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I stumbled across this little pearl of 

advice years ago in an article for pastors 
about effective speaking, and as the years 
go by, the more I see how true it is. Amer-
ican humorist and writer Finley Peter 
Dunne, I later discovered, first penned the 
phrase around a hundred years ago, except 
he was writing about how newspapers should impact 
society. Since then, the adage has been adopted by vari-
ous politicians, educators, lawyers, economists, advertisers 
and even actors for whatever purposes they were trying to 
achieve.

As Discern enters its third year, I find myself think-
ing about that phrase once more. What are we trying to 
achieve? Our goals are simple, but profound: explain past 
and current events in the light of God’s Word; hold out 
hope for a dying world based on God’s promises; and show 
how you can understand God and change your life. 

We’re not original. We’re merely trying to frame the 
Word of God in our modern context. But, by its nature, that 
requires comforting the afflicted and afflicting the com-
fortable.

The comfort and affliction of truth
When it comes to that, no one can outdo Jesus Christ. 

During His time on earth He was a master at compas-
sionately helping and healing those afflicted by sin, and 
equally masterful at challenging and infuriating those 
comfortable in their sins. And at the heart of every matter 
He addressed lay a simple concept—truth!

It’s a shame the truth has never been popular—it has 
an amazing capacity for both comforting and afflicting. 
The Bible’s story is one of humanity always searching for a 
sense of comfort, but in all the wrong things. Why can’t we 
find peace, justice, equality, mercy, forgiveness, love, hap-
piness, gentleness—solutions to our inability to get along? 
The answers have always been there, in God’s Word. The 
solutions afflict us, though, because they require some-
thing that most people simply don’t want—we don’t want 

anyone, even God, telling us what to do. 
Discern exists to make a compelling 

case that we can find true spiritual and 
mental comfort only if we are obeying 
Him.

The Bible’s story is also one of how we, 
beginning with Adam and Eve, have con-
sistently exchanged the truth of God for a 
variety of lies. Lies about how to live, how 
to get ahead, how to succeed, how to be 
happy, what to believe—even lies about 
God. 

Discern exists to expose those lies, 
because anything short of truth will never create a perma-
nent comfort zone. 

Finding comfort in a boiling world
Strangely, though, the lying promise of comfort is 

exactly the allure of sin. “Try me!” sin’s tempting voice 
smoothly purrs. “I’ll make you happy. I’ll ease your pain. 
I’ll give you what you want. I’ll make you comfortable!” 

Discern exists to warn of the affliction of consequences 
and to reveal the spiritual forces that are really driving 
these destructive temptations.

Dear readers, look around. Every pot on the world’s stove 
is boiling! Can we ignore the growing problems and retreat 
into some artificial comfort zone? Another great biblical 
lesson teaches us that only when our affliction grows so 
strong, only when our discomfort becomes so unbear-
able, only when our sense of inability to solve our problems 
becomes so great, do we humans turn to God for help. 

God’s way of life holds comfort, and His Word promises 
that comfort for the afflicted is coming. We will, upon the 
return of Christ, find rest in Him and His way of life.

Until then, yes, we’ll try to afflict the comfortable and 
comfort the afflicted with the truth of God.

COMFORTING THE AFFLICTED,  
AFFLICTING THE COMFORTABLE

Clyde Kilough
Editor

@CKilough

“You should seek to 
comfort the afflicted and 
afflict the comfortable.” 

CONSIDER
THIS

The answers have always been there, in God’s Word. The solutions afflict us, 
though, because they require something that most people simply don’t want—

we don’t want anyone, even God, telling us what to do. 

https://twitter.com/CKilough
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For more about planning and priorities, see “Christian 
Priorities: Putting God First in 2016,” starting on PAGE 10.

WORLDWATCH For more 
insight on 
work-life 

balance, see 
“The Busyness 

Trap,”  
starting on 
PAGE 13.

“Working mothers with young 
children are the most time-

scarce segment of society,” says 
Geoffrey Godbey, a time-use 

expert at Penn State University 
(The Economist).

37%
Stay fit and 

healthy

32%
Lose weight

28%
Enjoy life to 
the fullest

25%
Spend less, 
save more

19%
Spend more 

time with 
family and 

friends

But far fewer 
actually achieve 
their goals. For 
example, “43% 
of Americans 
say they plan 
to lose weight 

by making 
healthier food 
choices, but 

76% said they 
did not follow 

a weight loss or 
diet program in 

2014.”

NIELSEN

Top 
Resolutions 

in 2015

The percentage of Americans who say they 
think about the meaning and purpose of life at 
least once a week. This includes 59 percent of 
Christians, 53 percent of members of non-Christian 
faiths and 45 percent of religious “nones.”

PEW RESEARCH CENTER

55%

Our cover article shows that there is a real meaning and purpose for human life. That meaning transcends the 
here and now—but absolutely affects the here and now! Read “Why Were You Born?” on PAGE 6.

New Year’s Resolution Statistics

45%

17%

38%

8%

49%
STATISTICBRAIN.COM

Americans who usually make 
New Year’s resolutions

Americans who infrequently 
make New Year’s resolutions

Americans who absolutely never 
make New Year’s resolutions

People who are successful in 
achieving their resolutions

People who have 
infrequent success

“A Harvard Business School survey of 1,000 professionals found that 94% 
worked at least 50 hours a week, and almost half worked more than 65 
hours. Other research shows that the share of college-educated American 
men regularly working more than 50 hours a week rose from 24% in 
1979 to 28% in 2006. According to a recent survey, 60% of those who 
use smartphones are connected to work for 13.5 hours or more a day. 
European labour laws rein in overwork, but in Britain four in ten managers, 
victims of what was once known as ‘the American disease,’ say they put in 
more than 60 hours a week.” 

THE ECONOMIST

The “American Disease” Spreads

How Often Do 
You Think About 
the Meaning of 
Life?

What Do Atheists Think 
Is the Meaning of Life?

Buzzfeed.com asked atheists about 
their view of the meaning of life. 
Here were some of their responses:

• “The pointlessness of life is not 
a thing to be overcome. It’s 
something to be celebrated 
now, because that’s all there is” 
(Susan Blackmore, psychologist).

• “If you’re an atheist and an 
evolutionary biologist, what you 
think is, I’m lucky to have these 
80-odd years: How can I make 
the most of my existence here? 
Being an atheist means coming 
to grips with reality” (Jerry 
Coyne, evolutionary biologist 
and author of Faith vs. Fact: 
Why Science and Religion Are 
Incompatible).

• “Life is a series of experiences, 
and the journey, rather than the 
end game, is what I live for. … I 
am surrounded by friends and 
family, and having a positive 
effect on them makes me 
happy, while giving my kids the 
opportunity, skills, and empathy 
to enjoy their lives gives me an 
immediate sense of purpose 
on a daily basis. I can’t stop the 
inevitable so I’ll just enjoy what 
life I have got, while I’ve got it. 
I won’t, after all, be around to 
regret that it was all for nothing” 
(Simon Coldham).

What do you think is the meaning 
of life?
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“It is impossible to achieve peace without Russia involved-Italian Premier Matteo Renzi. 
See “The Russian Bear Returns to the Middle East,” PAGE 25.

$4 million 
per day

Approximate amount of 
money Russia has spent 

on air strikes in Syria.

“Fifty years ago the 
Leningrad street taught 

me a rule: if a 
fight is inevitable 

you have to 
throw the first 

punch.” 
-Vladimir Putin 

22%

A fifth of Syrians say the 
Islamic State is a good thing.

ORB INTERNATIONAL

15
Number of 
years Putin 
served as 
a foreign 

intelligence 
officer for the 

KGB.

Top Contributors of 
Humanitarian Aid 

to Syria in 2015

1. United States
$1,318,474,576

2. United 
Kingdom
$628,927,543

3. European 
Commission

$488,669,959

4. Germany
$471,519,961

5. Kuwait
$313,496,347

UN OFFICE FOR THE 
COORDINATION OF 

HUMANITARIAN AFFAIRS

Russian Nuclear Power Plant Exports in Asia

IRAN

SAUDI 
ARABIA

INDIA

CHINA

TURKEY
ARMENIA

KAZAKHSTAN

BANGLADESH

MYANMAR

LAOS

VIETNAM

INDONESIA

STRATFOR

Things That Can’t 
Change or We’d All Die
Here are a few of the 100+ 
delicately balanced anthropic 
constants and why they’re 
important:

1. Oxygen levels
Oxygen makes up 21 percent of 
our atmosphere. If oxygen were 
25 percent, spontaneous fires 
would become much, much 
more common. If oxygen were 
15 percent, humanity would 
suffocate.

2. Rotation speed
If the earth rotated more than 
once in 24 hours, atmospheric 
winds would increase to 
devastating speeds. If it rotated 
any slower, the temperature 
difference between night 
and day would become too 
extreme.

3. Gravity
A 0.000000000000000000000
00000000000000001 percent 
change in gravitational force 
would cause our sun to stop 
existing.

4. Galactic expansion
The universe expanded at just 
the right speed. Any slower 
and it would have collapsed on 
itself before any stars formed; 
any faster and the galaxies 
would have been unable to 
form.

5. Jupiter
Our gravity-rich neighbor acts 
as a “cosmic vacuum cleaner,” 
attracting and absorbing blows 
from space debris headed 
toward earth.

All statistics from I Don’t Have 
Enough Faith to Be an Atheist by 
Norman L. Geisler and Frank 
Turek (pp. 98-106).

Learn more evidence of the 
design of the universe in “Does 
God Exist? Proof 2: The Design 
of the Universe” on PAGE 16.

The number of same-
sex marriages that have 
occurred in the United 

States since the Supreme 
Court granted same-

sex couples the right to 
marry in June of 2015.

GALLUP

96,000

Read more about society’s shift away from God in  
“Is God on the Wrong Side of History?” on PAGE 19.

58%

Percentage of Americans 
who supported gay marriage 

after the Supreme Court 
made its landmark decision.

GALLUP

CNBC

JORDAN

At the end of 2013, Russian 
Federation–owned Rosatom’s 
foreign orders for nuclear production 
totaled $74 billion. In September 
2015 Rosatom estimated the value of 
export orders reached $300 billion. 
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Every life has two 
bookends—the day 
we’re born and the 
day we die.

We enter this 
world weak and 
helpless, but each 

of us is born with tremendous 
potential. Our parents likely watched 
us and wondered: What will our 
baby do with his or her life? What 
kind of person will he or she become?

Ironically, we often end our lives 
much like we began—weak and 
helpless. As death nears, we typically 
ponder our past. What did I do with 
my life? What kind of person was I?

And, by the time life ends, 
most of us have brooded over the 
underlying, age-old question: What 
is the ultimate meaning of human 
life?

It ’s a demanding question, 
and many dismiss it as simply 
unanswerable. Those who more 
seriously attempt to explore the 
meaning for life often settle on 
experiences, such as f inding 

a fulf illing personal calling, 
a c c o mp l i s h i n g  s o m e t h i n g 
emotionally satisfying, loving and 
being loved, or maybe just being a 
“good person.” But those stop short of 
anything beyond this life. 

While nothing’s wrong with those 
thoughts, in our moments of deepest 
reflection, especially when facing 
our own mortality, do those answers 
really satisfy? 

Is death truly the final bookend 
of life? Or does a greater purpose for 
human life exist, one that transcends 
this short, physical life? If so, what is 
it?

Those are the biggest questions of 
life. 

