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Next year will be a special Christmas for me—it 
will be the 60th consecutive year that I’ve been 
without it. 

I remember it well. When you are 11 years old, 
it’s no small thing if your parents make the life-
changing decision that it is intellectually dishonest, 
scripturally untruthful and spiritually hypocritical 
to celebrate Christmas. 

Researching the facts was the easy part—history 
has never hidden the pagan origins of Christmas and 
how its customs became integrated into the church by 
powerful people who called themselves Christians but 
whose practices bore little resemblance to those of the 
Christians of the Bible. 

My online article “‘Origin of Christmas’ on Trial” 
gives a summary of what the Bible clearly does say, and 
does not say, about God’s view of such behavior. The 
bottom line is that the pro-Christmas argument can 
never revolve around the historical or biblical facts; its 
only defense is human rationalizing and justifying.

It wasn’t hard to see the truth
Even as a child, I didn’t find it hard to see the truth of 
the matter. Maybe I was more primed to accept it, since 
the memories of having been lied to about Santa Claus 
were still fairly fresh in my young head.

At any rate, it really wasn’t all that hard for me to 
stop celebrating Christmas. That we weren’t going to 
keep Christmas anymore was much more difficult for 
others than it was for us! I saw my grandparents all the 
time throughout the year, but one would have thought 
their world was coming apart when we announced that 
we were quietly bowing out of the Christmas scene! 

Those closest to us, though, adjusted after a while 
when they realized that we hadn’t turned into 
religious nuts. They found that we still loved Jesus, 
that we still loved them, and that, because we loved 
them, we would continue to give and receive gifts at 
other times of the year . . . just not at Christmas.

Others were less charitable
Other folks were sometimes less charitable. Through 
abandoning Christmas, I learned one of my early 
lessons about “freedom of religion”—it’s a nice notion, 
but in reality, it usually comes with a price, such 

as having to deal with the hurts of other people 
ridiculing and badgering you.

It’s funny how the least tolerant were the most 
religious. Maybe they felt our decision tacitly 
challenged them to defend their own beliefs. Some 
people, when they cannot defend the biblically 
indefensible, resort to personal attacks. But through it 
all we learned other lessons we would need later in life, 
such as standing by the courage of our convictions.

Never missed it
Despite some of those challenges, from year one I 
never missed Christmas. Maybe it was the way my 
parents engaged me in the discovery process. I don’t 
remember the exact conversations we had about it, 
but I do remember coming to comprehend the core 
issue that I mentioned earlier: Mixing Christianity and 
Christmas just isn’t being honest with the truth. 

And aren’t honesty, sincerity and truth supposed to 
be cornerstones of our relationship with God? Aren’t 
those some of the most important gifts we can give to 
our children?

Clyde Kilough
Editor

Nearly 60 Years Without Christmas

CONSIDER
THIS

https://lifehopeandtruth.com/life/plan-of-salvation/holy-days-vs-holidays/christmas-on-trial/
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It’s the stuff of science 
fiction, but some 
scientists foresee real 
danger as we create AI 
systems that exceed our 
own abilities. What is 
the future of humanity?

Human intelligence has shaped our world. We 
have expanded our horizons and abilities in 
thousands of ways, and now we seem to stand 

on the brink of creating artificial intelligence that can 
exceed us in nearly every way.

What could go wrong?
The real question may not be whether we can 

actually build machines with humanlike intelligence 
and consciousness. A more urgent question is: Can 
our incredible advances in technology be matched by 
advances in wisdom and ethical behavior? Will we all, 
and our computers and robots and other AI tools, act 
for the betterment of humanity?

The lessons of history are not hopeful. Major 
advances in technology have nearly always been 
accompanied by new dangers and more challenging 
ethical dilemmas. (For examples, see our article 
“Weapons of Mass Destruction and Bible Prophecy.”)

To understand the implications of the AI field, first 
we must answer: What is artificial intelligence?

Artificial intelligence definition
Professor B.J. Copeland, author of Artificial 
Intelligence, wrote:

“Artificial intelligence (AI), the ability of a digital 
computer or computer-controlled robot to perform 

DANGERS  
of Artificial Intelligence

https://lifehopeandtruth.com/prophecy/end-times/weapons-mass-destruction/
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tasks commonly associated with intelligent beings. 
The term is frequently applied to the project of 
developing systems endowed with the intellectual 
processes characteristic of humans, such as the ability 
to reason, discover meaning, generalize, or learn from 
past experience” (Britannica.com).

IBM’s introduction to artificial intelligence draws 
from Stuart Russell and Peter Norvig’s AI textbook, 
Artificial Intelligence: A Modern Approach. They delve 
into four potential goals or definitions of AI:

“Human approach:
• Systems that think like humans
• Systems that act like humans

“Ideal approach:
• Systems that think rationally
• Systems that act rationally.”

Sadly, these approaches are not the same. Human 
thinking and actions are often irrational and harmful, 
even when we don’t realize it. 

Weak AI and strong AI
IBM also differentiates weak AI (more accurately, 
artificial narrow intelligence used to do specific tasks, 
such as Apple’s Siri, Amazon’s Alexa, IBM Watson and 
autonomous vehicles) from strong AI. 

“Strong AI is made up of Artificial General 
Intelligence (AGI) and Artificial Super Intelligence 
(ASI). Artificial general intelligence (AGI), or general 
AI, is a theoretical form of AI where a machine would 
have an intelligence equaled to humans; it would have 
a self-aware consciousness that has the ability to solve 
problems, learn, and plan for the future. Artificial Super 
Intelligence (ASI)—also known as superintelligence—
would surpass the intelligence and ability of the human 
brain. While strong AI is still entirely theoretical with 
no practical examples in use today, that doesn’t mean 
AI researchers aren’t also exploring its development. In 
the meantime, the best examples of ASI might be from 
science fiction, such as HAL, the superhuman, rogue 
computer assistant in 2001: A Space Odyssey.”

Artificial intelligence taking over?
AI seems to be everywhere in the media and popular 
culture. But will it really take over? Would we let it?

Jennifer Karppinen of the Future Today Institute 
noted that humans have varied levels of trust in AI:

“According to a recent survey, more than half of 
Europeans are ready to replace their lawmakers with 
artificial intelligence. There wasn’t consensus around 
the idea however, with younger respondents more likely 
to support it than older generations, and respondents in 
countries like the UK, the Netherlands, and Germany 
skeptical whether handing political power to machines 
would improve the situation. Not surprisingly, 
considering the country’s leadership in AI, the majority 
of those surveyed in China were supportive of the idea, 
while most Americans were not on board.”

Of course, such an AI government scenario is 
completely hypothetical at the moment. Yet we are 
entrusting more and more consequential decisions to 
artificial narrow intelligence, which it turns out is far 
from weak. Would we not cross the invisible barrier to 
empowering strong AI if it were developed?

However, the question remains, Is strong AI really 
near? Possibly, though new technologies generally 
go through a cycle, and Lex Fridman proposed in an 
MIT lecture in 2019 that we are at the peak of inflated 
expectations. So, in his view, we are approaching the 
trough of disillusionment. 

AI dangers
Still, some futurists see artificial intelligence as 
inevitable and as the greatest risk to human survival.

Toby Ord is a senior research fellow in philosophy at 
Oxford University. He wrote The Precipice: Existential 
Risk and the Future of Humanity as part of his 
research into risks that threaten human extinction. 

In The Precipice he presents the natural risks (such 
as asteroids, comets and supervolcanoes) and the risks 
related to human activity (such as nuclear weapons, 
environmental damage, pandemics and especially 
AI). He concludes that “the natural risks are dwarfed 
by those of our own creation,” which he sees as about 
1,000 times as great (2020, p. 87). 

He sees AI as the most potentially dangerous of 
all. With today’s flurry of research and investment in 
artificial intelligence, he writes, “It is a time of great 
promise but also one of great ethical challenges. There 
are serious concerns about AI entrenching social 
discrimination, producing mass unemployment, 
supporting oppressive surveillance, and violating the 
norms of war” (p. 141).Ph
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But worse, he sees AI as posing existential risks to 
humanity. “The most plausible existential risk would 
come from success in AI researchers’ grand ambition 
of creating agents with a general intelligence that 
surpasses our own” (p. 141).

This is the stuff of science fiction, but Toby Ord 
explains that many experts see it as the logical 
outcome of the current developments in the field. 

“In the existing paradigm, sufficiently intelligent 
agents would end up with instrumental goals to 
deceive and overpower us. And if their intelligence 
were to greatly exceed our own, we shouldn’t expect 
it to be humanity who wins the conflict and retains 
control of our future” (p. 146).

Whether this is far-fetched or far-off remains to be 
seen. But serious scientists have concerns about this 
and other human-caused threats to our existence.

Autonomous weapons, AI surveillance 
and current risks
Though strong AI might be in the future, current 
AI technologies have their own risks. Consider two 
applications of AI:

Autonomous weapons (such as autonomous drones 
and killer robots): “Described as the third revolution 
in warfare after gunpowder and nuclear weapons, 
lethal autonomous weapons (AWS) are weapon systems 
that can identify, select and engage a target without 
meaningful human control . . .

“Over 4500 AI and Robotics researchers, 250 
organizations, 30 nations and the Secretary General of 
the UN have called for [a] legally-binding treaty banning 
lethal AWS. They have been met with resistance from 
countries developing lethal AWS, fearing the loss of 
strategic superiority” (Future of Life Institute).

Russian President Vladimir Putin said: “Artificial 
intelligence is the future, not only for Russia, but for 
all humankind. It comes with enormous opportunities, 
but also threats that are difficult to predict. Whoever 
becomes the leader in this sphere will become the 
ruler of the world.”

AI surveillance: “AI surveillance tools in various 
forms are spreading globally, from facial recognition 
and early outbreak detection to predictive policing 
and gait recognition. Despite different legal 
restrictions, authoritarian and democratic states alike 

are increasingly employing these instruments to 
track, surveil, anticipate, and even grade the behavior 
of their own citizens. The application of these AI 
surveillance tools is a very important cornerstone of 
an emerging trend towards digital authoritarianism” 
(Atlantic Council).

Read more about the ominous real-world application 
of this technology in our article “Big Data Meets Big 
Brother in China.”

Thinking humanly
More fundamentally, what about the risks in teaching 
machines to think like we do? As the title of an article 
by Natalie Wolchover puts it, “Artificial Intelligence 
Will Do What We Ask. That’s a Problem.”

She cited examples of social media AI that 
reinforce our preferences to the point they can 
help “polarize and radicalize people.” She also 
asked some pointed questions about the dangers of 
thinking humanly:

“What about the preferences of bad people? What’s 
to stop a robot from working to satisfy its evil owner’s 
nefarious ends? AI systems tend to find ways around 
prohibitions just as wealthy people find loopholes in 
tax laws, so simply forbidding them from committing 
crimes probably won’t be successful.

