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PIts Greek origin simply means 
“count 50” (referring to calculat-
ing its timing), but there is nothing 
simplistic about its Old Testament 
origin and New Testament expla-
nation. Together they reveal some 
of the deepest meanings of God’s 
work with humanity. 

Today virtually all Christian denominations com-
memorate Pentecost, claiming (for enhanced cred-
ibility) to trace their lineage to that holy day in the 
first century that clearly marks the beginning of the 
Church. 

So with Pentecost occurring in May or June every 
year, we decided to highlight in this issue of Discern 
articles titled “The Sermon That Launched the Church” 
and “What Is the Holy Spirit?” because they explain 
the most important meanings of the day. 

Those who heard Peter’s sermon that day “were cut 
to the heart,” seeing the horrific consequences of their 
sins (Acts 2:37). Those who hear Peter’s message today 
are too. 

Those who responded and repented after hear-
ing Peter’s words saw their lives dramatically change 
when they received the Holy Spirit, as promised. Those  
who respond and repent today do too.

Turned upside down
That day’s events literally altered the course of 

world history. We cannot fathom what today’s world 
would be without the impact of the religion(s) that 
emerged. Even hardened skeptics are forced to admit 
that something powerful occurred. How else could a 
body of believers suddenly appear, quickly permeate 
the Roman Empire, and so upset the established reli-
gions that they would rail against Christians as “these 
who have turned the world upside down” (Acts 17:6)?

Today, though, it’s the world that appears to have 
turned Christianity upside down. Or is it possible that 
an imposter “Christianity” that Jesus Himself fore-

warned us about is now reap-
ing the fruit of the seeds it sowed 
long ago? That’s another topic in 
this issue: “Why Is Christianity 
Becoming Irrelevant?”

That’s part of traditional Chris-
tianity’s strange post-Pentecost 
story. It’s akin to a “switched at 
birth” shocker, with the aged 
Christianity not much resem-
bling its infant counterpart. What 
happened? 

In his landmark book The 
Story of the Christian Church, Jesse Hurlbut wrote of 
a missing gap in Church history: “For fifty years after 
St. Paul’s life a curtain hangs over the church, through 
which we strive vainly to look; and when at last it rises, 
about 120 A.D. with the writings of the earliest church-
fathers, we find a church in many aspects very differ-
ent from that in the days of St. Peter and St. Paul” (1918, 
p. 41).

That very different church created formidable polit-
ical and religious empires, but not without long-term 
costs to its credibility. The bills are coming due. 

The path to spiritual relevance
Can humanity find its way to spiritual relevance? 

The path starts with discovering the original, true 
meaning of Pentecost and the authenticity of the 
Church Jesus built. It’s not easy, though. Many trendy 
preachers today hawk Christianity as an easy road to 
salvation, yet Jesus said, “Narrow is the gate and dif-
ficult is the way which leads to life, and there are few 
who find it” (Matthew 7:14). 

Maybe that’s because, as English author G.K. Ches-
terton observed almost a century ago, “Christianity 
has not been tried and found wanting; it has been 
found difficult and not tried.” 

CHRISTIANITY’S STRANGE STORY

Those who responded and repented after hearing Peter’s words saw their 
lives dramatically change when they received the Holy Spirit, as promised. 

Those who respond and repent today do too.

Clyde Kilough
Editor

@CKilough

Pentecost—it’s an odd word 
with a strange story.
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Why Is 
Christianity 
Becoming 
Irrelevant?

Why are so many 
Christians losing their 
faith? Is Christianity 

irrelevant to people in 
the 21st century? Or 
is it actually modern 
Christianity that is 
irrelevant to God?

By Clyde Kilough
Illustration: Elizabeth Cannon Glasgow
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Change

tThe evidence is weighty and undeniable—
Western Christian religion is crumbling, its author-
ity and influence is fading, its adherents are disen-
gaging. The erosion started slowly, but has picked 
up steam. Christianity as we know it is becoming 
irrelevant.

For example, the April 4, 2014, MIT Technology 
Review began an article about the relationship of 
the Internet to religion with this: “Back in 1990, 
about 8 percent of the U.S. population had no reli-
gious preference. By 2010, this percentage had more 
than doubled to 18 percent. That’s a difference of 
about 25 million people, all of whom have somehow 
lost their religion. That raises an obvious question: 
how come? Why are Americans losing their faith?”

Dozens of similar reports and studies (just do a 
quick Internet search on “decline of Christianity”) 
are basically saying the same thing—Christianity 
in its traditional power base of Europe and North 
America is in decline. Fewer people are claiming it, 
and even fewer of those who claim it are actually 
seriously practicing it.

I’m a Christian, and I couldn’t be happier. 
Or sadder.



6 DISCERN May/June 2014

The happy/sad conundrum
Happier? Because the silent voice of 

the masses walking away may finally 
grab the attention of those who have 
been ignoring the few voices crying 
out, “Something’s wrong!” Maybe the 
“church is irrelevant” message will be 
the “hello, it’s not working!” wake-up 
call we desperately need to hear. 

At the heart and core of Christ’s 
teaching is the need for change—deep, 
personal, relevant, transformation into 
a better person and society—and the 
path to it. 

So, connect the dots: The turning 
away from Christianity is telling us 
that what its proponents are offering 
is not motivating people, not produc-
ing relevant change, not satisfactorily 
explaining life’s biggest questions.

I’m happy it’s not working, because 
it’s only in seeing the reasons for Chris-
tianity’s problems that we are going to 
see the solutions and the need for the 
reemergence of what God originally 
intended Christianity to be.

But it’s also sadly tragic, because the 
“tossing out the baby with the bath-
water” syndrome means many, while 
tossing out the bathwater of religion, 
assume the relevance of God should go 
with it.

And what takes religion’s place? The 
popular mantra “I’m spiritual, just not 
religious” is leading many to opt for 
creating their own belief systems. So 
they are going to the cafeteria of reli-
gious ideology and saying, “I’ll have 
some of this, a little of that.” In other 
words, they’re becoming their own 
god, creating their own religious uni-
verse. 

Time will prove that approach to be 
like drawing water from an empty well.

So, while studies are pretty consis-
tent in describing the changing land-
scape of Christianity, what is inconsis-
tent are the analyses of why.

At the risk of stepping on a lot of reli-
gious toes, what follows are three sim-
ple, but scripturally based, answers. 

Irrelevancy has become  
Christian

One: Christianity immediately 
started becoming irrelevant when 

irrelevancy started becoming Chris-
tian. 

What does that mean? First, a lit-
tle biblical history: We humans have 
always had trouble doing even the sim-
ple things God asks of us. The Old Tes-
tament story of Israel and Judah reveals 
repeated cycles of their following God 
for a while but inevitably being drawn 
away. Often they were tempted to inte-
grate their neighbors’ religious prac-
tices or to substitute their own ideas of 
righteousness.

We’ve been doing the same ever 
since. Christianity came on the scene; 
but from its inception, people quickly 
started altering nearly everything 
about it.

For humans to try to “improve” on 
God is not only arrogant and presump-
tuous, it also renders our religions 
irrelevant. The legitimacy of Christian-
ity is totally dependent on whether its 
creator—Jesus the Christ, who was God 
on earth—is involved and active in it. 

If He isn’t, it’s irrelevant. 
Wouldn’t it seem logical that what-

ever Jesus and His apostles did, we 
should do; what they said, we should 
say? When churches desperately try to 
reinvent themselves to appeal to what 
people want, as so many are doing 
today, they abandon what’s relevant to 
God. True Christianity is about chang-
ing to find our relevance in God—not 
God finding His relevance in us. 

And if Christianity isn’t changing 
people, it isn’t relevant.

Jesus’ own words remain a dev-
astating indictment of Christianity 
today: “Not everyone who says to Me, 
‘Lord, Lord,’ shall enter the kingdom 
of heaven, but he who does the will of 
My Father in heaven,” He said. “Many 
will say to Me in that day, ‘Lord, Lord, 
have we not prophesied in Your name, 
cast out demons in Your name, and 
done many wonders in Your name?’ 
And then I will declare to them, ‘I never 
knew you; depart from Me, you who 
practice lawlessness!’” (Matthew 7:21-
23).

He wasn’t talking about Islam, Bud-
dhism, Judaism or any other religion. 
He was targeting those who claim to 
represent Him—modern Christianity. 

He’s pretty clear: Slapping the “Chris-
tian” label on yourself doesn’t neces-
sarily make you so.

If God says something is irrelevant—
meaningless to Him—then all the pop-
ular customs, Bible-quoting and righ-
teous talk of humans cannot somehow 
override that. And what’s more, sooner 
or later, human religious inventions 
will fail to satisfactorily explain the 
spiritual questions for which we seek 
answers. 

Human explanations cannot satisfy 
spiritual voids, and people will even-
tually start looking elsewhere for rel-
evancy. Like they are today.

Bad produce at the fruit stand
Two: Most people eventually stop 

eating bad fruit. They may move on to 
other bad fruit, but move on they will.

Jesus had a lot to say about fruit 
when He came on the scene some 
2,000 years ago. The mainstream reli-
gious institutions and teachers of the 
day smugly assumed they were lead-
ing people to God, but to Jesus they had 
long ago become irrelevant. 

“By their fruits you will know 
them,” He said, and He was unspar-
ing and withering in His assessments. 
Jesus’ harshest words were not aimed 
at the pagan Romans, but at the reli-
gious leaders claiming to follow God! 
Their carefully crafted religious prac-
tices made them appear pious, but He 

Christianity 
immediately 

started 
becoming 

irrelevant when 
irrelevancy 

started 
becoming 
Christian. 
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cut through their 
facade, calling 
them hypocrites, 
“ w h it e w a s h e d 
tombs” that are 

beautiful on the 
outside but inside 

are full of dead men’s 
bones (Matthew 23:27). 
They marketed their 

religion well, but their spiri-
tual lives were reprehensible!
What would Jesus say if He was 

observing the fruit stand of Christi-
anity today? A big reason people cite 
for walking away is the bad fruit of its 
leaders—abuse of people and power, 
scandals and immorality, cover-ups, 
confusion and opposition over moral 
and social issues, hypocrisy, greed and 
opulence, doctrinal disunity, embar-
rassing extremists. 

Bad fruit doesn’t just bring shame 
and embarrassment on churches. It 
makes Christianity appear irrelevant 
as a genuine, life-changing entity. 

Counterfeit Christianity
Three: Counterfeit money works 

only if it’s fooling people. Once every-
one knows it’s fake, it’s irrelevant. 
But until then, a lot of people can be 
cheated.

The same is true with counterfeit 
Christianity. Here are Jesus’ own words 
of warning: “Many will come in My 
name, saying, ‘I am the Christ,’ and 
will deceive many” (Matthew 24:5).

He established Christianity with 
two strong assertions: It would never 
die, He promised, but it would be 
corrupted. It didn’t take long for the 
“many” deceivers to come. 

Within just a few years, they began 
creeping into the Church; and in only 
a matter of decades, “Christianity” 
began to morph into something resem-
bling little of His original church. It 
wasn’t long before the counterfeit-
ers overwhelmed—both in numbers 
and popularity—the remaining “little 
flock.” Their primary tools of deceit—
false doctrines—are now the unques-
tioned norm. 

But Jesus’ words then are just as 
true today: “You have made the com-

mandment of God of no effect by your 
tradition. Hypocrites! Well did Isaiah 
prophesy about you, saying: ‘These 
people draw near to Me with their 
mouth, and honor Me with their lips, 
but their heart is far from Me. And in 
vain they worship Me, teaching as doc-
trines the commandments of men’” 
(Matthew 15:6-9).

That didn’t slow anything down, 
though. A history of the first few cen-
turies of Christianity reveals a magni-
tude and pace of doctrinal change that 
was staggering. 

