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“Market vs. Christian Values Contrasted” Chart 
by Shane Rosenthal 

MARKET VALUES CHRISTIAN VALUES 

Felt needs Real needs (Rev. 3:17) 

Unbridled freedom Personal restraint (Titus 2:12) 

Buying / Consuming Believing / Obeying (John 3:36) 

Eros: love of pleasure Agape: Unselfish love (Rom. 5:8) 

The customer is king God is sovereign (1 Tim. 6:15) 

Instant gratification / Theology of glory Delayed gratification / Theology of the cross (Matt. 4:1–11) 

That which pleases the eye Faith comes by hearing (Rom. 10:17) 

Comfort Patience, even through suffering (Rom. 5:3) 

Momentary experience Lifelong discipleship (2 Cor. 6:4) 

Mass appeal (never offend) The offense of the cross (Gal. 5:11) 

Passing fads Issues of eternal significance (Phil. 4:8) 

Youthful and energetic Churches led by elders (1 Tim. 5:17) 

Beautiful people Beware of the seductive adulteress (Prov. 6 & 7) 

Pride Humility (1 Pet. 5:5) 

“You owe it to yourself” Focus on God and neighbor (Matt. 22:37–40) 

Personal liberation Submission (James 4:7) 

“The easy way is always best” Sloth is a vice, not a virtue (Prov. 15:19) 

That which works (pragmatism) That which is true (1 Cor. 15:12–19) 

Manipulative sales pitches Beware of smooth talk and flattery (Rom. 1:18) 

Exaltation of human will & choice Bondage of the will / Exaltation of grace (2 Tim. 2:25–26) 

Emphasis on the individual Emphasis on the believing community (1 Cor. 12:13–27) 

Fun & exciting (amusement) Perseverance produces character (Rom. 5:4) 

Spin & deception The truth will set you free (John 8:32) 

New & improved Tried and tested / Ancient paths (Jer. 6:16) 
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“How Stores Manipulate Your Senses So You Spend 
More Money” 
by Thorin Klosowski 
MODERN REFORMATION VOL. 24, NO. 5 (SEPTEMBER/OCTOBER 2015) 

“Stores manipulate your sight so you see more products that you might want and also an entire lifestyle you 
want to live in.” 

When you walk into almost any store, you’re immediately overloaded with sights, sounds, smells, and 
various things to touch. This barrage on your senses is hand-picked for one goal: to make you spend more. 
Here’s what’s going on. 

No matter what type of store you walk into—from the Apple store to Wal-Mart—you’ll find all types of 
carefully engineered tricks that get you to fork over cash. From the scent of coconut in the summer 
clothes section to the end caps filled with junk you don’t want, stores are carefully organized in ways you 
may never notice. To get an idea of how this all works, I spoke with Dr. Kit Yarrow, consumer 
psychologist at Golden Gate University and co-author of Gen BuY: How Tweens, Teens, and Twenty-
Somethings Are Revolutionizing Retail. 

How Stores Tap into Your Sense of Sight to Get You to Spend More 

It shouldn’t be surprising that the main sense that retail stores go after is your sense of sight. What is 
surprising are the subtle cues they leave around to get us to spend more. These are small symbolic cues 
that have a big impact on what we decide to buy, and how long we’re willing to stay in a store. 

For example, color has a big impact on our shopping choices. Each color often evokes or represents a 
feeling, and retailers use that to their advantage.1 Yarrow explains: 

It could be the color of the product, or if they’re displayed in groups of colors that tend to have a 
big emotional impact. Colors have different associations and those things tend to get people 
going. So, for example, red is almost always the color associated with sales because it inspires 
people to take action and it’s a stimulating sort of color. 

If Target’s logo was blue, it wouldn’t be perceived as a place where things are reasonably priced. I think 
value-oriented stores tend to have logos with red, but it could also be orange. Black is almost always 
associated with higher prices and luxury. 

Colors have all sorts of impact on how we spend. The Journal of Hospitality & Tourism Research recently 
published a study that indicates that waitresses who wear red tend to get bigger tips, and red even makes 
us spend more online.2 

It’s not just color, though. Retailers also tap into your unconscious by creating simple navigation 
roadblocks. For example, people often go to a grocery store just to pick up a single item like milk, but milk 
is in the back of the store. You’re forced to walk through and see everything before grabbing your one 
item. Chances are, unless you put the blinders on when you’re walking through, that you’ll grab another 
item or two. 
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Retailers want you to get lost in the store so you see more of their products. Take Ikea, for example. The 
store is structured in a way that you’re bound to get turned around and lost. This causes you to see more 
than you need to, and in turn you end up with a couple more items in your hand. If you’re going to Ikea, 
you could always walk in the exit doors to avoid getting lost when you’re grabbing one item, but you don’t 
have that option at every store.3 Stores like Apple and Ikea also want to create a lifestyle image: 

A lot of this is about a brand image. It’s to get you to feel a particular way. One of the things I’ve 
found works really well is when you create a theme or a lifestyle, and people can see themselves 
living in this lifestyle. That causes them to want to buy those things—that’s why Ikea sets up 
those rooms—you go to buy a lamp, and suddenly you want to buy that couch too. Pottery Barn is 
really good at this—they’ll create a theme of a room or a party, and people kind of slip into that 
and they want to buy it. 

It’s not just big budget items. Stores do this all the time with little add-on purchases. They’ll include a 
complementary pair of shoes next to some new jeans, or a cell phone case that happens to match a skirt 
right next to it. They want you to see yourself using or wearing what they’re offering, so they present it all 
in a way that your brain makes those connections without you realizing it. 

The idea here is that stores manipulate your sight so you see more products that you might want and also 
an entire lifestyle you want to live in. Unfortunately, it’s one of those things that typically works so well 
that the only thing you can really do to avoid spending more money is to recognize what’s happening and 
try not to fall for it. 

Why Touching Products Makes You Want to Buy Them 

All those carefully designed stores aren’t structured just to assault your eyeballs with shiny objects. 
They’re also about forcing you to touch more things. Why? Because touching tends to lead to purchasing 
for most of us. Yarrow explains: 

[Environmental psychologist] Paco Underhill talked about stores that create roadblocks so that 
when you walk in you’re forced to stop. He suggested that when you touch something, you’re 
more likely to buy it. It turns out that we now know he was right. 

Research shows that when people touch things they’re more likely to buy them. So, you want to place 
things where people are more likely to pick them up. That means not-perfect displays—where things are 
a little off-kilter—because people are more comfortable picking things up that way. I know that’s true for 
me; if I go into one of those jean stores where everything is folded and organized, I don’t want to try and 
find my size because I know I’ll just mess it up. 

Essentially, the more time an item spends in your hand, the more likely you are to purchase it. That 
means stores are structured so you’re always picking things up. That might mean an end cap filled with 
items, or even a cluttered looking shelf that you have to sift through. It’s not just random shelves either. 
Even where an item is on a shelf makes you more likely to notice it and pick it up: 

Shelf placement is really interesting and it’s a newer concept. People really tend to gravitate to 
the center of displays. We seem to have this sort of homing instinct and there’s research that 
shows people are more likely to buy something that’s in the center of a display. 
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If you’ve ever walked out of a stuffy store where you weren’t comfortable picking up items, you know how 
important the idea of touching a product is. That same sense can also be used against us though, causing 
us to pick up items we don’t really want. 

Why the Perfect Scent Makes You More Willing to Spend Money 

You might not even notice it, but what you smell when you’re shopping can impact the choices you make 
to a strange degree. Yarrow offers this simple example: 

Our senses bypass our conscious mind. So, we smell something like baby powder, we feel all 
warm toward babies, we just happen to be in the baby department, and we spend a little more 
money. Or we smell coconut and we suddenly get beach fever. 

Those are some obvious examples, but research has shown all kinds of ways that retailers manipulate our 
choices when we’re out shopping. Essentially, as a study from the Journal of Business Research points 
out, odors and scents have a strong tie to memory.4 If retailers can evoke the right memory, we’re more 
likely to get in the mood to spend there. If not—as is evidenced by anyone overwhelmed by a perfume 
counter—we won’t. Scents in stores can indirectly affect our view of a product’s quality, and when done 
right give us a more favorable experience of shopping as a whole. 

As an article from Adweek notes, retailers go to absurd lengths to pipe in scents using something like a 
HVAC diffuser.5 One example from Hugo Boss shows how much time retailers spend thinking about this 
stuff: 

Simmons relates that Hugo Boss spent two months tweaking the formula of its signature scent 
before getting it right. And little wonder. Asked to describe the juice, Simmons says it contains 
“light accents of fruits and citrus with a hint of cocoa fill[ing] the top note before a green floral 
heart of gardenia, jasmine and muguet over a foundation of vanilla, sandalwood, cedarwood and 
amber.” 

The idea here is very similar to how stores are set up to manipulate your sight. They want to create a 
lifestyle, and by providing subtle, ambient scents, they can evoke feelings that match that lifestyle. When 
it’s done right, you’ll hardly notice it, but you might just spend more. 

How the Right Song Makes Expensive Products Look Better 

The sounds you hear in a store also complement the overall image a store is trying to produce. A lot of 
retailers pipe in music specific to a store. Places in the mall targeted at teens tend to play high-volume 
pop music, whereas a high-end jeweler might play classical music. Yarrow explains why this is: 

I think music is more of the ability to create a feeling. So, what stores are trying to do with music 
is tap into emotion. My favorite example is: imagine watching a movie without any music, and it 
just wouldn’t work—once in a while I’ll be watching something with the sound off and I’ll think, 
“That looks so cheesy.” Music is emotionally evocative and that’s what retailers want to do. 
They want you to get you feeling things and not thinking things. 

Of course, it goes further than that in some cases. One study from the European Journal of Scientific 
Research suggests that music at a loud volume gets people to move through the store quicker, whereas 
slower and quieter music makes them stay longer.6 The American Psychological Association published 
an article in 2005 that said that low-tempo pop music might make you spend more on impulse purchases, 
and the effect of tempo and key might affect mood enough to alter shopping choices as well.7 
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While music can influence you in all types of ways (like helping Alzheimer’s patients recall memories, 
boosting the immune system, and fighting fatigue), the main purpose of using it in a retail store depends 
on what the retailer wants you to do.8 Sometimes they want you to move through a place quickly (like a 
fast-food restaurant), while other times they want you to linger. The side effect is that you might end up 
spending more money if a tune happens to you hit you in the right spot. 

While you can’t do much to prevent these tricks from getting to you, the idea here is to point out how 
these things work, and how they affect your choices. A store’s main goal is to get you to spend money. One 
of the best tricks they have is to make you feel comfortable and show you a lifestyle you want that’s 
within your grasp. When you know what they’re doing, it’s a little easier to stop yourself from making bad 
choices when you’re shopping.   

Thorin Klosowski is a writer for LifeHacker. This article originally appeared at lifehacker.com on April 
18, 2013, and is republished here by kind permission of Gawker Media. You may see the original article at 
http://lifehacker.com/how-stores-manipulate-your-senses-so-you-spend-more-mon-475987594. 

1. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Color_psychology. 
2. http://jht.sagepub.com/content/early/2012/04/16/1096348012442546. 
3. http://lifehacker.com/5977586/speed-up-your-ikea-visits-by-going-in- 

through-the-exit-doors. 
4. http://www.ryerson.ca/~rmichon/Publications/Ambient%20odors.pdf. 
5. http://www.adweek.com/news/advertising-branding/something-air-138683? 

page=2%231. 
6. http://nicolas.gueguen.free.fr/Articles/EJSR2007.pdf. 
7. http://www.apa.org/monitor/nov05/music.aspx. 
8. http://lifehacker.com/5865032/how-music-affects-the-brain-and-how- 

you-can-use-it-to-your-advantage. 
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“The Good Shepherd and the Death of Autonomy” 
by Andrew DeLoach 
MODERN REFORMATION VOL. 24, NO. 5 (SEPTEMBER/OCTOBER 2015) 

“It is this ‘law to himself’ that is the lifeblood of American evangelicalism.” 

Somewhere in the protracted frenzy of my preparation for the California bar exam, one of my professors 
gave a piece of indelible essay-writing advice: “Be a sheep! Don’t try to stand out. Don’t do things your 
own way. Stay with the herd.” He meant, almost counterintuitively, that by avoiding the temptation to 
express my unique perspective and instead doing exactly what every other student was doing, mine 
would remain safely a part of the flock of passing answers. The advice (or something else) worked, and I 
now regularly pass it on to my own law students.  

There is also something in this advice for the Christian church. Both Old and New Testaments speak of 
the church as sheep and Christ as our Shepherd. God tells Ezekiel that he will seek the lost sheep, bring 
back the strayed, bind up the injured, and strengthen the weak (Ezek. 34:16.) David sings of his 
Shepherd’s restoring mercy and his comfort in the shadow of death (Ps. 23). Jesus identifies himself as 
that Good Shepherd who knows his sheep and lays down his life for them (John 10:14–15). He calls them 
by name and leads them “where streams of living water flow… and, where the verdant pastures grow.”1 

Even so, Scripture is clear that the sheep are prone to scatter. And for many former evangelicals (like me) 
who have converted to a more historic Christian confession, it seems as though we were stray and 
injured sheep who have been graciously rescued back into the flock. The pastures never tasted so rich. In 
euphoric wonder we asked: Where had we hitherto been grazing? On what had we been feeding before? 
Thus we keep a constant watch over those who of their own accord have stayed behind—often our 
closest family and friends—and over the churches they attend. We observe every sermon series, praise 
song, and pastoral vision. Among former evangelicals, it is difficult to find many complimentary words 
about the nondenominational churches we grew up in. Of course, there are the routine nods to sincerity, 
neighborliness, and zeal, but the commendations are only occasional and emphatic endorsements are 
rare. More unusual still is an acknowledgment of the debt we owe to evangelicalism. All our disconcerted 
observation demonstrates, however, that we are indebted to evangelicalism for constantly pushing us 
back to our confessions, back to the history of the church, and back to Christ—not to ourselves. 

For if anything about evangelicalism remains constant, it is the emphasis on autonomy. We get this word 
from the combination of two Greek words, autos (self) and nomos (law). Autonomy is “self law”—self-
determination, self-governance, the capacity to decide and act for oneself. And these are precisely the 
attributes of American evangelical autonomos, which sets up individuals as laws unto themselves: freed 
of subjection to authority, unwilling to be bound to dependence on a shepherd. In fact, it appears that the 
preponderance of evangelicals are actively seeking to remain stray sheep, with every sheep a shepherd to 
himself. Although all children of Adam have this inherited nostalgia for autonomy, “autonomians” 
eagerly echo Emerson’s creed of self-reliance: 

And truly it demands something godlike in him who has cast off the common motives of 
humanity, and has ventured to trust himself for a taskmaster. High be his heart, faithful his will, 
clear his sight, that he may in good earnest be doctrine, society, law, to himself, that a simple 
purpose may be to him as strong as iron necessity is to others!2 

It is this “law to himself” that is the lifeblood of American evangelicalism. This is no mysterious principle 
revealed to the eventually enlightened, but is a rather explicit feature. Converting to a church in the 
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Reformation heritage demands a lengthy education in a new (ancient) religious vocabulary, but one 
always recognizes the language of autonomos:  

“God spoke to me.”  
“He laid it on my heart.”  
“You can’t question what I felt—I experienced his presence!”  

All the genetic traits of autonomos are there: the Bible as guidebook for living; the buffet-style theology; 
the focus on personal encounter with God; the sermons aimed at discovering life at its best; the 
therapeutic cheer. If the practice of “church shopping” is not entirely compelling evidence, consider the 
increasing frequency with which we see churches offer service shopping: Find a venue to suit your style! 
The Living Room (watched live from cozy couches), Video Café (an acoustic unplugged coffeehouse 
setting), or Soul Celebration (with spirit-filled gospel worship). These are the isolated assemblies of 
autonomians, busily taking selfies in a community-obsessed crowd. In effect, they have said, “I prefer to 
do church my own way,” finding that this is eminently “more flattering” to the self-esteem.3 
Autonomians are proudly conscious of their autonomous personality.4 This leads, as it must, to a sort of 
personalized, trivialized cuius regio, eius religio (“Whose realm, his religion”). Hence the quite deliberate 
project of evangelical autonomos is authentic expression of the inner experience encountered in one’s 
own personal relationship with God, detached from the constraints of creeds, confessions, and doctrines. 
It is a scarcely restrained appetite for unmediated self-shepherding, which so often becomes an 
unbearably disguised self-sanctification. 

While our historic creeds and confessions bind congregations to biblical boundaries constituted solely 
by Christ, evangelicalism constitutes itself in the absence of boundaries. The shepherds feed themselves 
on their own varied visions—uninterested in standing by the precedent of gospel and sacrament 
ministry—and direct the sheep through pious optimism and a catalog of procedures to feed on these 
visions. The sheep, otherwise free to roam, pursue every passion in any pasture that will feed them. They 
lose their appetite for the common possession of the church—fellowship, participation, koinonia in the 
body of Christ—and instead forage individually wherever their tastes may lead them. Without defense, 
the sheep are alone among thieves and wolves. “So they were scattered, because there was no shepherd, 
and they became food for all the wild beasts” (Ezek. 34:5). Some survive, but many others are vulnerable 
to despair and doubt. Apathy and agnosticism are mere reflexes. 

Deliberate as the autonomian program is for much of American Christianity, the nostalgia for autonomy 
is a universal human longing. Human beings think of themselves as the center of the world, and we 
innately want to choose what is best for ourselves. Autonomy has a robust pedigree in philosophy, and it 
is the core of every debate in bioethics. But carried into Christianity (even into many of our 
“confessional” churches), the addiction to autonomos frees us to fashion a god who can satisfy our wishes 
and support our own brand of spirituality.5 Everything is personal—the worship experience, the fill-in-
the-blank Bible study, the utility of a pastor’s message—and so everything is disposable. If the sheep don’t 
like what they see, they will quickly find what they want elsewhere. What place is there for biblical 
discipline, catechesis of the youth, or resolution of doctrinal disputes in soil of such impermanence? 
Autonomos and accountability are uneasy allies. The consequence is that the sheep are scattered; any 
true relationship to the Good Shepherd—and the flock he gathers—is either deferred or destroyed. In its 
place, the void is filled by what George Steiner calls a “surrogate creed.”6 New energies are poured into 
the autonomian attempt to encounter God in a community that “speaks Jesus in a language you can 
understand.” Pastors become coaches, consultants, and network directors. Ushers are “experience 
architects.” The laity is trained to be “sacramental entrepreneurs.” While some of the Christian tradition 
clings to this innovated culture, autonomos ensures that it is merely a coincidence of grammar rather 
than a commitment to confess with intrepid hearts the faith of the catholic and apostolic church. As we 
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former evangelicals flee this embrace of autonomos and cling to our confessions, the autonomian church 
eschews such barriers to self-law, impudently trading in recalcitrant largesse. 

But even in the thick darkness of autonomos, the Shepherd is there “among his sheep that have been 
scattered” (Ezek. 34:12). Indeed, God’s word is clear that we are all sheep—recovering and devoted 
autonomians alike. Good Shepherd Jesus knows his sheep and lays down his life for them (John 10:11). 
That gracious death puts to death all our notions of self-shepherding and raises us up again as one flock, 
with one Shepherd—the only One with true autonomy to lay down his life and raise it up again. Thus we 
may vary Robert Capon’s axiom to say that God is in the shepherd business, and he has solved all the 
world’s problems without requiring a single human being to do a single autonomous thing.7 The cross is 
the death of autonomos, and with it all personal spirituality. The true church is found instead where 
crucified and risen Jesus is at the center of the flock, feeding it with his good pasture.  

This gospel of grace is the distinguishing mark of the church in a world of autonomian religious grazing. 
It removes all ability to self-justify and self-sanctify. For the many former evangelicals who have been 
relieved of this endless striving, we heartily acknowledge that our debt to evangelicalism is that it keeps 
us as former autonomians. While prone to ephemeral wandering, the sheep are always sought by their 
eternal Shepherd. We pay no heed to Emerson’s “Ne te quaesiveris extra” (“Do not seek for things outside 
of yourself”), but instead hear the voice of our Shepherd and follow him. As sheep of the Good Shepherd, 
we know that faith in the crucified and risen one is all we have going for us, and therefore we always 
remember that it is good to be a sheep! Giving up our autonomy, we lack nothing—for we are under the 
care of the Good Shepherd.   

Andrew DeLoach is an attorney practicing in estate planning and probate law. He is also an adjunct 
professor at Trinity Law School, and serves as professor-in-residence for its summer International 
Human Rights program in Strasbourg, France. He is a Fellow of the International Academy of 
Apologetics, Evangelism & Human Rights, as well as an elder at Holy Trinity Lutheran Church in 
Hacienda Heights, California. 

1. “The King of Love My Shepherd Is,” by Henry W. Baker (1868), Lutheran Service Book (St. Louis: 
Concordia Publishing, 2006), 709. 

2. Ralph Waldo Emerson, “Self-Reliance,” Essays: First Series (1841). 
3. Gerhard O. Forde, On Being a Theologian of the Cross (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997), 27. 
4. Adolf Köberle, The Quest for Holiness (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2004), 3. 
5. Naomichi Masaki, “Community: We Are Not Alone,” in Lutheran Spirituality (St. Louis: 

Concordia Publishing, 2010), 217. 
6. George Steiner, Nostalgia for the Absolute (Toronto: House of Anansi Press, 1974), 2. 
7. Robert Capon, The Mystery of Christ (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1993), 62.  
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“The Quest for the Next Big Thing” 
by Carl R. Trueman 
MODERN REFORMATION VOL. 22, NO. 2 (MARCH/APRIL 2013) 

If there is one thing that marks out this present age it is the quest for The Next Big Thing. One can see it 
all around in the wider culture: there is a whole genre of TV programs dedicated to finding the next pop 
star; companies like Apple make their money by constantly reinventing the same old products in slightly 
improved forms, assuming both that the public will fall once again for the notion that this version is so 
much better than the last, and that said public will not realize the company has already developed the 
next generation after this one, to be rolled out in just six months' time. The public never seems to 
disappoint on either count. Why? Because the public assumes that the meaning of life is always in the 
future and, increasingly, to be found in some kind of technological solution. 

There are many cultural factors that influence this spirit of the age, from the dominance of a scientific 
paradigm, which points constantly to the future as the source of something better, to the celebrity 
culture of Hollywood, with its constant production of new stars. Here, however, I want to focus on just 
three: the pervasive entrepreneurialism of the modern age; the obsession with youth culture; and the 
fixation on big personalities. These three factors are closely linked in the culture of the modern 
evangelical church. 

Entrepreneurial Innovation in the Church 

In the wider culture, entrepreneurialism now enjoys the status of a virtually unquestioned virtue. 
Information technology, the free market, and consumerism all underline the value and importance—the 
good—of entrepreneurialism. One has only to think of the connotations of "risk taker," "innovative," and 
"thinking outside the box," compared to "routine," "traditionalist," and "conformism," to see how 
positively the modern entrepreneurial spirit is typically viewed. 

There is nothing wrong with this in the field of economic endeavor. When it impacts the church, 
however, it creates an environment where there is both disrespect for the way things have been done—
and indeed thought—and where in practical terms there is a shift toward the kind of people who embody 
entrepreneurial values. This means a bias to the young. It also means that there will be an assumption, 
perhaps initially implicit but increasingly explicit, that the problems the church faces are by and large 
technical in nature. 

A good example of this phenomenon would be some responses to Kevin DeYoung and Greg Gilbert's 
book, What Is the Mission of the Church? There, amid other criticisms, notable reviewers have criticized 
DeYoung and Gilbert for not having the technical sociological knowledge to write such a book. As 
Charles Finney in the nineteenth century turned revival into a technique, so his sophisticated modern 
heirs have apparently turned the church into a technical phenomenon. The assumption is that church 
leaders now need up-to-date sociological savvy combined with an innovative and entrepreneurial spirit. 

This is a real problem. While there certainly are technical aspects to church—such as good places to 
meet, decent acoustics, proper ministerial preparation, friendliness, and so forth—most, if not all, of such 
things can be safely located in the realm of "common sense" and may be generally communicated 
without turning to technical sociological vocabulary or the expertise of a consultant. The major problem 
for the church is not technical but moral: human sinfulness. People do not refuse to believe because the 
minister has not mastered a particular demographic study or because he has failed to understand how 
"people today" think (this, and its synonyms, are typically code for people between 18 and 35, and thus 
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not a majority of almost any population). People do not believe because they are in rebellion against God. 
This should place obvious limits upon how important we regard technical issues, in what context we 
study them, and how much time we should be prepared to spend on them. 

"The Culture of Cool" 

Innovation is cool, and the gravitational pull of cool is in only one direction: toward youth. Indeed, 
perhaps the most significant factor in the phenomenon of The Next Big Thing is youth culture. The 
emergence in the latter half of the last century of this as a separate concept and, more importantly, as a 
marketing opportunity, has had significant impact in all areas of life and has literally transformed the 
world. Youth culture depends upon the constant reinvention of its products and accoutrements. Youth 
markets consequently have a kaleidoscopic quality and speed of turnover that matches our increasingly 
short attention spans. The result is constant flux and change. 

There are a number of good reasons to be concerned about youth culture in the church. Evidence 
suggests that the church in the West is not doing a particularly impressive job at retaining its own youth 
or attracting young people from outside. That indicates the approach of a worrying demographic shift in 
church attendance. In the face of such a trend, it is appropriate for the church to reflect long and hard on 
her youth strategy and to engage in some soul-searching. While no one would argue against the church 
doing her best both to retain her young people and to attract other young people to join, the means by 
which this is pursued is a topic for serious conversation. 

The irony of the preoccupation with youth is twofold. It has actually led churches to take their cultural 
cues from that sector of society least qualified to offer mature wisdom rooted in experience and age. Part 
of this is itself the result of technical considerations: the power of the new medium of information 
technology is a power that resides primarily in the hands of the young. Thus if a denomination or 
parachurch group depends to a large extent upon its ability to have a significant and attractive online 
presence, then the most significant strategists are going to be those who have the most innovative and 
cutting-edge approach to this medium: the young and the entrepreneurial. 

Now it is quite clear in the New Testament that Paul assumed that, with few exceptions, the church 
leadership would consist of older men, men of stature in the church community and of good reputation 
with those outside. That is why, when it came to the comparatively youthful Timothy, he had to counsel 
him to make sure that no one despised him because of his youth. Such advice would be at best 
unnecessary, at worst incomprehensible, today. "Let no one despise you because of your great age" would 
be the more likely counsel. 

The Celebrity Phenomenon 

In addition to the obsession with youth, there is another problem prevalent in the American church, and 
that is the cult of the Great Leader. This is a particular problem for the American church because of the 
predilection of American culture to invest supreme confidence and hope in individuals. A contrast with 
Britain is instructive here: in Britain, everything, from politics to sport, tends to be oriented toward 
institutions. The political party is always more significant than the leader; sport focuses on the team, not 
the charismatic individual within the team. In America, elections are about the great figureheads and 
magnetic personalities; and teams are often known first and foremost for the one or two superstars who 
represent them. There are signs that this may be changing a little under the impact of American pop 
culture in the U.K., but the general difference remains. This is not to say that the British way is in any 
way superior: if America idolizes the individual, then the U.K. arguably idolizes its institutions. 
Sufficient to the culture are the idolatries contained therein. But it is to say that Christians in specific 
cultures should be aware of the specific idolatrous tendencies of the context in which they live. 
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The cultural fall-out from this for the American church is that America has produced more than its fair 
share of church-leader figures who can seem like Christian alternatives to the culture of Hollywood. 
Those who regret the lack of famous young leaders in British evangelicalism not only demonstrate an 
unbiblical concern for youth in leadership but also reflect American culture's preoccupation with 
significant, influential individuals. There is certainly much to be critical of in British evangelicalism as in 
its American counterpart, but the lack of possession of fame by its leaders is not one of them. 

Conclusion 

At root, the concern for The Next Big Thing is not actually that new as a phenomenon, at least as a 
symptom of something deeper. It is simply a manifestation of the constant tendency of the church to 
assume its challenges are primarily technical, not moral, and thus to capitulate to the criteria of the 
secular world when it comes to setting its agenda. In an innovative, youth-oriented culture, the 
temptation for the church is to prize innovation and youth above all things. In this sense, Paul faced 
exactly the same problem in Corinth. There the proclivities of the wider culture were shaped by 
Corinthian society's admiration for the great orators of the day, their equivalent of our pop stars, movie 
actors, and IT gurus. To make an impact, one had to be a masterful public speaker and, indeed, to look the 
part, Greek orators pumped iron, had excess body hair removed, and tried their best to look like Greek 
gods come down to earth. 

Paul did not simply reject this approach as technically wrongheaded; he repudiated it as an actual 
contradiction of the theology of the cross and of the crucified Christ that formed the very content of his 
preaching. Worldly criteria, whether Jewish or Greek, were as so much nonsense to him and irrelevant to 
the question at hand—the question of how to see the church witness effectively to Christ in the hostile 
culture. 

This kind of thinking set the tone for his approach to church leadership as expressed in the Epistles. Paul 
wrote those letters with a view to the end of the apostolic era, wrestling with what church leadership 
should look like once those men passed from the scene who had received their commission directly from 
Christ. His proposals are scarcely likely to pass muster today among the technocrats, the sociologists, 
and the entrepreneurial: hold fast to the form of sound words that expresses the apostolic teaching; and 
appoint ordinary, respectable men to positions of leadership. As to the first, it is by its very definition not 
innovative. The task of the church is to pass on that which it has received, not to make it sexier or to soup 
it up in some way. Indeed, even the very form, not just the content, is to be that which has been tried, 
tested, and, one assumes, somewhat staid. 

As to the second, the qualities Paul outlines are really very mundane. Hellenistic and Roman culture was 
quite familiar with the idea of the Beautiful People: the great orators, the powerful generals, the 
charismatic public figures, the wealthy, the networkers, the socially prestigious, the good-looking, and 
the suave. It would have been easy for Paul to have folded such factors into his prescriptions for 
leadership. Yet Paul mentions none of these things; he wants men in leadership who manage their 
households well; who, if married, treat their wives with fidelity and respect; who are apt to teach 
(meaning competent, not necessarily outstanding); who do not get drunk; and who are well thought of by 
their neighbors and their work colleagues. In other words, he wants people in leadership who are, by the 
criteria of the entrepreneurial and youth cultures, really rather bland, nondescript people. Indeed, it is 
quite likely that, were Paul alive today and looking at the church, he would not be asking where the young 
and the famous leaders are or where The Next Big Thing is coming from, but rather: Where are all the 
anonymous pastors and elders who work faithfully in their local churches week in week out, year in year 
out? The widespread existence of these, and not the church equivalents of George Barna or Justins 
Timberlake or Bieber, would be for him a gauge of the church's real health. 
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The problem of The Next Big Thing is set to remain for American evangelicalism. Everything from 
America's entrepreneurialism to its fixation on youth culture to the increasing evangelical fascination 
with information technology is helping foster a church culture to which Pauline notions of church and 
leadership are not simply irrelevant but actually antithetical. "Let no man despise you because of your 
youth" is a verse worth pondering. The day it becomes incomprehensible is the day the church takes its 
leave of Paul. One sometimes wonders if that day has not already passed. 

Carl R. Trueman is professor of church history and vice president for academic affairs at Westminster 
Theological Seminary (Philadelphia). 
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“Where Does Authority Come From? A Conversation 
with a Theologian, a Biologist, and a Sociologist” 
featuring Kelly M. Kapic, Tim Morris, and        
Matthew S. Vos 
MODERN REFORMATION VOL. 24, NO. 5 (SEPTEMBER/OCTOBER 2015) 

“As we receive God’s love, we are drawn into the beautiful diversity of God’s people. Our goal is to learn to 
celebrate...such diversity under the Lordship of Christ.” 

The question “Who am I?” is deceptively simple. On the surface, we think we can immediately answer 
the question, but upon further reflection we discover we actually need a tremendous amount of help to 
understand our “selves.” We need each other. Not just in order for our communities to function well, but 
we need others to make sense of our existence, our calling, and our very being. This need of others, as we 
will explore here, includes “others” with insights from academic disciplines beyond purely biblical and 
theological studies.  

Ideas never happen in a vacuum. Conversations grow and ideas develop across academic disciplines. In 
this way, certain intellectual “furniture” is created or assumed in different historical periods. Attempts 
are then made to organize that furniture to make the space most habitable. Sometimes conversations 
between disciplines can help us organize a room in such a way it becomes livable. At other times, 
roommates are hard to find—unexpected opposition or tensions arise, making it almost impossible for us 
to share the same space. Each person questions the layout or even the furniture that the other suggests, 
believing the other’s arrangements undermine the integrity of the room.  