“Or, to get even darker: What if we all are kind of bad?”
The prophet Jeremiah quoted God’s dire assessment 

of the human heart: “The heart is deceitful above all 
things, and desperately wicked; who can know it?” 
(Jeremiah 17:9). From the beginning, humanity has 
chosen a mixture of good and evil (Genesis 2:17; 3:4-
6), and it seems the evil is always lurking, ready to 
sabotage the good.

Human creativity amplifies human 
abilities and dangers
Humanity’s curiosity, our drive for advancement, 
for profit, for power, for security—these all have 
motivated us in our efforts to amplify our abilities. 
Throughout history, our weapons, our tools and our 
ability to control our environment have improved. 
In recent years, our science and technology have 
advanced exponentially.

But the advances have often added to the dangers 
and the ethical dilemmas facing humanity. Our ability 

https://lifehopeandtruth.com/prophecy/prophecy-in-the-news/big-data-meets-big-brother-in-china/
https://lifehopeandtruth.com/prophecy/prophecy-in-the-news/big-data-meets-big-brother-in-china/
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to govern ourselves and our technologies lags far 
behind our material advances.

Nothing will be withheld from them
The dangers in humanity’s rush to control and 
improve our environment have a long history. Often 
our hubris outstrips our wisdom. Our unbridled 
creativity pushes the envelope of what we can do long 
before we grapple with what we should do.

At an earlier hinge point in history, God intervened 
to slow man’s race toward self-destruction. At the 
Tower of Babel, God diagnosed the danger: “Now 
nothing that they propose to do will be withheld from 
them” (Genesis 11:6). God divided their languages as a 
brake on those developments.

Now humanity has achieved new heights in 
knowledge and creativity. We are again on the brink 
of awesome developments, perhaps including artificial 
general intelligence. But though our creativity is strong, 
our ethics are weak. There is no accepted guidebook to 
navigate the proliferating ethical dilemmas. Now our 
lack of control of our self-destructive impulses puts us 
on the precipice of extinction.

As Jesus warned, “Unless those days were shortened, 
no flesh would be saved” (Matthew 24:22).

Knowledge, understanding and wisdom
Human intelligence is great at gathering knowledge, 
good at coming to some level of understanding, but 
not so good at developing the wisdom that counts. 

Toby Ord contrasts mankind’s technological prowess 
and power with our wisdom:

“Fueled by technological progress, our power has 
grown so great that for the first time in humanity’s 
long history, we have the capacity to destroy 
ourselves—severing our entire future and everything 
we could become. Yet humanity’s wisdom has grown 
only falteringly, if at all, and lags dangerously behind. 
Humanity lacks the maturity, coordination and 
foresight necessary to avoid making mistakes from 
which we could never recover. As the gap between our 
power and our wisdom grows, our future is subject to 
an ever-increasing level of risk” (The Precipice, p. 3). 

No matter how fast or knowledgeable our AI technology 
becomes, it will also suffer from a lack of the essential, 
nonphysical “wisdom that is from above” (James 3:17).

The Bible describes the ultimate source of this 
wisdom—the wisdom that produces good results on a 
worldwide and an eternal scale.

“The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom; 
a good understanding have all those who do His 
commandments” (Psalm 111:10).

Such reverence of the Creator is not an irrational fear 
but a logical acknowledgement of God’s superiority. 
The One who made us truly knows what is best for 
us. His laws define the way that works and will bring 
peace, security, joy and happiness forever.

God has the answers to our ethical dilemmas. He has 
the solutions to our self-destructive tendencies.

These solutions cannot be discovered or 
implemented by artificial intelligence. In fact, they 
are beyond human intelligence as well, because they 
are spiritual in nature. God’s wisdom comes to us by 
receiving God’s Holy Spirit, which, added to the spirit 
in man, allows us to discern the only real solutions to 
our spiritual problems (1 Corinthians 2:11-14).

And here lies the deepest difference between AI and 
humanity: our incredible potential.

Future of humanity: our human potential
Earlier we read Jesus’ warning that humanity will be 
on the brink of self-destruction. But He followed that 
with a message of hope: “For the elect’s sake those days 
will be shortened” (Matthew 24:22).

The elect are those humans whose hearts and 
minds have been transformed by receiving the gift of 
God’s Holy Spirit and the spiritual wisdom it makes 
possible. And this small group will pave the way for 
millions and billions of others to join them in a family 
relationship with God the Father and Jesus Christ, our 
elder Brother.

Jesus proclaimed He will return to earth and bring 
the way of peace this world has not known. He will 
teach the way of love and giving. He will provide 
access to the wisdom from above.

Then, instead of AI learning to think like flawed 
humans, the universe will be transformed by humans 
learning to think and act like our loving Creator.

Learn more about this amazing human potential in 
our free booklet God’s Purpose for You: Discovering 
Why You Were Born.

—Mike Bennett

https://info.lifehopeandtruth.com/gods-purpose-for-you
https://info.lifehopeandtruth.com/gods-purpose-for-you
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End-Time World Problems  
How Will They  
Be Solved?

Our world is facing a series 
of worsening problems. Can 
we solve these seemingly 
insurmountable problems? 
The Bible outlines the root 
causes and solutions!

Jesus warned of an unprecedented time of  
trouble—the Great Tribulation—that will come  
upon this world (Matthew 24:21). 

We are not there yet, but it seems we are in a period 
Jesus described as the “beginning of sorrows” (verse 8). 

Every year it seems things are getting dramatically 
worse. 

Are we heading toward the end of this age that the 
disciples asked about (verse 3)? Or can we reverse 
these problems? 

Geopolitics: America, China, Russia 
and Europe
The United States: America is in a quagmire of political 
division and uncertainty. With the two major U.S. 
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political parties at loggerheads and deep divisions 
among its citizens, world leaders wonder if they are 
watching the demise of the greatest superpower the 
world has ever seen. 

The United States is not weakening due to external 
powers, but because of inward divisions and moral 
decay. It seems that the United States lacks leaders who 
can chart a course out of its predicament. 

In our modern secular world, many have 
disregarded God’s hand in their lives and chosen to 
relegate God to the realm of myth and fable. America 
is going down the same track as ancient Israel, a nation 
that forgot God. As a result, God has not provided 
leaders capable of dealing with the challenges. 

He warned that our problems would become so 
entrenched and unsolvable that eventually no one will 
want to rule (Isaiah 1:3-4; 3:1-7). 

China and Russia: Other nations see America’s 
decline as their opportunity. China is building up 
its military with state-of-the-art weaponry, while 
the United States is maintaining an aging fleet and 
lagging in weapons development. 

China is confident in its increasing ability to 
dominate other nations. It warned that interfering 
foreign powers would “have their heads bashed bloody 
against a Great Wall of Steel forged by over 1.4 billion 
Chinese people.” Meanwhile, China is building around 
120 new nuclear missile silos capable of hitting the 
U.S. mainland. China intends to develop weapons 
systems to outmatch the United States and deter the 
U.S. from taking action against China, especially when 
it decides to take over Taiwan.

Similarly, Russia’s advancements into Eastern 
Europe and the Middle East have gone unchallenged 
by Europe and the United States, despite the rhetoric 
from politicians. 

Both Russia and China have progressed by leaps 
and bounds in hypersonic weapons development, 
leaving the United States trying to catch up. The 
speed, maneuverability and ability of hypersonic 
weapons to fly at low altitudes with nuclear or 
conventional warheads make them very difficult 
to detect and eliminate, leaving the United States 
especially vulnerable.

Europe: Many of the 27 countries of the European 
Union are facing difficulties restarting their 

economies in light of the pandemic. Their internal 
divisions on various issues are being laid bare once 
again. Yet Europe forges forward, trusting in the adage 
of their founding father Jean Monnet: “Europe will be 
forged in crises.” 

Jesus said, “Every kingdom divided against itself is 
brought to desolation, and every city or house divided 
against itself will not stand” (Matthew 12:25). With our 
supranational organizations and nations filled with 
division, the only certainty is further divisions that 
will lead to a more dangerously unstable world. These 
divisions lead to growing distrust of governmental 
bodies and increasing violence. 

According to the Global Peace Index, demonstrations, 
general strikes and riots increased 244 percent between 
2011 and 2019. The increase in civil and political unrest 
in many countries will eventually lead to more civil 
wars and wars between nations. 

Jesus Christ warned that “nation will rise against 
nation, and kingdom against kingdom” (Matthew 
24:7). Warfare will increase to the point that unless 
Christ intervenes, no one will be left alive (verses 6, 22).

Food insecurity and extreme weather
To add to the world woes, the debt levels of nations 
have risen to alarming proportions—so much so 
that Deutsche Bank issued this dire warning: “We 
worry that inflation will make a comeback. Few still 
remember how our societies and economies were 
threatened by high inflation 50 years ago. The most 
basic laws of economics, the ones that have stood 
the test of time over a millennium, have not been 
suspended. An explosive growth in debt financed 
largely by central banks is likely to lead to higher 
inflation . . . Rising prices will touch everyone.”

According to the Food and Agriculture Organization, 
severe and moderate food insecurity rose worldwide 
from 26.6 percent in 2019 to 30.4 percent in 2020. 

Around the world, food prices are rising. Reasons 
for price increases are complex, including rising debt, 
rising costs for fuel and other raw materials, labor 
shortages and global shipping container shortages.

The weather is causing food shortages and price 
increases as well. Extreme heat waves in Canada have 
caused massive crop damage, with fruit cooked while 
still on the branch. Ph
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Extreme heat and drought conditions are hitting the 
United States also. Much of the American West is in a 
severe drought. Farmers are being forced to sell their 
cattle and leave their land fallow due to a lack of water. 

The heat wave is also affecting marine life, with more 
than 1 billion sea creatures estimated to have died, 
which may destabilize marine ecosystems. In Florida 
800 tons of dead fish and other sea creatures are piling 
up on the shores in one of the state’s worst algal blooms.

In addition to extreme weather, cybercriminals 
can also affect food security by attacking critical 
infrastructure. Brett Callow, a cybersecurity expert, 
called ransomware one of the “most pressing global 
security issues,” affecting “everything from national 
security to food security.” 

On the heels of the Colonial Pipeline ransomware 
attack that halted fuel distribution on the East Coast 
of the United States, an attack on JBS, the world’s 
largest meat processing company, brought 13 of its 
plants to an absolute halt. The impact also affected all 
beef and lamb kills in Australia. July 4 saw the largest 
ransomware attack to date. One of the hundreds of 
businesses that were hit was a Swedish supermarket 
chain that had 500 of its stores affected. 

The Texas freeze in February and the JBS 
ransomware attack showed how vulnerable our 
modern world is.