Regardless, Christianity’s real cred-
ibility is based on the truth of God, not 
ideas of man. The Bible’s testimony is 
that man’s ideas and ways have never 
ceased to fail. So if Christianity is fail-
ing today, a core reason is that so much 
of what masquerades as Christianity is 
man’s way, not God’s.

The foundation on which Christian-
ity stands is the truth taught by Christ 
and the apostles as faithfully recorded 
in the New Testament. Humans can-
not change the essence of something 
God created and expect success. False 
teachings may create an attractive 
building that looks great, but it sits on a 
foundation of sand that eventually will 
not stand the test of time. 

God will not be mocked, and He 
does not suffer lies. Truth will eventu-
ally expose the many distortions about 
God and life that false doctrines have 
foisted off on people. 

It’s time for hard questions
If Christians are alarmed by their 

faith’s waning influence, it’s time for a 
long look in the mirror. It’s time for reli-
gious leaders to ask, Why haven’t we 
learned that we can’t take the Church 
Christ founded and turn it into what-
ever we want? If our spiritual fore-
fathers took what Jesus taught and 
turned what was relevant to God into 
what was relevant to people, do we 
have the courage to admit it and turn 
it around?

It’s time to ask, If Jesus didn’t endorse 
the religious institutions of His day, 
what makes us confident that when 
He returns He’ll endorse the followers 
of nonbiblical practices and false doc-

trines that have been slowly integrated 
into mainstream Christianity? 

It’s time to ask, Where do I go from 
here?

What can you do?
True Christianity IS relevant—it’s 

meaningful, life-changing, and it gives 
sensible answers. But anything that 
masquerades as Christianity isn’t. The 
masqueraders have fooled millions of 
people for hundreds of years. It’s only 
the truth, Jesus said, that can make you 
free.

As Jesus told the Samaritan woman 
who was struggling to sort through 
conflicting religious views, the stan-
dard is truth. “The hour is coming, and 
now is, when the true worshipers will 
worship the Father in spirit and truth; 
for the Father is seeking such to wor-
ship Him,” He said. “God is Spirit, and 
those who worship Him must worship 
in spirit and truth” (John 4:23-24).

Are you willing to swim against 
the tide and go on a quest for the 
truth? To “test all things; hold fast 
what is good,” as Paul wrote in 1 Thes-
salonians 5:21?

If you know God exists and know 
the Bible is His Word, start by search-
ing out what it really says, not what 
religious spin doctors tell you. How did 
the people in the Church Jesus built 
worship God? What does the Bible 
say about what He, and His followers, 
believed and practiced? 

Once that’s established, ask, How 
did the plain, simple teachings of the 
Bible and the practices of His Church 
come to be changed? Why were the 
practices of His Church discarded and 
substituted, mostly with ideas and tra-
ditions borrowed from old pagan reli-
gions?

Finally, find out from God—from 
His words in His Bible—whether or not 
it makes any difference to Him! Did all 
these changes mean anything to Him, 
or is He okay with our choosing any 
way we want to worship and relate to 
Him? 

A humble, sincere quest for truth—
and then a willingness to live it—will 
make Christianity relevant in your 
life! D
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I

Life

It was the morning of the Feast of Pentecost, and Jerusalem was abuzz with consternation 
and curiosity. Seven weeks had passed since the heartbreaking crucifixion of Jesus of Nazareth, whom 
some had believed was the Messiah who would free Judea from the Roman yoke. But His death dashed 
those hopes. 

Stories were still circulating about His resurrection from the dead. Religious authorities scoffed at the 
idea and denied it, but Jesus’ disciples had no doubt of its truth. They had studied at His feet for over three 
years, and they—as well as over 500 others (1 Corinthians 15:6)—had actually seen and talked with Him 
after His resurrection from the dead. 

He told the apostles and other disciples to wait in Jerusalem until they received power from on high 
(Acts 1:4-8), and now they were in the city, waiting.

Miraculous events
The disciples were gathered together to celebrate the annual holy day of Pentecost. Suddenly the rush-

ing sound of a great wind filled the room. What appeared like small flames settled on their heads. Aston-
ished people, attracted by the miraculous events that were occurring, heard the apostles speaking in their 
own mother tongues.

Later it would be understood that this was the gift of power, the Holy Spirit, that Jesus had promised. 
This gift marked the beginning of the Church Jesus had foretold: “I will build My church, and the gates of 
Hades [the grave] shall not prevail against it” (Matthew 16:18).

Under this divine inspiration, Peter rose and spoke with the power of the Spirit of God. In his sermon 
he explained the profound significance of what was happening. It was the sermon that launched the 
Church of God! 

What did Peter explain, and what can we learn from his sermon?

Miraculous events 
drew a crowd to hear 
Peter’s powerful first 
sermon. His message 

helped to alter the 
course of history and 

has life-changing 
meaning for us today.

THE   SERMON   THAT 
LAUNCHED   THE 

CHURCH
By Joel Meeker
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God reveals Himself in terms 
of family. God is our Father 
(Romans 1:7). Jesus is His Son and 
a Brother to believers (Hebrews 
2:11-12). God’s purpose on earth 
now is to develop a divine family; 
to bring “many sons [children] to 
glory” (Hebrews 2:10). 

Since God is developing a 
spiritual family, it should be 
no surprise that He also works 
through physical families. When 
God calls a person to come to 
His Son and become a Christian, 
God also places the children of 
the one called in a different cat-
egory, with special access to Him 
(1 Corinthians 7:14). 

Once we accept God’s call-
ing and become Christians, our 
children are invited to come to 
God and participate in His plan 
as well. The door is open. So the 
Bible encourages Christians to 
teach their children about God, 
to help them walk through that 
open door (Ephesians 6:4).

God wants everyone to be 
saved (1 Timothy 2:4). Eternal 
life is a free gift (Romans 6:23), 
but God does require that we 
fulfill some conditions in order 
to receive that free gift. Those 
conditions include repenting of 
sin and changing from a life of 
breaking God’s law (1 John 3:4) to 
a life of seeking righteousness. 

Jesus said, “If you want to 
enter into life, keep the com-
mandments” (Matthew 19:17). 
No human being does this per-
fectly. We all slip and sin—and 
need to repent and be forgiven 

The sound of wind, the 
tongues of fire and the foreign 
languages were all manifesta-
tions of the gift God was bestow-
ing on His servants. Jesus had 
earlier said that the Holy Spirit 
was with His disciples but would 
later enter into them to fully 
inspire and guide them (John 
14:17). Now was that time! 

Jesus had told them ahead of 
time that the Holy Spirit would 
reveal and remind them of 
spiritual truths, comfort them 
and give them strength (John 
14:26-27). In fact it is only when 
a person receives and is led by 
God’s Spirit that he or she truly 
becomes Christian (Romans 8:9, 
14).

God has poured out 
His Holy Spirit on 
the Church (Acts 
2:14-21). 

1.

Peter quoted David who, in a 
prophetic psalm, explained the 
effect of Christ’s death and res-
urrection: “I foresaw the Lord 
always before my face. ... You will 
not leave my soul in Hades, nor 
will You allow Your Holy One to 
see corruption. You have made 
known to me the ways of life” 
(verses 25-28, emphasis added 
throughout). 

Salvation through 
Christ’s death and 
resurrection is 
now open to the 
Church (Acts 2:22-
36). 

2.

The resurrection of Jesus 
opened the way to the resurrec-
tion of the dead for those who are 
Christ’s. Paul explained, “As in 
Adam all die, even so in Christ 
all shall be made alive” (1 Cor-
inthians 15:22). The wonderful 
promise of a resurrection to life 
had, with the foundation of the 
Church, been opened to all those 
the Father would call (John 6:44).

To receive 
forgiveness and 
God’s Spirit, which 
open the path to 
eternal life, we 
must repent, be 
baptized and live 
a new way (Acts 
2:37-38). 

3.

when we do—but we must still 
always strive for obedience to 
God’s way of life. 

Once we repent and change 
our ways, we can be baptized, 
another condition for salvation. 
Then we will receive the gift of 
God’s Spirit, which empowers us 
to persevere in the way of God. 
The Bible shows that God gives 
the Holy Spirit through the lay-
ing on of the hands of the minis-
try of Christ (Acts 8:14-17; 19:1-6).

God’s promises 
extend to the 
children of those 
He calls (Acts 
2:39). 

4.
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Though God is Almighty, the 
Bible says the society in which 
we live is not His. When Adam 
and Eve chose to believe the ser-
pent rather than God in the Gar-
den of Eden, the Creator stepped 
back from the immediate affairs 
of men to let the human family 
learn the results of that fateful 
and rebellious choice. 

God is still working out His 
great plan, but inconspicuously, 
almost invisibly, in the back-
ground of human history. This 
is why the Bible calls Satan the 
“god of this age” (2 Corinthi-
ans 4:4) who “deceives the whole 
world” (Revelation 12:9). He is 
“the prince of the power of the 
air … who now works in the sons 
of disobedience” (Ephesians 2:2). 
Without their knowing it, this 
includes most of the people on 
earth. No wonder we see so much 
ignorance, violence and suffering 
around us—Satan has temporar-
ily kidnapped the planet!

So Christians are to live in 
this “present evil world” (Gala-
tians 1:4) without being spiritu-
ally part of it. Their “citizenship 
is in heaven,” from where Jesus 
will bring the Kingdom of God to 
earth at His return (Philippians 
3:20). It is an ongoing challenge 
to Christians to live in this world, 

Members of the early Church 
showed great love, a fraternal 
bond of peace and concern, for 
each other. Jesus referred to His 
disciples as a family, and He said 
that those who were estranged 
from physical family members 
because of their commitment to 
God would find hundreds of oth-
ers in the body of Christ (Mat-
thew 19:29). Under the leader-
ship of Jesus Christ and with the 
unifying power of God’s Spirit, 
the Church of God is a true spiri-
tual home, which provides love, 
support and nurturing for each 
member.

Launched by Peter’s first ser-
mon inspired by the Spirit of 
God, the early Church knew a 
period of powerful growth that 
laid a foundation for the genera-
tions of Christians to follow—an 
unbroken line that will continue 
to the return of Jesus Christ. 

The key truths illustrated by 
the Feast of Pentecost are still as 
exciting and motivational today. 
Just as in the first century, these 
fundamental truths of God are 
transforming lives in prepara-
tion for the coming Kingdom 
of God. Read more on the Life, 
Hope & Truth website in the arti-
cles “Pentecost: God Gives the 
Spirit” and “The Church: What Is 
It?” D

Notice that the promise of 
salvation is offered to “as many 
as the Lord our God will call.” 
Jesus said no one can come to 
Him unless the Father who sent 
Him “draws him” (John 6:44). 
The clear implication is that 
everyone isn’t called now. Every 
human being who has ever lived 
will have the chance to know 
God and accept His free gift, but 
not at the same time (1 Corinthi-
ans 15:22-23). 

God chooses to work with dif-
ferent people at different times, 
which is why Christians are 
called “firstfruits” (James 1:18). 
They are the first people with 
whom God works; they have 
always been a relatively “little 
flock” (Luke 12:32) in the context 
of the population of the world. 

This truth about different 
times of spiritual harvest is why 
God chose to start the Church 
on the Feast of Pentecost, a day 
also called the “day of firstfruits” 
in Numbers 28:26. Pentecost 
reminds us that the Church is 
called by God in advance of most 
others. Most people will be called 
to God and have their minds 
opened to His truth in the time of 
a general resurrection when “all 
who are in the graves will hear 
His voice and come forth” (John 
5:28-29). It is only then that most 
will come to know the true God 
(Ezekiel 37:6-14). 

Some who object to this bibli-
cal truth claim it teaches people 
have a “second chance” and that 
might discourage them from 
coming to God now. But Jesus 
said it was impossible for any-
one to come to Him if the Father 
didn’t draw him. There is no 
chance to know God before that 
calling occurs, and the Bible 

Not everyone is 
called to know God 
now (Acts 2:39). 