The following is a conversation with a theologian, a biologist, and a sociologist, answering various 
questions posed to each of them. But we can easily imagine how we could benefit from many more 
conversation partners, such as a psychologist, historian, linguist, and so forth. Human beings are far 
more complicated and beautiful than most of us tend to recognize at first glance. To understand 
humanity in general, and the self in particular, we need one another. 

Kelly M. Kapic (Theology), Tim Morris (Biology), and Matthew S. Vos (Sociology) 

Q u e s t i o n :   H o w  d o e s  y o u r  d i s c i p l i n e  h a v e  a  k i n d  o f  a u t h o r i t y  w h e n  i t  c o m e s  t o  
u n d e r s t a n d i n g  t h e  “ s e l f ”  o r  “ i d e n t i t y ” ?  W h y  s h o u l d  w e  l i s t e n  t o  a  t h e o l o g i a n  o n  t h e s e  
q u e s t i o n s ?  

K a p i c :   Theologians inhabit a bit of a challenging role in such conversations. Although this is somewhat 
oversimplified, there is a real sense in which theologians often speak into these conversations with an 
emphasis on prescription, whereas other disciplines highlight description. Chemists try to describe the 
structure and properties of substances and the various changes that take place. Historians attempt to 
describe as faithfully as possible what happened, seeking to make sense of how one action or event may 
have led to another.  

Christian theologians face the challenge of feeling compelled not merely to describe what is, but also to 
prescribe, based on the authority of divine revelation. Such revelation, however, invites us into the 
complex biblical dynamics of creation and fall, sin and sanctification, the now and not yet. Here, there is 
description and prescription, interpretation and application. All of this matters when we turn our 
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attention to the “self.” The question “Who am I?” requires us to be honest about the brokenness of our 
bodies, our minds, our very selves. But, as Christians, it also means we look beyond what is to what was or 
will be, and for this we look to Scripture.  

A Christian theological view of the self needs to be “creational,” in the sense that it looks back to the 
goodness of God’s original designs, even as it is also “eschatological,” looking forward to the renewal of all 
things in Christ. Such a twofold conception should drive us to be genuinely holistic, seeking to avoid 
reductionism in which we isolate and highlight one aspect of being human while neglecting others. In 
this way, theologians should always be on the alert against efforts to pit the body against the soul, the 
mind against the heart, the will against the affections.   

The word of God is our authority. Yet, we must have the courage to recognize that we are not called to 
approach the Bible arrogantly or blindly. We can be genuinely thankful to God for the common grace he 
has given many who have studied his creation, including the human creature. To better understand the 
self both descriptively and prescriptively, we are well served to do this in an interdisciplinary way: 
neither neglecting theology, nor allowing it to silence what others have discovered about God’s creation. 
Put differently, the theologian cannot simply have the first, final, and only word.  

M o r r i s :   The issue of authority is a little more complicated these days than it used to be. In the 
conservative Christian subculture, there is quite a bit of angst and suspicion regarding the authority of 
the discipline stemming from origins disputes and the “culture wars.” In addition, in these post-Kuhnian 
times in the philosophy of science, it is difficult to sustain claims that the authority of a scientific 
discipline ultimately rests on its uniquely reliable methodology. (Thomas Kuhn developed the idea that 
science itself is a social product that advances with the assent of a community rather than just a 
preponderance of the facts.)    

I’ve become convinced that the best way to proceed in the authority discussion is to assert that whatever 
real authority the discipline of biology has ultimately comes from God—that acknowledgement must be 
our starting point. (Of course, this assertion is not the same thing as an assertion that biology somehow 
speaks for God). Though Scripture doesn’t address the authority of academic disciplines directly, I think 
a fairly strong case can be made for its authority if a kind of analogy between  governmental authority (a 
nonchurch-related authority explicitly addressed in Scripture) and academic disciplinary authority is 
allowed.   Governing authorities are raised up and held accountable by God himself, according to his 
purposes in history. God’s people are enjoined to respect them and honor their authority unless that 
authority is misused, in which case God’s people “must obey God rather than men.”    

Here is one further point to follow up on Kelly’s comments regarding the need for the expertise of 
multiple disciplines to adequately address something as complex as the “self.” The conversation will go 
much better if all participants recognize up front that  the authority of each discipline is strongest at its 
“center” and gets more tentative near its “edges.” For example, the discipline of molecular biology has 
greater authority to speak about DNA replication than it does about, say, human social behavior. The 
complexity of reality and the varied gradations of disciplinary authority invariably lead to tensions 
concerning which discipline might rightly take the lead in a particular case, where prescriptive and 
descriptive responsibilities fall, and where the borders of disciplines rightly lie. These tensions can be 
productive tensions if everyone in the conversation remains humble and teachable. And when I think of 
humble and teachable, I think of sociologists! So, turning to Matt... 

V o s :   In one of my undergraduate classes, I tell my students that the interdisciplinary major is the only 
honest major in the entire institution. This facetious comment is designed to help students see that 
disciplinary boundaries are constructed and artificial, and that it is through our disciplines together that 
we begin to see more clearly—on the shoulders of collective giants! This, of course, resonates with what 



LESSON 2 | resource one 
	  

 

both Kelly and Tim said about the partial perspectives provided by particular disciplines combining for a 
fuller understanding—much like the 1 Corinthians 12:12 explanation of how the different parts of the 
body combine into a whole, and one part cannot do without the others.      

Sociology is, in a way, a reactionary discipline. We have our own domain(s), but we are mostly like to 
comment on all of the other disciplines (something I’m certain my colleagues love about me!). Our 
discipline provides an angle from which to view quite a number of disciplines, and the authority it brings 
to a given area, problem, or topic is centered in its group-oriented perspective. I appreciate what Kelly 
said about his discipline, theology, needing to listen to others. I find that my best ideas happen when I’m 
open to listening to the discoveries of others—such as Kelly and Tim—which can breathe new life into 
my work, giving it greater depth and complexity.     

Turning then to the specific question “What is the self?” is foundational and central in sociology—a 
staple in introductory sociology texts. There are a number of perspectives, and sociology has some 
remarkable insights into the “nature” of the self. In one book I teach from, social psychologist Kenneth 
Gergen writes, “In the beginning was the relationship.”  His point is that everything that is derives from 
relationship. (This is something I point out that is consistent with the Genesis account of the creation of 
humankind. How did Adam know who he was? How did he possess a “self”? He came into the relational 
world of God. He was never alone.)    

The point:  Outside of relationship, we cannot locate the self. The self is both conceived of in relationship 
and sustained in relationship—an idea with theological underpinnings. In developing this idea more 
foundationally, Chicago philosopher-turned-sociologist George Herbert Mead writes about the stages 
through which one proceeds to acquire a self. According to Mead (and echoing John Locke’s tabula rasa), 
we are born as blank slates and society writes its rules upon us—a process easily observed in the loving 
interactions between, say, a mother and her newborn infant. Furthermore, the self is reflexive—to “get” a 
self, one must get outside oneself. We do this by role taking, imagining ourselves as others see us. It is 
through role taking that society is possible at all. In the end, the self is dialectically related to the 
collective. “Who am I?” is perhaps our most burning post-Fall question.     

One can argue that sociological ideas about the self resonate with biblical concerns. For example, we are 
given instruction that as people of faith we are not to “forsake meeting together” and to be found in 
fellowship with one another. Our selves exist only in dialectical relationship with God and with others. 
Accordingly, I know only myself and I have a self only because there are others who form and sustain me. 
Fellowship is not just something nice to have over coffee after church. It is, in fact, the basis for identity 
itself. To be made in the image of God is to be made in relationship.  

Q u e s t i o n :   H o w  h a s  t h e  d i s c u s s i o n  a b o u t  w h a t  i t  m e a n s  t o  b e  h u m a n  c h a n g e d  i n  t h e  l a s t  
g e n e r a t i o n  o r  o n e  h u n d r e d  y e a r s ?  H o w  i s  e a c h  d i s c i p l i n e  p o t e n t i a l l y  h e l p f u l  i n  t h i s  
d i s c u s s i o n ?    

K a p i c :   When it comes to thinking about being human, theological anthropology has been influenced in 
various ways by the work of others. At its best, this has always been part of the Christian tradition that 
grows out of our doctrine of creation, but sometimes this emphasis appears to have been muted or lost its 
significance.   

For example, in debates with early Gnostics, leaders such as Irenaeus were quick to highlight the 
goodness not merely of the original creation but also of the continuing value of human bodies. He and 
theologians such as Tertullian did this, for instance, by drawing attention not merely to God’s original 
creative act, but by concentrating on the truth of the incarnation. There is nothing that highlights more 
strongly God’s delight in his material creation than the fact that the Son of God became man—real flesh 
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and bones. He became like us in all ways, except that he was free from sin. That means our bodies deeply 
matter to God.   

Nevertheless, one can understand how it would be tempting for a Christian living during the 
Enlightenment to displace this holistic emphasis, concentrating almost exclusively on human 
rationality. When this kind of skewed focus is unknowingly passed on, it can even sound as if Christians 
belittle the body. And this has unquestionably happened at times. That is why recent biblical scholars, for 
example, have warned about misreading Paul’s intensions when he pits “flesh” against the “spirit.” The 
apostle is not meaning to pit the physical against the nonphysical, as if the former were negative and the 
latter positive. Instead, he is talking about two ways of existing: the flesh representing hostility toward 
God’s lordship, while the spirit signifies life freely lived under the reign of God’s Spirit. The point was 
never to demean our physical bodies.   

While I would not necessarily want to argue that contemporary theology’s concern for the physical is 
something new, I would say there has been an overall renewed appreciation for a holistic approach to 
being human. This includes not merely a greater appreciation for human physicality, but also for a 
willingness to see the human person as a complex web of mind, will, affections, relationships, and so on. 
Concerns have rightly been raised about theological presentations of the self that concentrate so much 
on certain aspects of mental cognition that they risk underappreciating the complexity of the human 
agent.  

Growing out of this holistic concern is also the greater recognition that humans are relational creatures. 
Our relationship to God and neighbor is pivotal in understanding what it means to be human. We can 
therefore easily imagine how the Fall not only affects our minds, wills, and affections, but how it also 
consequently fosters relational disruption.  

Put simply, modern theology has called for greater attention to a holistic conception of the human 
person, giving special attention to embodiment, the complexity of the human self, and relationality. I 
think all of these, when rightly understood within biblical assumptions, proves truly helpful to us. We are 
well served to fight against reductionist accounts of the self or the human person. Humans must be 
appreciated in their distinctive, unique fullness, made in God’s image and called to love the Creator and 
his creation. Similarly, sin in us is properly understood only when applied to a holistic anthropology, 
because sin affects us in our entirety—that is really what is behind the idea of “total depravity.” There is 
no part of us not affected by sin—that assumes a holistic anthropology.  

V o s :   Early sociological efforts envisioned the person as a consequence of things outside of himself or 
herself. For example, in the work of Emile Durkheim (1858–1917), considered the father of scientific 
sociology, the social clearly takes priority over the individual. For Durkheim, people are not free to do as 
they choose; rather, human agency is quite limited as society imposes a coercive framework over the 
individual. For example, try not using the language, currency, or common manners of the groups around 
you and watch what happens! In sum, the social always predates the individual, and the social is primary.  

German sociologist Max Weber (1864–1920) saw the individual as constrained and worn down by what 
he called the iron cage of rationality, a by-product of Enlightenment thinking. Though humans are free to 
make choices, Weber saw the individual as increasingly worn down and “disenchanted” by the 
rationalized forces of modernity with their emphasis on progress, means-ends calculations, and 
bureaucracy. Weber was pessimistic about the promise modernity held for the individual, and he 
lamented the way in which people were increasingly bound by the very things that promised them 
freedom. His prime example was bureaucracy—a social form that has given birth to much of the modern 
world, but which brings with it a scripted and disenchanted existence (with its emphasis on the person 
serving the system). For Weber, hope lay in the great charismatic political and religious leaders who 
could inspire people to move out of the iron cage.   
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These early sociological perspectives on the self and personhood manifest a strong emphasis on the ways 
in which group memberships influence people and convey privilege or suppress potential. In these and in 
other strains of sociological theory, we see concern with oppression—in fact, sociologists sometimes see 
themselves as society’s prophets. Accordingly, sociology pays special attention to the ways in which 
social location can fragment or detract from what it means to be human. In this, the primary focus falls 
on class, gender, and race. Work in each of these areas unearths ways in which “humanness” is distorted 
because of the ways in which dominant groups label, constrain, and oppress subordinate groups.  

Our postmodern era raises new concerns for sociologists. Postmodernism is characterized by 
fragmentation and a loss of coherence and wholeness (this is not to say that all features of postmodern 
society are undesirable). Accordingly, the reality in which we find ourselves—the social on which the self 
is constructed—is an imaginary reality comprising false images. This is no reality at all, but increasingly 
the only one to which we have access (think of our attachment to the “unreal” relationships we form with 
television characters we binge-watch on Netflix). The predominance of simulacra (false images or 
“idols”) is of increasing concern to contemporary sociologists—a concern that, albeit in secular fashion, 
more than hints at the notions of goodness (creation), distortion (fall), and the hope of wholeness 
(redemption).  

At present, the work of well-known and enormously influential Christian sociologist Christian Smith 
focuses greater attention on the spiritual dimension of personhood, with recent books such as Moral, 
Believing Animals: Human Personhood and Culture and What Is a Person: Rethinking Humanity, Social 
Life, and the Moral Good from the Person Up. 

M o r r i s :   First, it is clear that in biology the pendulum has swung pretty strongly away from instinctive 
reductionism and genetic determinism. It wasn’t that long ago that Richard Dawkins’s “selfish gene” 
concept (the idea that bodies and organismal behaviors are generated by genes to ensure the propagation 
of genes) was considered a cutting-edge idea. Now, only a few decades later, there is broad recognition 
that such reductive “gene-centric” thinking can significantly distort the understanding of biology.  

Chapters in general biology textbooks dealing with holistic “systems biology” topics are now ubiquitous, 
and discussion of nonreducible “emergent properties” at various levels of biological organization are 
commonplace. Everywhere you look in biology, the emphasis is on the complexity of interconnected 
wholes in which everything is connected to everything else in interactive webs—from gene regulation to 
cellular signaling to organs, organisms, populations of organisms, and ecosystems. Discussions in biology 
in general are now decidedly more holistic and multifaceted, and this has certainly led to richer 
discussions about what being human entails.  

Humans/human bodies are increasingly seen as relational wholes—that is, as composed of a variety of 
irreducible interactive relationships between cells, organs, and organ systems. This discussion is now 
beginning to expand even beyond our bodies as traditionally envisioned. For example, recent work 
details the deep relationship we have with the microbes that live in and on us. They outnumber “us” ten 
to one (in terms of cell counts), and these minute fellow travelers include genetic information one 
hundred fifty times greater than our “own.” Further, it appears these microbes can impact our physiology 
in a variety of ways and may even influence our mental health. This is all adding momentum to the idea 
that discussions of “what we are” should include the facts of our “embeddedness” in vast webs of 
relationships with a variety of fellow creatures. All of this would suggest that human “identity” could be 
fruitfully explored in biological terms as a nexus of relationships; considerations of self and identity that 
primarily seem to reference abstract disembodied “mind” states would seem to be pretty impoverished.  

Q u e s t i o n :   W h a t  p o t e n t i a l  c a u t i o n s  m i g h t  y o u  o f f e r  r e g a r d i n g  y o u r  d i s c i p l i n e  w h e n  i t  
c o m e s  t o  t h e s e  d i s c u s s i o n s ?  W h a t  a r e  s o m e  o f  t h e  h o t  t o p i c s  o n  i d e n t i t y  c o m i n g  o u t  o f  
y o u r  d i s c i p l i n e ?   
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K a p i c :   Some of the hot topics in theological anthropology include not merely the obvious discussions 
about human origins, but also how people’s particular history and social location affects them. We can 
talk about what it means to be “human,” but if we stay at that level it can too easily become overly 
abstract and theoretical. In truth, each human is a particular person, in a specific place, from a unique set 
of parents, living through a distinctive set of experiences. These peculiarities are genuinely significant as 
they help shape our view of ourselves, of God, of one another, and of the world in general. We often don’t 
realize this, because we just think we “see” things as they are, until we start to recognize that some of 
what we assumed was universal was in fact an unconscious sociocultural assumption.  

Wrestling with these kinds of questions has not always been easy for theologians, but we must recognize 
that they are more important than we have sometimes admitted. We may be uncomfortable talking about 
race, sex, or socioeconomics, but that doesn’t mean we can ignore these topics. A person comes from a 
particular tribe, tongue, and nation. The book of Revelation anticipates a great day when we will join 
together singing God’s great praise. All of our differences and distinctions will not be lost or flattened out, 
but instead brought together for the glory of God: unity amid distinction. Our voices and experiences are 
blended together, and out of our particularity comes a gospel harmony of praise.     

We need to resist the urge to immediately flatten out “humanity” in an effort to say we are all the same. 
Our distinctions matter to us, as humans. Even if our identity is in Christ, that doesn’t mean our identity 
is not also expressed through our cultural, historical, and socioeconomic experiences. Our goal is not to 
escape our particularity, but to fight against the sins that distort our perspectives. Sin is the problem, not 
the color of your skin or the language you speak or the food you eat. The goal is not bland sameness, but 
the freedom of the gospel enjoyed by male and female, young and old, Jew and Gentile. Paul’s vision for 
the church is consistently multiracial, multiethnic, and multiclass.  

We also can’t have a conception of human beings that so focuses on particularity that we forget we are 
still all human creatures, united even amid our differences. We are all created in the image of God; we 
were made good, but we have all also been affected by sin. We each need the grace and forgiveness that 
only the Triune God can offer. And as we receive God’s love, we are drawn into the beautiful diversity of 
God’s people. Our goal is to learn to celebrate rather than deny such diversity under the Lordship of 
Christ. In doing this, we better discover our own identify as part of the family of God, as children of the 
living God.  

V o s :   A great deal of sociology focuses on the ways in which human life is wasted or squandered, as well 
as the ways in which human identity and personhood is misconceived and anchored in the wrong things. 
We see the same pitfall in politics, in rabid nationalism, where the assumption is “If only we could.”  But, 
as sociologist Russ Heddendorf reflects,  

We are deluded if we believe the social world to be real or that it consists of “facts.” If we do, we confuse 
“facts” with truth and allow ourselves to be controlled by them. Such a belief [Jacques] Ellul refers to as 
“the religion of the established fact, the religion on which depend the lesser religions of the dollar, race, or 
the proletariat.” The Christian is also to realize that the world is dying because of human sinfulness. 
Since this trend cannot be reversed [through some social scheme], Christians need to help preserve the 
world for the return of Christ, who alone can deal with the problem. 

Nowhere is such advice more needed than in matters of human identity and personhood. No scheme of 
mental culture or social program will overcome the pervasive effects of the Fall, the most pernicious of 
which infiltrate us at the level of identity. Who we are, whose we are, and for what we were made are not 
questions that can ultimately be answered by the sociologist alone or by a methodology devised by 
sociologists.  
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Kelly and I recently wrote an article titled “Those Who Mourn.” I presented this to our students as an 
example of the posture that we, the community of believers, might take toward the broken world around 
us. In this example, our “action” is that we refuse to simply “party on a sinking ship.” Rather, we mourn 
what should be different, and what will one day be put right. One facet of sociology that can be especially 
difficult for undergraduate students is that it’s much better at identifying and analyzing problems than 
with recommending concrete action that might help resolve them (the aforementioned prophetic mode). 
Of course, a Christian approach to sociology acknowledges the importance of faith, trust in God, and the 
anticipation and hope of Christ’s return. He alone solves our problems and brings coherence and 
meaning to our identities. Sociology without the gospel is limited in that it fails to recognize the 
importance of the unseen, placing all of its emphasis on the seen.  

M o r r i s :   A caution that comes to mind has to do with the kinds of explanations regarding human nature 
and human behavior that emerge from a natural science discipline such as biology. My concern has to do 
with the way these explanations are developed in the discipline and then how these explanations are 
received and used or abused.  

I can illustrate the concern in relation to a contemporary explanation of religion developed by 
evolutionary biologist David Sloan Wilson in his book Darwin’s Cathedral. Wilson proposes that religious 
belief systems such as Christianity have biological “cash value,” in that religious belief systems help to 
solve the “fundamental problem of social life.” This “fundamental problem” can be simply posed: Groups 
that contain individuals that engage in cooperative and pro-social behaviors are likely to do better than 
groups that contain individuals that engage in antisocial behaviors. On an individual level, however, to 
make sacrifices for the benefit of another individual is a disadvantage in terms of one’s own reproductive 
success, such that individual pro-social behavior will not be evolutionarily sustainable. Religious belief 
and practice can solve this problem, Wilson posits, by reducing the individual costs of in-group altruism 
so that cooperative pro-social behavior will be maintained within the group, and thus the selective 
advantage of groups of altruists over groups of nonaltruists is able to get evolutionary traction. Thus, in 
his view, religious belief in general and a variety of peculiarities of specific religious systems can be 
explained in terms of their biological, adaptive function.  

Though his explanation is pretty straightforward, things get more complicated from there. For example, 
Wilson, who believes that the natural, material world is ultimate (he’s a metaphysical naturalist), sees 
his explanation as “explaining away” the common human belief in the existence of deity. In his view, 
there are no deities, so his explanation shows why humans have so commonly “made them up.” Wilson 
seems to assume that his metaphysical naturalism is just a part of his being a scientist. On the other 
hand, some Christians quickly embraced Wilson’s ideas, minus the metaphysical naturalism, as a 
validation for religious belief, unwittingly ceding ultimate authority in these issues to science (in the 
form of Wilson’s explanation). Then other Christians quickly rejected any validity for Wilson’s 
explanation because in their view, if legitimized, biological explanations would indeed “explain away” 
religious belief.  

The upshot is that I would counsel caution in handling biological explanations related to human identity 
and behavior—but not a caution borne of suspicion or fear. I believe that the biological disciplines have 
much of value to add to these discussions and by God’s grace can provide genuine insights into the ways 
God may work in his world and among his creatures. But explanations and the plausibility attached to 
them always come to us in a broader context of disciplinary methodologies and practices that may be 
filtered in various ways by the preferences and convictions of groups 
or individuals.  
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Q u e s t i o n :   F r i e d r i c h  N i e t z s c h e  ( 1 8 4 4 – 1 9 0 0 )  s a i d  t h a t  “ t r u t h ”  i s  s o m e t h i n g  w e  m a k e ,  n o t  
d i s c o v e r .  W o u l d  m a n y  o f  o u r  n e i g h b o r s  t o d a y  s a y  t h e  s a m e  a b o u t  t h e  s e l f ?  A n d  a r e  t h e s e  
r e l a t e d ?   

V o s :   For the Christian sociologist, this question—about truth, relativism, and the self—has a cautious 
both/and answer. In the circles I inhabit, Christians are fond of talking about “absolute” truth—a sort of 
antidote to this Nietzschean relativism. Though I understand and resonate with the intent in voicing 
such concepts, the notion of absolute truth has always seemed a bit sterile or cold to me. It seems to 
locate truth in a set of propositions that exist apart from relationships. For me, the truth found in God is 
inherently relational.  

Like philosophy, sociology spans a broad range of possible positions on truth or (as we might call it) 
reality. At one extreme—where we would locate Durkheim and positivism—we find the idea that there is 
truth and it is revealed through the proper use of the scientific method. Truth is outside the person. 
Naturalism, a paradigm utilized in qualitative methodology, provides an example of this take on truth or 
reality. A researcher looking at some particular facet of the social world—say, an immigrant 
community—would describe things as they are and, given sound methodology, could reliably proclaim 
that they had discovered the truth. One problem with this approach is that the immigrants themselves 
might read the researcher’s account of their lives and say, “That’s not true at all.” Accordingly, 
naturalism, as a paradigm, has become suspect in sociological and anthropological research because it 
fails to account for the dynamic, relational character of people in communities. Truth in describing 
social reality doesn’t stand still.  

At the other extreme, we find the phenomenological tradition in sociology. This tradition, in contrast 
with the positivism of Durkheim, acknowledges no truth or reality apart from the social. From this 
perspective, all that exists are notions of truth sustained by communities through “commonsense” 
practices. Rather than searching for truth, the phenomenologist searches for the “essence” of some social 
practice. Thus all truth is nothing more than human interpretations and conventionality, which sounds 
more than a bit hopeless.  

On its own, neither position is the safe one. Taken together, these extremes—positivism in contrast with 
phenomenology—are quite helpful to the student of truth. Positivism and the objectivist tradition remind 
us there is a reality outside of us—one that shapes, molds, and influences who we are and what we are 
becoming. The phenomenological tradition, with its murky relativism, reminds us that we must be 
cautious about reifying—about treating as real and immutable—that which is merely conventional. For 
example, Westerners must be cautious about taking their understanding of truth as universal and 
imposing their “conventional” standards of morality and ethics, suffused with an unparalleled 
individualism, on non-Western people groups. Scripture provides compelling examples of Jesus 
breaching social convention to expose the self-serving conventionality of those who held to the so-called 
truth of their traditions. In speaking to the woman at the well, in touching the woman with the issue of 
blood, in affirming his disciples’ practice of picking grain on the Sabbath, Jesus de-reified social practice 
and tradition, exposing them for what they were, and inviting people into a new, better, and truer 
understanding—or put differently, inviting them into relationship with himself, into a truth inseparable 
from his person.  

M o r r i s :   It is fascinating to me to see how discussions in the academic disciplines filter out (usually 
with a significant lag period) into the general cultural mind-sets of our neighbors in our regular lives. It 
seems that a variety of disciplines have now worked through radical relativist proposals about how they 
operate, and come out on the other side with a richer view that I believe comports pretty well with a 
Christian understanding of humans as divine image-bearers yet genuinely creaturely. Understanding 
these developments in various disciplines can be quite helpful in shaping discussions of these issues 
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with our neighbors. The discussion in sociology, as Matt helpfully describes it, resonates with similar 
conversations over time in the philosophy of science community, with a similar “both/and” consensus 
emerging. Interestingly, most “working scientists” would instinctively defend the “It’s all just 
straightforward discovery” as they push back vigorously against the relativist “Truth is something we 
make” sentiment. Perhaps this explains why science is increasingly viewed with suspicion in pop 
culture. These researchers are typically not much more reflective in a philosophical sense than our 
neighbors might be, and they would also benefit from the both/and discussion.  

V o s :   This conversation about truth shares many features with our conversation about identity and 
selves. On the one hand, a Christian understanding of the self includes an “in-Christ” identity conveyed 
by the Creator that transcends the will, efforts, and imagination of its bearer. On the other hand, we 
should not take our identity for granted. What we do in the subjective world of human relationships 
matters. We are always found in dialectical relationship to others; the individual self is inseparable from 
the relational confluence in which it exists.   

My wife and I have three foreign adopted children, all from disenfranchised and difficult circumstances. 
As we look back on their adoptions, we so clearly see that God held their lives and directed their paths. 
Their selves were known to God from eternity, and by faith we embrace their entrance into our family as 
something oddly inevitable—something planned by God from the foundations. But we also are conscious 
of how profoundly their identities and selves are shaped by the relationships they encounter in our 
family. In a way, they are who they are—their likes, dislikes, goals, language, culture, fears, hopes, and 
dreams—because they are shaped by the relationships in and around our family. To be adopted was a 
critical piece in the construction of my children’s selves. To leave them in impoverished circumstances 
would have likely destroyed much of who they could become. The truth of my children and of their selves 
and identities rests in the relationships that form, nurture, sustain, and shape their young lives. The truth 
that is Kate, Rose, and Alec is a relational truth—one objectively anchored in and sustained by the God of 
the Scriptures and nurtured in the intersubjective world of people.  

M o r r i s :   I agree with Matt on the connection between the fairly common pop-culture notion that we 
each construct our own “truths” the best we can, and cultural notions about the plasticity of our 
identities. In both cases, the mistake is to latch on to only one aspect of a larger, more dynamic picture. In 
many ways, it seems we humans (certainly me included) tend to default to “one sidedness.” As my dad 
always says, “Humans are natural born extremists.” 

The way I often remind myself to combat “one-sidedness” on issues like this is to recall my own 
experience with Philippians 2:12. When I was growing up, I remember often hearing the last phrase of 
Philippians 2:12—“Work out your salvation in fear and trembling”—usually quoted to me (I guess) as an 
incentive to avoid being lazy before a God who will judge my actions. This made me fearful that maybe I 
wasn’t trying or working hard enough. Maybe I wasn’t listening carefully to those teaching me, but it 
wasn’t until much later that I connected this phrase to what immediately follows in verse 13: “For it is 
God who works in you to will and to act according to his good purpose.” So the “fear and trembling” in 
verse 12 is not the “Wait until your father gets home” kind of fear. This fear is more akin to awe at the 
power of God to work in and through his creatures as they work in their creaturely ways. Let me 
paraphrase a bit: “Work out your scientific knowledge in fear and trembling, because it is the God who 
made all the objects of your study who works in you, the creature (that is in your senses, your rational 
capacities, your scientific colleagues, your disciplinary paradigms) to will and to act according to his 
good purpose.” Or paraphrasing freely again: “Work out your creaturely selves in fear and trembling, for 
it is the God who made you and calls you by name who works in you, his embodied, temporal image-
bearer (that is, in your heart, in your  DNA, your cellular functions, your organs, your hormones, your 
brain, the time of your birth, the places of your life, your mind, your gifts, your family, your hopes and 
dreams, your upbringing, your education, your friends, your work, and your energy) to will and to act 
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according to his good purpose.” Simply put, it’s all of him using all of you. A pretty amazing both/and to 
live into in our knowing and being.  

Q u e s t i o n :   W e  t a l k  a b o u t  a  C h r i s t i a n  v i e w  o f  t h e  s e l f ,  b u t  h o w  i s  C h r i s t  m o r e  t h a n  a  m e r e  
m e a n s  t o  a n  e n d  w h e n  w e  t a l k  a b o u t  o u r  i d e n t i t y ?  W h a t  d o e s  i t  m e a n  t o  h a v e  o u r  i d e n t i t y  
i n  C h r i s t ?  Y o u  h a v e  s p o k e n  o f  p o t e n t i a l  d a n g e r s  w i t h t h e  p r e a c h i n g  a b o u t  i d e n t i t y  i n  
C h r i s t .  C a n  y o u  e x p l a i n  w h a t  p o t e n t i a l  m i s u n d e r s t a n d i n g s  m i g h t  a r i s e ?  

K a p i c :   I believe that union with Christ is the centerpiece for rightly understanding how to think about 
a Christian view of the self; however, there are some potential misunderstandings or dangers that can 
arise when this is emphasized without clear understanding. On the one hand, we who were dead in our 
sins are now made alive with Christ. We are new creatures, declared holy because we have received the 
Holy Spirit who unites us to the crucified and risen Christ. We do not become holy, but in Christ we are 
holy even now. One of the great contributions of the Protestant Reformation was to declare all believers 
“saints.” This was not a special category reserved merely for the super-spiritual, but a reality for all who 
are found in Christ by his Spirit. Thus Paul can write to “all the saints in Christ Jesus” who are at 
Philippi, or in Ephesus or Colossae. Christ is the center of their new life, their new identity, their new 
existence.  

When we talk about being “hidden” in Christ, or united to him so that when the Father sees us he “sees 
the Son,” we don’t mean that we become obliterated or unseen by God. We don’t mean that God hates 
you, that he can’t stand to look at you.  

Let me express my fear a bit differently. I sometimes hear the gospel proclaimed in such a way that it 
sounds like the Father is full of wrath, and when he looks at you he is full of anger, but thankfully the Son 
steps in the way so that the Father no longer sees you but instead only his Son. That, we are told, is “good 
news.” Well, I have to say, while it has elements of the good news, that kind of presentation makes me 
nervous for a number of reasons. While I could address some theological misunderstandings (for 
example, pitting the Father and Son against each other, losing sight that it is out of the Father’s love that 
the Son is sent, and so on), let me focus on the problems related to our identity.   

It may sound great that God doesn’t see you, because that way he doesn’t see your sin. But at some point it 
will hit you and you will begin to wonder: Does God love me? Does God know me? Or does he just know 
the Son and love the Son, and since he can’t “see” me I escape judgment? This can manifest itself in 
Reformed circles when our congregations are much more convinced that they are sinners than that they 
are beloved by our Lord.  

We need to be clear on this. The Christian hope is not that we will disappear, but that we will be renewed 
in Christ. This is crucial to our identity. Paul tells us here, using the emphatic pronoun “I” (ego), that we 
are called to die: “I have been crucified with Christ. It is no longer I who live” (Gal. 2: 20). But what does it 
mean for us to “die”? I worry that with this language we can easily take it in morbid and 
counterproductive ways.  

