existentially difficult to ignore.
Teacher is not enough if He claimed divine authority.
Moral example is not enough if He predicted judgment.
Prophet is not enough if resurrection vindicates the apostolic 

confession of Lordship.
The New Testament's answer is direct:
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Jesus is the Christ, the Son of the living God.
The Word made flesh.
The Lamb of God.
The risen Lord.
The coming King.

The Final Honest Question
We have asked God many questions.

Perhaps the book should end with God questioning us.
What are you building your life on?
What do you do with guilt?
What makes human beings valuable?
Why should justice matter?
What hope do you have against death?
What would make forgiveness possible without denying evil?
What would you do if Jesus truly rose?
And finally:
Who do you say that He is?
You do not need to answer because someone pressures you.
You should answer because truth matters.
If Jesus is dead, Christianity is not worth surrendering your life to.
If Jesus is alive, He is not merely one subject among many to be 

studied.
He is Lord.
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APPENDIX A

How to Have Honest 
Conversations About Hard 
Questions

Apologetics can become an exercise in collecting answers while 
forgetting people. The following principles are designed for 
Christians using this book with seekers, skeptics, students, family 
members, small groups, or online ministry audiences.

1. Listen for the question beneath the question
"Why does God allow suffering?" may mean "Why did my brother 
die?"

"Why are Christians hypocrites?" may mean "My pastor betrayed 
me."

"Can I trust the Bible?" may mean "I discovered something my 
church never told me and now I feel deceived."

The factual answer may be the same, but the human response 
should differ.

2. Restate the objection fairly
Before answering, say the argument back in a way the other person 
recognizes.

A useful standard is this: the skeptic should be able to say, "Yes, 
that is what I mean."

If we weaken the objection first, we may win an argument no one 
made.

3. Ask what would count as evidence
Sometimes people disagree because they use different standards.

Would historical testimony count?
Can philosophical inference count?
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Are miracles ruled out in principle?
Does only repeatable laboratory evidence count, and if so, why 

use different evidence for most historical claims?
Clarifying the standard often reveals where the real disagreement 

lies.

4. Admit what you do not know
"I don't know" is one of apologetics' most useful sentences.

It is better than inventing a weak answer that becomes another 
obstacle.

You can follow it with, "Here is what Christians have proposed," 
or "Here is what I think Scripture makes clear even though this 
detail remains difficult."

5. Distinguish doctrine from interpretation
God is Creator.

That is doctrine.
Precisely how Genesis 1 maps onto modern chronology is debated 

interpretation.
Christ rose bodily.
That is central doctrine.
The exact sequence of every resurrection-morning movement is a 

secondary historical reconstruction.
Knowing the difference prevents unnecessary crises.

6. Never weaponize mystery
Mystery means our knowledge is incomplete.

It does not mean evidence is irrelevant.
"God's ways are higher" should never be used to stop legitimate 

investigation, especially where abuse or injustice is involved.

7. Do not confuse confidence with volume
The loudest Christian is not necessarily the most certain or the most 
correct.

Gentleness is not compromise.
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First Peter 3 places gentleness and respect inside the command to 
give reasons for hope.

8. Keep the gospel visible
Christian apologetics should not end with generic theism.

The goal is not merely to persuade someone that a Creator may 
exist.

Christian faith concerns Jesus - His life, death, resurrection, 
Lordship, and invitation.

9. Allow time
Some people change their minds slowly.

Do not treat every conversation as the final chance to force a 
decision.

Truth can survive another question.

10. Live an answer worth hearing
If Christians argue for objective morality while acting dishonestly, 
the contradiction becomes louder than the syllogism.

Character does not replace evidence.
It determines whether our handling of evidence looks like the 

fruit of truth.
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APPENDIX B

An 18-Session Discussion Plan

This book can be used as an eighteen-session small-group or online 
discussion series. Each session can follow the same simple rhythm.
Opening - 10 minutes

Ask participants to state the question in their own words. Do not 
correct anyone immediately. Let the group name what makes the 
question difficult.
Read - 15 minutes

Read two or three central biblical passages from the chapter in 
context.
Discuss - 30 minutes

Use the chapter's reflection questions. Begin with the strongest 
objection rather than the easiest answer.
Compare - 15 minutes

Ask how a non-Christian worldview might answer the same 
underlying issue. For example, when discussing suffering, ask how 
naturalism grounds objective evil and ultimate hope. When 
discussing free will, compare secular determinism and Christian 
providence.
Christ at the Center - 10 minutes

Identify how Jesus changes the question.
Closing - 10 minutes

Allow participants to name one unresolved question and one 
insight worth further investigation. Christians may close in prayer; 
seeker-oriented groups should never pressure participants to 
perform belief they do not hold.

