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Preface

This book brings together a variety of articles | have written
for Christian magazines, journals and other publications over the
past thirty years. In choosing the articles | have not considered
those that touch on material already published in my reference
books, Bridge Bible Handbooks, Bridge Bible Commentary,
Bridge Bible Directory, Basic Christianity Series and Let the
Bible Speak for Itself. The material here is new and different. It
covers a wide range of subjects that attempt to make sense of
issues we meet in today’s world, though always from what |
understand to be a biblical viewpoint.

All the articles have been edited to rewrite examples that
were relevant at the time of initial publication but would be
outdated today. Some articles have been shortened through the
removal of material that has since appeared in some other
publication, others lengthened through the addition of material
that was excluded from the original because of restrictions on
length. Articles prepared originally for a language other than
English have also needed adjustment.

Many of the articles appeared in more than one publication,
sometimes with variations. The credit at the end of each article
indicates one appearance, though not necessarily the earliest or
the latest. In each case | am grateful to the publishers for the re-
use of the article.

Whereas Bible commentaries and dictionaries are full of
references, magazine articles often have few. Reference books
are designed to be read by people in a studious frame of mind,
with Bible, pen and paper before them. Magazine articles are
designed to be read by people who may not necessarily be poised
for study, but who nevertheless want to read something that is
useful. I trust that the articles collected here might in some way
contribute to a more confident and active Christian faith in an
uncertain and changing world.

Don Fleming






1
The how-to-do-it syndrome

One description of the present age would be the how-to-do-it
age. There are demonstrations, seminars, programs, interviews,
manuals, documentaries and talkbacks on almost any subject a
person can think of. This is how to do it, and so long as you do
it properly you will have success, fulfilment and satisfaction. It
matters not whether the subject is woodcarving, child rearing,
swimming, Bible study or church growth, there are people to tell
you how to do it.

Technique and success

This fascination with technique has become a hindrance to
Christian development, both in the individual believer and in the
church. People think that if only they can do something the right
way, they will have success. Certainly, to be knowledgeable and
efficient is better than to blunder along making a hopeless mess
of things, but when technique becomes the controlling factor,
apparent success may turn into actual failure.

Take, for example, matters relevant to society as a whole.
Concerning matters such as sex and marriage, an abundance of
material is available to tell people what to do and how to do it.
But we should not think about techniques independently of
morality. The how-to-do-it teachers encourage us to consider
whether a thing works, not whether it is right. Consider also
politics. Politicians are called pragmatists when they opt for what
is politically expedient even though it may be contrary to their
party philosophy or, worse still, contrary to common morality
and justice. For such people success overrides all other values.
They gain the world, but lose their soul, so to speak.

In Christian circles, as elsewhere, people are looking for
success. Any seminar or special meeting that deals with some
how-to-do-it topic is guaranteed to attract good support. People
will fill the church for a ‘workshop’ on personal witnessing and

11



12 MAKING SENSE

will learn the half-dozen points that make that particular scheme
a winner. Others will flock to special sessions on how to study
the Bible — though often they seem reluctant to spend time and
effort actually doing some Bible study themselves.

Then there are the ever-popular discussions on relationships,
especially marriage relationships. Many seem to think that
because they have attended a seminar, read a book or consulted
a counsellor, their problems are over. They seem not to have
realized that they have the unattractive task of changing their
selfish ways and doing what pleases others instead of what
pleases themselves.

Skills and flexibility

Since no two people are the same, what works with one
person will not necessarily work with another. Techniques are
designed for repetitive use in an environment that is uniform and
predictable. They work well in a motor vehicle assembly plant,
but require considerable flexibility when used with people. They
can provide helpful guidelines and direction, particularly in
formal training for occupational skills, but they cannot produce
results mechanically.

As students of the Bible we may at times look for certain
exemplary techniques in the ministry of the Lord Jesus. Other
times we might try to discover the secret of success in Paul’s
missionary activity. Jesus and Paul had different ministries, and
each carried out his ministry with thought and planning, but in
neither case is there a stereotyped technique. Each province, each
town, each group, each person, each conversation is different
from the previous.

God does not want us to do his work haphazardly. He wants
us to think about ways and means of reaching the lost, making
disciples, exercising gifts and building the church. He wants us
to develop whatever expertise he has given us, and work out how
best to use our abilities for maximum benefit to all. Any know-
how we gain will be useful, but it will be no substitute for the
costly discipline of spending time in prayer, Bible study and
personal help to others.
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Word and Spirit

One reason why we look for a technique is that we feel
insecure without one. This is particularly the case in relation to
speaking to others about Christ. The solution to this problem lies
not in finding a foolproof technique, but in saturating ourselves
with a knowledge of God and his Word so that we do not
lose our confidence the first time someone asks us a difficult
question.

Another reason why we look for techniques is that we fear to
build friendships with those who do not share our faith. We must
learn to be more outgoing, more self-giving, more relaxed with
others. We must learn to operate in the openness and flexibility
of person-to-person relationships, not in the impersonal contact
and fixed routines of the manufacturer’s assembly line.

Above all, we need confidence in the God whom we serve
and to whom we pray. If we believe that the Holy Spirit can use
the Word he inspired to make its message relevant to the reader,
we will explain the Word as best we can so that the Spirit has the
material to work on. We shall not need to push or force people,
nor shall we need to follow rigidly the six steps of the rulebook
designed to manipulate the potential convert through the gate.
But always we shall need patience and trust. In a society that
demands instant results — instant prints, instant replays, instant
coffee, instant everything — Christians still have to learn to ‘wait
upon the Lord’. We must be totally dependent on the Spirit of
God to do his work, in his way, in his time.

“The wind blows where it wills and you hear the sound of it,
but you do not know where it comes from or where it goes. So it
is with everyone who is born of the Spirit” (John 3:8).

From Outreach (Australia, 1987)
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Respect and respectability

As some of us move around churches, whether in our own
country or abroad, we inevitably notice a great variety in what
might loosely be called public worship. Meetings take a variety
of forms, some conducted well, but others apparently lacking
refinement in matters of organization and presentation. Buildings
are of all types, some impressive in the local streetscape, others
plain and perhaps drab. Sometimes dress is of the ‘Sunday best’
variety, other times it is distinctly different. Songs and tunes may
be of the kind that we traditionally associate with church music,
or may be so unconventional that we feel uncomfortable with
them.

All in all, things are different from what we are accustomed
to. If we are familiar with only the established practices of
traditional churches in our home territory, we may feel that less
sophisticated churches sometimes lack what we regard as the
right atmosphere for public worship.

Perhaps one reason for this impression is that too often we
fail to see the difference between respect and respectability. We
can place so much emphasis on the appearance of things that
we miss the essential character of what we are supposed to be
doing.

This was the problem that the Old Testament prophets saw
among God’s people. There was great enthusiasm in maintaining
the right activities and the proper procedures in religious
services, but little respect for God himself. God on one occasion
even suggested they close down their places of worship. Better
to have no worship at all than the second-rate worship that
combined procedural respectability with spiritual disrespect. “If |
am a father, where is the honour due to me? If | am a master,
where is the respect due to me? . . . Oh, that one of you would
shut the temple doors, so that you would not light useless fires
on my altar’ (Mal 1:6,10).

14



Respect and respectability 15

Such lack of respect for God was demonstrated in various
ways. For example, people were giving to God only what they
had no use for themselves. They brought animals that were blind,
crippled or diseased, to which God replied, ‘Try offering them to
your governor! Would he be pleased with you?’ (Mal 1:8).

Others understood their relationship with God solely in terms
of the blessings they could get from him. ‘Implore God to be
gracious to us’, they said to the prophet, to which the prophet
replied, “With such offerings from your hand, will he accept any
of you?’ (Mal 1:9). They made demands of God, but showed no
sense of commitment to him.

Other people made impressive public displays of devotion,
but privately they tried to get by with as little as possible. The
prophet’s response was, ‘Cursed be the cheat who has an
acceptable male in his flock and vows to give it, but then
sacrifices a blemished thing to the Lord” (Mal 1:10).

We could readily think of present-day equivalents to these
ancient practices. Human nature is very consistent from one era
to the next or from one culture to another. We are good at
deceiving ourselves; we are clever at justifying our slackness.
The point is that all these people, like many of us, were ordinary
‘middle of the road” members of the religious community. They
had respectability — and there was nothing wrong with that — but
they mistook it for respect. And all too often, respectability, like
beauty, is only skin deep.

From Treasury (New Zealand, 1994)
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Jesus’ teaching in the modern world

What Christians imagine people think of them and what
people actually think of them are often two different things.
Christians may think people consider them a little odd because
they abstain from certain activities that others engage in, but in
many present-day countries, especially those that have had a
long association with Christian traditions, the problem is deeper.
People see Christianity as having nothing to say in a modern
complex society. They do not try to persecute it out of existence;
they simply consider it so harmless as to be irrelevant.

Impact on the world

As the Father sent Jesus into the world, so Jesus sent his
disciples into the world. He prayed that they might be kept from
evil, but he did not want them taken out of the world (John
17:15; 20:21). They were not to stand aloof from the world, but
neither were they to partake of its sin. The separation that Jesus
called for was spiritual rather than physical, a separation in mind
and spirit, not a separation that in effect took Christians ‘out of
the world’. One does not have to be a medieval monk to live in
isolation from one’s fellow human beings.