Paul not only says we were crucified with Christ, but also that “Christ lives in me. And the life I now live 
in the flesh I live” (Gal. 2:20). I (ego) am still living. We died with Christ; we rose with Christ. So what 
does this mean to your life? When Paul tells us that we have been crucified with Christ and “it is no 
longer I who live,” he doesn’t mean you actually need to cease being you. Each of us is different. Some are 
extroverts; some introverts. Some of us are publically animated, others more reserved. Some seek 
adventure; others enjoy quiet. Some are quick to reflect; others are quick to action. Some find energy as 
they are with people; being alone refreshes others. Some deal with stress through humor; others through 
increased focus. Which personality trait reflects true Christian identity in Christ? Does the call to be a 
faithful Christian mean that “you” actually have to stop being you?  
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Listen carefully. You cannot escape you! Stop running from yourself. Christ living in you is still you. He 
does not obliterate, deform, or deaden you. Who made you? When God made you, did he make a 
mistake? The Father of life created each of us in our particularity, and he delights in his creation. We are 
not trying to run from ourselves here; we are trying to be freed from the entanglements of sin that so ruin 
and deform his image in us. Run from your sin, yes, but don’t imagine that to be a serious Christian you 
need to have a different personality.  

God’s goal is not for us all to end up looking, sounding, and being the same. Do you see how we confuse 
“sameness” with godliness? “Christ lives in me.” God’s goal for you and me is not our death but our life. 
Yet that life can now, in light of sin, be understood and experienced only as we are united to the risen 
Christ. He makes us alive and glorious. When the Spirit enters my life, I am still me. Yet I am not “me,” for 
I am new in Christ. And there is the tension.   

Kelly M. Kapic is associate professor of biblical and theological studies at Covenant College and coeditor 
of The Devoted Life: An Invitation to the Puritan Classics (IVP, 2004). His most recent book 
is Communion with God: The Divine and Human in the Theology of John Owen (Baker Academic, 2007).  

Tim Morris is professor of biology and dean of sciences at Covenant College. His book Science & Grace: 
God’s Reign in the Natural Sciences (Crossway, 2006), coauthored with physicist Don Petcher, was 
written to help Christians better understand the relationship between contemporary science and 
Christianity.  

Matthew S. Vos is professor of sociology at Covenant College and president of the Association of 
Christians Teaching Sociology (ACTS). He is the author of Sociology, part of the Faithful Learning series 
(P&R Publishing, 2014). His academic interests focus on gender, sociology of sport, religion, and 
sociological theory. 
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“Deep Sea Diving in a Jet Ski Age” 
by Michael S. Horton 
MODERN REFORMATION VOL. 22, NO. 3 (MAY/JUNE 2013) 

Psychiatrist Keith Ablow joins the chorus of colleagues, as well as sociologists and historians, in a recent 
online article. The gist: "We are raising a generation of deluded narcissists." He refers to new surveys 
collected by Dr. Jean Twenge, a psychology professor. Today's college students "are more likely than ever 
to call themselves gifted and driven to succeed, even though their test scores and time spent studying are 
decreasing." In short, she calls it "a narcissism epidemic" and many of her colleagues, like Ablow, agree. 

These data are not unexpected. I have been writing a great deal over the past few years about the 
toxic psychological impact of media and technology on children, adolescents and young adults, 
particularly as it regards turning them into faux celebrities—the equivalent of lead actors in 
their own fictionalized life stories. 

On Facebook, young people can fool themselves into thinking they have hundreds or thousands 
of "friends." They can delete unflattering comments. They can block anyone who disagrees with 
them or pokes holes in their inflated self-esteem. They can choose to show the world only 
flattering, sexy or funny photographs of themselves (dozens of albums full, by the way), "speak" 
in pithy short posts and publicly connect to movie stars and professional athletes and musicians 
they "like."...These are the psychological drugs of the 21st century and they are getting our sons 
and daughters very sick, indeed.1 

Tragically, narcissism typically turns to self-loathing. "False pride can never be sustained." Young people 
are looking for more highs to define and distinguish themselves. "They're doing anything to distract 
themselves from the fact that they feel empty inside and unworthy." However, the bubble will burst. 
Ablow says, "Watch for an epidemic of depression and suicidality, not to mention homicidality, as the 
real self-loathing and hatred of others that lies beneath all this narcissism rises to the surface." 

I had the privilege of growing up with aged grandparents in our home. Born in the 1880s in Texas and 
Oklahoma (when it wasn't Oklahoma but "Indian Territory"), they were full of stories I badgered them to 
tell over and over again. I felt like I was part of something larger than myself: a family story that was itself 
part of a larger story you can crawl inside by having it told to you, over and over again. And the 
storytelling just happened, during those lulls in the daily rhythm, because we were actually there—in 
each other's presence—with time to spare. 

One day, I can't recall exactly when, our children discovered our iPad and nothing's been the same. It's 
like a moth to a flame. My wife and I allow them to use it only in limited blocks of time for playing games, 
but if we're distracted it could go on for hours. You'll never be able to eradicate the natural childhood 
wonder at stories of the old West, but there are fewer opportunities to tell them. It's not just the kids. I 
find myself navigating more than thinking and meditating; and even while I'm reading and writing, I'll be 
checking my e-mail or texting like a crazy person. 

Most of us have to stretch our historical imagination to understand a world that was normal not that long 
ago. With our automobile-driven culture of climate-controlled suburbia, anonymous individualism 
deposits us in our garage without having to bother with others. Add to that now the isolation of having 
the world at your fingertips in front of a screen—TV, Internet, and phone—and it's easy to see why we've 
become quite different people in barely a generation. In a recent story on NPR, an older woman was 
talking about how train passengers used to bring baskets of food on the trip from Madrid to Paris, 
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exchanging cheese, meats, and fruit among themselves. Now, she said, there are no baskets; everyone sits 
alone, glued to his or her gadgets. 

Don't worry: this isn't a Luddite (technology-hating) screed. Medieval mining transformed civilization in 
good and bad ways, giving us many of the social habits that came to full flower in modernity. The 
invention of maps changed our relation to space just as clocks changed the way we live in time. As Jesuit 
priest and media scholar John Culkin points out, "We shape our tools and thereafter they shape us."2 It 
can't be all bad, but then it can't be all good, either. That's where wisdom comes in. Wisdom discerns not 
just between good and bad, but between better and best. 

Orality to Writing 

It's one thing to lose that socializing force of grandparents weaving us into the tapestry of a larger story. 
Even more critical are the ways in which the narcissistic bent of our hearts is actually nurtured in the 
church by exchanging the patient wisdom of a common gospel, confession, catechesis, prayer, praise, and 
discipline for the instant gratification of self-esteem and self-expression. A group formed exclusively by 
private Bible reading will be fundamentally different from the body of Christ that the Spirit is building by 
his publicly proclaimed Word and Sacraments. Communal identities are mediated by stories proclaimed 
and sung in church. In our churches today, singing is less a social act of "making the word of Christ dwell 
in you richly" (Col. 3:16) than an individual expression of one's own feelings. Worshiping alone, together. 
Meanwhile genuine public worship—specifically, the preached Word—creates a community that 
contrasts sharply with the private spirituality that more easily fits with the Internet age. 

It is no surprise that in Scripture the Word of God is something that is first and foremost spoken. The 
world itself came into being and is sustained by speech. "By the word of the Lord the heavens were made, 
and by the breath of his mouth all their host" (Ps. 33:6). The God of the Bible is not Plato's impersonal 
"One" silently emanating divinity, but the Father speaking in his Son and by his Spirit. Jesus himself 
said, "The words that I have spoken to you are spirit and life" (John 6:63). The apostles taught that "faith 
comes by hearing and hearing by the word of Christ" (Rom. 10:17) and that we are born again through the 
preaching of the gospel (Rom. 1:16; Eph. 1:13–14; 1 Thess. 1:5; 1 Pet. 1:23; James 1:18). 

Scholars have often observed that the New Testament "happened" to emerge right at the transition from 
an oral to a writing culture. So we get the best of both worlds: a preached Word that creates faith, and a 
written Word that is normative for what is preached. Yet the biblical writers were clearly convinced that 
the preached Word is especially God's ordained means of grace. 

Augustine defined the essence of sin as being "turned in on ourselves." By addressing us in command and 
promise, God makes us his kind of extroverts: looking up in faith to God and out to our brothers and 
sisters—as well as our non-Christian neighbors—in love. The Reformers also emphasized the point that 
faith is created and sustained by the gospel promise we hear rather than by the things we can see. "For 
Calvin as for Luther," John Leith observes, "the ears alone are the organ of the Christian," and Luther 
said that "the church is a mouth-house, not a pen-house"—this from the first figure to transform history 
through the relatively new invention of the printing press! The Second Helvetic Confession declares, 
"The preached Word is the Word of God." The Westminster Larger Catechism explains that God blesses 
the reading, "but especially the preaching of the Word as a means of grace...driving them out of 
themselves and drawing them unto Christ." This public and community-generating Word is not only 
found in the sermon, but also runs through the whole liturgy. Especially in the Psalms, God gives us our 
lines in the script for common praise, lament, confession, and thanksgiving. 

There are crucial theological convictions that ground our practices. If we forget them, assuming that the 
media are indifferent and change from culture to culture, then even the best doctrinal statement 
becomes little more than a piece of paper we file away. 
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On balance, surely writing has turned out to be a net gain. Yet it has also tended to make us as Christians 
more forgetful of basic things, such as that "faith comes by hearing the word of Christ" (Rom. 10:17). Just 
as the early Christians and the Reformers were able to take advantage of the written word without 
surrendering the preached Word, we need to avoid the radical tendency of our day either to lionize or 
demonize new technologies. In other words, we need wisdom. 

Reading to Skimming 

Yet wisdom—that fruit of patient meditation on what really matters—is precisely what is becoming more 
difficult in the Internet Age. In this issue, we mention on several occasions the considerable discussion 
provoked by Nicholas Carr in his book, The Shallows: What the Internet Is Doing to Our Brains. While 
enthusiasts and critics debate the content, Carr points out that both are missing the deeper issue, 
namely, the ways in which our tools themselves—in this case the Internet—actually change us. It's not 
just how we use tools but how they use us that matters. 

Carr spent his life reading and writing. "Now my concentration starts to drift after a page or two. I get 
fidgety, lose the thread, begin looking for something else to do. I feel like I'm always dragging my 
wayward brain back to the text. The deep reading that used to come naturally has become a 
struggle....Once I was a scuba diver in the sea of words. Now I zip along the surface like a guy on a Jet Ski." 
We're becoming "chronic scatterbrains."3 

It is not just that our habits are changing, Carr argues—it's our brains, our very selves. He appeals to 
recent studies showing how our brains are rewiring themselves in the Internet Age. This is nothing new, 
of course. Social historians have explored the ways in which our tools have changed us, individually and 
socially, in myriad ways. Yet, unlike these gradual transformations in the past, the Internet revolution 
has been a tsunami. Technical know-how has marginalized other ways of knowing, like art and, above all, 
wisdom. 

If the library replaced the campfire as the archive of communal wisdom, the library itself is under threat 
today. Carr observes, "The library's layout provides, as well, a powerful symbol of our new media 
landscape: at the center stands the screen of the Internet connected computer; the printed word has been 
pushed to the margins." He points to the way our interpersonal communication has changed, evident for 
example in the differences between a personal letter and an e-mail message. It's not just a question of 
different technologies, but the different people we become and communities that emerge as a result. In 
the past, quiet and contemplation were essential habits of reading; now, we are mostly comfortable 
surrounded by noise and distraction—the sounds of other technologies. 

Recovering Wisdom 

One of the interesting distinctions drawn by Carr is between technological "determinists" and 
"instrumentalists." Determinists act as if we are pawns of technology, while instrumentalists think we're 
just using it without being changed by it. The truth, he thinks, is somewhere in the middle. Precisely 
because of that, we need to think about how we're being changed and consider more deliberate practices 
that can make up for what we've lost or are losing. 

Only with wisdom were Christians in other ages able to integrate various forms of technology. And only 
with a similar wisdom, informed by the same convictions about reality and how we encounter it, will we 
be prepared to adapt to the Internet Age without being swallowed whole. 

In Christian discipleship, wisdom is in the driver's seat, not calculative reasoning or visual consumerism. 
And wisdom is formed over the long haul as each generation of competent disciples passes its faith and 
practices down to the next. We are not autonomous individuals, surfing the Internet to choose among 
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various identities that the market offers us. The preaching of the gospel calls us outside of ourselves, to 
look up in faith to God in Christ and out to our neighbors in love. It socializes us as a specific kind of 
community. Through its regular recital, the story changes us. Instead of just being spectators in front of 
it, we find ourselves living in it as part of the cast in the covenant of grace. 

The Word became flesh. He delivers himself to us here and now through ordinary human speech, water, 
bread, and wine. In uniting us to himself he unites us to one another. These others are not people we 
"friend" on Facebook or "join" in "chat rooms" based on how much they're like us. They are real flesh-
and-blood human beings. We didn't choose them based on shared consumer profiles; God chose them for 
us as our brothers and sisters, and we'll be living with them for eternity, so we had better get used to them 
now! Sure, we change the church, but the church changes us. To grow more and more into one body with 
Christ as our head, we must exist in real places, where we are drawn from our private rooms into the 
theater of grace. 

Michael Horton is the J. Gresham Machen Professor of Apologetics and Systematic Theology at 
Westminster Seminary California (Escondido, California), host of the White Horse Inn national radio 
broadcast, and editor-in-chief of Modern Reformation magazine. He is author of many books, including 
The Gospel-Driven Life, People and Place, Putting Amazing Back into Grace, The Christian Faith, For 
Calvinism and Ordinary: Sustainable Faith in a Radical, Restless World. 
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“Seekers or Tourists? Or the Difference Between 
Pilgrimage and Vacation” 
by Michael S. Horton 
MODERN REFORMATION VOL. 10, NO. 4 (JULY/AUGUST 2001) 

A good deal has been reported in recent years about the remarkable rise in tourism. Every summer, 
Europeans experience mixed emotions as both the American and Japanese tourists arrive, cameras 
hanging from necks like pendants. "See Europe in ten days" is actually taken seriously by us because we 
don't really intend to get to know the culture—we just want to take pictures and experience the 
experience. And if the tour group has three hours in San Marco Piazza, shopping for souvenirs will 
probably consume two-and-a-half of those hours, leaving twenty minutes for a quick survey of the actual 
Piazza. What really matters is not that we got to know Europe (which is good, since we didn't), but that 
we have evidence to prove we were there. That's why people speak of "doing Europe": it's a commodity, 
something to add to our repertoire of experiences that advertises something about us to other people. 

If this is a bit cynical, it is nevertheless worth asking whether the blending of consumerism and tourism 
might be evident in the way contemporary Americans approach religion and spirituality. We call them 
seekers, but "tourists" might be more apt. The term "seeker" conjures notions of destination. One has to 
be looking for something in particular in order to qualify as a seeker, but we are all used to being 
consumers and voyeurs of other people's experiences. Unlike seekers, tourists have no intention of 
committing themselves once they find that for which they are looking. They are fascinated by nearly 
everything, just as "doing Asia" is fascinating, even if it is seen through the tinted glass of trains and posh 
buses. 

We see this same phenomenon in the Church. We have a lot of churches these days that instead of 
reaching the unchurched are unchurching the churched. What do I mean by that? Modernity has already 
virtually torn apart the generational fabric and rootedness that comes with long-term commitments. 
According to some of the statistics I've seen, the average candidate for a seeker church is not an 
unbeliever but a lapsed churchgoer or a churchgoer who has been so uprooted and transplanted in his or 
her life that belonging to a seeker church—with its more transient feel—is more desirable. A spiritual 
tourism, if you will. 

No real growth in the number of conversions to Christianity has occurred during this period of the 
megachurch, so we may be justified in concluding that the growth is the result of smaller, more rooted 
churches gradually losing their membership to megachurches. These folks are not necessarily 
unbelievers who need to be reached but professing Christians who do not want to commit to anything 
beyond themselves and who insist on not limiting their options. With this in mind, these questions arise: 

• Will those who care the least about the kingdom of God have the most to say about what things 
look like for the next generation? 

• Are we entrusting our covenant children to churches governed by the values of those who are 
the least committed to the Christian faith? 

• How can we reach the lost without losing the reached? 

This does not spell defeat, however, because we believe that the gospel is "the power of God unto 
salvation." It can arrest people in their tracks and end their spiritual tourism. But if that arresting truth is 
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lacking in the churches on their itinerary, they will remain tourists and voyeurs—connoisseurs of 
religious experience along with everything else. Former labor secretary Robert Reich notes in an article 
in Civilization, "Instead of liberating us, the new world of choice is making us more dependent on people 
who specialize in persuading us to choose this or that." In relation to the Church, I would argue, that 
makes pastors travel agents. Reich is correct on this point: we are so burdened with small choices that we 
have little time to invest in long-term community, instruction, relationships, and obligation. For us as 
Christians, any notion of a covenant community gets lost in the deal. As writer Deborah Stone explains, 
"true freedom is something more than no one interfering with her personal will..." She adds, 

Lately, freedom has taken on a new consumerist cast: being able to choose from an array of 
goods in every aspect of our lives.... There's only one problem with this vision of the good life as 
being set loose in a superstore: Most of us, as we begin to fashion our life plans, want some 
things that can't be had off the shelves.... We want connectedness as well as autonomy. We want 
to love and be loved. We want understanding, loyalty, and compassion. We want the pleasures of 
working with others on some larger project. No one—least of all the market or anyone in it—can 
produce and package any of these things for us. These aren't things we can choose. We have to 
make them, and we can't make them alone. Why can't we make these things in markets? 
Because markets are designed to disconnect people at the first sign of trouble. When we're 
disappointed with something we purchase in the market, we don't go back. We don't bother to 
tell anyone why we're unhappy. We find another supplier. Like a child with her toys, when we 
get tired of something or it fails to please us, we up and leave. 

Market-driven church growth principles cannot help but loosen and then disrupt entirely the 
interconnectedness of Christian communities. Not only does such an approach lead churches to promise 
what they cannot deliver; it is intrinsically resistant to the values that preserve a community over the 
long haul, during trials as well as triumphs. Just substitute "church" for "supplies" and what Deborah 
Stone says of markets is true of most churches in America today. If we're not happy, we simply try 
another church. Although market principles, including the greatest possible freedom of choice, may be 
valuable economic goals, they become utterly corrosive when allowed to establish the criteria for the 
things that matter most in our human existence: relationships, civic institutions, education and the arts, 
and churches. 

David Brooks explores this cultural phenomenon of unlimited choice in his acclaimed Bobos in Paradise: 
The New Upper Class and How They Got There. Having realized that New Age spirituality and 
smorgasbord religion "can lead to lazy spirituality," the new upper class ("Bobos") has realized that "the 
toppling of old authorities has not led to a glorious new dawn but instead to an alarming loss of faith in 
institutions and to spiritual confusion and social breakdown. So if you look around the Bobo world, you 
see people trying to rebuild connections." At the same time, they still value their own personal freedom of 
choice as the nonnegotiable commitment. Although he is a nonpracticing Jew, Brooks observes, "The life 
of perpetual choice is a life of perpetual longing as you are prodded by the inextinguishable desire to try 
the next new thing. But maybe what the soul hungers for is ultimately not a variety of interesting and 
moving insights but a single universal truth.... Maybe now it is time, the Bobo says, to rediscover old 
values, to reconnect with the patient, rooted, and uncluttered realms." Brooks cites a New York Times 
Magazine issue on religion with the headline "Religion Makes a Comeback (Belief to Follow)." But one 
cannot live on hype and personal taste forever: 

Their souls being colored with shades of gray, they find nothing heroic, nothing inspiring, 
nothing that brings their lives to a point. Some days I look around and I think we have been able 
to achieve these reconciliations [between choice and meaningfulness] only by making ourselves 
more superficial, by simply ignoring the deeper thoughts and highest ideals that would torture 
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us if we actually stopped to measure ourselves according to them. Sometimes I think we are too 
easy on ourselves. 

And Now for Something Completely Different 

Whereas the enormous size of the baby-boom generation has elicited a lot of attention, and the seeker 
spirituality especially associated with that generation has received a lot of press, this is hardly the whole 
story. We have already seen such signs of change among advocates of contemporary Christian music 
(CCM) worship who have now called for greater theological reflection. In Soul Tsunami, cultural 
historian Leonard Sweet says that the so-called busters (born 1961 to 1981) "will keep the past and the 
future in perpetual conversation." 

Lynn Smith cites Karen Neudorf, publisher of Beyond magazine, targeting Generation Xers and busters. 
"'A concern I have is that the busters are biblically illiterate,' says Neudorf. 'While people are hungry for 
experiential faith, where will our doctrines come from? Who will teach us our doctrinal roots? Young 
adults need to be mentored.' A hunger for roots will characterize the 'ancientfuture' churches, and this 
will have an enormous effect on worship. To be 'radical' in the postmodern era means not to tear up the 
roots, in the root canal fashion of the '60s," says Sweet, "but to 'go to the roots' and there find the 
direction, energy and nutrients necessary for growth and development." (It's worth noting that the 
Reformation fed off of the Renaissance call, Ad fontes!—"Back to the sources!") The so-called Millennials 
(born since 1981) get even more interesting. Theologian Robert Webber tells us, "Millennials are looking 
to the past to find old ways to cope with the world situation. For them, old is better. They have a 
newfound love for the classics and a deep interest in things medieval. In worship, this is evident in the 
millennial disdain for contemporary worship for its lack of form and beauty." 

Growing numbers of younger people are dumping these lowest-common-denominator approaches, 
either for no church or for churches that have some substance. A recent letter to the editor along these 
lines in The New Yorker caught my attention recently: 

I was once drawn to the faith of my father, a devout Lutheran, out of a sense of comfort in the 
familiar. But I didn't find spiritual fulfillment until, after years of trying on other religious 
identities, I turned to Eastern Orthodoxy. I agree with John Updike that Christianity, seen 
strictly as a religion and not as a political movement, seems to be fading. Could that be because 
many denominations have diluted sacredness out of the faith? Church services have become 
hug-thy-neighbor group-therapy sessions, confirmation classes bear the moniker "Deviating for 
Christ" in an effort to attract teenagers with "cool" language, and important religious services, 
like those at Easter and Christmas, include bunnies and Santas. Where is the sense of awe—
even a touch of fear—of the Divine that I felt in the cathedrals of Europe or the church of my 
youth? God seems to have become a benign friend on whom one can call when needed, and 
Christianity merely a long-distance carrier to make that call. No wonder so many of us search 
for more. 

This person is not alone. In fact, scores of younger evangelicals, many of them prominent, have left for 
Eastern Orthodoxy or Roman Catholicism in an effort to find something that transcends the shallow 
narcissism of cultural Christianity. Both high Church mystery and contemporary familiarity easily pave 
the way for idols, as we try to force God to put in an appearance and allow us to experience his majesty on 
our terms. We are discovering in our own circles of confessing Reformation churches a remarkable 
growth of interest among young people who are fed up with fast-food religion. Traditionalists will risk 
squandering this moment with a "See, we were right all along" smugness, but if we really understand 
what is going on here, it will not only be a chance for numerical growth but for a rediscovery of what we 
believe, why we believe it, and what and why we do it in our worship. Conservatives, I'm convinced, have 
as much to learn about what really animates our tradition as those eager folks who come in our doors. 
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Sarah E. Hinlicky, writing in First Things (February 1999), speaks for this growing trend when she 
writes the following suggestions about how to reach her own overstereotyped Generation X: 

We know you've tried to get us to church. That's part of the problem. Many of your appeals have 
been carefully calculated for success, and that turns our collective stomach. Take worship, for 
instance. You may think that fashionably cutting-edge liturgies relate to us on our level, but the 
fact is, we can find better entertainment elsewhere. The same goes for anything else you term 
"contemporary." We see right through it: it's up-to-date for the sake of being up-to-date, and 
we're not impressed by the results.... We know intuitively that, in the cosmic scheme of things, 
the stakes are too high for that.... On the other hand, you shouldn't be excessively medieval and 
mysterious, either. Mystery works up to a point, but it's addictive, and once we get hooked on it, 
the Church won't be able to provide enough to support our habit. We'll turn instead (many of us 
already have) to Eastern gurus and ancient pagan spiritualities.... The Church has fought against 
that Gnostic impulse from the start: Christianity is explosively non-secretive, God en-fleshed 
for everyone to see, the light shining in the darkness. We're much too comfortable alone in the 
dark; we need the light to shake us up. 

Hinlicky and her cohorts are weary of platitudes and ideological fads. "We see complicity in the Church 
where you want us to see stability, moralism where you want us to see righteousness. The ultimate 
difference is that where you see the City of God we see only the City of Man." She also rejects the 
spiritual marketing that makes Jesus the answer to everything. "Our stumbling block is Christianity 
presented as a panacea." 

Not long ago, the Wall Street Journal published a report by Eric Felten on the use of demographic 
marketing for churches. According to recent studies, those who identified themselves as "'Educated 
Working Families' want 'Adult Theological Discussion Groups.'" Furthermore, they prefer 
"'Traditional/Formal Worship' held in churches with 'Somber/Serious Architecture.'" Whereas plenty 
of surveys indicate that there are a lot of people out there who want or even demand seeker-driven 
worship, a growing number of studies are showing quite different trends. But it just doesn't matter what 
the trends are or what they indicate. They may be helpful and even interesting, but they cannot be 
normative. Comparing churches to White House policy-by-polling, Felten writes, "It is somehow hard to 
imagine a firm religious conviction, or reliable moral compass, issuing from marketing tactics.... A 
church confident of its message doesn't need to massage it with marketing studies. God help the prophet 
who polls." 

Having established that such market surveys should not chart our course, it is interesting to see that the 
tide is beginning to turn against the tactics of the Church Growth Movement that has targeted the 
boomers. A recent Christianity Today survey (January/February 2001) found that "Pastors were more 
likely than listeners to think their sermons should be shorter.... About 75 percent of pastors said it's 
important to tailor sermon length to congregational expectations, while only half (53%) of listeners felt 
the same. The Builder generation, those 55 and over, wanted preachers to cater to their sermon-length 
ideals more than did Boomers or Gen-Xers." And then here is a real surprise: 

Interestingly, in our survey, Gen-Xers seemed to have longer sermon attention spans than 
Boomers. Perhaps the effects of our fast-paced, media-oriented culture are not as severe as 
supposed. Sermons just may get a little longer in the future to satisfy the younger generation's 
desires. Few listeners thought multimedia presentations or drama would make their pastor's 
preaching more effective. Only 20 percent of listeners said that their pastor's sermons would be 
improved by using multimedia, while 63 percent of pastors said this would help. Other 
techniques that pastors were two or three times more likely than listeners to believe would help 
their preaching included story-telling, narrative, or dramatic techniques (60% vs. 17%); 
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illustrations (46% vs. 14%); movement outside the pulpit (37% vs. 14%); personal stories (25% 
vs. 12%); references to popular culture (22% vs. 11%); and gestures (32% vs. 9%). 

While we must risk falling into the marketing trap ourselves simply because some of the data seem to put 
wind in our sails, marketing and demographic studies are yielding some interesting information. Michael 
Sack, marketing consultant to Fortune 500 companies, says, "Today's young people see almost 1,000 
percent more images than 55-year-olds saw in their youth. Surprisingly, though, they don't have a 
corresponding understanding of the images they see. The ability to find meaning in print or video is 
much greater in people over 50." At this point, many evangelical church marketers would be expected to 
conclude that we, therefore, need more video, more sound, more lights, more action. But Sack takes it in a 
different direction: "For Xers, those ages 16 to 25, the images have no symbolism, no moral value. They 
choose images for color or movement or entertainment. Inanimate messages—anything other than 
person-to-person speech—lose value as you get younger in this culture." His interviewer asks, "Many 
would assume it's the other way around. Isn't it the MTV generation that deals in images?" Sack replies: 

For Xers, the media are flashing two thousand images a day. They can't deal with that, so they 
ignore the images. As a result, young people are a hundred times more sophisticated in handling 
images, but not in attributing significance to them. The young eat images like popcorn; older 
adults eat them like a meal.... When pastors...ask people to watch a video, they need to know it 
will be less effective for those who are young. The impact of anything that hasn't been 
personally delivered is going to go down by about 25 percent for each ten years an audience is 
below 50. 

As for the boomers, "the god they don't believe in revolves around discomfort rather than truth and evil. 
Their idea of evil is irritation.... The inability to look into the eyes of suffering, into the negative side of 
things, limits Boomers' ability to appreciate the positive side of things. In that regard, research indicates 
Christians are no different than the rest of the culture." Sack says that generation X "has almost no 
concept of evil," but is looking for something to make sense of it. "I've never seen a group of people 
anywhere," he says, "including people in absolute poverty in the Philippines, who have a greater urgency 
to hear good news than the under-25 generation in this country. They long to hear that there is hope." 
Generation X needs "written reinforcement of key concepts." Theirs is the "feed me" generation, 
according to Sack, whereas the boomers are the "entertain me and earn me generation"—"faddish, 
intellectually lazy." 

All that Sack mentions here concerning Generation X identity indicates that there may well be more 
interest among this coming generation in embracing the discipline of Christian faith and practice. Bored 
by superficiality, their "feed me" attitude and their need for "written reinforcement of key concepts" 
suggest that they may find serious biblical preaching, teaching, worship, and community more attractive 
than the more self-obsessed and anti-intellectual generations. 

Whereas the have-it-all boomer generation has imbibed the theology of glory, a new generation is arising 
that is more attuned to the theology of the cross. This generation cannot help but recognize the divine 
judgment standing over us all—over our self-righteousness, our pretentious plans of ushering in God's 
kingdom by our grand efforts, our preference for our methods over God's. And it is a judgment that not 
only stands over others, but over us—crucifying us with Christ, the one who at the cross bore the curse 
for our delusions of grandeur. Gerhard Forde reminds us, 

Anyone who gets some glimpse of what it means to be a theologian of the cross immediately 
realizes that the bane of a theology of glory never vanishes. It is the perennial theology of the 
fallen race. We have to persist in a theology of the cross in order precisely to expose that fact. I 
have come to wonder if the very theology of glory is not in a state of severe crisis. If it is true that 
no one is trying anymore [to save himself], what does that portend? ... Have we lost the thread of 
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the story? Is the "official optimism of North America," as theologian Douglas John Hall spoke of 
it, finally running off into sand? Could that be one of the reasons for the despair and chaos in our 
homes and in our streets? Has the thirst for glory finally issued in the despair that Luther 
foresaw? My suspicion is that the malaise of the theology of glory is the ultimate source of 
contemporary despair. My assumption is that a theology of the cross brings hope—indeed, the 
only hope. 

A theology that starts from the premise that we are sinful and weak rather than basically good and strong 
is in the best position, ironically, to provide a realistic basis for hope. We know that the latter is rubbish. 
We've seen too much selfishness, greed, ambition, anger, pride. Our homes have been living witnesses to 
total depravity. Victorian moralists who sentimentalize "home life" and "virtues" can't survive in these 
times for very long. Their cheery optimism toward human ability rings hollow. The theology of the cross, 
however, does not leave us with a dark pessimism. "Now we see," Calvin says, "how many good things, 
interwoven, spring from the cross. For, overturning that good opinion which we falsely entertain 
concerning our own strength, and unmasking our hypocrisy, which affords us delight, the cross strikes at 
our perilous confidence in the flesh." Deep down we know that the Song of Myself must give way to the 
Song of Moses: 

"I will sing to the Lord, for he has triumphed gloriously; horse and rider he has thrown into the sea. The 
Lord is my strength and my might, and he has become my salvation; this is my God and I will praise him, 
my father's God, and I will exalt him" (Ex. 15:1–2). 

Michael Horton is the J. Gresham Machen Professor of Apologetics and Systematic Theology at 
Westminster Seminary California (Escondido, California), host of the White Horse Inn national radio 
broadcast, and editor-in-chief of Modern Reformation magazine. He is author of many books, including 
The Gospel-Driven Life, People and Place, Putting Amazing Back into Grace, The Christian Faith, For 
Calvinism and Ordinary: Sustainable Faith in a Radical, Restless World. 
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“We Wish for...an End to Generational Segregation in 
the Congregation” 
by Michael J. Glodo 
MODERN REFORMATION VOL. 9, NO. 1 (JANUARY/FEBRUARY 2000) 

[DISCLAIMER: The following is not an argument for traditional worship. Rather, it is an appeal for 
biblical and Gospel worship.] 

Weddings are among the most festive and positive events we ever attend. Yet don't you, like I, feel a 
discernible wave of sobriety at these words? "Whom therefore God hath joined together, let no man put 
asunder." These grave words remind us that the bond established in marriage is ultimately created and 
regulated by God. It is to be inviolable because God made the bond, not just the institution of marriage. 
Since marriage is to reflect God's redemptive love for his people acted out in Christ (Eph. 5:25–27), we 
rob God of that picture, and hence of his glory, when we treat marriage lightly or trifle with it. These 
wedding words remind us that, to break a marriage bond, we undo the work of God. Therefore, they 
should make us reflect soberly. 

