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To Professor Rod Rosenbladt 
For first teaching me that all Scripture is about Christ  

( John 5:39) 
and then pointing me to a church that practiced it. 

Your defense of Christ our Advocate has never rested.
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Foreword

It has been said that since the books most borrowed from 
public libraries deal with Abraham Lincoln, with doctors, and with 
dogs, a surefire literary hit would be a book titled Lincoln’s Doctor’s 
Dog. We doubt that very much, but Craig Parton’s book is unique 
in that it does successfully speak to three diverse audiences, all of 
whom badly need the message he delivers with such logic and pa-
nache.

The first of these audiences is Evangelicalism. Parton recognizes 
its strength: an active, dynamic presentation of the “simple Gos-
pel” of salvation through Christ’s shed blood. That message saved 
the author—and, in remarkably parallel fashion, the writer of this 
foreword. When I was an undergraduate at Cornell University, rep-
resentatives of InterVarsity Christian Fellowship (a slightly more 
intellectual Campus Crusade) dragged me kicking and screaming 
into the Kingdom by showing me the bankruptcy of Protestant lib-
eralism and my need for a Savior from sin.

But, like Parton, I was not long in discovering the lack of depth 
in Evangelicalism. I, too, found my way to Lutheranism—by com-
paring the doctrinal positions of Lutheranism, Calvinism, Ar-
minianism, and Roman Catholicism against the teachings of the 
Greek New Testament. Lutheran theology came out ahead at ev-
ery point—and I, with no liturgical background whatsoever, found 
myself stumbling through the Common Service and loving every 
minute of it.
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Parton rightly shows the Evangelical the way to a theology far 
more powerful than anything the television evangelists have ever 
offered. And he helps them to see that the theological options are 
not limited (as virtually all Evangelicals believe) to Calvinism, Ar-
minian Methodism, and Dispensationalism. Parton rightly argues 
that Lutheran theology and churchmanship would provide today’s 
Evangelical with exactly what he needs: a thoroughly biblical, genu-
inely Christ-centered theology drawing upon the spiritual resources 
of the entire history of Christendom.

Second, Parton speaks to the Lutherans themselves—who, as 
Garrison Keillor has so well shown, often function as “God’s fro-
zen people.” Delighted with “Gottes Wort und Luthers Lehre,” the 
orthodox Lutheran often leaves evangelism to the Evangelicals and 
refuses (in spite of holding to the inerrancy of Scripture) to obey 
the Petrine command to “be prepared to give an answer [Greek, 
apologia] to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope 
that you have” (1 Peter 3:15). The favorite excuse is that to present 
facts such as evidence for the resurrection of Christ in support of 
the faith is to go against “salvation by grace through faith.” Parton 
decisively refutes such nonsense. If God chooses to reveal Him-
self in this world, as He most certainly has, then the presentation 
of the evidence for that incarnation is precisely in accord with the 
Gospel. If Parton’s solid apologetic were to be taught and practiced 
the length and breadth of Lutheranism, we would see far more in-
formed faith commitments. Faith is not credulity; it is based on fact 
and is meaningless without a solid foundation in fact. Lutherans do 
not have “faith in faith”; they have faith in a God who was factually 
“reconciling the world to Himself in Christ” (2 Corinthians 5:19).

Third, in this book Parton speaks to the religious liberal and to 
the secularist. As a lawyer, schooled in rigorous standards of evi-
dence, he shows that Christian faith—while speaking to the deepest 
needs of every person—is not a matter of emotion and subjectivity, 
but an issue of truth for which there is a better case than there is 
for contrary viewpoints. To the religious liberal he says, “Would the 
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kind of poor reasoning your historical-critical method represents 
hold up for one minute in a responsible court of law?” To the un-
committed he says, “You are the jury; can you bring in any verdict 
other than the vindication of the Christian Gospel and Scripture in 
light of the evidence in their behalf ?”

It is always gratifying to read and recommend the work of a 
former student—especially when that student has become a col-
league. Craig Parton not only carries on a prestigious trial practice 
in the oldest law firm in Santa Barbara, California, but also serves 
as American director of my International Academy of Apologetics, 
Evangelism, and Human Rights, held in Strasbourg, France, each 
summer (www.apologeticsacademy.eu). There he has shown his ef-
fectiveness in training believers to defend the faith once delivered to 
the saints. Now his fascinating book—autobiographical, theologi-
cal, and apologetical—will carry that message to a wider audience 
of those who very definitely need to hear what he has to say.

Prof. Dr. John Warwick Montgomery
The Feast of Doubting Thomas
Strasbourg, France 2015
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INTRODUCTION

Whatever Happened to the Gospel?

In the past twenty-five years, a number of prominent Evan-
gelical churches have stopped displaying the cross in their sanc-
tuaries. Bill Hybels, pastor of a leading American mega- (and 
crossless) church in Illinois, observed that unbelievers are offended 
by the cross. Some fast-growing churches have discovered that the 
world likes Jesus the Moralist and Jesus the Conservative Fami-
ly Values Man. As for Jesus the atoning Lamb who died for the 
sins of the world, who suffered our deserved fate on that cursed 
tree, and who was indeed wounded for our transgressions—well, 
He just isn’t selling seats like He used to. The real Jesus apparently 
has a serious marketing problem. The late Dr. D. James Kennedy of 
the renowned Coral Ridge Presbyterian Church sent out a massive 
mailing of gold crosses with a corpus attached thereon. So? Only 
one problem—upon the cross hung the corpus of the American 
flag. Self-proclaimed Christian teachers chastise those who use 
non-seeker-friendly biblical terms such as damnation, wrath, hell, 
torture, rebellion, sin, blood, cross, death, grace, mercy, redemption, sub-
stitution, justification, and salvation. And such was I—in fact, chief 
among them.
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After many years as a zealous Evangelical and full-time mis-
sionary, I realized how little actual presentation of the pure Gospel 
I was engaging in and how little confidence I had in the power of 
God’s Word to crush human pride and to create saving faith. My 
confidence in my self-created “means of grace” was limitless—there 
were few groups I couldn’t persuade by adding a frothy chaser of 
biblical morality, the latest principles of communication, and the 
tried-and-true appeal to “felt needs.”  The last thing on my mind 
after becoming a Christian in 1974 was ending up in the Lutheran 
(a.k.a. “dead”) church. Lutherans, in my view, needed conversion. 
They didn’t have the Gospel—they needed the Gospel.

