
WHO’S 
LOOKING 

UP TO 
YOU? 

THREE BIG THREATS TO FAMILIES IN 2017 10  “A 4-YEAR-OLD CHILD KNOWS SATURDAY IS THE SABBATH!” 21

Vol. 4 No. 4 •  July/August 2017

DISCERN
A Magazine of



2 DISCERN July/August 2017

quite common in the Western world. What challenges do they face compared to traditional 
families? How can they thrive? 

17 LIFE Nobody’s Perfect
No matter how hard we try, we never seem to get everything exactly right. Many feel 
frustrated they didn’t do better or judge others who fall short. But have we failed if we aren’t 
perfect?

21 BIBLE “A 4-Year-Old Child Knows Saturday Is the Sabbath!” 
Even as a young child, I knew the minister was right about that. But his statement did not 
support the argument he was trying to make. 

24 LIFE Gut Feelings: How Can You Know If What Seems Right Is Right?
Many experts tell us to follow our hearts or trust our gut instincts to make the best choices 
for us. But what does the One who designed and created us say?

28 RELATIONSHIPS The Bible, Budgeting and You
Biblical principles about managing your money can bring great benefits to your family.

July/August 2017; Vol. 4, No. 4
Discern magazine (ISSN 2372-1995 [print]; ISSN 2372-2010 [online]) 
is published every two months by the Church of God, a Worldwide As-
sociation, as a service to readers of its LifeHopeandTruth.com website. 
Discern’s home page is LifeHopeandTruth.com/Discern. Free electronic 
subscriptions can be obtained at LifeHopeandTruth.com/Discern. 
Contact us at info@DiscernMag.com.

© 2017 Church of God, a Worldwide Association, Inc. All rights reserved.

All Scripture quotations, unless otherwise indicated, are taken from the 
New King James Version (© 1982 by Thomas Nelson, Inc.). Used by 
permission. All rights reserved.
POSTMASTER: Send address changes to P.O. Box 1009, Allen, TX 
75013-0017 
Publisher: Church of God, a Worldwide Association, Inc.,  P.O. Box 
1009, Allen, TX 75013-0017;  phone 972-521-7777; fax 972-521-
7770;  info@cogwa.org; LifeHopeandTruth.com; cogwa.org
Ministerial Board of Directors: David Baker, Arnold Hampton, Joel 
Meeker (chairman), Richard Pinelli, Larry Salyer, Richard Thompson 
and Leon Walker
Staff: President: Jim Franks; Editor: Clyde Kilough; Editorial content 
manager: Mike Bennett; Senior editor: David Treybig; Associate editor: 
Erik Jones; Copy editor: Becky Bennett; Graphics: Ashley Miller
Doctrinal reviewers: John Foster, Bruce Gore, Peter Hawkins, Jack Hendren, 

Don Henson, David Johnson, Ralph Levy, Harold Rhodes, Paul Suckling
The Church of God, a Worldwide Association, Inc. has congregations 
and ministers throughout the United States and many other countries. 
Visit cogwa.org/congregations for information.
Donations to support Discern magazine and LifeHopeandTruth.com can 
be made online at LifeHopeandTruth.com/donate or by surface mail to 
Church of God, a Worldwide Association, Inc., P.O. Box 731480, Dallas, 
TX 75373-1480. The Church of God, a Worldwide Association, Inc. is 
organized and operated as a tax-exempt organization in the United 
States according to the requirements of IRS 501(c)(3). Contributions are 
gratefully acknowledged by receipt. 
Unsolicited materials sent to Discern magazine will not be critiqued or 
returned. By submitting material, authors agree that their submissions 
become the property of the Church of God, a Worldwide Association, 
Inc. to use as it sees fit.

News
4  WorldWatch

Columns
3 Consider This

Long-Lost Family

26 Christ vs. Christianity
Did Jesus Teach the Rapture?

31 By the Way
The View From the Top

Feature
6 Who’s Looking Up to You? 

God uses family as a powerful 
analogy in the pages of the 

Bible—but before we can 
understand the analogy, we have 

to understand family. 

Departments
10 RELATIONSHIPS
Three Big Threats to 

Families in 2017
Family should provide a 

foundation for successfully 
launching the next generation. 

But parents must overcome 
these trends to give their kids a 

fighting chance. 

14 RELATIONSHIPS 
Four Keys to Building a 
Strong Blended Family

Blended families have become

Table of Contents

DISCERN
A Magazine of 

6

10

Ph
ot

os
 th

is
 p

ag
e:

 iS
to

ck
ph

ot
o.

co
m

Co
ve

r p
ho

to
: i

St
oc

kp
ho

to
.c

om

24

http://lifehopeandtruth.com/discern/signup/
mailto:info@cogwa.org


LifeHopeandTruth.com  DISCERN 3

W
Right now on my TV sit four recorded 

shows, virtually calling me to stop and 
watch them, which I’ll do sometime soon. 
It won’t be a binge-watching session, 
though. As I tell my wife every time I see 
just one of these programs, “My emotions 
can’t take more than two of these in a row!” 
And yet we keep recording and watching every episode we 
can.

How often while channel-surfing do you stumble upon 
an unknown program, watch it for a few minutes purely 
out of curiosity and become immediately hooked? Yet 
that’s what happened in our house a few months ago with 
Long Lost Family.

Here it’s the American version of an award-winning 
British program that first aired in 2011. Every episode 
features a couple of individuals in their quest to find and 
reconnect with long-lost relatives—usually parents and 
children, but sometimes siblings.

Tugging the heartstrings
The hosts are empathetic—they themselves were either 

estranged from parents or adopted when young. They’ve 
already taken an arduous journey of trying to reconcile 
with, or simply find and connect with, their own biological 
parents. 

After filling in the backstory of each situation, the hosts 
set out to track down the long-lost parents or children. Your 
heart gets tugged several times along the way—perhaps 
when a mother is found and told her child, now an adult, 
is looking for her, or when a child is told his father is alive 
and wants to see him. But never are your heartstrings 
pulled so hard as when they meet. It takes “family reunion” 
to a completely different level.

This is not your typical, contrived “reality TV.” It’s not a 
game. This is as real as it gets. No one can rehearse or plan 
or fake the spontaneous outpouring of raw emotion that 
sweeps over these folks when they first meet. 

It’s fueled by a wide range of deep emotions pent up for 
years—feelings of past rejection, fear of future rejection, 
regret, guilt, wondering “who am I?” or why one of the 

most fundamental connections in life—
parent and child—was severed. 

The flood of feelings
Every story is different. Some have been 

blessed with very good lives; some have 
suffered terribly. Some are well-adjusted; 
some carry many emotional scars. But 
they all share a primal, unfulfilled, 
desperate urge to be with their flesh-and-
blood family.

For these adults with such holes in their 
hearts, there is simply no way to gradually 
ease into a reunion. The hosts try to help 

them a bit by giving each party a letter the other has 
written. But nothing quite prepares them, or the viewer, 
for the flood of feelings that come flowing out when the 
door opens and they see one another.

And it doesn’t bother me to admit that as I watch them 
reach for each other, I’m reaching for a tissue. I haven’t 
made it through one of these shows without being moved 
to tears.

Someday … reunited with God
Even more deeply moving to me is a tie-in I see to the 

plan of God. Every episode reaffirms that we humans 
innately carry within us a profound longing and need for 
family. 

Why is that? The short answer is, God put it there. 
He is our Father, we are His children, and the family 
connections we feel as humans are simply an extension of 
the connection He feels for us. And He clearly reveals in 
His Word that He, too, longs to be—and will be—reunited 
with His children (2 Corinthians 6:18).

In this family issue of Discern, we delight in writing 
about ways to strengthen those bonds. But with every issue 
I think we also may feel a little bit like the hosts of Long 
Lost Family—once lost in our relationship with God, but 
now reunited, we’re on a quest to help our brothers and 
sisters find their Father. 

And someday soon, God is going to have His long-lost 
family together again. 

LONG-LOST FAMILY

Clyde Kilough
Editor

@CKilough

We lost our connection 
to our Father a long time 
ago. But a reunion is 
coming.

CONSIDER
THIS

https://twitter.com/CKilough
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WORLDWATCH

How American Families 
Are Changing
Percent of children living with …
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Note: Based on children under 18. Data regarding cohabitation 
are not available for 1960 and 1980; in those years children with 
cohabiting parents are included in “single parent.” Figures do not 
add up to 100 percent due to rounding.

PEW RESEARCH CENTER

“Sabbath” Suffers Significant Drop
A 2016 survey showed major changes in how Americans looked at their 
day of worship. (In the survey, depending on the respondent’s religious 
background, he or she was asked about Sunday, Saturday or Friday.)

•  Since 1978, the personal importance of 
the day of worship to Americans 
has dropped significantly, 
corresponding with a 
decline of 28 percentage 
points in self-reported 
church attendance.

•  This loss of importance is 
especially noticeable among 
Millennials. But “Sabbath” 
observance has eroded across all 
age groups to some extent. 

•  Despite these shifts, most Americans believe 
those wishing to keep a day of religious rest 
should be accommodated.

DESERET NEWS

What is the day of worship and rest taught throughout 
the Bible? See “‘A 4-Year-Old Child Knows Saturday Is the 
Sabbath!’” (PAGE 21).

“Remember 
that children, 

marriages, and 
flower gardens 

reflect the kind of 
care they get.”
—H. JACKSON BROWN JR.

1960 1980 2014

73%

61%

46%

14%

9%

4%

16%

4%

5%

15%

7%

19%

26%

Two parents in 
first marriage

Two parents in 
remarriage

Cohabiting 
parents

Single parent

No parent
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12.6% 25%42%

42% of American adults 
have at least one step relative 

(a stepparent, a step or half 
sibling, or a stepchild).

PEW RESEARCH CENTER

“Stepfamilies, counted in the census for the 
first time in 2011, comprised 12.6 per cent of 
Canada’s 3.7 million families with children, 

the [Statistics Canada] agency reported. Those 
families are home to nearly 558,000 children 
aged 14 and under, about 10 per cent of all 

those living in a private household.”

CBC

“Last year, a quarter of all 
marriages in Singapore 

involved at least one divorced 
party, [up] from 20 per cent a 

decade ago.” 

SINGAPORE STRAITS TIMES

“Individually, people 
are finding that a 
simpler lifestyle 
provides greater 
satisfaction than 

relentless pursuit of 
materialism.”

—LAURANCE ROCKEFELLER (grandson of John 
D. Rockefeller, philanthropist/investor, died 2004, 

net worth $1.5 billion)

Many Protestant Pastors Don’t 
Believe in the Rapture

A 2016 LifeWays survey of 1,000 senior 
Protestant pastors found:

36% believe in a pretribulation rapture where Christians 
disappear and those left behind face tribulation.

36% say the rapture is not literal.

18% believe the rapture happens after the tribulation.

CBN

What does the Bible 
teach about the 
rapture theory? 
See “Christ vs. 

