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S
Have you ever gone to your doctor, 

complaining of a fever, only to have him 
slap a leech on your arm so it can suck the 
blood from your veins? Probably not—
these days doctors tend to be sensitive about malpractice 
lawsuits! 

But a few hundred years ago, slicing open a vein to bleed 
a patient was not only common practice, but reasonable—
after all, if any of the “four humors” (Hippocrates’ old 
theory about bodily fluids) were out of balance, what 
better way to fix the problem than letting them flow freely? 
That was the science of the day.

Don’t laugh too hard
Through better science, though, we’ve learned better 

treatments. We’ve also learned that the universe doesn’t 
revolve around the earth, rotten meat doesn’t transform 
into flies, and the bumps on your head don’t reveal your 
brain’s inner workings. But people accepted ideas like 
those, laughable as they are to us, as fact not so very long ago. 

Interestingly, from this steady stream of scientific 
breakthroughs has emerged a great irony—that is, the 
more we discover, the less we can guarantee that all current 
theories and understandings are absolutely correct. In 
fact, you can virtually guarantee that 300 years from now 
people will be laughing at some of the ideas we hold dear 
today, just as we are now laughing at the theories from 300 
years ago!

That’s why, as scientific discoveries continue to fascinate 
and excite us, to change our lives in so many positive ways, 
we would do well to stay humble. 

What science can’t tell us
What does humility have to do with science, you might 

ask? Everything!
It is in the spirit of humility that one recognizes that 

science has its limitations. Yes, science is terrific for 
discovering more about the world around us, but it can 

only quantify, measure, compare and 
discover things physical. But it is the 
nonphysical problems facing humanity—
hatred, greed, jealousy, etc.—that threaten 
our peace, safety, well-being and even, 
Jesus warned, our very existence!

Through humility, we acknowledge that 
we can never discover the solutions to our 
moral dilemmas through science. It was 
never designed to act as a moral compass. 

• Science can’t explain the difference 
between wrong and right. 

• It can’t chart a course to lasting 
fulfillment in life. 

•  It can’t tell you your reason for existing—why you’re 
here. 

•   It is no moral guide; it is no god. 

Serving gods of uncertainty and doubt
But lacking humility, many have rejected God, choosing 

to put their faith only in science and/or human thinking. 
In doing so, setting ourselves up as our own gods, we 
have not anticipated an unintended consequence. When 
everyone does what is right in his or her own eyes, we end 
up serving gods of uncertainty and doubt. 

I realize many people have spurned God because 
so many religions and their teachers have misused the 
Bible the way ancient doctors misused leeches to treat 
people’s health problems! But that reasoning is not valid. 
Do we reject science just because some ancients before us 
misused and misapplied it? 

Please don’t hasten to reject God! With a good measure 
of humility, a desire to learn and a willingness to search 
His Word—the Bible—you can find the answers to life’s 
biggest questions: Who are you? What is your purpose and 
destiny? What is right and wrong? Does truth exist? 

Spiritual questions require spiritual discovery. What 
cannot be found in a laboratory can be uncovered in the 
pages of your Bible. Join us in the search!

If you think scientific breakthroughs have changed your 
world for the better, wait until you discover the spiritual 
breakthroughs that await you in His Word!

THE GODS OF UNCERTAINTY

Clyde Kilough
Editor

@CKilough

Science has changed our 
lives in positive ways. But 
if we place our faith in 
science alone, we will find 
ourselves serving a man-
made god of uncertainty 
and doubt.

CONSIDER
THIS

https://twitter.com/CKilough
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WORLDWATCH

When Was America “Greatest”?
Americans in different age ranges were polled about what era America was greatest.  
Here is what the poll found:

Essentially, each group felt the era they came of age in was America’s greatest era.  

THE ATLANTIC 

This French diplomat and historian recognized something that many 
Americans apparently do not perceive. To learn more about America’s 
future, see “The Decline and Rise of America” on PAGE 13.

“I sought for the key to the greatness and genius of America 
 in her harbors; … in her fertile fields and boundless forests;  

in her rich mines and vast world commerce; in her public 
school system and institutions of learning. I sought for it in  

her democratic Congress and in her matchless Constitution.

“Not until I went into the churches of America and heard  
her pulpits flame with righteousness did I understand  

the secret of her genius and power.

“America is great because America is good,  
and if America ever ceases to be good,  

America will cease to be great.” 

— ALEXIS DE TOCQUEVILLE  

DEMOCRACY IN AMERICA

Americans born from  
1930-1959:  

Americans born from  
1960-1979:  

Americans born from  
1980-1999: 

The 1950s The 1980s The 1990s

Though America’s greatest era is debatable, all seem to agree that America is a great nation.  
But what is the real cause of that greatness? Read “How America Really Became Great” on PAGE 10.
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Of that 92 percent, lower 
numbers actually believe 

that the major elements of 
the biblical story of Christ’s 

birth are accurate:

81% believe Jesus was  
laid in a manger.

75% believe wise men 
brought gifts to Jesus.

74% believe an angel 
announced Christ’s birth  

to shepherds.

73% believe Jesus was  
born to a virgin.

Percentage of Americans who said 
they celebrate Christmas in a 

2013 Pew Research Center survey.

On the other hand, other common 
beliefs about the birth of Jesus aren’t 
biblically accurate. Read “The Birth of 
Jesus: Myths and Misperceptions” on 
PAGE 28.

92%

Learn more in our article “Commonplacing Religion, or How to Ruin 
the Bible!” on PAGE 19.

For information on dealing with 
stress, see “How to Deal With 
Fear and Stress” on PAGE 16.

Learn more in our article  
“Being Civil in an Uncivil 

World” on PAGE 22.

20% Percentage of Protestants  
in America who believe  
In reincarnation.

24% Percentage of American adults  
who attend the worship services  
of multiple faiths.

PEW RESEARCH CENTER

29% Percentage of Catholics in America who believe in 
astrology (that the positions of stars and planets  
impact people’s lives).

Stress-related portion  
of all working days 

lost to illness in 
Britain. Work-related 
stress in the United 
States accounts for 

between $125  
and $190 billion in 
health-care costs 

each year.

THE ECONOMIST

43%

Percentage of  
Americans who think 

manners and behavior 
have deteriorated in  

the United States  
over the past several 

decades, according to  
an AP-NORC Center  

for Public Affairs  
Research survey.

PHYS.ORG 

74%
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By Clyde Kilough 

he 12 men gathered on the hillside 
overlooking Jerusalem were intensely 
curious, even somewhat unsettled, 
about what was coming.

Some of the impending events their 
leader had warned them of were fairly 

clear in their minds, although questions of when 
and how these things would unfold troubled them. 
The nature and timing of other big events, though, 
were more muddled. They urgently needed to know 
more, because they understood enough to discern 
that the course of human history was hanging in the 
balance.

So when one asked their leader what they should 
be looking for, all eyes and ears intently turned in 
His direction.

On that spring day in A.D. 31, in what has come to 
be known as the Olivet Prophecy, Jesus Christ began 
answering their question, “What will be the sign of 
Your coming, and of the end of the age?” In doing so, 
He took them far past what they anticipated would 
happen in their lifetimes all the way into events that 
would affect you and your world today.

What could He possibly have forecast nearly 
2,000 years ago that would be relevant to you and 
the way you live today?

Do we really have any control anyway?
Prophecy has always intrigued people, and 

for good reason. After all, it’s the rare person who 
doesn’t have at least some curiosity about what the 
future holds. But those who are serious about fol-
lowing God know that understanding Bible proph-
ecy is crucial for more than just knowing tomorrow’s 
news—it’s vital to our motivation to stay close to God 
and spiritually strong.

However, a superficial look at the Olivet Proph-
ecy in Matthew 24 and 25 (plus the parallel accounts 
in Luke 21 and Mark 13) could lead one to conclude 
that the events Jesus forecast are completely out of 
our control. There is virtually nothing you or I can 
do about famines, earthquakes and diseases break-
ing out. Nor can we influence the rise of religious, 
political and military powers that will eventually, He 
guaranteed, bring the world to the brink of its de-
struction. Billions of people, including Christians, 

will stand by helplessly as these ordeals unfold.
But tucked between the troubling omen that 

“many false prophets will rise up and deceive many” 
(verse 11) and the promise that just before the end 
“this gospel of the kingdom will be preached in all 
the world as a witness to all the nations” (verse 14) 
is a very relevant warning about something over 
which you and I do have control—at least in the way 
it impacts our lives!

Are we talking events or conditions?
Most Bible prophecies are what we could call 

“event oriented”—that is, they speak to momentous, 
headline-grabbing world or national events that will 
come to pass.

More rare, however, are those we could call “con-
dition oriented”—predictions of the moral and spiri-
tual conditions that will shape our global, national 

or individual character. Not what will happen to us, 
but what we will be. 

Conditions don’t tend to grab headlines because, 
unlike events that jump dramatically onto the world 
scene, these social conditions tend to creep slowly 
into our lives over long periods of time. They spread 
like a cancer, eating almost imperceptibly at the 
moral fiber of our lives. If we are unaware and un-
suspecting, these traits will shape our mental, emo-
tional and spiritual outlooks and values. 

But, unlike event-oriented prophecies, condi-
tions are things we can control, at least in terms of 
how they affect our lives and how we respond to the 
world around us.

So, amid Jesus’ long list of major events that 

In the last days, the Bible warns 
of times of stress that can turn 
people cold as ice. Consider 
four points to help keep your 
love from growing cold.

IF WE ARE UNAWARE  
AND UNSUSPECTING, 

THESE TRAITS WILL 
SHAPE OUR MENTAL, 

EMOTIONAL AND 
SPIRITUAL OUTLOOKS 

AND VALUES. 
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would happen in the age leading to His return, He inserted a 
critical condition to watch for—a key summary of the moral 
and spiritual condition that would come to pervade society.

“And because lawlessness will abound,” He said, “the love 
of many will grow cold” (Matthew 24:12).

It’s amazing how one short sentence gives so much to 
ponder, especially considering the potential reach of this 
condition into our lives!

Some dismiss it lightly, though, saying the world has al-
ways had lawlessness. That’s true, but Jesus’ emphasis was 
on the time when it will abound, or multiply. And parallel 
with (or because of ) that increasing lawlessness, He stressed 
that we will see many people losing their love and affection 
and slipping into a spiritual and emotional coldness. 

Even more striking is that the word love here is from the 
Greek agape—the highest form of love—the love of God. 
Jesus was warning that even those with the deepest type of 
love possible could see it erode.

Is our world growing cold? Could it happen to you? Is it 
happening to you?

Times of stress and their root causes
Jesus clearly understood cause-and-effect cycles: lawless-

ness leads to coldness, coldness spawns more lawless behav-
ior, which in turn deepens human coldness. You get the pic-
ture, I’m sure, of why this problem accelerates in any society.

So exactly what was this “lawlessness” He talked about—a 
complete, chaotic breakdown of any social order? Not really. 
He was describing something far more common—sin! The 
grinding down of the fundamental social principles and 
practices rooted in God’s law. 