My journey out of generic American Evangelicalism is not es-
pecially remarkable. Witness the exodus of Frankie Schaeffer to 
Eastern Orthodoxy (along with scores of former Campus Crusade 
for Christ staff members several decades ago). Witness Thomas 
Howard, Scott Hahn, Frank Beckwith, and Peter Kreeft’s journeys 
to Roman Catholicism as well as Robert Webber’s move to Episco-
palianism. Witness Michael Horton and the throng that has exited 
to Calvinism. No, an exodus from Evangelicalism is not remarkable. 
What is odd is that I landed where escapees do not generally go—
to the orthodox Lutheran Reformation.

At the pure stream of the Lutheran Reformation, I found the 
Gospel at the center once again—not just a polite mention of it in 
a sermon designed for non-Christians. I found a Christ willing to 
save even me, a sinful and failing Christian. For the first time, I 
found the Scripture taught with Christ in His saving office at the 
center of the sermon, with confidence that the authoritative Word 
was able to shatter hearts of stone and calm the terrified conscience 
of the guilty sinner.

I found a church where we were instructed to get on our knees 
and confess our sins rather than shout, clap, and giggle. I found the 
artistic tradition of Albrecht Dürer and Lucas Cranach, the musi-
cal genius of J. S. Bach and Felix Mendelssohn, and a love for the 
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natural world found in Johann Kepler and Tycho Brahe.1 The arts 
were affirmed as great gifts for use in worship because they placard 
Christ and the Gospel. I finally found reverence and a God I could 
again fear as well as love and trust. I found a link to the histor-
ic and universal (i.e., catholic) worship of the Church. I found a 
church where one didn’t simply ask if Mrs. Smith or Elder Jones 
liked the music, but whether it was a song that Abraham, Moses, 
and the apostles and prophets—better known as the communion 
of the saints—would gladly sing because of its solid doctrine and 
similarly substantial melodic line. I found an earthiness in Luther 
and the Lutheran Reformation that was refreshing—a freedom in 
the Christian life I did not think possible without becoming theo-
logically liberal.

But, most important, I found Christ crucified as the center and 
substance of Lutheran worship. I found a doctrine of the Christian 
life that flowed out of the forgiveness of sins and that let God do 
the saving and the sanctifying from start to finish. In short, I found 
the Gospel for me as a Christian. I found what it really meant to be 
evangelical.2 The journey was, and continues to be, difficult. More 
than ever, I believe that Lutheranism’s connection to the ancient 
Church can make it appear unfriendly to the modern-day Evan-
gelical. Our journey to Lutheranism resulted in the loss of many 
friends and vibrant, large youth groups. My children saw their par-
ents choose churches—and then leave churches—solely for reasons 
of doctrine. I fear for the countless Evangelicals who are ready to 

1 See John Warwick Montgomery’s excellent chapter entitled “Luther and the Rise of 
Modern Science” in the work In Defense of Martin Luther (Milwaukee: Northwestern, 
1970), 88–112, as well as Montgomery’s fascinating introductory essay on Lutheranism, 
astronomy, astrology, and alchemy found in his two-volume work entitled Cross and Cru-
cible, vol. 1 (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1973). In addition, Werner Elert puts it well 
when he says, “If the teaching of Copernicus was fostered at the universities at all, this 
took place in the domain of Lutheranism.” The Structure of Lutheranism, vol. 1, trans. 
Walter A. Hansen (St. Louis: Concordia, 1962), 426.

2 The term evangelical comes from the Greek word evangellion, or evangel. It simply 
means “Good News,” or in the common English contraction, “Gospel.”  The Lutherans in 
sixteenth-century Germany were originally called “Evangelicals” because of their primary 
emphasis on Christ’s atoning death and resurrection. In modern America by contrast, 
Evangelical denotes a wide spectrum of conservative Protestant denominations.
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dump the church altogether rather than continue in a thinly ve-
neered Sunday-morning version of the consumer-driven, info-byte, 
celebrity-centered secularism they live in all week. The “holy trinity” 
of newness (i.e., be cool), numbers (i.e., be big), and needs (i.e., be 
relevant) now provides the dominant “means of grace” within much 
of Evangelicalism.

In Lutheranism I indeed found the evangel—the Good News—
as the focus of its prayed, spoken, and sung confession. Yes, I found 
some things I thought were foreign additions—vestments, altars, 
candles, pipe organs, corporate confession of sin, kneeling benches, 
old hymns, written prayers, and a “liturgy” (whatever that was) con-
ducted according to an equally unheard of “Church Year.” But I also 
found Christ at the center of all of it and as the reason for all of it.

I am a trial lawyer by profession. The best trial lawyers identify 
the central issue critical to the success or failure of a case. A success-
ful trial lawyer can take the most complex case and distill it to its 
essence. When one asks the various branches of the Christian faith 
what is at the center and heart of their theology, one gets a surpris-
ingly wide variety of answers. For Rome, the sacrifice of the Mass 
is that upon which the church rises or falls. For Constantinople 
and Eastern Orthodoxy, the sublime mystery of the Holy Trinity 
and man’s privilege to partake of the divine is central. In Calvin’s 
Geneva, the sovereign election and workings of God in eternity are 
the starting points. Thus, Rome speaks of a life lived in and from the 
sacraments. Orthodoxy speaks of a life lived in prayer, mystery, and 
contemplation.3 Calvin speaks of a life lived under the sovereignty 
of God, and the enlightenment and joy that come from following 
the Law and serving God and others.4 Luther, however, speaks of 

3 See Vladimir Lossky, Mystical Theology of the Eastern Church (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladi-
mir’s Seminary Press, 1972), 26.