There is another bond that God has established that receives significant attention in the New Testament. 
It is not a creation ordinance like marriage but a "redemption ordinance," a set of interpersonal 
relationships effected by the saving work of Christ. It is the relationship every Christian is to bear toward 
every other Christian individually and to the Church corporately. The work of Christ, by which he 
reconciled us to the Father, is to result in the reconciliation of people to one another. When we come to 
God through repentance and faith in Christ, the result is that we come into a new relationship with the 
people of God. 

In Romans 10, Paul argued for the Gentiles' legitimate share in God's plan of redemption when he said, 
"For there is no distinction between Jew and Greek; for the same Lord is Lord of all, abounding in riches 
for all who call upon him..." (Rom. 10:12). Similarly, in anathematizing the Judaizer's annexation of the 
ethnic sign of circumcision to faith as a condition for justification, Paul said, "There is neither Jew nor 
Greek, there is neither slave nor free man, there is neither male nor female; for you are all one in Christ 
Jesus" (Gal. 3:28). Again in Colossians 3:11, Paul addressed class distinctions arising from syncretism by 
asserting the new creation in Christ. This is "a renewal in which there is no distinction between Greek 
and Jew, circumcised and uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, slave and freeman, but Christ is all, and in 
all." Similarly, the fracture of the church at Corinth caused by arrogance about spiritual gifts was 
rebutted in similar terms. "For by one Spirit we were all baptized into one body, whether Jews or Greeks, 
whether slaves or free, and we were all made to drink of one Spirit" (1 Cor. 12:13). 

In this pervasive Pauline doctrine, the apostle asserts a fundamental reality that must accompany the 
Gospel. When God makes us one with Christ he also makes us one with each other. Nowhere did he argue 
this more strongly than in Ephesians 3. The occasion of this epistle has eluded many scholars. But there 
is good reason to believe that Paul was attempting to preempt the syncretism that had already caused 
deep problems at Colossi. Ephesians teaches that salvation is wholly a gift of God which comes by faith 
(2:8). As a result, Jews and Gentiles have been reconciled, made equal partakers of the Holy Spirit and 
united together into one household of God (2:14ff). In chapter 3, Paul appealed to his own unique 
apostolic ministry—steward of the mystery that Gentiles are equal heirs of God's grace (3:6). His 
stewardship and calling was to preach "the unfathomable riches of Christ" (3:8). Paul's appeal to the 
power that is already at work in them (3:20) is appropriate to his prayer that God would strengthen them 
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in the inner man by the Spirit (3:16), so that Christ would dwell in their hearts by faith (v. 17) and that 
they would comprehend the boundlessness of God's love (3:18ff). This will be the source of God's glory to 
be revealed in the Church and in Christ for eternity (v. 20). 

The implication of this linking of thought, taken simply, is this: If the Gospel is really preached and if the 
Gospel is really believed, then those who believe will find themselves in new relationships, relationships 
into which they would not—and could not—enter apart from the power of the Gospel. The Church, as a 
demonstration of God's riches and power, should be made up of people who would normally not associate 
with one another otherwise. Conversely, the church where this reconciling effect is absent testifies to 
the absence or impotence of the Gospel. 

This raises a very serious question. I realize this will be controversial, not so much because the doctrine 
is not clear, but because its consequences strike at some of the most deeply ingrained practices of many 
evangelical Christians. Of course, an obvious implication is that racial and economic segregation in the 
church are contrary to the very nature of the Gospel. It also makes clear why class bigotry is hostile to the 
Gospel. But another conclusion also seems inescapable: churches, and more specifically worship 
services that are targeted to specific age groups to the exclusion of others share a fundamental failure to 
comprehend the heart of the Gospel. The problem plainly stated is that building the church on age appeal 
is as contrary to the reconciling effect of the Gospel as building it on class, race, or gender distinctions. 

Add to this conclusion the fact that the family is the normal way in which the Gospel is to be propagated. 
The primary way in which the Gospel is to come to young people is through older generations. Anything 
that reduces interaction between generations in the church works counter to the covenant family. 

Practically speaking, when we say in a pronounced way to a particular age group that we want them in a 
specific worship service, we are saying to other age groups that they are not wanted. But even if we have 
another worship service for the other group, we are saying that the Gospel can't effectively bring the two 
together. It is a statement of great doubt about the power of the God in the Gospel. Generational appeal in 
worship is an admission that the Gospel is not powerful. Having said all of this, some qualifications, 
explanations, and answers to objections in favor of generational worship need to be addressed. 

Objection: "It works," or "They won't come if we don't." 

Many who might object to such a severe judgment about age appeal will do so because age appeal 
"works." If you believe that is an irrefutable response, then I can say little except to appeal to the 
fundamental problem of absolute pragmatism. Most of my well-intentioned friends would not consider 
pragmatism an unanswerable argument. As principled pragmatists, they would believe that what works 
should be given strong consideration as long as some basic principles are not compromised. 

The first response to this principled pragmatism is to challenge whether it really does "work." Most of 
my friends copying the great success stories of generational church planting are not finding much 
success, at least not the kind of success they've read about. 

But a more important question is whether such a model is right. The biblical analysis with which we 
began asserts that there is a fundamental characteristic of the Gospel that is compromised. If people 
come under generational appeal, to what do they come? They come to a Gospel which is lacking one of its 
principal manifestations of power. They come to a Jesus who doesn't feel any particularly urgent need to 
be a king. It leaves them in their own youth-world. And a message which leaves them in their own world 
fails to bring them into the world of the church—that is, the world to come. 
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Objection: "We must reach the lost." 

Others may resist my conclusion because they insist that we must reach the lost. And in order to reach 
the lost we must do so on their terms. It is terrific to be motivated by a compelling concern for the 
promotion of the Gospel (1 Cor. 9:16). This, after all, is the Church's commission. But this is where 
generational appeal falls desperately short. The word "Gospel" has an object of reference. "Good news" 
has a syntactical genitive. It is not any old good news (e.g., a free car). Instead, it is the good news of the 
kingdom of God/heaven. The Gospel is the news of God's reign (Is. 52:7; Rom. 10:15). And of course, the 
kingdom of God is not a realm, but a rule. To receive the Gospel means to come under the dominion of 
God. Therefore, the lordship of Christ is inherent in the very term "Gospel." 

Moreover, the Great Commission itself speaks of the visible reign of the kingdom. Making disciples, 
baptizing, and teaching people to observe Christ's commandments cannot be fulfilled apart from the 
visible church. The final phrase of the Great Commission—"I am with you always, even to the end of the 
age"—is elsewhere in Matthew's Gospel associated with the formal structures of authority in the Church 
(Matt. 18:20, cf. v. 15–19). In other words, evangelism is not the Great Commission but only a part of it. 
Perhaps better put, the Great Commission is the building of the Church, not merely (but certainly 
including) encouraging individual professions of faith. 

Therefore, one has only believed the Gospel in any full sense when one has joined oneself to the visible 
kingdom of Christ on earth, the Church.1 You just haven't preached the Gospel unless you've included the 
Church. And (back to the argument made earlier) one of the prime evidences of the exertion of the 
reign/power of God is a congregation which transcends cultural barriers, including age. The one who is 
reaching the lost is the one who calls people under the dominion of Christ through the Church. 

Objection: "Communities are configured this way today." 

Some of my friends would argue that today's society is stratified not just ethnically and culturally, but 
generationally. Therefore, worship targeted toward a specific demographic profile is essentially the 
same as targeting a certain people group. They might even cite Paul's famous statement regarding 
contextualization (1 Cor. 9:19–23) and claim his example in preaching differently to different people 
groups (cf. Acts 2, 17). Such a response requires careful analysis of what is intended by the notion of 
accommodation. But aside from that, such an appeal reflects ignorance of the fact that these new 
communities are built upon fundamentally worldly notions of class, economics, race, commuting, and 
capitalism. The sociological realities which make market stratification possible and profitable for 
advertising are root sources of angst, loneliness, callousness, fragmentation, and alienation in the 
modern world. Their effects are ones which the Church should strive against in establishing the new 
eschatological community envisioned in the New Testament. Therefore, the work of evangelism should 
call people out of worldly stratifications, but especially out of ones that are the product of the 
dehumanizing forces of modernity. 

Objection: "We're just changing the package, not the contents." 

Many people would insist that the message of the Gospel and even Christian doctrine in general are not 
being compromised when they make generational appeals. They would insist that they are changing only 
the package, not the content. But as Marshall McLuhan's maxim "the medium is the message" tells us, 
when we change the form we alter the substance, too. Most of my seeker-interested friends, with their 
professed sophistication about cultural forms, should be the most aware of this. As a class, however, I 
find them largely unaware or uninterested in how the repackaging of Christian worship affects the 
content of the message. It is simply not credible, especially for the very ones who believe they are the 
most in touch with the times, to try to disconnect the medium from the message. At the least, adaptation 
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of forms can implicitly validate the values of the culture from which they are adapted, be they urban 
ghetto hip hop or the Seattle sound. 

It is essential to recognize that no medium is value-neutral. Thus, adapting those forms without serious 
reflection contradicts one's claim to sophisticated cultural understanding. And even critical 
appropriation does not address the problem of rending the people of God by such contextualization. 

Youth Culture and Market Stratification 

This is all sounding very strange to you if you (as I did) cut your teeth on youth ministry. Not only did I 
immerse myself in "yutes" for a number of years; I myself was once a "yute." (If you don't recognize the 
term "yute," used by Joe Pesci in the movie My Cousin Vinny, then you probably don't need to read this 
article.) I believed in the necessity of age appeal to attract people to the Gospel. But as I passed from 
twenty-something through thirty-something, I heard my peers expressing the same sentiments toward 
the Church that my junior high and high school charges did. And it hit me like a ton of once-popular 
Levi's jeans. Youth culture was primarily about market stratification, not about age. 

Generational differences are likely as old as humankind, but the youth culture we know derives the 
majority of its identity from the Sixties. While there was certainly a strong ideological base for the youth 
revolt of the Sixties, Madison Avenue quickly co-opted its strong sense of generational identity and 
increased purchasing power in the hands of young people. Since then, the social science of marketing has 
become increasingly sophisticated, subtle, and effective in grouping us and maximizing our economic 
response to advertising stimuli. 

First we needed Fox as an alternative to CBS/NBC/ABC. Now we need the WB to replace Fox. Surge 
replaces Mountain Dew, Tommy Hilfiger instead of Levi's. We moved from the Philadelphia of 
thirtysomething to Melrose Place and 90210 and now we live on Hyperion Bay and Dawson's Creek. The 
predominance of advertising as the language of cultural discourse requires "new-and-improved" 
everything because the corporation lives on beyond the lifetimes even of once-optimistic, baby boomers. 
Essential to this product appeal is obsolescence and narcissism. 

This is why Gen-Xers disdain the Boomer church to the same degree that Boomers did the church of the 
Builder generation. Young Life has come to church. This not only explains why the Gospel-narrating 
liturgy of traditional worship has turned into a period of kick-butt singing with a high-energy message 
tagged on. It also tells us how we have reached the point where the Gospel must come in demographically 
specific terms because it is automatically irrelevant if it comes in any antecedent form. I won't buy an 
Oldsmobile if it's my father's and won't believe the Gospel if it's the "old, old story" my parents loved to 
hear.2 

The Consequent Poverty 

What are the effects of a generational worship? Many of the consequences should be apparent. It 
weakens the primary means by which the Gospel is to be propagated—the covenant family. The family 
often arrives at church together, separates in the parking lot, and only meets again at the car after 
worship is over. Parents depend upon program specialists to establish their children's primary 
connection to the church, tacitly (and sometimes explicitly) saying to the children that the most 
important set of relationships in the church is the peer set. And then they scratch their heads, repent for 
unknown sins, and seek Christian counseling when their children stop regular church attendance in 
college or shortly after. 

Another primary consequence of inculcating youth culture through generational appeal is the 
devaluation of older people. I remember those excruciating Sunday afternoons sitting on the front porch 
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at Mr. and Mrs. Hamm's house and the repulsive smell of urine in the nursing homes to which Mom and 
Dad dragged my reluctant brothers and me. The point of it all was lost on me until a moment in 1987 
when I heard my ninety-one-year-old grandmother pray at a Kentucky Fried Chicken in Herrin, Illinois. 
We had sprung her from the home for a few hours. It was a simple phrase from her simple, toothless 
prayer before the meal that her old bones and years of longing produced:"...and we pray that we might see 
Jesus some day." 

It all made sense to me then. The long lines at funeral homes, waiting to be patted on the head by a distant 
relative or a friend of my parents I had never met before. Having my hand shaken up to the shoulder and 
called "old timer" every Sunday by Uncle Charlie Matthews. (He was everybody's uncle.) Bosky Sauer 
letting me pull the bell rope announcing worship to the whole town only to be too enthusiastic and 
causing the bell to turn upside down. (I'm glad Mr. Sauer's septuagenarian legs held steady on the climbs 
up and down the steeple ladder. My conscience couldn't have borne it otherwise.) Hearing Zeke Robb's 
piercing (and slightly altered) tenor slicing through the congregational singing like the odd stem of a 
bagpipe. 

In the generational appeal church or worship service, these things will never happen. There will be young 
men dreaming dreams, but no old men seeing visions. Young men will have no elders to which to be 
subject (1 Pet. 5:5). Titus 2:2–5 becomes a curiosity.3 I used to laugh at the ridiculous mainline 
designation of "youth elder," founded upon notions of the church as an egalitarian democracy. I now see 
officer nominees of conservative Protestant churches reflecting selections from all age groups. I would 
be a poorer Christian without the benefit of the wisdom and affection of the old saints and without 
witnessing their perseverance. And many well-meaning but generationally targeted churches are 
evangelists for just such poverty. Without a multigenerational church, I would have known less of the 
power of the Gospel that brings God's people into the new eschatological community established in 
Christ. 

Ways Forward 

The realization that generational appeal holds fundamentally worldly and anti-Christian assumptions 
should produce several responses. One of those responses should not be the feeling that traditionalism is 
exonerated. Tradition must be evaluated on its merits in accordance with Scripture. Classical music, 
choir performances, and organ recitals are just as susceptible to the charges I have leveled at youth 
culture. This domination of cultural identity is not unique to the chronologically young but can be equally 
intense among the elderly with an insistence upon sentimental gospel songs that is often driven by 
nostalgia, not substance. My reasoning cannot be used legitimately to resist new music. 

Neither is it a reason to eschew evangelism. In fact, as I see it, evangelism efforts should be thoughtfully 
directed toward reaching people "where they're at." Outreach events and programs are not subject to the 
same strictures as worship. But such efforts must view themselves as a small part of the process and not 
the end itself. Yet, as noted earlier, evangelism is not the Great Commission. Aggressive outreach aimed 
at generational target groups must include programs to incorporate and integrate those reached into the 
whole family of God. 

The problems of generation appeal raised here also should not cause us to dismiss legitimate 
generational distinctions. For example, a church may be made up primarily of people from a particular 
immigrant group. Many in the congregation may not speak English very well or at all, yet all speak their 
indigenous language fluently. They worship in that language, be it Spanish, Korean, or Mandarin. The 
first American-born generation will probably be bilingual, speaking their native language and English in 
the home. Worship in the mother tongue of their parents is intelligible. But the third generation may not 
be fluent in or even know the mother tongue. Native language worship is unintelligible. This is a 
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legitimate problem, not brought on directly by materialism and narcissism. There may need to be two 
different worship services in two different languages. 

What my analysis does mean is that worship (and church life) should be evaluated (according to the 
standard of Scripture) on the basis of whether it is trans-generational, knowing that young people 
always, to some extent, must learn to value what their parents value. How can this be done? It is 
challenging to sing and preach in ways that multiple generations will appreciate. Let me suggest two 
attributes of worship which lend themselves to a transgenerational approach. 

Historically, simplicity has been a prime virtue of Reformed worship. Simple liturgy and song is most 
conducive to corporate participation. They draw the least attention to themselves and, as a result, point 
people more toward their functions. Though some might object that simplicity is aesthetically inferior, it 
is an impossible argument to maintain. 

Peculiarity is another quality which will assist transgenerational worship. Music, in particular, which 
attempts to emulate to a high degree the styles from popular culture provides little reminder of the 
counter-cultural identity of being in Christ. Singing "God makes me right-eous by fai-aith" to the tune of 
"Play That Funky Music, White Boy" is not only guilty of bad taste. It does little to reclaim one's 
affections from the kingdom of this world for the kingdom of God. 

Simplicity and peculiarity in worship keep the substance of the Gospel on the table and before the minds 
and hearts of worshipers while allowing for truly aesthetic and affective expression. 

"Whom God Hath Joined Together..." 

The Gospel inherently includes the exercise of God's dominion over the heart. The preaching of the 
Gospel is an appeal to make Christ king. One prime manifestation of that dominion is the reconciling 
work of the Gospel. Therefore, generational appeal in worship is contrary to the heart of the Gospel 
because its ultimate goal is not bringing generations together. This is as true for public worship, the 
consummate expression of the visible church, as it is for the life of the church as a whole. In the Gospel, 
God joins together people who have been estranged from one another as well as from him. Let no one put 
them asunder; let no one undo the work of God and the testimony to the power of the saving work of 
Christ in the Gospel. 

Michael J. Glodo is associate professor of biblical studies at Reformed Theological Seminary in Orlando, 
Florida. 

1. "The visible church, which is also catholic or universal under the gospel (not confined to one 
nation, as before under the law), consists of all those throughout the world that profess the true 
religion; and of their children: and is the kingdom of the Lord Jesus Christ, the house and family 
of God, out of which there is no ordinary possibility of salvation" (WCF 25.2). 

2. For a carefully researched and compelling analysis of youth culture, see Quentin J. Schultze, et. 
al., Dancing in the Dark: Youth, Popular Culture and the Electronic Media (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1991). 

3. Just so you don't have to look it up: "Older men are to be temperate, dignified, sensible, sound in 
faith, in love, in perseverance. Older women likewise are to be reverent in their behavior, not 
malicious gossips, nor enslaved to much wine, teaching what is good, that they may encourage 
the young women to love their husbands, to love their children, to be sensible, pure, workers at 
home, kind, being subject to their own husbands, that the Word of God may not be dishonored." 
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“Caitlyn Jenner and American Religion” 
by Michael S. Horton 
MODERN REFORMATION VOL. 24, NO. 5 (SEPTEMBER/OCTOBER 2015) 

There is a distinctly “American Religion” that transcends creeds and denominational labels, crossing the 
conservative and liberal divide. It is an American version of the Gnostic heresy, as demonstrated by 
many noted sociologists of religion, and especially Harold Bloom’s The American Religion: The 
Emergence of the Post-Christian Nation (Simon & Schuster, 1992). Olympic gold-medalist Bruce 
Jenner’s highly publicized rebirth as Caitlyn Jenner is a striking example of this Gnostic heresy. 

It should go without saying that gender identity is a complex reality. Fundamentalists tend to reduce sin 
(a condition that has us all in its grip) to sins (particular choices we make). Pelagianism—identified in 
historical Christianity as heresy—says that we’re born neutral and choose whether we’ll be good or bad. 
Orthodox Christianity is hardly surprised at the pervasiveness of sin as a condition. Even before we can 
choose it, sin is our master from birth. We’re all bent, but in different ways. We are born with a 
predisposition for certain sins. 

Ancient Gnosticism ransacked the biblical story for characters, symbols, and vocabulary while turning 
its basic plotline on its head. Nature is the creation of the evil god who seeks to keep us under his thumb, 
in bondage to his law. Christ (to be distinguished from the human Jesus) is the cosmic Redeemer-spirit 
who leads us through educative enlightenment back to the divine One.  

Of course, this is the opposite of the biblical drama of a good creation, fallen into sin by willful human 
disobedience and redeemed in all of its materiality by the Son assuming our humanity, bearing our curse, 
and being raised for our justification. The new birth in Gnosticism is the release of the inner divine self 
from nature; the new birth in the Bible is release of nature from the guilt and bondage of sin.  

The law is good, but we are “sold as slaves to sin” (Rom. 7:14). The problem isn’t nature and the laws with 
which God endowed it. Rather, the problem is that none of us fulfills it: “As it is written: ‘None is 
righteous, no, not one’” (Rom. 3:10). We all should feel this deep in our bones, but we’re often too self-
flattering to accept the truth.  

In Jenner’s highly publicized tortuous path to self-realization, we see this universal bondage in all of its 
concrete tragedy. It is a story of birth and rebirth, the core narrative of American spirituality. Combined 
with a Pelagian denial of our moral inability and the need for God’s gracious rescue in Christ, this 
spirituality encourages perpetual rebirth, makeovers, and rebranding of our natures. It’s a lot of work, of 
course. No one knows that better than Caitlyn Jenner.    

Yet, instead of being reminded how we share with Jenner in this condition of sin and death, we are too 
easily given to two false choices: we celebrate Jenner’s courageous declaration of independence from 
God, his creation, and law; or we deflect fault to the “other,” who serves as a scapegoat for our own hidden 
corruption and crimes. Both are ways of avoiding both the law that leaves none of us standing upright 
before God, and the gospel that justifies the ungodly and rescues us from the bondage of our will to sin 
and death. No amount of “rebranding” will give us peace with God, with each other, or with ourselves.   

Michael S. Horton is editor-in-chief of Modern Reformation.
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“Our Desires, Our Selves? Michael S. Horton 
Interviews Sam Allberry” 
MODERN REFORMATION VOL. 24, NO. 5 (SEPTEMBER/OCTOBER 2015) 

“One of the problems is that we’ve abstracted homosexuality out from our gospel framework and tried to 
deal with it in a category of its own.” 

The question of sexual identity is one of the most hotly debated topics within church and society today, 
raising important questions about civil rights, social justice, and human identity. Are we defined by our 
sexual inclinations? Is same-sex preference as intrinsic to our personhood as our gender or ethnicity? 
How should Christians love their homosexual neighbors while maintaining an orthodox scriptural 
hermeneutic? People are talking about these issues at their high schools, with their friends, and around 
the dinner table. Christians need to face them at a place where we’re able to give them hope from the 
Scriptures. To that end, Editor-in-Chief Michael Horton recently sat down with Sam Allberry, associate 
pastor of St. Mary’s Church in Maidenhead, England, to talk about his book, Is God Anti-Gay? And Other 
Questions about Homosexuality, the Bible and Same-Sex Attraction (The Good Book Company, 2015). 

M S H .  You’re not a dispassionate observer on this issue. This is something you’ve been thinking about for a 
long time because it’s part of your own journey. Can you tell us a little bit about that? 

S A .  For as long as I’ve had sexual feelings, they’ve been same-sex sexual feelings. That became apparent 
to me as a teenager going through puberty. It took me a little while to put the pieces together and 
recognize what was going on. But that has been and continues to be my experience. 

M S H .  You make a distinction between “being gay” versus someone who deals with same-sex attraction. 
Can you tell us about that distinction? 

S A .  On one level, the most obvious way to describe myself would be to say I’m gay. But where I come 
from (and I’m sure it’s similar in the United States), saying you’re gay means much more than just, “I 
experience homosexual feelings.” To say you’re gay is to say, “That is who I am.” It often implies a 
lifestyle and an identity that goes with it. I don’t want to communicate all of that. I prefer the language of 
“same-sex attraction.” It’s slightly clunkier, but it’s more accurate. It’s describing the particular sexual 
desires I experience, but it’s not claiming that those sexual desires define me as a person. 

M S H .  Some people argue that homosexuality is something you’re born with, while others say it’s an active 
choice. What is your opinion? 

S A .  I don’t think it makes a difference. My theology tells me that I was born as a sinner. That means 
there will be certain sinful proclivities that I have from birth; that I might have them from birth does not 
make them morally good. There are so many dispositions I have always had that I know are sinful. So 
even if one day the scientists can prove that some people have a genetic predisposition toward 
homosexuality, that doesn’t make it right. It is a reflection of the fact that, as Jesus tells us, we need to be 
born again.  

M S H .  Since Scripture tells us that we’re all born in sin—that it’s a condition before it is a self-chosen 
action—we shouldn’t be surprised if the Fall has in fact affected us in exactly that way. There are genetic 
predispositions to any number of sins such as alcoholism or anger. 
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S A .  The fact that it feels natural to me is not a sign of how God has created me; it’s a sign of how sin has 
distorted me. 

M S H .  Is this a crucial distinction that isn’t part of the discussion today? If it’s natural, in the sense that the 
way I came out of my mother’s womb is natural, then it has to be the way God created things, rather than the 
way sin has warped things? 

S A .  I think so. One writer recently said that we look at things through the lens of Genesis 1 and 2; we 
don’t look at things through the lens of Genesis 3. We assume that we emerge from the womb innocent 
and perfect, so anything that can be traced back to the womb must be good. But Genesis 3 reminds us that 
we emerged from the womb as sinners—it’s not that I sin and therefore I’m a sinner; it’s that I’m a sinner 
and therefore I sin. 

M S H .  You write, “Being Christian makes us no less likely to fall ill, face tragedy or experience insecurity. 
It’s not un-Christian to experience same-sex attraction any more than it is un-Christian to get sick. What 
marks us out as Christian is not that we never experience such things, but how we respond to them when we 
do.” Have you had pushback from people on comments like that? 

S A .  It’s certainly an imperfect parallel. The point I was trying to make is that we should expect that we 
will be impacted as Christians by many aspects of the Fall. It would be peculiar if everything else was 
tainted by sin except for our sexual desires. My understanding is that all of our sexual desires are tainted 
by sin. No one has sexual desires that are exclusively pleasing to Christ. The fact that we have desires for 
people of the same gender is one manifestation of that. 

M S H .  Would you say that you’re not responsible for having those desires per se, but responsible for how 
you respond to those desires? 

S A .  I think so. I want to hold a couple of things in tension. As Christians, we make a distinction between 
temptation and sin. James 1 helps me because it reminds me that we don’t experience any kind of 
temptation that is something I can pin on somebody else. Those come from my own desires, and I need to 
take ownership of them. At the same time, in a sense, it’s not as if I have chosen to experience that form of 
temptation. I would be uncomfortable with the language of saying same-sex attraction is sin. It’s a form 
of temptation—a temptation coming from within my heart—and therefore I’m to resist it. 

M S H .  You also write, “The kind of sexual attractions I experience are not fundamental to my identity. 
They are part of what I feel, but are not who I am in a fundamental sense. I am far more than my sexuality.” 
That’s a huge point. On one hand, you do see this assumption: I have gay friends who think, “This is who I 
am.” Conservative Christians, on the other hand, are all too happy to say, “That is who you are, that is your 
identity, and I have you pegged.” How important is this distinction you’re making, that sexuality is inflated 
as the central core of our identity in this era? 

S A .  It seems that our own culture is saying, at this particular point in time, that your sexual desires 
define you, and they are the core of who you are. They are the key to understanding who you are as a 
human being; and if that’s the case, then those sexual desires become everything. If you’re not fulfilling 
those sexual desires, then you’re not really fulfilling yourself. You’re not really living properly; you’re not 
living fully. I think this is a hugely important point for us to make as Christians, that there’s an 
anthropology being assumed by our culture that is deeply inadequate and actually is harmful to people. 
To reduce someone or to summarize someone by their sexual desires is woefully inadequate and is not 
going to lead to human flourishing.  
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M S H .  Is that interpretation of same-sex attraction, or of homosexuality, or being gay, akin to a 
heterosexual promiscuity that says the same thing: “Hey, I can’t believe you’re a virgin. How old are you?” 

S A .  Exactly. So our culture has made sex an idol. It is one of the ways in which we are able to fulfill who 
we are in the eyes of our culture. It’s one of the ways we self-actualize. To lead a life without sex is at best 
odd, and at worst dangerously subhuman and unhealthy. There’s a sense in which that worldview has 
been absorbed by the church; we’ve just given it a bit of a Christian sheen. It’s easy for us to have the same 
kinds of assumptions and dress them up with Christian language and make sexual fulfillment—through 
Christian marriage—the goal of our life.  

M S H .  I can hear people on one side remarking, “You are saying that this is something you might be stuck 
with for your whole life,” and people on the other side with, “He’s justifying the idea that a person who has 
same-sex attraction will never get married and should just be celibate.” Neither one can be right. 

S A .  In that way, it’s an interesting time to live in. I have had criticism from both directions; and in my 
self-justifying kind of way, I think if I’m being criticized from both sides, it must mean I’m balanced and 
right. It’s the way we British think. Everything is balanced. 

M S H .  There’s a deeper point here about feelings, isn’t there? It’s not just about homosexual desires; it’s 
about psychosomatic feelings determining our identity. 

S A .  Our culture doesn’t claim to be consistent on this point. You can have any number of feelings within 
you, but it is the sexual feelings that are privileged as being definitional. The idea that the heart of who 
you are is what you feel deep within is reflective of the worldview we live in, and we as Christians too 
easily adopt this. Jesus himself said it’s what comes out of your heart that defiles you. Christians should 
have a different understanding of who we are—we don’t look to within ourselves to find true meaning, 
true fulfillment, true salvation. When we look inside of ourselves we find the problem, not the solution. 
The Gnostics believed that the body was this horrible thing you were stuck with, that real freedom was in 
the soul and the spirit. We’ve actually bought into quite a lot of that, even as Christians. Like the 
Gnostics, we privilege our psychology over our body. We’re ultimately saying that the body is just an 
accident, it’s just at best a blank canvas on which we can paint our identity, and it’s our feelings 
(especially our sexual feelings) that define who we really are.  

M S H .  It rather sounds like the conversation centers on an obsession with the body, but you’re saying it’s 
actually an overemphasis on the psyche. It also appears that there is a movement afoot in the States to talk 
openly in churches about sexuality—almost as if to say, we’re not those prudish Christians; we love sex. It’s 
almost as if we’re trying to justify ourselves to the culture by making heterosexual sex a defining part of our 
identity too. 

S A .  Yes, and we think we’re solving a problem by doing so. We’re showing that we’re with culture; that 
we can relate to and understand the topic of sex. We then realize further down the road that we’ve 
created a whole host of problems, specifically when we make it seem that “me and my smokin’ hot wife 
are the key to fulfillment.” When someone then turns up in our church and says, “I want that same 
fulfillment by marrying someone of the same gender,” we suddenly don’t know what to say to them, 
because we’ve so rearranged the furniture of our theology that we can’t deny them what we’ve been 
saying is the big point of life for everybody else. One of the problems is that we’ve abstracted 
homosexuality out from our gospel framework and tried to deal with it in a category of its own. We’ve 
forgotten that it’s just one type of the condition that all of us experience, which is being people who are 
sinners. 

M S H .  When the sinfulness of homosexual behavior is discussed outside of the context of the gospel, people 
automatically assume that since God is against homosexual behavior, they’re just condemned to hell; when 
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what Scripture actually says is that this is one in a list of several things that all of us suffer from that will 
lead to hell apart from salvation in Christ. 

S A .  Exactly. Pretty much every time the Bible mentions any kind of same-sex behavior, it is always in 
the context of a long list of expressions of sinfulness. The biblical message is not to condemn homosexual 
people to hell, but to call all of us to repentance.  

M S H .  You must meet people who are a little uneasy with the suggestion that Christians can continue to 
struggle with same-sex attraction. We all have our sins that we struggle with, but (for whatever reason) this 
is the one that should go away. (At least, that’s what we want you to tell the youth group.) How do you 
respond to people who really wish you weren’t going to continue to struggle with same-sex attraction? 

S A .  We have to take our expectation of what the Christian life will be like from the New Testament. So 
much of it assumes that we are in a spiritual battle. In Galatians, you have the fruit of the Spirit 
contrasted with the deeds of the flesh. Paul says that the two are at war with each other, and you do not 
do what you want. In Romans 8, we are told to put to death the misdeeds of the flesh and by doing so we 
live by the Spirit. There is this language in the New Testament of the Christian life being a battle with 
sin. But the presence of the battle is actually the assurance that the Spirit is at work within me. The 
person who says you shouldn’t be fighting sin if you’re a Christian makes me wonder if they’re actually 
fighting sin, or if they’ve just run up the white flag and let sin take over. For me, the evidence that the 
Spirit is at work is not that there’s no battle, but that there’s a mightier battle—I now have new affections 
warring against the old. I think the New Testament says we’re also to expect a sense of progress in that 
we don’t just stand still in the Christian life. By God’s grace we become more like Christ, but that doesn’t 
necessarily entail that we won’t be tempted in the ways we have been. It may well be that there are 
particular seasons when temptation is more intense, or that they shift around and change as life goes on. 
But my experience in talking to older saints who are faithful and Christ-like is not that they are fighting 
sin any less. 

M S H .  How do you answer someone who says, “My best friend is not the kind of person Paul’s talking about 
in these passages, much less the kind of person who was living in Sodom and Gomorrah. My brother and his 
boyfriend are chaste. They are in a committed same-sex relationship, devoted to each other for the rest of 
their lives.” How is that any different from a heterosexual couple?  