And how would this rising tide of lawlessness be dem-
onstrated? What Jesus described only in a general way, the 
apostle Paul later explained in great detail, showing how we 
would see it exhibited. 

In his second letter to his protégé Timothy, Paul wrote, 
“But know this, that in the last days perilous times will 
come.” Sounds very similar to Jesus’ words, doesn’t it? 

It’s an interesting word, perilous. We find the Greek word 
translated “perilous” here only one other time in the Bible, 
in Matthew 8:28, where it describes two demon-possessed 
men that Christ met coming out of tombs as being “exceed-
ingly fierce, so that no one could pass by.” Their ferocity, 
which perilously threatened the people, is described with 

the same word used in 2 Timothy 3:1. That Greek word also 
carries various shades of meaning, including hard to bear, 
dangerous or troublesome. 

But perhaps the most striking explanation of “perilous” is 
found in the marginal note in the New King James Version 
where it calls it “times of stress.”

Such a strong expression conjures up images of the 
prophesied dangers of wars or earthquakes or famines, but 
no, Paul is not talking about those things. He is talking about 
the perils to the character of a people!

Paul continued, listing 19 of these character-destroying 
traits. “Men [humans] will be,” he wrote:

1. “Lovers of themselves”—self-centered, driven by self-
ish interests. 

2. “Lovers of money”—greedy, driven by possessions.
3. “Boasters”—self-idolizers.
4. “Proud”—me-first, ego-driven behavior.
5. “Blasphemers”—disrespectful and disdaining of God.
6. “Disobedient to parents”—disrespectful of fathers, 

mothers and the family structure.
7. “Unthankful”—lacking common gratitude and recog-

nition of blessings.
8. “Unholy”—willingly living sinful lives.
9. “Unloving”—without natural care for others.
10. “Unforgiving”—holding grudges, focused on revenge.
11. “Slanderers”—tearing down others verbally.
12. “Without self-control”—not attempting to curb bad   
   behavior.
13. “Brutal”—violent and insensitive to brutality.
14. “Despisers of good”—critical of and despising those 
  who live by godly standards.
15. “Traitors”—no sense of loyalty, willing to betray for 
  self-interest.
16. “Headstrong”—driven by self-will.
17. “Haughty”—looking down on others, condescending.
18. “Lovers of  pleasure rather than lovers of  God”—

choosing life’s pleasures even when they conflict with 
God’s principles.

19. “Having a form of godliness but denying its power”—
       superficially religious, appearing righteous but with   
       little spiritual substance.

All of these are forms of sin—spiritual lawlessness. And 
think about this—every one of them creates stress in our 
lives by damaging our relationship with either God or one 
another. Take any one of these 19 and ask yourself, What 
happens to people when they are this way? How do they 
act? How do their actions affect those around them? How do 
these traits damage their own character?

Such behavior inevitably turns people cold. Those who 
behave these ways are already cold toward others, and those 
on the receiving end of such behavior tend to react coldly 
themselves. It’s hard to feel warmhearted toward people act-
ing like this!

LAWLESSNESS 
LEADS TO COLDNESS, 
COLDNESS SPAWNS 

MORE LAWLESS 
BEHAVIOR, WHICH 
IN TURN DEEPENS 

HUMAN COLDNESS.
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Taking the world’s temperature
Given the gravity of both Jesus’ and Paul’s words, can we 

somehow “take the temperature” of today’s society to see 
where we are and where we are heading? Maybe all it takes 
is answering these questions:

• Do you see these 19 conditions at work in the world 
around you today? If so, how?

• Do you see these conditions growing, lessening or stay-
ing the same?

•  If these conditions are increasing, why? What is the 
general mentality in people who either cause or al-
low it?

•  What happens to someone who begins to take on these 
behaviors? Why is it “perilous” for someone to allow 
them into his or her life?

• How do any of these conditions in people affect others 
around them? In other words, what are the perils to 
others?

• How do these conditions threaten your life? What are 
the perils to you?

•  How can you resist falling into these conditions?

How to keep from growing cold
Both Jesus and Paul gave several clear directives about 

how to live in such a world. 

“From such people turn away!” said Paul emphatically  
(2 Timothy 3:5). If we do not recognize and stop associating 
with people who live this way, these traits will creep into our 
lives!

 Paul’s words to Timothy are no less timely for us today. 
John R.W. Stott explained it well in his book Guard the Gos-
pel: “In this paragraph Paul twice addresses Timothy with 
the same two little Greek monosyllables su de. They come 
at the beginning of verses 10 and 14 … and should be trans-
lated ‘But as for you. …’ In stark contrast to the contempo-
rary decline in morals, empty show of religion and spread of 
false teaching, Timothy is called to be different, and if neces-
sary to stand alone.”

Su de is used again in 2 Timothy 4:5, where Stott again 
points out that Paul “repeats his call to Timothy to be differ-
ent. He must not take his lead from the prevailing passions 
of the day.”

Paul was like a spiritual father to Timothy, so it seems 
Paul’s use of “but as for you” would cut straight to Timothy’s 
heart. But his letter was preserved for us. Can you take the 
“but as for you” statements personally as well?

Echoing Jesus’ warning, Paul also told Timothy, “But evil 
men and impostors will grow worse and worse, deceiving 
and being deceived.” 

Then he made it personal—“But you must continue in 
the things which you have learned and been assured of, 
knowing from whom you have learned them, and that from 
childhood you have known the Holy Scriptures, which are 
able to make you wise for salvation through faith which is in 
Christ Jesus” (2 Timothy 3:13-15).

In a cold world, knowing and living by the Scriptures is 
key to staying spiritually centered. 

Jesus, in the Olivet Prophecy, told His disciples, “Take 
heed to yourselves” lest you fall into the same way of think-
ing and behaving as the world around you—“lest your hearts 
be weighed down with carousing, drunkenness, and cares of 
this life, and that Day come on you unexpectedly.”

In other words, be on guard and never take anything 
for granted. The time leading up to His return “will come 
as a snare on all those who dwell on the face of the whole 
earth,” He warned them—and us. “Watch therefore, and pray 
always that you may be counted worthy to escape all these 
things that will come to pass, and to stand before the Son of 
Man” (Luke 21:34-36).

Avoid the creeping chill
We are in many ways living in times vastly different from 

that of the 12 men listening intently to Jesus on the Mount 
of Olives, but His words are even more foreboding for us to-
day than for them. 

We are much nearer the end of the age, and every day 
draws us closer to Christ’s return! 

Society around us is going its own way, and its character 
will inevitably grow colder and colder as it moves farther 
and farther from God. Yes, prophesied major world events 
are yet to dramatically unfold, but perhaps the greatest dan-
ger to each of us individually is the creeping influence of 
lawlessness and the subsequent chilling of love for God and 
one another. 

If the root cause of a world growing cold is spiritual law-
lessness, and if we can see it happening and know it can slip 
into our lives if we are not careful—isn’t it sensible to do 
something about it?

Study our free booklet Change Your Life! to begin to make 
the changes God desires—for our good. D

POINT 2

DARE TO BE DIFFERENT

POINT 4

WATCH YOUR STEP

POINT 3

KNOW AND  
LIVE BY GOD’S WORD

POINT 1

TURN AWAY

http://lifehopeandtruth.com/offers/change-your-life/
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American greatness has been an issue in the 2016 
presidential election. But is America really great? 
And, if so, how did it really become great? 

By Erik Jones
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How America Really Became Great 

Throughout this current election cycle, we have heard 
the U.S. presidential candidates say a lot about American 
greatness. One candidate, Donald Trump, has used the 
phrase “Make America Great Again” as the slogan for his 
campaign. This phrase is now found everywhere from 
baseball hats to bumper stickers. It captures Mr. Trump’s 
message that America is in decline and that his leadership is 
needed to restore it to greatness. 

On the other side of the race, Hillary Clinton has used the 
slogan against Mr. Trump, accusing him of an inaccurately 
negative portrayal of the country. She has tried to campaign 
with the positive message that America still is great—and 
that her leadership will continue and accelerate policies she 
believes will make it greater. 

Political slogans aside, Americans have used the adjective 
great to describe their own nation for years. Books describe 
America’s “rise to greatness.” U.S. politicians refer to the 
United States as “the greatest nation in the history of the 
world.” In addition to great, they have extolled the nation 
as “the last best hope of earth” (Abraham Lincoln), “a place 
called Hope” (Bill Clinton) and a “shining city on a hill” 
( John Winthrop and Ronald Reagan). 

But is America great? And, if so, why is it great? 

Is America really great?
Though different people would define greatness in 

different ways, people around the world generally recognize 

that America has been and still is a great nation. Consider 
some reasons why: 

• Several times throughout its history America has joined 
its allies in defeating tyrannical regimes to bring freedom 
to millions of people, defeating the Central Powers in 
World War I, the Axis powers in World War II and Soviet 
communism in the Cold War. 

• America has the largest economy in the world, with a 
gross domestic product about $7 trillion more than its 
closest competitor (China). Some of the world’s greatest 
technological innovations have come from America, and 
these have been a major factor in its economic might. 

•  America has been generous. Programs such as the Marshall 
Plan helped the world recover from the devastation of 
World War II. Though other countries today give more as 
a percentage of gross national income, the United States 
is still the biggest donor by virtue of the sheer size of its 
economy. In 2014 the United States provided $35 billion 
in economic aid to other nations (the top five recipients 
being Israel, Egypt, Afghanistan, Jordan and Pakistan). 
Most of this aid is for military assistance, but substantial 
amounts of humanitarian and development aid go to 
developing nations (particularly in Africa). 

Prophecy
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How America Really Became Great • America has made national mistakes, but it has also 
shown the desire to correct many of them. For instance, 
though slavery was legally practiced for 89 years of its 
history, after a bloody civil war, the United States made 
slavery unconstitutional and slowly provided equal civil 
rights to the descendants of African-American slaves. 

Of course, America also has its critics, and for every 
measurement of greatness, others can find faults. But it is 
undeniable that since the end of World War II, the United 
States has led the world, becoming the only current 
superpower. Its military, economic and cultural influence 
on the world has no equal in our modern world. 

America’s true founding father
Why did the United States rise from 13 small colonies of 

the British Empire to become the most powerful nation on 
earth today? Is there more to America’s rise than the factors a 
college professor might list—cultural, geographic, economic 
and historical? Is there a missing dimension to the source 
of America’s greatness that you can’t find in an American 
history textbook?

Many would be surprised to learn that the real source of 
America’s power goes back much further than 1776. In fact, 
it predates the Declaration of Independence by more than 
3,500 years. Before there was George Washington, John 
Adams and Thomas Jefferson; before there was Lexington 
and Concord, Valley Forge, the Battle of Gettysburg or the 
World Wars—there was a man named Abraham. 

No, not Lincoln. 