4 Both Francois Wendel and Alistair McGrath refuse to characterize Calvin as having one 
central theological focus. Both, however, agree that the doctrine of justification is not any 
more central than the sovereignty of God, predestination, or the role of the Law. Francois 
Wendel, Calvin: Origins and Development of His Religious Thought (Grand Rapids: Baker 
Books, 1950), 358; Alistair McGrath, A Life of John Calvin (London: Blackwell Publish-
ers, 1990), 165.
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the life of the Christian as centered sub crucis—“under the cross.”
Lutheranism gets the cross right—why it was necessary, what it 

accomplished, how I am saved, and how that salvation is delivered 
to me as still a wretched sinner today. Lutheran theology, teaching, 
and worship anchor the life of the redeemed believer in Christ and 
His cross.

Thus, this is not the story of leaving Evangelicalism. It is the sto-
ry of realizing what was missing and then finding authentic evan-
gelicalism in the evangel of Jesus Christ.
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 1

The Gospel in Four Laws
A Gold Booklet for Black Pagans

I was a garden-variety secularist when I went off to Cali-
fornia Polytechnic University in 1973. My father had died sud-
denly that past February from a brain tumor. My eighteen years up 
to that point had been lived in Christian Science.1

My first step out of Christian Science occurred on February 
12, 1973, around noon in the waiting room of St. Francis Hospital 
in San Jose when my father’s brain surgeon met us outside of the 
operating room. His eyes averted downward—not a good sign. He 
took my mother, my brother, and me to the hospital chapel and 
told us there was nothing else he could have done for my father. He 

1 Mary Baker Eddy’s mind-science religion, a nineteenth-century version of ancient 
first-century Gnosticism. Gnosticism was scathingly addressed by the apostle John in 
1 John 4:1–3. It taught that God didn’t care much for matter—the “spirit” was what really 
counted. John dealt this heresy the definitive refutation by showing that it ultimately 
denied the incarnation and the full and essential humanity of God the Son. See Harold 
O. J. Brown, Heresies: The Image of Christ in the Mirror of Heresy and Orthodoxy from the 
Apostles to the Present (Garden City, New York: Doubleday, 1984), 38–69; see also the 
disturbing discussion of modern-day Evangelical teachings on the so-called “spiritual” or 
“higher” life and their origins in thoroughly Gnostic views of the physical world as pre-
sented in Michael Horton’s trenchant article “The New Gnosticism,” Modern Reformation 
Magazine 4, no. 4 ( July/August 1995): 4–12.
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was dead. During the operation, he said, my dad had needed more 
than eight pints of blood. The doctor’s surgical apron gave evidence 
of the complications. It was splattered with my father’s blood—ir-
refutable confirmation that matter was real. The implications were 
devastatingly obvious—might sin, death, and the devil be real also? 
I went to college adrift in reluctant unbelief.

My bags were hardly unpacked in the freshman dormitory when 
members of InterVarsity Christian Fellowship descended upon me 
and immediately and aggressively presented the evangel to me—
Christ died for sinners and I qualified. These people would not be 
denied. My questions were met with reasoned responses. My unbe-
lief was shown to be conceived and maintained in ignorance. Old 
Adam, however, would not be easily silenced. I spent the summer 
after my freshman year working for a liberal congressman in Wash-
ington DC, embroiled in debates against pro-lifers and Christian 
fanatics who believed that my employer was demonic. The prover-
bial “Hound of Heaven,” however, was on my trail.

One Evangelical group in particular attached themselves to my 
fleeing backside in the fall of 1974 and would not release. Staff 
members of Campus Crusade for Christ (an apparently politically 
incorrect name now rebranded to “Cru”—whatever that is supposed 
to mean) simply would not let me rest in unbelief. They presented 
a gold booklet to me called “The Four Spiritual Laws.” These “laws” 
were as follows: (1) God loved me and had a wonderful plan for my 
life; (2) I had sinned and fallen short of the glory of God; (3) I could 
not save myself by my good works and was on the way to a deserved 
hell; and (4) I must receive Jesus Christ as my Lord and Savior.

Thus I heard the Gospel once again, this time in 1974. I be-
lieved. I later was informed that by an act of my will I had decided 
to receive Christ. John 1:12 was the proof-text. Salvation was a free 
gift and totally undeserved (Ephesians 2:8–9), but an act of my will 
threw the regeneration process into gear. But almost as soon as I 
was ushered into salvation’s front door, a second message with an 
equally compelling voice reverberated from every corner. I was told 
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that the gold booklet had a different function for me now that I had 
made the decision it had demanded. The purpose of that booklet 
was now to share it with others. As a Christian believer I was to 
move on to mastering a blue booklet entitled “How to Live the 
Spirit-Filled Life.” Something more was needed beyond the gold 
booklet—I needed to live an obedient life, and the blue booklet had 
the answer. Thankfully, I thought, at least I can exercise my free will 
in this decision, too, and can throw the process into gear. Of course, 
my free will had to keep on making right decisions under the terms 
of the new booklet. The gold booklet had asked for one, and only 
one, decision in the past.