Devising our own meaning for 
life

One of the more subtle effects 
of the theory of evolution and the 
philosophy of atheism is that fewer 
and fewer people consider whether 
we were created and designed with 
an ultimate purpose. After all, 
evolutionary theory eliminates, and 
atheistic philosophy rejects, the idea 
that any higher being ordained a 
meaning for our existence! 

If life resulted from a random bolt 
of lightning hitting primordial slime 
and setting off a series of gradual 
mutations from simple to complex 
over time, does it have a purpose? If 
humanity rose to be the globe’s prime 
inhabitant only through natural 
selection based on survival of the 
fittest, can anyone conclude his or 
her life has a transcendent purpose? 
If not, we can find meaning only in 
whatever each of us settles upon as 
significant.

When Buzzfeed.com recently 
polled a number of atheists, many 
said they had indeed devised for 
themselves meaning for their lives. 

They offered a variety of examples, 
such as: 

• Having a positive effect on 
friends and family.

• Being kind, learning, sharing 
knowledge, relieving suffering. 

• Squeezing as much happiness 
and fun out of life as possible.

•  Focusing on the “here and now” 
and practicing the freedom to 
do as we want.

However, many conceded that 
even though they had created their 
own personal meaning, since they 
believe life randomly occurred, then, 
by definition, it has no common, 
overarching purpose, no grand 
master plan. 

But are these ideas of limited, self-
defined human meaning true? Or 
is this world and your life the result 
of a perfect Creator who designed 
and placed us on earth for a reason? 
Is there an answer to the biggest 
question of all—why were you born? 

God answers, Yes! But in order 
to find it, we have to begin … at the 
beginning.

Back to the beginning
John 1:1 reveals: “In the beginning 

was the Word, and the Word was 
with God, and the Word was God.” 
In other words, before anything 
was created, God the Father and the 
Word (who later came to earth as 
Jesus Christ, verse 14) existed.

Through eternity, these two spirit 
beings existed together, unlimited in 
power and perfect in character.

Then God began to create. 
Romans 1:20 tells us that God’s 
“invisible attributes are clearly seen, 
being understood by the things 
that are made, even His eternal 
power and Godhead.” By looking at 
the world around us, we can easily 
deduce that the Father and the Word 

How would you 
answer someone 
asking, “Does my life 
have any meaning, 
any purpose?” Maybe 
you’ve asked that! 
Can we find satisfying 
answers to these 
questions?

By Erik Jones

http://www.buzzfeed.com/tomchivers/when-i-was-a-child-i-spake-as-a-child#.gbjoAxxyK
http://www.buzzfeed.com/tomchivers/when-i-was-a-child-i-spake-as-a-child#.gbjoAxxyK
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are builders! Our human drive to build 
everything from robots to relationships 
simply reflects the nature of God our 
Creator.

The earliest recorded creations 
were angels—beautiful and amazing 
spirit beings made to serve God and 
the humans who would come later 
(Hebrews 1:13-14). But eventually 
one-third of them, following a fellow 
angel called Lucifer in the New King 
James Version of the Bible, rose in an 
ill-fated rebellion against God. By 
rebelling they became known as Satan 
(“Adversary”) and the demons (Isaiah 
14:12-15; Ezekiel 28:12-15; Revelation 
12:4). 

Their revolt, though, did not thwart 
God. He had other plans, greater plans; 
and at some point, He moved to create 
what we now see. 

Humanity: A scaled-down version 
of God Himself

Genesis tells us that on the sixth day 
of creation God formed the first human, 
and within this account lies a huge 
key to unlocking the true meaning of 
human life. God said, “‘Let Us make 
man in Our image, according to Our 
likeness; let them have dominion 
over the fish of the sea, over the birds 
of the air, and over the cattle, over all 
the earth and over every creeping 
thing that creeps on the earth.’ So God 
created man in His own image; in the 
image of God He created him; male 
and female He created them” (Genesis 
1:26-27). 

You have probably heard these 
words, but have you grasped their full 
significance? 

God created humankind in His 
image, in His likeness, with abilities 
that are like His abilities. Most 
important, He gave us elements of His 
mind—higher intelligence, creativity, 
artistic appreciation and emotions. 

He didn’t give such characteristics 
to animals. Instead of choice and 
creativity, they have instinct—and 
that’s a key difference between the 

human kingdom (created after the God 
kind) and the animal kingdom (each 
created after its own kind). 

Being created in God’s image means 
that we have elements of His likeness 
and thinking abilities, just on a much 
smaller and weaker level. We have 
His form, but not His substance. We’re 
mortal, flesh and blood (Genesis 2:7); 
He’s immortal, all-powerful spirit 
(John 4:24). We possess limited intellect 
and creativity, while God is limitless 
(Job 42:2; 1 Corinthians 2:11). 

Is being a scaled-down model our 
purpose?

But God’s creation did not end at 
Eden! After Genesis, we continually 
learn more about His intent, and it’s not 
to create physical beings with some of 
His characteristics. Rather, we are to 
eventually become like Him, sharing 
spirit life on His level of existence! 

The apostle John made this eye-
opening statement: “We shall be like 
Him, for we shall see Him as He is” (1 
John 3:2). Imagine being like God! How 
can this be?

Other verses reveal that before God 
gives us that level of power, we must 
learn to think like Him (Philippians 2:5) 
and to live and act like Him (Matthew 
5:48; 1 John 2:6). 

And it has to be by our choice!
God did not create moral automatons, 

human robots programmed to do what 
is right. Instead, He gave mankind—
beginning with Adam and Eve in the 
Garden of Eden—free moral choice, 
embodied by two trees: the “tree of 
life,” representing moral goodness 
according to God’s standard, and the 
“tree of the knowledge of good and 
evil,” representing humans choosing 
for themselves what is right and wrong. 

They chose to reject God (Genesis 
3:6); and through that choice, the Bible 
tells us, sin (the breaking of God’s law) 
began to infect all humanity (Romans 
5:12; 1 John 3:4). Sin remains the 
obstacle that stands between us and 
God’s purpose for us (Romans 6:23). 

Christianity is all about overcoming 
this barrier to achieving our purpose. It 
starts with repentance and forgiveness 
of our past sins through Jesus Christ’s 
sacrifice, and is followed by baptism 
and receiving the gift of the Holy 
Spirit—God’s Spirit. This allows us 
to begin changing our character. 
Embarking on this path of change—
called conversion—is our part in 
fulfilling God’s purpose for us. 

Before God will give us His 
unlimited power, we must willingly 
surrender ourselves to Him and 
develop His perfect character. That 
means, through a lifelong process, we 
put off our natural ways of thinking—
which tend to resist God (Romans 8:7; 
Colossians 3:8-9)—and “put on the new 
man who is renewed in knowledge 
according to the image of Him who 
created him” (Colossians 3:10). 

In other words, while we’re 
physically created “in His image,” we 
must now be created in His image 
spiritually—developing His moral and 
spiritual character. That’s the highest 
aim for a human in this life—to reshape 
one’s spiritual character in His image, 
imprinting His way of thinking and 
acting into every aspect of our lives. 

The ultimate transformation
Because the next step is rarely 

understood, hundreds of myths have 
arisen that try to explain the purpose 
of life. 

Being created 
in God’s image 
means that we 
have elements 
of His likeness 
and thinking 
abilities.
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God designed the human body to 
eventually die (Ezekiel 18:4; Hebrews 
9:27)—but not forevermore. Jesus 
promised to return to earth and 
perform one of the greatest miracles 
of all time: bringing the dead back to 
life. Christians through the ages have 
drawn inspiration and motivation 
from this hope, being assured that 
by faithfully submitting to God and 
developing His character, they will be 
resurrected and take the last step in 
putting on the image of God. 

In 1 Corinthians 15:42-46 the 
apostle Paul reveals four aspects of this 
transition. We will be:

• Changed from corruption (physi-
cal aging and decay) to incorrup-
tion (nonphysical life).

•  Changed from dishonor (imper-
fection) to glory (perfection).

•  Changed from weakness to power. 
•  Changed from a natural (physical) 

body to a spiritual body. 
In other words, a transition from 

the human level to the God level! We 
do not, and cannot, have these four 
aspects of God’s image now, but verse 
49 makes an astounding statement: “As 
we have borne the image of the man of 
dust, we shall also bear the image of the 
heavenly Man [Christ].” 

What amazing insight! God doesn’t 
merely want angel-like servants—He 
desires a family of children, like Him, 
with whom He will share eternity! A 
family of beings He can build with and 
relate to on an equal plane. But in order 
for God to have a real family, the family 
members have to be perfect, like Him.

It turns out that what God wanted—
to turn physical beings into members 
of His family—would take time, 
enormous sacrifice and the willing 
participation of the created beings. 

Think about it. If He created humans 
perfect, but without free choice, they 
could never truly be on His level. They 
would simply be automatons composed 
of spirit, programmed to be perfect. On 
the other hand, if He created physical 
beings like Himself and then gave them 
free choice, they would have amazing 

potential—yes, potential to rebel and 
become like Satan and the demons, but 
also with potential to choose to become 
like Him. 

So God, from the beginning, 
designed a wonderful and remarkable 
plan to reproduce beings like Himself—
through a process that ensures those 
beings will truly become perfect for 
eternity.

Yes, our incredible, real purpose 
is to be elevated to God’s level as full 
members of His family. He wants “sons 
and daughters” (2 Corinthians 6:18). 
He’s in the process of “bringing many 
sons to glory” (Hebrews 2:10).

Think about what this really means. 
When you have a child, that child is 
like you—he or she shares not just your 
form, but your DNA. 

When we are born into God’s family, 
we will be children of God. We will be 
glorified (elevated) to the same level of 
existence as our Father and our Elder 
Brother, Jesus Christ. God’s purpose 
and design is that you become a 
partaker of “the divine nature” (2 Peter 
1:4)—by analogy, that you share God’s 
divine DNA. That means becoming 
fully spirit, just like God (John 3:6). 

Those who achieve this purpose will 
be given exciting opportunities that 
are beyond full comprehension now. 
But imagine things such as serving as 
“kings and priests” (Revelation 5:10) 
and coming to “inherit all things” 
(Revelation 21:7) in the Kingdom 
of God, in an eternal existence of 
productivity, building and growth! 

This is God’s revelation of why you 
were born, and it’s so much bigger 
than anything any mere human can 
contrive for himself! This can fill 
your life with meaning and purpose. 
And, if you embrace it, it can change 
everything in your life! 

This article only skimmed the 
surface of a huge topic. To learn more 
about why you were born and how that 
answer can change your life, download 
our booklets The Mystery of the 
Kingdom and The Last Enemy: What 
Really Happens After Death? D
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c G
erman writer Johann Wolfgang von Goethe 
grasped the importance of priorities. He said, 
“Things which matter most must never be at the 
mercy of things which matter least.”

Stephen R. Covey in his bestseller The 7 Hab-
its of Highly Effective People put it this way: “As a longtime 
student of this fascinating field [of life and time manage-
ment], I am personally persuaded that the essence of the best 
thinking in the area of time management can be captured 
in a single phrase: Organize and execute around priorities.”

He also wrote: “One of my favorite essays is ‘The Common 
Denominator of Success’ written by E.M. Gray. He spent his 
life searching for the one denominator that all successful 
people share. He found it wasn’t hard work, good luck, or 
astute human relations, though those were all important. 
The one factor that seemed to transcend all the rest … [was] 
putting first things first” (1990, pp. 148-149).

Setting the right priorities is vitally important for success.
And, it turns out, not just for material success.