According to Jesus’ purpose, Christians have a responsibility
towards society, though this does not mean they should see
themselves as experts on every social issue that arises. Many
problems of a complex economic and industrial order need to be
dealt with by people who have the necessary skills. God never
intended the church to be an agency to deal with all such matters
Certainly, some Christians will be equipped to make a contri-
bution in these areas, and all Christians will have to decide
whether or not to support specific policies and programs. But the
chief contribution of Christians will come from their knowledge
of God and his Word. True followers of Jesus will put human
values before economic profit, and biblical ethics before political
expediency.

16
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Ethics come from theology

To say that Christian ethics are Bible-based is not to say that
the Bible is a handbook that sets out rules on every aspect of
living. We cannot summarize the teaching of Jesus or the biblical
writers in that way. The Bible does not set out details of a uni-
versal moral code, but reveals the saving activity of God through
history, and specifically through the life, death and resurrection
of Jesus Christ. Out of this it raises the question: because God
has so acted, what must we do? Christian behaviour arises out of
Christian belief. Our ethics come from our theology.

The Bible gives us many broad principles that are clearly
applicable at all times. The words and actions of Jesus showed,
for example, that it is wrong to combine social injustice with
worship (‘they devour widows’ houses and for a pretence make
long prayers’; Mark 12:40), that religion is not to be a way of
gain (*‘my house shall be called a house of prayer, but you have
made it a den of thieves’; Matt 21:13), and that when people
keep the letter of the law in order to defeat its purpose they are
being dishonest (illustrated in the ‘corban’ story; Mark 7: 11-13).
The list could be extended considerably.

If, however, we search beyond these general principles for
specific instructions about present-day issues, we may be
disappointed. For instance, the Bible does not legislate on the
extent to which the government should help Christians as private
citizens, or the extent to which Christians as private citizens
should involve themselves in government. It gives no fixed
answers to the many complicated issues that are judged in civil
courts. It does not say how many hours people should work each
day or how much they should be paid for working those hours.
Yet it is not silent on these issues. Throughout the Bible there are
teachings, examples and stories from which we can learn the
values that God desires in human behaviour.

The moral teaching of Jesus

Some people, though unimpressed with Christians, claim to
be impressed with Jesus. At times they refer to him approvingly
as a good moral teacher. But Jesus was not primarily a moral
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teacher — nor a reformer, philosopher or popular preacher. He
was the Son of God, through whom God made himself known
to the world and through whom the world could come to know
God. He did not prepare a doctrinal charter, but as each occasion
arose he expressed the particular aspect of truth that the occasion
required. He did not draw up a code of ethics, but left ‘another
Counsellor’, the Spirit of truth, who would guide his church by
interpreting his words and relating their meaning to future
generations.

Unlike the law codes of some religions, the teaching of Jesus
is not tied to one era or one culture. It therefore never goes out of
date. Also, unlike the legislation of a civil government, it is not a
set of regulations applicable to all citizens under all conditions.
Rather the teaching of Jesus shows the attitude people must have
and the action they must be prepared to carry out if they come
under his lordship.

An illustration of this is seen in the encounter Jesus had with
a rich man who wanted eternal life. Jesus told the man to sell all
that he owned, not because that was the standard procedure for
any person to receive eternal life, but because in the case of this
man, wealth was his god. It was the thing that prevented him
from entering the kingdom of God (Matt 19:21-22). But Jesus
did not tell all rich people to sell their possessions. Nor did he
tell all working people to abandon their livelihoods. However, he
made it clear that all who enter his kingdom must be prepared to
sacrifice anything if God requires them to. They must always
have an attitude that puts the interest of Christ’s kingdom before
their own (Mark 1:16-20; 10:28-31).

If people want to regard the teachings of Jesus as the laws of
a kingdom, that kingdom is not one of civil administration, but
one where Christ rules in the heart. His words are of the spirit,
not of the law; they bring life, not death (John 6:63; 2 Cor 3:3,6;
cf. James 2:12)

Applying Jesus’ teaching

Jesus’ desire to change people inwardly is well demonstrated
in that body of teaching commonly referred to as the Sermon on
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the Mount. There he repeatedly contrasts the heart attitude of
Christians with the legal requirements of the law. Merely to
refrain from murder and adultery is not enough; they must purge
such things from their minds (Matt 5: 21-32).

The civil law defends the innocent and punishes the guilty by
imposing penalties that fit the offence (‘an eye for an eye’, ‘a
tooth for a tooth’, ‘a bruise for a bruise’, ‘a scratch for a
scratch’), and Christians are part of a society that should uphold
those principles (Rom 13:1-5). But the spirit that rules in the
heart of Christians is not the same as that which rules in the code
of legal justice. In their personal relations, Christians must not be
vindictive, but must be prepared to ‘turn the other cheek’ and ‘go
the extra mile’. In short, they must respond to persecutors with
forgiveness and kindness, as Jesus did (Matt 5:38-41; 1 Peter
2:20-23).

In learning from Jesus, however, Christians must be careful
not to mistake his purpose or misapply his words. The labourers
who were hired for one silver coin a day illustrate not that
workers should receive equal pay for unequal work, but that by
God’s grace sinners receive more than they deserve (Matt 20:1-
16). The rebuke to the young man to ‘let the dead bury their
dead’ is not a command to ignore family responsibilities, but a
reminder that disciples of Jesus must examine their priorities.
Though there are many people who can look after the everyday
affairs of life, only the disciples of Jesus can look after the more
important affairs of God’s kingdom (Matt 8:21-22).

The purpose in studying the teaching of Jesus is not to find a
chapter and verse that speaks about every subject of today’s
world, but to develop a sense of values that is centred in Jesus
Christ. The whole of life is within the area of God’s just rule.
Every issue must be examined in the light of Christ’s love and
righteousness. Christian ethics can be applied to the present-day
world just as they were applied to the world in which Christ
himself lived.

Jesus likened Christians to salt and light. Salt is not thrown
on the ground where people walk on it, nor is a candle put under
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a tin can. The purpose of salt is to put it on something where it
will have a preserving and wholesome action. The purpose of a
candle is to put it on a stand where it will give light (Matt 5:13-
16).

Christians likewise are to be in places and working in ways
that are useful to others. Although salvation in Christ is the basis
of their relation with God, that salvation also affects their
relation to the people around them. It not only gives meaning to
their spiritual life, but should also give meaning to life in the
society where they live. If it does not, they are like salt lying on
the ground, or a candle under a tin can. They are, in effect, ‘taken
out of the world’. Christ prayed that this would not happen.

From The Witness (England, 1970)
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Making the right choices

We are living in the age of the ulcer, the breakdown and high
blood pressure. We spend so much time simply keeping up with
things that it seems we have little time to do anything worth-
while along the way. On every hand we are faced with such an
array of possibilities and options that rather than increase our
anxiety by having to decide, we find it easier to go along with
whatever happens to be popular at the time.

This situation confronts us everywhere. In the retail market
we are embarrassed with the variety of choices available. In the
political sphere people from all levels of society offer their
remedy for the nation’s problems. In international affairs things
become so complicated that we no longer try to understand what
is going on. In Christian circles there are programs, schemes and
how-to-do-it kits for almost any situation we may meet. If we
are to find our way through this maze and make any worthwhile
contribution to church, family or society, every aspect of our
lives must be characterized by the exercise of discernment. We
must know how to make right judgments — how to ‘refuse the
evil and choose the good’.

Exercise and growth

One part of the Bible that is of special relevance to the
exercise of discernment is Hebrews 5:11-14. The writer criticizes
his readers because of their lack of spiritual progress. They had
received so much instruction in the Word that they should have
been mature Christians who were able to teach others. They
should have been “full-grown’ people who ate solid food, but
instead they had to be treated as babies and fed on milk.

In these verses several things are related. Instruction in the
Word produces the capacity to eat solid food, and this is a
characteristic of people who are full-grown. The verses then go
on to say that the full-grown, the mature, are those who through
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practice have developed the ability to distinguish good from evil.
In summary, Bible knowledge enables people to exercise true
discernment, and this discernment is both a requirement for and
a characteristic of Christian maturity. But it only comes ‘through
practice’. We grow spiritually as we learn how to relate Bible
knowledge to everyday affairs.

God has made us so that we are all different. We are not
products manufactured by a machine, but individuals who have a
wealth of capacities and a mind that helps us use them. Just as
exercise and growth are requirements for physical maturity, so
are they for spiritual maturity. God wants us to ‘grow to mature
adulthood, to the measure of Christ’s full stature’ (Eph 4:13-14).
A child needs bodily exercise to develop physically and wide
interests to develop mentally, and this education does not stop
once the child has grown to adulthood. Just as a lack of physical
exercise leads to difficulty in doing anything other than routine
movements, so lack of mental exercise leads to difficulty in
making right judgments.