The blue booklet (called the “Birdie Booklet” by Campus Cru-
sade staff because of the picture of the dove on the cover symbol-
izing the Holy Spirit) was my introduction to Evangelicalism’s 
central doctrine—practical Christian living, sanctification, or the 
all-critical “how-tos” of the Christian life.2 Practical living, sancti-
fication, how-tos—it all added up to the same thing. Letting God 
work in my life was a daily election in which I held the deciding 
vote. God was for me and the devil against me. I could break the tie 
with an act of my will. There were various tested methods to assist 
me in casting the correct vote that accomplished the all-critical dis-
ciplining of my sinful flesh. These methods would prepare the way 
for the Spirit’s unseen but all-important work in my heart. So it was 
vital that one memorize verses, pray, join a fellowship group, read 
the Bible, fast, avoid key sins, go to conferences, and witness.

During my senior year I was involved with an even more intense 
group than Campus Crusade—a kind of modern-day evangelical 
monastic movement called The Navigators Christian Fellowship. I 
committed entire books of the Bible to memory (a good thing, no 
doubt, in principle). However, I soon experienced a “spiritual hier-
archy” within Navigators based on Bible verses memorized, length 
and location of prayer and “quiet times” (tops of mountains were 

2 See Craig Parton, “From Arrowhead to Augsburg: Bill Bright in the Light of the Luther-
an Confessions,” Reformation & Revival Journal 5, no. 1 (Winter 1996): 81–94.
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favored), and the number and location of conferences attended (e.g., 
distance traveled from California for a conference was an indication 
of commitment). The Navigators encouraged spiritual disciplines 
that came along with book titles such as Oswald Chambers’s My 
Utmost for His Highest. (Years later I remembered this approach to 
the Christian life when reading of Luther’s days as a monk and the 
well-developed and eminently practical monastic system that cre-
ated and sustained the so-called medieval “ladders of ascent” used 
to cooperate with the grace of Christ in order to live at the highest 
levels of spirituality.3 A truly committed life was the goal and heav-
en was on the line. The pursuit of the ladders of ascent led Luther 
to the brink of insanity. He concluded that he really hated the God 
who required what so obviously could not be performed.)

The danger sign that I did not perceive at that time and that 
was much too subtle to detect was this: the Gospel of Christ’s sav-
ing work for sinners (i.e., the forgiveness of sins or the doctrine of 
justification, which Luther calls the doctrine on which the Church 
stands or falls) was not the focus or the source of “power” for the 
daily life of the repentant and forgiven Christian. I needed help in 
practical Christian living. I needed “how-tos.” If I knew better, was 
the assumption, I would do better. More conference notebooks filled 
with exhortations to godly living began to fill my shelves. Surely, I 
reasoned, God would not demand things of me in the Bible if I had 
no power to fulfill what He demanded.

Life Lived in Evangelicalism: From Law to Gospel to Law
The Gospel had definitely been there to get me, by a decision of 

the free will, into the Kingdom. It was, by definition, for unbelievers. 
What Christ accomplished by living a sinless life, by going to the 

3 The three ladders of ascent for medieval monks were rationalism, mysticism, and legalism 
(perhaps modern equivalents are dead orthodoxy, the charismatic movement, and funda-
mentalism). All have a common theme, since all are in essence an effort to strive to reach 
God “from beneath.” See Anders Nygren’s brilliant treatment of the division between 
revealed religion and all attempts to reach God from the bottom up in Agape and Eros 
(London: SPCK Press, 1953), 621ff.



 CHAPTER ONE 23

cross to suffer and die, and by being resurrected from the dead was 
to be presented to unbelievers. But now I was a Christian. Some 
hinted at the fact that we were still sinners, but the important con-
ference podiums and pulpits of the megachurches I attended were 
filled by advocates of victorious, sanctified, and practical Christian 
living.

Here is what I was taught: God the Holy Spirit had been hand-
ed the baton by God the Son. God the Son did the critical work 
in the past for sinners in dying on the cross and, more important, 
was resurrected and was now permanently in heaven listening to 
our prayers. Thus, the empty cross was an appropriate icon in the 
Evangelical churches I attended in those decades. Christ wasn’t 
here anymore—He was in heaven reigning victoriously. Reigning 
victoriously was also what I was supposed to be doing. The Holy 
Spirit, however, was in this world and works now. God the Fa-
ther had high expectations for me that could all be accomplished 
through obedient cooperation with the Holy Spirit. A sanctified 
“higher life” (through what Campus Crusade called the practice of 
“spiritual breathing”) was awaiting me if I would learn to “yield.” By 
my decision to receive Christ I got the engine started on a cold Jan-
uary morning. But the car was pretty well stuck in the garage until 
a second decision to walk in the Spirit each moment of each day 
threw the car into gear. The hope was that the gear would be drive. 
My personal experience showed me to be more often in reverse or 
at best in neutral.

My Baptism two years after my conversion reflected the con-
tinual focus within Evangelical circles on my life. Prior to my im-
mersion, the pastor of my nondenominational Bible church asked 
for my “testimony.” I recounted a decent tale of a wayward life and 
my conversion. Much of the story involved the practical changes 
in my life since conversion and evidences of those changes being 
“real.” My story, of course, had the advantage of involvement with 
a cult. My testimony reflected what was central to me and the au-
dience—a changed life. Rather than pointing to Christ as John the 
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Baptizer did, I pointed to my response to Christ. A seemingly in-
nocuous distinction? It is, in fact, a distinction with a lethal differ-
ence. Why? Because my response to Christ simply was not (and is 
not) the Gospel!