Suggested Session Order
1. Faith and the "crutch" objection

2. Arguments for God's existence
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3. Divine hiddenness

4. Science and God

5. Evolution and Genesis

6. Bible transmission and canon

7. Apparent contradictions

8. Resurrection evidence

9. Religious pluralism

10. Christ as the only way

11. The unreached

12. Suffering and evil

13. Hell and judgment

14. Old Testament violence

15. Unanswered prayer

16. Church harm and hypocrisy

17. Divine sovereignty and freedom

18. Ongoing sin and transformation
For outreach contexts, Session 8 on resurrection can also be 

moved earlier. The resurrection is the central historical claim and 
provides a useful framework for later questions about Jesus' 
authority.
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APPENDIX C

A Guide for Further Study

No single book can responsibly exhaust these subjects. Readers who 
want to continue should use several kinds of sources rather than 
relying on one apologetics voice.

Read Scripture in Whole-Book Context
Before reading an argument about a verse, read the entire chapter. 
For major issues, read the biblical book.

For creation: Genesis 1-3; Psalm 8; Psalm 19; Psalm 104; Job 38-41; 
Romans 5; Romans 8; 1 Corinthians 15; Colossians 1.

For Scripture: Psalm 119; Luke 1; Luke 24; John 20; 2 Timothy 3; 2 
Peter 1.

For resurrection: all four Gospel resurrection narratives; Acts 1-4; 
Romans 6; 1 Corinthians 15.

For suffering: Job; selected lament Psalms; Habakkuk; John 11; 
Romans 8; 2 Corinthians 4 and 12; Revelation 21.

For judgment: Matthew 7, 10, 13, 24-25; John 3 and 5; Romans 2; 2 
Thessalonians 1; Revelation 20-22.

Historic Christian Commentary
Matthew Henry - *Commentary on the Whole Bible*. Henry is 
especially useful for pastoral exposition and application. His 
historical knowledge is naturally limited by his era, but his habit of 
connecting doctrine and devotion remains valuable.

John Calvin - *Institutes of the Christian Religion* and biblical 
commentaries. Particularly useful for revelation, providence, sin, 
Christ's mediatorial work, prayer, and the relationship between 
divine sovereignty and human action.

Augustine of Hippo - *Confessions*, *City of God*, and 
*Enchiridion*. Important for desire, evil, grace, freedom, 
providence, and the Christian understanding of history.
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Athanasius - *On the Incarnation*. A classic account of why the 
Word became flesh and how incarnation, death, and resurrection 
belong together.

Charles H. Spurgeon - Sermons. Especially valuable for pastoral 
application of resurrection, suffering, prayer, conversion, grace, and 
assurance.

Jamieson-Fausset-Brown - *Commentary Critical and 
Explanatory on the Whole Bible*. A concise historic commentary 
that often pays attention to linguistic and historical questions.

Modern Apologetics and Biblical Scholarship
Readers may also consult responsible contemporary authors 
representing different traditions and methods. Helpful categories 
include:
• philosophical arguments for God's existence;
• the problem of evil and divine hiddenness;
• historical Jesus and resurrection research;
• New Testament textual criticism;
• canon formation;
• Old Testament ethics and warfare;
• science and faith;
• multiple Christian views on Genesis, Adam, and evolution;
• religious pluralism and the theology of religions.

When reading, compare arguments rather than authors' 
reputations. Ask:

What is the evidence?
What assumptions are being made?
Does the conclusion exceed the evidence?
How does the author handle counterarguments?
Does the author distinguish certainty from probability?
Does the interpretation fit the biblical context?
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Read People You Disagree With
Christians should read serious skeptics rather than only Christian 
summaries of skepticism.

Skeptics should read serious Christian thinkers rather than only 
critics' summaries of Christianity.

Intellectual growth requires contact with the strongest form of 
another position.

A worldview that survives only because alternatives are kept 
weak has not been tested.
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APPENDIX D

Scripture Index by Topic

God, Creation, and Revelation
Genesis 1-2; Exodus 3:13-15; Psalm 8; Psalm 19; Psalm 90; Psalm 104; 
Isaiah 40; Isaiah 45; John 1:1-18; Acts 17:22-31; Romans 1:18-25; 
Colossians 1:15-20; Hebrews 1:1-3.

Faith, Doubt, and Seeking
Psalm 10; Psalm 13; Psalm 22; Job 23; Jeremiah 29:10-14; Mark 9:14-
29; John 20:24-31; Hebrews 11; James 1:5-8.

Scripture and Truth
Psalm 119; Matthew 5:17-20; Luke 1:1-4; Luke 24:25-49; John 5:39-47; 
John 20:30-31; 2 Timothy 3:14-17; Hebrews 4:12-13; 2 Peter 1:16-21.

Jesus Christ
Isaiah 53; Mark 10:45; John 1; John 10; John 14; Romans 5; 
Philippians 2:5-11; Colossians 1:15-20; Hebrews 1; Hebrews 4; 
Hebrews 9.