We must therefore make the effort not only to increase our
Bible knowledge, but also to exercise our minds in applying that
knowledge; otherwise instead of going forward in our Christian
lives we shall go backwards. Jesus was talking about the exercise
of the mind when he said, ‘Give thought to what you hear, for
the measure you give will be the measure you get, and still more
will be given to you. For to those who have will more be given;
but to those who have not, even what they have will be taken
away’ (Mark 4:24-25). Whatever mental capacity we have, if we
do not develop it we shall lose it.

Wide interests

Mental exercise need not be limited to matters concerning
the Bible or specific Christian subjects. Although the Bible may
contain a wealth of teaching that the human mind can never
exhaust, it was never intended to be the sole source of infor-
mation on every aspect of life. It was never intended to be a text
book on mathematics, biology, politics or geology, and if we
insist on reading only the Bible we can soon land ourselves in
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trouble. We can become the victims of our own imagination by
using the Bible to invent our own theories. We distort the Bible
when we try to make it provide information about such subjects
as the laws of motion or the United Nations.

The Bible itself indicates that God’s people benefit from
having wide interests. Paul was familiar with such diverse topics
as the Isthmian Games (1 Cor 9:24-26), Greek poetry (Acts
17:28) and Cretan philosophy (Titus 1:12), and he assumed his
readers were too. Luke had an interest in sea-faring (Acts 27),
Jude read religious literature other than the Bible (Jude 9,14),
James had a good knowledge of local business practices (James
4:13; 5:4-6) and all New Testament writers use illustrations that
show a wide interest in everyday affairs.

Freedom and restrictions

Though encouraging us to have a breadth of interests, the
Bible reminds us that not all people have the same interests. God
may call one to a life of more limited interests than another, even
to a person’s non-participation in legitimate activities But those
who abstain from certain activities are not necessarily holier than
those who do not abstain. ‘John came neither eating nor drinking
and they say, He has a demon. The Son of man came eating and
drinking and they say, He is a glutton and a drunkard” (Matt
11:18-19). John was not holier than Jesus. He merely had a
different calling.

But if abstinence does not indicate spiritual maturity, neither
does indulgence. This was a problem that the apostle John had
to deal with when Gnostic-type teaching troubled the early
church. Certain people believed they had superior knowledge,
particularly in understanding what was good and what was
evil, and this knowledge made them superior Christians. They
believed that nothing done in the body could affect the spirit of
those with this higher knowledge. In behaving as they pleased,
some asserted they did not sin (which John said was to call
God a liar; 1 John 1:10). Others asserted they could sin as they
pleased and still be Christians (which John said was not possible;
1 John 3:9). The truth that John’s teaching demonstrates is this:
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knowledge does not lead a person outside the realms of morality
and conscience.

Knowledge, however, must not be despised, as if all those
who have knowledge are guilty of pride or consider themselves
superior. The intellect is given by God and, like every other part
of a person’s life and being, is to be submitted to God for his
use. Through it Christians learn to exercise discernment, to
refuse the evil and choose the good. According to the prayers
of Paul, we are to develop knowledge and discernment so that
we can judge what is best, and thereby grow to maturity and
have fruitful lives (Phil 1:9-11; Col 1:9-10). As our minds are
renewed we no longer see things the way other people see
them, but learn to make the sorts of decisions that please God
(Rom 12:2).

Benefits all round

The Christian ability to make wise choices must not be
seen as something to be pursued merely for our own benefit.
Genuine maturity does not come to those whose concerns are
chiefly for themselves. As part of society, Christians help form
public opinion, which is a vital part of the life of any nation. We
should therefore take an interest in national affairs so that we can
make a contribution that is enlightened and Christian. At the
same time we should remember that a nation consists of
individual people, and therefore we should take time to develop
those person-to-person relationships that are necessary if we are
to lead people to Christ.

Whether on the national scale or the individual, our Christian
ministry will require us to have a breadth of interests so that we
can interact intelligently with people. We ought to be able to
discuss matters of interest to them as individuals and to society
as a whole, if we are to demonstrate the relevance of Christianity
in today’s world. We do not want to give the impression that we
are ignorant on subjects other than religion. If something is
honourable, just, pure, lovely, gracious, excellent or admirable, it
is worth spending time thinking about (Phil 4:8). Faith does not
stand alone; it should be supplemented with virtue, knowledge,
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self-control, endurance, godliness, brotherly affection and love
(2 Peter 1:5-7).

There are no short cuts and no labour-saving devices in the
process of spiritual growth. God wants us to move consistently
towards completeness and maturity, but this takes time and
effort. It involves the transformation of the mind, as values are
moulded by a better understanding of God’s Word. This in turn
helps in exercising discernment, so that we know how to
distinguish what is worthwhile from what is not. But, as the
writer to the Hebrews points out, this development comes only
‘through practice’ (Heb 5:14).

From The Witness (England, 1970)



5
Forced to be friendly

As my friend left the supermarket checkout, the girl behind
the counter muttered something that he did not quite hear. When
he begged her pardon, she replied with fierce eyes and in gruff
rebuking tones, ‘I said, Have a happy day!” Actually, that is what
he had been having already, till the checkout girl spoilt it. But
she had been told to say those words, so she did.

The same sort of thing happens in churches. People are told
to turn around, smile, and repeat some slogan to make a nearby
person feel welcome. There must be something wrong with
churches when people are forced into stereotyped forms of
welcoming. Another friend of mine, while working in a town for
a few weeks, visited several churches. In the first church, which
had the ‘let’s all welcome each other’ routine, he was given the
formal words of welcome by a church member seated beside
him, but when he happened to meet the same person two days
later in the street, the person did not even remember him. The
next Sunday he was at a church that had no ‘let’s all welcome
each other’ routine, but several people spoke to him, and after
church a couple invited him home for lunch.

Recently, my wife and | were at a church camp where again
there was a forced welcoming routine. This was the opening
night exercise where everyone runs around with a pencil and
paper trying to find the answers to ten questions — who was born
in August, who owns a brown dog, who plays the piano, and so
on. | have participated in many such exercises at camps and
conventions, but | cannot recall that they ever helped me get to
know a single person. Why not simply be friendly and talk to
people?

Just about everybody | know of is embarrassed by these ‘ice-
breaker’ exercises. If they are not embarrassed they are annoyed.
Organizers feel they must have them, mainly because they have
been told that this is the way to get people involved.

26
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On one occasion about fifty of us came from churches all
over the city for a seminar on how church can be interesting for
children. The first of the three sessions was a “fun’ exercise to
show us that many children are easily bored with church (which
we were all aware of, otherwise we would not have come to the
seminar). The second session was a group exercise (this was the
‘let’s get involved’ segment) where we were to slot churches into
one of half a dozen categories (which again told us why we had
come to the seminar). The organizers were trying to make us feel
this was a ‘relevant’ seminar, and they might have succeeded had
they dealt with the issue we had come to consider.

We do not impress people by telling them how much we are
trying to impress them. We simply do what we are supposed to
do, and do it as best we can, with as much thought, love, concern
and ability as we are capable of. All the gimmicks in the world
will not save a seminar or a sermon if the content is poor. And
the same principle applies in our friendliness with people. We all
know how we respond positively when someone shows genuine
interest in us, and how we dig in our heels when someone is
clearly trying to manipulate us.

Something is amiss when we must be forced to be friendly,
whether in a church service among like-minded people or in
outreach to the unchurched in the neighbourhood. But to be
friendly means to put others before self — and that is where the
problem lies.

From Links (Australia, 1995)
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‘Let’s get away from it all’

Living is a risky business. The world in which Christians
live seems at times to be a very insecure place. Long-established
standards are challenged, and society seems to be falling apart.
In a time of such uncertainty the instinct to preserve oneself
asserts itself, and Christians have to be careful that this instinct
does not override more important responsibilities. Those respon-
sibilities include putting God first and putting one’s neighbour
before oneself.

Once they are committed to these ideals, Christians will soon
find they are out of step with the rest of society. With people in
general, a decision on a proposed course of action is usually
based on how much the outcome will affect their own social and
economic security. But what about Christians? They say they put
their beliefs into practice, but are they really any different from
others? Or are they too motivated by self-interest? Are they too
tempted to opt out of social responsibilities, to ‘get away from it
all’, to let a wayward society suffer the troubles it deserves?

‘Get me out of here’

All around them Christians see practices and attitudes that
are in conflict with their belief in a God of justice and love. They
see these things on the right and on the left, in the cosy self-
assurance of conservative well-to-do people and in the reckless
radicalism of the promoters of chaos and violence. They may, if
they stand for Christ and his values, be attacked from one side or
the other.

When such conflicts arise today, Christians will know that
they are not the first to suffer for righteousness’ sake. They may
experience the temptation to try to escape from it all, as David
did when oppressed by the wicked: ‘O that | had wings like a
dove! 1 would fly away and be at rest’ (Ps 55:6). But there was
no likelihood that David would grow wings, and in a more sober
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moment later in the same psalm he came to realize that escapism
was not the answer. He would remain unmoved in spite of the
attacks on him, confident that God would sustain him: *Cast your
burden on the Lord and he will sustain you; he will never permit
the righteous to be moved’ (verse 22).