This Abraham did not live in North America. In fact, he 
lived thousands of miles away in the Middle East. This is the 
Abraham of the book of Genesis—the man three religions 
trace their roots back to. You may be wondering, What 
connection does Abraham have with the United States of 
America? 

Over the past two years, I have been involved in a major 
project to write a booklet that thoroughly answers that 
question. In July of this year we were excited to finally 
publish this 120-page booklet, which is titled The United 
States, Britain and the Commonwealth in Prophecy. The 
booklet begins with the story of Abraham and how he 
demonstrated living faith in the Creator God through 
four major tests he experienced. We only have space for a 
condensed overview of the story here, so please download 
the booklet free of charge for more details.

Because of his faith, God made certain unconditional 
promises to Abraham. One of those promises, which is 
known as the birthright blessing, involved Abraham’s 
descendants inheriting vast physical blessings—including 
land, natural resources and ideal agricultural weather—
and becoming multiple nations long after Abraham’s 
own lifetime. That blessing was passed down to certain of 
Abraham’s descendants. It went to Isaac, then to Jacob and 
was eventually passed to Joseph’s two sons—Ephraim and 
Manasseh. 

Many assume that these blessings were fulfilled 
historically through the ancient kingdom of Israel under 
David and Solomon. But, as you will read in the booklet, this 
simply cannot be the case if we are to trust what God actually 
promised in the Bible. The booklet shows how many of these 
promises (which were also prophecies) go far beyond what 
Israel ever received in ancient history. 

One of Joseph’s sons was promised to become a great 
people (or nation), and the other was to become a multitude 
of nations (you can read that in Genesis 48:19). Combined 
with other detailed prophecies in the Bible, the booklet 
shows why we believe these promises were fulfilled through 
the United States, Great Britain and other nations of British 
origin. 

Because of his faith, God 
made certain unconditional 
promises to Abraham.
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To learn more about this topic, 
download our free e-book The 
United States, Britain and the 
Commonwealth in Prophecy 
today.

Making history make sense
Not only does the booklet cover promises and prophecies 

God made thousands of years ago, but it also tells the 
inspiring story of how they were fulfilled in modern history. 
Things you learned in history class will take on much greater 
meaning when you understand how they are connected 
with biblical prophecies.

For example, you will learn:

• How and why the northern 10 tribes of ancient Israel 
went into captivity to the Assyrian Empire—and what 
happened to them after they supposedly became “the 
lost 10 tribes.” You will learn why they weren’t truly 
“lost”—instead becoming known by different tribal 
names as they migrated out of the Middle East. 

• How a portion of the Israelites came to possess the 
British Isles and then spread throughout the world—
building an empire that encompassed lands in nearly 
every corner of the globe.

• How that British Empire was able to literally rule the 
seven seas through its control of a network of strategic 
sea passageways and islands. The booklet will show you 
where the Bible prophesied about this specifically. 

• Why the American Revolution was successful despite 
the odds.

• How and why the United States grew from 13 small 
colonies into a weak isolationist nation—and later 
became the most powerful nation in the world. Or, in 
other words, how America became great. 

As you read the booklet, you will see how Bible 
prophecies come to life in modern history, demonstrating 
the unmistakable power of God to declare “the end from 
the beginning, and from ancient times things that are not 
yet done” (Isaiah 46:10). You won’t come to just an academic 
understanding of prophecy and history—you will also, 

hopefully, come to know the true God at a deeper level by 
seeing His unshakable faithfulness to His promises and His 
awe-inspiring power to shape history to accomplish His will. 

Ultimately, the booklet is designed to take you full circle. 
It begins describing Abraham’s faith in God and how he 
demonstrated that faith through obedience. Then it shows 
the fulfillment of the promises and prophecies God made as 
a result of that faith. It concludes by helping you to see your 
personal need to develop that same faith and obedience to 
God in your life. 

American greatness in proper context
Though the booklet shows the origin and cause of 

American greatness, it also presents a dimension of the issue 
that you won’t hear from politicians or historians. It shows 
why neither of the major presidential campaigns is entirely 
correct in its angle on American greatness. 

Neither campaign understands the true source of 
American greatness, the real issues that are leading to a 
weakening of that greatness and the only path back to 
greatness. The final chapter of the booklet shows in plain 
and, frankly, strong language the deep moral and spiritual 
issues that are leading to America’s decline and why there is 
only one true path to make America great again. 

Sadly, neither candidate is running on or talking about 
that path. That’s why we believe this booklet is so desperately 
needed today. D
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ProphecyWhat lies ahead for the 
United States? The Bible 
predicts both a decline 
and then a magnificent 
rise for the people of the 
most powerful nation on 
earth today.

By David Treybig
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t is nearing the end of another political season in the 
United States, and impassioned hyperbole abounds. 
One major party says it needs to make America great 
again, while the other says America is doing just fine. 

These contrasting views—that the country has 
serious problems or that it is getting better and doing well—
seem to be the underlying tenets of almost every election. 
The parties simply switch positions based on which is 
currently in power.

As regular readers of this magazine know, those of us 
who produce Discern magazine seek to transcend politics. 
While we deeply care about what happens to our nations, 
we do not take sides or get involved in politics. Instead, we 
focus on proclaiming what God reveals through His Word. 
That message will help all Americans and the peoples 
of all nations understand Bible prophecy, have a better 
relationship with God, and receive the benefits God wants to 
provide for everyone. 

In this article we will focus on the United States because 
the way in which God has blessed this nation and how He 
will deal with its shortcomings are examples for everyone. 
Peoples and nations who follow God’s instructions are 
destined to prosper.

Assessing the nation
According to a poll by the Barna Group earlier this 

year, “72 percent of registered voters indicate they believe 
the United States is headed in the wrong direction.” The 
percentage among those claiming to be Christians was even 
higher (“Voters Want a Different America,” May 11, 2016). 

The report stated that voters “know something 
substantial must be done, but either they don’t know what 
that prescription is or they don’t have the courage to pursue 
it.” The prevailing perception is that “America has lost its 
mojo. And they realize restoring it at this point will be much 
harder than simply maintaining it might have been.”

It isn’t hard to figure out what is causing Americans 
concern. Racial tension has exploded in many cities across 
the nation over shootings of young black men by police 
officers. Adding to the concern was a shooting of nine black 
church members in Charleston by a mentally unbalanced, 
young white man during a Bible study. There have also been 
revenge killings of police officers in Dallas and Baton Rouge. 

Racial tension isn’t the only problem, of course. A 
Gallup report earlier this year noted that the “economy 
tops Americans’ concern as [the] most important issue” 
(“Economy, Government Top U.S. Problem List,” April 
14, 2016). Many are underemployed or have given up on 
looking for work, as landing a good paying job has become 
more difficult. 

Added to these issues are concerns over immigration, 
terrorism, the federal budget deficit, national security and 
dissatisfaction with government. 

Even though the U.S. is currently grappling with these 
problems, it continues to be the most powerful nation in the 
world. But what will the future bring? 

A lesson from history
Philosopher George Santayana said, “Those who cannot 

remember the past are condemned to repeat it.” So what 
does the history of the American people tell us? Let’s not 
just go back to 1776, when the United States declared its 
independence. That’s too short-sighted. Let’s go back to the 
much earlier history of the ancestors of the people who 
formed the United States of America.

Careful biblical and historical research shows the pre-
1776 history of today’s Americans goes back to the Israelite 
tribe of Manasseh. Manasseh and his brother, Ephraim, 
were granted the birthright blessings of Abraham that had 
been passed from generation to generation. The peoples 
from these two brothers were prophesied to rise as a “great” 
nation and a “multitude of nations” (Genesis 48:13-20). This 
blessing was never fulfilled during the time of the ancient 
Israelites. It has only come to pass in recent centuries. But 
we’re getting ahead of the story. 

As one of the tribes that comprised the ancient Israelites, 
the early history of Manasseh is tied in with the history 
of ancient Israel. And the narrative is really quite simple. 
God gave them many blessings because of His promises 
to Abraham and because He wanted them to be a model 
nation. But the law of cause and effect was still in force. 
When the ancient Israelites obeyed God’s laws, their nation 
prospered. When they disobeyed, their country declined. 

Sadly, disobedience became the norm. When they 
continued to disobey, their divided kingdoms fell to 
conquering nations sent by God to punish them for their 
sins. This eventually happened to both the northern tribes of 
Israel and southern kingdom of Judah (2 Kings 17; Jeremiah 
52).

Having ignored the warnings God gave them through 
His prophets, the ancient tribe of Manasseh, along with the 
rest of the tribes in the northern kingdom of Israel, fell to 
the Assyrian Empire in 722-721 B.C. Over the centuries, the 
descendants of Manasseh, along with those of their brother 
tribe of Ephraim, migrated west to the British Isles. 

New nations, same instruction from God
In fulfillment of  the latter-day birthright promises 

given to them by their grandfather Jacob, the descendants 
of Ephraim and Manasseh became Great Britain and the 
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Those who cannot 
remember the past 
are condemned to 
repeat it.

If you wish to better fear God and live 
as He instructs, download the free 
booklet Change Your Life!

United States of America (Genesis 48:13-20; 49:1, 22-26). 
To learn more about the biblical and secular evidence that 
connects the American and British peoples to these ancient 
brothers, see our booklet The United States, Britain & the 
Commonwealth in Prophecy.

As the recipients of many of the blessings of Abraham, 
these people of all peoples should obey God’s laws. These 
instructions include worshipping Him on the seventh-day 
Sabbath, observing the biblical holy days, helping the poor, 
treating everyone with respect, living moral lives, upholding 
the traditional family, practicing truth and honesty, and 
keeping the 10 Commandments. 

Unfortunately, most Americans (and Britons) ignore 
these biblical teachings and no longer uphold traditional 
moral values. They mistakenly consider them to be outdated 
and irrelevant to life today. As a result, the God who does 
not change and who is the same “yesterday, today, and 
forever” (Malachi 3:6; Hebrews 13:8) will once again punish 
these peoples for breaking His timeless, beneficial laws. 
(For further explanation, see the articles in the Life, Hope & 
Truth “Where Is America in Prophecy?” section.)

Punishment to come
This future punishment—called the time of “Jacob’s 

trouble” ( Jeremiah 30:7)—will come upon Jacob’s 
descendants, which include the United States and Britain. 
God says to these peoples, “I will correct you in justice, and 
will not let you go altogether unpunished … because your 
sins have increased” (verses 11, 14). 

And what will the punishment be? The answer is found in 
Leviticus 26 and Deuteronomy 28, where both the blessings 
for obedience and the curses for disobedience to God’s laws 
are laid out. 

Punishments for disobedience include economic 
disaster (Deuteronomy 28:16-18), mental illness (verse 
28), “extraordinary plagues … and serious and prolonged 
sicknesses” (verse 59), drought and starvation (verses 24, 53-
57), military defeat and captivity (verses 25-26, 41). Read all 
of Leviticus 26 and Deuteronomy 28 for a more complete 
explanation of this terrible time to come—with conditions 
worse than any other time in history (Daniel 12:1; Matthew 
24:21).