Christianity: Did 
Jesus Teach the 

Rapture?” (PAGE 26).
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By Jeremy Lallier 

God uses family as a powerful 
analogy in the pages of the 
Bible—but before we can 
understand the analogy, we 
have to understand family. 
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have 14 nieces and nephews, with a 15th on 
the way.

That is, in technical terms, a lot of nieces 
and nephews.

When my wife and I lived in Virginia, we 
saw most of them on a fairly regular basis. We played 
with them, babysat them, taught them and, when 
necessary, tossed them around like human bean 
bags.

(It was, of course, frequently necessary. And done 
safely.)

We live farther away now, but we come back 
and visit every chance we get—and when we do, 
the changes are obvious. Our nieces and nephews 
are getting taller, running faster and learning 
quicker. Their individual personalities are emerging 
more and more. There’s no mistaking it—the little 
munchkins are growing up.

But what’s really remarkable isn’t the fact that 
they’re growing up—it’s how much they’re growing 
up to be like their parents.

Little children
My nieces and nephews don’t know it, but every 

day, they’re bringing an important verse to life: 
“Therefore be imitators of God as dear children” 
(Ephesians 5:1).

Children have an incredible knack for imitating 
their parents. They pick up on everything. The 
way their parents talk, the way they walk—every 
mannerism and every quirk becomes a template for 
how to behave. They see the values and beliefs their 
parents live by, and those become their cues for what 
to make a big deal about and what to shrug off as 
unimportant.

It’s an incredible thing to watch that process in 
motion with my nieces and nephews. There’s never 
any doubt which child belongs to which parent—it’s 
clear even from casual observation who’s imitating 
who.

Of course, as we get older, things get more 
complicated. None of us stay little children forever—
we grow up, adopt our own ideas, make our own 
choices and become our own person.

Jesus knew this and reminded His disciples, 

“Assuredly, I say to you, unless you are converted 
and become as little children, you will by no means 
enter the kingdom of heaven” (Matthew 18:3). As the 
children of God (1 John 3:1), we ought to be making 
the conscious decision to imitate our Father in 
heaven.

Understanding God
But then, that’s easier said than done. The very 

concept of “God” can be difficult to wrap our heads 
around: an immortal, all-powerful, all-knowing 
spirit being, unbound by time and space, without 
beginning and end, who inhabits eternity and 
commands the universe.

What does that mean? What does that look 
like? How are we supposed to begin to understand 
a God who is, by His very nature, beyond our 
understanding?

Family.
Again and again, God uses the concept of family 

to help us relate to Him. Yes, He is the omnipotent 
and eternal God of the universe, but He is also “our 
Father in heaven” (Matthew 6:8). That makes more 
sense. Fatherhood is a thing we can make sense of. 
We know what it means, what it looks like. We’ve 
seen it, and some of us have even lived it.

But it goes deeper than that. Family isn’t just a 
convenient analogy for understanding God. In fact, 
God is a family—and the families we have here on 
earth were designed to mirror that divine institution.

The apostle Paul wrote about “the Father of our 
Lord Jesus Christ, from whom the whole family in 
heaven and earth is named” (Ephesians 3:14-15)—or, 

I

Family isn’t just a convenient 
analogy for understanding 

God. In fact, God is a family—
and the families we have here 

on earth were designed to 
mirror that divine institution.
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as the New American Standard Bible 
translates it, “from whom every family 
in heaven and on earth derives its 
name” (verse 15, NASB). God the Father 
isn’t just a father—He’s the Father, and 
His family is the model for all families 
across the world.

Redefining family
Here’s where things start to get 

uncomfortable:
How you view family is going to 

affect how you view God.
There’s no way around it. Some of 

the Bible’s most meaningful insights 
into the nature of God and His plan for 
the human race are revealed in terms 
of the family unit. In other words, if 
our understanding of family is flawed, 
so is our understanding of God.

When you read about God “the 
Father,” how does that make you feel? 
Proud? Angry? Distrustful? Content? 
Safe? Scared? Depending on your 
own father, it could be any number 
of emotions—because your own 
experience taught you what the word 
father means and how to feel about it.

The sad truth is, the way things are 
and the way God designed things to 
be are often two different things. The 
human race has been ignoring God’s 
instructions for thousands of years, 
and as a result, the family unit has 
sustained heavy damage. Because of 

that, we’re each coming to the table 
with our own understanding of what 
family looks like and how it should be.

Maybe you grew up in a single-
parent home. Maybe you were adopted 
or grew up in foster homes. Maybe 
your parents divorced and remarried. 
Maybe you lost a parent at an early age. 
Maybe you were abused.

Maybe you never experienced any 
of those things and can’t even begin to 
imagine them. If that’s the bucket you 
fall into, then good—but remember 
that for some people, the hypotheticals 
you just read are a reality they have to 
live with.

There are other variables too. Maybe 
you had a dozen siblings; maybe you 
were an only child. Maybe you grew 
up wealthy. Maybe you grew up poor. 
Maybe your parents were great at 
expressing love. Maybe they weren’t.

The list goes on, but the point is the 
same: in so many ways, what we mean 
when we talk about “family” depends 
on our own personal experiences, for 
better or worse. But if we really want 
to understand the family of God, 
we’ll have to start by letting the Bible 
redefine our views on what a family 
really is.

The core of the family
The family unit begins with two 

people: a husband and a wife. That 

was God’s intention from the dawn of 
human history. In the first few pages 
of the Bible, we read, “Therefore a man 
shall leave his father and mother and 
be joined to his wife, and they shall 
become one flesh” (Genesis 2:24).

God didn’t settle on this “one man, 
one woman” combination at random. 
He had a very specific reason for 
building the family around a tightly 
knit husband-and-wife team, although 
the reason why wasn’t completely clear 
until much later.

In the first century, the apostle Paul 
offered some instruction for husbands 
and wives. On the surface, it’s rather 
simple: “Husbands, love your wives” 
(Ephesians 5:25), and “Wives, submit 
to your own husbands” (verse 22). 
Nothing especially profound there—
until we keep reading.

There’s a wealth of insight behind 
both those verses. Paul continued, 
“Husbands, love your wives, just as 
Christ also loved the church and gave 
Himself for her” (verse 25, emphasis 
added throughout).

The analogy doesn’t stop there. To 
the wives, Paul explained, “Wives, 
submit to your own husbands, as to 
the Lord. For the husband is head of 
the wife, as also Christ is head of the 
church” (verses 22-23). 

Paul’s instructions weren’t arbitrary. 
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He wasn’t some first-century preacher on a power trip—
He was inspired by God to reveal the reasons behind the 
family structure. When God instituted marriage all those 
thousands of years ago, He intended for the relationship 
between a husband and his wife to reflect the relationship 
between Christ and the Church. Paul confirmed that for us 
by going back to Genesis and tying it all together:

“‘For this reason a man shall leave his father and mother 
and be joined to his wife, and the two shall become one flesh.’ 
This is a great mystery, but I speak concerning Christ and the 
church. Nevertheless let each one of you in particular so love 
his own wife as himself, and let the wife see that she respects 
her husband” (verses 31-33).

Practice makes better
Christ loves the Church; husbands should love their 

wives. The Church follows Christ; wives should follow their 
husbands as their husbands follow Christ.

That should be so simple, but it’s not. Loving like Christ 
loves—even when it’s hard, even when someone is being 
unlovable, even when it means making a sacrifice—doesn’t 
come naturally. It takes effort.

And following like the Church follows Christ—even when 
it’s not clear where we’re going, even when we’re not sure 
how things will work out, even when the way is difficult for 
us—that takes effort too. These are traits we develop over a 
lifetime of practice. 

The beauty of these traits, though, is that they work in a 
cycle. The better we understand the relationship between 
Christ and the Church, the more we understand about how 
to be better husbands and wives—and the more we practice 
being better husbands and wives, the better we understand 
the relationship between Christ and the Church. 

All that is just one aspect of the family of God—just one 
way it should mirror itself in our own families. We could 
write books on every aspect—the character traits of God 
the Father and how they should translate into our own 
parenting, for example, or what we can learn from Christ 
as our older Brother, or how being the children of God can 
teach us to be better children for our own parents. 

Each of those subjects is worth exploring and studying 
on your own, and the more you do, the more you’ll find 
that the key to understanding God is family—and the key to 
understanding family is God. 

Improving your illustration
In the beginning of this article, I mentioned my nieces 

and nephews and how they’re bringing a verse to life without 
even knowing it. Subconsciously or not, they’ve been 
watching their parents: picking up cues, borrowing phrases 
and copying mannerisms. When I read about imitating God 
as “dear children,” they make it easy to visualize what that 
means. 

What about you? What aspect of the family of God are 
you illustrating—and who’s watching?

Because you are illustrating a family role that goes beyond 
the physical—even if you don’t know it. Son or daughter, 
brother or sister, husband or wife, father or mother—if any 
of those labels apply to you, that makes you a model in 
someone else’s eyes. That can make you a leaping-off point 
for understanding God.

Husbands, the way we treat our wives is going to impact 
the way they look at Christ. If we are oppressive or childish 
or disinterested and disengaged, how much harder will it 
be for them not to paint their Savior with the same brush?

Wives, the way you treat your husbands is going to impact 
the way they look at their role in the Church. If you belittle 
them or subvert them or consistently second-guess them, 
how much harder will it be for them to be led by Christ 
without doing the same thing?

Parents, the way you treat your children is going to 
impact the way they interact with their Father in heaven. If 
you don’t show them love and give them boundaries and 
teach them right from wrong, how much harder will it be 
for them to come before their Heavenly Father without 
resentment or indifference?

What will they see?
One of the hardest things to find in the Bible—even when 

it comes to God’s most faithful servants—is a solid family 
unit. From Abraham to David, you’ll find many families 
that are rocky at their best moments and tumultuous at 
their worst. 

Why? Because families aren’t easy, and you and I aren’t 
perfect. We’re never going to set the perfect example—and 
even if we could, that’s only part of the equation. We’re 
setting an example, yes, but what others do with that 
example isn’t up to us. All we can do is our best, keeping in 
mind that what we do matters. 

Whoever you are, your actions are helping to define 
what “family” means in the eyes of those you influence. It’s 
up to you whether those actions make it easier for them to 
understand God—or more difficult.

So let them see love.
Let them see respect.
Let them see a dedication for doing the right thing, 

no matter the cost. Let them see a heart that cares and 
hands that serve. Let them see humility and patience and 
gentleness. Let them see, in every word and in every action, 
a servant of God eager to do His will.

And then, maybe—just maybe—we can be part of the 
reason they see what it means to be in the family of God.

For further reading, see our Life, Hope & Truth article 
“Building Strong Families.” D

What about you? What aspect 
of the family of God are 

you illustrating—and who’s 
watching?

https://lifehopeandtruth.com/relationships/family/building-strong-families/


10 DISCERN July/August 2017

Big Threats 
to Families 
in 2017

Relationships

Family should provide a 
foundation for successfully 

launching the next generation. 
But parents must overcome 

these trends to give their kids a 
fighting chance. 