Here is a proper appreciation of God’s comfort. Thoughts on
the higher life are not a form of escapism from life’s realities,
but a source of strength amid life’s complexities. God’s people
cannot ignore the problems in the world around them in the hope
of a better life in the hereafter. As David wished at times to be
free of conflict, so did Paul, but, like David, Paul faced up to
reality. Certainly, the prospect of being ‘with Christ” was ‘far
better’, but he readily accepted that ‘to remain in the flesh” was
‘more necessary’ for those who needed his help (Phil 1:23-24).

‘Don’t do this to yourself!”

The temptation to opt out, however, comes not only from
within believers themselves. It sometimes comes from their
friends or relatives, whose words may reinforce those feelings of
frustration that everyone experiences some time.

David had difficulty enough handling his inner conflicts, but
to add to his tension his friends also put to him the suggestion
that he “fly away’. ‘Flee like a bird to the mountain’, they said,
“for the wicked bend the bow, they have fitted the arrow to the
string, to shoot at the upright in heart. If the foundations are
destroyed, what can the righteous do?” (Ps 11:1-3). In other
words, follow common sense and opt for whatever creates least
hardship for yourself. After all, if society is in such a mess, what
use is it for a righteous person to try to resist evil?

Silence may sometimes be the best response when Christians
suffer unjustly from the wrongdoing of others. Jesus taught it
and exemplified it (Matt 5:39; 1 Peter 2:21-23). But he was
careful in assessing when he should keep silent and when he
should not. Silence can become a lazy way out when Christians
see evil committed against others. People may interpret their
silence as approval, and they themselves may give in to the
temptation to go along with evil instead of resisting it.
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Christians are aware that they are to have ‘no part in the
unfruitful works of darkness’, but they often hesitate over the
instruction that follows, ‘but instead expose them’ (Eph 5:11).
Jesus showed no such hesitancy, even though it brought him into
conflict with people of power and influence.

Most of Jesus’ harsh words were directed against people
who were religiously conservative, socially respectable and
financially comfortable. By his words and his actions he con-
demned their selfish nationalism (Matt 21:43; Luke 4:24-28),
their desire for social status (Matt 23:6-7; Luke 15:2), their
materialism (Matt 6:19-24; Luke 6:24), their religious smugness
(Matt 6:2-6; Luke 18:11-12) and their heartless neglect of the
needy (Matt 25:41-45; Luke 16:19-31).

‘A good standard of living gives protection’

Jesus’ harsh words against the wealthy (and most Christians
in the West would be wealthy by the standards of Jesus’ day)
arose not from a poor man’s resentment of the rich, but from a
godly man’s opposition to the selfish. Economic security can
become a means by which people isolate themselves from God
and their fellow human beings. Being dependent on no one, they
may easily imagine they have no need of God; being secure
themselves, they may easily become insensitive to the needs of
others (Matt 19:20-23; Luke 6:25).

A world of greed, exploitation, cruelty, twisted values, social
upheaval, family disintegration and industrial turmoil may not be
the kind of world that Christians feel at home in, but it is the
world they have to live in whether they like it or not. Once again
the temptation comes to sprout wings and fly away from it all;
and because they have the financial capacity, in a sense many
can do it.

Babylon of Habakkuk’s day did it — and earned God’s judg-
ment for its efforts. “Woe to you who get evil gain for your
house, to set your nest on high, to be safe from the reach of
harm!” (Hab 2:9). Babylon used its ill-gotten economic power to
make itself secure, so that it could live in ease and comfort,
immunized against the afflictions and troubles of the world
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around it. But in the day of judgment its luxury was to be a
witness against it: ‘For the stone will cry out from the wall, and
the beam from the woodwork respond” (Hab 2:11).

James said much the same to people of his day who similarly
maintained a self-indulgent lifestyle at the expense of others.
“Your gold and silver have rusted, and their rust will be evidence
against you’ (James 5:3).

‘But | came to serve’

Service is the only way. The best example of what God
requires of Christians is the example of Christ himself. So far
from ‘getting away from it all’, Jesus immersed himself in the
world of his day, even though it was a world whose principles
and conduct were in contradiction to his own. In an incredible
act of self-emptying, he who was rich became poor, the Word
became flesh, God partook of human nature (John 1:14; 2 Cor
8:9; Phil 2:7-8; Heb 2:14). And when Jesus did this he was
concerned not just for the respectable and the religious, but also
for the underprivileged, the diseased, the poor, the mentally
deranged and the socially despised.

Jesus sought no publicity for himself, yet the very nature of
his ministry made him so controversial that people were either
decidedly for him or against him. He was thoroughly identified
with those he served, so that he felt the pain of their sin. More
than that, he bore it — and out of suffering came healing (Isa
53:4-5; Matt 8:17; 1 Peter 2:24). There was no escapism, but
there was new life.

If Christians are to serve their fellow citizens as Jesus did,
they cannot hope for the undisturbed tranquillity of a life that is
insulated from the ills of a troubled world. Indeed, they can
expect the sorts of conflicts Jesus experienced. But if their
suffering is in the cause of righteousness, then, like the greatest
of all suffering servants, they may be assured that in due course
they will ‘see the fruit of the travail of their souls and be
satisfied’ (Isa 53:11).

From Interest (USA, 1992)
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Seeing is believing — or is it?

Most of us would probably be surprised to find how much
our view of people and events is moulded by impressions; that is,
impressions as distinct from facts. We readily respond to images
and words without always seeing the full picture — though we
may not like to admit this. We accept the impression that our
senses give us.

Images from the past

This blurring between impressions and facts is well illus-
trated in the way many view the Bible. Though they may not say
so, they have an impression that the people and events of the
Bible are not real.

Many see the Bible as a collection of stories with a moral,
but they have difficulty making a distinction in their minds
between a literary figure and a historical figure. Lady Macbeth
has equal credibility with Queen Jezebel. Romeo and Juliet
provide the theme for one movie, Samson and Delilah for
another. Jack the giant killer has his biblical equivalent in the
youthful David. Only when biblical people and events are linked
with well-known people and events (for example, Alexander
the Great or the fire of Rome) are people jolted into realizing
that the Bible is grounded in the world of history.

Christians are often no better than non-Christians in holding
impressions that have little resemblance to the real world. Think,
for example, of the common presentations of Jesus that we see in
books or movies. He always wears white, looks European, has
brown wavy hair (black hair and swarthy looks are usually
reserved for Judas), and gives the impression that when he walks
he glides over the ground rather than actually touches it. This
artificial impression is so ingrained that some even think it
irreverent to suggest that if Jesus lived among us today he would
probably get around the house in T-shirt and jeans, eat corn-
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flakes for breakfast, and read the newspaper while riding the
train to work.

An impression may bear no relation to the reality, yet often
people accept the impression and miss the reality. For years they
may have read what Paul wrote to the Romans without realizing
that those he addressed were Italians. Preachers extract beautiful
spiritual lessons from some of Israel’s battles without seeing the
reality of human beings sloshing around in blood and hacking
each other to pieces. The stereotyped images and religious jargon
become so dominant that people are unable to see the real world

properly.
Impressions through television

Perhaps no area of modern life demonstrates this fact more
clearly than the world of television. Even if people are some-
times sceptical about what they read or hear, they nearly always
believe what they see.

That may be valid in the real world, but the TV screen is not
the real world. Even news and documentary programs do not
portray the real world. A two-minute clip on the news may or
may not be a true indication of what happened in an event that
lasted several hours. Always at least one human being comes
between the event and the viewer. With all the goodwill in the
world, reporters, photographers, editors and presenters are still
human beings with personal values and opinions, and their
choices affect what is shown. The supposed factual objectivity of
what we see on the TV news is an illusion.

Likewise the desire for technical excellence and efficient
presentation can distort an interview, even if no distortion is
intended. We can understand why some politicians will only give
interviews that are transmitted live; they know what can happen
to a recording when an editor cuts short a comment, rewords a
guestion or shifts an answer into a different context.

This is not to say that all TV producers are dishonest, but it
shows that viewers should not accept any news program, current
affairs presentation or face-to-face interview as being ‘the real
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thing’. If technological skill can produce high quality pictures, it
can also produce credible deceptions. But when people watch
TV they are usually in a relaxed state of mind, and tend not to
challenge what they see. The person who reads a novel knows
that the material is fiction, but when people watch TV they think
they are seeing reality, even though what they see may be a
distortion or falsification.

If such difficulties are evident in programs that claim to be
factual reporting, they are much more obvious in programs that
are straight entertainment, such as movies, soap operas and the
weekly “‘cops and robbers’ favourites. The danger is not that all
who see something violent or sexy will go out and commit a
violent or sexual misdeed (though some might), but that their
minds are numbed and their values altered without their realizing
it. Again they can mistake what they see for reality: ‘that’s the
way it is in the world out there’. People absorb the cultural
values and in due course their behaviour reflects them.

Christian values

When someone points out to Christians that they should
exercise judgment when watching TV, they usually respond by
nodding in solemn agreement and making disapproving com-
ments about sex. Because they see themselves as defenders of
traditional standards of sexual morality, they are already on
guard in relation to such matters. But the more serious danger
usually lies elsewhere.

An uncritical attitude to news, commercials, panel games
and talk shows is more harmful, because the issues are more
everyday and fundamental, while viewers are less defensive.
Viewers may recognize an X-rated movie as an attack on their
moral values and so censor it out, but allow third-rate trash and
greed-promoting commercials to eat away at their minds like a
deadly cancer.