5.

Christians must 
take care not to 
be assimilated 
by a “perverse 
generation” (Acts 
2:40). 

6.

but by the standards expected by 
God, not men.

The seventh point is not in 
Peter’s sermon, but is a result of 
the truths it preached:

There is a 
wonderful 
spiritual unity 
and brotherhood 
in the Church of 
God (Acts 2:41-47). 

7.

shows it will happen in different 
epochs. 

To learn more about the resur-
rections and God’s plan of salva-
tion, read “Resurrections: What 
Are They?”
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http://lifehopeandtruth.com/life/plan-of-salvation/pentecost/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/life/plan-of-salvation/pentecost/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/change/the-church/the-church/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/change/the-church/the-church/
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God

Perceptions about the Holy 
Spirit have changed since 
it was given to the New 
Testament Church on the 
Day of Pentecost. What can 
we learn about the Holy 
Spirit from believers in the 
first century?

What Is the 
Holy Spirit?

By David Treybig

HE GIVING OF GOD’S HOLY SPIRIT ON THE DAY  
of Pentecost in A.D. 31 was a watershed event in 
Church history. This miraculous event recorded in 
Acts 2 would forever change the lives of Jesus’ disci-
ples meeting together on the Feast of Pentecost—and 
the lives of those who would follow in their footsteps. 

It also gave these founding members of the New 
Testament Church a greater understanding of the 
Holy Spirit than they and most people who had lived 
before them had ever known. 

Biblical definition discarded
But, strangely, in the centuries that followed this 

watershed occasion, most people discarded the earli-
est Christians’ clear understanding of the Holy Spirit 
in favor of an evolving, humanly devised definition 
of the Godhead. 

According to that new theory, now well-known 
as “the Trinity,” the Holy Spirit was elevated to be a 
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coequal member of the Godhead. 
In other words, the Holy Spirit, 
God the Father, and Jesus Christ 
were now seen as three distinct 
entities that together comprised 
one triune God. 

Theologians had devised the 
idea of the Trinity to combat 
polytheism—the belief in many 
gods—and after long debate had 
finally come to a general agree-
ment that this explanation of 
God should be a central tenet of 
Christianity. 

In spite of the theory’s non-
biblical (the word Trinity is not 
found in the Bible) and myste-
rious, logic-defying elements 
(how can three individual 
beings be only one being?), this 
man-made philosophy is today 
firmly entrenched in main-
stream Christianity. In fact, most 
churches now consider adher-
ence to the Trinity doctrine 
the litmus test for determining 
whether or not one is indeed a 
Christian!

But bothersome questions 
arise from this. For example, 
did theologians have the right to 
reject the understanding of the 
Holy Spirit that was held by first-
century Christians—the people 
who actually experienced the 
miracle of that special Pentecost? 
And why don’t we give greater 
consideration to the understand-
ing God gave those with the first-
hand experience? 

Surprisingly, their insights on 
the Holy Spirit not only contra-
dict modern theology, but they 

also provide much-needed clar-
ity on the confusing aspects of 
trinitarianism. 

Jesus prepares His followers 
for Pentecost

In the days leading up to Pen-
tecost in A.D. 31, Jesus told His 
disciples what was soon to occur. 
At the Passover ceremony, which 
took place on the evening before 
His crucifixion, Jesus explained 
that He would ask the Father 
to give His followers another 
“Helper, … the Spirit of truth,” to 
dwell with them and be in them 
(John 14:16-17).

After spending three days 
and three nights in the grave just 
as He had predicted (Matthew 
12:40), Jesus miraculously rose 
from the dead and met with His 
disciples in Jerusalem and Gali-
lee (Matthew 26:32; 28:7). Before 
Pentecost, the group traveled 
back to Jerusalem. 

“And being assembled 
together with them, He [Jesus] 
commanded them not to depart 
from Jerusalem, but to wait 
for the Promise of the Father, 
‘which,’ He said, ‘you heard from 
Me; for John truly baptized with 
water, but you shall be baptized 
with the Holy Spirit not many 
days from now’” (Acts 1:4-5). 

He went on to tell them some-
thing they could not have fully 
comprehended at the time: “You 
shall receive power when the 
Holy Spirit has come upon you; 
and you shall be witnesses to Me 
in Jerusalem, and in all Judea 

While today many within main-
stream Christianity do not observe 
the annual biblical holy day of Pen-
tecost and almost all have adopted 
the revised Trinitarian explanation 
of the Holy Spirit, some charismatic 
churches strive to replicate one of 
the miraculous components of the 
Pentecost experience described in 
Acts 2. They teach that people must 
speak in unknown tongues—usually 
an unintelligible babble—to show 
they have received the Holy Spirit.

A careful study of the bibli-
cal record dispels this percep-
tion. Although the believers who 
received the Holy Spirit on the Day 
of Pentecost did speak in other rec-
ognizable languages (Acts 2:4-11) 
and this also occurred on two other 
occasions (Acts 10:44-46; 19:1-6), no 
biblical evidence exists that this mir-
acle happened every time a believer 
was baptized, either then or there-
after. 

This miracle of speaking in other 
languages occurred only on a few 
special occasions when the Holy 
Spirit was first being given to vari-
ous people in the Church, appar-
ently to demonstrate that God had 
indeed given believers a portion 
of His power. But after these initial 
instances, supernaturally speaking in 
other languages was not necessary 
as evidence of the Holy Spirit. 

Today, understanding that God 
has fulfilled His promise, new Chris-
tians can have confidence that God 
will likewise give them His Holy Spirit 
when they repent of their sins and 
are baptized (Acts 2:38). 

When God’s Spirit resides in 
them, the fruit of His Spirit—“love, 
joy, peace, longsuffering, kindness, 
goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, 
self-control” (Galatians 5:22-23)—
becomes evident in their lives. This 
fruit, not speaking in tongues, is the 
enduring proof of the Holy Spirit 
dwelling in a person.

Evidence of the  
Holy Spirit

 Who could deny this proof that the 
Holy Spirit now resided within the 
followers of Christ? They truly had 
received a power they had never 

previously possessed. 
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Having God’s Spirit 
within us is vitally 
important. Here are 
a few of the reasons 
revealed in the Bible: 

• The Holy Spirit 
leads us into truth (John 
16:13).

• The Holy Spirit 
within us provides 
comfort (Acts 9:31). 

• Being led by the 
Holy Spirit identifies us 
as Christians (Romans 
8:14).

• The Holy Spirit 
gives us the love of God, 
which is demonstrated 
by keeping His com-
mandments (Romans 
5:5; 1 John 5:1-3).

• The Holy Spirit 
within us guarantees 
us eternal life (Romans 
8:16-17). 

Read more about 
how to repent and be 
baptized—the way 
one receives the Holy 
Spirit (Acts 2:38)—by 
downloading our free 
booklet Change Your 
Life! 

In addition, trained 
ministers are available 
to assist you in the 
process. You can con-
tact us, and a minister 
will be pleased to pro-
vide you with personal 
counsel regarding this 
most important step.

and Samaria, and to the end of 
the earth” (verse 8, emphasis 
added throughout). 

As instructed, the disciples 
went to Jerusalem to observe 
Pentecost and wait for this prom-
ised power that would give them 
the courage and commitment to 
preach the gospel of the King-
dom of God to the world (Mat-
thew 24:14). 

Within a matter of days, the 
holy day arrived; and with it, the 
gift of the Holy Spirit. 

The Holy Spirit comes to the 
Church

The way the Holy Spirit came 
on that momentous Day of Pen-
tecost in A.D. 31 was spectacular 
and stunning! Along with the 
sound of a mighty wind, flames 
of fire appeared on the heads 
of all the believers who then, 
inexplicably, started speaking 
in other languages (Acts 2:2-4). 
These unexplainable displays 
made it clear that something 
unusual had indeed occurred—
something that required super-
natural power. 

As multitudes of people from 
many countries began flowing to 
this scene, they, too, were caught 
up in the miracle—everyone 
understanding in his or her own 
native language the words being 
spoken! Who could deny this 
proof that the Holy Spirit now 
resided within the followers of 
Christ? They truly had received a 
power they had never previously 
possessed. 

Their understanding of the 
Holy Spirit was exactly what 
Christ had said—it was indeed 
the power of God.

The Holy Spirit after  
Pentecost A.D. 31

Later, writing to the church at 
Rome, the apostle Paul referred 
to “the power of the Holy Spirit” 
(Romans 15:13). He said it was 
this “power of the Spirit of God” 

that allowed him to perform 
signs and wonders in his minis-
try (verse 19). To Timothy, Paul 
wrote: “For God has not given us 
a spirit of fear, but of power and 
of love and of a sound mind” (2 
Timothy 1:7).

The first-century Christians 
clearly understood—the Holy 
Spirit was the power of God. 
Through the power of His Spirit, 
God comforted them through 
trials, assisted them in learn-
ing the truth, identified them as 
Christians and offered them the 
promise of eternal life. But we 
find no evidence that the Chris-
tians considered the Holy Spirit 
to be a separate member of the 
Godhead. 

As for the Godhead, Paul 
succinctly noted the teach-
ing God had given him and his 
first-century brethren: “For us 
there is one God, the Father, of 
whom are all things, and we for 
Him; and one Lord Jesus Christ, 
through whom are all things, 
and through whom we live” (1 
Corinthians 8:6). No mention of 
the Holy Spirit!

The biblical definition
The Trinity is simply a human 

invention. The biblical teaching 
only shows a Godhead consist-
ing of God the Father and His 
Son, Jesus Christ. The Holy Spirit 
is described and respected as the 
power of God, but is nowhere 
defined as a separate being. 

Toward the end of the first 
century, Jude admonished the 
Church to “contend earnestly for 
the faith which was once for all 
delivered to the saints” (Jude 1:3). 
This faith—including its explana-
tion of the Holy Spirit—provides 
the only biblically defensible def-
inition of the Holy Spirit. 

To learn more about this defi-
nition established and taught to 
men by God, see the section on 
the LifeHopeandTruth.com web-
site titled “Holy Spirit.” D

One of the earliest 
New Testament refer-
ences to the Holy Spirit 
is an angel’s announce-
ment to Mary: “The 
Holy Spirit will come 
upon you, and the 
power of the Highest 
will overshadow you; 
therefore, also, that 
Holy One who is to be 
born will be called the 
Son of God” (Luke 1:35). 

In this passage the 
angel Gabriel describes 
the Holy Spirit as the 
“power” of God. As a 
being in close contact 
with the Godhead, this 
angel surely knew the 
correlation between 
God and the Holy Spirit. 

Interestingly, this 
definition of the Holy 
Spirit as the power of 
God helps us under-

stand why this pas-
sage refers to Jesus as 
the Son of God instead 
of the Son of the Holy 
Spirit. The Holy Spirit 
was not presented as 
another divine being. 
Rather, it was described 
as the power of God 
the Father.

When Jesus suc-
cessfully resisted 
Satan’s temptations, He 
“returned in the power 
of the Spirit to Galilee” 
(Luke 4:14). As for heal-
ing people, Luke 5:17 
says, “And the power of 
the Lord was present to 
heal them.” 

Prior to Pente-
cost A.D. 31, God had 
already revealed that 
the Holy Spirit was His 
power—not another 
divine being.

The Holy Spirit Defined  
Before Pentecost

Why We Need 
 the Holy Spirit

http://info.lifehopeandtruth.com/change-your-life/
http://info.lifehopeandtruth.com/change-your-life/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/contact/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/contact/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/god/holy-spirit/
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i
Only a third of Americans say they are very 

happy, according to a Harris Poll. And, according 
to a worldwide ranking, the U.S. is the 17th happiest 
country in the world. The World Happiness Report 
lists another 139 countries that are even less happy!