By Becky Sweat

od designed the family to be the basic building block of society, 
because He deemed it “not good that man should be alone” 
(Genesis 2:18). The family is where children are to learn about 
God, how to love and care, and how to become responsible 
adults. If the family is undermined, denigrated or redefined to 
be something other than what God intended, that is, in effect, a 

serious attack on the social order. 
Yet that is exactly what is happening.
The American family has undergone a dramatic transformation in 

the last 50 years. In some areas half of marriages end in divorce. The 
percentage of single parents in the United States has tripled since 
1960. Adoption and parenting by same-sex couples has become widely 
accepted. Cohabitation is increasingly commonplace, and growing 
numbers of children are born to unmarried couples. 

G
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The “traditional” family is disintegrating, not just in the 
United States, but around the world. 

Exactly what factors are causing these changes in family 
structure? Three of the biggest threats to families are 
materialism, secularism and negative media influences. 

Materialism is all around us in our culture. Commercials 
bombard us constantly, telling us that having more is the 
key to happiness. We rack up credit card debt so we can buy 
the latest technological gadgets and designer clothes. We 
focus our time and energy on attaining wealth and material 
possessions, while putting less priority on our relationships 
and spiritual values. Many believe materialism has reached 
epidemic proportions in Western society, and the family 
unit is one of the casualties.

One such individual is Knox College psychology professor 
Tim Kasser, author of The High Price of Materialism. 
“Materialism has become an increasing issue over the last 
few decades,” he warns. “It’s a growing problem for people 
of all ages, but especially for our youth. Research has shown 
that for more and more adolescents, making lots of money 
and having lots of possessions is what’s most important.”

Through his research, Dr. Kasser has identified two 
primary causes of this increase in materialism. One is the 
growing anxiety and feelings of insecurity underlying 
our culture. “When people feel threatened due to issues 
like violence, divorce rates and unemployment—all big 
concerns in our nation right now—this tends to lead people 
to becoming more materialistic.”

The other factor is advertising. Researchers agree that 
the number of ads people are exposed to has increased 
dramatically in recent years. In big part this is a reflection 
of all the digital technologies we’re connected to, which 
are constantly delivering marketing messages. On top of 
that, we still have television, radio and magazines sending 
advertising our way.

“When people are exposed to advertising messages that 
say it’s important to make a lot of money or possessions will 
make them happy, then they tend to take on those same 
materialistic values,” Dr. Kasser says.

Materialism harms families in a number of ways. 
“As people become more materialistic, they become less 
empathetic and show less concern for others,” Dr. Kasser 
says. “If you live with another person, whether it’s your 
spouse or your child, and he or she doesn’t think about how 
you feel or what you need, that can lead to a lot of family 
conflicts.” 

There are other side effects of materialism. Sometimes 
families become so obsessed with having physical 
possessions that they go into debt, which can create constant 
conflicts over money. Parents can become so busy making 
money to buy “more stuff ” that they sacrifice meaningful 
time with their children. They may try to compensate for not 
spending time with their kids by buying them lots of gifts, 
which can instill attitudes of selfishness, self-absorption and 
entitlement in children. 

“Loving money is expensive,” Dr. Kasser says. “It can take 
away precious time as you work to accumulate it, and in the 
end it can cost you your family.” 

Ultimately, materialism can take away time for prayer 
and Bible study and even cost us our relationship with God. 

Threat No.1
materialism

The 
“traditional” 
family is 
disintegrating, 
not just in the 
United States, 
but around     
    the world. 
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Several recent surveys have reported what may seem 
painfully obvious: Our society is becoming less religious and 
increasingly secular. According to a 2016 Public Religion 
Research Institute (PRRI) study, 25 percent of Americans 
claim no formal religious identity (meaning they identify 
themselves as either atheists, agnostics or “nothing in 
particular”), compared to 6 percent of Americans in 1991.

Another survey, conducted in 2015 by the Pew Research 
Center, found that 9 percent of Americans do not believe in 
God, up from 5 percent in 2007. The same report found that 
the number of U.S. adults who consider religion to be “very 
important”—meaning they pray daily and attend religious 
services at least once a month—declined between 3 and 4 
percentage points from 2007 to 2015. 

Other studies have taken place around the globe, all 
reporting similar trends. In fact, a 2016 report by National 
Geographic calls “no religion” the “world’s newest major 
religion,” and tells us the number of “religiously unaffiliated” 
is growing significantly throughout the world. Pew Research 
Center puts the number of nonreligious people at 16 
percent of the global population. This includes people who 
have actually rejected religion, as well as those who aren’t 
interested in it.

Secularism refers to the rejection of or indifference 
to religion. This word comes from the Latin saecularis, 
meaning “worldly” or “earthly.” Secularism is a system of 
thought that teaches that God either does not exist or is not 

relevant, and mankind is a product of evolution. Human 
existence is limited to this present world, with no hope of an 
afterlife. Any moral standards are relative, and mankind’s 
highest end is personal happiness and self-gratification. 

It’s not difficult to see how the secularist worldview 
is hurting the family. Marriage is seen as simply a civil 
contract, rather than a spiritual bond between one man and 
one woman under God. If the marriage isn’t “fulfilling” or 
conflicts arise, there is no reason to try to make things work. 

If you don’t believe the Bible, especially verses like 
Malachi 2:16, where God tells us He hates divorce, ending 
the marriage becomes the easy solution. Abandoning 
the biblical definition of marriage opens the door for the 
normalization of same-sex marriages and other nonbiblical 
unions.

Without a belief in God, parents may not take strong 
stands with their children on issues of right and wrong. 
God’s standards are replaced with permissiveness, hedonism 
and doing whatever feels good. It’s no wonder that sexual 
promiscuity, drug addiction and alcoholism are at epidemic 
levels in our society.

To compound matters, the least religious segment of the 
population includes the parents of the next generation. In 
its study, PRRI found that 39 percent of young adults are 
“religiously unaffiliated,” compared with 13 percent of those 
over 65. 

Millennials are more likely than older age groups to 
believe in evolution and to be more accepting of premarital 
sex, abortion and alternative lifestyles. This is what they’ll be 
teaching their own children—making it unlikely the secular 
movement will disappear anytime soon.

Our world is supersaturated with mass media extolling 
ungodly attitudes and values. Many of today’s movies, 
television shows, songs, video games, websites and 
magazines convey messages like sex outside of marriage 
is okay, violence is acceptable, religion is unacceptable, it’s 
okay for kids to disobey their parents, happiness can be 
purchased, husbands should not lead their families, young 
is better than old—all of which can damage families and 
weaken the fabric of our civilization.

“Today’s media is not value-neutral; it’s very much 
backed by people with agendas, and it’s not all innocent,” 
observes psychologist Lisa Strohman, founder and director 
of the Technology Wellness Center based in Scottsdale, 
Arizona. 

“We let this media come into our homes, and we view 

Threat No.2
secularism

Threat No.3
negative media influences
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things that we would never dream of teaching our kids as 
acceptable—whether it’s violence, sexual promiscuity or 
disrespect for elders—but that’s what’s modeled for them 
on television. If you bring unwholesome entertainment into 
your home, these are the kinds of standards you and your 
children will be soaking up.” 

Not only are kids absorbing unwholesome values, the time 
they spend engaged in the media takes away valuable time 
from more productive activities such as physical exercise, 
playing with friends, reading and doing homework. That in 
itself is a huge concern, because the typical child spends a 
lot of time each day immersed in mass media of some type.

A 2015 report from a U.K.-based research agency, 
Childwise, found that children aged 5 to 16 spend an 
average of 6½ hours a day in front of a screen. Another 
study, conducted in 2015 by San Francisco–based nonprofit 
Common Sense Media, reports that teenagers (aged 13-18) 
use an average of nine hours of entertainment media per 
day and tweens (aged 8-12) use an average of six hours a day.

Parents, too, are engrossed in their electronics. A 2016 
Nielsen Company audience report reveals that adults in the 
United States devote about 10 hours and 39 minutes each 
day to consuming media. For about two-thirds of American 
families, the television is usually on during dinner.

The amount of time may seem less important compared 
to the blatantly immoral messages, but even that can be very 
damaging to families, according to Dr. Strohman. “You’re 
not really ‘present’ and ‘available’ to other family members 
when you’re constantly focused on your computer or 
watching television,” she says. 

“Today’s families spend a lot less time just sitting with 
each other and talking, because their time is consumed by 
all our entertainment devices. This is harming family life in 
a big way.”

The ultimate enemy
Materialism, secularism and negative media influences 

all pose major threats to families, and to society as a 
whole. However, the ultimate enemy is not a human or 
physical adversary, but Satan himself. He is the one behind 
these threats. Satan wants to break up our marriages 
and undermine our families, and he will use everything 
available to try to accomplish his goals.

Our families can survive Satan’s ploys, even if our society 
is caving in to them. But we must recognize Satan’s devices 
and tactics. The Bible tells us, “Be sober, be vigilant; because 
your adversary the devil walks about like a roaring lion, 
seeking whom he may devour” (1 Peter 5:8). We must be 
alert.

The way to protect our families is summed up in Ephesians 
6:11-12: “Put on the whole armor of God, that you may be 
able to stand against the wiles of the devil. For we do not 
wrestle against flesh and blood, but against principalities, 
against powers, against the rulers of the darkness of this age, 
against spiritual hosts of wickedness in the heavenly places.” 

If we stay close to God and lean on Him for protection 
and guidance, our families will stay intact—and flourish. D

In a world where families are increasingly 
under attack, parents must do whatever they 
can to strengthen and protect their homes. 
Here are some suggestions:

• Model good behavior for your children  
to follow. When you strive to live by 
biblical principles, your children will be 
more likely to do the same.

• Set aside regular time to be together 
as a family, without the television, 
computers or phones. Activities that 
stimulate interaction (such as playing 
board games or going bowling) are 
better than passive entertainment (seeing 
a movie together).

• Teach your children to pray, and pray 
with them each day. Also teach them 
how to study the Bible, and try to 
conduct a family Bible study at least once 
a week. 

• Go to church together and perhaps 
spend time walking and talking as a 
family on God’s Sabbath.

• Keep communication channels open. 
If your children want to talk, put away 
your electronics or other distractions 
and listen to them—even if they want to 
talk about something trivial. This helps 
keep the lines of communication open for 
when more serious subjects need to be 
addressed.

• Talk to your kids about media messages. 
Explain that not everything they see on 
TV or the Internet is necessarily true, and 
that the producers of these messages 
often have their own agendas. 

• Steer your children toward 
entertainment that promotes good 
values. If a movie, television program, 
music selection or video game is 
inappropriate, don’t be afraid to say “No.” 

• Have dinner together as a family as 
often as possible. Family meals provide 
excellent opportunities for conversation.

• Don’t overschedule your children. Limit 
their extracurricular and outside activities 
so you can still have unrushed, quality 
time together as a family each week. 