For many the trouble arises out of the reasonable desire to
relax after a hard day’s work. Television is there to entertain
them, not to make them think. But if people become merely
spectators of life and forget that they are also participants in
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it, the impression they get from the TV screen can easily
dominate their view of life in the real world. If they do not think
about what they see, they will fall victim to the cleverest media
manipulator. The less people develop their critical faculties, the
more at risk they are. That is why children are particularly
vulnerable.

Mind as well as eyes

Christian parents complain about the harm that television
does to children, but if they themselves are gullible, lacking in
discernment, or impulsive rather than rational in their decision-
making, they can hardly expect their children to be otherwise.
Parental control does not simply mean switching from one TV
channel to another. It means teaching children the full range of
Christian values so that children grow up with the ability to
make the right choices in life (Deut 6:6-9). Maturity comes as
people learn for themselves how to refuse the bad and choose the
good (Heb 5:13-14), and they will be equipped to do this as their
minds are nourished on what is good, right, true and wholesome
(Phil 4:8).

Children are likely to get this sort of personal development
in a home environment where parents talk to them intelligently,
and encourage them to assess and evaluate. They are not likely to
get it where parents use TV as a child-minder.

If Christians want to become more critically discerning, they
must resist the media’s concern to create a certain kind of
‘image’ for people and events, and concentrate instead on
understanding the issues. Unfortunately, this requires too much
effort for some people. They are content just to sit back and
allow the presentation to roll on unchallenged. And usually the
TV presentation will major on what can be seen rather than what
can be thought about. A fire or crash makes better television than
an enquiry into government accountability.

Television’s chief concern is to keep people entertained, not
help people understand. Even when it does deal with something
important, it usually does so in a way that appeals to an
unthinking public. It avoids the real issues (‘they are too
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complex’) and presents matters in a simple ‘for and against’
format.

Once again viewers are manipulated into accepting a false
impression. The problem is solved within half an hour (within
half a minute in the case of commercials). Viewers are led to
believe there is a simple solution to life’s problems, when in
reality there is not.

Blurred vision

If Christians are unable to distinguish between reality and
unreality, fact and impression, substance and image, they have
little chance of dealing satisfactorily with the complexities of life
in the workaday world. Moreover, they will be ill-equipped to
convince others of the reality of sin and judgment and of the
need for repentance and salvation.

Christianity does not belong to the world of fables and make-
believe. It is grounded in history and is based on fact. Peter
stressed that in declaring Christ’s God-given glory he was not
following made-up stories: ‘we heard his voice, we were with
him on the mountain’ (2 Peter 1:16-18). Luke spared neither
time nor effort to make sure that his story about Jesus was based
on authoritative records and the testimony of eye witnesses
(Luke 1:1-4). John preached about one whom he had heard, seen
and touched — a real human being (1 John 1:1). Paul wanted no
one to mistake the shadow for the substance, which is Christ
(Col 2:17).

It is there, in the historic Christ, that the true meaning of
human existence is to be found — in a person who lived in this
world, who died and who rose again. But what chance do people
have of dealing with the issues of life when they cannot tell
reality from unreality? Television has blurred the way they see
life. Do they know who is real and who is not? Can they tell
the difference between John Cleese and Basil Fawlty? Is Sir
Humphrey really the Cabinet Secretary? Does Rumpole exist?

In a survey conducted a few years ago, people were given a
list of well-known names and asked to indicate which people
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were real and which were fictitious. With many of the names,
fewer than two-thirds of those surveyed gave the correct answer.
If people are so unclear about the real and the fictitious, it is not
surprising that they give little serious thought to Jesus Christ.
They are not sure if he is any more real than Santa Claus.
Sometimes Christians themselves seem not to be sure.

A clearer view

Well-worn sayings may give an appearance of orthodox
Christian belief, but they must not be mistaken for the real thing.
Christianity is concerned with reality, not with glibly spoken
words. It gives no slick solutions to life’s problems, but instead
enables people to handle those problems through bringing them
into a relationship with the living Christ. Having once lived in
this world himself, he is now able to help his people (Heb 2:18;
4:15; 5:8).

If, however, Christ’s people are to please him and receive his
help, they must be willing to make sacrifices. If their whole
person is to be presented acceptably to him, their minds must be
renewed (Rom 12:1-2). This will not be easy, because it will
involve getting rid of established prejudices and changing deep-
seated attitudes. The result will not be that their journey through
life will suddenly become plain sailing. There may be a few
storms, for the conventional will not like some non-conformists
among them. But at least it will be a journey towards reality.

From Harvester (England, 1988)
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For this | toil

We seem to be great ones for getting in our own way. Often
we burst into some unevangelized area with much enthusiasm,
and may even see a few converts, but then as our activity
increases, the growth dies off. Sometimes the problems are of
our own making.

It is tempting, when the needs and opportunities are so great,
for outreach workers to immerse themselves in a hectic round of
activities. Yet the very activities they use to evangelize can slow
down the process of independence in the church. The young
converts may feel that unless they have the expertise, equipment
and time available to the ‘professionals’, they cannot do the
work of evangelism. Pioneer evangelists, by the nature of their
work, must be leaders, but the more activities they start the more
the work revolves around them, and the less likely it becomes for
new converts to operate on their own.

We can easily become too dependent on programs, methods
and gadgetry. It is demanding and time consuming to teach
people personally so that they understand the Scriptures and are
confident in their Christian lives; but such work is basic to all
outreach and growth, regardless of country, language or culture.
Paul expressed it thus: ‘Him we proclaim, warning every man
and teaching every man in all wisdom, that we may present
every man mature in Christ. For this I toil . . .” (Col 1:28-29).

From Fiji Christian Alert (Fiji, 1995)
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A suffering church

We sometimes talk about people who see certain things
through rose-coloured glasses. But all of us see life through
glasses that are tinted with one colour or another. Present-day
Christians in the Western world have a particular problem when
reading letters sent to first century churches, because our view of
the church in the West colours our interpretation of letters
written to churches in New Testament times.

The churches of Revelation

A good example of this Western colouring is the view that
sees the present-day church typified by the Laodicean church of
Revelation Chapter 3 — materially prosperous and comfortable,
but spiritually complacent and self-satisfied. Certainly, such a
description fits many churches in the affluent West, but it does
not fit the church worldwide.

One weakness of that scheme of interpretation that views the
churches of Revelation as representative of successive eras of
church history is that it views the church as ethnically ‘white’
and culturally Western. In general, the proponents of that view
mostly live in countries that are economically advanced and have
a long tradition of nominal Christianity. But Christians in such
circumstances represent the exceptional rather than the normal in
today’s church. There are far more Christians in Africa, Asia and
South America than there are in Europe, North America and
Australia. And in most of the non-Western world Christians are
not materially prosperous and do not enjoy government that is
sympathetic to their beliefs.

We could argue that, of the seven churches of Revelation,
the one that most closely typifies the church today is Smyrna.
But we should do better not to assert that any one church in
Revelation is representative of the worldwide church in a
particular period. The range of conditions throughout the world
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makes consistency in such identification impossible. Moreover,
the Bible gives us no authority to interpret the letters this way,
and no encouragement to follow any interpretation that obscures
the meaning the letters had for those who first received them.
The letters to Smyrna, Thyatira and Laodicea have meaning for
their first readers and relevance to us today, just as do the letters
to Corinth, Philippi and Thessalonica.

Mixed blessings

Many Christians in the West take it for granted that their
standard of living, national security and religious freedom are
unguestionable indications of God’s blessings upon them. In a
sense these things are God’s blessings, though not in the sense
that they show God’s special approval of the recipients in
contrast to Christians who lack such benefits.

The only two churches in Revelation that receive unqualified
approval from Jesus Christ, the Lord of the church, are the
churches in Smyrna and Philadelphia. But both churches appear
to miss out on what many today consider to be essential if they
are to serve God effectively — lots of money and lots of people.
For the church in Smyrna was poor (Rev 2:9a) and the church in
Philadelphia was small (Rev 3:8b).

Our interest here is with the church in Smyrna. We are not
told why it was poor, though we may guess that the poverty had
something to do with opposition from the local Jews. ‘I know
your afflictions and your poverty (but you are rich) and the
slander of those who say they are Jews and are not, but are a
synagogue of Satan’ (Rev 2:9). Jews of the province of Asia
were hostile to the Christians, especially those of their own race
who became Christians (Acts 21:27). Very likely they plundered
the houses of the Christians and used their economic strength to
bring as much trouble upon the church as possible (cf. Heb
10:32-34).

Whether in the first century or the twentieth, personal
economics is a testing ground for Christian faith. Believers are
at times outspoken in opposing unchristian policies concerning
religion, but are not so outspoken in opposing unchristian
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policies concerning economics. They may protest loudly against
atheism while unconsciously giving in to greed. They may be
keen to take a stand against things that are not a temptation to
them, but not so keen to stand on their principles when it means
they will be materially worse off.

Not so the Christians of Smyrna. To stand by their principles
was so costly that they lost out materially — woe of all woes for
most Westerners! But Jesus Christ pronounced them spiritually
rich. By contrast, the Christians who were materially rich, the
Laodiceans, were the ones Jesus Christ pronounced spiritually
poor (Rev 3:17).