S A .  I want to respond in a couple of ways. The first thing to say is that it is always possible to 
demonstrate some kind of virtue while we sin. A daft example would be a gang of bank robbers. You 
might have a gang member who is a loyal gang member. He treats his gang members fairly, he looks out 
for them, he protects them, keeps them safe, and makes sure they all get a fair share of the earnings. But 
this doesn’t mean that what he is doing is less sinful. It is always possible to demonstrate some kind of 
virtue while you sin. The presence of faithfulness and commitment in a same-sex partnership doesn’t 
mean the partnership is good.  

In 1 Corinthians 5, Paul challenges the church in Corinth, because there is an illicit relationship going on 
that has been unchallenged. A man is sleeping with his father’s wife, most likely his stepmother—an 
arrangement forbidden in the law in Leviticus. As Paul hears about that illicit relationship and responds 
to it, he doesn’t say to them, “Can you just tell me if they are faithful and committed, because that will 
then shape how I respond.” No, it’s illicit. Paul says that it needs to be sorted out; there needs to be 
discipline. Whether it’s faithful illicit or unfaithful illicit is actually irrelevant at that point. While many 
of the gay relationships we come across have all kinds of characteristics that are noble and good, that 
doesn’t justify the particular relationship itself. 

We need to remember that the kind of people Paul describes are general people. In Romans 1, he talks 
about women experiencing lust for women and men experiencing lust for men; he’s not just talking about 
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older men and younger boys, which you sometimes had in the Roman world. He mentions women too. In 
1 Corinthians 6 he mentions both the active and the passive partner in a gay relationship, so he’s not just 
talking about exploitative or situations of homosexual rape. He seems to be talking about consensual 
relationships between two men and consensual relationships between two women. 

M S H .  Once again, the point is the extent to which the relationship is not the one-man-one-woman 
marriage intended in the beginning. 

S A .  Exactly. That is the foundation for all of what the Bible says on sexual ethics. And it’s why we have to 
look at homosexuality as an application of what the Bible says about marriage. 

M S H .  How would you advise a Christian who was invited to the wedding of a same-sex couple? 

S A .  I think the first thing I’d want to say to the Christian is, “Thank you for being the kind of Christian 
that a gay couple wants to have at their wedding. This is a sign that you are the type of friend of sinners 
we are called to be to all kinds of people.” We want to bear two things in mind as we respond to that kind 
of invitation. We want to preserve our integrity of witness, and therefore we will be nervous of tacitly 
approving what is going on. So if, as a Christian, my understanding is that two people of the same sex are 
going through a marriage ceremony, if that’s a sinful thing, I don’t want to be seen to endorse it or to 
celebrate it. For myself, I don’t really want to witness it, if I’m honest.  

M S H .  And witnesses aren’t just being spectators. A witness in a marriage is actually endorsing it. 

S A .  It’s hard to be at a wedding and not have your presence interpreted as support for the couple, so I 
think for that reason many of us would feel we can’t attend a same-sex marriage ceremony. The second 
thing we want to preserve is our relationship with the people in question. If we do need to decline the 
invitation, we need to think of a way we can decline the invitation that most expresses how much this 
couple means to me, and how much I’m committed to their friendship. Declining a wedding invitation 
sounds like I’m rejecting them. A way to avoid accidentally communicating such a message might be to 
explain that we can’t attend but to immediately say, “I want the two of you to be part of my life, and I want 
to be part of your lives. Even though I can’t come, when is the earliest date you can both come around for 
a meal?” We need to express that we want to be friends, that we are there for the long haul, and that this 
declining of the invitation isn’t a rejection of the friendship. My concern is that many Christians will do 
the declining bit, but they won’t give thought to that second element of how they can express friendship 
and love. 

M S H .  What do you recommend for churches? I think in a lot of conservative churches, even a lot of 
Reformed churches, same-sex attraction is just not talked about. The pastor or church counselor might 
know of someone in the church struggling with homosexuality, but it’s not something we talk about around 
the table. How can we discuss this, especially when there are people desperately hurting over this—not 
because they know that it’s wrong, but because they know that it’s wrong and can’t admit it or talk to 
anybody about it because they feel like they’ll be judged? Not just judged in the sense that people that might 
actually tell them that what they’re doing is wrong, because that might actually be comforting in a way, but 
judged in a sense of not talking to them, judged in the sense of “I don’t want to leave this person alone with 
the kids in the nursery.” What are some biblical ways to both have conviction and show kindness in the way 
we actually deal with this in the church? 

S A .  We do need to talk about it. I know you’re assuming that in the question, but there are some who say 
we shouldn’t talk about it. I’ve had criticism from some conservative Christians that it’s just not proper 
to talk about this publicly. And it strikes me that if the Bible talks about it, we should talk about it. Let’s 
not try to be more prudish than Scripture. Anything the Bible talks about, we’re allowed to talk about as a 
Christian community. The question is how we can make it easy and safe and healthy to talk about. There 
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are a couple of things to bear in mind there. One is that it’s got to start with the pastor’s tone and content 
from the pulpit, recognizing that there are some who are battling with this issue within this church. 

If homosexuality is always spoken of as an “out there” issue, it will make the Christian in the pew think, 
“I’m not supposed to be here. I’m obviously not a Christian if I’m dealing with this.” Even if it might be a 
struggle for the pastor to say it, the pastor has to say it—to acknowledge that this may well be an issue for 
some and to make that something that’s okay, in a sense. We’re allowed as Christians to battle with this 
kind of temptation, and we need to see homosexual temptation as one type of all the kinds of sexual 
temptation we experience as different men and women.  

M S H .   What should we say if a same-sex couple shows up at church?  

S A .  Again, I think people are confused on this point because we’re thinking of homosexuality as a unique 
category. We should be asking ourselves how we respond if a sinner turns up at church. Generally, we 
would say, “How do you do? Welcome. Lovely to have you here. Come on in, here’s the bulletin, here’s the 
seat. I’d love to introduce you to people.” That is exactly what we’d do if a gay couple turns up. It should be 
a word of welcome. We want people to come in; we want people to experience something of the life of the 
church and the core of what we believe. Therefore, it would be odd to stop them on the doorstep of the 
church and say, “Now, you seem to be a same-sex couple; let me quickly run through some passage on 
homosexuality.” Doing that would imply that we want you to be sanctified before you can be justified. If 
any kind of sinner turns up to church, our response is, “Welcome. We would love for you to become part 
of our community. We would love for you to enjoy the life that goes on here, and we would love you to 
come to know the Lord who has met with all of us.”  

Sam Allberry is minister at St. Mary's Church in Maidenhead, England and the author of Lifted: 
Experiencing the Resurrection Life, Is God Anti-Gay? (Questions Christians Ask), and Connected: Living 
in the Light of the Trinity. 
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“Romans 7 and the Normal Christian Life” 
by Kim Riddlebarger 
MODERN REFORMATION VOL. 15, NO. 4 (JULY/AUGUST 2006) 

In the evangelical world in which I was raised, it was the minister's job to ensure that everyone in his 
congregation was "living in victory." What this meant was that those who were truly committed to Jesus 
Christ and had made him Lord over every area of their lives would not be content to remain "carnal 
Christians." If you were truly committed to Jesus, you would strive with everything in you to move into 
the "victorious life" described by the Apostle Paul in Romans 8. In that passage, the Apostle Paul 
supposedly speaks of victorious Christians as people who had made the determination to walk according 
to the Spirit and to no longer walk after the flesh (Rom. 8:1, KJV). Those hearty souls who managed to 
completely dedicate themselves to Christ could attain that lofty goal spoken of by Paul as "more than a 
conqueror" (cf. Rom. 8:37). To demonstrate that we were striving to attain victory, there were the 
familiar behavioral taboos. And you certainly did not want to be "left behind," forced to endure the seven-
year tribulation and risk coming face to face with the minions of the Antichrist. 

While this version of the Christian life is widely accepted throughout much of American 
Fundamentalism and Evangelicalism, it is apparently now on the decline. This understanding of the 
victorious Christian life can only be sustained by an unfortunate misreading of Paul's description of the 
Christian life as it unfolds in Romans chapters 6–8. This conception of the Christian life is framed by a 
combination of decisional regeneration, dispensational eschatology, and Keswick, Wesleyan, or mystical 
versions of the Christian life, all of which involve a "higher life" or "victorious" Christian life, centering in 
a conscious experience of victory over indwelling sin. In this scheme, Paul supposedly speaks of death to 
sin in Romans 6, and then describes his unregenerate (pre-conversion) condition in Romans 7, which is, 
in turn, followed by the critical passage in Romans 8:1, which, according to a textual variant that is not 
found in the better-supported Western and Alexandrian manuscripts, includes the exhortation to "walk 
not after the flesh, but after the Spirit." 

But is Paul defending this understanding of the Christian life in Romans 6–8? The critical hinge upon 
which this faulty understanding of the Christian life turns is Paul's discussion of an intense struggle with 
sin depicted in Romans 7:14–25. In this passage, Paul speaks of a personal struggle that is so deep and 
intense that the person in view there describes himself as someone who is "sold under sin" (v. 14). He 
does not understand his own actions (v. 15). He wants to do what is right but ends up sinning anyway (vv. 
15–16, 18). He speaks of sin almost as a force, living within him controlling his actions (vv. 16–17). When 
he does the evil he does not want to do, he feels like his members (his body and its passions) are waging 
war on his mind, which knows what is right even though he lacks the power to do it (vv. 22–23). So 
intense is this struggle with sin that the author speaks of himself as a "wretched man" in desperate need 
of deliverance by Jesus Christ. 

Surely, such a person cannot be a Christian—or at least that is what I was told. And yet, I knew that deep 
down inside, Romans 7:14–25 is describing me. Whoever Paul was describing in these verses—I was told 
that this was either Paul's own experience as a Jew before he was converted, or else this was a 
description of those Jews under the condemnation of law—he was just like me! While there is always a 
great danger in interpreting God's Word through the lens of personal experience, it seemed that the more 
I tried to live in victory mode and leave my carnal desires behind, the more I felt like that person Paul was 
describing in Romans 7. 
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I had accepted Jesus as my personal Savior from my earliest recollection, so I knew that I was a 
Christian. The solution that was held out to those struggling saints like me (although I never admitted to 
anyone that I was struggling like this because my fellow Christians might think that I was still a "carnal 
Christian") was to rededicate my life to Christ, or to ask God to give me more grace so that the desired 
victory might soon come. It never did. Then there was the counsel which held out that instead of trying 
with everything in me to be holy, I should stop trying and just "let go and let God." 

It was a great relief to learn that many Christians actually understood Paul to be describing his present 
experience as a Christian in Romans 7, even the experience of being an apostle! I recall this being raised 
during a Bible study, only to have it shot down as a complete impossibility, since, if true, it would mean 
that someone could become a Christian and yet live as a "carnal Christian." If Paul was describing a 
Christian's experience, there would be no incentive to seek the kind of victory it was believed that Paul 
was describing in Romans 8. This, it was stated, would justify someone remaining in defeat, if that was 
Paul's condition. And while you could not lose your salvation, if you did not follow Paul's example and 
move from the defeat depicted in Romans 7 into the victory of Romans 8, then you would lose out on your 
rewards in heaven and miss out on the victory promised to you by the apostle. It was left up to me to 
decide which I wanted: defeat or victory. I wanted to be more than a conqueror. But I felt like Paul's 
wretched man! 

Relief came when I learned that the view that Paul was speaking of his present experience as a Christian 
was held not only by a number of Christians (including all the reformers), but was the view expressed in 
the Reformed confessions, which I was only then beginning to embrace. In Romans 7:14–25, Paul is 
speaking of a Christian's struggle with sin; this is not a picture of defeat but a description of the struggle 
with sin that every Christian must go through and is a necessary part of sanctification. In other words, 
Paul wasn't talking about the goal (to end the struggle), but Paul is speaking about the process by which 
God does bring us to victory over sin (our sanctification). 

Despite all of the renewed debate in Reformed and evangelical circles over this passage since the 
publication of Kummels’ famous essay on Romans 7 (Romer 7 und die Bekehrung des Paulus, 1929), and 
despite the publication of several recent evangelical commentaries (for example, the outstanding 
commentary by Doug Moo, The Epistle to the Romans, NICNT, 1996), which argue that in Romans 7:14–
25 Paul is not speaking autobiographically but of a hypothetical Jew before conversion, I remain 
convinced that Paul is describing his present experience of the struggle with sin. Furthermore, I do not 
believe that this section of Romans is depicting a deficient condition experienced by those Christians 
who choose not to be victorious (the so-called carnal Christian). No, I believe that this is a description of 
the normal Christian life. The reasons for this interpretation of Romans 7:14–25 are spelled out in great 
detail elsewhere (e.g., Cranfield, Romans, ICC; J. I. Packer, Keep in Step with the Spirit), and we can but 
summarize them here. 

First, in Romans 7:14–25, Paul speaks in the present tense, which stands in sharp contrast to the use of 
the past tense in the previous section (Rom. 7:7–13). This makes the natural sense of the passage a 
description of Paul's current experience at the time of the writing of this epistle. 

Second, in Galatians 5:17, Paul speaks of a similar struggle in which he is clearly describing the 
experience of all Christians, including his own: "For the desires of the flesh are against the Spirit, and the 
desires of the Spirit are against the flesh, for these are opposed to each other, to keep you from doing the 
things you want to do." Thus, Romans 7:14–25 and Galatians 5:17 are parallel passages. If Galatians 5:17 
is a description of a war within every Christian, why can that not be true of Romans 7:14–25? 

Third, an unconverted person could not delight in the law of God, such as Paul depicts here, nor desire to 
do what is right. This is a description of those affections for and delight in the things of God that only a 
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Christian actually experiences. Furthermore, no non-Christian ever experiences the kind of godly 
sorrow described here. They may feel guilty, but they do not experience the despair of sinning against the 
revealed will of God, which they love inwardly. 

Fourth, the argument that a Christian such as Paul would never speak of himself as a slave to sin, since 
he has already testified to the fact that Christ has set him free, is mitigated by the fact that Paul is aware 
of this freedom ("with my mind I serve the law of God"), and yet, because of indwelling sin, still feels as 
though sin has a death grip upon him. In other words, the final outcome of the war is a foregone 
conclusion—Christ wins and so will all those in union with him. But there are a number of battles with 
indwelling sin still to be fought, and this is what Paul is describing (the struggle, not the final outcome). 

Fifth, that Paul is not speaking of his struggle before his conversion becomes clear when we consider 
how Paul felt about himself before he encountered the risen Christ on the road to Damascus. Consider 
Paul's testimony in Philippians 3:3–10: 

For we are the real circumcision, who worship by the Spirit of God and glory in Christ Jesus and 
put no confidence in the flesh—though I myself have reason for confidence in the flesh also. If 
anyone else thinks he has reason for confidence in the flesh, I have more: circumcised on the 
eighth day, of the people of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews; as to the law, a 
Pharisee; as to zeal, a persecutor of the church; as to righteousness, under the law blameless. But 
whatever gain I had, I counted as loss for the sake of Christ. Indeed, I count everything as loss 
because of the surpassing worth of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord. For his sake I have suffered 
the loss of all things and count them as rubbish, in order that I may gain Christ and be found in 
him, not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but that which comes 
through faith in Christ, the righteousness from God that depends on faith. 

How could Paul see himself as blameless before his conversion (Phil. 3), if in Romans 7:14–5 he's 
describing his intense struggle with sin before his conversion? 

Therefore, in Romans 7:14–25, the Apostle Paul is describing the normal Christian life. This is a struggle 
that every Christian will experience. The poor, struggling sinner who is erroneously told that the struggle 
with sin he or she is currently experiencing is a sign of defeat and that the person is not yet a Christian, or 
else has chosen not to take advantage of the victory offered to all those in Christ, should instead see the 
struggle with sin as proof that sanctification is actually taking place. The New Testament knows of only 
one victorious life—the life of Jesus Christ. All of those who are truly in Christ will go through the 
refiner's fire, so that when Jesus returns he will receive a spotless and radiant bride. Far, then, from a 
description of Paul's journey from a defeated Jew to a victorious Christian, in this passage Paul is 
describing what every Christian will experience—a desire to do what is right and a continual struggle 
with indwelling sin. While final victory is assured, it will finally come when we are glorified: freed not 
only from sin's guilt and tyranny, but its very presence. 

Kim Riddlebarger is pastor of Christ United Reformed Church (Anaheim, California) and cohost of the 
White Horse Inn radio broadcast. He is author of A Case for Amillennialism: Understanding the End 
Times and Man of Sin: Uncovering the Truth about the Antichrist (Baker, 2006). Kim blogs at 
www.kimriddlebarger.squarespace.com. 
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“Such Were Some of You: A Personal Account of the 
Power of the Gospel” 
by Russell Matthews 
MODERN REFORMATION VOL. 4, NO. 3 (MAY/JUNE 1995) 

Homosexuality. The topic is at least uncomfortable for many. While a growing number of denominations 
consider the possibility of ordaining homosexuals, and while government and media continue to 
catechize the public in the articles of tolerance, many evangelical and other leaders have encouraged 
strong political reaction. While I do not think that everyone's politics is my business, I do think this type 
of reaction from a publicly Christian group often only alienates sinners from the one divinely appointed 
agency of reconciliation to God, Christ's Church. 

It should not surprise us too much to see seminars "re-imagining God", and to watch the world "re-
imagine" morality, when Christians in America have been re-imagining their theology for decades. Many 
may have by now forgotten that the Christian Church, with the Gospel, does not offer condemnation and 
hatred for sinners, but freedom and peace. From us sinners, saved by grace, men and women who 
struggle with or practice homosexuality deserve only compassion and respect. They deserve our 
compassion because we, too, are sinners and ought to be aware of the burden of sin and shame that would 
be ours without Christ. They deserve our respect because they, like us, are creatures who have been 
granted dignity, bearing the imago Dei—the image of God. Even Christians and churches whose hearts 
are full of compassion, and who offer special programs and outreaches to the homosexual community 
would do well to consider what kind of freedom and peace is offered, because not all kinds of freedom and 
peace have been promised. 

I believe, with Augustine, that there is nothing a man seeks more than his own happiness and further, 
that it is good and right to seek the best happiness, namely God, in the best way—by faith in Jesus Christ. 
Supreme and eternal happiness is no cheap thing, yet it is bestowed upon believers as a free gift of God, or 
at least, for now, the sure hope and promise of it. Such sure hope is cause for great comfort and no 
unwarranted joy. But that does not seem to be the happiness with which most of us are concerned these 
days. 

This presents a great problem in modern evangelical Christianity. Those who have expected and waited 
for happiness have found despair and those who sought liberation have found themselves in oppressive 
bondage. There are a huge number of people trying to act happily and avoiding the reality that they are in 
pain. There is an even larger mass who, realizing that they are in pain, spend millions of dollars on 
supposedly Christian self-help and psychology books and counseling services to fix their apparently 
surprising problem of depression, or rage, or dependency...pick a dysfunction. There are a number of 
people who just leave the church because it can't deliver the goods. And there are some who, by God's 
grace, come back. Let me tell you about one of those. 

I remember pain even in my childhood, and I remember my idea of Christianity in my childhood; that is, 
that Jesus ought to make you happy. When I was a boy, I loved Jesus as far as I understood him. He 
seemed quite lovable. He did miracles and healed people. He even loved us so much that he died in our 
place that we might live. But for some reason, Jesus did not make me happy. Of course there were times 
when I was happy, with my family, with friends, and I have been showered with good blessings from God 
throughout all of my life. My predominant disposition, however, was one of sad and lonely insecurity. 
This did not seem to square with my religion, and as I grew in knowledge and wisdom, however feebly, 
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this discrepancy began to concern me. The concern was evident at retreats and summer camps where I 
rededicated my life to Christ innumerable times, hoping that this time Jesus would come through, or that 
I would maintain enough virtue to finally gain his favor. I was always disappointed. While I did not ever 
renounce my faith in the Lord, my quiet rebellion would reveal my sad and disenchanted unbelief, and I 
would begin my search for happiness from other hands. 

I maintained a presence at church throughout junior high and high school. It was a good social outlet and 
the source of many good friendships. I was the president of my junior high youth group and later, of the 
senior high group. I was a good student, too, and found satisfaction and approval in my academic work. 
But, like most young men, things really got complicated when puberty hit and all kinds of new things 
began to interest me, because then, all kinds of new things began to bring me pain. 

Early in high school, I began to be more concerned about that which worried me a bit in junior high. I 
thought that there was something about my development that was not like the other boys, in terms of my 
interest. As my hopes with my first and unrequited love were dashed, my hopes with all of her kind were 
dashed and the alternate door was opened wide. I began to explore, only in my mind, a sexual interest in 
my same sex peers. I cannot describe to you the sense of shame that accompanied every homoerotic 
thought and fantasy. I cannot put into words the very real feelings of isolation and absolute aloneness 
that were mine. In spite of my shame, it was I who continued to think and fantasize to my own peril. It 
was I who was seeking happiness and delight in created things rather than the Creator, however 
restrained in action. The temptation, wherever from, did not bring my shame, but my own desire to yield. 
In the midst of my shame, I wished and prayed to be delivered from such unspeakable perversion. 

My years at college brought more freedom than I handled well and all I remember clearly is being drunk. 
For the first two years, my solace was alcohol. There is little else short of suicide that can so ease 
emotional pain, hide shame, and bring a kind of happiness and relief to a person than to be drunk, and I 
was too much afraid of what death held for me to try the other, though I thought of it often. For the 
remainder of my college career, I became intoxicated with this world and with myself. After alcohol had 
nearly cost me more than I cared to pay (in terms of university privileges, etc.) I joined Alcoholics 
Anonymous (which has become a place where you go tell everyone about your incontinence and all agree 
it's a disease). I was on the wagon, hitting the books, making the grade, earning respect, and hoping for 
happiness. In my fraternity, I was one of those running the show, trying to keep our charter on the 
campus while still allowing for a good time to be had by all. I attended church nearly every Sunday, and 
while the sermons and Bible stories did grip my emotions, I was not yet so grateful as to be obedient 
because what little obedience I had displayed seemed to avail little. After all, God had yet to deliver to me 
the happiness everyone at church seemed to possess, and my prayers of deliverance, my prayers to be 
normal, seemed to fall on deaf ears. 

I still considered the few rules of Christianity I had kept in order to muster some assurance of salvation—
namely, my very technical virginity, and the fact that I had yet to give in to my homosexual desires. All the 
while, I prayed that I might not be given an opportunity to sin in that way because I knew that I was 
incapable of resisting, so ready I had become for the reality from years of fantasy and uninhibited desire. 
Also fearing the true state of my soul, I pleaded to God to show me mercy on rare occasions in which I 
realized my sinfulness. In exchange, I promised that I would "do better." I was confused, disillusioned, 
and proud. I was as lost as any sheep of Christ's has ever been. But, happily, I have a very good Shepherd. 

During the last semester of my undergraduate curriculum, I finally talked about it—first with my 
psychologist whom I was seeing for my depression, and later with a friend in my fraternity. My 
psychologist was a member of my family's church, though not in a "Christian" counseling practice. I 
trusted him, as a Christian, to counsel me applying the best of psychology and biblical morality. (I was 
afraid to go to a non-Christian psychologist for fear that they would encourage me to act on my 



LESSON 4 | resource two 
	  

 

homosexual desires.) He was a tremendous help to me, at first. We worked through my "irrational" 
depression, some bad relationships, and some hurtful experiences. After about a year of therapy, I finally 
felt comfortable enough to share with him my greatest source of shame, my deepest darkest secret, my 
greatest fear, and my strongest desire. I remember with what great fear I told him, "I think I might be a 
homosexual." I don't remember his initial reaction. I do recall that within a few months it had become a 
very comfortable and enjoyable topic of our conversation. My therapist never told me it was wrong or 
that I was bad. I just had some experiences that led me to certain attractions, and the morality of acting 
on those attractions and desires was left for me to decide. There was a conspicuous and isolated vacuum 
in which my struggle took place. 

I had long ago ruled out the possibility of speaking to anyone at my church about my problem. Their 
sensitivity and understanding had been made manifest with a sermon on the great evils of the 
homosexual community, the great crisis in our denomination's policy on homosexuality, and the story of 
one man who was healed of his homosexuality, got married and lived happily ever after, the end. Surely, I 
thought, it cannot be that simple. Surely you cannot know what you're talking about up there, "Mr. 
Straight Preacher." Besides, God had already had his chance. He had seen my tears, my shame, and my 
broken heart. He had heard my cries for deliverance, and he had done nothing. After hundreds of 
agonized prayers, he had not taken away my desires and removed my temptations. 

I had not yet fully resolved to live a homosexual lifestyle, but I could think of no greater thing on earth 
than to have a boyfriend. If I could make that jive with my Christianity, that would be icing on the cake. I 
found a gay and lesbian organization in the yellow pages and called to find out where to meet people. As it 
happened, there was a gay men's discussion group that met weekly to discuss issues and offer support to 
one another. There was also a Metropolitan Community church (MCC) that welcomed gay and lesbian 
members. I thought this would be a great opportunity to meet some real gay men and women and find out 
how they reconciled their Christianity with their homosexuality. 

It turned out to be where I met a very special young man to whom I was instantly attracted. After a few 
group outings and a few phone calls, I discovered that the feeling was mutual. I was a little surprised and 
not a little more delighted. We started dating and it seemed to be the most wonderful and happy time of 
my entire life. I was on cloud nine. Here was someone I loved who loved me in the same way, at the same 
time. The very thought of giving him up brought tears to my eyes and a great sorrow to my soul. As a 
result, I did not think of it often. Instead, I set about the task of proving to myself that mine was no sin 
and that the church had held a wrong and near-sighted view for millennia. 

Of course, there is a great deal of pride in such an endeavor, but pride is a very good dissipater of shame. 
The shame that was mine was not bearable without a very great dose of disillusioned self-love. "Gay 
pride" is an existential necessity for the homosexual, and it crept upon me, unaware. I felt free. I felt 
happy. I felt satisfied. How? By contradicting and disobeying my parents, my Church, and their God. 
These were my tyrants and tormentors, pressing me into a mold I was not made to fit because it had been 
manufactured by fools. But I had opened my eyes and seen their pitiful blindness. I, the wise and finally 
happy, would hear their impious ravings no longer. I would not submit to their closed-minded and 
hurtful authority. Furthermore, I was on my way to discover a god who did not damn me and my life's 
only delight. 

Parents and churches (who seem wrong) can be written off relatively easily. God, however, requires a bit 
more care, because suddenly matters of eternity arise which cannot be ignored with impunity. 
Regardless of what I wanted to be true, the sinfulness of homosexuality remained a possibility in my 
mind and it caused me some concern. I sought counsel from many books. By the grace of God, I was 
temporarily unemployed and was able to spend my days reading voraciously. I found several Christian 
authors who brought their several "cures" and sin management schemes to bear on the issue. I also found 
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theologians and biblical scholars who advocated homosexuality and attempted to show that biblical 
prohibitions did not exist. Sadly, the Christian authors offered nothing to refute their claims. What they 
had assumed, I needed proven. The MCC was offering a Bible study entitled "What they didn't teach you 
in Sunday school," which was intended to assist gay and lesbian people in reconciling their present 
lifestyles with their prior and apparently misguided instruction. These were sometimes encouraging, but 
I felt very uneasy about a number of things. First, in the theological books and biblical studies that 
advocated homosexuality, even though I am no philosopher or logician, all their proofs seemed very 
laborious and weak. I was not strongly persuaded, even though I longed to be. Second, the Law of God was 
mocked in the "church." 

In the class at MCC, the ceremonial codes were not appreciated for their symbolism, nor recognized 
contextually as good commands from a holy God. The preacher (a lesbian woman who I tried in vain to 
accept as a legitimate ecclesiastical authority) led the class in reading a list of laws and laughing out loud 
at their absurdity. I was not amused and did not return to that class. Finally, although my conscience was 
severely seared, it was not yet dead (soli Deo gloria) and, though my sin was great, my God had not "given 
me over" forever (sola gratia). I tried to convince myself that God wanted me to be happy, that having a 
boyfriend made me happy, and therefore, God wanted me to have a boyfriend. My prayers and worship of 
God were greatly strained and artificial. I am amazed at his great patience and grace by which he heard 
my prayers. I tried to picture a Jesus who encouraged me to be gay and my heart was made to recognize 
the blasphemy and idolatry my blind mind would not yet admit. All the while, the true Jesus continued to 
make intercession to the Father on my behalf. I was plagued with a guilty conscience that I tried to chase 
away with sociological and psychological rationalizations to no avail. 

I went to the pastor of a local non-denominational Christian church I had attended occasionally to 
discuss the matter. I needed another perspective and I wanted to hear if there was a reasonable argument 
against the advocates of biblically-endorsed homosexuality. I told the pastor that I was searching for the 
truth and was having trouble finding it at the MCC. I told him that I was a Christian. I told him that I was 
homosexual and that I was in a relationship I enjoyed very much. I explained arguments to him regarding 
the meaning of several apparent prohibitions in Scripture, expecting to hear a rational attempt at 
refuting them. Instead, I was accused (perhaps not wrongly, but definitely prematurely). He claimed I 
was guilty of twisting the scriptures in such a way that adultery and bestiality could be deemed 
acceptable with the same logic. My Christianity was questioned and I was judged. I was informed that 
homosexuality is found at the end of a personal journey on a long downward spiral of sinfulness. It was 
made known to me that my membership in that church would be neither welcomed nor allowed. These 
were not merely impressions I gathered from the meeting but were explicitly stated by this pastor. 

This was a tragic meeting in several aspects. First of all, I was personally hurt by the man's words for me. 
I sought compassion and help in my desperate and tiring struggle for truth and found none. The meeting 
only further alienated me from the church and caused my suspicion and animosity to increase. Second, 
my questions were unanswered. I sought a reasonable argument for the church's position, placing 
arguments against it before the pastor, begging him to refute them soundly. I feared that I was twisting 
the Scriptures, and I had hoped that everything could be determined by honest and rational investigation. 
But this pastor was in such a hurry to negate my salvation that he forgot to refute my arguments. Third, I 
was prohibited from membership before I had even asked about membership. The pastor was so anxious 
to outwardly defend "family values" that he neglected to consider my repentance as a possibility. I knew 
that there was much amiss at MCC because their "grassroots" theology had produced a number of 
strange sermons and odd heterodoxical notions like "the spark of God in our little finger." I had asked him 
if I might attend services in order to hear the Word rightly preached, and, following his decree regarding 
my membership, it was made clear that my attendance would be only reluctantly allowed. I did not think 
it would benefit me to return, so I did not. 
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Shortly after I had decided that the Church was not reliable for my moral instruction and that she was, in 
fact, my guilty oppressor, I dropped the bomb on Mom and Dad. There was shock and silence in that first 
conversation. That was followed by several other awkward exchanges over the telephone. I spoke with 
them about my search for truth and what I had so far found. They were not perfect, but they handled it 
very well. I mourn the fact that I tried to persuade them to believe my lies, as if it were possible. These 
folks had raised me. I was not their instructor. But with what great patience they listened to me. With 
great grace, my father wrote to me in his own hand what he had studied with his own mind. He affirmed 
the Church's traditional belief and he could not rationalize a compromise, but he loved me still. They 
prayed for me and they wept for me. Of course I wanted them to be happy for me, but that just was not 
going to happen. I pitied them, because they could not understand, but I was resolved to love them and 
honor them still. 

I continued to struggle with the rightness of what I was doing. The mainstream Christian authors I read 
seemed only to assume the immorality of homosexuality without refuting the arguments of the advocacy 
position. I was begging for a reason to believe God, but refused to believe a silly, arbitrary, unloving, and 
capricious one. I thought I had reason to believe that the God of the Christian Church was arbitrary and 
unloving. Had he created me this way? Did he want me to be happy? Could I be happy any other way? I 
listened to Christian radio hoping to hear the topic discussed without the unavoidable sensationalism, 
hatred, and fear-mongering. I wanted to hear the truth in love, not love devoid of reason and truth, nor 
truth in the absence of love or reason. I was hoping for either vindication or conviction. I got both, but 
neither was what I expected. 

In God's loving providence I began listening to the White Horse Inn (CURE's radio program). The 
honesty and humanity of the hosts seemed like a breath of fresh air, and the sound reason and systematic 
approach to the Word was for me a new and wonderful thing. I never heard homosexuals bashed on their 
program. I also picked up a copy of Michael Horton's book, Putting Amazing Back Into Grace and began 
learning about a Gospel that actually sounded good. I was beginning to understand the real 
"amazingness" of grace for perhaps the first time. Shortly after this, I began to lose my contempt for 
Christianity and the church because I had heard the Gospel. Could I have gone to church for so many 
years and missed the point? I was hearing some very good news, indeed. I learned that God doesn't just 
encourage people to save themselves, he saves people. I was intrigued with a God of grace, whose Law 
was good and whose character was impeccable. I was attracted to the notion of a God who intended his 
church to transcend the city of man and be more than a combination country club/PAC. This new God I 
was confronted with was sovereign and powerful. He was the author of decrees and laws that were more 
significant than guidelines for happy living. This was a weighty and just God who also shows mercy. This 
was the God I believed in! The only question remaining for me was: how much mercy would he show me? 