Your family is truly one of your greatest 
blessings. Do all you can to defend and 
preserve it.

what you can do

https://lifehopeandtruth.com/bible/10-commandments/sabbath/
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Blended families have 
become quite common in 
the Western world. What 
challenges do they face 
compared to traditional 
families? How can they 
thrive?

By David Treybig

ichael and Jennifer were just married. Both 
were divorced from previous mates, and they 
each have two adolescent children from their 
previous marriage. They are now stepparents, 
with both biological and stepchildren. 
Michael and Jennifer have good careers 
and are looking forward to having a happy 

marriage and a supportive family environment for their 
children. 

Their blended family is in sync with one of today’s 
major trends for marriage and family in advanced 
industrial nations—the growing number of stepfamilies. 

According to SmartStepfamilies.com, “40% of 
married couples with children (i.e., families) in the US 

are stepcouples” and “approximately one-third of all 
weddings in America today form stepfamilies.”

Even though marriage itself is in decline in the 
United States, approximately three out of every four 
people who divorce will choose to remarry. What this 
means is that “100 million Americans have a step 
relationship”—which works out to almost one-third of 
the population (ibid.). 

While blended families are formed all over the 
world, the United States seems to lead the way because 
“Americans get married, get divorced, and choose 
to cohabit more than any other Western society” 
(brandongaille.com, “20 Noteworthy Statistics of 
Blended Families”).

M

Relationship

to Building 
   A STRONG BLENDED FAMILY

4 KEYS
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The scenario
Now back to our hypothetical 

couple. 
Michael has a boy and a girl from a 

previous marriage, and Jennifer also 
has a boy and a girl from her previous 
marriage. They each have joint custody 
of their children with their ex-mate. 
Jennifer’s children will primarily live 
with her, and her ex will pick up his 
children for weekend visits once a 
month. Michael’s children won’t live 
with him full-time, but they will come 
stay with him every other weekend, 
some holidays and for a week each 
summer.

It gets a bit complicated shuffling 
the children back and forth, especially 
since Michael and Jennifer live in 
Austin, Texas, and Michael’s ex lives 
several hours away in Houston. Driving 
back and forth between the two cities 
to exchange children will take time 
and money. Fortunately, Jennifer’s ex 
also lives in Austin. But Michael and 
Jennifer believe everyone will soon get 
used to the schedule.

Michael and Jennifer realized 
their new family would be different—
especially with all the exchanges 
of children—but having another 
chance for love and happiness was an 
appealing proposition they couldn’t 
resist. Surely this marriage would be 

an improvement, they reasoned. 
Unfortunately, the odds are 

against Michael and Jennifer having a 
successful marriage and family. Many 
in newly formed blended families are 
blindsided by unexpected challenges. 

Added challenges for 
stepfamilies

Many marriage and family 
counselors extol the opportunities for 
greater cooperation and understanding 
that are found in blended families. This 
assessment is correct. There are indeed 
plenty of opportunities to develop these 
admirable character traits. 

What isn’t as rosy is the statistical 
evidence that highlights the challenges 
blended families face. 

For many years the common 
assumption was that the typical 
economic advantage of living in a 
blended family, rather than a single-
parent family, would be healthy for 
children. Many are now questioning 
this presumed advantage. 

According to David Popenoe, 
“Contrary to the view of some social 
scientists in recent years, who believed 
that the effects of family fragmentation 
on children were both modest and 
ephemeral, there is now substantial 
evidence to indicate that the child 
outcomes of these alternative family 

forms [single-parent families and 
stepfamilies] are significantly inferior 
to those of families consisting of two 
biological parents.”

And what are the problems? Popenoe 
continues, “Children in single-parent 
and stepfamilies are significantly more 
likely to have emotional and behavioral 
problems, to receive the professional 
help of psychologists, to have health 
problems, to perform poorly in school 
and drop out, and to leave home early” 
(Stepfamilies: Who Benefits? Who Does 
Not? edited by Alan Booth and Judy 
Dunn, p. 5). 

In addition to the above, children 
in stepfamilies generally receive 
less warmth, communication and 
parenting from a stepparent than from 
a biological parent. These deficiencies 
make discipline of children and 
adherence to house rules more difficult 
and complicated. Biological parents 
will likely have to be the primary 
disciplinarians of their children, and 
couples often find it difficult to be 
consistent in the standards they set for 
all of their children. 

In short, children are at greater risk 
in blended families, and the husband 
and wife in such a family are also 
at greater risk of divorce than the 
families led by both biological parents 
(ibid. p. 7). 
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According to David Popenoe, “Children in single-parent and 

stepfamilies are significantly more likely to have emotional 

and behavioral problems, to receive the professional help of 

psychologists, to have health problems, to perform poorly in 

school and drop out, and to leave home early.” 
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Four keys to having a successful blended family
Of course, this is not to say all blended families end in 

catastrophe. There are proven principles that can reduce the 
risks. If you have a blended family, you can have a successful 
marriage and family, and here are some ideas that can help.

Because blended families have more adults—possibly 
four—involved in making decisions regarding their 
children, competing interests and desires will have to be 
resolved. If possible, strive to avoid causing offense and 
strive to be flexible. Try to leave former disagreements with 
your ex in the past and focus on what the two of you can do 
to help your children.

Unnecessarily offending one of the parents will only 
bring tension and complications. As the proverb notes: “A 
brother offended is harder to win than a strong city, and 
contentions are like the bars of a castle” (Proverbs 18:19). 
Hurt feelings create walls of distrust and little interest in 
compromise. And sadly, tension between former mates can 
also be upsetting to the children. 

One way to lessen the odds of causing offense is by 
treating everyone with respect. To this end, the apostle Peter 
wrote, “Honor all people” (1 Peter 2:17).

This key builds on the previous one. While being 
respectful is an important first step in working through the 
complications of shared children, there are also going to be 
situations that require wisdom. 

For example, how much authority will a stepparent have 
in disciplining a stepchild? This can get complicated when 
an older child says, “You aren’t my dad [or mom]” and “My 
dad [or mom] doesn’t make me do this.” 

In addition to parenting, it can also take wisdom to know 
when to be firm about your family plans and when to be 
flexible. These are often difficult decisions to make. 

Fortunately, the Bible says, “If any of you lacks wisdom, 
let him ask of God, who gives to all liberally and without 
reproach, and it will be given to him” ( James 1:5).

At times it can be difficult for even two biological parents 
to agree on family plans. Increasing the number of parents 
to four, as is often the case for blended families, increases the 
possibilities for disagreement exponentially. Under these 
circumstances, the need for good communication skills 
becomes paramount.

Addressing this subject, the apostle Paul wrote: “Let your 
speech always be with grace, seasoned with salt, that you 
may know how you ought to answer each one” (Colossians 
4:6). Like using just the right amount of salt to season food, 
we need to carefully choose and limit our words so they are 
gracious and easily heard. 

For more in-depth advice on this point, see the articles 
in “The Joys and Challenges of Communication” section of 
our website.

With all the busyness of blended families, it is easy for 
new spouses to neglect either each other or their children. 
The reality is that both need attention. Spouses in blended 
families will need to teach their biological children to 
respect and obey their stepparent. Children will also need 
encouragement to accept and get along with their new 
siblings. And the new couple will need a solid relationship 
themselves to manage the extra challenges of a blended 
family.

For practical, biblically based advice on how to have a 
successful marriage, see the articles in the marriage section 
of our website. 

If you are in a blended family, we wish you success and 
are pleased to offer resources that can help your family 
survive and thrive. In addition to implementing the keys 
noted above, we recommend you read the article “Step 
Parenting” on the LifeHopeandTruth.com website and the 
other articles found there on parenting. D

KEY 1: 
TREAT EVERYONE WITH 

RESPECT.  

KEY 2: 
ASK GOD FOR WISDOM. 

KEY 3: 
HONE YOUR 

COMMUNICATION SKILLS. 

KEY 4: 
NURTURE YOUR MARRIAGE 

AND YOUR CHILDREN. 

https://lifehopeandtruth.com/relationships/communication/
https://lifehopeandtruth.com/relationships/marriage/
https://lifehopeandtruth.com/relationships/parenting/step-parenting/
https://lifehopeandtruth.com/relationships/parenting/step-parenting/


Life

ou’d think that perfectionists would be more 
successful and productive than anyone 
else. After all, their personal standard and 
expectation is to be flawless. You might also 
think they would be the kind of people you’d 
want to hang out with in hopes that their 

demand for the highest quality would encourage you to 
strive to do better.

But it turns out that perfectionism can be a serious 
handicap. And those with the trait are often frustrated and 
unhappy, making life difficult for themselves and for those 
around them.

It’s probably safe to say that we’re all guilty on some 
level. There’s something about getting it “just right” that 

seems so appealing and satisfying. Don’t we all get weary of 
feeling inferior, losing, falling short or sometimes flat-out 
failing? So we think to ourselves, “Wouldn’t it be nice to get 
something right for a change?”

Clearly, aiming for perfection can motivate us to work 
harder, do better or accomplish more than we otherwise 
might. But maybe there’s also a time to let it be and let go.

Perfection is impossible—and unnecessary
Many books have been written on the subject. Even a 

quick search on the Internet reveals scores of articles on 
perfectionism written by psychologists and mental health 
professionals. Experts agree and our own experience teaches 
us: Perfection is an unattainable illusion. 

No matter how hard we try, we never 
seem to get everything exactly right. 
Many feel frustrated they didn’t do 
better or judge others who fall short. 
But have we failed if we aren’t perfect?

By Don Henson

Nobody’s Prefect
Perfect
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Its negative effects on life can be easy 
to recognize, yet difficult to deal with. The 
tendency often begins in children when 
their parents push them to do better in 
school or in sports, sincerely meaning to 
teach them to be their best. What it often 
really teaches is that their best isn’t good 
enough, so they have to try even harder 
in their attempts to satisfy others. And, 
besides, no matter how good you are at 
something, there’s always someone else 
who is better. 

If we think it through, we realize that 
it’s impossible to do something so well 
that it couldn’t be improved. The concept 
of perfection is kind of like a mirage—it’s 
a tantalizing illusion we think we see in 

the distance. We try desperately to get 
there, but it’s always out of reach. It’s 
easy to chain ourselves to unrealistic 
goals and then punish ourselves for 
not reaching them. 

There are a couple of different 
varieties of perfectionists. Some people 

are covert, hiding their obsessive desire 
to be flawless. Others are overt, making 
no secret of their insistence that mistakes 
are simply not acceptable. In either case 
there are many symptoms.

You may be a perfectionist if you:
• Fear failure to the extent that you 

won’t try something new or give 
up quickly because you can’t 
immediately get it right. But in most 
cases a person needs to be bad at 
something before he or she can be 
good at it. Still some decide, “If I can’t 
do this exactly right the first time, 
then I won’t do it at all.”