We all want to achieve a level of well-being and 
satisfaction in our lives, but few of us have been 
taught or discovered the keys to happiness. Many of 
the popular ideas and self-help solutions turn out to 
be temporary or even counterproductive. The pur-
suit of happiness can seem like a fool’s game.

The simple solution
However, becoming happy is not as difficult as 

you might imagine. God gave us guidance on how 
to become happy in Proverbs 29:18: “Happy is he 
who keeps the law.”

Can it be that simple, and will it work? The 
answer is yes! 

Unfortunately, many teach that the laws of God 
are no longer relevant in this “enlightened” soci-
ety. Listings of the 10 Commandments have been 
removed from U.S. schools and from other public 

institutions. The mention of God or Jesus Christ in 
public forums is frowned upon.

Notice how the Founder of Christianity summa-
rizes God’s law-the way to true happiness. Jesus 
Christ makes it very plain in Matthew 22:37-40: 
“‘You shall love the Lord your God with all your 
heart, with all your soul and with all your mind.’ 
This is the first and great commandment. And the 
second is like it: ‘You shall love your neighbor as 
yourself.’ On these two commandments hang all 
the Law and the Prophets.”

These two great commandments encompass all 
of God’s laws. God wants us to honor Him and not 
allow idolatry or anything else to come between us 
and our worship of Him. He doesn’t want us to take 
His name in vain, and He wants us to keep His Sab-
bath. God also wants us to respect others by hon-
oring our parents and rejecting murder, adultery, 
stealing, lying and coveting. 

These are the 10 Commandments. They reflect 
God’s thinking and bring automatic benefits for us 
and for those around us. And God promises bless-
ings and happiness to those who obey His laws!

A world with God’s laws
Can you imagine a world where everyone tries 

to keep God’s laws? Can you just picture the peace 
there would be? Can you visualize how much hap-
piness and joy everyone would have?

Are You 
Happy?
Many people are not! 
They lead unfulfilled 
lives and wonder if 
happiness will ever 
come. Are you often 
unhappy? If so, there 
is a solution you 
should try. 
By John Foster

Bible

In every country, people experience 
varying degrees of happiness and 
unhappiness. 
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The Bible says this will become a reality after Jesus 
Christ returns to the earth and initiates a world of peace 
and happiness. Everyone will be taught to keep the laws of 
God. Isaiah 2:3-4 says, “‘He will teach us His ways, and we 
shall walk in His paths.’ For out of Zion shall go forth the 
law, and the word of the Lord from Jerusalem.”

And one of the results of that action will be that “nation 
shall not lift up sword against nation, neither shall they 
learn war anymore” (verse 4).

Think of that—no more war! Wars have claimed mil-
lions of lives over the centuries. The vast majority of wars 
are the result of lust (disobeying the 10th Commandment) 
and break the Sixth Commandment, “you shall not mur-
der” (James 4:1-2; Exodus 20:13).

Even now, if everyone obeyed the Sixth Commandment, 
there would be no more war, plus no one would be mur-
dered! We would never hear of tragic stories of school or 
workplace shootings. People would be freed from the fear 
of being shot, stabbed or poisoned. 

Ultimately, when God writes His laws in our hearts 
and minds, there will be no more hatred—of anyone. Jesus 
equated unrighteous anger toward others with the sin of 
murder (Matthew 5:21-22). A world without hatred would 
no longer see bigotry, road rage, violent beatings or bully-
ing. 

Just keeping this one commandment would change the 
entire way people deal with others. Therefore, if you want 
to be happy now, don’t harbor the spirit of murder or hate 
others.

Happiness comes by obedience
Just think how happy everyone would be if they obeyed 

all the laws of God! For instance, the Seventh Command-
ment demands that we not commit adultery. How many 
marriages would be saved if no one gave in to infidelity? 
How many people would be spared from contracting hor-

rific sexually transmitted diseases if everyone obeyed this 
one law?

Just as Jesus emphasized the deeper meaning of the 
commandment against murder, so He expanded on the 
meaning of the command against adultery (Matthew 5:27-
28). For a man to even look lustfully upon a woman who 
isn’t his wife is adulterous! If this law were obeyed, the por-
nography industry would no longer exist, children would 
never be sexually exploited again, and rape would be a 
scourge of the past.

If you want to be happy, don’t commit adultery—period. 
The same reasoning applies to all of God’s command-

ments. If you want to be happy—don’t lie, don’t cheat, don’t 
steal and, above all, honor God at all times and keep His 
Sabbath holy.

God wants to help
Doing these things is not impossible—and God wants to 

help. The apostle John wrote the following definitive state-
ment in 1 John 5:3: “For this is the love of God, that we keep 
His commandments. And His commandments are not bur-
densome.”

And you will be happier! Though even those who obey 
God suffer in this current evil world, they are making the 
choices that will lead to satisfaction and joy now and for 
eternity (Psalms 34:19; 16:11; 1 Timothy 4:8). 

So give it a try! According to Revelation 22:14, “Blessed 
are those who do His commandments, that they may have 
the right to the tree of life.” The sooner we begin to keep 
God’s laws, the happier and more blessed we will be.

For more information on how to obey God, download 
our free booklet God’s 10 Commandments. The Church of 
God, a Worldwide Association, teaches that God’s laws are 
important. If you want to fellowship with a group of people 
who are trying to obey God, please feel free to contact us at 
info@cogwa.org. D

HowHAPPY  
is your 
country?

#1. Denmark

#156. Togo

#17. United States
The 2013 World Happiness report 
commissioned by the United 
Nations ranked the happiness of 156 
nations based on factors such as life 
expectancy, perceptions of corruption, 
GDP per capita, personal freedom, 
social support and generosity. 

#137. Sri Lanka

#28. Chile

#41. South Korea  
 

#102. Mongolia

#61. Angola
#50. Bolivia

#115. Iran

#124. Sudan

#10. Australia

#24. Brazil

#70. Greece

Happiness ranking*

3 7.5

*Countries in gray were not surveyed

http://info.lifehopeandtruth.com/gods-10-commandments
mailto:info%40cogwa.org?subject=
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Do you trust 
yourself to make 

good decisions, or 
do you find yourself 

regretting your 
decisions later? How 
can we make better 

decisions?

tHE 
trouble WITH 
LISTENING 
TO yOUR 
HEART

By Debbie Pierce

Relationships

Photo: 123RF
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MMandy* sat across from me, a wad of 
tissues in her hand. She’d been crying for 
several minutes now as she recounted 
how her husband of six months had 
gotten into a rage, destroyed framed 
pictures on the wall and had taken a 
hammer to her pickup truck. 

Her oldest daughter, who’d been in the house at the time, had already 
told me how frightened she was of her stepdad.

This wasn’t the first time Ray* had come unglued. In fact, Mandy 
had told me on several different occasions that Ray had a temper. As 
she cried out her hurt and anger over this latest incident, I remembered 
a conversation we’d had just seven months earlier after I’d met Ray. I’d 
seen him lose his temper with Mandy. I was concerned about her marry-
ing him, and Mandy expressed concern as well. 

Yet she went ahead with the wedding.

Listen to your heart?
Unfortunately, Mandy’s story is not unusual. Many people struggle 

with the consequences of their decisions, especially those impacting 
relationships. Decision making can be tough and have devastating 
repercussions. 

When we are faced with a difficult decision, how do we make it? Are 
we guided only by our emotions, as so many are?

How many times have we heard it said, “It felt right at the time” or 
“If it feels good, just do it”? These ideas are common in our culture and 
found often in popular literature, music and film. I’m reminded of a 
song several years ago that said, “Listen to your heart, there’s nothing 
else you can do.”

But is that really true? Is it really all we can or should do, when we’re 
faced with choices, to go by how we feel in the moment?

Like shifting sand
Imagine for a moment walking on a sand dune. It can be a lot of fun 

to walk, run or play in the sand; but sand is not known for its stability. 
Sand is always shifting, which makes it a very unstable foundation. You 
wouldn’t want to build something on it that’s meant to last.

Emotions are like that shifting sand. What we feel today is not what 
we will feel tomorrow. Or the feeling may be the same but the intensity 
may be different.

For example, when Mandy first revealed to me what it was like liv-
ing with Ray, she expressed anger at how he would treat her and her 
three children. But the very next week when I saw her again, she was 
less angry and more defensive of his actions. Her feelings had changed, 
and what she had resolved to do out of anger only a week prior had now 
shifted out of a mix of other feelings.

She was able to talk herself out of leaving because she felt differently 
about what had happened. The problem was, Ray was still the same vol-
atile person.
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A different guide
It can be helpful to think back on 

some of our own choices. How many 
times were we influenced by emotions 
of fear, loneliness, anger or hurt? Do 
we now regret any of those decisions?

Wouldn’t it be better to be guided 
by something that isn’t always shift-
ing like that sand dune—something 
solid and unchanging?

That’s what values are for. Values 
are standards, or core beliefs, that 
are meant to provide a solid founda-
tion on which to make our decisions. 
While emotions fluctuate and can be 
confusing, our values should be rock-
solid and unmoving. 

That doesn’t mean, of course, that 
emotions are not important. In fact, 
they often motivate us to take action 
in our lives. For example, anxiety 
about a big exam or a presentation at 
work might make us prepare better. 
Emotions give us information about 
ourselves and help us to interact with 
others. And, yes, they do play a role in 
decision making. 

The problem occurs when we dis-
regard our values to accommodate 
our hearts.

Mandy’s decision first to marry 
and then to stay with Ray is a good 
example of this. Mandy talked often 
about how much her children mat-
tered to her and how they were her 
priority. She wanted them to be safe 
and said she wouldn’t bring another 
man into their lives who didn’t treat 
her or them with love. 

But when it came right down to it, 
the way Ray made her feel (when he 

wasn’t angry) mattered most. She was 
tired of being alone. 

Had she had been guided by her 
desire to have a healthy, safe family 
and to be a mother her children could 
depend on for safety and protection, 
things may have turned out differ-
ently. Instead, her emotionally based 
decision was to have a long-lasting 
impact on her and her children. 

A solid foundation for decision 
making

Unfortunately, we live in a culture 
that places a higher priority on feel-
ing good than on doing right. Instead 
of living by a moral code of eth-
ics or standards, many people have 
embraced the concept of moral rela-
tivism, which means that what they 
consider right or wrong is determined 
by their ever-changing circumstances 
and emotions.

But is defining right and wrong 
something we should decide for our-
selves? Or is there a standard of mea-
surement that we should all follow?

In Exodus 20:1-17 God laid out His 
standards for us in the 10 Command-
ments. In His laws God tells us what 
our value system should be, and in 
Galatians 5:22-23 the apostle Paul 
writes of the fruit or results that come 
from living according to these laws: 
love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, 
goodness, faithfulness, gentleness 
and self-control. 

Imagine enjoying a life that reflects 
these characteristics! When we make 
decisions that are guided by God’s 
unmoving, rock-solid principles, a 
fruitful, happy life is the result.

In Matthew 7:24-27 Christ told 
His followers: “Therefore, whoever 
hears these sayings of Mine, and does 
them, I will liken him to a wise man 
who built his house on the rock: and 
the rain descended, the floods came, 
and the winds blew and beat on that 
house; and it did not fall, for it was 
founded on the rock. 

“But everyone who hears these say-
ings of Mine, and does not do them, 
will be like a foolish man who built 
his house on the sand: and the rain 
descended, the floods came, and the 
winds blew and beat on that house; 
and it fell. And great was its fall.” 

The life we build is the result of a 
lifetime of decisions. If we are not 
happy with the life we currently have, 
it’s good to take a look at the founda-
tion we are basing our decisions on. 

Mandy has struggled because she 
built upon her feelings. She even-
tually divorced; her children have 
grown weary and distrustful of prom-
ises made but not kept. 