Resurrection
Matthew 28; Mark 16:1-8; Luke 24; John 20-21; Acts 2; Acts 9; Acts 17; 
Romans 1; Romans 4; Romans 6; 1 Corinthians 15; 1 Peter 1.

Sin and Salvation
Genesis 3; Psalm 51; John 3; Romans 3; Romans 5-8; 2 Corinthians 5; 
Ephesians 2; Titus 3; 1 John 1-2.

Suffering and Lament
Job; Psalm 13; Psalm 22; Psalm 42-43; Psalm 73; Psalm 88; Habakkuk; 
John 9; John 11; Romans 5; Romans 8; 2 Corinthians 4; 2 Corinthians 
12; Hebrews 4; Revelation 21.
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Prayer
Psalm 13; Matthew 6; Matthew 7; Matthew 26; Luke 11; Luke 18; 
John 15; Romans 8; Philippians 4; James 1; James 4; James 5; 1 John 5.

Judgment and Hell
Ezekiel 18; Matthew 7; Matthew 10; Matthew 13; Matthew 25; Mark 
9; John 3; John 5; Romans 2; Romans 6; 2 Thessalonians 1; 2 Peter 3; 
Revelation 14; Revelation 20-22.

Providence and Human Responsibility
Genesis 50; Exodus 7-14; Deuteronomy 30; Joshua 24; Psalm 139; 
Proverbs 16; Isaiah 46; Acts 2; Acts 4; Romans 8-11; Philippians 2; 
James 1.

Sanctification and Christian Growth
John 8; John 15; Romans 6-8; 1 Corinthians 3; 2 Corinthians 3; 
Galatians 5; Ephesians 4; Philippians 1-2; Colossians 3; Hebrews 12; 
James 2; 1 John 1-3.

Church Integrity and Justice
Isaiah 1; Ezekiel 34; Micah 6; Matthew 7; Matthew 23; John 13; Acts 
20; Romans 2; 1 Corinthians 5; 1 Timothy 3; James 1; 1 Peter 5; 1 John 
1.

Commentary and Recommended 
Reading
Historic Sources
Augustine of Hippo. Confessions.

Augustine of Hippo. The City of God.
Augustine of Hippo. Enchiridion on Faith, Hope, and Love.
Athanasius. On the Incarnation.
Calvin, John. Institutes of the Christian Religion.
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Calvin, John. Commentaries on the Books of the Bible.
Henry, Matthew. Commentary on the Whole Bible.
Jamieson, Robert; Fausset, A. R.; and Brown, David. Commentary 

Critical and Explanatory on the Whole Bible.
Spurgeon, Charles H. Selected sermons on resurrection, 

providence, prayer, suffering, conversion, and grace.

Representative Modern Works for Deeper Study
Blomberg, Craig L. Works on the historical reliability of the Gospels 
and New Testament.

Craig, William Lane. Works on natural theology, resurrection, 
divine foreknowledge, and apologetic method.

Keller, Timothy. The Reason for God and writings on faith, doubt, 
suffering, and science.

Kruger, Michael J. Works on the New Testament canon and early 
Christianity.

Lewis, C. S. Mere Christianity and The Problem of Pain.
Plantinga, Alvin. God, Freedom, and Evil and philosophical work 

on warranted Christian belief.
Wright, N. T. The Resurrection of the Son of God and works on 

early Christian resurrection belief.
Walton, John H. Works on Genesis and the ancient Near Eastern 

context.
Readers studying creation and evolution should deliberately 

compare authors from young-earth, old-earth, evolutionary-creation, 
and literary/framework approaches rather than assuming one side's 
description of the others is sufficient.

Readers studying hell should compare the biblical case for eternal 
conscious punishment with the evangelical case for conditional 
immortality while recognizing that historic Christianity affirms final 
judgment regardless of the internal debate over its precise mode.

Readers studying providence and freedom should compare 
Reformed, Arminian, Molinist, and other classical Christian accounts 
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while keeping the scriptural affirmations of both divine sovereignty 
and human responsibility in view.

Final Word
Honest questions deserve more than slogans.

They also deserve more than endless postponement.
There is a time to investigate.
There is a time to admit uncertainty.
There is a time to change your mind.
And there is a time when truth, if recognized, asks for trust.
Christianity places that trust in Jesus Christ.
Not in the moral perfection of Christians.
Not in the absence of every mystery.
Not in the emotional strength of the believer.
Not in the ability to answer every objection in one conversation.
In Christ.
The One Christians confess as Creator and creature, Lord and 

servant, Judge and Savior, crucified and risen.
The One who receives doubters, confronts hypocrites, forgives 

sinners, weeps with mourners, welcomes outsiders, and calls every 
person to follow.

Hard questions remain worth asking.
But the Christian claim is that beyond every honest question 

stands a living Person who is Himself the Truth.
And He still asks:

Who do you say that I am?
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