• Consistently procrastinate because 
you don’t want to start something 
unless you’re certain you’ll be able 
to do it perfectly. (Of course, not all 
procrastinators are perfectionists; 
that’s another issue we’ll put off for 
now. …)

•  Are highly critical of the best efforts 
of others—which, in reality, can be a 
symptom of your own dissatisfaction 
with yourself.

• Resist helpful input or constructive 
criticism. 

• Don’t enjoy a sense of 
accomplishment when you 
complete a task because all you can 
see are the flaws and shortcomings.

Excellence is achievable 
The French writer and philosopher 

François-Marie Arouet, using the pen 
name Voltaire, wrote that “the perfect is 
the enemy of the good.” In other words, 
sometimes “good” isn’t accomplished 
because a person doesn’t try at all if he 
thinks he might not be “perfect.” 

What if, after we have done our very 
best, the result isn’t impeccable? What 
if there is still room for improvement? 
Actually that can be a very good thing 
because we can be satisfied with the result, 
yet be motivated to remain diligent. 

“Striving for excellence” is a common 
phrase used to describe the standard 
and the best efforts of individuals or 
organizations. The phrase means you’re 
putting full effort into whatever you are 
doing to produce the highest value. The 
word excellence means “the quality of 
being outstanding or extremely good.” The 
implication is that the result is exemplary, 
but still leaves room for improvement. It 
also implies that the result is a satisfactory 
one.

The legendary football coach Vince 
Lombardi is said to have told his Green 
Bay Packers: “Perfection is not attainable, 
but if we chase perfection we can catch 
excellence.” 

Excellence is attainable because it is 
accomplished when we do the best that is 
possible. After all, “our best” is all that is 
ever possible. But that doesn’t mean that 
we settle for an inferior effort or result. 
The phrase near enough is good enough 
can be an excuse for being sloppy and 
lazy. But “near enough” is good enough 

“Perfection is 
not attainable, 
but if we chase 

perfection 
we can catch 
excellence.”

—Vince Lombardi

8
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7
when you’ve done the best you can. We 
all have limits. When we accept that we’ve 
done our best, we can take satisfaction 
and move on.

So far, we have looked mainly at 
physical aspects of our lives, some of 
which demand excellence and others of 
which are not so important. We have to 
prioritize which areas to give the most 
effort. But what about the spiritual aspects 
of our lives?

Jesus Christ set the perfect 
example

There’s another standard of perfection 
that is more important. What does God 
expect of us in terms of our obedience to 
Him? Isn’t sin the failure to be absolutely 
obedient? Has God set an impossible 
standard for us to meet? Or does God’s 
grace relieve us of all responsibility to 
obey His law?

The only human who never sinned 
was Jesus Christ (Hebrews 4:15). He lived 
a flawless life, completely innocent of any 
sin. We’re exhorted to follow His example, 
to live as He did (1 Peter 2:21-22; 1 John 
2:6), but it’s obvious that we cannot be 
sinless as He was (1 John 1:8). 

Just because we can’t live perfectly 
(without sin) doesn’t mean we’re good 
enough as we are or that we aren’t 
supposed to continue to make the effort 
to obey. When we acknowledge and 
repent of sin, God will forgive us (1 John 
1:9). But we are not to continue in sin just 
because God is merciful and gracious 
(Romans 6:1-2). 

Paul’s exasperated description of his 
battle against his own nature stands as 
a classic description of our own struggle 
to faithfully and consistently obey God 
(Romans 7:14-25). In Proverbs 24:16 we 
read, “For a righteous man may fall seven 
times and rise again, but the wicked shall 
fall by calamity.” It’s clear that even a 
righteous person will make mistakes, but 
he stands up again every time he falls—he 
repents of his sin, seeks to be forgiven and 
continues his effort to be obedient.

Even as we continue to put our full 
effort into being holy as God is holy, 
at times we struggle and stumble. God 
expects us to struggle against our natural 
inclination to sin, to live obediently 
according to His holy standard (1 Peter 
1:13-16). 

God uses our inherent imperfection 
to teach us one of the most important 
lessons of life. If we could be sinless 
by our own efforts, it would ruin 
us because we would depend on 
ourselves and conclude that we 
could earn God’s salvation. In effect, 
we might think we didn’t need a Savior. 

In fact, even if we could live without 
sin from this moment forward, there 
would still be all those sins in our past 
that would still need to be forgiven. So we 
learn to rely on God’s grace and mercy, 
which He extends to those who genuinely 
repent (1 John 1:9). 

Our ongoing effort to be obedient 
won’t result in our becoming flawless 
people. But it can produce people who are 
humble, determined, stable and mature.
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We all have limits. When 
we accept that we’ve done 
our best, we can take 
satisfaction and move on.



“You shall be perfect”
So what is the meaning of Hebrews 

6:1, which says, “Therefore, leaving the 
discussion of the elementary principles 
of Christ, let us go on to perfection”? 
And what about Jesus’ statement in the 
Sermon on the Mount: “Therefore you 
shall be perfect, just as your Father in 
heaven is perfect” (Matthew 5:48)?

The words perfection and perfect in 
those two verses are translated from Greek 
words that refer to something that has 
been brought to completion, fully grown 
or mature (Vine’s Expository Dictionary 
of New Testament Words). In other words, 
these passages tell us we are to grow up 
spiritually, to become mature and to 
complete God’s purpose in our lives. It 
is not a command to become flawless, 
completely free from sin. As we’ve already 
seen, that is not possible for any person. 

The same Greek word found in 
Matthew 5:48 is used in Hebrews 
5:14, stating, in reference to spiritual 
understanding, that “solid food belongs 
to those who are of full age [mature], that 
is, those who by reason of use have their 
senses exercised to discern both good 
and evil.” 

The lesson is that through a consistent 
effort to obey, we are trained to separate 
right from wrong—we become spiritually 
mature. 

The same Greek word is also used in 
Ephesians 4:13-14 where Paul says that 
each of us is to become “a perfect [mature, 
fully grown] man, to the measure of the 
stature of the fullness of Christ; that we 
should no longer be children.” 

We are to compare ourselves to Jesus 
Christ, the standard for our behavior—
and as we do our best to live up to His 
flawless example, we become spiritually 
mature. In 1 Corinthians 14:20 Paul 
wrote, “Brethren, do not be children in 
understanding; however, in malice be 
babes, but in understanding be mature.” 

So it’s clear that in the New Testament 
perfection refers to being fully developed 
and spiritually mature. We must not 
compromise or take a “near enough is good 
enough” approach. Careful obedience to 
God’s law is necessary. We are to strive for 
excellence in our relationship with Him. 

Along the way we will, at times, fall 
short. But our God is merciful and 
gracious. He will forgive our shortcomings 
as we progress toward spiritual maturity, 
a.k.a. “perfection.” 

Nobody’s perfect … but we can 
move on to perfection

A famous line in Alexander Pope’s 
poem “An Essay on Criticism” says, “To err 
is human; to forgive, divine.” 

The human condition is one of 
imperfection. There isn’t anything we 
can do in this life that meets the English 
dictionary definition of perfect: “being 
entirely without fault or defect.” It’s 
important to learn to be satisfied with 
the excellent results that can come from 
giving our best efforts. 

As Pope implies in his poem, we can 
learn about forgiveness from God—
recognizing that we make mistakes just 
like everyone else, so we shouldn’t judge 
each other harshly.

But God’s standard and expectation 
are different. He is faithful to forgive our 
sinful shortcomings. He teaches us that 
as we strive to live obediently, we will fall 
short at times. But through those efforts 
we can become mature and complete as 
we move on to perfection with His help. D

10
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We are to 
compare 

ourselves to 
Jesus Christ, 

the standard for 
our behavior—

and as we 
do our best 
to live up to 
His flawless 

example, 
we become 

spiritually 
mature.
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Bible

Even as a young 
child, I knew the 

minister was right 
about that. But 

his statement did 
not support the 

argument he was 
trying to make.

By Jim Franks

began observing the seventh-day 
Sabbath more than 60 years ago when 
I was a very young boy. In fact, I was so 
young that I have very few memories of 
those early days. My earliest memories 

of observing the Sabbath began when I was 
about 5 years of age. 

Discovering the Sabbath
In 1952 my mother came across The 

World Tomorrow radio program, sponsored 
by the Radio Church of God. Very shortly 
after that discovery, she began observing 
the seventh-day Sabbath. She also taught 
her two children the importance of 
this very special day. We were living in 
Michigan City, Indiana, at that time, but 
soon moved back to Arkansas, where we 
worked as sharecroppers on the farm that 
my grandfather managed. 

When we moved to Indiana in 1951, my 
mother was a Baptist who attended services 
and worshipped on Sunday, but when she 
returned to Arkansas in 1955, she was a 
committed seventh-day Sabbath-keeper. 

A Sabbath vs. Sunday confrontation
One day, shortly after we moved back 

to Arkansas, the local Baptist minister, 
Brother Edwards, as he was known by the 
congregation, made a house call to my 
grandparents’ home. 

Unfortunately, my mother and I were 
in the living room with my grandmother 
when he arrived. He quickly focused his 
attention on my mother, who had not been 
to the Baptist Church in several years. He 
asked her why.

She responded without any hesitation 
that she believed that Saturday was the 
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“A 
4-Year-

Old Child 
Knows 

Saturday 
Is the 

Sabbath!”
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appropriate day for worship, and she could no longer accept 
Sunday. Brother Edwards exploded out of his chair! He had 
a disability that caused him to limp, but he suddenly stood 
upright in the room without any evidence of a problem. 
He pointed his finger at my mother and said: “A 4-year-old 
child knows that Saturday is the Sabbath.” He then added, 
“But it doesn’t matter which day you keep, as long as you 
keep Sunday.” 

My mother then responded, “If it doesn’t matter which 
day one keeps, then I choose to keep Saturday!” 

That ended the conversation, and Brother Edwards left 
very angry.

My mother was not a confrontational person, and she 
was only in her mid-20s when this incident occurred, but 
the Sabbath was important to her. I witnessed this entire 
exchange as a child—probably no more than 5 or 6 years of 
age. 

My mother’s situation was not unique. Down through 
the years, many have been persecuted for their belief in 
the seventh-day Sabbath in opposition to the commonly 
observed Sunday. 

How can you ignore one of the 10 Commandments?
The Sabbath is the fourth of the 10 Commandments, but 

it’s one that is brushed aside by the majority of professing 
Christians. Why? How can you ignore one of the 10 
Commandments? Most hide behind the supposed fact that 
the Sabbath was changed to Sunday by the apostles shortly 
after Christ’s death, or they argue that a Sunday resurrection 
is proof of Sunday worship. But neither of these “facts” is 
true. There is no biblical or historical evidence to support 
either conclusion.

From the time of creation, the Sabbath was sanctified (set 
apart) as a day of rest and a day of worship (Genesis 2:1-2). 
It was codified as one of the 10 Commandments at Mount 
Sinai. “Remember the Sabbath day, to keep it holy. … For in 
six days the Lord made the heavens and the earth, the sea, 
and all that is in them, and rested the seventh day. Therefore 
the Lord blessed the Sabbath day and hallowed it” (Exodus 
20:8, 11). 