The good news is that the prophecy in Jeremiah also 
notes that the modern-day descendants of Jacob “shall be 
saved out of it [this punishment]” ( Jeremiah 30:7). 

Restoration
A return to greatness is prophesied for the American (and 

British) peoples, as a part of the restored 12-tribed nation of 
Israel, after they repent of their sins and turn to God. The 
Bible reveals that this will occur after Jesus Christ returns to 
establish the Kingdom of God here on earth.

Speaking of conditions the descendants of Jacob will 
enjoy when they turn from their transgressions during 
the millennial reign of Christ, Isaiah prophesied: “The 
abundance of the sea shall be turned to you, the wealth of 
the Gentiles shall come to you. … Violence shall no longer be 
heard in your land, neither wasting nor destruction within 
your borders” (Isaiah 60:5, 18).

The economic problems and violence within America’s 
cities today will give way to prosperity and peace because, as 
God explains, “your people shall all be righteous” (verse 21).

The lessons for everyone
While there are many lessons that could be drawn from 

the biblical prophecies about the modern-day descendants 
of the tribe of Manasseh, here are two important ones.

First, if Americans and the peoples of other nations will 
repent of their sins and turn to God, they will not have to 
suffer the punishment predicted for them. As God explains, 
“If that nation against whom I have spoken turns from its 
evil, I will relent of the disaster that I thought to bring upon 
it” ( Jeremiah 18:8). 

We must remember that God loves the peoples of all 
nations and wants to bless everyone. The proverb states 
it succinctly: “Righteousness exalts a nation, but sin is a 
reproach to any people” (Proverbs 14:34). 

Second, while we cannot single-handedly change others 
or control what our nation will do, we can change our own 
lives for the better. As the apostle Peter explained, “In every 
nation whoever fears Him [God] and works righteousness is 
accepted by Him” (Acts 10:35). D

http://lifehopeandtruth.com/offers/change-your-life/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/offers/the-united-states-britain-the-commonwealth-in-prophecy/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/offers/the-united-states-britain-the-commonwealth-in-prophecy/
http:/lifehopeandtruth.com/prophecy/america-in-prophecy/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/prophecy/end-times/jacobs-trouble/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/prophecy/end-times/jacobs-trouble/
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Life Our world and 
our lives can seem 
perpetually on the 
brink of disaster. 
How can we survive 
the constant 
bombardment of 
anxiety, fear and 
stress?

By Mike Bennett

Google searches are any clue, anxiety has been 
growing. Over the past eight years, searches for 
“anxiety” have more than doubled.

And 26 percent of Americans reported a “great 
deal” of stress in the previous month, and 49 percent 

had a major stressful event in the past year (“The Burden of 
Stress in America,” NPR/Robert Wood Johnson Foundation/
Harvard School of Public Health). In the United Kingdom, 
the latest Labour Force Survey states that “in 2014/15 stress 
accounted for 35% of all work related ill health cases and 
[9.9 million days, equivalent to] 43% of all working days lost 
due to ill health.” 

And there’s plenty to be worried, fearful and stressed 
about. News outlets spew forth reports of terror attacks, 
racial tensions, violent crime, gang turf wars, government 
corruption and spreading regional conflicts killing 
hundreds of thousands and forcing millions of refugees 
from their homes. Then there’s the real threat that hot spots 
will explode and lead to world war, with nuclear, chemical 
and biological weapons in play.

And even closer to home, many face chronic illnesses, 
burgeoning debt burdens, broken relationships, unending 
frustrations and the growing nastiness and immorality 
plaguing our communities and families.

So we feel a constant state of anxiety and stress, with 
sudden spikes of fear.

Our bodies are designed to handle danger situations by 
going into crisis mode—what is often called the fight-or-
flight response.

However, when the fear is chronic—when anxiety and 
stress overwhelm us regularly—the body and mind can be 
taxed to the limit by unending crises. Our mental, emotional 
and physical health can be at risk.

So, how can we better handle fear, anxiety and stress? 
First let’s examine the story of two men who faced crises 

and responded by fleeing or fighting. How did our Creator 
reshape their responses in healthy ways? 

Then we’ll look at additional physical and spiritual 
factors that can help us deal with—and even grow—through 
our times of stress.

http://www.hse.gov.uk/statistics/causdis/stress/
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When we face fear and 
stress, God also wants 
us to refocus on Him 
and on the work He 

has for us to do.

Elijah’s flight
The prophets of God did not live 

easy lives. They were the original 
ones called to speak truth to those in 
power—at the risk of their own lives. 
God told Elijah to take a message to 
evil King Ahab and the people who no 
longer respected God. God performed 
an awesome miracle, sending fire from 
heaven to convince the people He was 
truly God.

Elijah experienced a great victory 
over the enemies of God! But almost 
immediately those enemies struck 
back. Wicked Queen Jezebel sent a 
messenger promising to have Elijah 
put to death by the next day.

Elijah knew her ruthless reputation, 
and he panicked. He ran for his life as 
fast and as far away as he could.

There he prayed, “It is enough! Now, 
LORD, take my life” (1 Kings 19:4). He 
preferred to die at God’s merciful hand 
than to be killed by malicious Jezebel.

But God patiently and lovingly 
redirected Elijah’s terror. God asked, 
“What are you doing here, Elijah?” 
(verse 9).

Elijah reminded God, “I have been 
very zealous for the LORD God of 
hosts; for the children of Israel have 
forsaken Your covenant, torn down 
Your altars, and killed Your prophets 
with the sword. I alone am left; and 
they seek to take my life” (verse 10).

After revealing Himself to Elijah 
through miracles, God asked Elijah the 
same question again and got the same 
answer. Then God gave Elijah new 
marching orders. Instead of focusing 
on the dangers, Elijah should go back 
to work doing God’s will. And God 
reassuringly explained that Elijah was 
not alone—“yet I have reserved seven 
thousand in Israel, all whose knees 
have not bowed to Baal” (verse 18).

When we face fear and stress, God 
also wants us to refocus on Him and on 
the work He has for us to do. That work 

involves thousands of others who are 
similarly working to prepare for Jesus 
Christ’s return—the only real hope this 
troubled world has. Read more about 
this in our articles “What Is the Mission 
of the Church?” and “Our Future 
Hope.”

Peter’s fight
The disciples did not fully 

understand what Jesus had to do 
during His first coming. They knew He 
would be King, but they didn’t grasp 
that as Savior He would have to die to 
pay for our sins.

So when the traitor Judas Iscariot 
brought armed men to arrest Jesus, 
Peter was ready to fight to protect his 
King. He felt the fear but didn’t run. He 
came out swinging.

“Then Simon Peter, having a sword, 
drew it and struck the high priest’s 
servant, and cut off his right ear” ( John 
18:10). Was Peter really aiming for 
the ear—or was the servant lucky he 
ducked?

But what happened next took the 
fight out of Peter! Jesus told him, “Put 
your sword into the sheath” because 
this was God’s will (verse 11). Jesus said, 
“‘Permit even this.’ And He touched his 
ear and healed him” (Luke 22:51).

Still, Peter did not flee, but followed 
Jesus to where He was being tried. Peter 
knew his own life was in danger since 
he was the one who attacked the high 
priest’s servant. Now, though, he knew 
Jesus didn’t want him to fight, and 
perhaps he was even wondering if God 
would protect him.

Then he was asked three different 
times if he was a follower of Jesus, and 
he denied his Savior three times! When 

he realized this was exactly as Jesus 
had predicted, “he went out and wept 
bitterly” (Matthew 26:75).

Peter came to recognize he could not 
rely on his own courage and self-will 
to fight the fearful events enveloping 
him. Jesus redirected him to look for 
God’s will. When we follow God’s will, 
we can trust in God for the protection 
and courage we need.

Jesus gave Peter further direction 
after He was resurrected. Paralleling 
Peter’s three denials, Jesus asked him 
three times if he loved Him. And three 
times Jesus pointed Peter to his job—to 
“feed My sheep” ( John 21:17).

Physical factors
Fear and stress definitely have 

physical components, from the danger 
itself to our body’s response. For 
example, our level of rest and exercise 
can be important factors in how we 
react. 

The old saying (often attributed 
to American football legend Vince 
Lombardi) is true, “Fatigue makes 
cowards of us all.” God even included 
rest in His commandments for our 
benefit. (See more about the weekly 
Sabbath rest in our free booklet The 
Sabbath: A Neglected Gift From God.) 

And regular exercise can build 
up our body’s resilience and help us 
control our feelings of stress.

The Anxiety and Depression 
Association of America says, “Scientists 
have found that regular participation 
in aerobic exercise has been shown 
to decrease overall levels of tension, 
elevate and stabilize mood, improve 
sleep, and improve self-esteem. Even 
five minutes of aerobic exercise can 
stimulate anti-anxiety effects.”

But physical efforts can only go so 
far in avoiding disaster or controlling 
stress. In our world there are 
dangers beyond our control or even 
comprehension. 

http://lifehopeandtruth.com/change/the-church/what-is-the-mission-of-the-church/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/change/the-church/what-is-the-mission-of-the-church/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/life/plan-of-salvation/hope-for-the-future/our-future-hope/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/life/plan-of-salvation/hope-for-the-future/our-future-hope/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/offers/the-sabbath/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/offers/the-sabbath/
https://www.adaa.org/understanding-anxiety/related-illnesses/other-related-conditions/stress/physical-activity-reduces-st
https://www.adaa.org/understanding-anxiety/related-illnesses/other-related-conditions/stress/physical-activity-reduces-st
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Learn more in our Life, Hope & 
Truth article “What Is Meditation?”

further Reading

Thankfully the Bible points to a 
Source of help that transcends the 
physical.

Spiritual peace of mind
God offers not just practical help 

but also a spiritual awareness that 
gives us His perspective. From God’s 
vantage point, all that we face—all that 
our world faces—is not out of control, 
but totally within His control. He 
has a plan to soon solve humanity’s 
most insolvable problems. No 
overwhelming force or inexorable 
crisis is a match for the all-powerful 
Creator.

Consider some biblical realities for 
those who commit to following God 
and trusting in Him.

When we feel worry and anxious 
care:

“Therefore do not worry, saying, 
‘What shall we eat?’ or ‘What shall 
we drink?’ or ‘What shall we wear?’ … 
For your heavenly Father knows that 
you have need of all these things. But 
seek first the kingdom of God and His 
righteousness, and all these things 
shall be added to you” (Matthew 6:31-
33).

“Therefore humble yourselves 
under the mighty hand of God, that 
He may exalt you in due time, casting 
all your care upon Him, for He cares 
for you” (1 Peter 5:6-7).

When we feel fear that we are adrift 
and things are out of control:

“He shall cover you with His 
feathers, and under His wings you 
shall take refuge; His truth shall be 
your shield and buckler. You shall not 
be afraid of the terror by night, nor of 
the arrow that flies by day, nor of the 
pestilence that walks in darkness, nor 
of the destruction that lays waste at 
noonday” (Psalm 91:4-6).