Promises, but no open cheques

In view of what Jesus says to the churches of Revelation,
there is surely a distortion in the kind of modern evangelism that
promotes him as a sort of heavenly vending machine — someone
who delivers the goods in response to a few coins of prayer. The
Christians in Smyrna did not see him that way. So far from
receiving any promise that their Christian faith entitled them to a
trouble-free life, they received a warning that their troubles
would become worse. Some of them would be thrown into
prison, and all of them would face a time of ‘tribulation” and
‘testing’ (Rev 2:10). But this intense suffering, said Jesus, would
last only ‘ten days’. This was his assurance to them that he was
still in ultimate control of events and that he had set a limit to
their trials.

The Lord of the church does not cause the suffering of his
people, but neither does he shelter them from it. He uses it to
strengthen character, but never to destroy character. No trial is
more than his people can bear. They are still his elect, and for
their sake he may choose to intervene and shorten the suffering
(Matt 24:22; 1 Cor 10:13).

There will be cases, however, where divine intervention does
not occur, or where Christians do not live to see the end of the
time of widespread trial. Some may suffer martyrdom, while
others may survive to see more peaceful and prosperous times;
but whatever the future holds, Jesus says to all alike, ‘Be faithful
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unto death and | will give you the crown of life . . . Those who
conquer will not be hurt by the second death’ (Rev 2:10b,11).

This promise provides a fitting climax to the letter. Like the
concluding promise of some of the other letters, it is linked to
a particular characteristic of the Lord of the church mentioned
in the letter’s introduction. And, as in the other letters, that
characteristic is taken from the description of the Lord that John
gives in Chapter 1. In the letter to Smyrna, Jesus introduces
himself as “the first and the last, who died and came to life’ (Rev
2:8; cf. 1:17-18). This one, who has himself conquered death, is
the one who now promises victory to his people. Death can no
more conquer them than it could him. Just as he ‘came to life and
lives evermore’, so he gives eternal life to those who are
committed to him.

From the beginning Jesus made it clear that discipleship
means sacrifice. Following him means denying oneself. Those
who want to keep their life for themselves will lose it, but those
who are willing to lose it for Christ’s sake will find it” (Mark
8:34-35). Jesus taught and demonstrated the paradox that in his
kingdom people attain glory only via the path of suffering. The
way to lasting riches is through sacrificing present riches. There
can be no real life without first the taste of death.

From Links (Australia, 1992)
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It’s all topsy-turvy

Many Christians are aware of the contradictions in modern
society, but they are not sure what to do about them. They realize
they are being cheated by the promises that the modern world
makes, but they dare not change, lest they or their children fall
behind their contemporaries.

In wanting the best social, academic, artistic or sporting
advantages for their children, parents rush from one venue to
another to drop them off or pick them up, all the time meeting
more people but making fewer friends. Their community
involvement is greater but their relationships are more super-
ficial. They have more money, but give less away. The media
exposes them more to the plight of the needy, but they are less
caring. The more information that floods into their homes, the
less informed they seem to be. Like the public at large, they
know much about the trivial but little about the eternal. Their
lives are focused on the immediate instead of on the ultimate.

Christians must realize that our society is not Christian, and
if we are to make a stand for God and his Word, we shall be
branded with unpleasant names by the non-believing world. If
we allow our children to learn music, participate in debating or
watch TV, we shall be considered normal, caring parents; but if
we teach them the values of the Bible, we shall be accused of
brainwashing. If we want them to play sport on Sunday we shall
be congratulated, but if we want them to go to church we shall be
criticized.

When parents allow their children to go without sleep to
watch videos, nothing is said, but if they suggest that their
children start the day early with God, they are accused of being
religious extremists. A family that watches trashy TV together is
tolerated, but a family that prays together is considered fanatical.
When children earn money to buy things for themselves, that is
considered worthy, but when they are encouraged to give a
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portion of their earnings to Christian ministry, that is considered
harsh or unfair.

It is considered wrong to teach children moral values, but
right to teach them psychology. The same society that no longer
wants to teach children how to hold a spoon or a pencil insists
that it is important to teach them how to hold a cricket bat or a
football. On the one hand we are told that training is wrong and a
child must be left to develop as it will; on the other we are told
that training is essential so that the child is not left to develop as
it will. The training given by parents is considered invalid; the
‘proper’ training must be given by professional experts.

Too often Christian parents absorb the values of the society
around them, while at the same time they complain about the
unchristian social values that dictate their children’s attitudes.
Parents in general are hesitant to set firm guidelines for the
children, and Christian parents are sometimes just as hesitant.
But it need not be so. They can have confidence in their family
decisions, but first their minds must be renewed, and this will
only happen through the agency of the Bible. As a result they
may find themselves out of step with what the modern world
considers normal, but they will be closer to knowing the will
of God (Rom 12:2).

From Outreach (Australia, 1995)
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Tuned in and turned off

Years ago most of the interest that Christians in the West had
for people in less developed countries was concerned with
‘saving souls’ rather than sending food to hungry people. Today
the interest often seems to be the other way round. This is so
particularly among younger people, who do not cut themselves
off from ‘the world’ as much as their parents did, and who are
more concerned about the social impact Christianity should
have.

Any reading of the Bible, Old Testament or New, will show
that God’s people have responsibilities in both areas. They are
to be concerned for both the spiritual and the physical well-being
of others. Concentration on one is no excuse for neglect of the
other. No doubt there are many reasons for the changes that
occur in the area of Christian concern, and perhaps one of them
is the effect of the media, especially television, on people.

Most of us have mixed feelings about television, though
whether we allow our mixed feelings to change our viewing
habits is another matter. We appreciate being able to ‘travel’ to
distant lands and see peoples and places we would never see
otherwise. But, of course, we do not travel at all; we sit com-
fortably in our own living rooms. We are stirred by what we see
of starvation in some countries of Africa, and we are concerned.
Or are we? Perhaps our concern is partly a feeling of guilt.
Something inside us says to send a gift to World Vision; some-
thing else tells us to switch to another channel — a sports show, a
panel game, a movie, anything that is a bit lighter and will direct
our interests towards something more relaxing.

Is television making us both sensitive and insensitive at the
same time? It stirs us from our cosy complacency, but at the
same time presents us with the convenience of instantly turning
away from anything that disturbs us. We become skilled at
switching off our emotions. The TV news will move from
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disease-ridden children in Bangladesh to a local celebrity’s hair
style, from a mutilated body to a comic commercial, while we sit
watching, sipping our coffee.

God made us capable of a wide range of feelings, but
television can easily dull those feelings. On the one hand we
are moved to pity, but on the other we are so over-exposed to
what is violent and hideous that we become insensitive. Hell
does not look quite so terrifying, and the urgency to evangelize
correspondingly diminishes.

As Christians we may feel that in such a society we have an
uphill battle in taking the gospel to our fellow citizens. If
television has so dulled our sensitivities, how can people make
those emotional responses that lead to repentance?

Surely, the difficulty is no greater than any other associated
with human sin. As always, the answer lies in the gospel, for the
gospel is still “‘the power of God unto salvation’. What’s more, it
is good news, in contrast to the bad news that is dominant in the
media. But it still needs someone to announce it. After all, how
can people hear without a preacher? (Rom 10:14) And it still
calls for us to respond to its social obligations; for if we see
others in need but close our hearts against them, how can we say
that God’s love dwells in us? (1 John 3:17)

From Tidings (Australia, 1988)



12
An age without standards

For decades people have referred to the age in which they
lived as an age without standards. Few meant the expression
‘without standards’ to be taken literally. Most used it to indicate
the decline, rather than the absence, of moral standards. The
standards had not disappeared entirely; stealing and adultery
were still wrong, even if people were not as easily shocked as in
former times.

Today, however, there is a view that would like us to believe
that the expression is literally true, that there are, in fact, no
standards. All things are relative. There are no objective values
that we can look to as immovable standards of reference.
Everything, we are told, depends on our viewpoint, upbringing,
conditioning or environment.

Moral values

Those who reject traditional values (whom we shall call the
debunkers — people who profess to expose the hypocrisy of
things) have so influenced modern attitudes that ordinary people
have difficulty raising an argument against them. They do not
agree with the new thinking, but neither can they point out its
errors. They welcome the openness with which people face up to
social issues, and are pleased to be rid of certain old-fashioned
attitudes. But they still feel uneasy, for now people seem to have
gone too far.

When people express this uneasiness, the debunkers reply by
asking on what basis do they object. If they reject old-fashioned
styles and attitudes in order to accept others more pleasing to
them, why do they complain when others reject their styles and
attitudes for the same reason? Everything is relative to people’s
personal tastes or opinions. The debunkers assert there are no
fixed standards, and therefore people can throw off restraints and
enjoy complete freedom to express their true self.
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The debunkers have failed to notice, however, that while
they reject the notion of fixed moral values, they themselves are
pursuing a goal that they regard as universally desirable. They
consider, for example, that the freedom to express oneself is a
value that everyone has a right to claim. But they then pursue
this value while ignoring others. They choose a popular modern
value (such as self-expression) when it suits them, but reject a
traditional value (such as chastity) when it does not. They accuse
Christians of being arbitrary in setting up certain values as a
standard, but they themselves have done the same.