The Bible sets priorities that lead to eternal life
The Word of God tells us that it is vital to put our priorities 

in the right order and then carefully cultivate each one with 
zeal and enthusiasm. 

Consider three of the most important eternal priorities.

When God gave the 10 Commandments at Mount Sinai, 
He thundered these words: “I am the Lord your God, who 
brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of 
bondage. You shall have no other gods before Me” (Exodus 
20:2-3).

God does not want us to place anything before Him. His 
desire is that we worship Him and Him alone. He must come 
first in our lives.

The Bible tells the story of two sisters, Mary and Martha, 
who were loyal friends of Jesus Christ. When Christ visited 
them, they wanted to serve Him in the way each considered 
was most important. Let’s pick up the story:

“A certain woman named Martha welcomed Him into her 
house. And she had a sister called Mary, who also sat at Jesus’ 
feet and heard His word. But Martha was distracted with 
much serving, and she approached Him and said, ‘Lord, do 
You not care that my sister has left me to serve alone? There-
fore tell her to help me.’ 

“And Jesus answered and said to her, ‘Martha, Martha, 
you are worried and troubled about many things. But one 
thing is needed, and Mary has chosen that good part, which 
will not be taken away from her’” (Luke 10:38-42).

Serving others is highly commended in the Bible, and it 
is certainly not wrong to serve. But in this instance priorities 
were an issue. Listening to Christ’s teachings was even more 
important than food preparation.

How do we demonstrate that we truly love God and want 
to put His teachings first?

The apostle John provides the answer: “For this is the love 
of God, that we keep His commandments. And His com-
mandments are not burdensome” (1 John 5:3). The evidence 
that we love God is our striving to keep His commandments.

“He who says, ‘I know Him,’ and does not keep His com-
mandments, is a liar, and the truth is not in him. But whoever 
keeps His word, truly the love of God is perfected in him” (1 
John 2:4-5, emphasis added).

We have to be honest with ourselves. Are we putting our 
personal relationship with God first, or are we allowing 
other aspects of our lives to come before the worship of the 
true God?

Priorities that are in error
The Bible records an incident in which Peter, James and 

John, who Christ was calling to become His disciples, had 
their priorities right: “So when they had brought their boats 
to land, they forsook all and followed Him” (Luke 5:11). 

On the other hand, the Bible records examples of peo-
ple who had distorted priorities, and who actually rejected 
Christ’s offer to become one of His disciples. Read Luke 9:57-
62. Apparently, physical comfort and prosperity were of 
greater importance to some. For others, taking care of family 
matters was more crucial than supporting Christ in preach-
ing the gospel.

None of their excuses were of themselves wrong. Is 
it wrong to stay with a father until he dies or to devote an 
extended period of time to saying farewell to family mem-
bers? Certainly not! However, Christ was teaching an impor-
tant lesson: God was not first in their priorities. 

Establishing the correct 
priorities in our lives is 
vital for our success as 
Christians. 

By André van Belkum

Priority No. 1

Christian god must  come First
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Frequently it is difficult to choose between the affairs of 
this world and Christ’s teachings. Christ stated: “If anyone 
comes to Me and does not hate [love less by comparison] his 
father and mother, wife and children, brothers and sisters, 
yes, and his own life also, he cannot be My disciple. And 
whoever does not bear his cross and come after Me cannot 
be My disciple” (Luke 14:26-27).

Christ did not mean we should stop caring for each mem-
ber of our family. He was simply teaching that we are to put 
Him first in our lives. Leaving God out of our planning is 
unwise (James 4:13-16).

Remember Christ’s words: “No one, having put his hand 
to the plow, and looking back, is fit for the kingdom of God” 
(Luke 9:62). Once we have set following Christ as our top pri-
ority, there is no going back (Hebrews 10:37-39).

What is godly, righteous character?
A well-known educator in religious matters, Herbert W. 

Armstrong, wrote the following definition of perfect char-
acter: “It is the ability, in a separate entity with free moral 
agency, to come to the knowledge of the right from the 
wrong—the true from the false—and to choose the right, and 
possess the will to enforce self-discipline to do the right and 
resist the wrong” (The Incredible Human Potential, p. 138; 
see more about Mr. Armstrong in our article “The Church: A 
Worldwide Work”).

In his book The Death of Character, James Davison Hunter 
wrote: “Does character really matter? The collective wisdom 
of the ages would say it matters a great deal. In both classical 
and biblical cultures—civilizations that have been so deeply 
formative to our own—people well understood there to be a 
direct association between the character of individuals and 
the well-being of the society as a whole. Individual charac-
ter was essential to decency, order, and justice within public 
life. Without it, hardship was not far off. … Indeed, much of 
the history of the ancient Hebrews can be told as a story of 
blessing for faithfulness to God—abiding by God’s standard 
of holiness—and punishment for abandoning those stan-
dards” (p. 4). 

Mr. Hunter cites Deuteronomy 30:15-19 as support for his 
statements.

Our will or God’s will?
When it comes to important decisions, whose will usually 

takes priority in our lives? Is it our self-will or is it the will of 
God? 

The apostle Paul admonished Christians to “be trans-
formed by the renewing of your mind, that you may prove 
what is that good and acceptable and perfect will of God” 
(Romans 12:2). 

To be led by the will of God is to embody the character of 
God—to become like God.

Christ set the perfect example
Christ taught His followers to pray often that God’s King-

dom be established, and that “Your [the Father’s] will be 
done on earth as it is in heaven” (Matthew 6:10). He said He 
came to earth to accomplish and carry out His Father’s will 
(John 6:38).

Even when faced with a horrifying trial of physical pain 
and mental torment, Christ prayed, “Not My will, but Yours, 
be done” (Luke 22:42).

Overcoming our selfish nature and replacing it with 
God’s character should be uppermost in our minds. As 
Christ taught: “Therefore you shall be perfect, just as your 
Father in heaven is perfect” (Matthew 5:48).

In His Sermon on the Mount, Christ taught some of the 
most meaningful principles of Christian living in the entire 
Bible (Matthew 5-7). One of these is: “But seek first the king-
dom of God and His righteousness, and all these things 
[mentioned in the previous verses] shall be added to you” 
(Matthew 6:33).

This verse not only summarizes the first two priorities—
focusing on God and His righteousness—but it brings to our 
attention the importance of the Kingdom of God.

What is the Kingdom of God?
It is the perfect and just government of God that will be 

established over the earth at the return of Christ, when “the 
kingdoms of this world have become the kingdoms of our 
Lord and of His Christ, and He shall reign forever and ever!” 
(Revelation 11:15).

For more about the Kingdom of God, download our free 
booklet The Mystery of the Kingdom. You will discover sur-
prising information about one of most important subjects in 
the Bible. D

Priority No. 2

Christian develoP godly, righteous character Priority No. 3

Christian seek First the  Kingdom of god

1. God must come first.
2. Develop godly, righteous character.
3. Seek first the Kingdom of God.
As a start, we encourage you to check out these 

related articles:
• “Seek Ye First the Kingdom of God.”
• “Choose Life! Your Most Important Decision.”
• “Christian Time Management.”
• “Decision Making: Seven Steps for Making Good, 

Christian Choices.”
• “First Commandment: You Shall Have No Other 

Gods.”

DON’T FORGET THESE PRIORITIES

http://lifehopeandtruth.com/change/the-church/the-church-a-worldwide-work/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/change/the-church/the-church-a-worldwide-work/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/offers/the-kingdom-of-god/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/prophecy/kingdom-of-god/seek-ye-first-the-kingdom-of-god/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/life/christian-living/choose-life/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/life/christian-living/christian-time-management/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/life/christian-living/decision-making/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/life/christian-living/decision-making/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/bible/10-commandments/god-first-first-commandment/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/bible/10-commandments/god-first-first-commandment/
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Life

the Busyness trap
Are you frazzled by nonstop activities and never-
ending pressures? Why is everyone so busy today, 

and what can we do to reorient our lives?

By Becky Sweat
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“I have way too much on my 
plate right now!” “There aren’t 
enough hours in the day!” We’ve 
all heard these kinds of comments. 
We’ve all said them. Busyness, it 
seems, has become an endemic 
problem in our modern, fast-paced 
Western world. 

We’ve got career ladders to 
climb, businesses to keep afloat, 
children to raise, classes to attend, 
appointments to keep, emails to 
answer, meetings to go to, errands 
to run, housework to do, and on 
and on. We’re swamped. We’re 
pressed for time. We frantically 
rush from one activity to another. 
There are so many things that need 
and take our attention, we don’t 
even stop to think about what our 
overloaded lifestyles are doing to 
us.

Being busy simply means hav-
ing a great deal to do. Defined that 
way, busyness is not a totally new 
phenomenon. There have always 
been those who had a lot of work 
to do. 

But today, as a society, we’ve 
taken busy to an entirely new level. 
We’re not just industrious; we’re 
insanely busy. It’s not only certain 
segments of society that are work-
ing more, but nearly everyone is. 
We’re not just putting in long work 
days; we constantly have multiple, 
even conflicting, demands on our 
time. Our schedules are chaotic. 
We feel pulled in too many direc-
tions and can’t help but feel fren-
zied, harried and stressed.

How we got to be so busy
Considering all of our mod-

ern conveniences, it’s ironic that 

we lead such hectic lives. But it’s 
because technology has allowed us 
to do our work faster and more effi-
ciently that additional demands 
have been thrust upon us. 

“Nowadays we’re expected to 
accomplish much more with our 
time,” says David Levy, Ph.D., pro-
fessor at the School of Information 
at the University of Washington. In 
an attempt to get extra work done, 
we “multitask, always trying to do 
two or three things at the same 
time. So we may eat our fast-food 
lunch and conduct business calls 
while we’re driving or checking 
our email. Rarely do we focus our 
attention on just one task any-
more.” 

A big negative to all this mul-
titasking, he adds, is that it is far 
more intellectually draining than 
single tasking. 

There are other factors at play as 
well. Mobile devices allow employ-
ees to be reached anywhere, any-
time. “We can’t get away from work 
anymore,” says Gabe Ignatow, 
Ph.D., a sociologist at the University 
of North Texas who studies social 
change. “Even when we’re relaxing 
on the weekends, we’re often bom-
barded with emails, text messages 
and calls from the office.” 

Other digital distractions—
namely, social media—can make 
us feel even more inundated. 
“Many people feel like they have to 
keep up with the endless stream of 
Facebook, Twitter and other social 
media posts, so that consumes 
even more of our time,” Dr. Igna-
tow adds.

In terms of work, there’s the 
trend, particularly for managers 

and professionals, of staying late 
at the office and going in on week-
ends to get more done. 

“Nowadays there’s this pressure 
that if we don’t work 50 to 60 hours 
a week, we’ll get laid off if our 
company is downsized,” observes 
Susan Mackey, Ph.D., a psycholo-
gist with the Family Institute at 
Northwestern University. 

In households with children, 
both parents are often employed 
outside the home. According to the 
U.S. Bureau for Labor Statistics, 
more than 70 percent of mothers 
with kids under 18 are in the labor 
force, meaning they either have a 
job or are looking for one. By con-
trast, in 1960 only 20 percent of 
mothers worked outside the home. 

With Mom employed, both par-
ents have become busier. “Families 
are really overworked nowadays in 
the sense that they’ve turned the 
woman’s contribution from an at-
home contribution to a money con-
tribution, but the work at home still 
needs to be done,” states University 
of Chicago sociologist Linda Waite, 
Ph.D. Today’s mothers and fathers 
have to divvy up the work of stay-
at-home mom between them and 
do that on top of their regular, paid 
jobs, she says. 