The seventh day of the week extends for 24 hours (from 
Friday sunset to Saturday sunset, based on the biblical 
reckoning “from evening to evening” found in Leviticus 
23:32). During this time we should cease from work and 
instead rest and assemble for church services where possible. 

Those Christians who have observed the seventh-day 
Sabbath down through the centuries have faced intense 
persecution for not accepting Sunday as their day of 
worship. Some ask, “Is God really concerned about which 
day you worship on?” as though the answer was in doubt! 
The answer isn’t in doubt. In fact, it is very clear! Yes, He is! 
At least, so says the Bible!

How do you keep the Sabbath?
Once you become convinced from Scripture that you 

need to keep the Sabbath, then you must ask the next 
question, as my mother did: How do you keep the Sabbath? 

The Bible does not contain an exhaustive list of dos and 
don’ts for the Sabbath, but there are basic principles that 
one should keep in mind. Here are just a few:

1. Prepare in advance. Preparation involves giving thought, 
prayer and planning for each Sabbath. Some may have 
a special family dinner on Friday evening; others make 
plans to get together with those of like mind after 

God 
intended 
for the 
Sabbath 
to be a 
delight.

https://lifehopeandtruth.com/bible/10-commandments/sabbath/sabbath-changed-sunday/
https://lifehopeandtruth.com/bible/10-commandments/sabbath/early-christians-sabbath-sunday/
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services for additional fellowship. 
The point is to prepare in advance. 
This was the lesson of the manna 
that God gave to the Israelites—to 
gather twice the manna on the 
sixth day in preparation for the 
seventh (Exodus 16:4-5).

2. Attend church services on the 
Sabbath. Our regular Sabbath 
routine should include 
assembling with others if at all 
possible. The Bible warns us about 
“not forsaking the assembling 
of ourselves together” (Hebrews 
10:25). We should also remember 
that the seventh day of the week 
is the Sabbath, whether we are 
on vacation or out of town on 
business or visiting family. 

3. Make the Sabbath a day of rest 
and a day of learning (Exodus 
20:8-11). It is a good day for 
additional Bible study, prayer and 
meditation—all of which we are 
admonished to do regularly, but 
even more so on the Sabbath. It 
is a day to focus on your spiritual 
development.

Two ditches
After we’ve observed the seventh-

day Sabbath for many years, there 
is a danger of our becoming lax and 
letting the Sabbath become routine. 
We can make this special day similar to 
the other days of the week, except that 
we don’t go to work. To avoid work is 
only part of keeping the Sabbath. The 
Sabbath isn’t a vacation away from 
work, but a deeply spiritual observance 
that includes refraining from work. 

There are also those on the other 
end of the spectrum who make the 
Sabbath a burden. This was true of the 
Pharisees in Jesus Christ’s day. Jesus 
referred to them as hypocrites who 
strained “out a gnat and swallowed a 
camel” (Matthew 23:24). 

Have we become lax in our 
observance of the Sabbath, or have 
we become like the Pharisees? Both 
extremes are wrong according to the 
Bible.

God intended for the Sabbath to be a 
delight (Isaiah 58:13), but the Pharisees 
made it a burden. They divided work 

into 39 different categories, some as 
mundane as tying a knot. And since 
these were all classified as work, they 
were all forbidden on the Sabbath day. 

But Jesus did not agree with their 
man-made regulations about the 
Sabbath. He declared that He was the 
Lord—Master—of the Sabbath (Mark 
2:28)! Jesus Christ had no tolerance 
for the Pharisees and their approach 
toward Sabbath-keeping, referring to 
them as hypocrites on more than one 
occasion (Matthew 23:13).

Jesus and the Pharisees
A good example of Christ’s objection 

to the Sabbath rules developed by 
the Pharisees is found in Matthew 
12. In this case the Pharisees accused 
the disciples of breaking the Sabbath 
by plucking ears of grain and eating 
them while traveling. The Pharisees 
interpreted the traveling and plucking 
grain as outside the limitations they 
had placed on the Sabbath. “And when 
the Pharisees saw it, they said to Him, 
‘Look, Your disciples are doing what 
is not lawful to do on the Sabbath’” 
(Matthew 12:2). 

Jesus condemned them for their 
attitude and in so doing gave us 
insight into how the Sabbath should 
be observed. To pluck an ear of grain 
when you are hungry isn’t harvesting a 
crop, nor is it wrong. The Sabbath isn’t 
a day for punishing yourself, but a day 
to rejoice. While one may choose to fast 
on the Sabbath on a special occasion, it 
should not be our normal practice. 

What does this example teach us? 
It teaches us that man-made rules for 
Sabbath-keeping do not supersede 
the Scriptures, no matter how well 
intentioned they might be. There are 
activities that are clearly in violation of 
the Sabbath command, but there are 
also activities in our modern society 
that one must make personal decisions 
as to whether they are violations. These 
are activities that are not addressed by 
Scripture. Over the years many have 
wanted a list similar to what the Jews 
had, identifying every activity as either 
acceptable or not acceptable. But the 
Bible provides no such list. 

If you are convinced that the 

seventh-day Sabbath is the proper day 
for worship, what are you doing about 
it? Are you prepared each week for the 
Sabbath; are you attending church 
services on the Sabbath; and are you 
making the Sabbath a day for rest and 
learning while drawing closer to God?

Even a child

I still remember the incident in 
my grandparents’ living room when 
Brother Edwards yelled at my mother 
that “a 4-year-old child knows that 
Saturday is the Sabbath.” I was a little 
older than 4, but I knew that he was 
correct. I understood that Saturday was 
the Sabbath from a very young age. 

Each week, every seventh day, we 
have an opportunity to observe this 
very special day. Scripture states it 
simply: “Remember the Sabbath day, 
to keep it holy. Six days you shall labor 
and do all your work, but the seventh 
day is the Sabbath of the Lord” (Exodus 
20:8-10). D

Learn more in our free booklet 
The Sabbath: A Neglected Gift 

From God.

Each week, every 
seventh day, we have 
an opportunity to 
observe this very 
special day.

https://lifehopeandtruth.com/offers/the-sabbath/
https://lifehopeandtruth.com/offers/the-sabbath/
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Life

Many experts tell us 
to follow our hearts or 
trust our gut instincts 
to make the best 
choices for us. But 
what does the One 
who designed and 
created us say?

By Mike Bennett

onsider these popular tips for knowing you’re making the right choice:
• “How good you feel about your decisions is usually more important than 

how good they are objectively” (Oprah.com).
• “‘Go with your first instinct. The minute you second guess yourself or 

doubt your choice, then it goes all downhill from there.’—Kelsey Walsh” 
(TinyBuddha.com).

• “‘Listen to your emotional instinct. If it feels good, authentically good, 
then go for it. If it does not, use caution and back away.’—Dedric Carroll” 
(TinyBuddha.com).

Contrast those bits of advice with some wisdom from God in the Bible:
“The way of a fool is right in his own eyes, but he who heeds counsel is wise” 

(Proverbs 12:15).
God warns that for the big, important decisions in life, trusting our heart or 

our gut is not enough.

How Can You Know If What 
Seems Right Is Right?

C
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Which way?
“There is a way that seems right 

to a man, but its end is the way of 
death.” This message is so important, 
it’s recorded twice in Scripture, both 
in Proverbs 14:12 and 16:25.

But why? Why would we look at 
the road signs and think we are going 
the right way—when we are going 
diametrically opposite? 

Part of the answer is that our first 
parents, Adam and Eve, made a choice 
for all of us. Under the deceptive 
influence of Satan, they chose to 
make decisions for themselves about 
what was “good and evil” (Genesis 
3:5). 

The Genesis account says their 
eyes were opened (verse 7), but not 
to see God’s truth and the pure way. 
Instead, Satan augmented their 
vision to see through the lenses of 
selfishness and self-sufficiency. This 
shortsightedness made it easy for 
him to create mirages and deceptions 
that made the wrong way look right 
and evil look good.

Their eyes were opened, but 
in a virtual reality designed by 
Satan, whose main goal is to lure 
us away from God and toward self-
destruction. 

Our human vision is so far from 
20/20 in the spiritual realm that God 
calls it blindness. All of our minds 
have been blinded by Satan until 
God calls us and takes away the veil 
of blindness (2 Corinthians 4:4; 3:16).

When God opens our minds, we 
also face the choice of which road to 
take. Jesus said, “Enter by the narrow 
gate; for wide is the gate and broad 
is the way that leads to destruction, 
and there are many who go in by 
it. Because narrow is the gate and 
difficult is the way which leads to 
life, and there are few who find it” 
(Matthew 7:13-14).

Using our natural vision 
(unknowingly influenced by the 
lenses Satan provides), we think the 
signs on the broad way are pointing 
in the right direction. No wonder it 
is popular. It’s got millions of reviews 
and a five-star rating! But we can’t see 
far enough ahead to see the sudden 
drop-off or the bridge that is out 
around a blind curve.

Still the Bible warns that those 
dangers are there. And it gives many 
examples of the result of the wrong 
road.

The end of the road
At the end of the book of Judges, 

two of the most depressing stories 
in the Bible are summed up by this 
statement: “In those days there was 
no king in Israel; everyone did what 
was right in his own eyes” ( Judges 
21:25).

Think about it. Even these stories 
of theft, idol worship, rape, murder, 
gore, retribution, kidnapping and 
utter depravity all started with each 
one doing what seemed right. How 
quickly it all went wrong!

There’s still time to change the 
road you’re on

But God does show us how to get 
on the right road—to see the right 
way. As Jesus said, we should choose 
the narrow gate and the way that 
leads to life. 

As He told the ancient Israelites 
through Moses, God tells us, “See, 
I have set before you today life 
and good, death and evil, in that I 
command you today to love the Lord 
your God, to walk in His ways, and to 
keep His commandments. …

“I call heaven and earth as 
witnesses today against you, that I 

have set before you life and death, 
blessing and cursing; therefore 
choose life, that both you and your 
descendants may live; that you may 
love the Lord your God, that you 
many obey His voice” (Deuteronomy 
30:15-16, 19-20; learn more in our 
online article “Choose Life: Your Most 
Important Decision”).

Paul summarizes the two roads 
in his letter to the Romans: “For the 
wages of sin is death, but the gift of 
God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our 
Lord” (Romans 6:23).

Sin is breaking God’s laws (1 
John 3:4). So, as Jesus said, “If you 
want to enter into life, keep the 
commandments” (Matthew 19:17). 
Breaking God’s commandments 
leads to death; repenting of sin and 
striving to be like our loving Savior 
by obeying God’s commandments 
leads to life.

Learn more about avoiding the 
wrong road and choosing the right 
way in our LifeHopeandTruth.com 
articles “Seven Steps for Overcoming 
Sin” and “The 10 Commandments 
for Today.” And when things seem 
unclear, find strategies to get the gray 
out in “Gray Areas: When the Right 
Decision Isn’t Obvious.” D

As Jesus said, we 
should choose 

the narrow gate 
and the way that 

leads to life. 

