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P R A I S E  F O R  C L E A R L Y  C H R I S T I A N

Trevor Sutton is one of my favorite authors for anything where 
culture and Christianity meet. Clearly Christian does not disap-
point! Sutton utilizes a timeline of history, engaging discussion 
questions, biblical study, and witty humor to guide readers from 
the chaos of our world into a solid understanding of the value 
and presence of the Gospel in the midst of the challenges of 
our current cultural context. Sutton’s wellspring of knowledge 
is made relevant page after page. At the end of the day, when 
readers set this book down, they will still hear the echoes of the 
author’s deep desire that they might walk away with the fullness 
of God’s Gospel grace for each of them.

—Deaconess HeiDi GoeHmann, LcsW, LimPH 
autHor anD aDvocate at iLovemysHePHerD.com

Though the world has access to more information than ever 
before, it is also more confused than it ever has been. People are 
seeking answers to their confusion, but often they look every-
where but the church and to everyone but Christians for answers. 
Christianity has been defined and redefined by our culture and 
is often seen as irrelevant, judgmental, and uninspiring. Sutton 
does a masterful job of reminding us that, as much as everything 
continues to change, the simple message of God’s grace through 
Jesus remains unchanged and is as relevant and needed as ever. 
Clearly Christian will humble you, challenge you, and inspire you 
to boldly live as a follower of Jesus in a lost and confused world.

—rev. tim niekerk 
senior Pastor 

saLem LutHeran cHurcH, tombaLL, tX
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Trevor Sutton offers approachable theological insight to the 
weary Christian who’s overrun by today’s dizzying pace of infor-
mation. His advice for navigating social media as Christians is 
poignant and practical, and it should be required reading before 
we log on to social media. He’s absolutely right: we need more 
Jesus. Sutton remains one of the most accessible theologians.  
I’ll be returning to this book again and again to be refreshed by 
its truth and clarity in helping Christians understand and re-
spond to confusing claims surrounding the faith.

—setH Hinz 
assistant to tHe PresiDent—Web/meDia Director 

micHiGan District, Lcms

Twenty-first-century Christians need to know, defend, share, 
and practice their faith with authenticity and integrity. Clearly 
Christian weaves all four of these efforts together in one book. 
Sutton skillfully names contemporary faith challenges, answers 
these challenges, and equips readers to take simple, meaningful, 
faithful action to meet these challenges.

—rev. aaron Perry, PHD  
assistant Professor of PastoraL tHeoLoGy anD LeaDersHiP 

WesLey seminary, marion, in

Counteracting a cliché-ridden culture and church, Trevor Sutton 
brings the disarming truth of the Christian faith into bold relief. 
Using historical insight, scholarly analysis, and practical con-
versation, Clearly Christian provides a counterpoint to confused 
pious platitudes and reveals the refreshing goodness of God’s 
grace for the world.

—rev. micHaeL W. neWman 
PresiDent, teXas District, Lcms 

autHor of Hope WHen Your Heart Breaks: navigating grief and Loss
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INTRODUCTION

IKEA is known around the world for self-assembly furniture. One of the 
ways the company offers customers modern design at a reasonable price is 
by having consumers assemble the furniture themselves. And since IKEA 
sells their products all around the world, the instruction manuals have little 
to no text that would require extensive translating for use in different coun-
tries. Instead, the assembly instructions are conveyed entirely by pictures.

Taking a box of random pieces—bolts and screws, boards and handles, 
knobs and dowels—and trying to put it all together to make a desk, while 
being guided only by pictures, is no small feat. Assembling IKEA furniture 
requires an investment of blood, sweat, tears, and time. Some professional 
counselors apparently even prescribe assembling this furniture as part of 
couple’s therapy. The thought is, if a couple can put together a piece of 
furniture without killing each other, then they can put together a marriage 
without killing each other.

If you have ever assembled this furniture, then you are undoubtedly 
familiar with the iconic IKEA man. He is the cartoon figure used in the 
assembly manual pictures. He is depicted in various ways in the instruc-
tions: opening boxes, reading the manual, getting help from a friend, and 
so forth. However, if you ask me, the best depiction of the IKEA man is the 
one that has him staring at a pile of random pieces with a question mark 
next to his head.

?
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C L E A R LY C H R I S T I A N

He is looking at the pieces and the instruction manual while wondering 
where he went wrong with his life. The next picture shows the man calling 
for help to understand how to assemble all the parts and pieces. 