When housework and child-
care hours are added to time spent 
on jobs and commutes, Dr. Waite 
estimates many American fathers 
and mothers are each working 
70-plus hours a week.

Further upping the ante, kids’ 
schedules have gotten busier. 
“Most middle-class parents have 
their children involved in all 
kinds of extracurricular activi-

“I’m sooo busy!”
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ties,” Dr. Mackey says. “On weeknights 
and weekends, parents are often busy 
shuffling their kids’ games and prac-
tices. But that’s also when they need to 
be catching up on errands, housework 
and other chores.” 

Not surprisingly, there’s very little 
time left for just relaxing and enjoying 
each other’s company.

The casualties
Obviously, we need to work so we 

can pay our bills. Being reasonably 
busy can be healthy and satisfying. 
The problem is when we overdo it. If 
we spread ourselves too thin, we don’t 
get the rest we need, and our bodies 
aren’t able to refresh and recharge. We 
become stressed, uptight, irritable and 
worn-out. Being under constant stress 
puts us at increased risk for numerous 
health problems, including headaches, 
depression, sleep disorders, heart dis-
ease and digestive problems.

Our relationships also suffer. Hav-
ing an overloaded schedule usually 
means there is little time and energy 
left for our families. Studies have 
shown that two-earner couples typi-
cally have less “focused time” together 
than households where only one 
spouse has a full-time job. When fam-
ily members are together, it’s often 
when they’re racing out the door to go 
to soccer meets or appointments, or 
they’re at home watching TV together 
in silence—none of which serves to 
build family connections.

Friendships can be even harder to 
build and maintain. There might be 
time for quick catch-up chats with oth-
ers after church or late-night Facebook 
messages, but not for uninterrupted, 
in-depth, sometimes heart-to-heart 
conversations. Yet these are the kinds 
of interactions that bond people (par-
ticularly women) together. 

The most sobering possibility is that 
we neglect our relationship with God. 
To be close to Him requires the same 
things that are necessary in our rela-
tionships with other people: focused 
time and attention. This is accom-
plished through prayer, Bible study, 
fasting and reflection. 

When we’re super busy, we may be 
tempted to let these things slide. But 
“when we’re not engaging in these 
essentials, we don’t grow spiritually,” 
says Andy Burnett, a minister with the 
Church of God, a Worldwide Associa-
tion. “When we’re over-busy, we often 
cut back on sleep. So, even when we do 
make time for prayer, Bible study and 
reflection, we tend to fall asleep while 
attempting to do so.”

Finding a balance
Having a packed schedule in the 

21st century may seem like a given. 
Still, we can and must slow down. 

Start by taking an honest assess-
ment of how you use your time. Mr. 
Burnett suggests couples sit down 
together and evaluate their schedules. 
Ask: Do we really need to work this 
much to survive? Can we cut down 
work hours so we’re not so busy? Are 
we prioritizing what is most impor-
tant? Are there areas in our lives that 
are swallowing up large amounts of 
time that are really lower priorities?

Matthew 6:33 clearly states what our 
first priority should be: “Seek first the 
kingdom of God and His righteousness, 
and all these things shall be added to 
you.” When we put God first, spend-
ing time with Him in daily prayer 
and Bible study, the other aspects of 
our lives fall into place. We’ll be more 
focused on what’s really important in 
life. 

After our relationship with God, 
other top priorities are our marriages 
and families—including our church 
family.

“We make time for what we value 
most,” Mr. Burnett says. “If we truly 
value contact with God through prayer, 
study, reflection and occasional fast-
ing, then we will make time for these 
things in our lives. If we truly value 
contact with family and fellow believ-
ers (fellowship), our spending time 
with them demonstrates such.” 

While many in society value busy-
ness, productivity and climbing the 
career ladder above all else, Chris-
tians cannot put these things above 
our relationships. Taking time out for 

a heartfelt conversation with a family 
member, having a leisurely visit with 
a lonely widow or going out for a long 
lunch with a friend who needs encour-
agement all have eternal value. God 
does not want us to be so busy that we 
do not have time to reach out to others. 

God provides time for rest. 
Today, downtime is often seen as 
unproductive. But resting isn’t 
necessarily unproductive downtime. 
When we understand the implication 
of the Sabbath commandment, we see 
that God actually blesses us with a full 
day each week designed to keep our 
lives in balance by maintaining our 
focus on the most important priorities. 

And even during the week it’s help-
ful to set aside time when nothing is 
planned, to relax, unwind or ponder. 
We function much better when we 
have elbow room built into our sched-
ules. 

Jesus Himself provides a model for 
rest. During His earthly ministry, He 
occasionally escaped the busyness 
of the crowds to renew His strength. 
He encouraged the disciples to do the 
same, inviting them to “rest a while” 
after returning from a long journey 
(Mark 6:31). 

Also important is to cut back on 
activities that are unnecessary or time-
wasters. We don’t have to say “yes” to 
every invitation, request or oppor-
tunity that comes our way—even if 
they’re constructive endeavors. 

Television, video games and social 
media are obvious offenders. Mr. Bur-
nett suggests families take a daily 
break from technology. “Our elec-
tronic devices serve as constant dis-
tractions, preventing us from engaging 
in conversations with those directly in 
front of us, conversations with God in 
prayer and study, and prolonged deep 
thought,” he says.

We must know where to draw the 
line and be willing to say “enough is 
enough.” That means going against the 
tide of this 21st-century, supersonic 
lifestyle. It’s the only way to beat the 
busyness trap, and it’s what we abso-
lutely must do if we’re going to truly 
put God first in our lives. D

http://lifehopeandtruth.com/offers/the-sabbath/
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The more we discover about our 
universe, the more we see the hand 
of design rather than randomness. 

And design implies a Designer.

Proof 2:  
Design of the Universe

By Rick Avent
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of good design? Is it a complex, intricate and superbly 
functioning design with an obvious Designer? Or is it just an 
accident of nature? 

God challenges us to look to the creation for proof of His 
existence: “For since the creation of the world His invisible 
attributes are clearly seen, being understood by the things that 
are made, even His eternal power and Godhead, so that they 
are without excuse” (Romans 1:20).

In the previous article on the proofs of God, we examined 
the scientific evidence pointing to the universe having a 
beginning and being created from nothing. Science provides 
no answer as to how this could have happened. The Bible gives 
the obvious answer—a miracle of God. 

A second proof of God is the incredibly intricate and 
complex design of everything around us. Let’s look at some of 
that evidence.

Does the cosmos show the elements of design?
The laws of nature are extremely fine-tuned to support life. 

Without this precise and delicate balance, life would not exist. 
Scientists have identified over 100 of these fine-tuned 

characteristics of our universe, which are often referred to as 
anthropic constants. This amazing combination of anthropic 
constants offers evidence of design, and design requires a 
Designer. As the Bible says, “The heavens declare the glory of 
God; and the firmament shows His handiwork” (Psalm 19:1).

Here are just a few of these anthropic constants (for more 
details, see the Life, Hope & Truth article “Intelligent Design: 
Can Science Answer the Question, Does God Exist?”):

• The four known forces of nature (gravity, electromagnetic 
forces, the strong force that binds particles in the atomic 
nuclei, and the weak force mechanisms that are respon-
sible for radioactive decay) must be incredibly balanced 
with each other, or most essential elements would be 
unstable and life could not be sustained.

• The size of the earth, its nearly circular orbit, its axis tilt, 
its 24-hour revolution, and the relative size and distance 
between the earth and moon must be precise for life to 
exist.

• The oxygen/nitrogen levels of the atmosphere and the 
protective ozone surrounding the earth must be within a 
specific range for life to exist.

• The earth’s distance from the sun must be in the so-called 
Goldilocks zone: not too far and not too close, but just 
right to maintain temperatures to support life.

Taking all the anthropic constants together, the great 
weight of evidence strongly suggests design. The function of 
this design was to provide an environment for life to flourish. 
Safety is provided through the protective atmosphere and the 
effects of many of the constants. Efficiency is evident from the 
many interactions that are perfectly adjusted.

e humans are designers by 
nature, and we have never been 
better at it. From the minuscule 
microprocessor to the massive, 
record-breaking skyscraper, it 
seems there is nothing we can’t 
do.

What is the source of this proclivity? The Bible 
directs us to God. “So God created man in His own 
image; in the image of God He created him; male and 
female He created them” (Genesis 1:27).

When we look at the natural world around us, 
we see design everywhere. Did it all just happen? Or 
is God the master Designer? Indeed, the ability to 
design is not just a godly trait passed on to us but a 
proof of the very existence of God.

Three basic aspects of design
I am a designer. My field of design is structural 

engineering. I have designed buildings and bridges, 
but I spent most of my career teaching structural 
design. 

As I teach my students, there are at least three 
basic aspects of design: functionality, safety and 
efficiency. Functionality refers to the need to fulfill 
a specific purpose. A bunch of scattered rocks 
suggests randomness rather than function. When 
those rocks are cut into blocks and assembled into a 
huge symmetrical pyramid as a burial ground and 
monument to a pharaoh, we see function. 

But good design also requires an element of 
safety. For structures, failure is not an option; and 
the safety of the design is paramount. Sadly, even 
with our modern technology, there are occasional 
catastrophic failures. 

In addition, designs should be efficient. More often 
than not, efficiency is evaluated by cost. However, 
it may include such things as ease of use, long-term 
viability or environmental considerations.

So, what about this universe? Is it just a bunch 
of rocks? Or does it exhibit the three basic elements 
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Does life itself indicate a Designer?
Many structural designs have critical elements that 

cannot fail without the entire structure collapsing. These are 
referred to as nonredundant designs. For example, the cause 
of the 2007 catastrophic collapse of the I-35W bridge in 
Minneapolis, Minnesota, has been traced to a failed gusset 
plate. Structures of this type cannot function without each 
critical element in place. 

In the various mechanisms of life, we also find many 
nonredundant systems. Take away one piece, and the 
mechanism will not function. How is this a problem? The 
theory of evolution proposes that all the mechanisms of life 
developed gradually, piece by piece. Yet in a nonredundant 
system, the mechanism will not function until all pieces are 
in place. If the system is critical to survival, the life-form will 
die before the mechanism can evolve.

Such mechanisms are referred to as being irreducibly 
complex. Let’s look at several examples, beginning with 
what’s often called the simple cell—a misnomer because all 
cells are complex, from single-cell organisms to human cells. 

The cell membrane is necessary to protect the internal 
workings of the cell. Yet the membrane needs conduits to 
bring necessary molecules in and out. Both the conduits 
and the protective membrane had to be present from the 
beginning. They are nonredundant components of the cell. 
The cell cannot live without both. 

The membrane is a complex structure that meets all the 
requirements of good design: it’s functional, has a great 
record of safety and is very efficient. Can there be such a 
design without a Designer?

DNA shouts design
There is no aspect of the living cell that shouts design more 

than DNA. Only a brief description can be given here, but 
see “DNA: God’s Information Code” on LifeHopeandTruth.
com for a more detailed description. 

The DNA molecule within a cell contains the information 
to both sustain life and pass it on to the next generation. 
This double helix structure contains the code to make over 
100,000 tiny protein machines, and they are essential to 
carrying out the functions of life. 