Having heard the Gospel, the power of God unto salvation (Rom 1:16), with new clarity, I received by the 
same power of God a gratitude for his grace to replace my contempt for his demands. I was finally shown 
a God worthy of my obedience, and by comparison I was shown my great unworthiness. I began to be 
resolved that I should obey him but by this time I had grown too foggy-eyed to even know the truth of the 
Law. I really did not know if I was right or wrong. I read the Bible passages over and over. I wrote out 
somewhat cogent arguments from all that I had studied, both for and against my behavior. My mind was 
a throbbing pendulum and my heart was constantly fluctuating. I knew I had to decide. I set the 
arguments before me and I prayed for wisdom. Still, the Lord in his great mercy heard my prayer. My God 
removed scales from my eyes so that I saw what I did not want to see. I saw what would be required of me 
and I wept. To remember and write this brings back the agony, but that is my old man. I await that old 
man's death with eagerness. For he has sinned so against my beloved God as to require great lengths for 
my salvation, even the death of Christ Jesus with whom he died and was vicariously punished. But that 
loss which I still sinfully mourn is, in truth, nothing but gain. Though I am guilty, it is good and right for 
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God to show me my sinfulness by my own sin, and to show me my foolishness by my own idiocy, so that I 
may be driven from them and into his arms of grace. 

So I ended my relationship and turned from that sin. But can you see with what long-suffering patience 
my God brought me again to himself? It was not without a great deal of pain and fear that I left that life 
behind. But this God of ours is full of grace and love for his children, for he ministered to me then in 
several beautiful ways. He did not stop my pain, nor did he stop opening my eyes, for I then saw much 
more evil in me than simply my sins of commission of sodomy. My evil brought me nothing but grief, and 
so great is my evil that my grief was also great. There were friends of my family in California who had 
been praying for me with my parents, unbeknownst to me. I do not know how many hours they spent 
with me on the phone over the following weeks listening to me, encouraging me, telling me that God is 
good, giving me hope when I had none. My devastation was severe and my repentance was full of horror. 
But they comforted me with words of truth and of grace from our Lord. I am thankful for them. 

My conclusion is not "happily ever after"—not yet. I can't say that I'm a happier man than I was. I can't 
say that I always feel like the hole in my heart has been filled. I can't say that all my felt needs are being 
met. I can't say that my desire for sin is gone. I can't say that I no longer experience homosexual 
attraction. I really want to be happy and filled and realized and satisfied and holy and straight. But I'm 
not. However, I can say that my happiness is different. It is rarer and its basis renders it more significant. 
My felt needs are not met, and I thank God because I am often stupid and I think I need stupid things. As 
a Christian, my desire for sin is met now with a desire for holiness. I am a man divided, incapable of 
enjoying sin as much as the unregenerate and, as far as my inherent righteousness is concerned, not 
capable of being much better than one. I don't even pray to be "straight" anymore. Maybe it's a thorn like 
Paul's. Maybe it will go away someday. Maybe I'll have homosexual attractions and desires until the day 
this body dies. But when it does, it shall be such a thing in heaven to praise my Lord. It is true, I will be 
without blemish or wrinkle. I will be perfect, and my eyes will be perfectly fixed on my perfect Jesus who 
will have rendered me thus. None shall accuse me any longer, not even I. For my God has placed my sin so 
far from me that it cannot be counted against me. He has even taken the punishment, so there is no 
injustice. In all justice and faithfulness, I am a son of God. Never again a rebel bastard. 

Today, the last thing I want to do is write a token "ex-homosexual testimony" for CURE. If you want a 
really important testimony, I must defer to apostles and eyewitnesses of Christ's life, death, and 
resurrection. But I would not have written so much about my experience if I did not think it was useful to 
illustrate some very important things. First of all, it serves to emphasize the great danger of ignorance of 
the true and biblical Gospel. Second, it brings to light the transforming power of God as exercised in the 
learning and understanding of truth. 

Sadly, ignorance of the true Gospel and disappointment with false ones is all too common in today's 
church. My own misconception was twofold. I was first unsure of my salvation because of its 
dependence on my own acts of obedience and, secondly unable to reconcile my earthly suffering with my 
expectations for comfort. It is strange that I should have been born into a Christian family, attended 
church all of my life, and yet not understand these things. Connecting my justification with my own 
obedience is a tyranny that can be tolerated only with suppressing the truth of my own sin. Otherwise, 
every effort must be made to rebel against such tyranny. But we Christians have hearts that are searched, 
known, and convicted by God the Holy Spirit even if our consciences alone may lie. So what is a Christian 
to do with plaguing guilt if he cannot take it to the cross and find absolution? The character Wyatt Earp 
summed up the typical and not so unreasonable response in the recent movie, Tombstone: "I already got a 
guilty conscience; I might as well have the money, too." 

I had a guilty conscience long before I got drunk all the time and before I ever had a boyfriend. But, when I 
had these things, an intermittently guilty conscience was the worst thing I thought I had. I didn't feel evil, 
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just a little guilty. I was no longer concerned with salvation but with comfort, and I sought it where it was 
reliable. But the true Gospel removes guilt and abolishes the tyranny of the Law. Nevertheless, a son of 
God is not at home in this world or in his or her current state. When I had earthly comfort, I didn't feel as 
dissatisfied and restless with this world as I often do now. When I gave myself to fleshly desires, I did not 
feel so intense and painful a division within myself. But these things are common to pilgrims and 
temporary. Neither is unbearable when we are sure of heaven because of Christ. When I've got a guilty 
conscience now, might I just as well have my old, cherished consolations along with it? Of course not! My 
guilty conscience is mistaken—I am redeemed. My accuser (whose attacks remain relentless) shall 
suffer loss. I can only gain. 

The name Russell Matthews is a pseudonym. The author prefers to remain anonymous.
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 “Your Own Personal Jesus” 
by Michael S. Horton 
MODERN REFORMATION VOL. 17, NO. 3 (MAY/JUNE 2008) 

Citing examples from TV, pop music, and best-selling books, an article in Entertainment Weekly noted 
that "pop culture is going gaga for spirituality." However, 

[S]eekers of the day are apt to peel away the tough theological stuff and pluck out the most 
dulcet elements of faith, coming up with a soothing sampler of Judeo-Christian imagery, 
Eastern mediation, self-help lingo, a vaguely conservative craving for 'virtue,' and a loopy New 
Age pursuit of 'peace.' This happy free-for-all, appealing to Baptists and stargazers alike, comes 
off more like Forest Gump's ubiquitous 'boxa chocolates' than like any real system of belief. You 
never know what you're going to get.1 

The "search for the sacred" has become a recurring cover story for national news magazines for some 
time now; but is a revival of "spirituality" and interest in the "sacred" really any more encouraging than 
the extravagant idolatry that Paul witnessed in Athens (Acts 17)? 

Not only historians and sociologists but novelists are writing about the "Gnostic" character of the soup 
that we call spirituality in the United States today. In a recent article in Harper's, Curtis White describes 
our situation pretty well. When we assert, "This is my belief," says White, we are invoking our right to 
have our own private conviction, no matter how ridiculous, not only tolerated politically but respected by 
others. "It says, 'I've invested a lot of emotional energy in this belief, and in a way I've staked the 
credibility of my life on it. So if you ridicule it, you can expect a fight." In this kind of culture, "Yahweh 
and Baal—my God and yours—stroll arm-in-arm, as if to do so were the model of virtue itself." 

What we require of belief is not that it make sense but that it be sincere....Clearly, this is not the 
spirituality of a centralized orthodoxy. It is a sort of workshop spirituality that you can get with a 
cereal-box top and five dollars....There is an obvious problem with this form of spirituality: it 
takes place in isolation. Each of us sits at our computer terminal tapping out our 
convictions....Consequently, it's difficult to avoid the conclusion that our truest belief is the 
credo of heresy itself. It is heresy without an orthodoxy. It is heresy as an orthodoxy.2 

While European nihilism denied only God, "American nihilism is something different. Our nihilism is 
our capacity to believe in everything and anything all at once. It's all good!" All that's left is for belief to 
become "a culture-commodity." 

We shop among competing options for our belief. Once reduced to the status of a commodity, our 
anything-goes, do-it-yourself spirituality cannot have very much to say about the more directly nihilistic 
conviction that we should all be free to do whatever we like as well, each of us pursuing our right to our 
isolated happiness.3 

Like Nietzsche himself, who said that truth is made rather than discovered and was described by Karl 
Barth as "the man of azure isolation," Americans just want to be left alone to create their own private 
Idaho. While evangelicals talk a lot about truth, their witness, worship, and spirituality seem in many 
ways more like their Mormon, New Age, and liberal nemeses than anything like historical Christianity. 

We would prefer to be left alone, warmed by our beliefs-that-make-no-sense, whether they are 
the quotidian platitudes of ordinary Americans, the magical thinking of evangelicals, the 
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mystical thinking of New Age Gnostics, the teary-eyed patriotism of social conservatives, or the 
perfervid loyalty of the rich to their free-market Mammon. We are thus the congregation of the 
Church of the Infinitely Fractured, splendidly alone together. And apparently that's how we like 
it. Our pluralism of belief says both to ourselves and to others, 'Keep your distance.' And yet isn't 
this all strangely familiar? Aren't these all the false gods that Isaiah and Jeremiah confronted, 
the cults of the 'hot air gods'? The gods that couldn't scare birds from a cucumber patch? Belief 
of every kind and cult, self-indulgence and self-aggrandizement of every degree, all flourish. And 
yet God is abandoned.4 

As far back as the early eighteenth century, the French commentator Alexis de Tocqueville observed the 
distinctly American craving "to escape from imposed systems" and "to seek by themselves and in 
themselves for the only reason for things, looking to results without getting entangled in the means 
toward them." He concluded, "So each man is narrowly shut up in himself and from that basis makes the 
pretension to judge the world." Americans do not need books or any other external authorities in order to 
find the truth, "having found it in themselves."5 American Transcendentalist Ralph Waldo Emerson 
(1803–1882) announced that "whatever hold the public worship held on us is gone or going," prophesying 
the day when Americans would recognize that they are "part and parcel of God," requiring no mediator or 
ecclesiastical means of grace. Walt Whitman's "Song of Myself" captured the unabashed narcissism of 
American romanticism that plagues our culture from talk shows to the church. 

During this same period, the message and methods of American churches also felt the impact of this 
romantic narcissism. It can be recognized in a host of sermons and hymns from the period, such as C. 
Austin Miles' hymn, "In the Garden": 

I come to the garden alone, while the dew is still on the roses; 
And the voice I hear, falling on my ear, the Son of God discloses. 
And he walks with me, and He talks with me, and He tells me I am His own, 
And the joy we share as we tarry there, none other has ever known. 

The focus of such piety is on a personal relationship with Jesus that is individualistic, inward, and 
immediate. One comes alone and experiences a joy that "none other has ever known." How can any 
external orthodoxy tell me I'm wrong? My personal relationship with Jesus is mine. I do not share it with 
the church. Creeds, confessions, pastors, and teachers—not even the Bible—can shake my confidence in 
the unique experiences that I have alone with Jesus. 

A Perfect Storm 

If moralism represents a drift toward the Pelagian (or at least semi-Pelagian) heresy, "enthusiasm" is an 
expression of the heresy known as Gnosticism. A second-century movement that seriously threatened 
the ancient churches, Gnosticism tried to blend Greek philosophy and Christianity. The result was an 
eclectic spirituality that regarded the material world as the prison-house of divine spirits and the 
creation of an evil god (YAHWEH). Their goal was to return to the spiritual, heavenly, and divine unity of 
which their inner self is a spark, away from the realm of earthly time, space, and bodies. With little 
interest in questions of history or doctrine, the Gnostics set off on a quest to ascend the ladder of 
mysticism. The institutional church, with its ordained ministry, creeds, preaching, sacraments, and 
discipline, was alienating—like the body, it was the prison-house of the individual soul. 

Pelagianism and Gnosticism are different versions of what Gerhard Forde called the "glory story." 
Following Luther's Heidelberg Disputation, which was following Romans 10 and 1 Corinthians 1, the 
Reformation contrasted the theology of glory with the theology of the cross. As Forde explains, 
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The most common overarching story we tell about ourselves is what we will call the glory story. 
We came from glory and are bound for glory. Of course, in between we seem somehow to have 
gotten derailed-whether by design or accident we don't quite know—but that is only a temporary 
inconvenience to be fixed by proper religious effort. What we need is to get back on “the glory 
road.” The story is told in countless variations. Usually the subject of the story is “the 
soul”...what Paul Ricoeur has called “the myth of the exiled soul.”6 

In neither version does one need to be rescued. Assisted, directed, enlightened perhaps, but not rescued—
at least not through a bloody cross. 

Both versions of the "glory story" drive us deeper into ourselves, identifying God with the inner self, 
instead of calling us outside of ourselves. The "cross story" and the "glory story" represent not merely 
different emphases, but entirely different religions, as J. Gresham Machen pointed out in his 
controversial book, Christianity and Liberalism. 

Pelagianism leads to Christless Christianity because we do not need a Savior, but a good example. 
Gnosticism's route to Christless Christianity is by driving us deeper inside ourselves rather than outside 
to the incarnate God who rescued us from the guilt, tyranny, and penalty of our sins. Pelagianism and 
Gnosticism combine to keep us looking to ourselves and within ourselves. We're a self-help people, and 
we like our gods inside of us where we can manage them. Together, these heresies have created the 
perfect storm: the American Religion. 

Gnosticism as the American Religion? 

Contemporary descriptions in news periodicals and polling data consistently reveal that the ever-
popular "search for the sacred" in American culture shares a lot of similarities with Gnosticism. Of 
course, in the most popular versions there may be no explicit awareness of this connection or any direct 
dependence on such sources. 

There is an explicit revival of Gnosticism in our day, however, in both the academy and popular culture, 
from Harvard Divinity School seminars to Dan Brown's The Da Vinci Code. The "Gnosticism" aisle in the 
average bookstore chain (next to religion and spirituality) is evidence of renewed interest in pagan 
spiritualities. Matthew Fox, repeating the warning of self-described Gnostic psychologist Carl Jung, 
expresses this sentiment well: "One way to kill the soul is to worship a God outside you."7 Other writers 
in this issue focus on this revival of explicit, full-strength Gnosticism, so I will focus on the "Gnosticism 
Lite" that pervades the American spirituality today. 

This watered-down Gnosticism does not require any explicit awareness of, much less attachment to, the 
esoteric myth of creation and redemption-by-enlightenment. The opposition, however, between inner 
divinity and enlightenment and redemption, an external God, the external Word, an external redemption 
in Christ, and an institutional church offers a striking parallel to America's search for the sacred. 

In the American Religion, as in ancient Gnosticism, there is almost no sense of God's difference from 
us—in other words, his majesty, sovereignty, self-existence, and holiness. God is my buddy or my inmost 
experience, or the power-source for living my best life now. God is not strange (i.e., holy) and is certainly 
not a judge. He does not evoke fear, awe, or a sense of terrifying and disorienting beauty. Furthermore, all 
the focus on making atonement through a bloody sacrifice seems crude and unspiritual to Gnostics 
when, after all, the point of salvation is to escape the physical realm. All of this is too "Jewish," according 
to Gnostics from Marcion to Schleiermacher to the "Re-Imagining Conference" of mainline Protestant 
leaders (especially radical feminists) who explicitly appealed to Gnosticism in their screeds against 
"men hanging on crosses with blood dripping and all that gory stuff." The god of Gnosticism is not the one 
before whom Isaiah said, "Woe to me, for I am undone!" or Peter said, "Depart from me, for I am a sinful 
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man." To borrow a nice phrase from William Placher, it represents "the domestication of 
transcendence." God is no longer a problem for us. 

Instead of God's free decision to make his home with us in the world that he created, for the Gnostic we 
are at home with God already, in the stillness of our inner self and away from all entanglements in space 
and time. As the second-century church father Irenaeus pointed out, Gnostics simply do not care about 
the unfolding plan of redemption in history because they do not care about history. Time and space are 
alien to the innermost divine self. To mystics and radical Anabaptists like Thomas Müntzer who made 
even the external Word of Scripture and preaching subservient to an alleged inner word of personal 
revelation, Luther and Calvin said that this was the essence of "enthusiasm" (literally, God-within-ism). 
As Luther put it, this is the attempt to ascend the ladder from matter and history to spirit and the eternal 
vision of "the naked God." Yet, apart from the incarnate Word, this dazzling god we encounter at the top 
of that ladder is really the devil, who "disguises himself as an angel of light" (2 Cor. 11:14). 

This characteristically American approach to religion, in which the direct relationship of the soul to God 
generates an almost romantic encounter with the sacred, makes inner experience the measure of 
spiritual genuineness. We are more concerned that our spiritual leaders exude "vulnerability," 
"authenticity," and the familiar spontaneity that tells us that they too really do have a personal 
relationship with Jesus than that they faithfully interpret Scripture and are sent by Christ through the 
official ordination of his church. Everything perceived as external to the self-the church, the gospel, 
Word and sacrament, the world, and even God-must either be marginalized or, in more radical versions, 
rejected as that which would alienate the soul from its immediacy to the divine. 

It is therefore not surprising that today the "search for the sacred" continues to generate a proliferation 
of sects. In fact, sociologist Robert Bellah has coined the term "Sheilaism" to describe American 
spirituality, based on one interview in which a woman named Sheila said that she just follows her own 
inner voice. "Your Own Personal Jesus," parodying the title of a Depeche Mode song, seems to be the 
informal but intense spirituality of many American Christians as well. 

Philip Lee's Against the Protestant Gnostics (Oxford, 1987) and Harold Bloom's The American Religion 
(Simon and Schuster, 1992) point out with great insight the connections between this popular 
spirituality and Gnosticism. It is especially worth pondering Harold Bloom's learned ruminations here 
because, as he himself observes, Philip Lee laments the Gnosticism of American Religion while Bloom 
celebrates it.8 

Hailed as America's most distinguished literary critic, Bloom displays a sophisticated grasp of the 
varieties of ancient Gnosticism as well as its successive eruptions in the West to the present day. First of 
all, says Bloom, "freedom, in the context of the American Religion, means being alone with God or with 
Jesus, the American God or the American Christ."9 This unwritten creed is as evident in the history of 
American evangelicalism as it is in Emerson. 

As a religious critic, I remain startled by and obsessed with the revivalistic element in our 
religious experience. Revivalism, in America, tends to be the perpetual shock of the individual 
discovering yet again what she and he always have known, which is that God loves her and him 
on an absolutely personal and indeed intimate basis.10 

Second, as extreme as it at first appears, Bloom suggests that whatever the stated doctrinal positions that 
evangelicalism shares with historic Christianity, 

Mormons and Southern Baptists call themselves Christians, but like most Americans they are 
closer to ancient Gnostics than to early Christians. . . . The American Religion is pervasive and 
overwhelming, however, it is masked, and even our secularists, indeed even our professed 
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atheists, are more Gnostic than humanist in their ultimate presuppositions. We are a religiously 
made culture, furiously searching for the spirit, but each of us is subject and object of the one 
quest, which must be for the original self, a spark or breath in us that we are convinced goes back 
to before the Creation.11 

"The Christ of the twentieth century" is no longer really even a distinct historical person, but "has 
become a personal experience for the American Christian, quite clearly for the Evangelicals."12 In this 
scheme, history is no longer the sphere of Christianity. The focus of faith and practice is not so much 
Christ's objective person and work for us, outside of us, as it is a "personal relationship" that is defined 
chiefly in terms of inner experience. 

Although he may at times overstate his thesis, Bloom draws on numerous primary and secondary 
sources from the history of particular movements to build his case. In one chapter, Bloom explores the 
enthusiastic revivalism of Barton Stone, who broke away from Presbyterianism to found what he 
regarded as the finally and fully restored apostolic church: the Church of Christ (Disciples). According to 
his memoirs, Stone wrote, "Calvinism is among the heaviest clogs on Christianity in the world," even 
from the very beginning of its assumptions: "Its first link is total depravity."13 

A full generation before Emerson came to his spiritual maturity, the frontier people experienced 
their giant epiphany of Gnosis at Cane Ridge. Their ecstasy was no more communal than the 
rapture at Woodstock; each barking Kentuckian or prancing yippie barked and pranced for 
himself alone.... American ecstasy is solitary, even when it requires the presence of others for 
the self's glory.14 

"What was missing in all this quite private luminosity," Bloom adds, "was simply most of historic 
Christianity." 

I hasten to add that I am celebrating, not deploring, when I make that observation. So far as I can 
tell, the Southern Jesus, which is to say the American Jesus, is not so much an agent of 
redemption as he is an imparter of knowledge, which returns us to the analysis of an American 
Gnosis in my previous chapter. Jesus is not so much an event in history for the American 
Religionist as he is a knower of the secrets of God who in return can be known by the individual. 
Hidden in this process is a sense that depravity is only a lack of saving knowledge.15 

This intuitive, direct, and immediate knowledge is set over against the historically mediated forms of 
knowledge. What an American knows in his or her heart is more certain than the law of gravity. 

"A pragmatic exploiter of his own charisma," Charles Finney was a formative influence in the American 
Religion, notes Bloom.16 So the "deeds, not creeds" orientation of American revivalism is driven not only 
by a preference for works over faith (i.e., Pelagianism), but by the Gnostic preference for a private, 
mystical, and inward "personal relationship with Jesus" in opposition to everything public, doctrinal, and 
external to the individual soul. Religion is formal, ordered, corporate, and visible; spirituality is informal, 
spontaneous, individual, and invisible. 

As sweeping as it may first appear, there are clear similarities between fundamentalism and 
Pentecostalism on the one hand and Protestant liberalism on the other. In fact, one reason that these 
forms of religion have survived modernity, against all expectations to the contrary, is that they not only 
can accommodate modernity's privatization of faith as an inner experience but they actually thrive in 
this atmosphere. Repeatedly in the past few centuries, we have seen how easily an inner-directed pietism 
and revivalism turns to the vinegar of liberalism. One example is Wilhelm Herrmann, a liberal pietist, 
whose statement early in the twentieth century could be heard in many evangelical circles then as now: 
"To fix doctrines...into a system is the last thing the Christian Church should undertake. . . . But if, on the 
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other hand, we keep our attention fixed on what God is producing in the Christian's inner life, then the 
manifoldness of the thoughts which spring from faith will not confuse us, but give us cause for joy."17 

So it is not surprising when today's fundamentalists eventually become tomorrow's liberals, in recurring 
cycles that pass through stages of intense controversy. Bloom follows a similar narrative in relation to 
Gnosticism. For all of their obvious differences, fundamentalists and liberals, Quakers and Roman 
Catholics, Presbyterians and Mormons, New Agers and Southern Baptists sound a lot alike when it 
comes to how we in America approach religious truth. 

While Luther, Calvin, and their heirs sought to reform the church, the more radical Protestant 
movements have often seen the church as an obstacle to the individual's personal relationship with God. 
(Evangelical George Barna, a guru of the church growth movement, has recently written three books 
arguing that the era of the local church is over, soon to be replaced by Internet resources for personal 
piety.) Where the Reformers pointed to the external ministry of the church, centering on Word and 
sacrament, as the place where God promised to meet his people, "enthusiasm" was suspicious of 
everything external. Similarly, Quakers gave up the formal ministry, including preaching and sacrament, 
in favor of group sharing of personal revelations. Even when evangelicals retain these public means 
appointed by Christ, they often become assimilated to self-expression and techniques for self-
transformation: means of our experience and activity more than God's means of grace. Ultimately, it's 
what I do alone with God that matters, not what God does for me together with his covenant people 
through public, earthly, material means that he has appointed. 

In the history of American (and to some extent British) evangelicalism, the fear of sacraments (as 
opposed to ordinances) has often been defended as a defense against the perpetual threat of Romanism. 
In all likelihood, however, a deeper (perhaps unwitting) source of such unease is that evangelicalism has 
listed toward Gnosticism: Nothing can be allowed to get in the way of my personal and utterly unique 
relationship with Jesus. Southern Baptist theologian E. Y. Mullins was not saying anything that was not 
already elaborated by American Transcendentalists when he wrote, "That which we know most 
indubitably are the facts of inner experience."18 The individual believer, alone with his or her Bible, was 
all that was necessary for a vital Christian experience. Bloom quotes Mullins' axiom, "Religion is a 
personal matter between the soul and God."19 However heterodox this assumption may be by the 
standards of historic Christianity, it is surely the orthodoxy of American Religion. 

Furthermore, Bloom observes, triumphalism—the inability to face the depravity of the inner self even at 
its best—marks the Gnostic spirit. "Triumphalism is the only mode," says Bloom, in which Mullins and 
American religionists generally "read Romans," moving quickly through the body of Paul's epistle to 
chapter 8: "In all these things we are more than conquerors through him that loved us."20 

Indeed, Gnostics are allergic to any talk about the reality of sin and death. It was in nineteenth-century 
America that Mary Baker Eddy founded Christian Science, whose explicitly Gnostic enthusiasms 
introduced into the vocabulary of Christians the euphemism "passing away" for death and resurrection. 

For Bloom, two outstanding exceptions to this Gnostic trajectory are Swiss theologian Karl Barth and 
Princeton scholar (and founder of Westminster Seminary) J. Gresham Machen. "Barth knows the 
difference between the Reformed faith and Gnosis," says Bloom, pointing out the critical divergence: the 
subjective experience of the self over God's objective word and work.21 

What we call fundamentalists, says Bloom, are really Gnostics of an anti-intellectual variety. If there 
were a possibility of an anti-Gnostic version of fundamentalism, says Bloom, such proponents "would 
find their archetype in the formidable J. Gresham Machen, a remarkable Presbyterian New Testament 
scholar at Princeton, who published a vehement defense of traditional Christianity in 1923, with the 
aggressive title Christianity and Liberalism." Bloom adds, "I have just read my way through this, with 
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distaste and discomfort but with reluctant and growing admiration for Machen's mind. I have never seen 
a stronger case made for the argument that institutional Christianity must regard cultural liberalism as 
an enemy to faith."22 In contrast to this defense of traditional Christianity, those who came to be called 
fundamentalists are more like "the Spanish Fascism of Franco...heirs of Franco's crusade against the 
mind, and not the legatees of Machen."23 

In short, "the Calvinist deity, first brought to America by the Puritans, has remarkably little in common 
with the versions of God now apprehended by what calls itself Protestantism in the United States." 
Again, as Bloom himself points out, Philip Lee's Against the Protestant Gnostics makes almost the same 
arguments, with many of the same historical examples. What makes Bloom's account a little more 
interesting is that he champions the American Religion and hopes for even greater gains for Gnosticism 
in the future. According to Bloom, a "revival of Continental Reformed Protestantism is precisely what we 
do not need."24 Like ancient Gnosticism, contemporary American approaches to spirituality—however 
different conservative and liberal versions may appear on the surface—typically underscore the inner 
spirit as the locus of a personal relationship. As conservative Calvary Chapel founder Chuck Smith 
expresses it, "We meet God in the realm of our spirit."25 This view is so commonplace that it seems odd to 
hear it challenged. Nevertheless, the church fathers, Protestant Reformers, and orthodox theologians 
have always directed us with the Scriptures, outside of ourselves, where God has chosen to meet with 
and to reconcile strangers. 

Philip Lee's contrast between Gnosticism and Calvin can be just as accurately documented from a wide 
variety of Christians through the ages: 

Whereas classical Calvinism had held that the Christian's assurance of salvation was 
guaranteed only through Christ and his Church, with his means of grace, now assurance could 
be found only in the personal experience of having been born again. This was a radical shift, for 
Calvin had considered any attempt to put 'conversion in the power of man himself' to be gross 
popery.26 

In fact, for the Reformers, adds Lee, the new birth was the opposite of "rebirth into a new and more 
acceptable self," but the death of the old self and its rebirth in Christ.27 

Like ancient Gnosticism, American spirituality uses God or the divine as something akin to an energy 
source. Through various formulae, steps, procedures, or techniques, one may "access" this source on 
one's own. Such spiritual technology could be employed without any need for the office of preaching, 
administering baptism or the Supper, or membership in a visible church, submitting to its communal 
admonitions, encouragements, teaching, and practices. 

According to the studies of sociologist Wade Clark Roof, "The distinction between 'spirit' and 
'institution' is of major importance" to spiritual seekers today.28 "Spirit is the inner, experiential aspect 
of religion; institution is the outer, established form of religion."29 He adds, "Direct experience is always 
more trustworthy, if for no other reason than because of its 'inwardness' and 'withinness'-two qualities 
that have come to be much appreciated in a highly expressive, narcissistic culture."30 

The way many evangelicals today speak of "accessing" and "connecting" with God underscores this 
point, in sharp contrast with the biblical emphasis on God's descent to us in the incarnation. Profoundly 
aware of our difference from God not only as creatures but as sinners as well, biblical faith underscores 
the need for mediation. God finds us by using his own creation as his "mask" behind which he hides so 
that he can serve us. The Gnostic, by contrast, needs no mediation. God is not external to the self; in fact, 
the human spirit and the divine Spirit are already a unity. We cannot be judged—but, then, this also 
means that we cannot be justified. 
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To the extent that churches in America today feel compelled to accommodate their message and 
methods to these dominant forms of spirituality (dominant also in—perhaps even first in—American 
evangelicalism itself), they will lend evidence to the thesis that Christianity is not news based on 
historical events but just another therapeutic illusion. 

The Flight of the Lonely Soul vs. the Journey of the Pilgrim 

Longing for Christ's return, the Christian is world-weary because "this age" lies under the power of sin 
and death. As the firstfruits of the new creation, Jesus Christ has conquered these powers. It is only a 
matter of time before the restoration of redeemed creation at the end of history. In the meantime, the 
believer groans along with the rest of creation for this liberation (Rom. 8:18–25). So the Christian is 
longing for the final liberation of creation, not from creation. Precisely because the believer is rooted in 
the age to come, of which the Spirit's indwelling presence is the down payment, there is a simultaneous 
groaning in the face of the status quo and confidence in God's promise to make all things new. 

By contrast, the Gnostic self is rootless, restless, weary of the world, not because of its bondage to sin but 
because it is worldly, longing not for its sharing in the liberation of the children of God but in its freedom 
at last from creation's company; not the transformation of our times and places, but the transcendence of 
all times and places. "Taking no root," wrote nineteenth-century American novelist Nathaniel 
Hawthorne, "I soon weary of any soil in which I may be temporarily deposited. The same impatience I 
feel, or conceive of, as regards this earthly life."31 Add to this philosophical orientation the practical 
transience of contemporary life that keeps us blowing like tumbleweed across the desert, and 
Gnosticism can be easily seen to jive with our everyday experience. Uprooted, we rarely live anywhere 
long enough even to be transplanted. Flitting like a bumble bee from flower to flower of religious, 
spiritual, moral, psychic, and even familial and sexual identities, our generation actually finds it plausible 
that there can be genuine communities (including "churches") on the Internet. 

But the "glory story" is not all it's cracked up to be. Bearing the weight of self-salvation or self-deification 
on our shoulders is as foolish as it is cruel. The search for the sacred leads to hell rather than heaven, to 
death rather than life, to ourselves (or Satan) rather than to the God who has descended to us in Jesus 
Christ, veiling his blinding majesty in our frail flesh. In this foolishness God outsmarts us, and in this 
weakness he conquered the powers of death and hell. The truth that Jesus proclaims—and the truth that 
Jesus is—remains for all ages, even for Americans, "the power of God unto salvation for everyone who 
believes" (Rom. 1:16). 

Michael Horton is the J. Gresham Machen Professor of Apologetics and Systematic Theology at 
Westminster Seminary California (Escondido, California), host of the White Horse Inn national radio 
broadcast, and editor-in-chief of Modern Reformation magazine. He is author of many books, including 
The Gospel-Driven Life, People and Place, Putting Amazing Back into Grace, The Christian Faith, For 
Calvinism and Ordinary: Sustainable Faith in a Radical, Restless World. 
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“A Sentimental Journey: Or . . . Was That Your 
Karma That Ran Over My Dogma?” 
by Shane Rosenthal 
MODERN REFORMATION VOL. 5, NO. 5 (SEPTEMBER/OCTOBER 1996) 

A few years ago, contemporary Christian music artist, Leslie Phillips, left evangelical Christianity and 
became a secular singer/songwriter (now Sam Phillips). In her 1994 CD, Martinis and Bikinis, Phillips 
included a song entitled “I Need Love,” in which she exclaims, “I need love, not some sentimental prison.” 
That’s an interesting line, a line that probably had something to do with her uneasiness in the evangelical 
subculture. In a report for National Public Radio, Lynn Neary spoke of those “sugary sweet ballads,” 
referring to contemporary Christian music. Perhaps this is the sort of thing that Phillips grew tired of. 