The point is this: If you are confused, then you should 
get some clarification. If you are unclear as to how all 
the parts and pieces fit together, then you should get a 
clearer understanding .

This book will do exactly that for you. (To be absolutely clear, it will 
not help you assemble IKEA furniture; you are on your own for that.) 
Instead, this book will provide clarification in the midst of confusion 
about what it means to be a follower of Jesus. This book addresses many 
common misconceptions surrounding the Christian faith. The pages that 
follow work hard to untangle the misinformation from the information 
and separate falsehood from truth. The layers of misinformation clouding 
clear Christianity are pervasive in our culture. And there is not just one 
layer of misunderstanding; there are layers upon layers upon layers of 
misunderstanding. This book attempts to peel away the resin obscuring 
the Christian faith. Just as sandpaper grinds away layers of old varnish, this 
book aims to grind away the layers of errors. By the end, you will have a 
clearer confession of your faith, hope, and trust in Christ Jesus. And those 
who do not know Jesus—or what it means to follow Him—will have a clearer 
knowledge of what it means to be a Christian.

WHAT TO EXPECT

It will be helpful to have some guidance about what to expect from 
this book. The pages that follow will weave together some disparate and 
seemingly disconnected topics. At times, you may think it is a stretch to 
connect ancient history, the internet, and the Christian faith. It may seem 
far-fetched to draw parallels between the earliest confusion depicted in 
Genesis and the present-day confusion that is rampant on social media. 
Let me encourage you to read the whole book, engage all the arguments, 
and consider all the examples. My hope is that by the end you will agree, 
“What has been is what will be, and what has been done is what will be 
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I N T R O D U C T I O N

done, and there is nothing new under the sun” (Ecclesiastes 1:9). You can 
expect the following in this book:

Expect Jesus: Clear Christianity is about Jesus. He is not merely a 
part of Christianity. Jesus is the core of Christianity. If you take Jesus out 
of Christianity, it ceases to be Christianity. Jesus is not part of a pantheon 
with Moses, Paul, and Mother Teresa. He is not a model of perfect moral-
ity that Christians now must follow. He is God in human flesh, King of all 
creation, and Savior of the nations. He was crucified for our sins, placed 
dead in the tomb, and raised to new life. Therefore, He is Lord. He makes 
all things new, delivers the forgiveness of sins, and reconciles us to God. 
There is no Christianity apart from Jesus. You can expect Jesus in this book.

Expect Culture: This is a very, very difficult word to define. Smarter 
people have tried and failed to come up with an adequate and comprehensive 
definition of this word. Knowing my own limitations, I will not even try to 
offer a comprehensive definition for culture. For our purposes, suffice to 
say that culture is the characteristic features of daily existence shared by 
people in a particular place and time. These include the social practices, 
attitudes, and beliefs of a group of people. Another word for this is zeitgeist 
(the spirit of the age).

The trouble is this: people are not all the same. There will always be 
people living and functioning in ways that are distinct from the major-
ity of people around them. To be sure, there is no such thing as a single, 
monolithic culture in any one time or place. However, it is possible to 
make broad observations and generalizations about a culture. Schools, 
universities, companies, congregations, and organizations have particular 
cultures; these groups have unique ways of thinking, speaking, acting, and 
interacting with others. On a far greater scale, an entire community or 
country has a culture. This book discusses modern culture and society in 
a broad way. You can expect this book to talk about contemporary culture, 
internet culture, and the spirit of our age at this present time.

Expect Technology, Internet, and Social Media: This book explores 
the topic of technology and how it influences our lives. It is important to 
know that technology is not limited to hover boards and ray guns; technol-
ogy is not narrowly defined as new stuff or modern inventions. Instead, 
technology has to do with making, producing, or crafting something. In 
this regard, technology encompasses many diverse objects: computers, 
cars, books, roads, bridges, smartphones, and many other objects that have 
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been made or produced. This book explores how technology influences our 
world generally and the Christian faith specifically.

You can also expect a lot of discussion about the internet and social 
media in this book. Few things are more ubiquitous in modern life than 
these digital technologies. There is a staggering number of people around 
the world who use the internet on a daily basis. The number of people—even 
in impoverished and developing countries—on social media platforms is 
also dizzying. The world has been profoundly changed by the internet 
and social media. This book aims to address the many ways in which the 
internet and social media have affected the Christian faith.