A rhythm to what I was being taught was developing. As an 
unbeliever I had heard about my sin and my need for a Savior. As 
soon as I believed the Gospel, however, I quickly heard the list of 
jobs for me to do around the house. This rhythm of directing me 
immediately back to works after hearing the Gospel and the for-
giveness of sins (i.e., a rhythm of Law-Gospel-Law) was my daily 
diet received from Evangelicalism’s best pulpits and conference cen-
ters. Ironically, I later learned that this is the same rhythm found in 
Roman Catholic theology. It is, therefore, unsurprising that many 
Evangelicals are converting to Rome. The rhythm of Law-Gospel-
Law was not understood by me as a doctrinal minefield at the time. 
The theological categories of Law and Gospel and the biblical roles 
of each do not exist outside of the Reformation. Such theological 
clarity does not exist in Evangelicalism and cannot unless there is a 
return to the Reformation.

I experienced what happens when Law and Gospel are not un-
derstood and thus not distinguished. My Christian life, truly begun 
in grace, was now being “perfected” on the treadmill of the Law. My 
pastors did not end their sermons by demanding that I recite the 
rosary or visit Lourdes that week in order to unleash God’s power; 
instead, I was told to yield more, pray more, care about unbeliev-
ers more, read the Bible more, get involved with the church more, 
and love my wife and kids more. Not until I came to the Luther-
an Reformation, some twenty years later, did I understand that my 
Christian life had come to center around my life, my obedience, 
my yielding, my Bible verse memorization, my prayers, my zeal, my 
witnessing, and my sermon application. I had advanced beyond the 
need to hear the cross preached to me anymore. Of course, we all 
knew Jesus had died for our sins, and none of us would ever ar-
gue that we were trying to “merit” salvation. But something had 
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changed. God was a Father all right, but a painfully demanding one. 
I was supposed to show that I had cleaned up my life and was at 
least grateful for all the gifts that had been bestowed.

What had my Evangelical training done to me? The Gospel was 
critical for me at the beginning, critical to now share with others, 
and still critical to get me to heaven, but it was of little other value. 
The “evangel” in Evangelicalism was missing. My Evangelical train-
ing had me on a treadmill of merit. My “solid Bible training” was 
killing me.
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2

The Grandeur  
of American Evangelicalism

My training in Evangelicalism had given me certain founda-
tional commitments. The grandeur of American Evangelicalism 
rests in its zeal for the lost and in its conviction that people with-
out Christ are truly condemned to an eternity of getting what they 
deserve—namely hell with all its biblically colorful detail. Peo-
ple need Christ and need to be converted. With this evangelistic 
zeal comes the highest regard for Scripture as the inerrant Word 
of God. Evangelicalism taught me that Scripture is without er-
ror and is to be taken in its natural and often disturbingly liter-
al sense. This literalism had particular application whenever the 
subject turned to the beginning of time (Genesis and creation) or 
the end of time (Revelation and eschatology), which was almost 
every Sunday. Elaborate banners were strung out across the church 
stage on many Sundays that set out with a remarkable degree of 
precision the timing of either the creation or Jesus’ return. But 
when, for example, end-times events did not turn out to be as ex-
act and “prophetic” as anticipated (e.g., the European Union was 
not the Antichrist, invading Iraq did not foretell Armageddon, 
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former Secretary of State Henry Kissinger was not the Great Har-
lot of the Book of Revelation), the teacher or author simply let 
the ground lie fallow for a while. I was regularly involved with 
churches that centered their interests on the beginning or the end 
of time. These topics are ones in which American Evangelicals can 
engage in their chief recreational activity—speculation.

Evangelicalism also taught me an aversion to theological Lib-
eralism and works-righteousness (a.k.a. Roman Catholicism)—the 
kind displayed by Rev. Eccles in John Updike’s novel Rabbit Run 
or reflected in the limp-wristed minister in the film Simon Birch. 
Catholics were clearly presumed unsaved—guilty till proven inno-
cent. In similar need of salvation were all whose confidence in sal-
vation rested in a reliance on their Baptism as infants. This included 
Lutherans, whom I found to be largely incapable of defending their 
position. The Eastern Orthodox might as well be from the planet 
Melmac—I had never met nor heard of such a position and would 
have surely lumped them together with Catholics if I had met one 
since vestments + incense + icons = Rome = unsaved, in my Evan-
gelical calculus. I did meet some Evangelicals who had discovered 
the writings of John Calvin and had promptly ceased doing evan-
gelism based on their understanding of Calvin’s doctrine of election 
and the sovereignty of God.

Evangelicalism also stood tall in its emphasis on a theology that 
criticized the structures of society. It stood against social quietism. 
The Scriptures had made an impact on society in the areas of law, 
politics, the family, and human rights. Abortion, same-sex marriage, 
banning of prayer in school, euthanasia, and the legalization of por-
nography were issues that Evangelicals fought against. Sermons on 
these themes were part of my regular diet. On the other hand, posi-
tive contributions by Evangelical Christians to culture in areas such 
as non-pop music, film, poetry, art, and literature were hard to find 
and still are. Evangelicalism in general either naively accepts culture 
or reacts against culture; it is not well equipped to contribute to the 
culture. The best that can be hoped for is that a “Christian artist” 
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becomes so popular that he or she can sing songs with ambiguous 
lyrics that unbelievers like.

Finally, I gained a deep respect for the apologetical task from 
Evangelicalism. The questions of unbelief were treated seriously. 
Evangelicals were prepared for questions the unbeliever had. Evan-
gelicals did not wait for secularists to wander up and ask, “How 
then shall I be saved?” They actively went out and engaged the cul-
ture. I remain deeply impressed with, and indebted to, this aspect of 
Evangelicalism.

Donning the Pith Helmet:  
Joining Campus Crusade for Christ Staff

My undergraduate years found me dabbling in the ever-prop-
agating para-church Evangelical groups. I spent time in Campus 
Crusade, InterVarsity Christian Fellowship, and The Navigators. 
In fact, I met my wife through involvement with The Navs. But 
throughout my undergraduate years, I was only marginally involved 
in Campus Crusade. I never attended a Crusade conference during 
undergraduate days. I was a most unlikely candidate for full-time 
Christian ministry. My goals were entirely academic—to obtain 
strong grades and to go to law school. By the end of my senior year, 
I had applied to and been accepted to law school. Events then took 
a different turn.