Overfishing, pollution, water shortages, extreme 
droughts, wildfires, floods, mass animal die-offs, 
topsoil erosion, bad farming practices, deforestation, 
technological failures, terrorism, breakdown in 
globalization, plagues and far more are catching up to us 
to create a perfect storm of food insecurity worldwide. 

Jesus warned of increasing famines and earthquakes 
as we head toward the end of the age (Matthew 24:7). 

COVID pandemic
One lesson we can learn from the COVID pandemic 
is how easily a tiny virus can disrupt our way of 
life and bring the world to its knees. The pandemic 
brought the global economy to a halt, leaving nations 
struggling to get life back to normal. Even now, 
countries are still undergoing lockdowns in attempts 
to contain the virus.

It is possible that the coronavirus fits into the 
warning Jesus gave concerning the beginning of 

sorrows that would include wars and rumors of 
wars, famines and pestilences at the end of the age 
(Matthew 24:6-8). 

Deception
The first warning sign Jesus gave His disciples was 
deception: “Take heed that no one deceives you” 
(verse 4). How can you be deceived? Many will say 
Jesus is the Christ, but they “will deceive many” (verse 
5). Jesus is referring to a counterfeit Christianity with 
deceptive doctrines.

Behind all this is Satan, who works to deceive 
the “whole world” (Revelation 12:9). The apostle 
Paul revealed how Satan appears as righteous 
and has ministers who appear to be “ministers of 
righteousness” (2 Corinthians 11:14-15).

Jesus elaborated that “lawlessness will abound” at 
the end of the age (Matthew 24:12). The Greek word for 
“lawlessness” is anomia, meaning “without law.”

Which law is this referring to? The apostle John 
reveals, “We know that we know Him, if we keep His 
commandments” and those who claim to “know” Jesus 
but do “not keep His commandments” are liars and 
don’t have the truth (1 John 2:3-4).

Real Christianity involves keeping God’s 
commandments.

Removing lawlessness
Lawlessness, disregarding God’s laws, is the root 
cause of so many problems today. Many ministers 
teach that God’s law is done away with, and so they 
have failed to teach God’s commandments or to 
preach against all sins. 

When Jesus returns, He will establish His Kingdom 
on the earth, and from Jerusalem He will teach 
God’s law (Isaiah 2:2-3). This will result in the end of 
warfare (verse 4). 

The knowledge of the true God will permeate the 
entire earth (Habakkuk 2:14; Jeremiah 31:34).

This is the good news that Jesus preached—the 
message of the Kingdom of God (Mark 1:15; see our 
online article “What Is the Kingdom of God?”). It is 
the message that Jesus Christ will return and save us 
out of this mess. 

May that day come soon!
—Isaac Khalil Ph
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“All Things”  
(Really?)

Paul wrote that “all things 
work together for good” 
in Romans 8:28. But what 
does this wonderful 
promise mean—especially 
when bad things happen?
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Joe looked up from the cell floor as the warden 
slammed the door shut. As his eyes adjusted to the 
dim lighting, he once again wondered: What did I 

do to deserve this? How could this be happening? What 
possible good could come from this turn of events? 
Where was God?

Myrtle was seemingly alone in her thoughts. The very 
real threat to her extended family weighed heavily on 
her. Surely, this wasn’t the plan. How could things have 
gone so wrong? Was this really happening? Why didn’t 
God intervene?

Paul gingerly tested his footing as he slowly 
straightened his back and stretched. It had been 
another bruising day. How had it come to this—the 
increasing regularity of these brushes with violence? 
There seemed to be no end to it—different day, different 
town, same abuse.

Nothing new
Such stories highlight the ongoing cycle of trials so 
commonplace today. The frequently quoted adage 
“that which has been is what will be . . . and there is 
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nothing new under the sun” (Ecclesiastes 1:9) seems 
fitting when describing the difficulties encountered by 
people like Joe, Myrtle and Paul.

These three individuals were biblical heroes—
individuals of real faith, conviction and dedication 
to God. Despite their devotion to God, they 
each faced monumental obstacles—serious, life-
threatening difficulties.

Joseph, the favored son of Israel, was sold into 
slavery by his own brothers (Genesis 37). He was 
entrapped and falsely accused by his master’s lustful 
wife. Because he spurned her advances, he was put in 
prison, where he was initially forgotten by those he 
helped (Genesis 39-40). Yet, despite the compounding 
nature of his trials, he remained faithful to God. 

Myrtle, a translation of her real name, Hadassah, was 
taken from her family at a young age and pledged to 
a pagan king (Esther 2). In one moment, her personal 
dreams, aspirations and future were erased because 
of her youth and beauty. Later, as Queen Esther, she 
witnessed the genocidal conspiracy designed to wipe 
her people from the earth. Yet she persevered and 
maintained a faith in God. 

Paul, an apostle of Jesus Christ, faced recurring 
adversity. Paul’s account shows it was severe: “In 
stripes above measure, in prisons more frequently, in 
deaths often. From the Jews five times I received forty 
stripes minus one. Three times I was beaten with rods; 
once I was stoned; three times I was shipwrecked; a 
night and a day I have been in the deep; in journeys 
often, in perils of waters, in perils of robbers . . . in 
weariness and toil, in sleeplessness often, in hunger 
and thirst, in fastings often, in cold and nakedness” (2 
Corinthians 11:23-27). Yet he continued onward in his 
mission to serve God. 

A profound understanding
Incredibly, these individuals remained faithful to God, 
enduring prolonged, agonizing trials with conviction 
and hope. How did they manage such a feat? They all 
embraced a spiritual understanding that served to 
anchor them during trials and unsettling times. 

Paul was inspired to record this principle: “And we 
know that all things work together for good to those 
who love God, to those who are the called according to 
His purpose” (Romans 8:28). 

This principle is a statement of faith. Paul 
declared, “We know”—not we suspect, we think or we 
theorize. Rather, we know “all things”—all the joyful 
and frustrating experiences—work together for a 
productive, positive purpose! That is a powerful, 
affirming statement about God’s providential plan 
and purpose. 

This encouragement frames the good, bland and 
ugly parts of life within the context of the end result. 
The end result of all things, for those who love 
God, is for good. This requires adopting an eternal 
perspective while navigating this physical life. 

Embracing this principle frees individuals from 
the shackles of worry, despair and doubt. We are not 
required to figure out every twist and turn of life in 
advance. We are not expected to manipulate events or 
people to our advantage. 

Those who love God
Surely, everyone would want to benefit from this 
concept. Is it open to anyone? God offers it to those 
He calls—though only a few at first, eventually all 
mankind (John 6:44; 1 Timothy 2:4; see our blog post 
“Is God Calling You?”). Paul also limits this marvelous 
benefit to “those who love God.” This freedom, peace 
and contentment is available for those who truly love 
God. But what does loving God mean?

Loving God involves choosing to govern how 
we live within the parameters of His guidance. 
The apostle John explains: “For this is the love of 
God, that we keep His commandments. And His 
commandments are not burdensome” (1 John 5:3). 
John understood that our ability to love God grows 
from a wholehearted desire and determination to 
seek His will and obey His instructions. 

This, then, is the challenge for everyone in 
the human family. The peace, trust and faith 
experienced by Joseph, Esther, Paul and so many 
others require thoughtful choices on our part. Jesus 
stated plainly, “If you want to enter into life, keep 
the commandments” (Matthew 19:17). For more 
information on how to love God, see our online 
article “Heart, Soul and Mind: Three Components  
in Loving God.”

This principle for living involves more than just 
sitting around waiting for life to happen. Instead, 

https://lifehopeandtruth.com/god/blog/is-god-calling-you/
https://lifehopeandtruth.com/bible/biblical-laws/great-commandment/heart-soul-and-mind/
https://lifehopeandtruth.com/bible/biblical-laws/great-commandment/heart-soul-and-mind/
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the Bible portrays this way of living as robust, 
exciting and forward-leaning. Loving God requires 
a daily, ongoing choice to apply ourselves. God 
encourages those who want to obey Him, “Whatever 
your hand finds to do, do it with your might” 
(Ecclesiastes 9:10).

Along the way, Christians will inevitably make 
mistakes and experience shortcomings. Joseph, 
Esther and Paul did. Our mistakes and sins bring bad 
consequences now. God makes provision for that as 
well, and though it would be better if we didn’t sin, 
when we repent, He can work even those things for 
our eternal good. For encouragement, examine our 
article “True Christianity: Imperfect People Striving 
Toward Perfection.”

Groaning while we wait
Unfortunately, some have misread Romans 8:28 as 
“only good things will happen to those who love God.” 
This misreading has been a source of discouragement 
and doubt when individuals face trials and roadblocks 
in the Christian life. 

Some have even misquoted Romans 8:28 to 
formulate a health and wealth gospel, wherein 
Christians will always have perfect health and 
financial abundance. This reduces the relationship 
with God to a barter/appeasement system. And, it is 
wholly incorrect. 

To be clear, Romans 8:28 does not say that 
everything that happens to a Christian will be good. 

Jesus explained, “If the world hates you, you know 
that it hated Me before it hated you. If you were of the 
world, the world would love its own. Yet because you 
are not of the world, but I chose you out of the world, 
therefore the world hates you. Remember the word 
that I said to you, ‘A servant is not greater than his 
master.’ If they persecuted Me, they will also persecute 
you” (John 15:18-20). 

Hate and persecute are bold words. They are rarely 
expressed in good actions. 

Paul prefaced Romans 8:28 by commenting that 
we Christians “groan within ourselves” and “eagerly 
wait for it [the coming Kingdom] with perseverance” 
(Romans 8:23, 25). Like Joseph, Esther, Paul and 
those who truly loved God throughout time, 
Christians will face difficulties and challenges that 

may leave us groaning at times. But the end result  
is worth it.

Be of good cheer
Jesus provides this encouragement, “These things I 
have spoken to you, that in Me you may have peace. 
In the world you will have tribulation; but be of 
good cheer, I have overcome the world” (John 16:33, 
emphasis added throughout).

The Romans 8:28 principle is alive and well today. 
Sometimes Christians may come to see the good—

whether the experience was joyous or gut-wrenching. 
But God does not promise to always grant that. 
Instead, we are told to be of good cheer because it will 
“work together for good” in the end.

Take Joe. Later in life, he came to understand 
why God allowed such harsh trials in his life. When 
addressing his brothers, Joseph commented, “But now, 
do not therefore be grieved or angry with yourselves 
because you sold me here; for God sent me before you 
to preserve life . . . So now it was not you who sent me 
here, but God” (Genesis 45:5-8). Joseph came to see 
that God’s long-range plan was for good, despite the 
difficulties Joseph had endured. 