The DNA molecule contains a vast amount of information 
using a language that consists of three-letter words (referred 
to as codons) formed using a four-letter alphabet of 
molecules. This code in the human cell is 3 billion letters 
long! Every time a cell divides, the DNA reproduces itself 
with astounding accuracy. The process even includes a 
proofreading function.

If this isn’t enough, in recent years a genetic code control 
system, the epigenome, has been discovered that exerts 
additional control over DNA functions. For example, it is 

now believed that the epigenome orchestrates cell division 
and cell specialization during development in the womb. 

It is unfathomably unlikely to the point of being 
impossible that the complex DNA molecule and epigenome 
could have developed in a piecemeal fashion. Also, if any 
of the vital parts of the genetic code weren’t functioning, 
the cell could not survive. From a design viewpoint, DNA 
is incredibly functional and exists in all living cells, from 
single-cell organisms to humans. It is extremely safe, 
in that mistakes very rarely happen. DNA’s efficiency is 
almost beyond belief. It is estimated that DNA the size of 
a pinhead contains as much information as 25 trillion 
paperback books. Yet the complete replication of the human 
chromosome in a cell takes about an hour. 

These and many other nonredundant mechanisms, such 
as the ear and eye, constitute a proof of God. “The hearing 
ear and the seeing eye, the LORD has made both of them” 
(Proverbs 20:12). 

The evidence is clear. Truly, the Creator God is the master 
Designer.

  The grand design plan
Why do very intelligent people fail to see the hand of this 

master Designer in both the cosmos and life? Perhaps the 
complexity of life still seems random because they are not 
aware of a larger plan for the creation or where they fit into it.

For some, it may be a case of not being able to see the 
forest for the trees. Perhaps because they are so focused on 
specifics, they miss an element of good design that we have 
not yet covered: Individual components should fit into a 
grand design plan. God’s overarching design is so vast and 
transcendent that only those attuned to Him have been able 
to discern it.

Consider an example that shows the importance of this 
design principle. I live in a state that once built a bridge 
across the Mississippi River that ended in a swamp. It was 
first called the “bridge to nowhere,” but it was eventually 
connected to the highway system.

Just as a newly designed bridge should fit into the over-
all transportation system, so also the designed elements of 
the cosmos and life fit into a greater plan. God reveals His 
master plan in the words of the Bible. He is in the process of 
designing a spiritual family—His family. Jesus Christ, as the 
Son of God, is the “firstfruits” of this family (1 Corinthians 
15:23). The Bible tells us we also will have the opportunity to 
be redesigned—not as flesh and blood, but with an eternal, 
spiritual body—to be brothers and sisters of Christ with God 
as our Father (verses 50-53; 1 John 3:1-2). Learn more in our 
Life, Hope & Truth article “Children of God.”

God’s master plan is not finished. His greatest design is 
yet to unfold! D

The evidence is clear. Truly, the Creator God is the  
master Designer.

http://lifehopeandtruth.com/god/is-there-a-god/intelligent-design/irreducible-complexity/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/god/is-there-a-god/intelligent-design/irreducible-complexity/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/life/what-is-the-meaning-of-life/children-of-god/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/life/what-is-the-meaning-of-life/children-of-god/
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OF HISTORY?

Believing that God’s views are outdated, 
citizens of Western nations are making 

sweeping changes to long-held traditions and 
standards found in the Bible. How did this 

cultural clash begin? How will it end? 

By David Treybig

P
eople these days have different per-
spectives than God on a wide range of 
issues. Consider one of the most basic 
of all activities—human sexuality. 
God’s instructions were really quite 
simple. He created marriage to be a 
covenant between one man and one 

woman, and He sanctioned sexual relations only within 
marriage (Genesis 2:24). 

Like all His laws, He gave these for our good (Deu-
teronomy 10:13). His laws are beneficial—in fact, they 
are the only way that really works! For a more thorough 
explanation of our Creator’s teaching on sexuality, see 
the articles “What Is Marriage?” and “Questions About 
Sex Answered by the Bible.”

Questioning God’s standards
It didn’t take long before the standards God gave were 

challenged. People have always done as they pleased. 
Supposed justification for determining one’s own val-
ues regarding sexuality can be found in a number of 
seemingly innocent questions. What’s wrong with hav-

ing sexual activity prior to marriage if two people love 
each other? Isn’t premarital sex harmless, especially if 
people take precautions against sexual diseases and use 
contraception if they don’t want a child? What’s wrong 
with enjoying life?

As for who can marry, many Western nations have 
approved same-sex marriage. After all, many reason, 
shouldn’t people be free to marry the person they love? 
In the end, shouldn’t love win?

People today assume that the answers to all these 
seemingly innocent questions are clear and there is 
nothing wrong with abandoning God’s laws. But is this 
true, or is it just shortsightedly overlooking the real con-
sequences?

Justifications
Those who believe premarital sex and same-sex mar-

riage are acceptable offer a number of explanations to 
justify these changes from God’s original instructions. 

Some mistakenly assume that the concept of God 
was created by man instead of recognizing that God 
created man. Those accepting this faulty perspec-
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tive believe we’re free to determine 
our own standards of conduct apart 
from what they view as the supersti-
tious, weak-minded and unnecessar-
ily confined ways of living imposed by 
an imaginary God. In these people’s 
minds, changes from biblical stan-
dards are liberating and represent an 
advance for mankind. 

Even many who believe that God 
exists find other ways to justify mod-
ern changes to what is considered 
right and wrong. Some of these peo-
ple believe God originally gave sim-
plistic laws for simplistic people who 
were incapable of higher reasoning. 
According to this misguided view, God 
intended us to develop and shed out-
dated values as we progressed. 

Taking this thinking to its logi-
cal conclusion, some believe God is 
pleased with the changes in morality 
now championed by the majority of cit-
izens in Western nations. 

But can this really be the case? See 
what the Bible says in our articles “Liv-
ing Together Before Marriage” and 
“God’s Problem With Same-Sex Mar-
riage.”

Does God change? Has He switched 
His position on what is good and what 
is harmful in human sexuality? Does 

He now approve of what He originally 
told us not to do? 

If not, is He on the wrong side of his-
tory? How did the majority of citizens 
in Western nations come to hold alter-
native values to those taught by God?

Two ways of thinking
Most of us are familiar with the bib-

lical account of Adam and Eve partak-
ing of the forbidden fruit in the Gar-
den of Eden (Genesis 3). This incident, 
which is commonly referred to as origi-
nal sin for mankind or the fall of man, 
was a seminal event in the relationship 
between God and mankind. While 
each person reaps the rewards or con-
sequences for his or her actions (Eze-
kiel 18:20), Adam and Eve’s sin set a 
precedent that humanity has followed 
ever since. As the Bible states, “All have 
sinned” (Romans 3:23). 

Focus for a moment on the think-
ing that led Eve astray. As part of his 
deceptive pitch, the serpent, who was 
Satan the deceiver (Revelation 12:9), 
appealed to her ability to reason and 
make decisions for herself apart from 
God (Genesis 3:4-5). 

“So when the woman saw that the 
tree was good for food, that it was pleas-
ant to the eyes, and a tree desirable to 

make one wise, she took of its fruit and 
ate. She also gave to her husband with 
her, and he ate” (verse 6). As a result, 
Adam and Eve were driven out of the 
Garden and lost access to the tree of life 
(verse 24). 

As marvelous as the human mind 
is—after all, being created in the image 
of God (Genesis 1:27) includes being 
given a mind far superior to any ani-
mal—God intended for us to use this 
ability in harmony with His instruc-
tions. The Bible teaches that the human 
mind, often referred to as the heart in 
the Bible, “is deceitful above all things” 
(Jeremiah 17:9) and that “there is a way 
that seems right to a man, but its end 
is the way of death” (Proverbs 14:12; 
16:25). 

Sadly, instead of obeying God, Eve 
succumbed to the serpent’s deceptive 
message to trust her own shortsighted 
thinking and feelings instead of trust-
ing God’s eternal perspective. Mankind 
in general has continually repeated 
Eve’s tragic mistake. 

Describing those who followed this 
terribly mistaken way of thinking, Paul 
wrote: “Although they knew God, they 
did not glorify Him as God, nor were 
thankful, but became futile in their 
thoughts, and their foolish hearts were 

Sadly, instead of obeying God, Eve succumbed to the serpent’s 
deceptive message to trust her own shortsighted thinking 
and feelings instead of trusting God’s eternal perspective. 
Mankind in general has continually repeated Eve’s tragic 
mistake. 

https://lifehopeandtruth.com/relationships/marriage/living-together-before-marriage/
https://lifehopeandtruth.com/relationships/marriage/living-together-before-marriage/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/change/blog/gods-problem-with-same-sex-marriage/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/change/blog/gods-problem-with-same-sex-marriage/
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Though many mistaken theories 
and philosophies have been 
suggested to counter the truths of 
God, the one offered by Charles 
Darwin to explain the existence of 
man without a Creator has been one 
of the most ardently championed in 
spite of its flagrant flaws. To believe 
in Darwinian evolution, one must 
accept:

• That something (in fact, 
everything—the universe) 
spontaneously came from 
nothing.

• That random chemicals 
somehow combined to 
become the incredibly 
complex and beautifully 
designed thing we call life.

• That irreducibly complex 
organs and functions that 
have no survival value unless 
they are complete somehow 
evolved incrementally over 
millennia of time. (Random 
mutations—which are 
overwhelmingly dangerous 
to survival—and survival of 
the fittest can’t explain such 
amazing developments as the 
eye, for example.)

See the “Does God Exist?” 
continuing series in this issue of 
Discern and the many articles in the 
“Is There a God?” section of the Life, 
Hope & Truth website for additional 
explanation.

DARWIN’S 
DECEPTION

darkened. Professing to be wise, they 
became fools. … who exchanged the 
truth of God for the lie, and worshiped 
and served the creature rather than the 
Creator” (Romans 1:21-22, 25).

Worshipping the mind
The mental process of disconnect-

ing from God and turning to total reli-
ance on one’s own reasoning has been 
described as a heady, enlightening, lib-
erating journey by individuals who have 
traveled this sadly mistaken path. The 
late Annie Besant (1847-1933), a promi-
nent British author and women’s rights 
activist, documented her journey from 
the Church of England to her break with 
Christianity in a collection of essays 
titled My Path to Atheism.

Beginning with what she believed 
were discrepancies and contradictions 
within the Bible, she described in her 
preface how she then began critically 
studying the teachings of Christianity. As 
she became more dubious of Christianity 
and considered other religions, she came 
to believe that “inspiration belonged to 
all people alike, and there could be no 
necessity of atonement. … Thus, step by 
step, I renounced the dogmas of Chris-
tianity. … 

“From Christianity into simple The-
ism I had found my way; step by step the 
Theism melted into Atheism; prayer was 
gradually discontinued, as utterly at vari-
ance with any dignified idea of God, and 
as in contradiction to all the results of sci-
entific investigation. I had taken a keen 
interest in the later scientific discover-
ies, and Darwin had done much towards 
freeing me from my old bonds” (p. vii).

Similar paths
Besant’s self-described path from God 

mirrors the one taken by Adam and Eve 
in the Garden of Eden. Satan told Eve 
that her eyes would be opened so that 
she, just like God, would be able to dis-
tinguish good and evil for herself (Gen-
esis 3:5). Accepting this faulty premise, 
Eve used what would later be considered 
principles of scientific investigation to 

reach the deadly hypothesis that the for-
bidden fruit was good to eat (verse 6). But 
time would show that she was wrong—
God was right. She died.