Instinct

No doubt the debunkers would reject this accusation. They
might say they are not introducing new values, but merely telling
people to follow instinct. At times it seems that the only instinct
they have in mind is the sexual; and, according to their thinking,
the impulse to do something means you should do it.

But human beings have many instincts and these are some-
times in conflict with each other. We have an instinct to preserve
our own lives, but we also have an instinct to preserve the lives
of those closest to us, such as our children. What happens when
certain circumstances bring these two instincts into conflict (for
example, our house is on fire and we and our children are caught
inside), and we are forced to obey one instinct at the expense of
another (our instinct to save our own lives can only be fulfilled if
we ignore the instinct to save our children’s lives)? On what
basis do we make the decision?

Clearly, there must be some higher standard of reference that
sits in judgment on our instincts. When two parties are in
conflict, there must be a judge to decide the case. Instinct cannot
be the basis on which we make moral judgments. It is one of the
parties to the conflict, not the judge that makes the decision.

Natural law

This higher law that sits in judgment on our instincts we
shall call, for convenience, natural law. This is that universal law
written on the hearts of human beings that cause them to
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recognize certain things as good or bad, heroic or cowardly,
beautiful or ugly, even when no law demands such a response
(Rom 2:14-15). Because of this unwritten law within the human
heart, it is natural to call the butchery of infants shocking, a
rescue in life-threatening circumstances heroic, or a garden of
flowers beautiful.

The debunkers would say that such words as ‘shocking’,
‘heroic’ and ‘beautiful’ are not valid judgments, but merely
indications of our emotional response. Certainly, in the cases just
mentioned some people might, for various reasons, feel no
emotional response, but when we call a thing shocking or heroic
or beautiful, we are not talking about our emotions. We are
talking about characteristics in the object that demand a certain
response, whether we make that response or not. Objective value
exists in its own right, regardless of our emotions. Values are not
relative to our emotional response, but to the fixed standards of
natural law.

In spite of their efforts, the debunkers cannot escape the fact
that, in suggesting certain goals to be preferable to others, they
are unconsciously acknowledging the existence of natural law.
When they call a thing good and its opposite bad, they make a
value judgment based on a fixed standard. As we saw earlier,
they choose freedom of self-expression as a desirable value, even
though they use it at the expense of chastity. But the point to
note here is that they are only able to recognize freedom of self-
expression as a desirable value because of the universal natural
law that God has put within them. The existence of natural law is
what makes moral decisions possible, whether of private citizens
or national governments.

No new values

Those who want to debunk traditional values also want to
create new ones. The debunkers want to become the innovators.
But no one can create a new system of values regardless of
natural law, because natural law is the source of all values.
Outside it there is no ground for making any judgment whatever.
Natural law is not one system among many, but the basis that
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makes all systems possible. We cannot step outside natural law
to invent a new system, because we would then have no point of
reference by which to judge anything. C. S. Lewis, to whom | am
indebted for the general line of this argument, points out that the
human mind is not capable of inventing a new value any more
than it is capable of imagining a new primary colour.

The reason for the perversions of modern society is not that
people have invented new values, but that they have chosen
some and rejected the rest. The debauchery, lawlessness and
violence of modern society show what happens when people
pursue one desirable good at the expense of others. But what
right do people have to accept some values within natural law
and reject others? If they assert that the values they reject have
no authority, neither have those they retain. If what they retain is
valid, so is what they reject. All stand or fall together. And since
they only have to call a thing ‘good’ or ‘bad’ to admit the
existence of natural law as a basis of all value judgments, they
have no alternative but to accept the lot.

The conflict

Christians do not fight this battle on the debunkers’ ground.
They fight it on their own ground, for they accept the entire law
of God. The only ground the debunkers can argue from is the
small portion they have chosen to retain. Christians need not fear
that they are arguing with those who have invented a new set of
values. They are arguing with those who have but a limited and
imperfect grasp of the universal and unchanging principles that
God has placed in the human heart and made clearer through his
written Word. How successful Christians will be in this conflict
will depend on how well they understand God and the Word he
has given them.

From The Witness (England, 1975)
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Conditioning the masses

We saw in the previous article that among the people who
influence modern thinking are those whom we called the
debunkers; that is, people who profess to expose the falseness of
traditional values and the hypocrisy of those who hold them. But
the debunkers also see themselves as innovators; that is, having
rejected some values, they then promote others that they consider
more desirable. We shall now see how the innovators become
the conditioners, people who manipulate the minds of others to
achieve ends that they consider good.

The results of progress

People speak in awe of the progress and achievements of the
human race — the conquest of space, the conquest of nature, the
conquest of human limitations. Closer examination, however,
reveals that this conquest is not by the entire human race but by
certain people within that race, and the results are passed on to
the masses whether the masses like it or not. Each victory won
by ‘the human race’ is, in fact, power gained by a few people
over the rest. In other words, with each advance, the human race
comes increasingly under the control of fewer people. Some
people boast that humankind can now make itself what it
pleases. What this really means is that some people can make the
rest of us what they please.

Through whatever means are available — the mass media,
telecommunications, entertainment, education, advertising — the
innovators become the teachers. They, not the parents, become
the conditioners of the new generation. This is not to say that
progress is wrong or that all new ideas and methods should be
acause for instant alarm. Our concern is not with ideas or
methods, but with values. And if people reject the notion of
natural law, the values they choose or reject will be according to
their own whims and fancies. They acknowledge no fixed moral
standard to which they should refer.
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Subjects of the conditioners

Once people reject the notion that fixed moral values exist,
traditional words such as ‘duty’ and ‘good’ have no meaning.
The innovators decide what is duty and what is good, and now
that they have become the conditioners, they determine how
society should view ‘duty’ and ‘good’.

People today like to think they have freedom, but in reality
they are in bondage to their conditioners. Each new generation is
conditioned by the one that preceded it. But whereas in earlier
times this conditioning took place within the framework of a
universally accepted natural law, now it takes place without any
acknowledgment of natural law. Previously the parents were the
teachers, and the education was based on natural law; but now
others are the teachers, and the education seeks to create an
entirely new set of standards, outside natural law.

The difference between these two kinds of education, or
conditioning, is demonstrated in an illustration from C. S. Lewis.
The old dealt with people as parent birds deal with young birds
when they teach them to fly. The new deals with people as a
poultry farmer deals with young birds when he raises them for
purposes that the birds know nothing about.

Application of natural law

Within the outworking of natural law there will be variations
and developments, but there can be no innovations. For example,
the Ten Commandments taught Israelites not to murder, and
Jesus developed this commandment when he told his followers
not even to be angry (Matt 5:21-22). Jesus’ instruction was a
refinement of the earlier instruction, but both grew out of the
same basic principle, namely, that violence is wrong. No new
ethic can make murder praiseworthy.

Consider another example. People clothe their bodies in the
interests of decency (1 Cor 12:23-24). The clothes of a century
ago may be conservative compared with the clothes of today, but
no new ethic will require people to wear none. As Lewis points
out in another illustration, those whose behaviour is within the
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framework of natural law may be likened to a person who,
because he likes his food fresh, decides to grow his own
vegetables. Those whose behaviour is outside the framework of
natural law may be likened to a person who throws away his
vegetable and eats bricks and centipedes instead.

To accept natural law does not mean that people will become
rigid or legalistic. To believe that certain things are right or
wrong does not mean that people will become self-righteous. On
the contrary, the acceptance of natural law enables people to be
flexible and confident in applying its values. They can uphold
God’s standards and at the same time look for solutions to
problems with love and sympathy.

A working conscience

One obstacle in the way of the conditioners is the conscience
of the average person. They do not want conscience to be the
judge, but seeing they cannot remove it, they decide what sort of
conscience a person should have. They therefore give new
meaning to words. Actions are no longer said to be right or
wrong, but merely “preferences’.

Only natural law provides a common standard of judgment.
God has engraved this law on the hearts of all alike, so that
conscience may help people make right judgments and guide
them in the path that is right. But because of sin, conscience has
been dulled and sensitivity to sin has been lessened.

God, however, has not left us subject to our own moods and
feelings. He has not left us with his law written only on our
hearts, where it can be understood or distorted, applied or
ignored, according to the impulses of our sinful nature. He has
given us an objective revelation of his law, untarnished by sin. In
the climate of present-day thinking, pious feelings that are not
grounded in fact will have little chance of withstanding the
influence of the conditioners. We need a thorough working
knowledge of God’s Word if we are to have confidence that the
values we profess to hold are in fact Christian.

From The Witness (England, 1975)
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What sort of God?

‘I am he who comforts you; who are you that you are afraid
of a mere mortal . . . and have forgotten the Lord your Maker?’
(Isa 51:12-13). Do you catch the rebuke in those words? God
comforts his people, but his comfort is not soft or sentimental. It
asks questions and it makes challenges.

To people who fear their opponents, the comforting words of
God include a question that shows them what God thinks of their
timidity. In fearing mere humans, they insult God. They show
that they have forgotten the sort of person he is. They have not
directed their minds towards the important task of understanding
the character of the God in whom they profess to believe.