At other times, the good may not be readily apparent 
or fully revealed in this life. In dealing with his 
challenges, Paul observed, “I have learned in whatever 
state I am, to be content: I know how to be abased, and 
I know how to abound. Everywhere and in all things I 
have learned both to be full and to be hungry, both to 
abound and to suffer need. I can do all things through 
Christ who strengthens me” (Philippians 4:11-13). 

All things
So, where does that leave you and me? 

Our perspective should be one of looking for the 
good, at times groaning for the future, and faithfully 
persevering in the interim. We do this by truly 
loving God, “knowing that tribulation produces 
perseverance; and perseverance, character; and 
character, hope” (Romans 5:3-4). And that hope—the 
hope of eternal life as children of God—is priceless!

And we know that all things work together for good 
to those who love God, to those who are the called 
according to His purpose.

—Jason Hyde

https://lifehopeandtruth.com/change/the-church/true-christianity/
https://lifehopeandtruth.com/change/the-church/true-christianity/
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Paul exhorts us to give thanks in everything. 
Really? Everything? Christians experience 
some truly awful, unfair and distressing things. 

Terminal illnesses. Accidents. Deaths of loved ones. 
Financial hardships. Trials and temptations of all kinds. 

Did Paul mean to give thanks for these things?

The context of “in everything give thanks”
Soon after Paul had established the congregation in 
Thessalonica, he was driven from town by threats of 
an angry mob. His first letter to the Thessalonians 
was written soon after this to answer questions and 
encourage the young church facing persecution and 
mourning the loss of members who had died.

Paul set the tone by letting the Thessalonians know 
that he gave “thanks to God always for you all” (1 
Thessalonians 1:2). 

Part of Paul’s concluding exhortation included:
“Rejoice always, pray without ceasing, in everything 

give thanks; for this is the will of God in Christ Jesus for 
you” (5:16-18; see also our articles “Four Ways to Find 
Joy in Trials” and “Pray Without Ceasing”).

Thanks in, not necessarily thanks for
Paul said to give thanks “in everything”—in every 
situation. That doesn’t mean we must immediately feel 
gratitude for the bad things that happen to us.

For example, Job blessed God in spite of his terrible 
trials, not for them (Job 1:13-22).

King David, also, in the midst of feeling overwhelmed 
with trials (Psalm 69:1-2) still said, “I will praise the 
name of God with a song, and will magnify Him with 
thanksgiving” (verse 30).

How do we give thanks in everything?

See the eternal benefit of trials
Even our trials can help develop our Christian 
character, making us more like God and preparing us 
for our eternal destiny. 

Trials produce perseverance, character and hope 
(Romans 5:3-4). They are the crucible for refining 
genuine faith (1 Peter 1:6-8). They allow the growth of 
the fruit of righteousness (Hebrews 12:11).

Focus on the gifts from the Giver of 
every good gift
Every good thing we have is ultimately from God, but 
we can so easily take them for granted in the good 
times. Paul encourages us to pray with thanksgiving 
and focus on the positive (Philippians 4:6-8).

And lifting our eyes to focus on our Creator and His 
future plans for us can help us transcend our current 
troubles. We can’t fully imagine what wonders God has 
in store, but His Holy Spirit can help give us a vision of 
the wonderful future. 

God is the Giver of “every good gift and every 
perfect gift” (James 1:17). He wants to give us 
forgiveness, His Spirit and eternal life (John 3:16-17; 
Acts 2:38). He wants us to serve the rest of humanity 
with Him (Revelation 5:10). He wants us to be 
His children and to experience joy and pleasures 
forevermore (1 John 3:1-2; Psalm 16:11)!

The ultimate perspective
Paul put things in perspective: “For our light affliction, 
which is but for a moment, is working for us a far more 
exceeding and eternal weight of glory” (2 Corinthians 
4:17; see also Romans 8:31-39).

The comparatively short time trials afflict us now is 
nothing compared to living forever as God’s children!

Study more in our articles “Purpose of Life” and 
“Praise God.”

—Mike Bennett

“In Everything Give Thanks” 
(Really?) Paul wrote some inspiring and 

beautiful sentiments such as, “In 
everything give thanks.” But is 
that literally realistic?

https://lifehopeandtruth.com/life/evil-and-suffering/joy-in-trials/
https://lifehopeandtruth.com/life/evil-and-suffering/joy-in-trials/
https://lifehopeandtruth.com/god/prayer-fasting-and-meditation/how-to-pray/pray-without-ceasing/
https://lifehopeandtruth.com/life/what-is-the-meaning-of-life/purpose-of-life/
https://lifehopeandtruth.com/god/prayer-fasting-and-meditation/how-to-pray/praise-god/


LifeHopeandTruth.com  DISCERN 15
LifeHopeandTruth.com

For more, see the articles in our section “The Fruit of the Spirit” 
and our Journey on the subject.

Uprightness of heart and life; a 
goodness that benefi ts others.

Luke 6:45
Romans 12:2, 9, 21
2 Thessalonians 1:11-12

A fruit (karpòs) is something produced over time. This fruit is the outgrowth 
of living God’s way with the help of God’s Holy Spirit. Karpòs is singular, 
showing a unity of the nine terms in Galatians 5:22-23—like a bunch of 
grapes or the segments of an orange.

FRUIT      SPIRITOF THE

Brotherly love, aff ection, good 
will, a love that is based upon a 
sincere recognition of the value 
of the one loved.
1 John 4:7-16
Luke 10:25-37
1 Corinthians 13

LOVE

Harmony, concord, security, 
safety, prosperity, felicity, the 
joining together of two things 
that had previously been 
ripped apart.

Isaiah 26:1-4
John 16:33
Philippians 4:6-7

PEACE

Moral goodness, integrity.
Proverbs 31:26
Luke 6:35-36
Ephesians 4:32

KINDNESS

Conviction of the truth of 
anything, the character of one 
who can be relied upon; fi delity, 
trustworthiness.
Matthew 25:21
Hebrews 11
James 2:14-26

FAITHFULNESS

The virtue of one who masters 
his or her desires and passions, 
especially sensual appetites.

Proverbs 25:28
1 Corinthians 9:24-27
2 Peter 1:5-8

SELF-CONTROL

“The virtue in the Christian life 
corresponding to happiness in the 
secular world . . . But happiness 
depends on circumstances, 
whereas joy does not” 
(Expositor’s Bible Commentary).
Psalm 16:11
Nehemiah 8:10
James 1:2-4

JOY

Patience, endurance, slowness in 
avenging wrongs, forbearance.

Romans 2:7
Colossians 3:12-13
James 5:7-11

LONGSUFFERING

GOODNESS

Mildness, meekness.

Ephesians 4:1-3
Titus 3:1-2
Galatians 6:1

GENTLENESS

LEARNING CENTER INFOGRAPHIC

https://lifehopeandtruth.com/god/holy-spirit/the-fruit-of-the-spirit/
https://info.lifehopeandtruth.com/journey-fruit-of-the-spirit
https://lifehopeandtruth.com/learning-center/
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Abraham and Sarah are known for their examples 
of faith. As Hebrews 11 notes: “By faith Abraham 
obeyed when he was called to go out to the place 

which he would receive as an inheritance” (verse 8). 
And, “By faith Sarah herself also received strength to 
conceive seed, and she bore a child when she was past 
the age, because she judged Him faithful who had 
promised” (verse 11).

What many might not know about Abraham and 
Sarah is that their relationship also provides valuable 
insights for Christian marriages today. 

From the outset, we have to acknowledge that the 
Bible was not written as a marriage manual, and it 
doesn’t contain many stories about the marriages 
of the couples that are included in its pages. Of the 
very few marriages we read about in God’s Word, 
there is generally no documentation of these people’s 

innermost thoughts, disagreements and challenges in 
making their marriages successful.

But in terms of learning about the feelings, problems 
and stresses that are part of all marriages, the marriage 
of Abraham and Sarah is perhaps the most revealing 
one recorded in the Bible. Of course, it should come 
as no surprise that the man referred to in Scripture as 
the “father” of those who have faith in God (Romans 
4:16) and his faithful wife provide lessons for Christian 
marriages today.

Marital stresses for Abraham and Sarah
It is tempting for us to think that long ago, during 
the time of Abraham and Sarah, life was simple and 
stress-free. But this was most definitely not the case. 
Though times, customs and circumstances change, all 
marriages face trials and difficulties. 

What does 
the Bible 
reveal about 
the marriage 
of Abraham 
and Sarah? 
What can we 
learn about 
Christian 
marriage from 
these pillars 
of faith?

Modern Marriage Lessons
From Abraham and Sarah
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According to the Bible, the marriage of Abraham 
and Sarah included several ongoing stressful 
situations that revolved around two primary issues: 
Abraham’s fear of being killed because of his wife’s 
beauty and the long delay in the fulfillment of God’s 
promise that they would have a child. 

The biblical accounts about these issues are not 
flattering to Abraham and Sarah. But the Bible doesn’t 
omit the sins and mistakes of righteous people because 
we can learn from these examples as well. 

Abraham and Sarah lie about  
their marriage
Scripture reveals that on two separate occasions 
Abraham feared he would be killed so that a ruler 
could take Sarah as his wife (Genesis 12:10-13; 20:2). 
To protect himself, Abraham convinced Sarah to say 
that she was his sister. Technically, Sarah was his half-
sister. As Abraham explained, “She is the daughter of 
my father, but not the daughter of my mother; and she 
became my wife” (Genesis 20:12). 

But the half-truth that Abraham and Sarah 
proclaimed when they went to Egypt and later to 
Gerar was still dishonest. It was deliberately uttered 
with the intent to deceive. 

In both of these situations God was merciful to 
Abraham and Sarah. In spite of their weakness, He 
miraculously protected both of them and allowed 
them to return to Canaan. 

We aren’t told how these encounters affected their 
relationship. On these occasions Abraham clearly wasn’t 
trusting God for protection, and it would have been easy 
for Sarah to doubt the character of the man she married 
and for her to wonder if Abraham really cared for her.

Abraham and Sarah’s stresses over 
their promised son
After obeying God’s call to move to Canaan, one of 
the biggest issues facing Abraham and Sarah was the 
fact that they were childless. They were living a good 
life in terms of possessions—they now had hundreds 
of servants, as well as much livestock, silver and gold 
(Genesis 14:14; 13:2). But Sarah was barren, and they 
had no offspring to whom they could leave their riches. 

While Abraham was lamenting his situation to God, 
the Lord promised Abraham that he would father a 

child and have innumerable descendants (Genesis 
15:2-5). Abraham believed God, but it became harder 
and harder to maintain his faith in this promise as 
year after year rolled by with Sarah still being unable 
to conceive. 

After dwelling 10 years in Canaan—still unable to 
bear a child—Sarah thought she might have discovered 
a way God could bless them with a child. At that time, 
a common custom by which childless couples could 
obtain an heir was for the man to have a child via a 
female servant. 