But Mandy’s struggle doesn’t have 
to be ours. While mistakes are inevi-
table, when we base our decisions 
upon the right foundation—the Word 
of God—and trust in Him, we can be 
assured that what we build will be 
rock-solid and will weather whatever 
life brings.

Learn more about this solid foun-
dation by downloading our free book-
let God’s 10 Commandments. D

*Client names have been changed 
to protect privacy. Debbie Pierce, LPC, 
NCC, is a licensed psychotherapist and 
has practiced for 20 years.

The life we build is the result 
of a lifetime of decisions. If we 
are not happy with the life we 

currently have, it’s good to take 
a look at the foundation we are 

basing our decisions on. 

http://info.lifehopeandtruth.com/gods-10-commandments
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Prophecy

What  We  Can 
Learn   From 

the  World  Cup

The world’s biggest sports 
championship shines a 
spotlight on the human 
capacity for achievement! It 
can also reveal a hole in our 
lives that only God can fill.

By Saul Langarica

Key decision makers and millions of fans obvi-
ously feel it’s worth it, although in Brazil, where 
poverty and socioeconomic problems abound, such 
enormous expenditures angered many people 
from all social classes. For several months, enraged 
protesters raised the threat of actually canceling 
the mega event! However, after receiving promises 
for improvements to their quality of life, many of 
the demonstrations calmed down. 

And, apparently, any discomfort Brazilians 
have to go through will be tempered by the simple 
fact that, as in much of the world, football is more 
than a sport to Brazilians—it is their culture, their 
idol and, some say, even their god.

A little history
People like to play games, of course, and football 

in one form or another has ancient roots. Its rules 
are simple; it can be played almost anywhere; and 
it’s accessible to people of any income level. 

After football became an official sport in the 
1908 London Olympics, it gained such interest 
around the world that, in 1930, FIFA held the first 
international championship in Uruguay. Since 
then, it has become wildly popular in most coun-
tries, and for about a month every four years the 
World Cup captivates football fans around the 
world. This short period of great sporting excite-
ment has even occasionally brought periods of rel-
ative peace among participating countries as they 
turn their attention to the games.

As soon as one World Cup ends, nations begin 
looking to the next, each dreaming of the glory 
that goes with being world champion. In 2007, for 
example, 197 countries signed up for the first round 

When Brazil and Croatia take the field 
on June 12 in São Paulo, they will kick off the greatest 
single-sport event in the world. “An estimated 715.1 mil-
lion people watched the final match of the 2006 World 
Cup held in Germany and the 2010 event in South 
Africa was broadcast to 204 countries on 245 different 
channels,” according to the Fédération Internationale 
de Football Association (FIFA). This far outstrips the 
111.5 million who watched the 2014 Super Bowl, the big-
gest U.S. sports championship. 

The World Cup is more than just a football (or soc-
cer, as it’s called in some countries) tournament. It’s big 
business, especially for the host countries, which shoul-
der an enormous investment. Brazil has spent about $14 
billion in organizing and providing the necessary infra-
structure for this year’s World Cup. 
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of qualifications for the 2010 champi-
onship! 

This year, the 32 final teams have 
qualified. The tickets for the most 
important matches are virtually sold 
out, and millions are anxiously wait-
ing for the competition to finally begin. 
And come Sunday, July 13, the citizens 
of one of those nations entered will be 
euphorically celebrating their victory.

What can we learn from the 
World Cup?

For people who believe in God and 
view the events of life through the lens 
of the Bible, considering an event like 
the World Cup offers a number of inter-
esting observations.

1. Sports give a view of what can 
be. 

During this worldwide tournament 
that stretches over many months, over-
all you usually see healthy competi-
tion and relative harmony between the 
teams.

Of course, examples of poor sports-
manship and attempts to fool the offi-
cials crop up, confirming what the 
Bible says about how human nature 
tends toward doing the wrong and 
struggling with the right. We are not 
naturally peaceful and harmonious 
(Romans 8:7; Jeremiah 17:9). But to 
excel in football, and sports in gen-
eral, requires a discipline and team-
work that does bring out good things 
in humanity. 

For example, succeeding in sports 
requires athletes to have self-control. 
Thus, the best sportsmen and women 

are usually honest, disciplined and 
peaceful, which explains why sporting 
championships can be times of relative 
unity, peace and harmony among par-
ticipants and the countries that sup-
port them.

The Bible reveals that God made us 
in His own image (Genesis 1:26), with 
incredible potential (Hebrews 2:6-10). 
And although humanity rejected God’s 
tree of life, opting instead to eat of the 
fruit of the tree of the knowledge of 
good and evil (Genesis 2:17; 3:6), some-
times the good does prevail, which 
accounts for our expressions of kind-
ness, harmony, unity and peace. When 
we make a conscious effort—even with 
our limitations—to express good char-
acter and attitudes, we achieve greater 
things.

If, through the discipline of sports, 
human beings are capable of achiev-
ing peace and good will with others, 
how much more will we be able to 
have peace when we reach the poten-
tial God created for us? How much 
further will we get when we have His 
Holy Spirit, not our unstable human 
nature, guiding and controlling our 
lives? 

And, even more, what will life be 
like when Jesus Christ returns to rule 
the earth? You see, He’s going to usher 
in a time when peace will fill the 
earth—not only a limited kind of peace, 
but an everlasting peace. 

One of the beautiful pictures for 
the future God gives to us even uses 
playing games as a descriptor: “Thus 
says the Lord of hosts: ‘Old men and 

old women shall again sit in the streets 
of Jerusalem, each one with his staff 
in his hand because of great age. The 
streets of the city shall be full of boys 
and girls playing in its streets’” (Zecha-
riah 8:4-5).

2. The World Cup shows the 
importance of having a high goal.

Starting years before the actual 
championship, during the World 
Cup’s qualification rounds, every 
team dreams of being a part of the 
tournament and holding that FIFA 
world champion trophy for the 
next four years. The winning team’s 
reward of millions of dollars to split 
among its players also creates a huge 
incentive.

1914 
British and German 
soldiers fighting 
in World War I 
put down their 
weapons long 
enough to play 
a few games of 
football during an 
unofficial cease-
fire known as the 
Christmas truce. 

1930 
The Fédération 
Internationale 
de Football 
Association 
(FIFA) held the 
first World Cup 
tournament in 
Montevideo, 
Uruguay, with 13 
teams.

1950
India’s team 
withdrew from the 
World Cup in part 
because of FIFA’s 
requirement that all 
players wear shoes.

1954 
Fans watched the 
World Cup on TV 
for the first time.

The Beautiful 
Game
A brief history from the past 100 
years of football, known in Canada 
and the United States as soccer.
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But perhaps the greatest prize of 
all is the fame, prestige and thrill that 
come from winning the world cham-
pionship. Even just participating in 
the World Cup gives all players fame 
and recognition that will always follow 
them.

But, as we see in the Bible, an even 
better—eternal—prize awaits anyone 
who, with the help of God, sets his eyes 
on the crown of life and does whatever 
it takes to attain it. 

As the apostle Paul wrote to the 
Corinthians, whose society revered 
athletic events, “Do you not know that 
those who run in a race all run, but 
one receives the prize? Run in such a 
way that you may obtain it. And every-

one who competes for the prize is tem-
perate in all things. Now they do it to 
obtain a perishable crown, but we for 
an imperishable crown. Therefore I 
run thus: not with uncertainty. Thus I 
fight: not as one who beats the air. But 
I discipline my body and bring it into 
subjection, lest, when I have preached 
to others, I myself should become dis-
qualified” (1 Corinthians 9:24-27).

3. Football and other obsessions 
can highlight a void in our lives.

People who love football—fans and 
players alike—are almost always think-
ing about it. As soon as one World Cup 
ends, they start preparing for the next 
one. 

And besides the next World Cup, 
they have many other local, national 
and international championships to 
fill their interests as well.

Filling the void
Football is just one thing that mil-

lions of people become fanatical about. 
The truth is, nearly everyone grabs on 
to some kind of activity or attraction 
that fills a void that all of us seem to 
have inside. We all search for some-
thing meaningful, something bigger in 
life, but most don’t know what it is. 

Although sports may help fill the 
void, it can never be completely filled 
with football or anything physical. It is 
a spiritual void that needs to be filled. 

The satisfaction obtained by watch-
ing the World Cup firsthand or even 
being part of the winning team may be 
great, but it is only emotional, and it’s 
only momentary. When the euphoria 

subsides, as it inevitably does, we real-
ize that it does not bring the happiness 
we were really looking for. The hole is 
still there.

Sports or other physical interests 
can be quite beneficial indeed, but 
they are never enough to fulfill us in 
spiritual terms. Again, quoting Paul: 
“For bodily exercise profits a little, but 
godliness is profitable for all things, 
having promise of the life that now is 
and of that which is to come” (1 Timo-
thy 4:8).

Promise of a better world
The spiritual emptiness we have 

inside—like it or not—can only be filled 
with spiritual things. God, His spiritual 
laws and the practice of those laws can 
fill the spiritual void in every human 
being.

Jesus Christ will return to this earth 
and open the way for everyone to fill 
that spiritual emptiness. The time will 
soon come when all of humanity will 
lead meaningful, peaceful lives. They 
will be healthy and will enjoy the phys-
ical and social benefits of sports. But in 
that time also, athletes and all human 
beings will be taught to obey God’s 
laws, and then there will be real, last-
ing peace and harmony all around the 
world.

For more about filling the spiri-
tual void in our lives, download our 
free booklet Change Your Life! And for 
more about the wonderful world that 
will come with the return of Christ, 
read the free booklet The Mystery of the 
Kingdom. D

When we make a 
conscious effort-

even with our 
limitations-to 

express good 
character and 

attitudes, we 
achieve greater 

things.

1970 
Brazilian football star 
Pelé became the 
only person to win 
three World Cup 
championships.

1995 
An unexploded 
German bomb 
from World War 
II was discovered 
in April 1995 just 
beneath a football 
field in England 
where thousands 
of amateur games 
had taken place.

1998 
English referee 
Martin Sylvester 
ousted himself 
from a game after 
punching a player 
in the face.

2010 
Dan Magness of 
England broke the 
world record for 
juggling a football 
nonstop. Using 
only his head, 
shoulders, legs 
and feet, Magness 
juggled for 26 
hours.

2014 
 The Brazilian 
government 
is considering 
turning the Manaus 
stadium into a 
prison after the 
2014 World Cup.

1991 
The first FIFA 
Women’s World 
Cup took place in 
Guangdong, China, 
with 12 teams. 
United States beat 
Norway to win the 
tournament.
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WORLDWATCH

Jesus Christ was quite emphatic. After answer-
ing His disciples’ questions about the end of this 
evil age and the signs of His return, Jesus said, 
“Watch therefore, and pray always that you may be 
counted worthy to escape all these [terrible] things 
that will come to pass, and to stand before the Son 
of Man” (Luke 21:36).

The context in this famous Olivet Prophecy 
makes it clear that we should watch and pray 
because we don’t know the day or hour Christ will 
return, and we must not let it come on us “unex-
pectedly” (verse 34). We must not slip into the 
traps and temptations of the end-time age, such 
as “carousing, drunkenness, and cares of this life” 
that would make us unprepared to meet our Savior 
and King (verses 34-35).

So we must watch our own spiritual condition. 
And we must be about the work God has given His 
Church to do of challenging people to align their 
lives with God’s standards (repent) and announc-
ing the good news of the soon-coming Kingdom of 
God (Mark 1:14-15; Matthew 24:14).

But the context also includes the many signs 
that Jesus gave. These outlined major world events 
and trends that He wants us to watch.

What are some of these key prophetic trends 
we should be watching? So much is happening in 
the world that sometimes watching the news can 
just seem to be a negative cacophony of unrelated 
events. What are the most important things to 
watch?

Five Prophetic 
Trends to Watch
Why do we have this 
WorldWatch section in 
Discern? What does the Bible 
tell us to watch, and how do 
we choose which news items 
and trends to share?