For more on this topic, see our 
booklet God’s 10 Commandments: 

Still Relevant Today. 

https://lifehopeandtruth.com/life/christian-living/choose-life/
https://lifehopeandtruth.com/life/christian-living/choose-life/
https://lifehopeandtruth.com/change/repentance/seven-steps-for-overcoming-sin/
https://lifehopeandtruth.com/change/repentance/seven-steps-for-overcoming-sin/
https://lifehopeandtruth.com/bible/10-commandments/the-ten-commandments/
https://lifehopeandtruth.com/bible/10-commandments/the-ten-commandments/
https://lifehopeandtruth.com/change/blog/gray-areas-when-the-right-decision-isnt-obvious/
https://lifehopeandtruth.com/change/blog/gray-areas-when-the-right-decision-isnt-obvious/
https://lifehopeandtruth.com/offers/gods-10-commandments/
https://lifehopeandtruth.com/offers/gods-10-commandments/
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A popular modern theory is that Jesus will return 
in secret to rapture Christians to heaven. But did 

Jesus or the biblical writers teach this?

Did Jesus Teach the 
Rapture?

By Erik Jones

CHRIST
CHRISTIANITY

VERSUS

ne of the fundamental teachings of Jesus Christ 
was that He would return. Shortly before His 
death, He clearly said, “I will come again” (John 
14:3). 

Historically, the return of Jesus has not been 
heavily emphasized by mainstream Christianity. For the most 
part, emphasis has been on His first coming.

But the return of Christ has seen a revival of emphasis 
through a doctrine developed less than 200 years ago known 
as the rapture. Many evangelical preachers have built entire 
ministries around the rapture message. 

A BRIEF OVERVIEW OF THE RAPTURE
One of the most common forms of the rapture theory 

teaches that Jesus will return to earth in two phases. 
According to this theory, in the first phase, Jesus will come 

secretly at an unexpected time to snatch up (or rapture) 
believers and take them to heaven. From the perspective of 
non-Christians, millions of people will vanish in an instant. 
Fictional works on the rapture colorfully describe chaotic 
scenes of planes and automobiles crashing as their pilots and 
drivers disappear. 

Immediately following the rapture, the Antichrist appears, 
beginning a seven-year Great Tribulation. Believers will be 
protected in heaven during this time. 

In the second phase of His coming, Jesus and the saints 
return to earth in triumph and glory and begin the millennial 
rule.

AN ANYTHING BUT SECRET COMING
The central premise of this modern teaching is that there 

are two future comings of Jesus Christ to earth. First, when He 
secretly returns to rapture believers. And second, when He 
returns visibly to judge the world. 

But Hebrews 9:28 is the only scripture that assigns 

numbers to Christ’s comings to earth: “Christ was offered 
once to bear the sins of many [the first coming]. To those who 
eagerly wait for Him He will appear a second time [the second 
coming], apart from sin, for salvation.”

The Bible teaches two distinct comings. There is no third 
coming mentioned here or anywhere else in the Bible.

But could this “second time” be referring to a secret rapture 
when believers are taken to heaven? 

The text clearly describes the second coming as an 
appearing—not a secret! The Greek word translated “appear” 
is revealing. It is optanomai—the root being op, from which 
we get such English words as optic and optical. The meaning 
of optanomai is to look at, to behold, to appear or to allow 
one’s self to be seen. The same word is used in Acts 1:3 
about Christ “being seen by them during forty days” after His 
resurrection. 

In the Olivet Prophecy, after describing the signs of the 
Great Tribulation, Jesus taught: “Then the sign of the Son of 
Man will appear in heaven, and then all the tribes of the earth 
will mourn, and they will see [optanomai] the Son of Man 
coming on the clouds of heaven with power and great glory” 
(Matthew 24:30). 

The next verse describes the gathering of the elect from 
around the globe by “a great sound of a trumpet” (verse 31). 
Revelation describes Christ’s second coming similarly: “He is 
coming with clouds, and every eye will see [optanomai] Him” 
(Revelation 1:7).

From these scriptures, it’s clear that Christ will return one 
more time—a second time—in a visible way. There will be 
nothing secret about it. 

THE RAPTURE SCRIPTURE THAT ISN’T 
The most often quoted scripture to defend the rapture is 

found in 1 Thessalonians 4:16-17. In fact, the originators of the 
theory derived the word rapture from the phrase “caught up,” 

O
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Jesus Christ’s coming will be seen and heard by everyone. It will 
be public, obvious and unmistakable.

based on the Latin word rapere used in the Vulgate version in 
verse 17. So, for the rapture to be true, this verse has to describe 
a secret coming that precedes the visible coming described in 
the above verses. 

In 1 Thessalonians 4 the apostle Paul is comforting a 
congregation grieving recent deaths (verse 13). Paul assures 
them that “we who are alive and remain until the coming of the 
Lord will by no means precede those who are asleep [dead]” 
(verse 15). The Bible teaches that the dead are asleep in their 
graves, awaiting a future resurrection—not in heaven. 

But when does the resurrection happen? At a secret rapture? 
Verse 16 makes it crystal clear: “For the Lord Himself will 

descend from heaven with a shout, with the voice of an 
archangel, and with the trumpet of God. And the dead in Christ 
will rise first.”

What point is Paul making by using three auditory signs—a 
shout, voice and trumpet blast—to describe Christ’s coming? 
The same point that other verses make when they use 
optanomai! Jesus Christ’s coming will be seen and heard by 
everyone. It will be public, obvious and unmistakable. 

Verse 17 continues: “Then we who are alive and remain shall 
be caught up together with them [the resurrected saints] in the 
clouds to meet the Lord in the air. And thus we shall always be 
with the Lord.” 

Being “caught up” occurs after Christ’s visible coming. The 
apostle Paul taught the same thing to the Corinthians in 1 
Corinthians 15:52: “For the trumpet will sound, and the dead 
will be raised incorruptible, and we shall be changed.” After 
this resurrection, He and the saints will rule “on the earth” 
(Revelation 1:6-7; 5:10). To learn what happens afterward, see 
the sidebar “A General Chronology of Christ’s Return.” 

TIME TO LEAVE THE RAPTURE BEHIND 
Millions of Christians put great hope in the rapture as a 

way to escape the Tribulation. But the protection offered to 
Christians isn’t being raptured to heaven, but instead is a place 
of protection on earth (Revelation 12:14). The idea that Jesus will 
return secretly and rapture people to heaven is a modern idea 
contrary to the words of Christ and the New Testament writers. 

We encourage our readers to study what the Bible actually 
teaches about Christ’s return. The rapture is great fodder for 
fiction, but has no biblical basis. Leave it behind and put your 
hope in the visible second coming of Christ to rule this earth 
with power, justice and truth. 

To learn more, including a discussion of Matthew 24:40-42, 
read “Rapture: Will There Be a Secret Rapture?” D

A GENERAL CHRONOLOGY OF CHRIST’S 
RETURN 

1. The beginning of sorrows: The deterioration 
of world conditions accelerates as religious 
deception, war, famine, disease and death 
increase worldwide (Matthew 24:4-8; 
Revelation 6:1-8).

2. The Great Tribulation: An intense 3½-year 
period of war and suffering occurs (Matthew 
24:21-22). Also called “Jacob’s trouble” 
(Jeremiah 30:7).

3. The Day of the Lord: God begins to directly 
intervene in man’s affairs as the seven 
trumpets sound (Revelation 6:17; 8:1-2, 5-6).

4. Christ descends from heaven: At the 
seventh trump, Christ, surrounded by angelic 
armies, is seen descending on the clouds 
(Matthew 24:30-31; Revelation 11:15; 19:11-16).

5. The dead and alive in Christ rise: At the 
same trumpet blast, God’s people who have 
died are resurrected. Together with those 
alive, they’re transformed to spirit and meet 
Christ in the air (1 Thessalonians 4:15-17; 1 
Corinthians 15:51-52). 

6. Christ stands on the Mount of Olives: Jesus 
touches down in Jerusalem and begins ruling 
the earth (Zechariah 14:4-5, 9; Acts 1:9-11). 

7. The millennial reign: Having easily 
defeated the armies of the earth attacking 
Him (Revelation 17:13-14), Christ and His 
glorified saints rule the earth for 1,000 years, 
transforming it into a utopia under the perfect 
rule of the Kingdom of God (Revelation 20:1-6; 
Isaiah 2:2-4). 

For more explanation of these events and to 
learn what happens after Christ’s 1,000-year reign 
on earth, download our free booklet The Book of 
Revelation: The Storm Before the Calm.

https://lifehopeandtruth.com/prophecy/revelation/place-of-safety/
https://lifehopeandtruth.com/prophecy/revelation/place-of-safety/
https://lifehopeandtruth.com/prophecy/end-times/rapture/
https://lifehopeandtruth.com/prophecy/revelation/great-tribulation/
https://lifehopeandtruth.com/prophecy/revelation/day-of-the-lord/
https://lifehopeandtruth.com/offers/revelation/
https://lifehopeandtruth.com/offers/revelation/
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The Bible, 
Budgeting 
and You
Biblical principles about 
managing your money can 
bring great benefits to your 
family.

By Tom Kirkpatrick

ven in the prosperous nations of the Western 
world, a majority of people have very little in 
the way of financial reserves, living payday to 
payday, with lots of debt and no household 
budget. 

Nearly half (47 percent) of respondents to a recent U.S. 
Federal Reserve survey said that they would be unable to 
come up with $400 (about 310 pounds or 370 euros) to cover 
an emergency, without borrowing the money or selling an 
asset.

In another survey, 75 percent of Americans said they 
are living check to check just to make ends meet, at least 
sometimes.

Perhaps it is no surprise to find that a third survey (a 
Gallup poll in 2013) revealed that less than one-third of 
American households have a detailed budget.

These results shed light on a physical sign of what can be 
a spiritual issue. One indication of the sin of covetousness is 
acquiring nonessential material possessions, even when it 
means going into debt. An indication of doing this habitually 

is not having the strength of character to establish and stick 
to a realistic, debt-free budget. These spiritual concepts are 
found in the Bible. Let’s review them.

First, a disclaimer
Nothing in this article is meant to criticize those who 

have been brought to financial difficulties through no fault 
of their own. Not all financial difficulties are due to spiritual 
or character weaknesses. For some, it begins with a lack of 
financial education and limited opportunities.

The Bible talks about conditions such as persecution, 
trials and “time and chance” (for example, debilitating 
accidents or diseases or premature death of a provider) that 
can cause even godly people of strong character to suffer 
great financial reversals. The lack of a budget or self-control 
has no part to play in that sort of setback. Compassion 
and help are called for in those cases—not judgment or 
condemnation.

General biblical principles regarding budgeting
But in more typical circumstances, individuals and 

families do, in large measure, have control over their 

E
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financial circumstances. Most of us have the opportunity to 
make choices that will affect those circumstances. 