So Sarah suggested to Abraham that he have sexual 
relations with her Egyptian maid, Hagar, to see if they 
could have a child through her (Genesis 16:1-3). 

Abraham agreed to the arrangement. Their  
human reasoning, in conflict with faith in God, 
won the day. Before long, Hagar was pregnant with 
Abraham’s child.

Sarah gets upset with Hagar  
and Abraham
What Abraham and Sarah hadn’t foreseen was the 
emotional upheaval that would occur when Hagar 
became pregnant. Sarah then said to her husband, 
“My wrong be upon you! I gave my maid into your 
embrace; and when she saw that she had conceived, I 
became despised in her eyes. The Lord judge between 
you and me” (verse 5).

This passage is one of the most emotional passages 
in the Bible regarding a marriage. Sarah was angry 
about the situation and felt it was her husband’s 
responsibility to fix. Even though Hagar was a servant, 
carrying Abraham’s child had undoubtedly given her 
a new status that legalities were powerless to contain. 
Sarah expected her husband to put Hagar in her place 
and put an end to the disrespect she was receiving 
from Hagar. It appears that Sarah minimized her own 
responsibility for what was occurring—the fact that 
she was the one who had first suggested this course of 
action to her husband.

Putting the responsibility back on Sarah, Abraham 
told his wife to deal with Hagar as she saw fit. Sarah then 
dealt so harshly with Hagar that she ran away (verse 6). 

Hagar heeded the instruction from the Lord to 
return and submit to her mistress. But years later, the 
presence of Hagar and the child she bore, Ishmael, Ph
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would again erupt as an emotional stress between 
Abraham and Sarah.

Abraham and Sarah have a son  
named Isaac
At age 99 (13 years after the birth of Ishmael when 
Abraham was 86, Genesis 16:16) God appeared to 
Abraham and told him that approximately a year later 
he and Sarah would have a son (Genesis 17:19, 21). A 
short time later, the Lord appeared to both Abraham 
and Sarah and again confirmed that Sarah would soon 
become pregnant and bear a son (Genesis 18:10).

In Genesis 21:1-7 we read of the birth of Isaac, a name 
predetermined by God that means laughter. As Sarah 
remarked upon the birth of their promised son, “God 
has made me laugh, and all who hear will laugh with 
me . . . Who would have said to Abraham that Sarah 
would nurse children? For I have borne him a son in 
his old age” (verses 6-7).

It was perhaps the happiest time in the marriage of 
Abraham and Sarah. After approximately 24 years 
of living in Canaan, God’s promise had finally come 
true. They now had their own child through whom 
God’s many promises to them and their descendants 
could be passed. 

Abraham and Sarah both get upset
Tensions with Hagar and her son, Ishmael, erupted 
once again at the feast Abraham threw on the day 
Isaac was weaned. What began as a joyous occasion for 
Sarah soon turned into a painful experience when she 
saw Ishmael scoffing at the proceedings. 

Sarah’s response was to demand that Abraham “cast 
out this bondwoman and her son; for the son of this 
bondwoman shall not be heir with my son, namely 
with Isaac” (verse 10). 

Now Abraham became upset as well. As verse 
11 says, “And the matter was very displeasing in 
Abraham’s sight because of his son.”

Although Isaac was Abraham’s son of promise, 
Ishmael was also his son, and sending him away 
would be painful. Abraham was deeply troubled by 
Sarah’s demand. 

After God told Abraham to listen to Sarah and assured 
Abraham that He would also make a nation of Ishmael, 
Abraham agreed to send Hagar and Ishmael away. 

The Bible doesn’t say what Abraham and Sarah’s 
marriage was like after Hagar and Ishmael departed. We 
assume that things settled down for them and that they 
lived their final years together joyfully raising Isaac. 

Lessons for Christian marriages today 
When we reflect on Abraham and Sarah’s marriage, 
there are several important lessons applicable for 
Christian marriages today. These include:
1. Having problems in marriage is normal. We are all 
unique individuals with different perspectives. Even 
godly people, such as Abraham and Sarah, had stresses 
in their marriage.
2. Blaming others is an easy mistake to make. Sarah 
wrongly blamed Abraham for her discomfort with Hagar, 
and Abraham likely felt Sarah was overreacting when she 
demanded that Hagar and Ishmael be sent away. 
3. Maintaining our faith in God can be difficult when 
God doesn’t answer our prayers as soon as we expect. 
Abraham and Sarah were sorely tested on this point.
4. Husbands need to learn when to say, “Yes, dear” 
and when to say, “No, dear.” Abraham’s agreement 
to Sarah’s suggestion to have a child by Hagar was 
similar to Adam’s agreement with Eve to eat of the 
forbidden tree. Instead of saying, “No, Sarah. God will 
provide in His own due time,” Abraham went along 
with a bad idea.
5. Wives need to realize that husbands, like 
Abraham, will likely make mistakes as they strive to 
provide leadership in the family similar to the way 
Christ provides leadership in the Church. Wives, if 
your husband is striving to grow in his relationship 
with God, be patient with him. Husbands, you’ll also 
need to be patient with your wife. 
6. Having similar spiritual goals is important for 
having a good marriage. In spite of their stresses, 
Abraham and Sarah were united in their effort to come 
out of a pagan culture and grow in their faith in God. 

There is no doubt that Abraham and Sarah had 
stresses in their marriage. But they worked their way 
through their problems and serve as examples of faith 
for Christians today. 

For further study, see the articles related to “How to 
Have a Happy Marriage” in the “Relationships” section 
of Lifehopeandtruth.com. 

—David Treybig

https://lifehopeandtruth.com/relationships/marriage/
https://lifehopeandtruth.com/relationships/marriage/
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Q:

Q:

A:

A:

A n s w e r s  t o  Yo u r  B i b l i c a l  Q u e s t i o n s

We know Jesus came to earth. So, if we can’t arrive at an exact birth 
date, what’s the harm in assuming a date to worship the Savior?

So how does a 70-year-old grandpa not spend Christmas with his wife, daughters and grandchildren? I only 
recently realized the truth about Christmas myself, and so far, my family has not accepted it.

While the exact date of Christ’s birth is not 
known, the pagan origins of Christmas 
and its customs are well-known. Even the 

date—Dec. 25—has a pagan history. Our blog post “Is 
Christmas a Pagan Holiday?” outlines this history, 
mentioning, for instance:

“It is a widely known fact that in the fourth century the 
Catholic Church adopted the pagan celebration of the 
winter solstice and modified it. They decided to use it to 
worship the birth of the Son of God, instead of the sun 
god. ‘The winter solstice or Brumalia, by now the feast of 
Mithras and the Unconquered Sun, had been associated 
with the birth of Jesus in 354 by Bishop Liberius of 
Rome’ (A History of Pagan Europe, 1995, p. 76).”

But Christmas and its traditions are not the only 
example of paganism being mixed with worship of the 
true God. The Old Testament records that religious 
syncretism (the blending of different religious 

traditions) was a constant problem ancient Israel had.
Here’s the question we should ask: Does it matter to God 

if we designate a date of our choosing to worship Him by 
celebrating the birth of Jesus, especially when the date 
and customs of that celebration have a pagan history?

There is no biblical command to observe the birth of 
Christ, and there is no biblical record of the early New 
Testament Church celebrating Christmas. But how we 
worship God does matter to Him! 

Notice God’s instructions in Deuteronomy 12:30-31: 
“Do not inquire after their gods, saying, ‘How did these 
nations serve their gods? I also will do likewise.’ You 
shall not worship the Lord your God in that way.”

God cares which days we worship Him on. God 
instructs us to celebrate “the feasts of the Lord” listed in 
Leviticus 23. Learn more about these meaningful days 
in our booklet From Holidays to Holy Days: God’s Plan 
for You.

The first thing you can do is lovingly and patiently 
explain to your family that you feel convicted that 
you should not celebrate Christmas. 

Our article “Christmas: Should Christians Celebrate 
It?” offers several useful pointers under the subhead 

“How do I tell my relatives?” In addition, here are some 
other thoughts:
• Encourage family members that there are other 

times to give and receive gifts. Then be sure to 
do it—even putting it on your calendar!

• If they insist on giving you a gift, you may want to 
accept it rather than refuse it and possibly damage 
the relationship. Just accepting a gift doesn’t mean 
you are celebrating Christmas. Of course, if this 
bothers your conscience, don’t do it (Romans 14:23).

• Some have found it helpful to visit relatives 
at Thanksgiving or other times rather than 
Christmas. 

• On Christmas some join family for the meal but 
forgo participation in other activities of the day. 

Your family probably will not understand, even if 
it’s quite clear to you. In most cases, the best you can 
expect is that they will be accepting of your changed 
beliefs. Be patient with them—and ask God to help them 
be patient with you. If they genuinely want to know why 
you do not observe the holiday, you might direct them 
to our other helpful material, such as our blog post “Four 
Reasons Christmas Is Not Christian.” But it’s best not to 
offer until asked, or it can seem as if you are trying to 
push your view on them.

If you have questions, submit them at  

LifeHopeandTruth.com/ask-a-question/

https://lifehopeandtruth.com/life/blog/is-christmas-a-pagan-holiday/
https://lifehopeandtruth.com/life/blog/is-christmas-a-pagan-holiday/
https://info.lifehopeandtruth.com/from-holidays-to-holy-days/
https://info.lifehopeandtruth.com/from-holidays-to-holy-days/
https://lifehopeandtruth.com/life/plan-of-salvation/holy-days-vs-holidays/christmas/
https://lifehopeandtruth.com/life/plan-of-salvation/holy-days-vs-holidays/christmas/
https://lifehopeandtruth.com/god/blog/four-reasons-christmas-is-not-christian/
https://lifehopeandtruth.com/god/blog/four-reasons-christmas-is-not-christian/
https://lifehopeandtruth.com/ask-a-question/


With the U.S. still 
reeling from domestic 
convulsions, its 
ignominious departure 
from Afghanistan has led 
allies to question if the 
American era is ending.

The chilling images are unforgettable. Massive 
military helicopters shuttling American 
diplomats from the roof of a hulking embassy. 

Desperate parents attempting to pass their babies 
over razor wire to departing American servicemen. 
Despairing Afghans swarming the tarmac and chasing 
and clinging to a crammed Air Force transport plane, 
with some then tragically falling from the skies, as the 
plane lifted off from the Kabul airport.

An inglorious ending
The scenes of chaotic and shameful defeat have 
captured the globe’s attention and are likely to be 
a defining moment of the Biden presidency and a 
showcase of waning U.S. power. This “Kabul moment” 
of American failure, according to a blog post published 
by The Times of Israel, announced “a tired, bankrupt 
giant racing for the exits,” and illustrates “a real present 

America’s Decline
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decline of American hard power” to the point that “the 
Pax Americana is no more.”