“Being confident of this very thing, 
that He who has begun a good work 
in you will complete it until the day of 
Jesus Christ” (Philippians 1:6).

“This hope we have as an anchor 
of the soul, both sure and steadfast” 
(Hebrews 6:19). Hebrews 11:35-39 
illustrates many faithful people 
of God who endured desperate 
conditions by focusing on the hope 
of their resurrection at the return of 
Jesus Christ.

When we feel troubled and stressed:
“These things I [ Jesus] have spoken 

to you, that in Me you may have peace. 
In the world you will have tribulation; 
but be of good cheer, I have overcome 
the world” ( John 16:33).

“You will keep him in perfect 
peace, whose mind is stayed on You, 
because he trusts in You” (Isaiah 26:3).

“Be anxious for nothing, but 
in everything by prayer and 
supplication, with thanksgiving, let 
your requests be made known to God; 
and the peace of God, which surpasses 
all understanding, will guard your 
hearts and minds through Christ 
Jesus” (Philippians 4:6-7). Verse 8 goes 
on to advise meditating on true, pure 
and virtuous things—another key to 
peace of mind. D

From God’s vantage point, all that we face—
all that our world faces—is not out of control, 
but totally within His control. Stress-Reduction 

Action Steps

What can we learn and do 
from these biblical stories and 
encouraging passages?

• Pray for God’s protection 
and peace of mind.

• Cast your cares on Him—
and don’t take them back.

• Strive to get healthy 
amounts of rest and exercise, 
especially the biblically 
mandated Sabbath rest.

• Meditate on true, pure and   
virtuous things.

• Seek to do God’s will, 
knowing  He has a plan to 
solve all these problems 
and remove all the evils.

• Focus on doing your part 
in doing God’s work of 
preparing for Jesus Christ’s 
return.

• Study  God’s promises 
and remember what He 
has done so you can 
grow in faith. 

Learn more about how to claim 
God’s promises in the articles in 
the “What Is Faith?” section of 
Life, Hope & Truth. 

http://lifehopeandtruth.com/god/prayer-fasting-and-meditation/what-is-meditation/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/change/faith/
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Commonplacing has 
been popular since 

the Middle Ages as a 
way to collect phrases 
and sayings. But what 
happens when we try 

to pick and choose our 
religious customs?

By Jeremy Lallier

Bible

The Internet flooded the world with information.
We weren’t ready for it—not really. A constant stream of thoughts, opinions and 

ideas—never ending, never abating. There’s more content than any individual could 
consume in a thousand lifetimes. We’re at the receiving end of a torrent of information, 
and the quantity is only increasing. How are we supposed to process it all? How are we 
supposed to sift through it and find what matters?

Unique as the Internet is, this isn’t the first time we’ve had this problem. Believe it 
or not, the European world was grappling with a similar dilemma not long after a man 
named Johannes Gutenberg invented the printing press. That press changed the world 
forever.

Up until that point, books had been rare and expensive. Now, almost overnight, 
they became more affordable and accessible. Like a flood, books filled with thoughts, 
opinions and ideas were making their way across political and cultural borders. There 
was more content than any individual could consume. 

Suddenly, 15th- and 16th-century Europeans were dealing with questions not so 
foreign to us: “How are we supposed to process it all? How are we supposed to sift 
through it and find what matters?”

Their answer? Commonplace books.

Commonplacing religion, 
        or how to ruin the bible!
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The art of commonplacing
Commonplace books exist for a 

singular purpose—to collect the good 
stuff and hang onto it. Like journals, they 
were originally personal, handwritten 
undertakings—but unlike journals, the 
point was to fill them with the thoughts, 
quotes and observations of other people.

Throughout the ages, some of 
the greatest figures of history kept 
commonplace books. From Thomas 
Jefferson to Francis Bacon and from 
Walt Whitman to Napoleon Bonaparte, 
commonplace books have offered a way 
for thinkers and dreamers, princes and 
paupers to create a personal catalog of 
the thoughts and phrases that mattered 
to them.

In John Locke’s A New Method of 
Making Common-Place-Books (1706), 
the foreword urges readers to “extract 
only those Things which are Choice and 
Excellent, either for the Matter itself, or 
else for the Elegancy of the Expression.” 

Today, 310 years later, commonplace 
books are anything but extinct. The 
handwritten kind might not be as 
common anymore, but you’ve probably 
come across some modernized versions 
of the commonplace book. Take Evernote, 
for instance. Or Tumblr. Or Pinterest. 
Each of these platforms is designed for 
collecting the bits of the world that matter 
to us—the bits that we perceive as having 
merit or significance.

And that’s the heart and soul 
of “commonplacing”—building a 
perpetually evolving, never-ending 
repository that grows as we grow and 
expands the more we interact with the 
world around us. It’s our personal catalog 
of “those Things which are Choice and 
Excellent.”

Commonplacing religion
There’s a problem, though: At its core, 

commonplacing requires looking at 
a work and saying, “I like this and not 
that. This is good; that isn’t for me.” And 
when it comes to things like literature or 
movies, that’s fine. The problem emerges 
when we take that approach to things 
like philosophy and religion, crafting a 
patchwork buffet of disparate worldviews 
and then trying to make them all work 
together.

It happens all the time. We live in such 
a highly customizable world—everything 
can be personalized, edited and altered to 
fit our preferences; why not religion too? 
There are hundreds of religions in the 
world, many of them thousands of years 
old—why not take the very best that each 
one has to offer and meld it together into 
something that works for you?

Because it’s impossible, that’s why.

Puzzles that don’t make sense
If the religions of the world were jigsaw 

puzzles, commonplacing religions would 
be the equivalent of grabbing our favorite 
pieces from each puzzle and trying to 
make them all fit together. It won’t work. It 
can’t work. Those pieces aren’t designed to 
fit together—and even if we forced them 
to fit, what would the resulting picture 
look like?

It would be a mess—a total, 
unintelligible mess.

Let’s say you enjoy the Buddhist 
version of meditation, but you’re also a 
fan of praying to a higher power. Okay—
there are a couple different issues with 
that. Buddhist meditation is centered 
around the belief that the universe is an 
illusion. If you’re meditating on your own 
nonexistence, what higher power are you 
supposed to pray to? How can you merge 

We live in such a highly customizable 
world—everything can be personalized, 
edited and altered to fit our preferences; 
why not religion too?religion

like!
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For further reading, download our 
study guide “Is the Bible True?”

further Reading

those two concepts together? What’s 
the bigger picture?

There isn’t one—and the more 
puzzle pieces you add, the fuzzier 
everything gets. The end result is a 
commonplace “Bible” filled with nice-
sounding ideas that can’t possibly fit 
together (and often contradict each 
other)—a Bible that might take a stab at 
explaining what to do, but completely 
flounders when it comes time to 
explain why it should be done.

There’s a better way.

Addition and subtraction
The Holy Bible is filled with 

warnings not to take a piecemeal 
approach to its instructions. Moses 
told Israel, “You shall not add to the 
word which I command you, nor take 
from it” (Deuteronomy 4:2). The book 
of Proverbs tells us, “Every word of God 
is pure. … Do not add to His words, lest 
He rebuke you, and you be found a 
liar” (Proverbs 30:5-6). 

The apostle John warned all those 
reading the book of Revelation, “If 
anyone adds to these things, God will 
add to him the plagues that are written 
in this book; and if anyone takes away 
from the words of the book of this 
prophecy, God shall take away his part 
from the Book of Life” (Revelation 
22:18-19).

Why such an emphasis on leaving 
the Bible unaltered? Because if we 
start treating the Bible like just another 
source for commonplacing, we lose the 
bigger picture. We jumble the puzzle 
pieces. We make it impossible to see 
what God is really doing.

And what God is really doing is 
incredible.

The bigger picture
The Bible talks about a lot of things 

that only make sense if we treat it like a 
package deal:

It talks about, for instance, your 
purpose in life (Ecclesiastes 12:13). It 
talks about your reason for existing 
(Romans 8:18). It talks about what God 
expects of you (Micah 6:8), and it shows 
you what to do when you inevitably fall 
short of that expectation (Acts 2:38). It 
talks about the boundaries you need 
to avoid if you want to live a fulfilling 
life (Deuteronomy 10:13). It talks about 
the important relationships in your life 
and how to care for them (Ephesians 
5:17-33). 

But the scope of the Bible is bigger 
than just you. It also talks about the 
world (Genesis 1:1), why it is the way 
it is (Romans 1:18-25), and what God 
plans to do about it (Romans 8:19-23). 
It talks about a plan to end evil and 
suffering forever (Revelation 21:4)—a 
plan to offer hope to every man, 
woman and child who has ever lived 
(Revelation 20:12).

That’s the bigger picture as painted 
by the Bible, which was generated 
and inspired by a God who invites 
you to “test all things; hold fast what 
is good” (1 Thessalonians 5:21). But 
it’s all or nothing. Developing our own 
commonplace Bible is a guaranteed 
way to assemble a puzzle with pieces 
that don’t fit and a picture that doesn’t 
make sense.

The God revealed by the pages of the 
Bible is either the God of all creation 
or He isn’t. There’s no middle ground; 
no room for a third option. You have to 
decide whether the Bible is something 
you can trust. If the answer is no, then 
the whole book is a worthless bundle 
of lies. 

But if the answer is yes—if the 
answer is yes, then the Bible is the 
Word of God, inspired and preserved 
for us throughout the ages by the God 
of the universe. It’s a direct line of 
communication from our Creator to 
us, and it’s filled with all the answers to 
life’s most important questions.

Why would you ever want to 
commonplace that? D

truth!

Moses told Israel, “You shall not add 
to the word which I command you, 
nor take from it” (Deuteronomy 4:2).

http://lifehopeandtruth.com/offers/is-the-bible-true/


Relationships

Over the last couple of decades, 
sociologists, commentators, public 
officials and other observers have 
been telling us that civility is fast 
disappearing from our society. 
Countless books, articles and 
reports are being churned out, 
addressing what many refer to as 
our “rudeness epidemic.” Surveys 
conducted around the globe report 
that discourteous behavior, vulgar 
language, road rage and other public 
displays of anger are at all-time 
highs.

Chances are, you’ve been on 
the receiving end of some of this 
incivility. 

Perhaps the driver of the car 
behind you at the self-serve fuel 
pump thinks you are taking too long 
to fill up and makes an unpleasant 
gesture and mouths an obscenity at 
you.

Driving on an unfamiliar road, 
you put on your turn signal when 
you realize your lane is ending, but 
the driver in the next lane refuses to 
let you move over. 

In a crowded department store, 
another shopper briskly tells you, 
“Excuse me!” in a tone of voice that 
says, “Get out of my way!”

After circling a parking lot several 

Society’s descent into vulgarity and 
harshness is a sign of troubles to come. 

What does this rudeness epidemic mean, 
and how does God want us to treat others?