A warm feeling in the heart may at times be a comfort, but it
will not last. It is no substitute for that matter-of-fact knowledge
of God that will be a fortress of strength no matter how a person
feels. God’s people become ‘strengthened for all endurance and
patience with joy’ when they ‘increase in the knowledge of him’
(Col 1:10-11).

From Daily Power (Thailand, 1982)

54



15
Family, faith and risks

How do we know where to draw the line in regard to our
personal and property insurance? If we believed and acted upon
all we are told, we would be increasingly wary of doing anything
unless we were properly ‘covered’. At the same time we would
be handing over increasing amounts of cash to keep ourselves
safe. There is no simple answer to many of the questions that
arise in the complex society we live in, other than to remind
ourselves that as Christians we ought to have a different value on
material things and a different estimate of security. Our faith in
God should make us different.

That sounds fine and most of us would probably agree in
principle, but for many Christians faith seems to have vanished
into thin air. They are happy to be saved by faith, but resist the
idea of living by faith. Yet the New Testament repeatedly uses
expressions such as ‘do not be anxious’, ‘we walk by faith, not
by sight’, ‘we look not to the things that are seen, but to the
things that are unseen’ and ‘without faith it is impossible to
please God’.

Tentative parents

One area where this lack of faith shows itself is in parents’
tentative approach to fulfilling the biblical command to bring up
their children in the discipline and instruction of the Lord (Eph
6:4). One hears many arguments for parents’ going softly in this
area, and nearly all of them are based on fear.

Parents are frightened the children will rebel against family
prayers and Bible teaching; or that they will rebel against going
to church; or that they will rebel against moral or social restric-
tions placed on them. The decisions all seem to be based on fear.
Where has faith gone? If God’s Word tells us to do certain
things, we should do them. True, we have no guarantee that all
the children will finish up where we want them, but that is no
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reason to hold back from what we are supposed to do. Obedience
to God is not a trade-off for watertight guarantees we expect of
him. We obey in faith.

From a purely pragmatic point of view, those who give a
proper place to Bible teaching in the home would seem to have
everything to gain and nothing to lose. If children are not taught
the Christian way they are not likely to walk in it anyway, but
proper teaching at least gives them the right start. The tragedy is
that many Christian parents leave it to the church to give the
Christian teaching. But the church is restricted in what it can do
in the limited time available each week, whereas the family has
time available to it every day.

The unspoken message

When parents push children into all sorts of out-of-school
activities — coaching classes for swimming, tuition classes for
maths, exercise classes for ballet — but have no comparable
activity in the home for teaching about God and his Word, they
are giving the unspoken message that God and the Word are not
important. They are giving the same message as non-Christian
homes are giving, namely, that personal satisfaction and achieve-
ment will lead to a fulfilling life.

There is an imbalance in the Christian home when children
are full of information about TV shows, sports people and
entertainers, but are ignorant of the Bible. When children from a
Christian home know all about the Stephen who creates special
effects in movies but nothing about the Stephen who changed the
direction of the early church, something is wrong.

Clash of interests

Children’s complaints that church is boring are usually a
reflection on the lack of biblical teaching in the home. Children
have apparently not grown up in a value system where God is
put first. They have apparently been given the impression that
everything is supposed to be entertaining. And when they are
allowed to stay away from church to swot for exams or compete
in sports, the parents’ lack of faith is passed on to the children.
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The Christian attitude should surely be that where there is a
clash of interests, God comes first, but this is becoming a rarity
in Christian families. It is not that sport, studies or the arts are
wrong in themselves, but they become wrong when they cannot
be given up. If parents are fearful to call on their children to
make sacrifices, they will find it extremely difficult to teach
them Christianity; because Christianity is based on the notion of
sacrifice — not just Christ’s sacrifice for us, but the sacrifice that
our commitment to him must involve.

Be obedient, and trust God

Most parents live with a lot of tension in relation to the
children’s upbringing. They naturally want their children to grow
up to have worthwhile lives, but at the same time they are
apprehensive because of the pressures and attitudes of modern
Western society. They want their children to develop character,
but hesitate to teach that self-denial is part of that development.
Some also feel apprehensive because of what they have been told
about peer pressure — as if no one before the modern era ever
experienced it. Taking a stand against the majority is not easy,
but resisting pressure for the right reasons will do more to
develop character than giving in to it.

There are no insurance policies that can guarantee the sort of
future for our children that we would like. In family relations as
in physical health, there will be cases of people who do right but
suffer, while others do wrong but get through with few apparent
troubles. The future may not be within parents’ control, but the
present certainly is. The risks are unavoidable, and to act in fear
instead of in faith will help nothing. What God requires of us is
obedience now. Our desire ought to be to see our children grow
up with a certain priority in life — to love God, to love his Word,
to love his people and to love the lost. Other things can fit in
around that.

From Alert (Australia, 1995)
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Turn that noise down!

There must be a conspiracy, surely. It cannot be by accident
that we are bombarded with noise every moment of the day.
Someone must be behind it, coordinating the operation. Perhaps
it is Satan, making sure that silence is banished. People must not
be left in quiet, just in case they start to think about some of the
real issues of life.

That dreadful muzak, it’s everywhere — in the waiting room,
on the bus, around the department store, even over the telephone
if you have to wait a few moments for someone. Then there are
the local workmen, on the job early and waking up the neigh-
bourhood - can’t work without the radio. Children get out of bed
and turn on the TV. It does not matter if no one is watching, so
long as the noise is there. Even action replays of football or the
screening of the cricket scoreboard must now be accompanied by
beat music. The box must never be silent.

It seems that people can tolerate just about any sort of noise,
but they cannot tolerate silence. And the more laws governments
make to control noise, the more beepers, whistles, bells, buzzers,
sirens and alarms there are.

People are afraid of silence, afraid of being by themselves.
Try group therapy, group discussion, group anything, but never
allow people to be alone and undisturbed so that they can
actually think. Away with anything that involves contemplation.
Goodbye literature, goodbye art; turn on the telly, turn on the
radio. What people need is torrents of words and blasts of music,
the more discordant the better. The main thing is that it must
distract, so that no one has the chance to reflect on those unseen,
indefinable, spiritual qualities that make human life unique — life
that exists in the image of God.

But people do not want to think that there is anything beyond
their grasp, anything mysterious or immeasurable. If it cannot be
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put on a computer or a TV screen, it cannot be real. Nothing
must be hidden or private; all must be put on the screen and
transmitted into people’s living rooms, where it can be laid bare
before the gaze of all.

It matters not how distasteful, how private or how personal
a matter may be, it must be spread around for public con-
sumption. Information, coverage and exposure are the media’s
concern; contemplation, mystery and hiddenness make them feel
threatened and uncomfortable. They are concerned with what is
emotive, not what is reflective. People’s senses of sight and
hearing must be constantly aroused, lest there be a moment or
two for quiet consideration.

Some people are always learning, while never coming to a
knowledge of the truth. They are flooded with wave after wave
of information, but are no better informed. Yet there are genuine
treasures of wisdom and knowledge, and they are available to all,
but they are hidden from the world of sight and sound. They are
found only through faith, and they are unlocked through the key
that is Jesus Christ (Matt 11:25; 1 Cor 2:7-9; Col 2:2-3). God has
prepared for people something better than eye has seen or ear
heard. If people were to rest their eyes and ears occasionally,
they might be able to think about it, and perhaps find it.

From Treasury (New Zealand, 1987)
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Modernity

Most of us are usually wary of modern words, ‘in” words, or
any other words that convey the impression that the user is ‘in
the know’. “Modernity” may fit into that category.

The word was new to me when | heard Os Guinness use it in
his address “The Impact of Modernization’ given at the Lausanne
Congress on World Evangelization (Manila, 1989). That address
was considered by many participants to be the highlight of the
convention, and it provided the basis of my own studies that
produced this article. Modernity, in the usage of Os Guinness, is
the spirit and structure of the modern world as produced by
industrialized technology, capitalism and telecommunications.

Modernity has brought to our society great opportunities, but
also great challenges. We are thankful for it, but we also feel
threatened by it. It has brought the greatest human advances, but
at the same time has brought the greatest threat to individual
identity and family values. It brings convenience, efficiency and
openness, but it also brings the world into our lives. The church
has benefited from it, but at the same time is blind to it, and so
has been damaged by it. Modernity has opened countries to the
gospel, but has corrupted those that have the gospel.

Words and images; truth and feelings

Changes are constantly occurring in society, but at the time
we are not aware of them. Only as we view conditions over a
period can we see the changes that have occurred; and most of
the changes have been to the detriment of Western Christianity. |
have summarized these as a number of “shifts’.

First, and perhaps most influential, is the shift from words to
images. This has come about mainly through television, but it is
present in all the visual media. It has its effect on all reading,
with the result that the written Word no longer has the place it
should have in the lives of Christians or in the life of the church.

60



Modernity 61

In some churches people are even able to conduct worship,
evangelism and other Christian activities without the Bible.

Along with this shift from words to images goes the shift
from facts to impressions, a shift again brought about largely
through the mass media. People rarely seek the facts or details,
let alone stop to digest them. They are happy not to think about
issues but simply to see something that conveys an impression,
satisfies their curiosity, 