Once people begin trusting their own 
thinking apart from God, they soon 
begin looking for others who share their 
mistaken view. People like Charles Dar-
win, who theorized about the evolution 
of man without a divine Creator; Karl 
Marx, who championed atheism and 
the failed economics of communism; 
and Sigmund Freud, who postulated 
that sexuality is the driving force behind 
much of human activity, were hailed 
as great thinkers whose ideas must be 
accepted. 

Though these well-known men are 
deceased, their misguided, antiscrip-
tural theories continue to negatively 
shape our world today.

Who is on the right side of 
history?

As for who is on the right side of his-
tory, the judgment has already been 
given. The Bible explains that God 
doesn’t change (Malachi 3:6; Hebrews 
13:8) and that everyone will stand “before 
the judgment seat of Christ” (Romans 
14:10; 2 Corinthians 5:10). 

Amazingly, those who have been 
blinded and deceived by Satan—those 
who have never had a full and fair 
opportunity to understand God’s way 
of life—will be given this opportunity 
in the future. To learn more about God’s 
merciful plan of salvation for mankind, 
see the articles in the “Plan of Salvation” 
section of the Life, Hope & Truth web-
site. 

Through the prophet Isaiah, God says, 
“I am God … and there is no one who can 
deliver out of My hand; I work, and who 
will reverse it?” (Isaiah 43:12-13). 

For the moment it may appear that 
God is on the wrong side of history. But 
when Christ returns and the Kingdom 
of God is established here on earth, the 
benefits of God’s way will make it obvi-
ous who is on the right side. Which side 
will we be on? D
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Bible

Eighty-five is not generally a good 
age to begin fighting giants. Most 
people would consider it reckless, 
foolish and ill-advised.

Caleb, however, was not most 
people.

At 85, Caleb was spry and determined and ready 
to do the impossible. He had wandered through 
the wilderness for 40 years, motivated by a prom-
ise from God—and now, at long last, the time had 
come to claim it.

But we’re getting ahead of the story.
Forty-five years earlier, the fledgling nation of 

Israel had gathered at the border of the Promised 
Land. God had freed them from the hand of their 
oppressive taskmasters in Egypt through wave 
after wave of earth-shaking, perspective-shatter-
ing plagues, each designed to showcase the omnip-
otence of the unrivaled and limitless God of the 
universe. 

As the Israelites had journeyed toward Canaan, 

God proved Himself again and again by perform-
ing the impossible—bringing water out of rocks, 
bread out of heaven and quail out of the sky. God 
protected and provided for His people every step of 
the way, and now here they were, at the very border 
of the land He had promised to give them.

Enter Caleb. He and 11 other men were selected 
to enter the Promised Land as spies, surveying the 
land and bringing back news of its inhabitants. 
Upon their return, all 12 men agreed that the land 
“truly flows with milk and honey” (Numbers 13:27), 
but they couldn’t agree on what to do about it. 

They had found more than milk and honey in 
Canaan—they had found a land filled with strong 
people, fortified cities and, worst of all, “the descen-
dants of Anak” (Numbers 13:28).

Refusing the Promised Land
Giants. The descendants of Anak were giants. 

Israel fell to pieces. Clearly—clearly—the God who 
had shattered the might of Egypt and miraculously 

The
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sustained them through a barren wilderness had done so 
only to kill them all with giants.

Only two of the spies, Caleb and Joshua, made a case for 
entering the land. After quieting the people, Caleb insisted, 
“Let us go up at once and take possession, for we are well able 
to overcome it” (Numbers 13:30).

The other 10 spies only added to the hysteria. “We are not 
able to go up against the people, for they are stronger than 
we,” they said. “We were like grasshoppers in our own sight, 
and so we were in their sight” (Numbers 13:31, 33).

When the people of Israel started talking about turning 
around and returning as slaves to Egypt, Caleb and Joshua 
pleaded with their fellow countrymen. “Do not rebel against 
the Lord, nor fear the people of the land, for they are our 
bread; their protection has departed from them, and the 
Lord is with us. Do not fear them” (Numbers 14:9).

Israel responded by crying out for Joshua and Caleb to be 
executed on the spot.

It never happened, of course. There’s a lot more to the 
story, but the short version is this: God refused to let Israel 
enter Canaan. As punishment for their faithlessness, Israel 

was sentenced to 40 years of wandering. The current genera-
tion would live and die in the wilderness, with Joshua and 
Caleb as the only exceptions. 

Joshua would go on to lead the next generation into the 
Promised Land, while Caleb received a special promise from 
God: “My servant Caleb, because he has a different spirit in 
him and has followed Me fully, I will bring into the land 
where he went, and his descendants shall inherit it” (Num-
bers 14:24). 

And so the Israelites wandered. And wandered. And wan-
dered. Days turned into weeks; weeks, into months; months, 
into years; and years, into decades. One by one, the gen-
eration that refused the Promised Land died off, while the 
next generation came into its own. Under the leadership of 
Joshua, no one was able to stand before the armies of Israel. 
Territory by territory, God drove out the wicked inhabitants 
of Canaan, and the time soon came to divide up the land.

Claiming the promises
For Caleb, now 85, it was finally time to claim the prom-

ise God had made 45 years earlier. He told Joshua: “I am as 

The towering giants of the Bible may be ancient 
history, but God’s people today are required to do 

battle with a far more fearsome breed of giant.

by Jeremy Lallier

YOUR GIANTS
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strong this day as on the day that Moses sent me; just as my 
strength was then, so now is my strength for war, both for 
going out and for coming in. Now therefore, give me this 
mountain of which the Lord spoke in that day; for you 
heard in that day how the Anakim were there, and that the 
cities were great and fortified. It may be that the Lord will 
be with me, and I shall be able to drive them out as the Lord 
said” (Joshua 14:11-12).

After almost half a century of waiting, Caleb’s faith was 
still strong. When it came time to seize what God had prom-
ised him, Caleb didn’t hesitate for a second. There were still 
giants roaming on Caleb’s mountain, but that didn’t matter. 
He was a few years from being 90 years old now, but that 
didn’t matter, either. In Caleb’s mind, if God had promised it, 
that was enough. The other factors were irrelevant. He, like 
Sarah and many of the Bible’s other heroes, “judged Him 
faithful who had promised” (Hebrews 11:11).

So what does that mean for us?
Just this: There are still giants to fight.

Modern-day giants
Not all giants are made of flesh and blood. They come 

in many other forms. Addictions. Flaws. Shortcomings. 
Temptations. Blind spots. Trials. Anything bigger than us, 
stronger than us, faster than us—anything more powerful 
than us, anything we don’t have the skill to face on our own, 
anything with the potential to knock us down and beat us 
senseless—these are giants, too, often marshaled and com-
manded by Satan the devil, the eternal enemy of God’s peo-
ple (Revelation 12:9-10).

Giants remind us of how small and helpless we are. On 
our own, we can’t beat them. They outclass us in every con-
ceivable way. The safer bet is to run, to hide, to surrender 
before the battle even starts. Why bother trying? It’s easier 
to give up and give in before we get hurt, because winning is 
impossible. That’s the approach the Israelites took thousands 
of years ago, and it’s still the easiest route to take today.

The problem is, when we surrender to a giant—especially 
one of the modern-day variety—we give up more than just a 
fight. We give up control over our own lives, handing the reins 
over to Satan himself. When we decide beforehand that we 
can’t win these battles, we forfeit any hope of growth, of over-
coming and of breaking free. Choosing not to fight means 
embracing stagnancy and accepting defeat as a lifestyle.

Can you afford to live that way? Can anyone?
Israel’s 12 spies all walked the same land, all saw the same 

giants, but only two of them saw a battle they could win.
Why?

The strength of faith
The key difference isn’t what these men saw; it’s how they 

saw it. The spies looked at the giants and saw wicked men 
standing in the way of God’s plan. Most of the spies saw the 
giants and knew there was no way they could win. Caleb 
and Joshua looked at the giants and knew there was no way 
God couldn’t win. 

The giants in your life are standing in the way of God’s 
plan for you, and how you look at them is going to change 
how you deal with them. They’re bigger than you, yes. 
They’re stronger than you, absolutely. They could grind 
you under their feet like dust and not think twice.

But are they bigger than God? Are they stronger than 
God? Could they last even a moment in an arena with the 
Almighty?

Caleb and Joshua knew the answer. They could both look 
back at the miracles God had performed in their lives—in 
the lives of all of Israel—and know, beyond the shadow of a 
doubt, that God was able to give them every victory, no mat-
ter how improbable, unlikely or, yes, even impossible.

That’s why Caleb could tell his brethren to go up and seize 
the land, “for we are well able to overcome it.” That’s why he 
could wander for 40 years, trusting God to make good on 
His promise. That’s why, at 85 years old, he was ready and 
willing to work with God and toss some giants out of his 
mountain.

I don’t know what miracles God has performed in your 
life. I don’t know what seas He’s parted for you or how often 
He’s rained down bread from heaven to give you exactly 
what you needed, exactly when you needed it—but I do 
know this:

God cares for you (1 Peter 5:7). He’s not some impartial 
observer with no vested interest in the battles you fight. He 
wants you to win. He wants you to grow and overcome; and 
what’s more, He gives you the equipment and the strength to 
make it happen (2 Corinthians 10:4-5; Philippians 4:13). You 
are a potential son or daughter of God Most High (2 Corin-
thians 6:18), and He wants you to succeed.

You’re going to face giants. You’re going to have to take a 
stand against enemies far too powerful for you to handle on 
your own, but you’re not alone. That’s what Caleb understood 
and Israel continually failed to grasp. 

In your toughest battles, in the middle of fights where you 
find yourself out of your depth and over your head, you can 
be “confident of this very thing, that He who has begun a 
good work in you will complete it” (Philippians 1:6, emphasis 
added).

You are a good work in progress. That is God’s plan. 
That has always been God’s plan; and no opponent, no 
enemy, no impossible giant is strong enough to stand in 
the way. Every giant is different, and there’s no one-size-
fits-all solution. But the core, underlying principle never 
changes: If God led you to this fight, He can lead you to 
victory. If you’re willing to put in the time and the effort 
and look to Him for guidance, God will get you where you 
need to be.

Right now, giants are standing between you and the 
future God has in store for you. They’re intimidating, but 
with God’s help they’re far from invincible. Can you see 
them? Do you understand what’s at stake?

Then what are you waiting for?
Go drive them out. D
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THE 

World Insight

S
yria has become a “geopolitical Chernobyl,” 
according to former U.S. Army General David 
Petraeus in recent testimony to Congress. Syria has 
spawned a breeding ground for terror training and 
become a magnet for Sunni and Shiite conflict. The 
fallout, according to Petraeus, is that “almost every 
Middle Eastern country is now a battleground or 

a combatant in one or more wars,” thereby unleashing the worst 
refugee crisis since the Second World War.

The Middle East is not only the birthplace of three major reli-
gions, but also the world’s primary source of energy. To this grave-
yard of armies and empires returns the Russian bear after a time 
of hibernation.

Russian President Vladimir Putin has projected power into the 
region with his bold but limited military moves in Syria. He has 
achieved remarkable diplomatic leverage by entering the nearly 
five-year-old Syrian war to assist his longtime ally Bashar al-
Assad. 

The downing of Russian passenger and military aircraft will 
only intensify Russia’s military presence.

Confusion in a post-American Middle East
Since the U.S. departure from Iraq in 2011, conflict has multi-

plied, made worse by the American credibility chasm and abdica-
tion in the region.