By Mike Bennett

Watch threats to human 
existence

Jesus Christ warned, “For 
then there will be great tribula-
tion, such as has not been since 
the beginning of the world until 
this time, no, nor ever shall be. 
And unless those days were 
shortened, no flesh would be 
saved; but for the elect’s sake 
those days will be shortened” 
(Matthew 24:21-22).

Jesus prophesied that 
humanity would come to the 
brink of self-destruction. This 
was not possible till we invented 
and began stockpiling weap-
ons of mass destruction. Now 
nations (and perhaps soon, ter-
rorist groups) have the capacity 
to wipe out their enemies, but 

perhaps not before they retali-
ate with unrestrained destruc-
tion. This raises the specter of 
overkill—and the potential for 
total annihilation of the human 
race. 

But Jesus ended His state-
ment with the good news that, 
because of the faithful remnant 
of elect Christians serving Him 
and preaching the gospel of the 
Kingdom of God, He will return 
to save humanity from itself.

In the meantime, we should 
watch these threats to human 
existence and pray daily for 
God’s Kingdom to come (Mat-
thew 6:10).

Watch the Middle East
The geographical focus of the 

Bible is on the Holy Land, so it is 

Will the Ukraine Crisis Speed  
Nuclear Proliferation?

“If you have nuclear 
weapons, people don’t 

invade you.”
—PAVLO RIZANENKO, Ukrainian parliamentarian, on the lesson of Russia’s 
invasion of Crimea, quoted by Newsweek. He said many Ukrainians now 
believe the 1994 agreement in which world powers, including Russia, 
promised to respect Ukraine’s territory in return for Ukraine giving up its  
nuclear weapons arsenal was a mistake. 

Many also believe it will lead to more countries developing nuclear 
weapons. Voice of America quoted U.S. Senator Marco Rubio as saying, 
“Think about if you are one of the countries around the world right now 
that feels threatened by your neighbors. And the United States and the 
rest of the world are going to you and saying, ‘Do not develop nuclear 
weapons, South Korea. Do not develop nuclear weapons, Japan. Do not 
develop nuclear weapons, Saudi Arabia. We will protect you. We will watch 
out for you.’ What kind of lesson do you think this instance [in Ukraine] 
sends to them?”

2,000
nuclear warheads were returned 

by Ukraine to Russia after the 
collapse of the Soviet Union. This 

represented the world’s third-
largest nuclear weapons arsenal 

(Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists).

68% OF AMERICANS
 view Russia as unfriendly or an 

enemy (Gallup). 

63% OF AMERICANS
 have an unfavorable opinion of 
Vladimir Putin, up 10 percentage 

points since February (Gallup).

http://lifehopeandtruth.com/prophecy/kingdom-of-god/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/prophecy/kingdom-of-god/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/prophecy/kingdom-of-god/thy-kingdom-come/
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Terror 
Tunnel

On March 21, the 
Israeli military 

announced the 
discovery of a 
large tunnel 

leading from the 
Gaza Strip (home 

of Hamas) into 
Israel. One Israeli 
official called it 

a “terror tunnel.” 
Israel believes it 
was intended to 
allow Palestin-
ian terrorists to 
infiltrate Israel. 
This discovery 

came as dozens 
of rockets have 
been fired from 
the Gaza Strip 
into Israel in 

recent months, 
provoking the 
Israeli military 

to shell parts of 
Gaza (New York 
Daily News; The 

Economist). 

Middle East Unrest Producing 
New Crop of Terrorists

“The economic situation in the region 
today is much worse. So when you 
look around at the conditions and 
the circumstances, it looks and 
feels a lot worse than the conditions 
and circumstances that led to the 
formation of al-Qaeda.”
—ANTHONY BUBALO, former Australian diplomat 
and intelligence analyst, about his assertion that the 
presence of foreign fighters in many of the Middle 
East’s conflicts makes conditions for extremism even 
worse than in 2001. ABC.net.au

30%
of the European Union’s natural 
gas comes from Russia. The 
EU’s heavy reliance on Russian energy resources has 
tempered its response to Russia’s recent annexation of 
Crimea. This crisis could lead Europe to major adjust-
ments, from searching for other energy sources to 
strengthening its foreign policy and military options 
(Christian Science Monitor). 

Russia’s Stranglehold on  
EU’s Energy

no surprise that the focus of end-time 
biblical prophecy is on the Middle East, 
and especially on Jerusalem.

Jesus said, “But when you see Jeru-
salem surrounded by armies, then 
know that its desolation is near” (Luke 
21:20). This has happened before in 
history, but the final time will be just 
before Jesus Christ returns to the 
Mount of Olives and defeats the armies 
of the earth who will fight against Him 
(Zechariah 14:1-4; Revelation 16:14-16; 
19:19-21).

But much is prophesied to happen 
in the Middle East leading up to that 
time. Daniel tells of an end-time Mid-
dle Eastern king of the South who will 
attack the king of the North, provoking 
a whirlwind invasion (Daniel 11:40-43). 
The Bible also prophesies the Abomi-
nation of Desolation, Armageddon and 

other important end-time events. How 
will these things play out? The volatile 
situation in the Middle East is not clear 
at this point, so we need to keep watch.

Read more about the prophecies 
for the Middle East in the LifeHope 
andTruth.com section on “Middle East 
in Bible Prophecy.”

Watch Europe
Earlier, we mentioned the power-

ful king of the North, also known in 
the Bible as the beast. See our article 
on the “King of the North” to see how 
this ancient empire was swallowed up 
by the Roman Empire, and how the 
Roman Empire has gone through sev-
eral revivals through the centuries. 

One final restoration is prophesied 
for the end time, centered in Europe 
and intimately connected with a pow-
erful religious leader. Read more about 

this in the article “What Is Babylon?” 
and related articles.

These important prophecies also 
bear watching, as Europe continues to 
unify and the role of the Roman church 
evolves.

Watch moral trends
Bible prophecy was given for sev-

eral purposes, but one of the major 
reasons is to show us the cause of the 
bad things that happen on earth. Sin—
disobedience to God’s laws—is the 
cause of much of the evil and suffer-
ing humanity faces. Leviticus 26 and 
Deuteronomy 28 lay out clearly the ter-
rible consequences of sin, as well as the 
blessings of obedience. God wants us to 
take warning and change—to repent!

So, as we see the decline in moral 
values in the world around us, we 
should take note and “sigh and cry 

Within the unwieldy 
28-nation European Union, 
18 nations currently use 
the euro currency. German 
finance minister Wolfgang 
Schäuble is pushing for 
changes to the EU treaty 
to strengthen this core 
eurozone.

“After the [May] EU elec-
tions the debate about 
treaty change will be back 

on the table. The 
federal govern-

ment will 
plead for in-

stitutional 
improve-

ments, 
at 

least in the eurozone. The 
monetary union needs a 
joint finance and economic 
policy, with correspond-
ing institutions,” Schäuble 
said in an interview with 
Handelsblatt (March 27).

He called for a euro-
zone parliament and a 
permanent chief of the 
Eurogroup, currently an 
informal organization of 
eurozone finance ministers 
(EUObserver.com).

Will such changes help 
Europe unify enough to 
speak with one voice in 
fast-moving events such as 
the Ukrainian crisis?

German Plans to Strengthen  
the Eurozone

“Europe was always 
built during crises.”
—LEAP, a European think tank. The organization 
continued, “The Ukrainian crisis, as dangerous and 
desperate as it is, is probably also the one that Europe 
needs to finally overcome this last and so difficult stage 
of political union.” Newropeans Magazine

http://lifehopeandtruth.com/prophecy/understanding-the-book-of-daniel/the-king-of-the-south/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/prophecy/understanding-the-book-of-daniel/abomination-of-desolation/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/prophecy/understanding-the-book-of-daniel/abomination-of-desolation/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/prophecy/end-times/armageddon/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/prophecy/middle-east/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/prophecy/middle-east/
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over all the abominations” (Ezekiel 9:4). 
Jesus said we must not allow the law-
lessness around us to cause us to let our 
love grow cold (Matthew 24:12-13).

We especially watch the moral 
trends in nations that had strong bib-
lical traditions and that have received 
the blessings of Abraham. Read more 
about this in the Life, Hope & Truth sec-
tion “12 Tribes of Israel.”

Watch the ride of the four horse-
men of the Apocalypse

Jesus listed religious deception, 
wars, famines and pestilences as “the 
beginning of sorrows,” or birth pangs 
that will lead to the birth of a new world 
of peace (Matthew 24:5-8). A careful 
analysis of the “Four Horsemen of the 
Apocalypse” shows that the mysteri-
ous horsemen John saw represent these 
same four trends (Revelation 6:1-8).

We will strive to watch these trends 
that will intensify in the end times.

Watch and prepare
There are many more prophecies 

we will be watching, but these five 
represent key trends we need to be 
aware of. We hope this WorldWatch 
section and the “Insights Into News 
and Prophecy” items posted regularly 
on the Life, Hope & Truth website will 
help you in fulfilling Jesus Christ’s 
command to watch world events.

And, as we mentioned earlier, the 
most important thing to watch is our-
selves. Are we living a righteous life in 
anticipation of Christ’s return? Christ’s 
parables following the Olivet Prophecy 
in Matthew 25 illustrate that He will 
come with judgment. Some will be pre-
pared, and others will not. 

Download our Change Your Life! 
booklet and study the biblical action 
plan of repentance and the entire pro-
cess of conversion. This booklet can 
help you watch yourself and be pre-
pared for His return. D

China’s 2014 defense budget 
(which represents a 12.2 per-

cent increase from 2013). 

China’s increasing military 
expenditure is setting off 

alarms among other Asian 
nations, many (including 

Japan, Vietnam and South 
Korea) are increasing their 

military spending in response. 
China has been much more 

aggressive militarily in recent 
years and has been investing 

in more advanced military 
technology. The goal seems 
to be to have a military force 
capable of deterring Ameri-

can intervention in the region 
(The Economist). 

$132  
billion

Do You Need 
to Believe in 
God to Be 

Moral? 

BRITAIN
YES 20%
NO 78%

EGYPT
YES 95%
NO 4%

FRANCE 
YES 15%
NO 85%

ARGENTINA
YES 47%
NO 52%

CHINA
YES 14%
NO 75%

PEW RESEARCH 
CENTER

Asian Arms RaceGrowing Food Worries

—HIROYUKI KONUMA, assistant director-general of 
the U.N. Food and Agriculture Organization Asia-Pacific, 
at a food security conference in Mongolia March 10, 2014. 

“If we fail to meet our goal 
and a food shortage occurs, 
there will be a high risk of 
social and political unrest, 
civil wars and terrorism, 
and world security as a 
whole might be affected.” 

77% 
Increase needed in crop 

production for developing 
nations (Reuters).

60%
Increase in world food 
production needed by 
mid-century in order 
to reduce the risk of 

serious food shortages 
that could bring social 
unrest and civil wars.

49%
of black men in 

the U.S. have been 
arrested by age 

23; 38 percent of 
white males have 
been arrested by 
that age (Crime & 

Delinquency).

22 percent of Aus-
tralians reported 
that they had “no 

religion” in 2011, up 
from 15 percent in 
2001. It was 28 per-
cent for those 

aged 15 to 
34.

 
Another 

64,390 wrote 
in “Jedi” or a vari-

ant as their religion 
(Australian Bureau of 

Statistics). 

Rise of  
“No 

Religion”

Shocking 
Arrest 
Rates

49%
of Americans 
aged 14 to 24 
said they have 

experienced some 
form of electronic 

harassment, such as 
cyberbullying (CBS 

News).

Electronic 
Harassment
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World InSight
One hundred years ago an 
assassination in Europe 
sparked World War I and 
began a seismic shift in human 
history. The parallels with 
today are chilling. When will 
war end?