In March of my senior year, I was approached by Campus Cru-
sade staff about my future. Had I considered full-time campus work 
with Crusade? Why not? Shouldn’t I at least pray about coming on 
staff and see what God wanted? I prayed. Within weeks I was on 
my way to Campus Crusade national staff training in Colorado. 
I raised all of my financial support from unbelieving friends and 
family. To their credit, Campus Crusade sent me to a place where 
I could do the least damage to people—a land where coyotes out-
number humans—The University of Wyoming in Laramie.

In Wyoming I joined the other staff workers for Campus 
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Crusade in the state—all three of them. The fields were white unto 
harvest. Whatever I wanted to do I could. I commenced presenting 
the Gospel in fraternities, sororities, and classrooms. I participated 
actively in my local Evangelical church (Wesleyan Methodist) and 
made lasting friendships with the pastor and his family who were—
and still are—“evangelical” in the very best sense.

Three years later, in 1980, Campus Crusade provided the oppor-
tunity for me to travel and speak on university campuses across the 
United States in an effort to bring the Gospel to college students. 
I visited more than seventy-five campuses, speaking in countless 
fraternities, sororities, classrooms, free-speech settings, debates, and 
weekend retreats. I preached and taught in scores of Evangelical 
churches of all denominations across the country (except Luther-
an, Catholic, or Eastern Orthodox—from which no invitations 
were forthcoming and to which none of our students or staff to my 
knowledge ever went). I was growing increasingly uneasy, however, 
with the content of my talks. All too often the “hook” to get in to 
speak to groups was a “felt-need” topic that required a contrived 
transition to anything remotely resembling a Pauline presentation 
of the Gospel of Christ crucified for sinners.

My interest in apologetics was growing, as is to be expected 
when you are dealing with unbelievers in the university context. 
My need pushed me to read serious theology and apologetics. 
C. S. Lewis, G. K. Chesterton, Dorothy Sayers, and John Warwick 
Montgomery became favorites. They linked the Christian faith with 
the noblest expressions of western intellectual and artistic culture 
and presented it as eminently reasonable and defensible. My de-
bates on campuses exposed the tender underbelly of my learning. 
For the most part, I was not reading primary sources. More often, I 
was reading people who had read those who had read the primary 
sources. I was engaged in a very dangerous enterprise—speaking to 
the very limits of my knowledge.

In 1982, I was given the opportunity one February evening to 
meet Dr. John Warwick Montgomery, who at that time had earned 
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a mere seven advanced degrees. He now has eleven—his latest two 
being an LLM and LLD in canon law. Through his books Histo-
ry, Law and Christianity and Christianity for the Tough-Minded, 
as well as his debates with the likes of “Death of God” theologian 
Thomas J. J. Altizer, the apostate Episcopal Bishop James Pike, re-
nowned atheist Madeline Murray O’Hare, and situation ethicist 
Joseph Fletcher, I had come to view him from afar with the deepest 
respect. Montgomery was lecturing at a secular college in Califor-
nia on “Legal Evidences and the Case for the Resurrection of Jesus 
Christ.” I attended and was overwhelmed with the breadth of his 
learning and the Christocentric nature of his apologetical presen-
tation. Christ crucified was the center of the lecture. It was of the 
highest scholarly content and in no sense demeaning to the search-
ing unbeliever. Most important, no effort was made to remove the 
offense of the cross or to “sell” Christianity based on the higher life-
style it offered. Montgomery’s trial-lawyer focus and clarity (he is an 
American attorney, French avocat, and English barrister) astounded 
me. Shortly thereafter I began academic work under Montgomery, 
Dr. Rod Rosenbladt, and Dr. Walter Martin at the Simon Green-
leaf School of Law, where I received the degree of Master of Arts in 
Christian Apologetics in 1984.

At Simon Greenleaf I received my first real education. The 
course on “Classical and Contemporary Theology” was a compar-
ison of Rome, John Wesley, and the Reformation on the critical 
doctrines of Scripture (i.e., God, man, sin, Christ, Holy Spirit, the 
Church, end times). Rosenbladt was the professor. The class was my 
introduction to the historic efforts in the Christian Church to sys-
tematize the teachings of Scripture around the central doctrines. It 
was in Rosenbladt’s class in 1983 that I first heard of the disturbing 
similarities in the doctrine of the Christian life between Rome and 
Evangelicalism as seen in Wesley. For both Rome and Wesley, the 
doctrine of sanctification had swallowed up the doctrine of justifi-
cation. By way of contrast, I was introduced to the theology of the 
Reformation through extensive reading in Luther and Calvin.
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Though they were both “Missouri Synod” Lutherans (whatever 
that meant), neither Montgomery nor Rosenbladt ever pushed a 
church address on me. Quite the opposite. Names on church doors 
meant very little to them—the “smell” test was what that church 
in fact believed, taught, and confessed. At Simon Greenleaf I was 
trained to defend C.  S. Lewis’s Mere Christianity. Any push to 
convert to Lutheranism was not a topic—ever. Rosenbladt simply 
taught the theological distinctions within the branches of Chris-
tendom. It was here that I first heard an explanation of why chaos 
occurs in theology when the distinction between Law and Gospel 
is blurred in the pulpit. It was here that I discovered for myself 
Luther’s Christocentric focus and the “conserving” nature of the 
Lutheran Reformation, as opposed to the radical reformation of 
the Swiss reformer Zwingli and the resulting effort to reduce the 
worship service to that which can be found specifically sanctioned 
in the Bible.