By Becky Sweat

Being Civil 
in an 

Uncivil 
World
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times, you finally see someone who’s about to leave and free 
up a parking space. You wait for this soon-to-be-vacated spot 
with your turn signal on, only to have another vehicle zoom 
in from another direction and take the space.

The examples could go on and on. All around us, in every 
corner of modern life, we’re seeing the disappearance of 
civility. But what exactly do we mean by civility? Merriam-
Webster.com defines it as “polite, reasonable, and respectful 
behavior.” To be civil is to behave in a way that takes into 
account the well-being of others—to show courtesy, concern 
and regard. 

To be harsh, rude, uncaring or thoughtless is the exact 
opposite of civility.

The ramifications
On the surface, most displays of callousness may seem 

innocuous. But even these relatively minor infractions 
matter. The attitudes that are at the root of everyday 
incidents of incivility can turn into the bigger episodes we 
hear about on the news—when people become violent at 
airports, malls, schools, office buildings, etc., because they 
didn’t get their way.

Civility is essential for stable, strong and harmonious 
communities. When citizens show concern for each other, 
not only do their relationships become stronger, society as a 
whole functions better. 

Historians point out that incivility has been a cause in the 
decline of nearly every great civilization. In his classic work, 
The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, 
Edward Gibbon attributed the collapse of Rome in large 
part to the gradual loss of civic virtue among its citizens. 
Certainly this observation is just as relevant today.

Edward Wortley-Montagu, another 18th-century author, 
observed in Reflections on the Rise and Fall of the Ancient 
Republicks that the principal reason for the decline of the 
Greek and Roman empires was a “degeneracy of manners, 
which reduced those once brave and free people into the 
most abject slavery.”

When civility breaks down, civilization begins to fracture. 
Johns Hopkins professor P.M. Forni warns in his 2008 best 
seller, The Civility Solution, that incivility often escalates 
into violence. One example he gives is the typical full-
blown road-rage incident, which starts with someone taking 
offense at being slighted. When disorderly conduct becomes 
widespread, ultimately it can destroy a society.

At the very least, rudeness is a stressor and can have a 
negative impact on our personal lives. “Rudeness wears 
down our mental defenses, leaving us vulnerable to self-
doubt and anxiety,” Forni says. Research shows that chronic 
stress due to rudeness can contribute to depression, weight 
gain, digestive complaints, sleep disorders and even heart 
disease.

Signs of the times
As disheartening as this incivility epidemic may be, it was 

foretold long ago in the Bible. In 2 Timothy 3:1-4, the apostle 
Paul writes: “But know this, that in the last days perilous 

times will come: For men will be lovers of themselves, 
lovers of money, boasters, proud, blasphemers, disobedient 
to parents, unthankful, unholy, unloving, unforgiving, 
slanderers, without self-control, brutal, despisers of good, 
traitors, headstrong, haughty, lovers of pleasure rather than 
lovers of God.” 

Societal trends have paved the way for these behaviors. 
One such trend relates to social approval, which is not nearly 
as powerful a motivator as it was in times past. We no longer 
live in communities where everyone knows everyone. 
Today, most of us live in cities and don’t know many of 
our neighbors or the people we encounter in public places. 
Living among strangers, we may not care what others think 
of us or even try to be patient with them, because we figure 
we won’t see them again. This is one reason why, if a bus 
passenger annoys another passenger with his loud music, a 
confrontation is more likely to ensue. Anonymity makes it 
easier to be uncivil.

Another trend is our society’s ever-increasing focus 
on me. While human beings have always had a tendency 
to think about themselves first and foremost, numerous 
studies suggest that as a culture, we are becoming more self-
absorbed than ever. 

The signs are everywhere. Just look at all the self-
promotion on social media sites, the boom in cosmetic 
surgery and the increasing materialism.

In The Civility Solution, Forni writes that when “self ” 
is king, “we are not inclined to be considerate and kind. 
Furthermore, when life does not grant us the privileges 
we expect given the high opinion we have of ourselves, 
frustration and anger are likely to result, with the attending 
abuse of innocent bystanders.”

Some of the blame can also be attributed to people 
working longer hours, leading busier lives and, in general, 
being under more stress. All this pressure and anxiety can 
make us less tolerant of others. 

In his 2002 book, Choosing Civility, Forni writes: “A 
stressed, fatigued or distressed person is less inclined to be 

To be civil is to behave in a way 
that takes into account the 
well-being of others—to show 
courtesy, concern and regard. 



patient and tolerant, to think before acting, and to be aware 
of the needs of others. Thus such a person is more likely to 
be rude.” 

This often becomes a self-perpetuating cycle:  When we’re 
rude with others, we tend to feel more stress, which leads to 
more rudeness, and then we’re more stressed and on and on.

Antidotes to incivility
The good news is that in the near future, Jesus Christ will 

return to rule the earth, and the Kingdom of God will be 
established. Then courtesy, consideration and respect will 
become the norm. 

In the meantime, we must be civil in our relations with 
others, even if they don’t treat us civilly.

Jesus’ teaching in Matthew 7:12, known as the “Golden 
Rule,” says, “Therefore, whatever you want men to do to you, 
do also to them, for this is the Law and the Prophets.” In 
Matthew 5:44 Jesus instructed, “But I say to you, love your 
enemies, bless those who curse you, do good to those who 
hate you, and pray for those who spitefully use you and 
persecute you.”

“God is patient with us when we fall short; if we want to 
be His children, we must strive to treat others with the same 
forbearance,” says Joel Meeker, a minister with the Church of 
God, a Worldwide Association, and director of the Church’s 
French-speaking region. “This means letting go of anger or a 
desire to repay in-kind when people are rude to us.”

True, “we live in an increasingly angry world,” Mr. Meeker 
continues. “We meet more people who have a mind-set that 
refuses to be reasonable, and want to be confrontational and 
malicious. In times like that we may not be able to achieve 
peace, but the Bible says to do the best we can.” We’re told in 
Romans 12:18, “If it is possible, as much as depends on you, 
live peaceably with all men.”

Recognizing and apologizing for our own rudeness 
Of course, truth be told, it’s not always “the other guy” 

who dishes out the less-than-polite behavior. Probably most 
of us can think of times when we didn’t treat others as well 
as we should have. 

When this happens, we should be willing to go back and 
apologize, says Ralph Levy, a Church of God minister and 
an instructor at Foundation Institute. “This doesn’t diminish 
us; quite the contrary, it usually builds us in the eyes of 
others. We become people whose egos don’t bar them from 
apologizing when they misjudge a situation and fall short in 
how they deal with others.”

Esteeming others, humility and thankfulness 
It’s good to start each day in prayer, asking God to guide 

us through the day, and to help us put the concerns of others 
above our own. Philippians 2:3-4 admonishes us, “Let 
nothing be done through selfish ambition or conceit, but in 
lowliness of mind let each esteem others better than himself. 
Let each of you look out not only for his own interests, but 
also for the interests of others.” 

“This passage tells us to act in humility toward other 
people, to treat others as if they are more important than we 
are,” explains Mr. Meeker. “If a president or a king were rude 
to us we would probably swallow the incivility out of respect 
for their position. This is the way we should treat everyone.”

“An attitude of thankfulness, along with expressing 
thanks to others, goes a long way toward reminding us that 
we are blessed far more than we actually deserve,” says David 
Johnson, a Church of God minister and an instructor at 
Foundation Institute. “Instead of feeling constantly slighted, 
we feel grateful. Thankfulness alters our way of thinking and 
acting toward others. It is difficult to be rude to someone and 
express thanks at the same time. Civility involves feeling and 
expressing gratitude.”

There’s no question we’re living in challenging 
times. Everywhere around us we can see rudeness, self-
centeredness and lack of concern for our fellow man. The 
ultimate antidote, of course, is the fruit of God’s Spirit found 
in Galatians 5:22-23, which includes love, peace, patience, 
gentleness and self-control. If we are truly followers of Jesus 
Christ, these are the qualities we should—and must—be 
known for. D

For more on 
rudeness and 
civility, see our Life, 
Hope & Truth article 
“Are You Rude?”

"Therefore, whatever you want 
men to do to you, do also to 
them, for this is the Law and 
the Prophets" (Matthew 7:12).

Related Reading
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World InSight

Straddling the Christian 
West and the Islamic 
Middle East, a resurgent 
Turkey has returned to the 
world stage. What’s next for 
this strategic nation?

By Neal Hogberg

A nightly 
demonstration of 
President Erdogan's 
supporters in 
Istanbul, Turkey. 
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TURKEY: 
At the 
Crossroads
of History

ept. 11 marked the day 
that Islamic terror came 
to America 15 years ago. 
And on that day 333 
years ago, all of Christian 
Europe was on the brink 
of defeat by a powerful 
Islamic army at the gates 
of Vienna.

Early the next morning the 
armies of much of Christian Europe, 
summoned by the pope and led by 
John III Sobieski, joined battle with 
the Islamic army and in a decisive 
victory drove back the Ottoman Turks 
and saved Europe. The West claimed 
supremacy in a civilizational death 
struggle. Never again did the forces of 
Islam seriously threaten Europe.

Until today.

Turkey’s returning religious 
fervor

Once the center of the Ottoman 

Empire, Turkey is again at a pivotal 
point in its history. Turkey hosts 3 
million Syrian refugees dying to get 
into Europe, and it has used halting 
the flow of migrants as a bargaining 
chip to draw 6 billion euros and other 
concessions from the European Union 
(EU). Turkey also recently endured a 
failed military coup, a string of bloody 
terrorist attacks and new forays across 
the border in Syria. 

After surviving the coup plot, 
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan has 
been riding a wave of nationalism 
and religious fervor. Mosques all over 
Istanbul and Ankara called on people 
to gather in town squares and airports 
in defiance of the coup. Erdogan—
who once declared that “minarets are 
our bayonets, domes our helmets, 
mosques our barracks, and the 
believers our army”—has pushed 
fast-forward on a previously creeping 
Islamization.
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These events have many wondering 
if this is Turkey’s “Iran 1979 moment.” 
Will the decades-long forces of 
secularism be overwhelmed, with 
Erdogan installing himself as a 
modern-day sultan, leader of an 
Islamic revolution and a new Ottoman 
Empire?

Eliminating all dissent
Even as the bungled coup was 

winding down, Erdogan called the 
uprising a “gift from God” because it 
“will be a reason to cleanse our army.” 
Erdogan used the failed coup attempt 
as an excuse to swiftly purge all his 
political opponents in the government 
and military bureaucracies and then 
began cleaning out the universities 
and state schools. 

By some estimates, upwards of 
40,000 Turks were arrested and 
another 100,000 were stripped of 
their jobs. There are reports that the 
country’s prisons are being emptied 
of criminals to make room for the new 
arrivals.

Crossroads of East and West
Turkey forms a strategic land bridge 

between Europe and the Middle East, 
two key areas in Bible prophecy. 