The War That 
Could Not End 
All Wars
By Neal Hogberg

European nations are embarking on  
a four-year-long commemoration of the centennial of World 
War I, a catastrophe that remains poignantly relevant today. 
It was perhaps the pivotal event of the 20th century, ripping 
apart a continent and setting the stage for our modern world. 

Though the combatants have long been in the grave, the 
renewed interest is expected to generate 150 new books in 
Germany alone, with nearly double that in France.

Old wounds
While official ceremonies will strive to convey how far 

unity and integration have come in recent decades, the hor-
rific memories of “the war to end all wars” may also tear 
open old wounds. As the events begin, national tensions are 
already rising. 

The Wall Street Journal reported on March 3, 2014: “In the 
Balkans, Serbs chafe at what they see as attempts to blame 
them for the war. In Belgium, the national government is 
rebuking its Flanders region for allegedly seizing on the 
anniversary for separatist purposes. Some critics complain 
about Germany’s relative lack of remembrances, while the 
British are battling over whether the country’s war effort 
was noble or bumbling” (Naftali Bendavid and Frances Rob-
inson, “New Fissures Over Old War,” March 3, 2014).

The present generation of European leaders approach the 
topic awkwardly, unable to link Europe’s bloody past with its 
ideal of perpetual peace. 

The so-called Great War tested the limits of man’s inhu-

manity to man. The legacy it left was an atmosphere of shat-
tered ideals and widespread suffering, fed by hatred and 
resentment between nations, ethnicities and classes—all of 
which led, just 20 years later, to the war’s sequel. 

Historian Martin Gilbert said, “The war changed the 
map and destiny of Europe as much as it seared its skin and 
scarred its soul” (The First World War: A Complete History, 
1994, p. xv).

The Balkans dilemma was not solved, and new problems 
in the Middle East were generated. No less than four empires 
present at the beginning of the war—the Hapsburgs of Aus-
tria-Hungary, the Hohenzollern regime in Germany, the 
Romanov dynasty in Russia and the Ottomans in Turkey—
disappeared, to be replaced by republics, Nazism, commu-
nism or fascism. As for victorious Britain, the exhausted 
empire carried on despite entering the war as the world’s 
creditor and exiting as a debtor.

The futility of total war
Gruesome and controversial developments of total war—

poison gas, aerial bombing of civilian locations, death camps 
and ethnic cleansing—all made their debuts. The Industrial 
Revolution brought the modern age of warfare, introducing 
tanks, machine guns, flamethrowers, aircraft and subma-
rines. 

The weapons became deadlier, but human nature 
remains the same. As Hans Morgenthau aptly explained 
in his classic textbook Politics Among Nations, “Men do not 
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fight because they have arms. They 
have arms because they deem it neces-
sary to fight. Take away their arms, and 
they will either fight with their bare 
fists or get themselves new arms with 
which to fight” (sixth edition, p. 436).

The human cost passed a threshold 
beyond previous experience of war-
fare. More than 60 million soldiers 
mobilized from 20 countries on five 
continents. Fighting nations put 50 
percent of their male population aged 
18 to 49 in uniform, with France and 
Germany reaching 80 percent. An aver-
age of 6,000 soldiers were killed every 
day. Millions of men returned home 
crippled, maimed or scarred. Another 
6 million civilians perished from hun-
ger, disease or bombardment.

Carnage without victory epitomized 
the war, as both blocs of nations—the 
Triple Entente (France, Russia and the 
United Kingdom) and the Triple Alli-
ance (Germany, Austria-Hungary and 
Italy)—attempted to break the political 
and military stalemate by bleeding the 
enemy dry of men. For Western Euro-
peans specifically, the bloody tally of 
death was greater than any war prior 
or since. In the battlefields of the Maas 
and Somme alone, nearly twice as 
many Britons, three times as many Bel-
gians and roughly four times as many 
Frenchmen died as in the entire Sec-
ond World War. Half of all Frenchmen 
aged 20 to 32 at the war’s outbreak were 
dead by the time of the armistice.

Winston Churchill later described 
the futility, calling World War I “the 
hardest, cruelest, and the least-
rewarded of all the wars that men have 
fought,” because the unparalleled bru-
tality had been traded for just yards 

of mud. So desperate were the armies 
to not be outflanked, their zig-zag-
ging trenches totaled 25,000 miles in 
length—enough to circle the earth.

The bitter end
The final day of the war is espe-

cially instructive on the sheer brutal-
ity of war. Though officers knew of the 
planned 11 a.m. cessation of hostilities, 
there were more than 11,000 pointless 
casualties—more than occurred in the 
D-Day invasion of Normandy—in the 
hours immediately prior to the armi-
stice, as both sides wanted to inflict 
maximum punishment on the enemy.

In the end, fighting concluded with 
a bitter armistice, with a beaten Ger-
many agreeing to huge reparation 
payments that were not completed—
believe it or not—until 2010.

The complacency of peace
The First World War undoubtedly 

changed Europe and the world, but 
are there echoes of 1914 in events hap-
pening today? It’s been said that his-
tory never repeats itself, but it rhymes. 
Numerous historians are noting the 
disturbing parallels between 1914 and 
2014 and sounding a cautionary warn-
ing.

In 1914 Europe had not experi-
enced a war involving more than two 
of its great powers in 60 years. Hav-
ing grown comfortable in an affluent 
age, many concluded that war, at least 
a major conflagration, might never be 
seen again as nations had too much to 
lose. 

Britain had, for many decades, 
served in an international leader-
ship role to maintain the balance of 
power and relative peace in Europe. 
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But after the devastation of two world 
wars, the costs and demands became 
too burdensome, and the role was 
relinquished by an exhausted British 
Empire. 

The United States, as the arsenal 
of democracy and an economic pow-
erhouse, then assumed the mantle of 
leadership. But, while America has 
been a superpower for much of the last 
century, it no longer has the will to act 
as the world’s policeman or financier. 
“China,” warns military scholar Vic-
tor Davis Hanson, “like the Western-
ized Japan of the 1930s, wants influ-
ence and power commensurate with its 
economic clout, and perhaps believes 
its growing military can obtain both 
at the expense of its democratic neigh-
bors without starting a war” (“Les-
sons of World War I,” National Review 
Online, Feb. 18, 2014).

Russian President Vladimir Putin, 
Hanson continues, “dreams that the 
Russian imperial world of the 1950s 
can live again, through coercion, 
Machiavellian diplomacy, and the 
combined lethargy of the EU and the 
U.S.” As Russia’s recent land grab of the 
Crimean Peninsula shows, Putin has 
taken measure of America’s declining 
leadership role. 

Regional threats to peace in the Mid-
dle East, North Korea and increased 
friction between Japan and China 
over rival territorial claims, compli-

cate matters further. As the assassina-
tion of Archduke Francis Ferdinand by 
a young Bosnian Serb in Sarajevo 100 
years ago shows, it only takes a tiny 
spark to ignite an inferno!

The promise and peril of  
globalization

Like today, the prewar world of 1914 
emphasized the power of technology, 
with major advances in communica-
tion and transportation leading to the 
first significant push toward global-
ization. The telephone, telegraph and 
wireless had changed that age much 
the same as mobile phones, the Inter-
net and social media have changed 
ours today. 

Global trade and industry surged, 
with exports of coal, iron and steel from 
Germany leading the way. Despite 
competing globally for colonies, Ger-
many (the world’s strongest land-based 
power) and Britain (the greatest world-
wide naval power) were, nevertheless, 
each other’s biggest trading partners. 

Influence of Germany
In 1914 Germany was both the new-

est and strongest nation in Europe. 
Berlin was the hub of science, educa-
tion and culture. Already wealthy and 
blessed with a rapidly swelling popu-
lation, Germany envisioned a Mitte-
leuropa with influence from Belgium 
to Baghdad, shielded from British or 
American competition.

Sentiment today in many European 
Union nations, particularly in south-
ern Europe, has turned decidedly sour 
on a resurgent Germany because of 
its fiscal rigidity on economic issues. 
According to the German newsmaga-
zine Spiegel Online, a recent poll found 
that 88 percent of Spanish, 82 percent 

of Italian and 56 percent of French 
respondents stated that Germany has 
too much influence in the EU (Klaus 
Wiegrefe, “The Disturbing Relevance of 
World War I,” Jan. 8, 2014).

The same Spiegel Online article 
states that “today’s equivalent of the 
mobilization of armed forces in the 
past could be the threat to send a coun-
try like Greece into bankruptcy unless 
its citizens comply with the demands 
of European finance ministers.”

Human nature still the same
World War I shaped the century 

and was a seismic shift in human his-
tory. But while nations and viewpoints 
change, human nature remains the 
same. In his book detailing World War 
I’s conclusion, Eleventh Month, Elev-
enth Day, Eleventh Hour, Joseph Per-
sico notes how “the same impulses—
gain, glory, fear, pride, honor, envy, 
retribution—coupled with short collec-
tive memories will continue to propel 
mankind into a never-ending cycle of 
conflict occasionally interrupted by 
peace” (2004, p. xix).

Man’s nature lies at the very heart of 
conflicts like the First World War. Mod-
ern historians appear to merely restate 
the apostle James’ insights about 
human nature nearly 2,000 years ago: 
“Where do wars and fights come from 
among you? Do they not come from 
your desires for pleasure that war in 
your members? You lust and do not 
have. You murder and covet and can-
not obtain. You fight and war” (James 
4:1-2). 

The apostle Paul, repeating the 
words of the prophet Isaiah, also 
declared: “Destruction and misery are 
in their ways; and the way of peace they 
have not known” (Romans 3:16-17). 

While man is still plagued by war as 
part of his nature, the good news of the 
Kingdom of God is that men will soon 
learn the way to enduring and lasting 
peace.

Those who choose to not repeat the 
mistakes of the past can be encouraged 
by that promised future. Learn about 
that wonderful Kingdom in our inspir-
ing free booklet The Mystery of the 
Kingdom. Download it now! D

FUTILE CARNAGE 
Clockwise from top left: Flanders Field in 
1919; French soldiers in the trenches by 

the Lys River; a British soldier washes his 
face in a puddle; wounded soldiers wait on 
stretchers after the Battle of Menin Road; 
a nurse cares for the wounded at Antwerp 
Hospital; soldiers walk in the wreckage of 

Chateau Wood, Ypres, Belgium 
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Most either haven’t given much 
thought to or don’t understand 

the identity of the God who spoke 
to people in the Old Testament. 
Yet Jesus Christ clearly revealed 

the answer. 
By Erik Jones

Many consider the God they read about in the 
Old Testament to be harsh and vindictive.

This view may be based on simply reading 
some of the well-known stories of the Old Testa-
ment. God expelled Adam and Eve from the 
Garden of Eden and destroyed the earth with a 
flood. He sent plagues on ancient Egypt and di-
rected Israel to conquer Canaan through war. And 
He punished Israel and Judah through captivity 
by foreign nations. Many interpret these as the ac-
tions of a stern God of retribution and justice.

On the other hand, many see the New Testa-
ment as quite different. It tells about Jesus Christ, 
the Son of God, who taught love toward others, 
showed mercy, healed multitudes of people, held 
children in His arms and gave His life as a sacrifice 
without resistance. 

Comparing these examples, many have con-
cluded that the Father was the God of the Old 
Testament—the God of justice and punishment. 
Jesus, the Son, was the God revealed in the New 
Testament—the God of love and mercy. Some 
even believe Jesus came to stand in the gap 
between us and the Father—essentially delivering 
us from His Father’s restrictive law! 

But the truth of the Bible is much different.

It couldn’t have been the Father!
John revealed a surprising truth in John 1:18: 

“No one has seen God at any time. The only begot-
ten Son, who is in the bosom of the Father, He has 
declared Him” (emphasis added throughout). Jesus 
also said, “And the Father Himself, who sent Me, has 
testified of Me. You have neither heard His voice at 
any time, nor seen His form” (John 5:37). 