But is contemporary Christian music the only aspect of the evangelical subculture that could be 
described as overly sentimental or “sugary sweet?” Hardly. Just take a trip to the average Christian 
bookstore. One is more likely to find Precious Moments figurines and bumper stickers with the words “I 
(heart) Jesus” rather than books on important theological topics or debates. And yet, why is it that you 
don’t find a good selection of theological books (that is to say, books about God) at these stores? One 
Christian bookstore chain in my area may have given us a hint. They used to be known as (let’s call them 
“X”) “X Christian Book Stores”; but now they are called “X Christian Stores.” They simply took the word 
“book” out of their name! It is possible that they did this merely to be honest (it is most likely the case that 
they are selling more Christian products—shirts, greeting cards, paintings, figurines, CD’s, tapes, pencils, 
games, etc.—than they are books). My personal theory, however, is that they perceived the word “book” to 
be a turn off. 

How Did We Get Here? 

This is nothing new. There has been a long standing impulse in this country to do away with the 
intellectual in favor of the emotional, the theological in favor of the experiential—an impetus which has 
sought to soften the hardedges of religion. Ralph Waldo Emerson was an early proponent of this 
approach: “We say, the old forms of religion decay...I don’t think it can be cured or stayed by any 
modification of theological creeds, much less by theological discipline. The cure of false theology is 
mother-wit. “Thus,” Emerson concluded, “forget your books and traditions, and obey your moral 
perceptions at this hour. That which is signified by the words ‘moral’ and ‘spiritual,’ is a lasting 
essence....”1 It is interesting to read men such as Emerson given our own cultural context. You begin to 
realize that the contemporary evangelical church is heading in an Emersonian—which is to say, a 
Unitarian—direction. The evangelical bookstore I referred to above, for example, seemed to be following 
Emerson’s advice about forgetting “books and traditions,” while emphasizing the moral and spiritual side 
of religion (albeit, a commercialized one). 

Ann Douglas has done some important work tracing the demise of what she calls our Puritan forefathers’ 
“rigorous Calvinist theology” in her book The Feminization of American Culture. Quoting religious 
thinker Henry James, Douglas reminds us that by the nineteenth century, “religion in the old virile sense 
had disappeared, and been replaced by a feeble Unitarian sentimentality.” “Moreover,” she continues, “he 
suggests that Unitarianism is not itself a religion, but rather a kind of cultural substitute for religion...he 
is saying that religion has been emasculated.”2 It is not hard to see how this has played itself out in the 
liberal denominations; however, the same tendency has gone largely unchecked in evangelical circles. 
Consider, for example, the following observations made by Douglas: 
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The everyday Protestant of 1800 subscribed to a rather complicated and rigidly defined body of 
dogma; attendance at a certain church had a markedly theological function. By 1875, American 
Protestants were much more likely to define their faith in terms of family morals, civic 
responsibility, and above all, in terms of the social function of churchgoing. Their actual creed 
was usually a liberal, even a sentimental one for which Edwards and his contemporaries would 
have felt scorn and horror. In an analogous way, Protestant churches over the same period 
shifted their emphasis from a primary concern with the doctrinal beliefs of their members to a 
preoccupation with numbers. In ecclesiastical and religious circles, attendance came to count 
for more than genuine adherence. Nothing could show better the late nineteenth-century 
Protestant Church’s altered identity as an eager participant in the emerging consumer society 
than its obsession with popularity and its increasing disregard of intellectual issues.3 

Could a paragraph better describe what is going on in evangelicalism today? For example, we certainly 
don’t go to church for theological reasons but, more often than not, pick and choose our places of worship 
based upon individual “felt needs.” We are preoccupied with numbers to the extent that we have created 
a church growth movement that has figured everything out about organizing a church for the maximum 
number of attendants (one consultant even refers to them as consumers) down to the layout of the 
parking lot. Of course, the church growth gurus do not go into much detail about discipleship, choosing to 
focus primarily on the issue of church attendance for the simple reason that “genuine adherence” is hard 
to quantify. 

Those spoken of who began to “define their faith in terms of family morals [and] civic responsibility” 
seem to be alive and well in this country championing a “return to traditional family values”—this in an 
age when the average Christian can’t even name the Ten Commandments (as our own surveys have 
shown). And what could be a better example of religious consumerism and the “obsession with 
popularity and its increasing disregard of intellectual issues” than the average Christian bookstore? 
While singer Don Henley seems to lament the fact that “There are no facts, there is no truth...just people 
selling T-shirts,”4 we seem content with the fact that Christian bookstores have reduced space for books 
in favor of a Christian apparel section featuring “Witness Wear.” Rather than training our youth to 
“always be prepared to give an answer” (1 Pet. 3:15)—which implies the study of truth and facts—we are 
peddling Christian T-shirts mimicking popular TV commercials (the most banal shirt I’ve seen lately is a 
take-off of the Bud-Light ad campaign: “He Loves You Man”). 

Some of you might think I’m being too hard on the average Christian bookstore—thinking to yourselves 
that they still have a number of good Christian books. While it is true that there are still a good number of 
books available at many of these stores, I do want to raise the question about the kind or quality of these 
books. Referring to the nineteenth century, Douglas tells us that the average person “was likely to show a 
love of fiction and poetry and a distaste for polemical theology; he preferred ‘light’ to ‘heavy’ reading.”5 
Unfortunately, many Christian bookstore owners know this to be a reality in our own day, and they stock 
their shelves accordingly. Just think for a moment about the number of Christian biographies, books of 
Christian fiction, books by Christian celebrities, and other books that could best be described as “light,” 
that outnumber the “heavy” books of the kind to which Douglas refers. In my search for these types of 
books, I am usually forced to visit second-hand book shops, looking for authors who, by and large, were 
not alive this century. 

Sweet Jesus 

It is interesting to consider what this softening process has done to the average person’s perception of 
Jesus. Before I became a Christian I remember thinking that Jesus was a pious and rather effeminate 
man, drawing this conclusion largely from the portraits of Jesus you typically see. I also remember 
hearing one of my cousins complain about how much he hated church because it was so boring.6 But 
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what a contrast this is to the personality of the one that is presented in the pages of the New Testament. 
As Dorothy Sayers masterfully argues, 

The people who hanged Christ never, to do them justice, accused him of being a bore—on the 
contrary, they thought him too dynamic to be safe. It has been left for later generations to muffle 
up that shattering personality and surround him with an atmosphere of tedium. We have very 
efficiently pared the claws of the Lion of Judah, certified him “meek and mild,” and 
recommended him as a fitting household pet for pale curates and pious old ladies.7 

Sayers, who was a popular fiction writer and a committed Anglican, wrote those words in 1949, referring 
to the increasing liberalism of the Church of England. Her conviction was that the church had been 
perceived as dull, not because of too much theology, but because of its absence. “It is the dogma that is the 
drama” Sayers writes, “—not beautiful phrases, nor comforting sentiments, nor vague aspirations to 
loving kindness and uplift, nor the promise of something nice after death—but the terrifying assertion 
that the same God who made the world lived in the world and passed through the grave and gate of 
death.”8 

We too have pared the claws of the Lion of Judah. The Jesus we proclaim loves everybody and wouldn’t 
offend a fly. But the Jesus described on the pages of the New Testament is an entirely different person. 
On one occasion this radical teacher happened to offend some religious leaders by disagreeing with them 
over the nature of sin. “Listen and understand. What goes into a man’s mouth does not make him 
unclean, but what comes out of his mouth, that is what makes him ‘unclean’” (Matt. 5:10–11). In other 
words, we sin, not because of outside influences, but because of the corruption already within our 
hearts—we sin because we’re sinners. But of course his disciples heard the grumbling, as is so often the 
case, and came to him saying, “Do you know that the Pharisees were offended when they heard this?” He 
replied, “Every plant that my heavenly Father has not planted will be pulled up by the roots. Leave them; 
they are blind guides”(5:12–14). On another occasion Jesus was “aware that his disciples were 
grumbling” and said to them, “Does this offend you?”(John 6:61), and proceeded to continue discoursing 
on difficult theological issues such as total inability and the radical nature of grace. And, as the text 
clearly shows, from that time “many of his disciples turned back and no longer followed him. ‘You do not 
want to leave too, do you?’ Jesus asked the Twelve. Simon Peter answered him, ‘Lord, to whom shall we 
go? You have the words of eternal life. We believe and know that you are the Holy One of God’” 
(6:67—69). 

In our day the last thing one is supposed to do is “offend” someone over theology. But Jesus showed that 
he wasn’t all that concerned with the offense taken by the Pharisees, because, as he says, “they are blind 
guides.” Now, if we were to adjust one of these scenes from the Scriptures for a contemporary audience, 
it would read something like this: “‘Jesus, did you know that the Pharisees were offended when they 
heard this?’ He replied, ‘Gee, I sure didn’t mean to do that. Hey guys! I love you! Won’t you invite me into 
your heart and make me Lord of your life?’” It sounds pretty silly, but that is the impression many people 
have of Jesus because of our preaching. They think that religion is fit, as Sayers so eloquently put it, 
merely for “pious old ladies.” The Jesus we preach is so kind, gentle and loving, it is a wonder that he was 
ever crucified. 

The other thing Sayers points out that is essential for us to consider is the fact that we have forgotten 
that the “dogma is the drama.” In her day, as well as ours, it was thought that true spiritual life flowed 
from experience divorced from theology. “‘Take away theology and give us some nice religion’ has been a 
popular slogan for so long that we are likely to accept it, without inquiring whether religion without 
theology has any meaning.”9 Any religion can have beautiful phrases, uplifting messages, and comforting 
sentiment. But Christianity is a religion based not on religious aspirations, but upon “good news.” To say 
that a religion is based upon good news is to say that it is based upon facts, history, and truth—all of 
which require understanding. As Sayers writes, “When Christ told the Samaritan woman, ‘Ye worship 



LESSON 5 | resource two 
	  

 

what ye know not’ he was apparently under the impression that it might be desirable, on the whole, to 
know what one was worshipping.”10 Our day suffers from this plague as well. Not only do we not 
emphasize theology and doctrine, but we want happy “worship experiences” and that “tingling sensation” 
to run down our spines—as if that is what Christianity is all about. Again Sayers is helpful: 

[Jesus] showed himself sadly out of touch with the twentieth-century mind, for the cry today is: 
“Away with the tedious complexities of dogma—let us have the simple spirit of worship; just 
worship, no matter of what!” The only drawback to this demand for a generalized and 
undirected worship is the practical difficulty of arousing any sort of enthusiasm for the worship 
of nothing in particular.11 

Whereas Paul admonished the Colossians to “Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly...as you sing 
psalms, hymns and spiritual songs”(Col. 3:16), today we sing light and airy tunes such as, “In moments 
like these, I lift up my hands, I sing out a love song to Jesus.” I went to one of these non-denominational 
churches for a couple of years and didn’t know or learn much theology (i.e., who Christ was or what he 
had done on my behalf); but as awkward as it may seem, I was certainly encouraged to sing “love songs” 
to Jesus. That was sentimentalism. 

The liberal churches in this country have found out the hard way where this road leads. It is hard to get 
people “enthusiastic about nothing in particular.” Some may come for the music, others for the feeling of 
community, and still others for the various programs offered; but after a while, people will slowly stop 
coming on Sunday mornings. In our evangelical community, it might even be easier to stop coming to 
church. For one thing, our “mega-churches” make it really easy to slip in and out without anyone ever 
noticing. Secondly, we have hundreds of worship tapes and CD’s for people to purchase so they can enjoy 
the music in the comfort of their own homes. Why come to church for a buzz when you can have a 
worship experience while doing the dishes? 

Christianity And Liberalism 

J. Gresham Machen’s magnum opus, Christianity and Liberalism, is a book that everyone concerned 
about the present crisis should read. At first one might not find the title of his book all that striking, but in 
its day it had a little more punch. You see, Machen was trying to show that Christianity and liberalism 
were two separate plans of salvation, two separate faiths—in short, two entirely different religious 
systems. In his day, it was thought that liberalism was a fresh new approach to Christianity, a way of 
practicing the faith in the modern context. In Machen’s thinking, however, when referring to 
Christianity, one was “certainly not [referring to] the religion of the modern liberal Church.” This he 
believed because liberalism had “relinquished everything distinctive of Christianity, so that what 
remains is in essentials only that same indefinite type of religious aspiration which was in the world 
before Christianity came upon the scene.”12 Machen set out therefore to bring all the issues out into the 
open and make clear-cut distinctions between the two faiths: “What that message is can be made clear, 
as is the case with all definition, only by way of exclusion, by way of contrast.”13 But this approach wasn’t 
always well received: 

Presenting an issue sharply is indeed by no means a popular business at the present time. . . . 
Clear-cut definition of terms in religious matters, bold facing of the logical implications of 
religious views, is by many persons regarded as an impious proceeding...But with such persons 
we cannot possibly bring ourselves to agree. Light may seem at times to be an impertinent 
intruder, but it is always beneficial in the end. The type of religion which rejoices in the pious 
sound of traditional phrases, regardless of their meanings, or shrinks from “controversial” 
matters, will never stand amid the shocks of life. In the sphere of religion, as in other spheres, 
the things about which men are agreed are apt to be the things that are least worth holding; the 
really important things are the things about which men will fight.14 
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In our day too, we hear Christians talk about avoiding controversy and doctrinal debates in order to 
simply “serve the Lord in unity.” But doesn’t that beg the question? Don’t we first have to demonstrate 
what it means to “serve the Lord” before we can do it in unity? Liberalism, for example, had shown itself 
to be an enemy of the Cross by rejecting the entire theological substance of the New Testament in favor 
of an experiential religion. “Many men,” Machen warns, “...are telling us that we should not seek to know 
[God] at all; theology, we are told, is the death of religion. We do not know God, then—such seems to be 
the logical implication of this view—but simply feel Him. In its consistent form such a view is 
mysticism.”15 His argument was that liberalism had not simply rejected theology outright, but rather had 
traded one theology for another: the theology of the Cross for mysticism. Developing this point further he 
writes, 

We ought never, therefore, to set present communion with Christ, as so many are doing, in 
opposition to the gospel; we ought never to say that we are interested in what Christ does for us 
now, but are not so much interested in what He did long ago. Do you know what soon happens 
when men talk in that way? The answer is only too plain. They soon lose all contact with the real 
Christ; what they call “Christ” in the soul soon comes to have little to do with the actual person, 
Jesus of Nazareth; their religion would really remain essentially the same if scientific history 
should prove that such a person as Jesus never lived. In other words, they soon came to 
substitute the imaginings of their own hearts for what God has revealed; they substitute 
mysticism for Christianity as the religion of their souls.16 

But this is not unfamiliar to us in our present context. Even U. S. News & World Report felt compelled to 
report that many of the growing churches in this country are “going light on theology and offering 
worshipers a steady diet of sermons and support groups that emphasize personal fulfillment.”17 In other 
words, they are giving up the worship of God for the worship of themselves. 

Christianity And History 

Machen’s comments above also show us the extent to which the modern liberal church was anti-
historical. It was much more important to have “Jesus in your heart” than to focus on his death, burial 
and resurrection. Liberalism certainly had it reasons for this. For one thing, it had rejected the theology 
underlying these creedal affirmations. Secondly, it no longer held the opinion that such events were 
historical, but rather belonged to the realm of “faith.” The important thing to focus on was not a “literal 
resurrection” but rather one’s own “Easter experience.” Machen’s response is surprising, “A Jewish 
teacher of the first century can never satisfy the longing of our souls.” In other words, if Jesus did not 
really rise from the dead, he was simply a mere man, and therefore not worthy of our worship. He 
continues, “Clothe him with all the art of modern research, throw upon him the warm, deceptive 
calcium-light of modern sentimentality; and despite it all, common sense will come to its rights again, 
and for our brief hour of self-deception—as though we had been with Jesus—will wreak upon us the 
revenge of hopeless disillusionment.”18 Regardless of liberalism’s zeal, devotion, and attention to the 
details of Christian life, Machen saw directly through to the corrupt theology at the heart of the issue. 
One simply cannot have wonderful experiences with a dead Rabbi if he is still dead: 

It is the connection of the present experience of the believer with an actual historic appearance 
of Jesus in the world which prevents our religion from being mysticism and causes it to be 
Christianity. It must certainly be admitted, then, that Christianity does depend upon something 
that happened; our religion must be abandoned altogether unless at a definite point in history 
Jesus died as a propitiation for the sins of men. Christianity is certainly dependent upon history. 
19 

A salvation dependent upon history? If this is so, one might ask the question Machen himself anticipates: 
“Must we really wait until historians have finished disputing about the value of sources and the like 
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before we can have peace with God?” But with regard to this objection it must be acknowledged that a 
Christianity independent of history is a contradiction in terms. “The Christian gospel means, not a 
presentation of what always has been true, but a report of something new—something that imparts a 
totally different aspect to the situation of mankind.”20 In other words, Christianity is indeed intricately 
linked to the debate over the “musty records” of history. Even the apostle Paul admits, “If Christ is not 
risen, your faith is in vain” (1 Cor. 15:17). 

Christianity and Evangelicalism 

Anyone involved with the problems of evangelical Christianity cannot read Machen’s work in a detached 
manner, for the parallels are all too evident. Though there are certainly notable differences between 
liberalism and evangelicalism, the same emphasis on the Christian life apart from Christian theology is 
there (although for somewhat different reasons). Take a look for example at some of the catch phrases 
Machen uses to describe liberalism: a) “Are not our own efforts to put into operation the ‘principles of 
Jesus,’ or to ‘make Christ Master’ by our own efforts in our lives, better than this strange message of the 
Cross?”21 b) “Some of us may desire to ask whether Jesus of Nazareth really made ‘the more abundant 
life’ the ultimate end of existence,”22 c) “The [apostle’s] testimony was primarily not to ‘inner spiritual 
facts’ but to what Jesus had done once for all in his death and resurrection,”23 d) “One of the very greatest 
evils of present-day religious life, it seems to me, is the reception into the Church of persons who merely 
repeat a form of words such as ‘I accept Christ as my personal Savior,’ without giving the slightest 
evidence to show that they know what such words mean.”24 One may rightly conclude that Machen 
would not feel at home in many of today’s evangelical churches, where Christianity is a “relationship” 
rather than a religion, where Jesus is offered as a cure for “loneliness” rather than for sin and guilt, where 
Christian life and experience are more important than theology and doctrine, and where personal 
testimonies are valued over historical facts. 

If it is true that these and other parallels can be drawn between Machen’s liberalism and contemporary 
evangelicalism, should we not point this out? As I mentioned earlier in this article, the title of Machen’s 
book Christianity & Liberalism was quite shocking in its day, about as shocking as if one were to claim 
that Christianity and evangelicalism were two totally separate religions. But is that a possibility? Is it 
possible that evangelical religion has “relinquished everything distinctive of Christianity,” so that which 
remains is merely a vague “religious aspiration which was in the world before Christianity came upon 
the scene”?25 If it has, then avoiding the present controversy is nothing but sheer unfaithfulness. 

When Wine Turns to Vinegar 

Essentially what I have been arguing is that the wine of God’s kingdom has repeatedly turned into 
vinegar. The tendency in this country to reduce Christianity into sentimentalism has been long standing, 
and what we have in evangelicalism is an inoffensive, uninteresting, and sentimental gospel. By not 
understanding the cultural forces that slowly begin to change the taste of our wine, we have failed to 
place effective seals on the wine caskets. We have failed to heed Paul’s instruction to “guard the good 
deposit that was entrusted to you” (2 Tim. 1:13), and to “watch your life and doctrine closely” (1 Tim. 
4:16). 

What we desperately need to do at the present time is to throw out the vinegar and press some new wine. 
If we are to call ourselves Christians, we must go back to the Scriptures and rediscover who God is and 
what he has done for us in Christ. And we must certainly not be afraid of controversy. As Machen 
suggests, we should “encourage those who are engaging in the intellectual and spiritual struggle,” and 
“more time, “not less, “should be devoted to the defense of the gospel.”26 Contending for the faith in the 
midst of theological controversy is simply an opportunity to reassert the historic Christian message in 
the face of opposition. By dealing with objections head on, and by facing the issues squarely, we are given 
an open invitation to evangelize the lost and to show the trustworthiness of the Christian claim. If the 
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history of the church teaches us anything, it teaches us that Christianity is best served, not by theological 
pacifism, but by men and women of courage and conviction. 

In an interview on radio station KSCA in Los Angeles, Sam Phillips admitted, “I get suspicious of those 
really happy records, you know, those really happy words because there’s something underneath it all 
that’s not so happy; I’m certain of it.” This former contemporary Christian singer apparently got tired of 
the vinegar. She went on to say, “I think the more depressing lyrics are more comforting because at least 
you feel like they’re a little more in touch with reality.” That’s the heart of the matter. People are ignoring 
our faith for the wrong reasons; Christ isn’t the offense, we are. They think that Christianity is a crutch 
for sentimental people who aren’t all that “in touch with reality.” We must take a U-turn on this 
sentimental journey, and show the world a Christianity with edges, a Christianity with chutzpah, a 
rigorous Christianity that does not flinch or hide in the face of tough questions. It might be hard to 
swallow, and it might not be accepted by everyone, but at least it would be worth listening to—at least it 
would be worth believing.27 In the words of Dorothy Sayers, 

Let us, in heaven’s name, drag out the divine drama from under the dreadful accumulation of 
slipshod thinking and trashy sentiment heaped upon it, and set it on an open stage to startle the 
world into some sort of vigorous reaction. If the pious are the first to be shocked, so much worse 
for the pious—others will pass into the kingdom of heaven before them.28 

Shane Rosenthal is executive producer of the White Horse Inn national radio broadcast, which can be 
heard online at www.whitehorseinn.org. 
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“How Does God See Me?” 
by Lydia Brownback 
MODERN REFORMATION VOL. 24, NO. 5 (SEPTEMBER/OCTOBER 2015) 

“It is God, not anything in creation, who determines who we are and gives individuals identity, meaning, 
and purpose.” 

A  Michigan woman lost her gym membership earlier this year after voicing complaints about the 
presence of a man in the women’s locker room. The brouhaha ignited over gender—the man used the 
woman’s locker room because he self-identifies as a woman. Planet Fitness cancelled Yvette Cormier’s 
membership because she violated the organization’s gender identity nondiscrimination policy, which 
states: “Members and guests may use all gym facilities based on their sincere self-reported gender 
identity.”1   

The ubiquitous gender identity and sexual orientation controversies of today ultimately come down to 
one word: authority. Who determines male or female? Likewise, are we born with a particular sexual 
preference? Is it shaped by our environment, or are we free to choose what appeals at the moment? In 
progressive societies that emphasize freedom and personal rights, it just seems to make sense that 
gender and sexual orientation must be self-determined; hence the LBGTQ acronym. Those five letters no 
longer suffice, however, as more and more letters have become necessary to adequately include every 
sexual permutation. “It’s because people are seeing all the things that fall out of the binary, and 
demanding that a name come into being,” says Jack Halberstam, a professor at the University of 
California. “And with a plethora of ever-expanding categories like ‘genderqueer’ and ‘androgyne’ to 
choose from . . . piecing together a gender identity can be as D.I.Y. as making a Pinterest board.”2   

Paradoxically, of course, the cultural quest for self-definition takes away the very thing it seems to 
promise. That’s because God alone determines gender, and he alone defines human sexuality and all 
other facets of humanity. So when humanity attempts to assume the authoritative role that belongs only 
to God, personal annihilation inevitably results. For example, a young woman, Kate, formerly identified 
as “agender” and referred to herself as “they,” but she now sees her gender as an “amorphous blob.”3 In 
order to undertake self-definition, people must necessarily suppress the truth about God (Rom. 1:18). As 
they continue along this course, rational thought and reason become futile and darkened, and eventually 
God gives them up to their self-determination (vv. 21–32).  

Even a quick scan of evangelical websites reveals that issues of identity are not confined to the culture at 
large. Professing believers are with increasing frequency confessing confusion and acquiescing to the 
muddy gray that results from the cultural blending of black and white. In some cases, this is due not 
directly to an individual’s suppression of the knowledge of God, but to the suppression within some 
strains of evangelicalism of the authority of Scripture as the only infallible rule of faith and practice, 
which results in ignorance of God. Where this has occurred, identity issues—whether over gender, sexual 
orientation, or calling—become shaped by an individual’s personal experience. What one has seen and 
heard and done are elevated as the determiner of reality whenever and wherever Scripture is 
undermined.  

Among evangelicals, much, if not most, of the confusion over identity comes into play over issues not 
quite as polarizing as gender and sexuality. The loudest conversation in recent years involves not gender 
but the role of gender. Can women be pastors and elders? Can wives and mothers work outside the home? 
There are organizations, websites, and numerous publications devoted exclusively to this identity issue. 



LESSON 6 | resource one 
	  

 

Living as we do in the age of the self, with its individual rather than collective orientation, Christians 
from every developed country and denominational stripe seek to define themselves by what they do. If 
they want to leave a legacy for God’s kingdom, they must have a “radical” mind-set, cultivate an 
“incarnational” lifestyle, and structure their lives so as to live “on mission.” They find pastors—the more 
famous, the better—and organizations with a “brand” that best suits their convictions so that they can 
latch on and claim affiliation. The prospect of working an ordinary job in an obscure town, and serving in 
a church with a pastor no one has ever heard of, can feel like personal death to some.  

This relentless inner quest for self-definition is a direct result not only of elevating experience over 
Scripture but also of the decades-long skewing of biblical priorities and themes in so many Western 
churches. Os Guinness redirects this distortion:  

There is joy in fulfilling a calling that fits who we are and, like the pillar of cloud and fire, goes 
ahead of our lives to lead us. But who are we? And what is our destiny? Calling insists that the 
answer lies in God’s knowledge of what he has created us to be. . . . Our gifts and destiny do not 
lie expressly in our parents’ wishes, our boss’s plans, our peer group’s pressures, our generation’s 
prospects, or our society’s demands. Rather, we each need to know our own unique design, 
which is God’s design for us.4  

And this takes us full circle to the primary issue—we do not get to “choose” ourselves, nor does society or 
environment get to choose for us. It is God, not anything in creation, who determines who we are and 
gives individuals identity, meaning, and purpose. And in Christ, God’s determination of our identity is 
gloriously liberating rather than stifling. 

First, those of us united by faith to Christ are no longer defined by sin, whether sins of the past, struggles 
with sin in the present, or sin battles we will face in the future. Our former sin-based identity was 
crucified with Christ, and we have been raised with him to “newness of life” (Rom. 6:4). Because our 
identity is now intrinsically linked to his, sin no longer has dominion over us (v. 14); sin and its power to 
define and enslave are no longer part of who we are. Gone forever is the illusion of deliverance that 
comes from standing before a twelve-step group and publicly defining ourselves by our besetting sin. 
“I’m Joe, and I’m an alcoholic” has become “I’m Joe, a son of the living God.” And “I’m gay because I’ve 
always struggled with same-sex attraction” is now “Although I’m tempted by same-sex attraction, my 
sexuality doesn’t define me. I’m defined by Christ, whose perfect resistance to temptation has been 
applied to me.” In Christ, we are daily becoming what we already are. 

Second, by virtue of our union with Christ, our calling has been clearly defined. We have been called by 
God “according to his purpose,” which primarily is to conform us to the image of his Son (Rom. 8:29). By 
the power of God, everything that happens to us and whatever we choose to do work toward that end. “In 
him we have obtained an inheritance, having been predestined according to the purpose of him who 
works all things according to the counsel of his will” (Eph. 1:11). In other words, our particular earthly 
callings are all subsumed under his call of us into the kingdom. Because this is so, we don’t have to fixate 
inwardly in order to figure out who we are or what we will do; light comes as we redirect our gaze upward 
and outward. Scripture defines us as “God’s workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works.” And 
because these good works were “prepared beforehand” by God, we are already engaged in living them out 
in our day-to-day lives and relationships (Eph. 2:10). This is the outworking of biblical discipleship, and 
as distinctly Christian disciples, what we do is never divorced from who we are. In fact, true discipleship 
is less about doing than it is about being. God doesn’t need our good works, and if we view discipleship 
primarily in those terms, we are at risk of misusing “disciple” as merely another self-defining label. When 
it comes to the call to discipleship, 
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Christ’s union with us in all our humanity, fallen under the curse of God, and our union with him in all his 
humanity, spotless, righteous, and risen, defines us. It, and it alone, is the given basis for our 
discipleship.5  

The pressure is off! Because we have been placed in Christ, our calling has been defined.  

Third, the future of those in Christ has already been established. We are destined for a glorious, unending 
future in the new heavens and the new earth, where we will enjoy unhindered fellowship with God. At 
that time, “death shall be no more, neither shall there be mourning, nor crying, nor pain anymore, for the 
former things have passed away” (Rev. 21:4). Gone will be the remaining vestiges of our sin and the 
inclination to define ourselves by it. No more will the weaknesses, limitations, and brokenness of life in 
this world confound our understanding of who we are. “Now we see in a mirror dimly, but then face to 
face. Now I know in part; then I shall know fully, even as I have been fully known” (1 Cor. 13:12). 

Even now, while the mirror is still dim, who we are has been revealed. Who we are and what we are called 
to do is all wrapped up in the person of Jesus Christ. Christ is the Christian’s identity, both now and 
forever. In this world we might be lonely and alone, but in Christ we are a vital part of an eternal family 
(Rom. 12:5; Eph. 2:22). The world judges and condemns us for what we do and say, but in Christ we are 
covered by grace (1 Cor. 1:4). The deficiencies of our humanity weaken us, but in Christ we are enriched 
in every way (1 Cor. 1:5). Our intellectual limitations might hinder us, but Christ has become our wisdom 
(1 Cor. 1:30). Past sin—no matter how grievous—no longer characterizes us, because in Christ we have 
redemption through his blood and full forgiveness (Eph. 1:7). The fear of man mars our witness and our 
relationships, but in Christ we can draw near to God with freedom and confidence (Eph. 3:12).  

Our earthbound goals and dreams might come crashing down, but in Christ all disappointments are 
being used by God for our good (Rom. 8:28). In him, “we live and move and have our being” (Acts 17:28). 
Christ is the Christian’s identity, and it is glorious.   

Lydia Brownback is the author of several books and an international speaker at various women’s 
conferences. She has served as editorial director for Crossway’s book division, writer-in-residence for 
Reverend Alistair Begg, and broadcast media manager for the Alliance of Confessing Evangelicals, where 
she produced The Bible Study Hour radio program with James Montgomery Boice. She holds degrees 
from Syracuse University and Westminster Theological Seminary. 
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“The Bondage of the Imagination” 
by Rick Ritchie 
MODERN REFORMATION VOL. 24, NO. 5 (SEPTEMBER/OCTOBER 2015) 

“This is the orthodox Lutheran position: To affirm the goodness of creation, while also affirming the truth of 
the Fall.” 

When people first hear about the doctrine of the bondage of the will, it almost always strikes them as a 
dark teaching. When I myself was first handed some books on predestination in my youth, I remember 
seeing the supporting verses and thinking, “This looks like it is probably true, and if it is, I will never be 
happy again.” Thankfully, I was wrong about the latter part. But why did this teaching seem so dark? I 
think it had to do with my imagination. If God had total power to determine my fate, then I could only 
imagine that he would be at best arbitrary, and at worst a bully. 

All of this is based on a particularly bad and unnecessary way of framing the issue. I was happy to 
discover that the last of the Lutheran confessions, the Formula of Concord, warned against picturing 
God doing these things in arbitrary fashion: 

Nor is this eternal election or ordination of God to eternal life to be considered in God’s secret, 
inscrutable counsel in such a bare manner as though it comprised nothing further, or as though 
nothing more belonged to it, and nothing more were to be considered in it, than that God foresaw 
who and how many were to be saved, who and how many were to be damned, or that He only 
held a [sort of military] muster, thus: “This one shall be saved, that one shall be damned; this one 
shall remain steadfast [in faith to the end], that one shall not remain steadfast.”1 

When we think of this in a “bare manner,” we are like the movie director who tries to come up with an 
easy way to picture something that cannot be pictured. So he decides that a military muster will get 
across the idea of choosing. And to illustrate the idea of the flow of history, he shows vast columns of 
people in various costumes of the ages marching through time. He realizes that he has forgotten Jesus, so 
he tries to bring him in at the last minute. He’s invested so much money in cast, costumes, and CGI that 
he has to use them. So Jesus is brought on set and fit in somehow. Like many a biblical epic, it ends up 
being an impressive spectacle but thin on truth. 

This passage of the confession also tells us not to picture God as being arbitrary. “So if this choice is not 
arbitrary, then God’s decision must be based upon something foreseen in us. A good disposition, or even 
faith?” No, that was not the answer either. As Luther says elsewhere: 

I herewith reject and condemn as sheer error all doctrines which glorify our free will, as 
diametrically contrary to the help and grace of our Savior Jesus Christ. Outside of Christ, death 
and sin are our masters and the devil is our god and lord, and there is no power or ability, no 
cleverness or reason, with which we can prepare ourselves for righteousness and life or seek 
after it. On the contrary, we must remain the dupes and captives of sin and the property of the 
devil to do and to think what pleases them and what is contrary to God and his commandments.2 

One person is as lost as another. Predestination is sheer mercy.    