The road I was on at that time is only now clear to me. From an 
interest in evangelism I had been led to studying apologetics and 
the defense of the Christian faith through the ages. My reading led 
me to study Church history and the historic efforts to clarify and 
systematize Christian doctrine. Professors Montgomery, Rosen-
bladt, and Martin pushed me to learn from the giants in the faith 
who had dealt with the key objections to Christianity first raised 
centuries earlier and at a time when the objections were often most 
clearly and persuasively stated.

Even more disquieting was that my interest in evangelism had 
not just led me to an interest in apologetics. It led me to an interest 
in the legal defense of the biblical Gospel—legal apologetics. The 
legal defense of the Gospel was leading me to once again look se-
riously at the law as a profession that provided direct tie-ins to the 
Gospel. Montgomery had directed me in this fascinating study of 
why lawyers had been historically attracted to the Christian faith 
and how legal standards of evidence could be employed in defend-
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ing the Christ who was crucified under Pontius Pilate.1 By the time 
I had presented my master’s thesis on the nineteenth-century An-
glican apologist Archbishop Richard Whately in a public defense at 
Simon Greenleaf in 1984,2 I was already accepted to the University 
of California, Hastings College of the Law for the fall term of 1984. 
Three years later I had my Juris Doctorate and was headed to the 
firm of Price, Postel, and Parma in Santa Barbara as an associate 
attorney in the litigation and trial department.

From an interest in evangelism to an interest in apologetics to 
an interest in the law. I was on a path. What was it I was seeking 
to defend as a legally trained Christian apologist? Why, the Gospel 
of course. But where was the clearest doctrinal expression of the 
Gospel? Was there a theology that centered on getting the Gospel 
straight and putting that at the center?

The quest for clarity and for a Christ at the center was now 
leading me to an intellectual conclusion—Lutheranism was thor-
oughly Christocentric and clear. More disturbing, it was not “liber-
al” (though it is so perceived sometimes because many “Lutherans” 
of all stripes are simply Lutheran in name only) and definitely not 
Roman Catholic either. They had some peculiar views on Baptism 
and the Lord’s Supper, it seemed to me, because they were too 
literal with the biblical passages. This was a troubling realization. 
In addition, the overwhelmingly consistent testimony of Church 
history on the topics of Baptism and the Lord’s Supper was on 
Lutheranism’s side. I also had the uncomfortable feeling that what 
my Evangelical teachers said Lutherans believed was not consistent 
with what the Lutherans actually believed—concerning what was 
going on with these earthly elements when combined with God’s 
Word, for example. It was not a work being offered up to God. 

1 For a series of marvelous articles defending various aspects of Christian truth done by le-
gally trained minds through the centuries, see John Warwick Montgomery, ed., Jurispru-
dence: A Book of Readings (Strasbourg, France: International Scholarly Publishers, 1974). 
See also Ross Clifford, “Leading Lawyers’ Case for Christianity” (Edmonton, Alberta: 
Canadian Institute for Law, Theology, and Public Policy, 1996).

2 Craig Parton, “Richard Whately: A Man for All Seasons” (Edmonton, Alberta: Canadian 
Institute for Law, Theology, and Public Policy, 1997).
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Furthermore, just because the minister wore a robe and had people 
kneel up at an altar did not mean he was trying to hide his liber-
alism and latent works-righteousness. No, they were saying it was 
Good News—God coming to me and confirming and delivering to 
me the forgiveness of sins won at the cross. The recipient was merit-
ing nothing. Perhaps kneeling was not a uniquely Roman Catholic 
liturgical body position.

Despite a gradual theological and intellectual reformation, my 
wife and I remained in nondenominational Evangelicalism for 
almost a decade longer. Why? The social and cultural ties were 
strong—we understood and genuinely liked these people. The 
church service was not always terrible or at least not regularly em-
barrassing. It was not great—but generally not bizarre either except 
at holidays or inevitably when guests were invited (e.g., Christmas 
pageants, cute-children-on-the-stage Sunday School programs, 
and “Purgatory Sunday,” a.k.a. the Fourth of July). We also had our 
share of “funerals from hell,”3 where a local megapastor once even 
directed us, after giving the obligatory sermon “adoring the works of 
the departed one,” to bow our heads and “tell [the deceased] good-
bye” in order to “begin our healing.” It sounded strikingly familiar 
to admonitions to “pray to the saints in heaven,” except without the 
side altar, incense, vestments, and rosary beads attached. 

All of our friends were converts to Christianity with “born-
again” experiences. They were enthusiastic about reaching oth-
ers and serious about world missions, outreach, and studying the 
Scripture—though with more of an emphasis on Law than Gospel. 
Skipping Bible study class was not an option for us or our Evan-
gelical friends. I regularly taught apologetics to classes overflowing 
with eager learners. Almost everyone in the church was seemingly 
involved in some kind of “ministry,” loosely defined as using your 
talents for Christ.

However, the worship service often lacked reverence. That much 

3 Parton, “Funerals from Hell,” Modern Reformation Magazine 19, no. 1 ( January/February 
2010): 6–9.
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was clear. During the week in the courtroom, I dressed in my best 
clothes to show respect to the court. I stood when the judge entered. 
I rose and kept silence when the court spoke. Dignity, decorum, 
honor, order—all were part of my daily work life. I lived the “legal 
liturgy” six days a week. But Sunday was different. Why was it, I 
wondered, when in the presence of God we had Baby Boomers in 
shorts and sandals acting like sophomores in high school?4 Could I 
seriously invite professional (or any?) friends to a show with cheesy 
piano-bar-type music and giggles? And where in the congregation 
were the people near death—those old and infirm saints who had 
no “glowing life” to share but only the aches, pains, loneliness, and 
fears of nearing the end of this earthly existence?