Gulf Arab rulers, shell-shocked by the threat of ISIS, have shown 
disgust at America’s impulse to wash its hands of the region. The 
power vacuum has convinced key players in the Middle East—
Egypt, Jordan, Saudi Arabia and even Israel—that Russia may now 
be the great power with which to cultivate good relations.

A decisive power broker emerges
Less than two years ago, President Putin was expelled from the 

G8 for annexing Crimea. But European leaders are now nervously 
finding that they need Putin’s cooperation to address Europe’s 
most pressing security issues. 

The Russian leader has become unavoidable in efforts to 
address the turmoil that is jeopardizing Europe’s security—ISIS 

As American influence fades and the 
dust settles from the terror attacks in 
Paris, Russian strongman Vladimir 

Putin has swept into favor as the vital 
key to Middle East stability. Will a 

revived Russia bring peace to Syria? 
At stake is the future of Europe and 

much of the free world.

by Neal Hogberg

RUSSIAN 
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terrorism, the civil war in Syria and the 
resulting flood of migration.

“It is impossible to achieve peace 
without Russia involved,” Italian Pre-
mier Matteo Renzi stated (quoted in 
“Putin Takes Central Role in EU Crisis,” 
The Wall Street Journal, Oct. 2, 2015).

A quarter century after the collapse 
of the Soviet Union, strategic sands 
have shifted; and Putin has set himself 
up to be the region’s indispensable 
power broker. In building an 
arc of inf luence that extends 
from Afghanistan to the Eastern 
Mediterranean, Moscow is aligned 
to become a vital commercial and 
diplomatic partner. Having recently 
negotiated multibillion-dollar arms 
sales to Iran and Egypt and having 
sold nuclear reactors to Jordan and 
Egypt, Russia is also in discussions to 
build 16 reactors in Saudi Arabia. 

Diplomatic outreach has also 
increased, with Israeli Prime Minister 

Benjamin Netanyahu and the leaders 
of six Sunni Arab states all making offi-
cial visits to the Kremlin by the end of 
2015.

Even in Afghanistan, where Red 
Army troops invaded in 1979 and trig-
gered a bitter, eight-year anti-Soviet 
jihad, there is anticipation of military 
assistance to reverse gains by the Tali-
ban. “The Kremlin’s muscular new for-
eign policy has raised hopes among 
Afghan politicians that Russia will 
come back to their country as a friend-
lier ally in the wake of the Western 
drawdown” (Margherita Stancati and 
Nathan Hodge, “Afghans Reach Out to 
Russia,” The Wall Street Journal, Oct. 26, 
2015).

Russia’s historic fascination with 
the Middle East

Despite a string of setbacks and 
absences, Russia has always been inter-
ested in the Middle East. In its eternal 

quest for a warm water port and to 
expand its zone of influence, czarist 
Russia clashed with Persia in the late 
18th and early 19th centuries and with 
the British and Ottoman Empires in 
the Crimean War. 

Imperial Russia, under a 1916 deal 
with Britain and France, was to have 
gained the Ottoman capital of Con-
stantinople (now Istanbul) and the 
Bosporus strait after World War I. But 
the Russian government collapsed 
before victory could be achieved, 
leaving the carcass of the Ottoman 
Empire—and control of the Middle 
East—to be divided between Britain 
and France.

Beginning in the 1950s, the Soviet 
Union presented itself as the cham-
pion of anticolonialism. Russian arms 
proliferated in the region. However, 
the failure of Russian weaponry (pro-
vided to Arab states prior to the 1973 
Arab-Israeli war) to defeat Israel (and 

Vladimir Putin was born in Len-
ingrad (now St. Petersburg) in 1952, 
the only surviving child of doting par-
ents who had endured the devastating 
Nazi siege that laid the city waste less 
than a decade earlier. 

The unimaginable heroism and 
suffering of World War II (or the Great 
Patriotic War in Russian terminol-
ogy) left an indelible impression on 
both the city and Putin. His father, a 
member of the dreaded secret police 
agency later transformed into the 
KGB, was severely disabled by injuries 
in close combat. His mother nearly 
died of starvation during the siege, 
once mistakenly being left in the snow 
with corpses to be buried.

Putin was indifferent in school, but 
the discipline of martial arts train-
ing focused him away from a hooli-
gan street life. A famous Russian spy 
movie is credited with inspiring his 
career in the intelligence services. 
Assigned after university and law 
school to an insignificant KGB post in 
Dresden (East Germany at the time), 

Lt. Col. Putin was a devoted officer 
working in the shadows of a dying 
empire. 

As the Soviet Union crumbled, 
Putin was left without a job; but he 
shrewdly found a different path to 
power. 

Always enigmatic and difficult to 
decipher, Putin “made himself indis-
pensable” to the mayor of St. Peters-
burg, according to biographer Steven 
Myers, as “a quiet, level-headed, but 
stern presence, working … tirelessly 
and with … ‘brute determination’” 
(The New Tsar: The Rise and Reign of 
Vladimir Putin, p. 62). As a “back stage 
person,” writes Myers, “whose great-
est professional quality was his incon-
spicuousness,” Putin was spared the 
rampant political power struggles 
that destroyed other careers (p. 111).

In a little more than a decade, the 
former KGB officer was first elevated 
to the office of prime minister and 
then, following the ruthless suppres-
sion of the Chechen terrorist threat, 
gifted the presidency by an ailing 

Boris Yeltsin in 1999. Young and ener-
getic, wearing European suits and 
fluent in a foreign language, Putin 
contrasted well to the stuffy image 
of previous leaders. He was seen by 
many Russians as one who could 
solve the country’s economic prob-
lems and shepherd it to a bright eco-
nomic future. 

Putin has never stopped being 
a KGB man, with a worldview of 
ruthless realism and inherent cyni-
cism mixed with personal pride and 
patriotism. He sees himself, accord-
ing to Myers, as the last one standing 
between order and chaos and “the liv-
ing embodiment of Russia’s stability” 
(p. 247).

Putin’s cult of personality contin-
ues a long tradition that spans the 
czars and the Communist leaders. His 
steely charisma and absolute deter-
mination have made him the most 
formidable Russian potentate since 
another strongman who favored 
imposing strict order with an iron 
fist—Joseph Stalin.

THE NEW CZAR IN A SIMULATED DEMOCRACY
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its largely U.S.–supplied arsenal) was 
amplified by the massive technologi-
cal edge the U.S. displayed over Sad-
dam Hussein’s antiquated Soviet hard-
ware in the Desert Storm campaign of 
1991—the same year that the U.S.S.R. 
officially disintegrated.

This all led to Russia’s disappear-
ance from the scene—for a time. But 
that time is over.

A Russian holy war
The drive by the Kremlin to again 

be a major player in the Middle East 
goes beyond purely national interest. 
Russia’s powerful Orthodox Church, a 
strong Putin ally, has taken a lead role, 
endorsing Moscow’s military incursion 
as part of “the special role our country 
has always played in the Middle East” 
and going as far as to call the air strikes 
in Syria against ISIS a “holy battle.”

“Russia’s ties to the region,” accord-
ing to historian and Russian expert 
Simon Sebag Montefiore, “are rooted 
in its self-assigned role as the defender 
of Orthodox Christianity, which it 
claimed to inherit from the Byzantine 
Caesars after the fall of Constantinople 
in 1453—hence ‘czars.’ …

“The czars presented Moscow not 
just as a Third Rome, but also as a New 
Jerusalem, and protector of Christians 
in the Balkans and the Arab world … 
including the Holy Places of Jerusalem” 
(“Putin’s Imperial Adventure in Syria,” 
The New York Times, Oct. 9, 2015).

Swashbuckling military  
adventurism with a purpose

Many Russians agree with Putin’s 
2005 lament that the implosion of the 
Soviet Union was the “greatest geopo-
litical catastrophe of the 20th century.” 
Putin, according to foreign affairs cor-
respondent Brian Whitmore in The 
Atlantic, wants to “resurrect the glory 
of the Soviet victory in World War II … 
[and] bury the humiliation of the Soviet 
defeat in the Cold War” (“Will ISIS 
Force Russia and the West Together?” 
Nov. 19, 2015).

It will take a major effort to do so. 
Reeling and cash-strapped from plum-
meting oil prices, an array of interna-
tional sanctions and kleptocratic state 

capitalism, Russia suffers declining 
life expectancy, alcoholism and demo-
graphic free fall. But on the back of 
Russia’s assertive intervention in Syria, 
Putin has been rewarded with high 
approval ratings. 

According to a Wall Street Journal 
editorial on Oct. 2, 2015, “Mr. Putin is 
showing Russians their country has 
global influence again.” He’s also show-
ing that “Russia is an ally to be trusted, 
in contrast to an America that aban-
doned Iraq in 2011 and won’t fight ISIS 
with conviction. His alliance with Iran 
gives him leverage throughout the 
Middle East, and his Syria play may 
even give him leverage with Europe 
over the Ukraine sanctions.”

With his lightning quick military 
deployment, Putin seemed to offer an 
alternative to divided European lead-
ers: no war, no refugees. The inten-
sity, duration and targeting of Russian 
strikes may allow Putin to manipulate 
the refugee pipeline as much as he has 
controlled the spigots of oil and natural 
gas pipelines to energy-starved Europe. 

Clearly sensing that the power of the 
West is waning, “what Putin is doing in 
Syria is … testing the West,” says Anna 
Borshchevskaya, a fellow at the Wash-
ington Institute for Near East Policy. 
“It’s a classic Kremlin approach. He did 
the same thing in Ukraine. He takes 
steps and he wants to see what’s the 
response” (quoted by Michael Petrou, 
“Vladimir Putin’s New World Order 
in the Middle East,” Maclean’s, Oct. 8, 
2015).

In testing the West, Putin’s aim is 
to showcase America as a paper tiger 
with a drastically diminishing role and 
prestige in the Middle East. 

“Together with Iran,” according to a 
Wall Street Journal article, Putin “shares 
the ultimate goal of pushing the U.S. 
out of the region. He wants to divide 
Europe, undermine the EU and destroy 
NATO. Creating havoc and uncertainty 
on NATO’s eastern borders, Mr. Putin 
wants to build naval and air bases in 
Syria to re-establish Russian power 
in the Mediterranean” (Jeffrey Ged-
min and Gary Schmitt, “Beware Rus-
sian ‘Help’ in the Middle East,” Nov. 17, 
2015).

Peace in the Middle East?
The toxic cocktail of Middle East 

conflict highlights mankind’s inability 
to discern and implement a true and 
lasting “way of peace” (Romans 3:17). 

The Bible describes the Middle East 
as experiencing increased convulsions 
of violence in the near future. Horrific 
events yet on the horizon include a 
“great tribulation, such as has not been 
since the beginning of the world until 
this time, no, nor ever shall be” (Mat-
thew 24:21) and armies coming out of 
Europe to respond to provocation from 
the Middle East (Daniel 11:40-41).

Significantly, after this yet-to-
emerge strong European army stamps 
down violence in the Middle East, its 
leadership will be troubled to hear 
“news from the east and the north” 
(Daniel 11:44). This may indicate 
another opportunistic attempt by Rus-
sia to reassert itself. 

As we strive to obey Christ’s com-
mand to “watch and pray” and are 
sobered by prophesied end-time 
events drawing closer (Mark 13:33; 
Luke 21:36), we can be encouraged by 
the peace and reconciliation that will 
one day emanate from the Middle East 
(Micah 4:1-3).