But what about people born into a class that sets them apart? We have categories in our own thinking 
that seem to raise special questions when it comes to salvation. How often do we hear people asking 
desperate questions nobody would have been asking, at least in our terms, in biblical or even 
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Reformation times?  In the ancient past, people might have had some way of discussing mental illness, 
cognitive disability, sexuality, autism, severe shyness, or being highly suggestible, but in categories 
different from what we know today. (I’m not equating any of these, except in terms of the questions that 
arise from them.)  To keep it simple, some may just dismiss the question of such topics out of hand. 
Others will try to tailor a new theology to answer the question. If we followed the lead of the early 
Lutherans, then we might be more inclined to respect the new questions,3 but without reframing the 
doctrines in those terms.  

“Did God make me this way?” is the raw question for many. This needs to be teased apart a bit. During the 
Reformation there were some, like Matthias Flacius, who wanted to say that human nature was now sin; 
we had lost the image of God and now had the image of Satan. Dark words indeed! Yet, if that is the 
condition of fallen humanity in general, then nobody is stuck thinking that the nature they were saddled 
with was created by God as such. The other side (those who penned the Formula of Concord) insisted 
this was going too far. God himself created human nature. Jesus became incarnate, taking on human 
nature. He didn’t become Satanic by doing so. So human nature is a good thing as created and only, as 
they said, accidentally sinful. Sin was not a defining quality of being human. This is the orthodox 
Lutheran position: To affirm the goodness of creation, while also affirming the truth of the Fall. 

Although God made us human, our fallenness is inherited. Yet we often don’t know where the line is 
between the original creation and corruption. We make mistakes in both directions when we try to guess 
this. Many a parent has understandably wanted to curse the mental illness of their child. But until glory, 
we won’t know how much of it was the result of the Fall, and how much that we now consider 
inconvenient might have belonged to the original plan. (Or is this even a good way to frame it? Even to 
ask this question might involve the kind of speculation the Formula of Concord warned against: another 
military muster!) There is a time to stop these speculations, even if yours are better than the ones 
someone else imposed on you. At some point, the speculation needs to stop and we need to hear a word 
from outside of us telling us who we are. We have been redeemed.  

Time spent musing on why God decided to do this or that is a good way to discover how much bondage 
you are in. Your imagination will run wild, probably in dark directions. The good news, though, is this: 
God has made his will clear. You won’t find that will in theories. You won’t even find that will by making 
clever deductions from orthodox doctrines. You will find that will expressed in the cross of Christ, where 
he forgave your sins.  And when you are too weak to hold onto that truth with your mind (and even when 
you are not), you will hear it in the words of the gospel preacher or a Christian friend, in the 
remembrance of your baptism, or when you receive that forgiveness of sins again by drinking from the 
cup of salvation. Be happy that your identity is given to you by the authority of a good God, and that it is 
not what you imagine it to be during a dark hour.   

Rick Ritchie is a long-time contributor to Modern Reformation. He is a graduate of Christ College Irvine 
and Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary. 

1. Formula of Concord, Solid Declaration, Article XI: Election, The Book of Concord: The 
Confessions of the Evangelical Lutheran Church, eds. Kolb and Wengert. 

2. Martin Luther, from “Confession on the Holy Supper,” as quoted in Formula of Concord, Solid 
Declaration, Article II: Free Will, in Kolb and Wengert, The Book of Concord. 

3. See the discussion touching on the psychology of conversion in Arand, Kolb, and Nestingen, The 
Lutheran Confessions: History and Theology of The Book of Concord (Minneapolis: Fortress 
Press, 2012), 207–11. 
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“God’s Purpose According to Election: Paul’s 
Argument in Romans 9” 
by Steven M. Baugh 
MODERN REFORMATION VOL. 7, NO. 6 (NOVEMBER/DECEMBER 1998) 

The doctrine of predestination has fallen on hard times. Not that it was ever very popular. Given today's 
theological climate, most Christians probably think that predestination—to the extent that they think 
about it at all—is an abstract, philosophical notion invented by a few cranks in the past.1 In reality, 
though, most of the famous adherents of the biblical doctrine of predestination, besides not being cranks, 
held to this belief because they were convinced that the Bible clearly teaches it.2 

And though there are many places where predestination is explicitly or implicitly taught, it is most 
clearly and definitively taught in chapter nine of Paul's Epistle to the Romans. There are other places we 
could examine in the New Testament where human actions related to redemptive events were 
predestined by God in such a marvelous way that human responsible liberty was preserved (Acts 2:23, 
4:28; and 1 Cor. 2:7).3 We should note, however, that these are events, not people. Paul repeatedly says 
that believers themselves are such only because they were predestined to this grace as God's gift (Rom. 
8:29–30; Eph. 1:5, 11). This only follows since we are expressly taught that both faith and repentance 
originate from God, not from ourselves (Eph. 2:8–9; Phil. 1:29; 2 Thess. 2:11; 2 Tim. 2:25; cf. Heb. 12:17).4 

But Romans 9 has brought more than one reader to his knees before our awesome God who "does as he 
pleases with the powers of heaven and the peoples of the earth" (Dan. 4:35). This passage teaches divine 
election and predestination of individuals to salvation, and the hardening of whom God wills, as candidly 
as anything is ever taught in the Bible, despite the resolute and persistent efforts of many to obviate it.5 

Happily, though, persistent readings of this lofty section of Scripture have brought many people to finally 
accept its teaching. Let one striking example illustrate. After quoting Romans 9:11–13, one prominent 
theological writer wrote this early in his career: 

This moves some people to think that the apostle Paul had done away with the freedom of the 
will, by which we earn the esteem of God by the good of piety, or offend him by the evil of 
impiety. For, these people say, God loved the one and hated the other before either was even 
born and could have done either good or evil. But we answer that God did this by his 
foreknowledge, by which he knows the character even of the unborn.... Therefore God did not 
elect anyone's works (which God himself will grant) by foreknowledge, but rather by 
foreknowledge he chose faith, so that he chooses precisely him whom he foreknew would 
believe in him; and to him he gives the Holy Spirit, so that by doing good works he will as well 
attain eternal life.6 

This position is the same as that of Pelagius, the great opponent of predestination.7 And yet, the same 
author just quoted reexamined Romans a few years later at the request of a friend and totally reversed 
himself to embrace Paul's teaching on predestination. He even argues against his earlier position, when 
he says: 

If election is by foreknowledge, and God foreknew Jacob's faith, how do you prove that he did 
not elect him for his works? Neither Jacob nor Esau had not believed, because they were not yet 
born and had as yet done neither good nor evil. But God foresaw that Jacob would believe? He 
could equally well have foreseen that he would do good works. So just as one says he was elected 
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because God foreknew that he was going to believe, another might say that it was rather because 
of the good works he was to perform, since God foreknew them equally well.... If the reason for 
its not being of works was that they were not yet born, that applies also to faith; for before they 
were born they had neither faith nor works. The apostle, therefore, did not want us to 
understand that it was because of God's foreknowledge that the younger was elected to be 
served by the elder.8 

Subsequently, this author held firmly to predestination for the rest of his long and distinguished career. 
In fact, many people regard him as one of the greatest theologians in Christianity's history: Augustine of 
Hippo. 

This brief digression into the history of interpretation illustrates just one point. I will ask you, the reader, 
to reconsider Romans 9, as did Augustine, no matter how you have understood it in the past, and to 
carefully follow the Apostle Paul's train of thought. You will find it one of the more awesome chapters in 
Scripture. We will look specifically at Rom. 9:1–29 in this brief survey and refer to this section simply as 
"Romans 9."9 

The Context 

Chapters 9–11 are normally seen as a distinct unit in Romans. Some people think of this section as a 
disconnected appendage to the rest of the book. But careful reflection shows that Romans 9–11 answers 
some key questions that Paul had raised earlier, especially in Romans 3 about God's faithfulness to his 
promises to the Jews.10 This comes into view when we notice that Rom. 9:6 is really the key question and 
answer Paul develops throughout Romans 9–11: "It is not as though God's word had failed. For not all 
who are descended from Israel are Israel" (NIV). 

The implicit question in Romans 9:6a is: "Has God broken his promise to Israel?" Paul's argument in 
Romans up to chapter 9 may seem to have led to this conclusion. Israel was the seed of Abraham and 
heirs of God's oath-bound covenant of grace (Gen. 15; Ex. 2:23–25; Psalm 105:8–10; Luke 1:72–73; etc.). 
Yet the Israelites are under judgment, and their circumcision and possession of the Law is of no profit 
whatsoever if they are found to be transgressors (Rom. 2:17–29); and all universally, both Jew and 
Gentile, are under the cruel and relentless dominion of sin (Rom. 3:9–18; Rom. 5:18–20). Has God then 
thoroughly annulled his covenantal commitment to Israel? Will he now eradicate them (Rom. 11:1)? 
Paul's answers to these urgent questions are what Romans 9–11 explains. And his answers take us deep 
into the divine purpose. 

Romans 9 

The structure of Romans 9:1–29 is fairly straightforward. The main sections are: 1) Paul's grief for 
national Israel (v. 1–5); 2) Thesis and main issue: saving grace depends upon predestination (v. 6–13); 3) 
Answer to objection that predestination makes God unjust (v. 14–18); and 4) Answer to objection that 
predestination removes responsibility (v. 19–29). This outline accounts for the main contours of the 
passage, but its glory lay in the details. 

Paul begins in Romans 9:1–3 by heading off a possible misperception of his rigorous defense of the 
inclusion of the Gentiles into full covenantal citizenship by faith alone (cf. Eph. 2:12). Specifically, he 
vehemently denies that his theology is driven by hatred of his countrymen (even though he expected 
immanent grief from them [Rom. 15:31]). Paul denies any anti-Semitism on his part by affirming most 
vigorously his own grief for them (9:2), his testimony on their behalf for religious zeal (10:2), and his 
warning that the Gentile must not despise the stock to which he has been ingrafted (11:18, 20). To these 
things, the apostle gives the most solemn testimony, sealed on his own eternal destiny (9:1, 3). We must 
gather from this grave affirmation that the issues in Romans 9 are weighty. 
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Paul does not acknowledge the value of Israelite citizenship out of mere sentiment. He is avowing 
Israel's privileged status in God's redemptive program: "Salvation is of the Jews" (John 4:22). Israel was 
entrusted with God's oracles; to her belongs the adoption, the glory, the covenants, the Law, the priestly 
service, and the promises (3:2, 9:4). Israel not only has the patriarchs, but in an act of unspeakable 
condescension, the incarnate Son of God himself deigned to be born as a son of Abraham (9:5), not as the 
son of any other tribe. Thus through the vast stretches of eternity Abraham will be known as the father of 
all the sons and daughters of God (Rom. 4:11; Gal. 3:29). Jesus by his incarnation as the great Seed of 
Abraham and as the Root and Branch of Jesse has sanctified that holy Israelite rootstock (Rom. 11:16, 
15:12; cf. Gal. 3:16; Rev. 5:5; Heb. 10:29). 

National Versus Eternal Benefits 

When Paul accepts the privileged status of Israel as a national, covenantal entity, he is accepting the 
primary tenet of his theological antagonists. But they mistakenly equated membership in national Israel 
with inheritance of the eternal benefits of the covenant. 11 For Paul, Israelite privileged status is a biblical 
teaching that must be qualified by other truths. Specifically, Paul sees that membership in theocratic 
Israel with its national benefits does not guarantee membership in elect Israel whose benefits are 
righteousness, salvation, and eternal life.12 This is the point of his thematic statement in Romans 9:6: 
"They are not all Israel who are of Israel"; i.e., elect Israel and national Israel are not coextensive. Put 
another way, sonship in the Abrahamic line does not guarantee that one is a child of God (9:8). 

This is not merely a squabble about national privilege. Paul argues at the profoundest theological level 
that his opponents' position is a refusal to accept God's terms for righteousness. It rejects Jesus Christ 
whom God has put forward as our great substitute and Covenant Head (Rom. 5:12–21), our very 
righteousness (Rom. 10:4; 1 Cor. 1:30; 2 Cor. 5:21; Phil. 3:9; Titus 3:4–7). Their refusal to submit to God's 
righteousness (Rom. 10:3) brings personal obligation to fulfill all the terms of the Law (Gal. 5:3), and a 
personal liability with disastrous results: guilt and the just wrath of God (Rom. 3:9–20, 23). God's strict 
fairness is the basis for his thorough judgment of all hidden matters (Rom. 2:11, 16). So Israel has 
stumbled over the Rock of offense (Rom. 9:31–33). 

The Answer of Romans 9 

This leads us into the great issue of Romans 9. If privileged Israel has betrayed the true import of her 
inheritance through unbelief and disobedience, has God's whole redemptive program failed? Has his 
promise to make Israel the light to the Gentiles and the channel for the Abrahamic blessing failed? (Rom. 
9:6a). 

Paul's answer to buttress his thesis statement in Rom. 9:6b ("They are not all Israel who are of Israel") is 
as direct as it is profound: God has not betrayed his redemptive program, because membership in elect 
Israel has always depended solely upon God's personal selection of individuals. He has not rejected the 
Jews en masse, as evidenced by Paul's own election and by God's remnant strategy in the Old Testament 
(Rom. 11:1–10). The eternal benefits of God's covenant of grace have always been guaranteed only to 
those upon whom God has from eternity chosen to show mercy (9:15). Jacob, not Esau, was the heir of 
the promise. And this promise cannot be broken, because all of God's promises are fulfilled in Christ 
Jesus in whom all elect Israelites, whether Jew or Gentile, become children of promise (Rom. 9:8; Gal. 
3:29; 2 Cor. 1:20). 

Paul does not merely assert the spiritual character of belonging to Israel with personal faith as its 
requirement in Romans 9. If that were the case, Paul would have launched into a quite different direction 
here. He would have said, for instance, that circumcision is a matter of the heart, not of the flesh, a thread 
of biblical teaching stretching far back into the Old Testament and one he had already stated in Romans 
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(Rom. 2:28–29; Deut. 10:16, 30:6; Jer. 4:4, 9:26). Instead, Paul is addressing a more fundamental issue: 
why don't all ethnic Israelites believe and thereby partake in the eternal inheritance? 

Paul's answer to this deeper question pours out in a staccato stream in Romans 9:10–13. One believes 
only because God so chooses. The root of all God's benefits is his own predestinating free will. It is 
eminently true that God foreknows the faith and the works of all people from before the world's 
foundation, but that does not enter at all into God's consideration for election (see Augustine's insights 
above). Salvation does not ultimately depend on any human factor, whether good or bad deeds (v. 11), the 
human will or course of life ("running") (v. 16), but only upon the God who shows mercy (v. 16). This "in 
order that God's purpose according to election might prevail" (v. 11). 

The rest of Paul's statements in Romans 9, particularly his interpretation of the Old Testament material, 
buttress this idea of predestination. The choice of Isaac over Ishmael (9:7–9), the choice of Jacob over 
Esau before either had done anything good or evil (9:10–13), the hardening of Pharaoh (9:17–18), all serve 
to confirm the basic, underlying point: God has mercy on whom he wishes and rejects whom he wishes 
because he so wills (9:15, 18). 

But, you may say, "This is unfair!" Paul anticipates that objection by denying even the possibility of that 
scruple and by reasserting God's essential and necessary justice even to the extent of saying that God 
hardens whom he wishes (9:14–18). "Shall not the Judge of all the earth execute justice?" (Gen. 18:25; cf. 
Rom. 3:5–6). 

But you may then respond, this doctrine of predestination takes away human responsibility! Paul also 
anticipates this objection with the only possible answer there is: God does not answer to us or to any 
other human standard of justice for his actions (Rom. 9:19–29). Just who are you, O man, who speaks 
thus with God (v. 20)! Does he not hold the rights to us as our sovereign Creator? But Paul does not stop 
there, for he reveals that God's predestination of "vessels of wrath" and of "vessels of mercy" serves to 
magnify his grace upon the vessels "which he has prepared beforehand for mercy" (9:23–24). This shows 
that God's choice is not absolutely arbitrary. Yet this predestinating choice is based upon his own 
reasons, and he takes no creature into his fathomless and inscrutable counsel at this point (Rom. 11:33–
36). 

Objections 

Assuredly, not everyone reads Romans 9 in this way. However, the other views cannot endure more than 
casual scrutiny. Two popular anti-predestinarian interpretations are: (1) Paul is simply addressing the 
historical destiny of Israel in its redemptive role in Romans 9, not the eternal destinies of individuals; 
and (2) Paul is pointing to corporate election of the Church, not to God's choice of individuals. The 
remarkable thing about both these positions is their similarity with notions that Paul here refutes. While 
he acknowledges the privileges of corporate election, Paul says that this election and its benefits (Rom. 
3:2, 9:4–5) do not guarantee citizenship in Israel, i.e., elect Israel who holds inheritance to the eternal 
promises (Rom. 9:6–9). And both Israel and Jacob are individuals illustrating individual election, not 
corporate. Paul drives at this deeper level throughout Romans 9–11, and refuses to stop at the level of the 
corporate or of the redemptive role. And, again, for Paul to put his eternal destiny on the line for the 
redemptive role of a group as he does in 9:1–3 trivializes the great issues at stake in his Gospel.13 

Another attempt to modify Paul's teaching on predestination in Romans 9 is a little more subtle. In a 
handbook on principles of biblical interpretation (of all places!) while discussing the potential value of 
rhetorical criticism, Grant Osborne rather cautiously advances this line of interpretation: 

[If] the predestinarian passages of Romans 9 are part of a diatribe against Jewish-Christian 
misunderstandings regarding the nature of God (due to the divine judgment against Israel), this 
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may mean that the statements regarding divine election there do not comprise dogmatic 
assertions regarding the process by which God saves people (the traditional Calvinist 
interpretation) but may instead comprise metaphors describing one aspect of the process (that 
is, God's sovereign choice [the emphasis in Romans 9] working with the individual's decision 
[the emphasis elsewhere]). Paul would be stressing one aspect of a larger whole to make his 
point.14 

It may not be quite clear from this quote, but the position is pretty well-known from other places. Paul is 
thought to be using the ancient rhetorical mode known as a "diatribe" to advance his case in Romans 9 
(and throughout Romans and other of his works). This method is known particularly by its use of an 
opponent (called an "interlocutor") in a sort of dialogue to head off potential objections to one's 
position.15 What is curious about Osborne's argument is that he says, in effect, Paul's use of the diatribe 
style forces him to present his position in an unbalanced fashion. Paul emphasizes God's sovereign 
choice at the expense of absolute human freedom—"the emphasis elsewhere" according to Osborne, 
though he does not say where.16 

Osborne's argument is curious because he evaluates the effect of the diatribe style in just the opposite 
direction of how it should logically be understood. Osborne thinks that Paul's use of this form boxes him 
into a theological corner and thereby skews his teaching a little. However, just the opposite is true. By 
using this imaginary interlocutor to address potential objections (such as the anti-predestinarian notion 
of "free will"—see Rom. 9:19 again!), Paul produces a balanced view of his position that takes into 
consideration potential objections. Rather than narrowing Paul's position, his "diatribe" guarantees he 
has considered and addressed the key qualifications for his detailed teaching on predestination. 

Conclusion 

Romans 9 (and Romans 10—11) does teach quite clearly and in fair detail the biblical doctrine of 
predestination defended so ably by Augustine and many of his theological successors. Calvin properly 
warns us against approaching this awesome element of biblical teaching with undo curiosity to answer 
questions God does not answer, but he also warns against failing to accept teaching about the marvelous 
character of God's inscrutable wisdom and sovereignty. This is certainly how Paul ends this section, as 
he wonders: "Oh, the depth of the riches of the wisdom and knowledge of God! How unsearchable his 
judgments, and his paths beyond tracing out!" (Rom. 11:33; NIV) 

Steven M. Baugh is professor of New Testament at Westminster Seminary California and the author of  
numerous Bible commentaries, including Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, Philemon (Zondervan 
Illustrated Bible Backgrounds Commentary), John, Acts: Zondervan Illustrated Bible Backgrounds 
Commentary, and Zondervan Illustrated Bible Backgrounds Commentary Set. 

1. Some New Testament scholars are content to charge predestination with being "abstract" or 
"philosophical," as though this disqualifies it from being true. For example, Johannes Munck, 
writes: "It is clear that this passage [Romans 9:22–24] does not put forward a philosophical 
doctrine of predestination. As elsewhere in the New Testament, God is portrayed too 
'anthropomorphically' to make possible a view of predestination with an abstract concept of the 
deity as its subject." Christ and Israel: An Interpretation of Romans 9–11 (Philadelphia: Fortress 
Press, 1967), 70; emphasis added. Likewise N. T. Wright says: "In some older treatments, it 
[Romans 9–11] was regarded as a doctrinal section dealing with the abstract doctrine of 
predestination; but this would find few advocates today." The Climax of the Covenant: Christ and 
the Law in Pauline Theology (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1993), 232; emphasis added. 

2. See, for example, John Calvin, Institutes, 3.21.1–4. 
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3. In the Old Testament we read: "The mind of man plans his way, but the Lord directs his steps" 
(Prov. 16:9; cf. 16:1, 19:21, 20:24; Gen. 45:5, 7, 50:20). 

4. Ephesians 2:8–9 is particularly clear (in Greek if not in translation) that grace, faith, and 
salvation all originate as a gift from God. See also the remarkable statement in the Old 
Testament that the sons of Eli did not heed their father's rebuke and repent of their sins, 
"because it was the Lord's pleasure to put them to death" (1 Sam. 2:25; cf. Josh. 11:20).  

5. One author says that the history of interpretation of Romans 9 is nothing but "the history of 
attempts to escape this clear observation [of double predestination]." G. Maier quoted by John 
Piper, The Justification of God: An Exegetical and Theological Study of Romans 9:1–23 (Grand 
Rapids: Baker, 1983), 39.  

6. Augustine of Hippo, translated and edited by Paula Fredriksen Landes, Augustine on Romans 
(Chico, CA: Scholars Press, 1982), 30–33.  

7. For instance, see Pelagius' comments on Romans 9:12: "'Not because of works, but because of 
the one who calls, was it said, "The elder shall serve the younger." God's foreknowledge does 
[not] prejudge the sinner, if he is willing to repent" (Translated by Theodore de Bruyn, Pelagius's 
Commentary on St Paul's Epistle to the Romans [Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993], 117).  

8. Augustine, ad Simplicianum 2.5; J. H. S. Burleigh, translation, Augustine: Earlier Writings (LCC; 
Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1953), 389–90. Emphasis added.  

9. This is frequently done in our literature, since Rom. 9:30–33 belongs more with the material in 
Romans 10.  

10. See, for instance, N. T. Wright, Climax of the Covenant (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1992) 234–35.  
11. The theology of Paul's opponents is a vexing question in New Testament scholarship. However, 

that Jews sometimes presumed on their connection with Abraham is evident from Matt. 3:9 
(parallel Luke 3:8), John 8:33–40, and Rom. 2:17–24. Compare Luke 13:16, 19:9; Rom. 4:1, 12; and 
Gal. 3:7.  

12. It is fair to say "salvation," as this is the great theme of Romans 9-11. The words that refer to 
salvation or deliverance occur more often in chapters 9-11 than elsewhere in Romans. 
Specifically, these words are the noun, soteria ("salvation"), and verbs, sozo ("I save") and 
rhuomai ("I deliver"); the places are: Rom. 9:27, 10:1, 9, 10, 13, 11:11, 14, and 26 (twice). The other 
places where these words occur in Romans are 1:16, 5:9, 10, 7:24, 8:24, 13:11, and 15:31. 

13. See the recent critique of these two interpretations of Romans 9 by Thomas R. Schreiner, "Does 
Romans 9 Teach Individual Election unto Salvation," in The Grace of God, The Bondage of the 
Will: Biblical and Practical Perspectives on Calvinism, vol. 1 (T. Schreiner and B. Ware, eds. 
[Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1995], 89–106).  

14. Grant R. Osborne, The Hermeneutical Spiral: A Comprehensive Introduction to Biblical 
Interpretation (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 1991), 125.  

15. Eduard Norden in his classic work on ancient Greek and Latin prose literature says, "The 
diatribe is none other than a converted [Platonic] dialogue in the form of a [school] 
declamation." E. Norden, Die Antike Kunstprosa, 2nd ed., vol. 1 (Leipzig and Berlin: B. G. 
Teubner, 1909), 129.  

16. Calvinism does not deny human "natural liberty"; however this is not a factor at the ultimate 
level of God's free choice. No passage of Scripture either explicitly or implicitly teaches that the 
human will exists with the ability to withstand God's own purposes or to direct his actions. I 
invite you to search for yourself. Instead, you find just the opposite as in our passage: "You will 
say to me, then, why does [God] still find fault? Who can resist his will?" (Rom. 9:19). The word 
translated "resist" in Rom. 9:19 is the opposite of "submit" (so James 4:7) and synonymous with 
"oppose" or "contradict" (Luke 21:15; cf. Rom. 10:21). 
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“Luther on the Freedom and the Bondage of the Will” 
by R. Scott Clark 
MODERN REFORMATION VOL. 21, NO. 1 (JANUARY/FEBRUARY 2012) 

As Luther climbed the Santa Scala in 1510 on his knees in Rome, the principal thing on his mind was the 
possibility of salvation. The farthest thing from his mind was the certainty of salvation, and this was 
because, to that point, the only theology of salvation Luther knew taught him to count on two things: the 
freedom of the human will and the necessity of human cooperation with grace toward attaining 
salvation. Fifteen years later in 1525, Luther's understanding of salvation had changed completely, and 
he published a book that changed the landscape of Western Christianity: The Bondage of the Will. 

Setting 

Luther was not the first to discover the free, sovereign grace of God. In fifth-century North Africa, 
Augustine wrestled with the teaching of Pelagius and came to see that sin brings death and human 
inability and that grace is free and sovereign. In the intervening centuries, there were voices that kept 
this message alive, but they were a minority. 

As a student, Luther learned a theology that downplayed the effects of sin in ways that would cause 
Pelagius to smile. His teachers held the view that God has promised to impute perfection to those who do 
their best, and that humans, even after the Fall, have it within themselves to do what God's law requires. 

In the following century, there was a significant and vehement reaction to what was perceived as a 
resurgence of Pelagianism. Indeed, in his monastery the young Luther regularly heard a proponent of 
Augustine's doctrines of sin and grace, but it was not until he found those doctrines in Scripture for 
himself that they penetrated his heart. Thus it was a low view of sin and grace that Luther imbibed in 
university, and it was this view he took with him as he began his own teaching career. 

In 1513–14, his first course of lectures as a professor took him through the Psalms and Augustine's 
homilies on the Psalms. He found that Scripture disagreed with the theology he had been taught in 
university, and he began to see that sin brought death and an inability to cooperate with grace. On Psalm 
51 he wrote, "It is indeed true. For we are still unrighteous and unworthy before God, so that whatever we 
do is nothing before him" (Luther's Works, American ed. [St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1958], 
10.236; hereafter LW). Luther was moving in a Pauline-Augustinian direction. Years later he 
commented, "I did not learn my theology all at once, but had to search deeper for it, where my 
temptations took me" (LW 54.50). 

After his lectures on the Psalms, Romans, and Galatians, Luther announced his recovery of the Pauline 
and Augustinian doctrines of sin, grace, and divine freedom. In the Heidelberg Disputation (1518), Luther 
expressed one of the central arguments of his later work The Bondage of the Will: "'Free will' after the fall, 
exists in name only, and as long as it is 'doing what is within it' it is committing mortal sin" (revised from 
LW 31.40). When, however, Erasmus read Luther's Protestant views, he did not like the aftertaste they 
left in his humanist mouth. In the treatise The Freedom of the Will (1524), Erasmus restated the 
dominant medieval view that downplayed the effects of the Fall, insisting on the ability and necessity of 
human cooperation with grace unto (final) justification (Roland H. Bainton, Erasmus of Christendom 
[New York: Scribner's Sons, 1969], 158). 

In 1525, Luther responded, moving the Reformation to a new level of clarity about its most essential 
convictions: salvation by grace alone (sola gratia), through faith alone (sola fide), in Christ alone (solo 
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Christo) and Scripture alone (sola scriptura) as the unique normative authority for faith and the 
Christian life. 

God's Freedom and Our Bondage 

The God that Luther announced in Bondage of the Will is sovereign, free, and had determined from all 
eternity those to whom he would freely give new life through the preached gospel and those whom he 
would leave in sin and death. For Luther, the existence of God's eternal determinations about humanity 
was revealed in Scripture but the particulars were not; many of God's ways and decisions are hidden to 
us. The God with whom we have to do is the God who reveals his Word to us in Scripture, his law and his 
gospel, which reveals to us everything we need to know about God and salvation (LW 33.138–147). 

The work is in two parts. The first two-thirds of Bondage of the Will responded point by point to Erasmus. 
Along the way, he articulated the most essential biblical and Reformation truths. Erasmus had reasoned 
that if Scripture tells us to do something, it must be the case that we can do it or else God is unjust. Such 
reasoning demonstrated that Erasmus did not know how to distinguish between the principles of law 
and gospel in Scripture. 

Now I ask you, what good will anyone do in a matter of theology or Holy Writ, who has not yet 
got as far as knowing what the law and the gospel is, or if he knows, disdains to observe the 
distinction between them? Such a person is bound to confound everything—heaven and hell, life 
and death—and he will take no pains to know anything at all about Christ. (LW 33.132) 

According to Luther's criticism, Erasmus had managed to turn the good news into bad news! 

Erasmus was guilty of a sort of rationalism, of sitting in judgment over Scripture, because he had not 
utterly abandoned himself to the teaching of Scripture, even when the Scripture presented hard truths. 
For example, on Exodus 4:21 concerning the hardening of Pharaoh's heart, Luther wrote: "The Divine 
Author says, 'I will harden Pharaoh's heart,' and the meaning of the verb 'to harden' is plain and well 
known. . . . By what authority, for what reason, with what necessity is the natural meaning of the word 
twisted for me?" (LW 33.165). Luther repeatedly asserted and defended the essential clarity of God's 
Word on those points necessary for faith and life. 

Luther found the same clarity of Scripture in Romans 9. It is not possible to "resist" God's will. People 
may feel and desire things to be otherwise, but Luther knew Scripture to be "transparently clear" on 
these points. God hardens whom he wills. He has mercy upon whom he wills (LW 33.187). God's eternal 
foreknowledge and omnipotence are "diametrically opposed to our free choice," and so much so that they 
"completely abolish the dogma of free choice" (LW 33.189). 

It was not that Luther denied that humans exercise any sort of freedom; he only recognized a distinction 
between necessity and compulsion (LW 33.192–212). Whatever God wills happens necessarily, but 
humans are not forced to action or inaction. Fallen humans will freely according to their natures, 
without compulsion, and within the limits of God's wise and governing decree. 

Conclusion 

Luther was a pastor and recognized how difficult then (as now) these words are to hear. It was not as if 
he himself had not struggled with it: "I myself have more than once been offended [by this doctrine] 
almost to the very depth and abyss of despair, so that I wished I had never been created a man, until I 
realized how salutary was this despair and how near to grace" (LW 18.719). 
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He insisted on God's freedom and our natural, fallen inability to do anything except sin because he came 
to see how intertwined God's free, eternal choice is with grace. It is of the essence of grace (divine favor) 
that God be free. If it is true that God must save a certain person, then grace is no longer grace. If grace 
depends on our cooperation, then grace is no longer grace (LW 33.241–44). 

He also insisted on this teaching because to say, as the medieval church had said, that a fallen sinner still 
has power to cooperate with divine grace, is to deny the necessity of Christ's work. For Luther, it was 
utterly perverse to say that the doctrine of unconditional election leads to doubt. Rather, it is the basis of 
our assurance. This is because there are two spiritual kingdoms in the world, that of Christ and the other 
of Satan. By nature we are citizens of the kingdom of Satan. We can become a member of Christ's 
kingdom only by the sovereign, free, gracious choice and work of God (LW 33.288). If we believe, it is only 
because of God's free, gracious choice, not our own. If it were my choice, "I should be unable to stand firm 
and keep hold of it amid so many adversities and perils and so many assaults of demons" (LW 33.288). 
Without this doctrine of divine free will, believers could never be assured or certain of God's favor 
because we might always lose it; but if we do come to faith, we can have firm confidence that it is because 
God has chosen us, made us alive, given us faith, and united us to Christ. He cannot lose us, and this is 
something of which we should have no doubt. 

R. Scott Clark is professor of Church History and Historical Theology at Westminster Seminary 
California (Escondido, California). He is author of Recovering the Reformed Confession (P&R, 2008). 
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