Turkey also controls a crucial 
military sea gate—the entrance to and 
exit from the Black Sea through the 
narrow gap of the Bosporus. Should 
it choose to close this choke point, less 
than a mile across at its narrowest, 
the Russian Black Sea Fleet would be 
trapped.

Controlling the flow
Due to its location, economy and 

military (the second largest in NATO), 
Turkey’s influence as a commercial 
gateway will undoubtedly grow.

Turkey aims to be an energy transfer 
nexus, delivering natural gas (from 
the Caspian Sea across the Caucasus) 
and oil (from Iran) to the markets of 
Western Europe. 

“Turkey,” according Robert Kaplan, 
author of The Revenge of Geography, 
“joins Iran as a Middle East hyperpower, 
with pipelines running in all directions 
filled with oil, natural gas, and water—
the very basis of industrial life” (2012, 
p. 301).

The geographic advantage of being 
at the headwaters of the Tigris and 
Euphrates, combined with a massive 
dam system, provides Turkey with 
the ability to cut off as much as 90 
percent of Iraq’s water intake from the 
Euphrates and 40 percent of Syria’s. 
Control of water to the arid Middle East 
makes Turkey a water power in the way 
that Saudi Arabia is an oil power.

Monumental building projects
The greatest Ottoman sultans 

stamped their legacy with massive 
monuments. Similarly, the signature 
of Erdogan’s reign is gigantic, 
multibillion-dollar construction 
projects costing more than a quarter of 
Turkey’s annual GDP. 

Following on the heels of a 
grandiose 1,000-room presidential 
palace complex, 2016 has been dubbed 
the year of Turkish megaprojects, with 
the building of an airport slated to be 
the largest in the world; the world’s 
deepest undersea tunnel, designed to 
link Istanbul’s European and Asian 
shores; the colossal Gulf Passage 
Bridge; and a parallel canal designed 
to be a second Bosporus.

At the August opening ceremony 
of yet another spectacular bridge 
spanning the Bosporus—the $3 billion 
Yavuz Sultan Selim Bridge—Erdogan 
quoted a Turkish saying: “When a 
donkey dies it leaves behind its saddle; 
when a man dies he leaves behind his 
works. We will be remembered for this.” 

Echoing this, a government TV 
commercial urged, “Be proud of your 
power, Turkey.”

Magnificent mosques
The construction capstone is 

Turkey’s biggest-ever house of prayer: a 
stadium-sized mosque with a capacity 
for 37,500 people. 

The city’s largest current mosque, 
built by Suleyman the Magnificent—
widely seen as the greatest of the 
sultans—has only four minarets, but 
Erdogan’s mosque, built in classic 
Ottoman style, dwarfs Suleyman’s with 
six minarets that can be seen for 20 
miles.

In 1945 there were 20,000 mosques 
in Turkey; in 2016 there are 86,000. 

And that number continues to soar 
out of proportion to the population—
particularly in the previously secular 
large cities. But the grand mosque 
building program does not stop there. 
Erdogan is building and financing 
over 30 multimillion dollar mosque 
projects across five continents—from 
Maryland to Amsterdam to Moscow.

Ambitions for a revived Ottoman 
Empire

The days of a sleepy, inward-looking 
Turkey are over. Previous Turkish 
leaders—from former President 
Turgut Ozal, who proclaimed the 21st 
century to be “Turkey’s Century,” to 
Prime Minister Suleyman Demirel, 
who spoke of a “Turkish world” from 
the Adriatic Sea to the Great Wall 
of China—gave voice to Turkey’s 
ambitions of becoming, once again, the 
hub of Middle Eastern Islamic power. 

Neo-Ottomanism—the restoration 
of Ottoman political and cultural 
heritage in the territories of the 
empire in the Balkans, Middle East 
and Caucasus—has become a major 
movement again. 

Fear of the Turk
A 15th-century Catholic prayer 

whispered, “God save us from the 
Devil, the Turk, and the comet.” 

“Europeans have viewed the Turks 
as alien for two reasons,” according 
to George Friedman, author of 
Flashpoints: The Emerging Crisis in 
Europe. “First, they were primarily 
Muslim rather than Christian, and 
therefore not fully European. Second, 
it was the Ottoman Empire that 
destroyed Byzantium, the successor 
to the Eastern Roman Empire that 
Constantine founded” (2015, p. 224).

Ottoman rulers were the standard-
bearers of Islam for almost 850 years. 
They controlled North Africa, the Nile 
Basin, the Red Sea, the lands west of 
Persia and penetrated deeply into 
the heartland of Europe, prompting 
Suleyman the Magnificent to claim, 
“I … am the Sultan of Sultans, the 
Sovereign of Sovereigns, … the shadow 
of God on earth.”

From the rise of the Ottoman 
Empire in the 13th century, Turkish 
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leaders were mainly focused 
northwest, toward Europe, the source 
of wealth and lucrative trade routes. 
But following their defeat at Vienna in 
1683, the empire receded over the next 
two centuries. It became “the sick man 
of Europe,” and World War I proved 
fatal. Only the old Anatolian heartland 
remained afterward as a secular, 
Turkish republic.

Turkey faces westward
Following World War I a military 

hero, Mustafa Kemal, led a revolution. 
Kemal, later called Ataturk—“Father 
of the Turks”—ended the Islamic 
caliphate in 1924, bringing Turkey 
kicking and screaming into the 20th 
century.

Patterning a new secular state on a 
European rather than Islamic model, 
Kemal developed a modern army 
and introduced Western legal codes 
and the Gregorian calendar, while 
banning Islamic religious courts and 
public institutions. The traditional 
fez was forbidden, the Latin alphabet 
replaced Arabic script, and women 
were granted the vote long before they 
were in France or Italy.

The army—which after the latest 
coup was purged of 40 percent of its 
senior officers—became the custodians 
of secular democracy, overthrowing on 
four occasions elected governments 

deemed too corrupt or a threat to 
democracy. In the memorable words of 
Çevik Bir, a leading figure in the 1997 
coup, “In Turkey we have a marriage of 
Islam and democracy. … The child of 
this marriage is secularism. Now this 
child gets sick from time to time. The 
Turkish Armed Forces is the doctor 
which saves the child.”

The relative stability, through the 
1990s, of the “star of Islam”—as The 
Economist dubbed Turkey—was held 
up as an example of how a Middle 
Eastern country, other than Israel, 
could embrace democracy and grow 
its economy.

NATO  a cce p t a n ce  a n d  E U 
rejection

Surrounded by a crescent of 
instability, Turkey joined NATO in 
1952, firmly anchoring it as part of 
Europe’s safekeeping. U.S. tactical 
nuclear weapons based at Turkey’s 
Incirlik Air Base play a key part in this.

Though a small part of Turkey 
(less than 5 percent) physically lies in 
Europe, the Turks have never been 
truly recognized as part of Europe by 
their neighbors, and it has become 
apparent that Turkey will never gain 
full membership in the EU. 

Were Turkey to become a full EU 
member, the implications would ripple 
across Europe’s political and religious 
landscape. It would nearly double the 
Muslim population in the EU. Turkey 
would become the No. 3 country in the 
EU because of its economic strength, 
its population and a military larger 
than that of France or Britain. Because 
admission to the EU would mean free 
movement for nearly 80 million Turks, 
it will likely never happen.

“The rejection,” writes strategist 
Robert Kaplan, “was a shock to the 
Turkish body politic. More important, 
it merged with other trends in society 
that were in the process of issuing a 
grand correction to Turkish history 
and geography” (p. 290). 

This, says Kaplan, began to “shift 
the political and cultural pendulum 
dramatically in the country toward the 
Middle East and away from the West 
for the first time in literally centuries” 
(p. 293).

Cult of the strong man
One of those shifts was the rise of 

a politician the Spectator called “the 
most powerful man in Europe,” Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan. Not since the days 
of Ataturk has any figure dominated 
the country for as long as Erdogan. 
To his supporters, he is a leader who 
has brought Turkey years of economic 
growth. But to his critics, he is an 
autocratic leader, intolerant of dissent, 
who has sidelined the old secular 
establishment and harshly silenced 
anyone who opposes him. 

Erdogan became mayor of Istanbul 
in 1994. Representing the pro-Islamist 
Welfare Party, he even went to jail for 
four months in 1999 for religious 
incitement. 

In 2002 Erdogan’s Justice and 
Development Party (AKP) was elected 
and began orienting Turkey away 
from its modern secularist history and 
toward the Ottoman past. 

Erdogan, it seems clear, dreams 
of transforming Turkey in ways 
Suleyman the Magnificent (1494-1566) 
would have admired. 

In the Middle East, where power 
does indeed flow from the barrel of a 
gun, Turkey has been expanding its 
military footprint—in Qatar, Iraq and 
Syria.

Prophetic crossroads
Bible prophecy is heavily focused on 

events in the Middle East and Europe. 
As we approach the end of this age, the 
Middle East will again be a flashpoint 
for spectacular regional and global 
conflicts between armies representing 
the crescent and the cross. 

The book of Daniel speaks of a 
“king of the South,” possibly an Islamic 
caliphate, coming out of the Middle East 
and attacking the “king of the North,” 
meaning an end-time resurrection 
of the Holy Roman Empire of Europe 
(Daniel 11:40-41). This leader from the 
north will counterattack swiftly and 
even enter the “Glorious Land” (Israel).

The exact role Turkey—increasingly 
Islamist and self-confident—will play 
in prophecy is yet to be seen. But 
Turkey’s strategic crossroads seem 
destined to draw it into a whirlpool of 
end-time events. D

As we approach 
the end of this 
age, the Middle 
East will again 
be a flashpoint 
for spectacular 
regional and global 
conflicts between 
armies representing 
the crescent and 
the cross.
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Jesus Christ’s birth is often depicted in artwork, movies, 
storybooks and nativity scenes. But do these traditional 

images get the story right? 

The Birth of 
Jesus: Myths and 
Misperceptions

By Erik Jones
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very year during the Christmas season, churches, 
homes and even businesses display nativity scenes 
portraying the common image most people have in 
mind about the birth of Jesus Christ. 

A Christ-child representation usually occupies center 
stage, lying in a manger with outstretched arms as His 
loving mother Mary (with Joseph standing somewhere 
beside or behind her) kneels, gazing adoringly down at Him. 
Surrounding the family will be the three wise men, wearing 
ornate kingly garments and bowing worshipfully. And, of 
course, a nativity scene wouldn’t be complete without some 
shepherds, sheep, cows and donkeys in close proximity.

If you have read this column in the past, you know that 
we often challenge traditional Christianity for inaccurately 
portraying Jesus and His teachings. We don’t do this just to 
be picky, but because we believe that when it comes to Jesus 
and the Bible, truth matters. 

After all, the Bible claims that Jesus was the Son of God, 
literally God in the flesh. Doesn’t it make sense that any 
teaching about Him must be presented with care and fidelity 
to the biblical text? Sadly, many of the images in our minds of 
Jesus’ birth contain myths with no grounding in the biblical 
record. 