A United Press International article went even 
further, declaring, “When historians look back at 
the shambolic U.S. exit from Afghanistan, it may 
increasingly appear a critical marker of America’s 
decline in the world.” It has echoes of “the Suez 
Crisis of 1956, which not only humiliated the British 
government of Sir Anthony Eden, but marked the end 
of the United Kingdom as a global power.”

“The greater loss is to the credibility of the United 
States,” continues the article, “which increasingly 
appears a fading power internationally (as well as a 
failing state at home).”

Debacle and decline
The unfolding disaster, beamed live to homes around 
the world, was perceived as defeat for the world’s most 
powerful nation in the face of a jihadist army. Global 
media portrayed the debacle as a spectacular gash in 
America’s image:
• “From Saigon to Kabul: What America’s Afghan 

Fiasco Means for the World” (The Economist, 
Aug. 21, 2021).

• “Decadence and Hubris Have Finally Brought 
Down the American Empire” (The Telegraph, 
Aug. 18, 2021).

• “What America’s Allies Can Learn From 
Afghanistan’s Collapse” (Haaretz, Aug. 15, 2021).

• “‘Greatest Debacle That NATO Has Seen’: 
Biden Stuns Allies With Afghanistan Mistakes 
Expected of Trump” (Washington Examiner, 
Aug. 18, 2021).

• “How Biden Broke NATO” (The Wall Street 
Journal, Aug. 19, 2021).

• “Afghan Fiasco Raises Hard Questions for 
Europe” (The New York Times, Aug. 23, 2021).

• “Nosedive in UK-US Relations Is Another 
Casualty of Afghanistan’s Fall” (The Guardian, 
Aug. 22, 2021).

Fallout from abandonment
The international community’s belief in America as 
a steady hand on the global tiller has been deeply 
shaken by the calamity engulfing Afghanistan. A 
shiver of frustration and bewilderment struck shell-

shocked national leaders across Europe, who reacted 
with a mix of dismay and a sense of betrayal at the 
messy and almost callous U.S. troop withdrawal that 
created a domino effect, culminating in the Taliban 
sweeping back into power. 

Since the war in Afghanistan began at America’s 
invocation of NATO’s Article 5—which says an  
attack on one member is considered an attack on  
all—America’s lack of coordination with partners  
has spurred doubts about Washington’s steadfastness 
as an ally.

America’s most valued ally, the United Kingdom, 
has been quick to mark the hasty exodus as a mistake 
of historic magnitude. Britain’s House of Commons 
condemned it as “shameful” and “catastrophic.” 
Prime Minister Boris Johnson was made to wait days 
before being able to speak with the U.S. president, 
and Tobias Ellwood, chair of the U.K. Parliament’s 
defense committee, stated the opinion of many: 
“This is an absolute blunder, with long-term strategic 
consequences.”

Another flood of people?
French leaders are now planning for, but determined 
to avoid, a repeat of the bedlam springing from the 
last major migrant wave in 2015. Then more than 1.3 
million people from Syria, Afghanistan and other 
nations streamed into Europe, igniting social and 
political upheaval across the continent. 

“Europe alone cannot shoulder the consequences 
of the current situation,” said an exasperated French 
President Emmanuel Macron.

Outgoing German Chancellor Angela Merkel called 
developments in Afghanistan “bitter, dramatic and 
terrifying.” Armin Laschet, the new leader of Merkel’s 
party, bemoaned that “2015 must not repeat itself,” and 
called the situation “the greatest debacle that NATO 
has seen since its foundation” and an “epochal change.”

Provocative weakness
As allies recalibrate their views of U.S. political will, 
the consequences of the botched Afghan withdrawal 
could play out for years, if not decades, for countries 
facing virtual invasions of refugees. For others—
threatened with actual invasions—the American 
umbrella of protection no longer seems secure. Ph
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As New York Times columnist Bret Stephens put it, 
“Every enemy will draw the lesson that the United 
States is a feckless power,” and “every ally—Taiwan, 
Ukraine, the Baltic States, Israel, Japan—will draw the 
lesson that it is on its own.”

Other international observers put it more bluntly. 
President Biden “is going to be tested by either 
the Russians or the Chinese to see whether he has 
the gumption to respond . . . Right now, American 
credibility is not a given,” said François Heisbourg, a 
senior adviser for Europe at the International Institute 
for Strategic Studies. 

Where will the first test be?
The Baltic states may now question how the U.S. 
would respond to a trigger of Article 5 in the event of 
a Russian attack. The shrinking American influence 
in the Middle East casts shadows across the entire 
region. Israel and Sunni-dominated nations will hedge 
their bets but have little appetite for robust diplomatic 
pursuits. Jihadists will boast of dispatching the U.S. 
from the “graveyard of empires,” and Iran, sensing 
weakness, will be emboldened. 

The Wall Street Journal noted that “the chaos in 
Afghanistan has jolted American allies . . . in Asia that 
rely on backing from Washington to face the rising 
power of China and a belligerent North Korea.” 

Beijing was presented with a propaganda boost, and 
Chinese state media immediately began capitalizing 
on the crisis. Only hours after Kabul fell they began 
trumpeting the supposed weakness of America 
and taunting Taiwan with threats of invasion. The 
Communist Party’s Global Times asked, “If the U.S. 
cannot even secure a victory in a rivalry with small 
countries, how much better could it do in a major 
power game with China?”

What history tells us
Distinguished political economist Francis Fukuyama 
observed that the humiliating retreat “evoked a 
major juncture in world history, as America turned 
away from the world.” But he also perceived that  
“the end of the American era had come much 
earlier,” and the “long-term sources of American 
weakness and decline are more domestic than 
international . . . Just how influential it will be 

depends on its ability to fix its internal problems, 
rather than its foreign policy.”

Rare are the observers who can recognize a 
nation’s current state through the lens of history and 
understand the cause-and-effect nature at the heart 
of increasing fragility and instability that can bring 
down even the greatest of nations. In an age when 
even university history professors are loathe to draw 
explicit lessons from history, it is not surprising that 
entire populations cannot ascertain when a nation is 
headed for imminent danger. 

Though history shows that we do not learn from 
history, there have been a few historians who have 
examined the great nations and empires of the past 
and have observed remarkable parallels. They provide 
valuable lessons for us.

Signs of the times
Arnold Toynbee, who wrote A Study of History in 
1961, warned, “Of the twenty-two civilizations that 
have appeared in history, nineteen of them collapsed 
when they reached the moral state the United States  
is in now.” 

Imagine what he would say now, six decades later.

Life cycles of empires
In the tradition of historian Edward Gibbon, author 
of The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, Sir John 
Glubb also studied the life cycle of empires. This 20th-
century British soldier, scholar and author studied 
and found patterns, or stages, that governed the rise 
and fall of historically great empires as diverse as the 
Roman, Ottoman and Persian Empires.

In his 1976 book The Fate of Empires and Search 
for Survival, he outlined how empires follow a 
general pattern as they expand, develop, decline 
and eventually collapse. He broke down, in broad 
brushstrokes, the sequential development of 
empires into successive ages of pioneers, conquests, 
commerce, affluence, intellect, decadence, decline 
and collapse.

One surprise finding was that the average age of 
a nation or empire’s greatness is 250 years. “This 
average,” he writes, “has not varied for 3,000 years.” 
Over the last three millennia, every great nation or 
empire lost its way in an average of a mere 250 years, 
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not necessarily disappearing, but staggering on in 
a much less dynamic and influential state, never 
returning to its former greatness. 

This milestone takes on increased significance for 
the United States with the 250th anniversary of the 
signing of the Declaration of Independence in 1776 
just around the corner.

The life histories of great states are amazingly 
similar. All empires begin with an extraordinary 
explosion of energy by poor but hardy and restless 
individuals who have a sense of shared morality and 
common virtues. As the corrosive effects of material 
success set in to undermine the value of character, 
virtues like self-sacrifice and discipline that led to a 
given empire’s creation are abandoned for wealth. 

After its zenith, an age of decadence begins the 
final slide to collapse. Decadence, which according to 
Glubb is “a moral and spiritual disease, resulting from 
too long a period of wealth and power,” produces an 
empire’s descent. “Because they are not convinced that 
anything in life is worth saving,” the empire eventually 
rots from within before either being conquered 
from without or collapsing under the weight of 
self-indulgence, debt, a sense of entitlement, greed, 
frivolity and envy.

Learning from the past
The Old Testament book of Ecclesiastes says, “What has 
been will be again, what has been done will be done 
again; there is nothing new under the sun” (1:9, New 
International Version). And so it has been with the 
great empires down through history. Each of them has 
been given a brief season of prominence, but they have 
all failed to learn from the powers that went before 
them. So they all go through the same cycle, ending up 
in decadence and collapse.

The Creator God, the ultimate controller of both 
history and future events, judges both nations and 
individuals for their sins (Daniel 4:34-35). God, because 
of His patience, allows time for sins to reach their “full 
measure” before bringing His judgment (Genesis 15:16, 
NIV; Daniel 5; Jeremiah 30:7). 

Decadence today
Ancient Israel was given the unique advantage of 
a covenant relationship with God. Yet God warned 

that they would give in to their human nature and 
would depart from worshipping Him if they became 
materially satisfied after entering the Promised 
Land (Deuteronomy 6:11-12; 8:11-20; 31:20). As Israel 
pushed God to the sidelines, a continual cycle of sin 
and unfaithfulness to His laws drained the nation’s 
strength and eventually led to division, captivity and 
exile (Hosea 7:8-12).

America today, though blessed materially, similarly 
does little that would find favor in God’s sight. The 
richest nation in world history, the United States long 
ago forgot God and the blessings that He poured out 
on the descendants of Abraham. 

And today, America has become a virtual fountain 
of sin, “mainstreaming,” as the author of America’s 
Expiration Date, Cal Thomas, says, “what used to be 
considered aberrant and abhorrent relationships; . . . 
various other corruptions of maleness and femaleness; 
. . . cohabitation; marital breakdown; ethical violations 
in business and government; a coarseness and 
corrosion of culture that includes but is not limited 
to the multibillion-dollar pornography industry; and 
the abandonment of a standard by which we once 
distinguished right from wrong.”

A call to repent
The Bible describes the end of this age as one 
characterized by an advanced state of cultural 
decadence, as evidenced by its lack of self-control, 
focus on pleasure-seeking, and hatred of what is good 
(2 Timothy 3:1-4). In fact, the apostle Paul wrote of 
this wicked and adulterous generation: “They invent 
new ways of sinning” (Romans 1:30, New Living 
Translation).

God calls for nations and individuals to humble 
themselves, repent and turn to Him (Joel 2:12-17; 2 
Chronicles 7:14; Jeremiah 18:7-8). Even though it seems 
nations will not, as individuals we can respond to Him. 
See our online article “How to Repent.”