In these cases, there is almost nothing more important 
than having, and keeping to, a household budget. This is the 
almost universal counsel of professional money advisers—
and, more importantly, the Bible! 

Budgeting involves many spiritual principles: avoiding 
covetousness, having self-control, faith, patience and even 
thankfulness.

As used in this article, budgeting means four things: 
1. To realistically estimate the resources available to 

accomplish a project.
2. To estimate the resources needed to accomplish the 

project.
3. To undertake the project only when the available 

resources are at least equal to the necessary resources.
4. To take the steps within one’s control to expend no 

more on the project than is available. 
This definition applies to any sort of project—from daily 

living to pursuing education to acquiring specific assets. 
Budgeting requires an honest assessment of what one can 
afford and a consideration of timing. (Some of our needs 
will be in the future; this involves the discipline of not 
spending everything available now, but instead saving some 
for use in the future.) 

Biblical examples
The Bible provides examples, principles and direct 

statements about budgeting, planning and living within our 
means. Here are a few:

• Joseph planned and saved some of the resources that 
were available in the “fat” years in order to have enough 
for the people to eat in the “lean” years (Genesis 41).

• Both the tabernacle (in the days of Moses) and the temple 
(in the days of David and Solomon) were constructed 
only when the necessary building materials were 
accumulated (Exodus 35 and 1 Chronicles 29).

• The wise and good man leaves some of his accumulated 
wealth to even his grandchildren. This strongly suggests 
he has budgeted, planned, saved, lived and consumed 
well within his income, with the desire to pass along 
some of his blessings to others (Proverbs 13:22).

•  God created the ant to instinctively do what He tells us to 
learn to do—set aside some resources in abundant times 
for use in less-abundant circumstances (Proverbs 6:6-8; 
30:25).

•  Jesus told any who would follow Him to “count the cost” 
of doing so. This means to make a realistic appraisal of 
what being His disciple would cost them—and to come 
to the conclusion ahead of time that the resources 
available to them (spiritually) were enough to complete 
the project. In giving this counsel, Jesus pointed to the 
foolishness of not doing this sort of budgeting even in 
secular matters (Luke 14:28-31).

• The Bible pronounces the harshest judgment—“worse 
than an infidel”—on anyone who, through willful neglect 

or laziness, does not provide for the essential physical 
needs of those dependent upon him—his “household” 
(1 Timothy 5:8). This sort of irresponsible behavior and 
attitude is often found when there is no thought given 
to planning, budgeting or managing family resources—
but instead only to spending and consuming, often in 
covetousness and selfishness.

• Making and sticking to a budget often involves both faith 
and works. There are circumstances when even our best 
plans result, on paper, in a budget that doesn’t seem 
possible. That’s okay. We should do our best—we perform 
our works—and we rely on God, in faith, to make up the 
difference. Living through situations like that, when we 
see that the loaves and fishes have been multiplied, can 
make our faith grow even stronger.

• Finally, we should remember that as weak and fallible 
human beings, all we can do is our best. God knows that, 
and in fact He reminds us of it. We do not control the 
future (even though we should try to budget realistically 
for it). It is true that “man proposes, but God disposes” 
(see Proverbs 19:21; James 4:13-15; Ecclesiastes 9:11).

Preparing an annual budget—with God, “Caesar” 
and self in mind 

I suggest an annual personal or family budget. In many 
cases, a family will have expenditures, even sizable ones, 
that come due only once a year—some types of insurance 
and property taxes are examples. Forecasting required 
resources on a full-year basis can help ensure that no such 
payments are overlooked.

The first step is to estimate the cash inflows of the 
household for the next year. For most people, this will be 
wages or salary from employment, or earnings from self-
employment. Only count amounts likely to be received, 
and only include bonuses if there is a dependable history of 
their being received. “Iffy” bonuses or other hoped-for (but 
unlikely) amounts should not be included, for the obvious 
reason that if they are not received, but were counted on in 
order to balance the budget, the actual expenditures will 
exceed income.

The next step is to estimate annual household 
expenditures—in three categories: God, “Caesar” and self. 
As in all areas of life, God must come first. Mandated tithes 
and voluntary offerings should be, in importance, the 
first budgeted expenditures for a Christian (Proverbs 3:9; 
Leviticus 27:30-32; Deuteronomy 12:17-18; 16:16; Matthew 
23:23). 

Jesus said we should give “to God the things that are 
God’s” (Matthew 22:21). (See our article “Tithing: What Is It?” 
for a biblical look at this subject.) But in the same verse Jesus 
also said, “Render therefore to Caesar the things that are 
Caesar’s.” Christians are to pay their taxes to the governments 
of this world with jurisdiction over them (Romans 13:6-7).

After fulfilling their financial responsibilities to God and 
the government, a Christian household can plan to spend 
on or save for self. 
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https://lifehopeandtruth.com/relationships/finances/tithing/


The major types of this third category of 
appropriate, godly expenditures are:

• Housing (mortgage or rent, property 
taxes, upkeep, furnishings, etc.).

• Utilities.
• Food.
• Clothing.
• Transportation.
• Insurance (various types).
• Health care.
• Savings (emergency fund, college 

fund, retirement fund, etc.). Plan to 
save at least some amount every year, 
if at all possible. It is a way to develop 
self-discipline, combat covetousness 
and materialism, and responsibly 
provide for future needs.

• Debt payments. 
• Entertainment/recreation (if possible, 

even though modest amounts).
• Assistance for the needy (if you are 

not needy yourself ). Giving is a godly 
principle.

• Miscellaneous (you probably haven’t 
thought of everything).

Now, compare the two totals (inflows 
and outflows of cash) to see if they balance. 
If outflows exceed inflows—back to the 
drawing board. Consider ways to make 
more income or reduce expenses. That’s 
the only way to eliminate any deficit. 

Pray for God’s wisdom and help in all of 
this. Seek His will. Trust Him. 

Then, after finalizing a balanced budget, 
comes another essential step: Control your 
actual spending, week by week, month by 
month, by comparing any amount you are 
about to spend with your budget. If it’s a 
budget buster, don’t spend it!

Begin now!
There are many spiritual principles 

associated with budgeting, including 
contentment, faith, self-control, obedience, 
thankfulness and responsibility. Early in 
life is the best time to begin budgeting. 
It can be more difficult, and take more 
patience, to reap the benefits of budgeting 
if you start later, especially if you are 
already in a financial hole. 

But, with determination to do the right 
thing, with faith and trust in God, and 
with patience, it is not too late to begin to 
be faithful, even in what might seem to be 
“least”—your own financial resources. The 
rewards are great (Luke 16:10-12)! D

Sample Outline Budget Reflecting 
Biblical Principles

Here is a format that you may wish to try, adapting it to your own 
household circumstances. It can be helpful to prepare an annual budget. 
Then, if you are paid equal amounts each payday, divide all the amounts 
by the total number of paydays you will have in a year. This will give you a 
budget to use each payday.

Family Budget

Cash Inflows:

Salary and wages

Interest (savings, investments)

Other (only if very likely)

Total budgeted cash inflows 

Cash Outflows:

Tithes (and offerings) 

Taxes (payroll, property, etc.) 

Total tithes and taxes 

Amount available for discretionary expenses

(Inflows minus tithes/taxes): 

Housing

Utilities

Food and grocery items

Clothing

Transportation

Insurance

Health care

Saving/Investing

Debt repayment

Entertainment

Assistance for the needy

Miscellaneous

Total discretionary expenses 

Amount available minus total discretionary expenses

(If less than zero, back to the drawing board!)
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The amazing panorama seen from the observation deck of the world’s tallest 
building gave me a perspective on a much bigger picture.

The View From the Top  

BY THE WAY with 

A view from above Dubai.
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AS OUR BOAT PULLED INTO THE PERSIAN GULF 
west of the Strait of Hormuz, blistering winds blew off 
the Arabian Peninsula. My friend Benjamin, who lives in 
Dubai, was showing me around the emirate. 

We took a ferry from Dubai Creek, with its motley 
collection of ancient dhows and tramp freighters, past 
huge artificial islands shaped like the world and the palm, 
finally disembarking at the ultramodern marina. Passing 
from ancient buildings and clunky watercraft to pristine 
skyscrapers felt like time travel.

The highest vantage point
Past the southern limits of this wealthy city lies only the 

desert leading to Oman and Saudi Arabia. Nowhere is this 
more apparent than from the At the Top observation deck 
of the Burj Khalifa, at 829.8 meters (2,722 feet), the tallest 
structure in the world. On a clear day one can see the coast 
of Iran to the north. And from that vantage point, the line 
between city and desert is sharp. 

This change in viewpoint makes obvious things that are 
invisible from below. The World Islands, indistinguishable 
blobs when viewed from sea level, are impressive in their 
scale from higher up. Rooftop pools, gigantic fountains, 
highways and waterways running through the city are 
revealed in all their complexity.

Beware WYSIATI
From this unique perspective, I thought about how it 

must illustrate our blindness to many elements in our 
everyday lives. Our view is limited by our lowly vantage 
point. 

Nobel Prize laureate Daniel Kahneman, in his book 
Thinking, Fast and Slow, explains a phenomenon he calls 
WYSIATI, an acronym for “what you see is all there is.” This 
innate bias in our cognition leads us to assume that what 
we see of a given situation is all there is; there is nothing 
else to be considered or analyzed. 

Theoretically we know this is not true, yet every day we 
reach conclusions as if it were. 

Watching from on high
God, however, does see everything. He sees from above, 

both physically and spiritually, very real elements we 
simply cannot distinguish. “As you do not know what is the 

way of the wind, or how the bones grow in the womb of 
her who is with child, so you do not know the works of God 
who makes everything” (Ecclesiastes 11:5).

God watches from on high, in part to see how much 
we try to think outside the human box, to concentrate on 
things we can only imagine. “God looks down from heaven 
upon the children of men, to see if there are any who 
understand, who seek God” (Psalm 53:2). 

This is a constant challenge for us, but it is obviously 
important to our Creator. In our minds we seek to slip the 
surly bonds of earth; to have glimpses of what He sees.

And so “we do not look at the things which are seen, but 
at the things which are not seen. For the things which are 
seen are temporary, but the things which are not seen are 
eternal” (2 Corinthians 4:18). One day, God promises we, 
too, will experience His view from the top: “We shall be like 
Him, for we shall see Him as He is” (1 John 3:2).

 –Joel Meeker
          @JoelMeeker



Why do so few Christians today observe the Sabbath?

Explore the story of the Sabbath and how you can enjoy the wonderful 
benefits of this gift from God. Download the free booklet from the 
Learning Center on LifeHopeandTruth.com.

THE 

 S A B B AT H  
a  n e g l e c t e d  g i f t  

f r o m  G o d

In today’s 24/7 world, couldn’t you 
use a breather? From the beginning, 

God designed a day of rest as a special 
blessing for humanity.

http://lifehopeandtruth.com/learning-center/
http://info.lifehopeandtruth.com/from-holidays-to-holy-days