Although Christianity celebrates His birth as one of its two 
most holy and sacred holidays, it’s striking that only two of 
the Gospel writers chose to even write about the event. Luke 
gives it the most attention, while Matthew covers it only very 
briefly. Mark and John don’t reference it at all—devoting their 
Gospels instead almost entirely to Jesus’ adult life, ministry 
and death. The later New Testament writers, such as Paul, 
Peter, James and Jude, don’t mention Jesus’ birthday at all! 

Does that mean Jesus’ birth was insignificant? Not at all! 
But the fact is the Gospel writers put very little emphasis on it, 
meaning we have few details of the actual event. Let’s explore 
a couple of common myths and misperceptions regarding 
the birth of Jesus, and then ask the most important question.

JESUS WAS BORN ON DEC. 25
Millions of people around the world celebrate Jesus’ birth 

on Dec. 25 (those in the Orthodox tradition celebrate it about 
two weeks later on Jan. 7, which is Dec. 25 on the old Julian 
calendar). But is there any reason to believe that Jesus was 
born in the middle of winter? Matthew’s and Luke’s accounts 
give no direct mention of the date or season. When the Bible 
is noticeably silent on such a detail, it is wise to consider that 
perhaps there’s a reason for that silence. Is it possible that God 
left that detail ambiguous because He didn’t intend Jesus’ 
birth to be celebrated as a holiday? 

The Bible’s silence on any specific season or date of His 
birth is notable, but also significant are the clues in the Gospel 
accounts that point to Jesus’ birth not occurring in the winter. 

First, consider the reason Joseph and Mary traveled to 
Jerusalem. Luke records: “And it came to pass in those days 
that a decree went out from Caesar Augustus that all the 
world should be registered. … Joseph also went up from 
Galilee, out of the city of Nazareth, into Judea, to the city of 
David, which is called Bethlehem … to be registered with 
Mary, his betrothed wife, who was with child” (Luke 2:1, 4-5). 

It is doubtful that Roman authorities would have required 
people to travel and register for a census in the typically rainy 
and cold winter months of the year (Song of Solomon 2:11; 
Ezra 10:9, 13). More likely, they would have conducted the 
census during a season when it would be easier to travel. 

Luke provides another key detail indicating this didn’t take 
place in the winter months: “Now there were in the same 
country shepherds living out in the fields, keeping watch over 
their flock by night” (Luke 2:8).

Many Bible commentators point out that shepherds 
typically sheltered their sheep at night during the cold, rainy 
months—roughly November to March. Scholar A.T. Robertson 
wrote in the notes of his popular A Harmony of the Gospels, 
“The chief thing that appears proved is that December 25 
is not the time [of Jesus’ birth], since the shepherds would 
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hardly be in the fields at night with the 
flocks, which were usually taken into the 
folds in November and kept in till March. 
The nights of December would scarcely 
allow watching in the mountain fields 
even as far south as Bethlehem. And 
besides, the long journey from Nazareth 
to Bethlehem would hardly be made 
by Joseph and Mary in winter, the rainy 
season” (p. 267).

The decision to celebrate Dec. 25 as 
the day of Jesus’ birth was not based 
on any biblical clues or hints. Historical 
evidence points instead to it being 
chosen hundreds of years after Jesus’ 
birth in order to align with the winter 
solstice. Many ancient sun-worshipping 
religions celebrated the birthday of 
their various sun gods on the winter 
solstice in the northern hemisphere 
(the shortest day of the year) because 
from that day the sun began growing in 
strength again.

You can read more about the 
problems with this reasoning in our 
article “Christmas on Trial.” 

THREE WISE MEN VISITED THE 
NEWBORN JESUS

Nearly every nativity scene pictures 
three kings, or wise men, visiting the 
family on the night of Jesus’ birth. But 
a close reading of Matthew’s account 
(the only place these individuals are 
mentioned) shows several things are 
wrong with this modern notion.

First, Matthew places their coming 
after Jesus’ birth: “Now after Jesus was 
born in Bethlehem of Judea in the 
days of Herod the king, behold wise 
men from the East came to Jerusalem” 
(Matthew 2:1, emphasis added). 

Notice how details from the rest of 
the account indicate this event took 
place weeks, months or perhaps as 
much as two years after the night of 
Jesus’ birth: 

• The wise men, when they arrived 
in Jerusalem, talked about Jesus’ 
birth as already having occurred 
(Matthew 2:2).

• Three times in the account, 
Matthew describes Jesus as “the 
young child.” The Greek word used 
is paidion, which usually describes 
a child pastnursing age. He could 
have used nepios, which more 

specifically describes a newborn 
baby (translated “nursing infants” in 
Matthew 21:16). 

• Matthew describes the wise men 
visiting Mary and the “young child” 
at “the house.” This could indicate 
that the family was living in a home 
in Bethlehem at this time. 

• Worst of all, the evil King Herod 
“put to death all the male children 
who were in Bethlehem and in all 
its districts, from two years old and 
under, according to the time which 
he had determined from the wise 
men” (Matthew 2:16). 

The typical nativity scene depicts a manger surrounded by Mary and Joseph and 
animals, with three wise men arriving just after Jesus’ birth. But what’s wrong with this 
picture?

The decision to celebrate Dec. 25 as the day of Jesus’ birth was 
not based on any biblical clues or hints.
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http://lifehopeandtruth.com/life/plan-of-salvation/holy-days-vs-holidays/christmas-on-trial/
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To learn more about the issues with Christmas, read our past 
Christ vs. Christianity column “Jesus Christ vs. Christmas.” But 
keep in mind that Christmas is only the tip of the iceberg 
when it comes to myths and misperceptions about what the 
Bible really says!

Related Reading

The common myths and misperceptions about Jesus’ birth are 
all integral parts of the imagery of Christmas. Sadly, a holiday 

that claims to celebrate the Messiah’s birth has been the primary 
perpetuator of myths that confuse people about His birth.

Second, notice that the text says nothing about the 
specific number of wise men visiting Christ. It merely says 
“wise men [magos] from the East came to Jerusalem.” Some 
suppose there were three because they brought three gifts: 
“gold, frankincense, and myrrh” (Matthew 2:11). These were 
gifts often presented to a king, but they don’t indicate the 
number of wise men. It isn’t even very clear exactly who these 
men were or where they came from. They weren’t kings—as 
some call them—but seem to be wise men who had some 
knowledge of the Hebrew Scriptures and Judaism. 

CUT THROUGH THE FALLACIES
And what’s the point, you might ask? These examples 

illustrate a common problem when it comes to the Bible. 
Whether these Christmas assumptions are big issues 
(substituting a sun god’s birthday for Jesus’) or small (there 
may not have been three wise men), they illustrate how 
people carelessly assume the Bible says things that, in reality, 
it doesn’t. 

The common myths and misperceptions about Jesus’ 
birth are all integral parts of the imagery of Christmas. Sadly, 
a holiday that claims to celebrate the Messiah’s birth has 
been the primary perpetuator of myths that confuse people 
about His birth. But this is just one side of the problem with 
Christmas. The other side is that many elements of this 
holiday, including its date, symbols and traditions, are rooted 
in ancient pagan celebrations.

The best way to learn the truth about Jesus’ birth—and 
more importantly, His life—is to abandon this holiday of myths 
and replace it with study and faithfulness to what is recorded 
in the Bible. D

Three wise men are represented in different art forms. From top 
to bottom: Gypsum figurines, artist unknown; The Adoration of 
Magi by Pedro Atanasio Bocanegra.

http://lifehopeandtruth.com/discern/nov-dec-2014/jesus-christ-vs-christmas/
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SOME YEARS AGO, ON THE BUDA 
side of Budapest, I took my daughters to a fascinating 
open-air museum.

It is called Memento Park, and it showcases 
monumental statues and plaques from the period when 
Hungary was ruled by a puppet communist regime 
under the boot of the Soviet Union. The giant statues, 
spread around the city, were meant to inspire awe among 
workers and indoctrinate loyalty to the dictatorship. In 
the end, they became despised symbols of lies, fear and 
domination. 

So when the regime fell in 1989 many of the statues 
were immediately removed. On the second anniversary 
of the withdrawal of Soviet troops, Memento Park was 
opened. It serves as a visual reminder of the oppressive 
thought control practiced during those dark years, 
illuminating the freedom that followed. 

Walking among the statues was eerie; I could feel the 
fear and loathing they instilled. Thankfully the Soviet 
age is over now, though of course true and complete 
freedom is not yet.

I wondered as I wandered, what might be in a future 
museum devoted to what the Bible calls “this present evil 
age” (Galatians 1:4)? What would a tour guide explain to 
amazed and appalled visitors?

Guided tour of the OEA Museum
“Please step this way into the first exhibit area, about 

war. Notice all this machinery designed to kill enemies. 
Here is a machine gun, there is a tank and this was 
napalm used to burn soldiers alive. This single bomb 
could vaporize hundreds of thousands of enemies in a 
moment. 

“What’s an enemy? That was a person who hated or 
feared someone so strongly that he or she felt justified in 
killing the other person. Yes, I know; how could anyone?

“Here is our exhibit about corruption in government. 
Some places were worse than others, of course, but it 
existed everywhere in the old evil world: leaders in 
positions of trust, who lied, cheated and stole for personal 
advantage.

“In this room you can track rates of violent crime 
through the 6,000 years: robbery, rape, murder and 

more; starting with Cain, all the way to the return of 
Christ. There was so much selfishness and hatred!

“This exhibit shows how dysfunctional families often 
were. Most people ignored God’s instructions about 
family life, so there was rampant infidelity. There were 
even certain diseases transmitted to millions through 
illicit sex. Read this definition of a registered sex 
offender—shocking! Yes, a registry! Young children were 
beaten by their parents, and parents abused each other. 
Take the time to consider these statistics and stories; 
they’re heartrending.

“This black wall represents the powerful fallen angel 
who constantly tempted people to sin. He has been in the 
abyss of restraint now for generations, thanks be to God. 

“There’s a lot more to see; don’t miss the rooms on 
religious deception. I’m sure you’ll find the rest of the 
Old Evil Age Museum thought-provoking if often gut-
wrenching.”

A future righteous age
I believe there will be such museums in the world 

to come. Now we live in the middle of the evils of the 
age of man. The time will come when people will visit 
such museums for a few hours to contemplate the distant 
memory of the ills of our present world, then thankfully 
go home in a peaceful age guided by the Spirit and will 
of their perfect Creator.

          –Joel Meeker
           @JoelMeeker 

Memento Park in Hungary sparked poignant thoughts about how future 
museums might display our world.

The OEA Museum 

BY THE WAY with 

Communist statue in Memento Park (Budapest, Hungary).
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LEARN WHAT THE BIBLE TEACHES ABOUT HOW YOU CAN 
BECOME THE PERSON GOD WANTS YOU TO BE

CHANGE
YOUR

LIFE!

Download the free booklet at lifehopeandtruth.com/offers/change-your-life

You really can 
experience the 
life God wants 
you to have— 

one full of 
meaning, 

satisfaction and 
joy!
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