The United States—and the entire West—is caught in 
a tumultuous period of great social, cultural and moral 
revolution that is part of events prophesied long ago in 
your Bible. Learn more about America’s rise, decline 
and future in our booklet The United States, Britain 
and the Commonwealth in Prophecy.

—Neal Hogberg

https://lifehopeandtruth.com/change/repentance/how-to-repent/
https://info.lifehopeandtruth.com/the-united-states-britain-the-commonwealth-in-prophecy
https://info.lifehopeandtruth.com/the-united-states-britain-the-commonwealth-in-prophecy
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Foibles, Fallibility and 
Humility

A couple thousand years ago, the Jewish people 
were waiting for the Messiah to come. 

They knew the Scriptures. They’d been 
studying them for centuries. To them, it was obvious 
that the Messiah was going to overthrow the Roman 
government and reestablish Israel as a dominant 
world power. 

God was going to “raise up for David a righteous 
Branch” who would “reign as king and deal wisely, and 
shall execute justice and righteousness in the land” 
(Jeremiah 23:5, English Standard Version). This king 
would use righteousness to judge the poor and “decide 
with equity for the meek of the earth; He shall strike the 
earth with the rod of His mouth, and with the breath of 
His lips He shall slay the wicked” (Isaiah 11:4).

The Scriptures were right . . . but the Jews were 
wrong. The Messiah wasn’t coming to overthrow the 
Romans; He was coming first to die as a sacrifice for 
sin. (He will return one day as a conquering King—but 
not yet. See Hebrews 9:28.)

Even the disciples—who were, of course, all Jewish—
were expecting to see Jesus fulfill those prophecies at that 
time. After His resurrection, they asked, “Lord, will you at 
this time restore the kingdom to Israel?” (Acts 1:6). 

With 2,000 years of hindsight, it’s easy to see how 
the answer to that question was, “Not yet.” But at that 
moment, it was hard for the disciples to see how God’s 
plan could involve anything else.

(Read more about this important step in God’s plan 
in our online article “Sacrifice of Jesus.”)

More first-century misunderstandings
That was not the last misunderstanding God’s 
people have ever had. Early in the history of the New 
Testament Church, God made it clear that He was 
calling gentiles (non-Jews) into the Church. That was a 
shocking—and divisive—turn of events. It was hard for 
some to accept the idea that the historical enemies of 
God’s people were suddenly allowed to become God’s 
people (see Acts 11:2-3, 18).

It’s easy to be wrong about God’s Word—but it’s not always 
easy to know we’re wrong. How should we approach our own 
potential for misunderstanding?

https://lifehopeandtruth.com/god/who-is-jesus/sacrifice-of-jesus/
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But the apostles came to understand that none of 
this was a change in the plan of God—in fact, it had 
been recorded for centuries in the words of  
the prophets. James quoted Amos to explain to  
the Church: “So that the rest of mankind may seek 
the Lord, even all the Gentiles who are called by  
My name, says the Lord who does all these things” 
(Acts 15:17). 

Why the answers aren’t always obvious
The question for us to ask here is, “Why was it so hard 
for many to see that?”

After all, these truths—the eventual sacrifice of Christ 
and the salvation of the gentiles—had been in Scripture 
for ages. Today we can easily point to the passages in the 
prophets (and even earlier books) that make it obvious 
these events had always been part of God’s plan.

From where we stand, it all seems so obvious. So why 
did it take the early Church so long to understand? 

Here’s why: because it’s obvious only now. 

We have 2,000 years of hindsight that enable us 
to look back and know that Jesus “was wounded for 
our transgressions” and “bruised for our iniquities.” 
Looking back, it’s clear that “the Lord has laid on Him 
the iniquity of us all” (Isaiah 53:5-6).

It wasn’t clear at the time.
It also wasn’t clear that “the Scripture, foreseeing 

that God would justify the Gentiles by faith, preached 
the gospel to Abraham beforehand, saying, ‘In you all 
the nations shall be blessed’” (Galatians 3:8). 

These things, unclear at the time, were obvious 
only after they happened—and not because of human 
intuition, but because God made them obvious. 
Even after watching prophecy unfold before their 
very eyes, the disciples didn’t fully understand the 
death of Christ until a resurrected Jesus “expounded 
to them in all the Scriptures the things concerning 
Himself ” (Luke 24:27, compare verses 30-32). Verse 45 
emphasizes that Jesus “opened their understanding, 
that they might comprehend the Scriptures.”Ph
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Then their eyes were opened. Then things made 
sense.  

Finding the balance
Paul said in 1 Thessalonians 5:21, “Test [prove, 
examine] all things; hold fast what is good.” He also 
said, “Let him who thinks he stands take heed lest he 
fall” (1 Corinthians 10:12). Fulfilling both of  
these directives requires a balance of both confidence 
and humility.

Those striving to prove and understand God’s 
will always find they are right on some things and 
mistaken on others. We all have the capacity to 
misread, misinterpret and misunderstand the Word 
of God—especially when we’re sure that we have 
something completely figured out.

This is where humility becomes critically important.
At the same time, these verses don’t tell us that we 

should exist in a constant state of self-doubt. Just a few 
chapters later, Paul wrote, “Stand fast in the faith, be 
brave, be strong” (1 Corinthians 16:13).

We are supposed to stand. Through faith in God, 
we are capable of standing. But there’s a danger in 
being so self-confident that we’re standing—so proud 
that we have and fully understand the truth about 
some issue—that we wind up losing our balance in the 
process. Peter describes that happening in the early 
Church, where false teachers brought in “destructive 
heresies” (2 Peter 2:1). 

That’s why the Bible emphasizes over and over the 
importance of humility when it comes to the Word of 
God. Humility, God says, factors highly in His working 
with us: “This is the one to whom I will look: he who 
is humble and contrite in spirit and trembles at my 
word” (Isaiah 66:2, ESV). And “though the Lord is on 
high, yet He regards the lowly; but the proud He knows 
from afar” (Psalm 138:6). 

On the other hand, human pride blocks our ability 
to learn from Him. “When pride comes, then comes 
shame; but with the humble is wisdom” (Proverbs 11:2).

Humility leaves room for learning
In other words, one of the most important things a 
Christian in progress can do is allow for being wrong. 

That doesn’t mean second-guessing ourselves at 
every opportunity or on core doctrinal truths—it just 

means being honest with ourselves. Simply put, we 
don’t know as much as God. 

So we have to allow that while we’re striving to live 
according to the Word of God as we understand it, our 
understanding of some things might be wrong. 

Sometimes we may discover a problem with the way 
we’ve been looking at something in God’s Word—a 
problem we hadn’t noticed for years, maybe even 
decades.

Sometimes we may discover a new and exciting 
way of looking at things, only to find out later that it 
actually conflicts with important truths in God’s Word.

In either scenario, humility is what makes the 
difference. In those moments, we have to choose. We 
can either allow God to show us our error and redirect 
us—or stubbornly cling to the ideas and concepts we 
prefer (whether those ideas are old or new).

Receiving and searching with 
readiness
As the news of the gospel—a gospel that included 
details about who the Messiah was and how the 
gentiles fit into the picture—spread through the first-
century world, it forced quite a few faithful Jewish 
believers to reevaluate how they looked at  
the Scriptures. 

Some of them rejected what God was showing 
them. Others did what the Bereans did and “received 
the word with all readiness, and searched the 
Scriptures daily to find out whether these things 
were so” (Acts 17:11).

When God asks you to reevaluate your 
understanding, how do you handle it?

The Scriptures don’t change. But our understanding 
may change. What God leads us to see in the Scriptures 
may change. 

As Christians in progress, none of us are infallible. 
Any of us can misinterpret the truth. Our job is to be 
aware of that possibility—because when we’re aware, 
it’s much easier to go where God leads us instead of 
trying to force Him to go where we want.

—Jeremy Lallier

Have a topic you want to see tackled in this column? 
You can send your suggestions anonymously through 
lifehopeandtruth.com/ideas.

https://lifehopeandtruth.com/ideas


Wonders of 

GOD’S Creation
When most people think of pelicans, they think of the 
gular sac—the elastic throat pouch that’s connected 
to the pelican’s neck and lower beak. When relaxed, 
the gular sac almost disappears into the neck. But 
when a pelican goes fishing, it stretches out to 
scoop up as much as 3 gallons of water—and, more 
importantly, the fish in that water.
That’s more than a pelican’s stomach can hold, 
though, so before swallowing its meal, the pelican 
tilts its head up to drain the water out the sides of the 
pouch. The pelican has to act quickly—enterprising 
gulls sometimes swoop in and snatch away the hard-
won food!
Some pelicans hunt alone. The brown pelican dive-
bombs from the air, smacking the water with a 
mighty impact that stuns an unsuspecting fish. From 
a distance, the sizable splash is sometimes mistaken 
for a whale spouting. 
Others, like American white pelicans, often swim as 
a group to corral prey into shallow waters, snatching 

them up in a group-synchronized head dip and tilt.

Pictured: American white pelican 
(Pelecanus erythrorhynchos)

Photo by James Capo

Text by James Capo and 
Jeremy Lallier

A Peek Inside the Beak
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The four Gospel accounts overwhelmingly focus 
on Jesus’ public ministry—the period of His 
life from about age 30 to 33. We have many 

details from those 3½ years He spent preaching and 
performing miracles up and down Galilee and Judea. 

However, we know little about the first 30 years 
of His physical life. We are only given a few small 
glimpses into those early years. 

Unfortunately, some have tried to fill in this gap. 
Some of the so-called “lost gospels” include strange 
stories about Jesus’ youth—undoubtedly contrived 
from the imaginations of men. Sometimes movies 
about Jesus will take artistic license with this 
mysterious period of His life. 

We caution our readers to avoid any source that 
promotes invented ideas about Jesus’ early years. 
Discerning Christians should rely solely on the 
inspired Scriptures. 

So, what does the Bible tell us about Jesus’ early 
years? Does this period of His life offer any lessons to 
help us walk as He walked? 

Jesus’ birth in Bethlehem
Jesus’ birth is only mentioned by two of the four 
Gospel writers: Matthew and Luke. 

Luke, by far, gives the most detail. Since he wasn’t 
present for Jesus’ birth, Luke likely interviewed some 
of the individuals who were present—perhaps Mary 

The Gospels don’t say much about the first 30 years of 
Jesus’ life. But they give us a few details. What can we 
learn from Jesus’ birth and early childhood?

What Can We Learn 
From Jesus’ Birth and 
Earliest Years?

Walk as He
Walked
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herself or some of the shepherds who came after 
Jesus was born. 