Read more about events ready to 
unfold and the hope on beyond by 
downloading our free booklets The 
Book of Revelation: The Storm Before 
the Calm and The Mystery of the King-
dom. D

The intensity, 
duration and 

targeting of Russian 
strikes may allow 

Putin to manipulate 
the refugee pipeline 

as much as he has 
controlled the 

spigots of oil and 
natural gas pipelines 

to energy-starved 
Europe.
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T
here are over 1.2 billion Catholics throughout the 
world. The Roman Catholic Church is the largest 
denomination of Christianity, and it continues to 
grow, mostly in the developing world (Africa and 
Latin America). Its current leader, Francis I, has 

continually made headlines with his unorthodox actions 
and words. 

Francis comes from Argentina, where he was born Jorge 
Mario Bergoglio. He became a priest in 1969 and began 
ascending the ranks of the Catholic Church in Argentina. He 
was appointed provincial of the Jesuits in 1973, a bishop by 
John Paul II in 1992, coadjutor archbishop in 1997, arch-
bishop of Argentina in 1998 and a member of the College of 
Cardinals in 2001. 

He ascended to the papacy when he was elected by the 
cardinals on March 13, 2013 (succeeding the retired Benedict 
XVI). 

Do you know what the word pope means? It is actually a 
very simple term, derived from the Latin word papa, mean-
ing “father.”

Roman Catholic leaders (starting with priests and going 
all the way up to the pope) are given the title father. In mo-
nastic communities, the leader of monks is called an “abbot,” 
which is derived from the Aramaic word abba, meaning 
“father.” But within Roman Catholicism, only the bishop of 
Rome can be called the pope—or the father. It is a form of 
the title that is reserved only for his office. And, in order to 
further distinguish the pope’s authority, he is also given the 
title holy father.

When Francis visited the United States last September, 
it was common to hear him addressed as “holy father” by 
Catholics and non-Catholics alike. 

SHOULD WE CALL RELIGIOUS LEADERS 
“FATHER”?

Roman Catholics are not the only denomination to use 
the title father to refer to their leaders. It is also used to 

describe leaders in the Orthodox, Anglican and Lutheran 
churches. 

You may be surprised to learn that Jesus specifically ad-
dressed this title during His ministry. Notice what He said, 
recorded in Matthew 23:9: “Do not call anyone on earth your 
father; for One is your Father, He who is in heaven.” 

Just taking that scripture out of context and at face value, 
we could assume Jesus is saying that we can’t call anyone 
father—including our own biological father. But that is not 
the point He was making. Throughout His recorded words 
in the Gospels, Jesus referred to paternal parents as fathers 
without hesitation. 

For instance, in Matthew 15:4, He cites the Fifth Com-
mandment, reinforcing the command to “honor your father 
and mother.” In Luke 15:11-32, we read Jesus’ famous parable 
of the prodigal son where He uses the word father 12 times 
to refer to the prodigal son’s biological father. 

So Jesus was not opposed to calling a father, father. The 
word is also occasionally used as a descriptor of a nation’s 
progenitor (Romans 4:1, 12, 16) or describing someone’s role 
of helping someone young in the Christian faith (1 Corinthi-
ans 4:15; Philippians 2:22). 

So, what point was Jesus making in Matthew 23:9? 

THE CONTEXT
As we have shown continually in this column, one of 

the most important principles of Bible study is to closely 
read the context. When we read the context of this scrip-
ture, Jesus is addressing religious leaders and titles. He was 
specifically taking the scribes and Pharisees to task for their 
hypocrisy, their love for physical preeminence and the titles 
they gave themselves (Matthew 23:1-7). 

The first title He addresses is rabbi. During the first 
century, Jews would call those in a teaching role “rabbi.” 
This term didn’t simply mean teacher. The word comes 
from the Hebrew root word rab, which means “great.” So 
the term implied much more than a teacher; it literally 

One of Christianity’s largest denominations uses 
“father” as a religious title for its leaders. But did you 

know this contradicts the words of Christ?
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This title not only reflects God’s preeminent authority 
over all things, but also His nature of love and kindness. 

meant “my great one” (New Bible Dictionary, second edition, 
p. 1006). 

It seems some of the scribes and Pharisees loved strut-
ting around Judea, being called by a title that exalted them 
above all their Jewish contemporaries! They truly thought of 
themselves as great ones (Luke 11:43; 20:46)!

In Matthew 23:10, Jesus also says, “Do not be called teach-
ers.” Does this mean it is wrong to be called a teacher, if you 
literally are a teacher? Again, you have to look at the original 
word. The word translated teacher in the New King James Ver-
sion is not the common word used in the Bible for teacher. 

The word here is kathegetes, and it is only used in two 
places in the Bible (in verses 8 and 10). This word is better 
translated master (as it is translated in the King James Ver-
sion) and describes a position of higher exaltation than the 
common word for teacher (didaskalos). There are numerous 
New Testament examples of people legitimately being called 
teachers, or didaskalos (Acts 13:1; Ephesians 4:11; 1 Timothy 2:7).

So, the context shows us that when Jesus said, “Do not call 
anyone on earth your father” (Matthew 23:9), He meant not to 
use the term as a religious title. 

WHY CALL NO MAN “FATHER”?
The most important point to understand is why Jesus for-

bids using the word father as a formal religious title for human 
beings. He gave the answer in the second part of the verse: 
“Do not call anyone on earth your father; for One is your Father, 
He who is in heaven” (emphasis added). 

Simply put, Father is a title reserved for God. This title not 
only reflects God’s preeminent authority over all things, but 
also His nature of love and kindness. As a title, this is reserved 
for Him alone. 

Jesus used this term for His Heavenly Father. In fact, He 
addressed God as “Holy Father” in His longest recorded prayer 
(John 17:11). 

“Holy Father” is only used this one time in the Bible—and 
it explicitly refers to God.

We encourage our Catholic friends and readers to think 
deeply about this issue. Look at these scriptures, pray about 
them and ask yourself the question: Can I continue referring to 
men by a title that is reserved exclusively for the supreme God of 
the universe? Does any man deserve the title that Jesus used when 
praying directly to God, His Father? 

WHAT ABOUT “REVEREND”?
This message is not just for our Catholic friends. Protes-

tants don’t generally refer to their leaders as “father,” but do 
commonly use the title reverend for their pastors. What does 
this word mean, and where did it come from? 

“Reverend” simply means “worthy of reverence: revered.” 
Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary defines “reverence” as 
“profound adoring awed respect.” It also lists the following 
words as synonyms: adore, deify, glorify, revere, worship and 
venerate. 

Nowhere in the Bible is a minister, or any person, referred 
to by such a title. The word reverend only shows up once in 
the King James Version of the Bible: 

• Psalm 111:9: “He sent redemption unto his people: he 
hath commanded his covenant for ever: holy and rever-
end is his name” (emphasis added). 

The titles pope, father, holy father and reverend are all 
titles of divinity, and titles of divinity should only be used to 
describe God. They entered mainstream Christianity years 
after the close of the New Testament era, and it’s interesting 
that they emerged in the form of Christianity that also took it 
upon itself to change or declare obsolete many of God’s laws. 
It seems that as men took divine titles upon themselves, they 
simultaneously believed they possessed the power to alter 
the divine laws God revealed in the Bible.

A CHALLENGE TO LEADERS AND LAITY 
The purpose of this “Christ vs. Christianity” column is not to 

condemn anyone, but to motivate all people to honestly ex-
amine their beliefs by comparing them to Jesus Christ’s own 
words. We hope, and pray, that when you see discrepancies 
between the two, you will see the importance of obeying 
God “rather than men” (Acts 5:29).

The most common biblical terms for Christian leaders em-
phasize the leaders being shepherds, servants, overseers and 
examples to God’s people (Matthew 20:26-28; 1 Corinthians 
12:29; 1 Peter 5:2-3). While those who faithfully teach God’s 
Word and serve His people are to be shown honor and re-
spect (1 Timothy 5:17; 1 Thessalonians 5:12-13), we encourage 
our readers to study Ephesians 4:11 and 1 Corinthians 12:28 to 
learn the positions and titles for these leaders that existed in 
the early New Testament Church.

If you have commonly used the titles father or reverend, we 
urge you to reconsider and reserve those titles only for the 
One they truly describe—the God of the universe. 

To learn more about the proper respect and reverence 
we should have for God, read “Fear of the Lord: What Does It 
Mean?”  D

http://lifehopeandtruth.com/god/who-is-god/fear-of-the-lord/
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SOME YEARS AGO, MY FAMILY HAD THE 
chance to visit the region of ancient Thebes in Egypt. This 
includes the temples of Luxor and Karnak, and the nearby 
Valleys of the Kings and Queens. Thebes was at times the 
capital of Egypt and possibly the largest city in the world. 
It is also where Pharaoh Rameses II built his monumental 
memorial temple, the Ramesseum.

Rameses: From awe to ridicule
Rameses, who ruled during the 1200s B.C., was possibly 

Egypt’s most powerful pharaoh. He wanted the world to 
remember him with awe. 

During his long life, he had many statues, temples 
and memorials dedicated to himself. He even had his 
name engraved over the names of previous pharaohs so 
their monuments would serve his glory. He insisted that 
the hieroglyphs on his stone memorials be carved much 
deeper than those of previous kings so that his name could 
not easily be carved over, as he had done to others, and so 
the engraving would resist the erosion of time.

The Ramesseum must have been most impressive in its 
time, but today it is little more than broken stones, a giant 
hand here, a piece of leg there, a scornful decapitated face 
beyond. For all his pride and power, Rameses, when he’s 
remembered at all, inspires not awe, but perhaps a touch 
of ridicule.

Immortalized in verse
The English romantic poet Percy Bysshe Shelley pre-

served this irony in verse in his most famous sonnet “Ozy-
mandias,” a Greek version of Rameses’ name:

I met a traveller from an antique land
Who said: “Two vast and trunkless legs of stone
Stand in the desert. Near them, on the sand,
Half sunk, a shattered visage lies, whose frown
And wrinkled lip, and sneer of cold command,
Tell that its sculptor well those passions read. …
And on the pedestal these words appear:
‘My name is Ozymandias, king of kings:
Look on my works, ye mighty, and despair!’
Nothing beside remains. Round the decay
Of that colossal wreck, boundless and bare
The lone and level sands stretch far away.”

God’s perspective
No matter how mighty, wealthy or beautiful people may 

think themselves, they remain fallible, mortal creations of 
God, subject to time and to His will.

King David wrote in Psalm 62:9: “Surely men of low 
degree are a vapor, men of high degree are a lie; if they 
are weighed on the scales, they are altogether lighter than 
vapor.”

How easy it is for human beings to be distracted by the 
passions and pride of life, and by foolish comparisons with 
one another. God would have us remember how limited 
we are, and how we rely on Him for everything we are and 
have and may accomplish. The only way to escape the fate 
of Rameses, and all flesh, is a transformation to spirit that 
can only be the gift of God.

The apostle John concluded: “The world is passing away, 
and the lust of it; but he who does the will of God abides for-
ever” (1 John 2:17).

Eventually everyone will learn this, even Rameses.

–Joel Meeker
@JoelMeeker 

His ancient monument lies in ruin, but he is remembered in ironic 
verse. What can he teach us?

My Name Is Ozymandias

BY THE WAY with 

Ph
ot

o 
by

 iS
to

ck
ph

ot
o

The feet of Pharaoh Rameses II tell 
of a once great image of power and 
splendor.
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