These two scriptures teach us an important fact: 
The Father has not directly spoken to or been seen 
by any human being at any time.

But if we look through the Old Testament, we see 
many occasions when God worked directly with hu-
man beings. (Consider, for example, Genesis 2:16-17; 
6:13-14; 12:1; 17:1; Exodus 3:4-6; 33:11, 22-23; Numbers 
12:6-8; Deuteronomy 4:33; Jeremiah 1:4-10).

We see that a divine being in the Old Testament 
dealt directly with people; but according to Jesus, this 
divine being could not have been God the Father. 

Jesus said that He came to “reveal” the Father 
(Matthew 11:27). By claiming to be the Son of God 
(John 10:36), Jesus contradicted one of the Jew’s 
most treasured doctrines—that God is composed 
of strictly one divine being. They did not understand 
that God is actually a family—composed of the 
Father and the Son (John 1:18; Romans 1:4; Philippians 
2:6-11). 

If the One who revealed Himself to the patriarchs 
and Israel in the Old Testament was not the Father—
then who was He?

Jesus Christ’s preexistence
A careful study of the Bible shows clearly that 

the God who interacted with humans in the Old 
Testament was the One who became Jesus Christ. 

The Bible reveals that before Jesus was born 
to Mary, He was the One John called “the Word” 
(John 1:1, 14). This title perfectly describes His func-

Jesus Christ Was the  
God of the Old Testament

Christ vs. Christianity
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LOVING

JUST

ZEALOUS IN  
COMMANDING 
LAW KEEPING

KIND AND  
GENTLE

JUST IN 
PUNISHING SINS

OLD TESTAMENT

Deuteronomy 32:35; Psalm 
145:20; Isaiah 59:18;

Ezekiel 18:20

Romans 2:5-6; 6:23; 12:19;
2 Thessalonians 1:8; 

Revelation 21:8

NEW TESTAMENT

PEACE-LOVING

Numbers 6:26; Psalm 91:1-2; 
119:165; Proverbs 16:7;  

Isaiah 26:3; 32:17

Luke 24:36; John 14:27
Romans 15:13; Philippians 4:7; 2 

Corinthians 13:11

MERCIFUL AND 
FORGIVING

Exodus 34:7; Nehemiah 9:17; 
Psalm 89:14; 119:132; 145:9; 

Isaiah 54:8; Micah 6:8

Matthew 6:14; John 8:11; 
Romans 2:4; 5:8; Ephesians 1:7; 

2 Peter 3:9; 1 John 1:9

Leviticus 19:18; Deuteronomy 
6:5; 7:7-9; 10:12-15; 33:3; Psalm 
92:2; Proverbs 3:12; 15:9; Isaiah 

43:4; Ezekiel 16:8

Matthew 5:43-44; 19:19; 22:37-
39; John 3:16; 11:5; 13:1, 34; 15:9, 

17; Romans 5:8; 1 Corinthians 
13:4-8; 2 Thessalonians 2:16; 2 
Timothy 1:7; 1 John 2:5; 4:8, 10

Deuteronomy 10:18; 1 
Chronicles 16:34; Psalm 86:5; 

117:2; 146:7-9; Isaiah 40:11

Mark 1:40-42; 10:13-16; 2 
Corinthians 1:3-4; Ephesians 

2:7; Titus 3:4; James 3:17

Genesis 18:25; Psalm 9:4, 
16; 37:28; 98:9; Isaiah 61:8; 

Jeremiah 9:24

John 16:8; Acts 17:31; Romans 
2:2-3; 1 Peter 1:17; Revelation 

19:2, 11

ETERNAL AND 
UNCHANGEABLE 

Numbers 23:19-20; Psalm 33:11; 
90:2; 102:27; 103:17; 119:90; 

Isaiah 40:8; Malachi 3:6

2 Timothy 2:13; Hebrews 6:18; 
13:8; James 1:17; 1 John 1:5;  

Revelation 22:13

Exodus 15:26; Leviticus 22:31; 
Deuteronomy 4:40; 1 Kings 8:58; 

Nehemiah 1:9; Psalm 119:60

Matthew 5:17-19; 7:23; 19:17; 
John 14:15, 21; 15:10; Romans 

3:31; 1 John 2:3-4; 5:2-3

The Consistent Characteristics of  
God From Old to New Testament
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The Word was, essentially, 
the being in the God 
family who served as 

the spokesman. He has 
always been responsible 

for communicating the 
will of the Father to 

human beings—during 
Old Testament and New 

Testament times

tion before being born as a human being. “Word” 
in John 1:1 is a translation of the Greek word Logos, 
meaning “a word” or “something said” (Strong’s 
Greek Dictionary). The definition includes both the 
thought and the spoken word. 

The use of Logos to describe Jesus before His 
human birth gives us insight into His Old Testa-
ment identity. The Word was, essentially, the being 
in the God family who served as the spokesman. He 
has always been responsible for communicating 
the will of the Father to human beings—during 
Old Testament and New Testament times. When 
God’s voice or revelation was given, it was through 

the Word—who be-
came Jesus Christ—or 
an angel. The Father 
has never spoken 
directly with human 
beings.

Jesus Christ made 
His identity very 
clear—sometimes 
even to His physical 
detriment! In John 8 
Jesus said He knew 
Abraham (verse 56). 
Since Abraham had 
lived and died nearly 
2,000 years before, this 
statement offended 
the Jews Jesus was 

talking to. They considered it blasphemy that a 
mere man (as they viewed Him) “not yet fifty years 
old” had the audacity to claim He had known their 
patriarch Abraham (verse 57). 

But Jesus’ response was even more shocking to 
them: “Most assuredly, I say to you, before Abraham 
was, I AM” (verse 58).

Yes, Jesus Christ claimed that He predated 
Abraham. But, in saying this, Jesus also gave a not-
so-subtle clue about His identity that wasn’t lost on 
the angry Jews who surrounded Him. He referred 
to Himself as “I AM.” This was actually a divine title 
of God! When God had appeared to Moses from 
the burning bush, God had identified Himself as “I 
AM WHO I AM” and “I AM” (Exodus 3:14). 

By identifying Himself as “I AM,” Jesus claimed 
that He had eternally existed. 

Christ identified Himself as the God of Abraham 
and Moses, and the One who led Israel out of 
Egypt (which is also affirmed by the apostle Paul in 
1 Corinthians 10:1-4). 

Christ was Creator
Before His birth, Jesus Christ was the God who 

created all things. The apostle Paul made this fact 
very clear in his writings.

We read that “God [the Father] … created all 
things through Jesus Christ” (Ephesians 3:9). Jesus 
Christ, the Word, created “all things”—the angelic 
realm, the physical universe and all physical life—
for the Father and under His direction.

Colossians 1:16-18 reveals more functions of the 
Word. He not only created “all things … in heaven 
and that are on earth,” but He also rules over all 
authorities and powers that exist under the Father. 
This means that Christ has authority over the entire 
angelic and human dominions. He existed “before 
all things” (He is eternal) and “in Him all things 
consist” (verse 17).

The truth of Jesus being the Creator of all things 
is also reinforced in 1 Corinthians 8:6 and Hebrews 
1:2. 

The implications
We have just skimmed the surface of this 

incredibly important topic. There is much more to 
understand about the identity of God the Father 
and Jesus Christ. But the key truth to understand is 
that God the Father and Jesus Christ the Son exist 
in total harmony (John 10:30). They share the same 
perfect character of love, truth, mercy and grace. 

Though the Father did not speak directly to 
people, He is mentioned throughout the Old 
Testament (for example, both Father and Son are 
evident in verses like Genesis 1:26; 11:7; and Psalm 
110:1). The Father has chosen to accomplish His 
plan for mankind through Jesus, from beginning 
to end.

Not only is the character of God (both Father 
and Son) consistent at all times, God’s expectations 
for human beings also remain the same. It is vital 
for us to study and understand both the Old and 
New Testaments (1 Corinthians 10:11; 2 Timothy 
3:16). God’s spiritual law—summarized for us in the 
10 Commandments—has remained consistent and 
binding.

God the Father and Jesus Christ are truly “the 
same yesterday, today, and forever” (Hebrews 13:8; 
Malachi 3:6)! 

We encourage you to learn much more about 
the Father and the Son by exploring two important 
sections of the LifeHopeandTruth.com website: 
“Who Is God?” and “Who Is Jesus?” Keep reading and 
discerning. D

http://lifehopeandtruth.com/bible/10-commandments/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/god/who-is-god/
http://lifehopeandtruth.com/god/who-is-jesus/
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Mzungu!
WHEN I TRAVEL INTERNATIONALLY, 

I often get called names. Not bad names, mind you, 
but names that, varying from place to place, mean 
someone different, foreign, not like us. This espe-
cially happens in Africa where my light skin identi-
fies me from afar as a nonnative, but it can happen 
almost anywhere. 

Us and them
Every language has at least one such word. It’s 

how people have traditionally viewed the world: us 
and them.

When I lived in France, I was identified as an 
étranger, the word from which we get the English 
stranger. In the original Latin it meant a foreigner, 
someone from outside; and those people were seen 
as, well, you know, strange!

While working in Thailand, I was called farang, 
the Thai word for Western foreigners. It’s from the 
word français, the first Westerners with whom the 
Thais had contact. So now all foreigners are French!

In Ghana I’m a bruni. In Togo and Benin I’m 
a yovo. Almost anywhere in francophone Africa 
hawkers and children will call out, “Hey blanc,” 
French for white, to get my attention. The word 
I most often hear referring to me is mzungu, the 
widely spoken Kiswahili word for Westerners.

All these words identify foreigners, people who 
“aren’t from around here,” people who aren’t like 
me. Sometimes the words are spoken respectfully; 
sometimes there is subtle disparagement. In such 
circumstances one is very aware of being an out-
sider, of not really belonging in that place.

Spiritual strangers and pilgrims
When I’m singled out by one of these words, I 

often think of several Bible passages that state 
Christians are to consider themselves spiritual for-
eigners in this “present evil world” (Galatians 1:4, 
King James Version).

Talking about our God-fearing predecessors, 
Hebrews 11:13-14 explains, “These all died in faith, 
not having received the promises, but having seen 
them afar off were assured of them, embraced 
them and confessed that they were strangers and 
pilgrims on the earth. For those who say such things 
declare plainly that they seek a homeland” (empha-
sis added throughout).

Christians, like those faithful people in earlier 
times, are looking forward to a better world that 
will begin with the return of Jesus Christ to estab-
lish the Kingdom of God. We are to consider that 
our most important citizenship is in that world to 
come: “Now, therefore, you are no longer strangers 
and foreigners, but fellow citizens with the saints 
and members of the household of God” (Ephesians 
2:19). 

We are to represent that Kingdom in advance 
and live according to its laws and customs. Some-
times that can make Christians seem strange to 
other people. We don’t go with the flow. We “aren’t 
from around here” when it comes to spiritual val-
ues and objectives. 

That’s the way it’s supposed to be. We’re sup-
posed to be noticeably different.

As we live as strangers in this world awaiting the 
better one to come, it is vital to embrace and cher-
ish our citizenship in the Kingdom of God.

Bon voyage, étranger!
–Joel Meeker
@JoelMeeker  

BY THE WAY with 

No longer a 
stranger
Joel Meeker 
receives a robe 
of honor from a 
remote village in 
Côte d’Ivoire
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how much it still matters in 
your life.

Still Relevant Today

GOD’S 10
COMMANDMENTS

P.O. Box 1009
Allen, Texas 75013

http://info.lifehopeandtruth.com/gods-10-commandments
http://info.lifehopeandtruth.com/gods-10-commandments
http://info.lifehopeandtruth.com/gods-10-commandments
http://info.lifehopeandtruth.com/gods-10-commandments
http://info.lifehopeandtruth.com/gods-10-commandments