Luke describes Joseph and Mary traveling to 
Bethlehem (near Jerusalem) to be registered in 
a mandatory Roman census (Luke 2:1-2). Many 
incorrectly believe this took place in late December. 
But it is unlikely that the Romans—who were some 
of the most efficient administrators in the history 
of empires—would have scheduled a major census 
during the rainy winter season, when travel was 
more difficult. The fact that the shepherds were in the 
fields at night also refutes a December birth (verse 
8). Though we can’t know the exact date, there are 
reasons to believe Jesus was likely born around the 
fall of 4 B.C. 

During their stay in Bethlehem, “the days were 
completed for her to be delivered” (verse 6). This 
is Luke’s way of saying Mary went into labor. Luke 
continues, “And she brought forth her firstborn Son, 
and wrapped Him in swaddling cloths, and laid Him 
in a manger, because there was no room for them in 
the inn” (verse 7). 

People often mistakenly say, “Jesus was born in 
a manger.” But it says He was laid in a manger. A 
manger is simply an animal feeding trough. It was 
typically made from a small hollowed-out block of 
limestone. The manger served as a makeshift crib for 
the infant Jesus. 

Luke then goes on to describe how the birth of the 
Christ—the One destined to eventually rule over the 
entire earth—was recognized and honored by a group 
of shepherds working nearby (verses 8-20). 

Typically, the birth of a future king would have 
been celebrated with great pomp and fanfare. But 
not this future King. Instead of being laid in a plush 
cradle in a fancy palace, this future King was laid in a 
feeding trough and welcomed into the world only by a 
carpenter, his young bride, and a group of shepherds 
working the night shift. 

Many incorrectly believe that three wise men, or 
kings, were also there that night. However, a close 
reading reveals the wise men (the Bible doesn’t say 
how many there were) didn’t arrive until much later, 
likely months after Jesus’ birth. For more on this, 
see our online article “The Birth of Jesus: Myths and 
Misperceptions.”

The meager and humble circumstances of  
Christ’s birth foreshadowed how He would live His 
entire physical life. He personified humility and was 
entirely focused on serving others. About 33½  
years later, on the eve of His crucifixion, He 
underscored the importance of this lesson by getting 
down on His knees and washing His disciples’ feet 
(John 13:2-17).

Yes, God in the flesh spent His first night sleeping in 
a feeding trough and His last night washing the dirty 
feet of 12 grown men. That’s just who He was and how 
He lived His life. Not only should that deepen our love 
and appreciation for Him—but it should also motivate 
us to live the same way (Matthew 23:12; Romans 12:16; 
Philippians 2:5). 

Joseph, Mary and Jesus flee to Egypt
Some time after Jesus’ birth, an angel warned Joseph 
to temporarily relocate his family to Egypt. This was to 
keep the young Christ safe from King Herod, who was 
trying to find and kill Him (Matthew 2:13). 

Joseph heeded the warning and hastily fled with 
his family to Egypt. Egypt was a safe place since it 
was outside Herod’s jurisdiction, was well-secured by 
Rome, and had a large Jewish community they could 
blend in with. The family lived in Egypt until after 
Herod’s death. They may have been there a few months 
or perhaps even a year or two. 

Joseph then settled his family in the Galilean town 
of Nazareth (verse 23). Many in the region viewed 
Nazarenes as backward and uneducated, and at times, 
some even questioned Jesus’ legitimacy because of 
His hometown (John 1:46; 7:41, 52). As an aside, we 
should all avoid judging anyone for where he or she 
came from. 

Joseph’s actions—heeding the angel and moving 
his family to avoid danger—provide an important 
lesson in obedience and wisdom. Joseph humbly 
obeyed the warning God gave him through the 
angel. The angelic warning urged him to avoid 
danger. According to Proverbs 22:3, “A prudent man 
foresees evil and hides himself, but the simple pass 
on and are punished.”

Foreseeing danger and taking precautions to avoid 
it is a major element of wisdom. God expects us to 
wisely exercise caution in the matters we can control, 

https://lifehopeandtruth.com/god/who-is-jesus/the-birth-of-jesus/myths-and-misperceptions/
https://lifehopeandtruth.com/god/who-is-jesus/the-birth-of-jesus/myths-and-misperceptions/
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while overall trusting God to provide protection in 
areas only He can.

Do we know anything more about Jesus’ 
first 30 years?
As stated earlier, the Gospel writers provide very few 
details of this early period of Jesus’ life. However, there 

are still a few more details we are given to explore. 
We’ll examine those details, and the lessons they teach 
us, in our next issue. 

In the meantime, keep striving to walk as He walked. 
To learn more about the myths surrounding Jesus’ birth, 

read “The Birth of Jesus: Myths and Misperceptions.”
—Erik Jones

The story of Jesus’ birth is often called “the 
Christmas story.” But this title is one of the 

most egregious misnomers in history. 
Jesus’ birth has absolutely no connection with 
Christmas. The first mention of the Christmas 
holiday doesn’t appear in recorded history until 
the year A.D. 336—about 340 years after the actual 
birth of Christ. 

Many historical sources identify the Christmas 
holiday as an outgrowth of various pagan 
celebrations that occurred in late December in 
the Greco-Roman religious world. Most of these 
celebrations were centered on the worship of 
the sun and held in late December to coincide 
with the winter solstice. Since the winter solstice 
marks the transition from shortening daylight 
to lengthening daylight, many pagan cultures 
celebrated the death and rebirth of the sun during 
this time. 

In Rome, the two primary December celebrations 
were the birthday feast of Sol Invictus (Latin 
for “the Unconquered Sun”) on Dec. 25 and the 
Saturnalia, a seven-day festival honoring the god 
Saturn, celebrated from Dec. 17-23. At the same 
time, there were also festivals to celebrate the 
birth of Mithra, a Persian sun god that had a cult 
following in Rome. 

As Christianity grew in numbers and prominence 
in Rome, the leaders of the Roman church took 
a very pragmatic approach to easing the pagan 

masses into its ranks. Instead of preaching and 
promoting repentance or change from their 
pagan ways to biblical ways, the Roman leaders 
essentially rebranded many of the celebrations 
and practices, as well as much of the imagery, of 
the Greco-Roman world as “Christian.” The idea 
was to make the transition from paganism to 
Christianity easier.

Christmas is a prime example of this approach. 
The winter solstice celebrations were rebranded 
as the nativity celebration of Jesus. The birth of 
the sun god was easily adjusted to the birth of the 
Son of God. 

This should raise giant red flags for discerning 
Christians trying to walk as He walked. 
Throughout the Old Testament, God told His 
people to completely avoid the worship practices 
of pagan religions (Deuteronomy 12:29-31; 
Jeremiah 10:1-5). He told them to be careful and 
diligent to worship Him only in the ways He had 
commanded (Deuteronomy 12:32). 

When Jesus walked the earth, He taught 
His disciples the same standard. He taught 
that worship must be based on truth, not the 
commandments of men (John 4:24; Mark 7:7). 

To learn about these myths and the many 
problems with Christmas, download our free 
booklet From Holidays to Holy Days: God’s Plan  
for You.

—Erik Jones

WAS JESUS’ BIRTH “THE CHRISTMAS STORY”? 

https://lifehopeandtruth.com/god/who-is-jesus/the-birth-of-jesus/myths-and-misperceptions/
https://info.lifehopeandtruth.com/from-holidays-to-holy-days
https://info.lifehopeandtruth.com/from-holidays-to-holy-days
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BY THE 

WAY

A re those sharks? For a moment the air froze 
in my regulator as I watched them swim by, 
one curious specimen coming within a few 

feet of us before disappearing. Just reef sharks, no 
more than 6 feet long, they wouldn’t normally try to 
eat anything our size. But their presence certainly 
focused our attention. 

My family was diving what many consider to be 
the world’s ultimate scuba and snorkel site: the Great 
Barrier Reef. The world’s largest coral reef system, 
1,800 miles long and up to 40 miles wide, can be 
seen from outer space as it parallels the northeast 
coast of Australia.

From Cairns, we made a rough two-hour run 
through 6-foot swells to reach the liveaboard boat 
anchored over Milne Reef. During our stay, we made 
four dives a day, going from one delightful discovery 
to the next, astonished at the variety of plant and 
animal life. 

Astonishing creation
We floated by a variety of the corals forming the reef, 
many brightly colored. We were shown how, without 
becoming trapped, to caress the brilliant red and blue 
flesh inside giant clams, 3 feet across! We were warned 
not to touch beautiful cone snails that can shoot a 
400-mile-per-hour dart-like tooth to inject painful, 
sometimes fatal, poison.

We watched giant sea turtles flapping slowly by, 
including one who sought attention from divers. He 
swam right up to have his shell scratched, waiting until 
someone obliged. Stingrays undulated on the seabed 
beneath us. Manta rays, with 25-foot wingspans and 
weighing up to 3 tons, blotted out the sun above us.

We saw clown fish sheltered in the fingers of 
poisonous sea anemones. Schools of Pterois, called 
lionfish or devil fire-fish because of their venomous 
spines, fear no predators, and so allowed us to swim as 
close to them as we dared. A large school of lightning-
fast chevron barracuda, with their piranhalike teeth, 
hung in military formation, as we kept our fingers 
closed and against our bodies, to avoid the risk of 
losing one.

A Napoleon Maori wrasse, 6-foot long and regal, 
swam slowly by, just out of reach. Hoping for a treat, a 

small potato grouper nicknamed “Friendly” swam up 
to us, remaining still while we stroked it.

I was dazzled by the variety of this overwhelming 
ecosystem where each creature is interconnected with 
many others. The complex symbiosis of widely varied 
creatures was stunning to contemplate.

Proof of a Creator
I thought of a passage in Paul’s epistle to the Romans: “For 
since the creation of the world His invisible attributes 
are clearly seen, being understood by the things that are 
made, even His eternal power and Godhead, so that they 
are without excuse, because, although they knew God, 
they did not glorify Him as God, nor were thankful, but 
became futile in their thoughts, and their foolish hearts 
were darkened” (1:20-21). 

The complex glory of the natural world can only 
come from a supernatural designer. To pretend that 
ecosystems like the Great Barrier Reef are products of 
blind chance—to imagine intricate order coming from 
chaos, coming from nothing—is to lock ourselves in 
futile thoughts and foolish darkness, for which there is 
no reasonable excuse.

Conversely, to acknowledge our Creator, and to be 
grateful for what He does and gives, brings us to light 
and wisdom and purpose. 

The Great Barrier Reef, like all creation, is a door 
open to understanding.

Joel Meeker
@JoelMeeker

A Barrier Opens
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Christianity is the 
largest religious group 
in the world. With all 
the variations, how can 
you be sure to find the 
Church Jesus built?

What Church would Jesus 
attend today? 

To learn how to locate the Church Jesus built, 
download the free booklet from the

 Learning Center on LifeHopeandTruth.com

https://lifehopeandtruth.com/learning-center/booklets/