One never really knew when our Sunday service started. Music 
just kind of moved into a welcome, which moved into announce-
ments, which moved into “special music” (i.e., “music” by a person 
with a microphone). One Communion Sunday I witnessed two 
young men in front of my family playing with the Communion wa-
fers with their tongues and laughing. The worship service followed 
the “God is a very cool dude” theology of my congregation. The songs 
had God right there with me, hurting with all my hurts. But all the 
while I was coming to a terrifying conclusion: I had lost respect for 
the God who would welcome this sort of drivel. My wife and I—for 
the first time in twenty years of being ardent Evangelicals—began 
making excuses to our children for missing Sunday worship.

A Sacramental Crisis
I found that I could put up with an enormous amount of non-

sense in Evangelicalism. Then we had children.
I had, up to that time, endured teary-eyed testimonials; 

flag-waving July Fourth church services; pastors who worked the 
aisles like a talk-show host; Sunday School classes that consisted 
of the leader asking, “What do you think this verse means?”; spe-

4 See Craig Parton, “The New White-Wine Pietists,” Logia: A Journal of Lutheran Theology 
6, no. 1 (Epiphany 1997): 33–36.
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cial music featuring mother-daughter duets on Father’s Day; and a 
shipload of pro-family values sermons and other assorted exhorta-
tions to moral living. Again, more Law than Gospel. But the begin-
ning of our recognition of a need to hear Christ crucified from the 
pulpit again began with a crisis over the place of water, bread, and 
wine in the Christian life.

From my first days as an Evangelical, I learned that Baptism 
was our act of obedience. The Lord’s Supper was a memorial of what 
went on that somber Thursday night. We were taught that wine was 
not a good idea since grape juice was more likely used (reasoning 
that our Lord would not condone strong drink on such a solemn 
occasion, and we mustn’t tempt alcoholics), never mind the fact that 
grape juice as a pasteurized, unfermented beverage was unknown 
until the nineteenth century.5 More important, since this was only a 
memorial and symbolic act, the actual elements used were flexible. 
What was in your heart was more important than what you put in 
your mouth. Of central importance was the obedience you showed 
when reenacting these “ordinances.” The flow of these acts was from 
earth to heaven—“sacrificial.”

To replace infant Baptism, we had a “baby dedication,” which 
is a ceremony that advised God concerning our parental intentions 
for the future. The result of this “service” was to hopefully assure us 
that our child would be in heaven should they die before the “age 
of accountability,” which was roughly assumed to fall somewhere 
in the range of three to ten years of age (problems associated with 

5 The development of pasteurized grape juice by Thomas Welch as a substitute for Commu-
nion wine is well documented. Welch, a pietistic, temperance-minded nineteenth-century 
Methodist, pioneered what is today a $650 million-a-year grape juice business, a business 
that benefited directly from Protestant churches in the nineteenth century caught up in 
the burgeoning temperance movement. Welch’s motivation in pasteurizing grape juice 
was utterly clear—he sought the end of the “scandal” of serving alcohol in the church. 
Perhaps just as fascinating, at the same time there began the first theological attempts at 
claiming that wine was not used in Communion in the New Testament and that Jesus 
was actually a teetotaler. See Richard Ostling, “Wine or Grape Juice: A Communion 
Conundrum,” Associated Press article, Salt Lake Tribune, 18 May, 2002; William Chaz-
anof, Welch’s Grape Juice: From Corporation to Cooperative (New York: Syracuse University 
Press, 1977); Betty O’Brien, “The Lord’s Supper: Traditional Cup or Innovative Cups of 
Individuality,” Methodist History 32, no. 2 ( January 1994): 79–98.
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the “terrible twos” were left to resolution by us in consultation with 
our pediatrician). After our first such experience with this ritual in 
1987, I vowed never to do that again in the event God ever forgave 
me and allowed us to have a second child. The “dedication” was all 
about my wife and me and what we would do to obey God and raise 
the child up. The direction was again clearly from earth to heaven. 
We vowed to be promise keepers. But promises by sinners, who are 
promise breakers by nature, to be faithful parents is not a recipe for 
comfort. Comfort comes from assurance that all is in our Lord Jesus 
Christ’s hands and secure in His promises.

The same theology we found behind Baptism held true for Com-
munion. God was not doing something for me in Communion (i.e., 
speaking and delivering the forgiveness of sins that Christ earned 
on the cross more than two thousand years ago). To the contrary, I 
was doing something to show my love and commitment to God.

My wife and I had, of course, not baptized our children as in-
fants. That would have been a works-oriented Roman Catholic rite 
since we were taught that an infant surely can’t have faith and only 
faith saves.6 But the day did come for my children to be baptized. 
They met with the pastor, who was reasonably assured that they 
had a testimony of a personal encounter with Jesus and being born 
again. One Sunday evening as I stood in the shadows to the side of 
the baptismal Jacuzzi, I watched my children address a sea of ques-
tioning faces and give their testimony. My children have since told 
me it was one of the most distressing days of their lives, since they 
constantly wondered if the audience believed their stories. 

6 Paul Zietlow has done an excellent analysis of Luther’s arguments concerning infant 
Baptism, arranged by the categories of biblical, theological, and historical considerations. 
Zietlow and others make plain that the Baptism of infants was clearly the universal prac-
tice of the Christian Church from the first century until the rise of the sixteenth-century 
Anabaptists in response to Luther. Paul H. Zietlow, “Martin Luther’s Arguments for In-
fant Baptism,” Concordia Journal 20, no. 2 (April 1994): 147–71; see also the definitive 
treatment of this topic by Jeremias, where he states: “Delay of baptism in the case of Chris-
tian children was wholly unknown in the primitive Church. It is not until the year 329–30 
that we have certain evidence of a case of Christian parents letting their children grow up 
unbaptized” (emphasis in the original). Joachim Jeremias, Infant Baptism in the First Four 
Centuries (London: SCM Press, 1960), 56.