Expect Theology and Church History: Finally, you can expect theology 
and Church history in this book. Before you nod off to sleep upon hearing 
those words, let me explain. There is no reason why either theology or 
Church history must be boring, dusty, or narcolepsy-inducing. Yes, there 
are many words and terms that may be unfamiliar to you. Yes, the names 
and events are from another time and place. Nevertheless, these are tre-
mendously important matters. The people of Jesus—not only pastors, but 
all the people of Jesus—should lean in and learn theology. Why? Because it 
is the study of God, God’s Word, and God’s work in the world through Christ 
Jesus. Those are some pretty universally important topics. Same thing goes 
for Church history; it explores the life and thought of the people of God 
through the generations and how this influences the Church today. This 
book addresses these topics in an accessible and engaging way.

BOOK OVERVIEW

This book is divided into two sections. It will be helpful to know ahead 
of time what these sections are and why the book is organized in this way.

PART 1: THE AGE OF CONFUSION

The first part of the book gives a broad description of and context for 
how our world has descended into such profound and widespread confusion. 
Drawing on Scripture and history, this section explores what it means to be 
confused about God, how this confusion has been manifested throughout 
human history, and how it has spread over the generations up until the 
present day. This section also focuses on how the internet and social media 
have amplified the confusion in our world. You can think of this section as 
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describing the seed and soil of confusion that have produced the harvest 
of confusion described in the second section of the book.

PART 2: CLEARING THE CONFUSION

The second part of the book goes into far greater detail than the first 
part. After looking at the historical origins of our confusion, the second 
part of the book looks at specific ways that people are currently confused 
about Christianity. This part of the book addresses common misconceptions 
and accusations made against the followers of Jesus. You have undoubtedly 
heard claims like these before:

Being a Christian is about being a good person, 
rejecting the physical world, following old-fashioned 
traditions, judging others, checking your brain at the 
front door of the church, finding happiness, being 
overly political, and winning arguments . If you want to 
be part of that community, then you must subscribe to 
those tenets .

The chapters in this section of the book clarify the confusion bound up 
in these claims and offer a clear confession of the Christian faith.

Clear > Confusion =

Each chapter in the second part of the book ends with a brief discussion 
of how the people of Jesus can prioritize clear Christianity over confusion. 
These Clear > Confusion mini-sections intend to give you practical and 
realistic ways to embody the chapters in daily life. In other words, the goal is 
that you take what you have learned in reading the chapters and actually do 
something about it in your school, office, neighborhood, or social networks.

Spoiler Alert

One final note before you read this book. It does not cover the entire 
depth and breadth of the Christian faith. You will certainly read through this 

 © 2018 Concordia Publishing House and/or 
the copyright information listed on the indicia.
 © 2018 Concordia Publishing House and/or 

the copyright information listed on the indicia. 
c p h . o r g



xvi

C L E A R LY C H R I S T I A N

book and say, “Hey! What about ______________?” And I will say, “Yes, you are 
totally correct.” This book is not intended to be a comprehensive discus-
sion of everything that constitutes the Christian faith. It is not intended 
to be a dogmatics textbook that explores all the core topics of theology. 
Rather, this book addresses some of the most commonly misunderstood 
and confused aspects of the Christian faith.

Clear Christianity is something that the world desperately needs. In 
a world of counterfeits, the Christian faith is real, solid, and substantive. 
The Holy Spirit convicts us of our sins and shortcomings and leads us to 
real repentance. God leads us to be open and honest about the fact that we 
are poor, miserable sinners in need of a Savior. The followers of Jesus do 
not hide behind superficial smiles, fake fronts, and flimsy facades. Instead, 
clear Christianity confesses something real: Real promises. Real grace. Real 
forgiveness. And real life in Jesus!
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1
A BRIEF HISTORY OF CONFUSION

Confusion. If we could use just one word to capture the essence of 
modern life, then this would be it. Life in the twenty-first century is a 
cornucopia of confusion. We have an excess of many things—gadgets, 
technology, information, cat memes, globalization—but nothing is more 
abundant than confusion.

Perhaps you disagree. How does this one word exemplify all of modern 
life? There must be other words that do a better job of capturing the zeitgeist 
of our times. What about progress? networked? globalized? technological? 
tolerant? post-postmodern?

All these words do describe modern life in some way, shape, or form. 
Nevertheless, each of them is riddled with confusion. Progress seemingly 
moves us ever forward, yet it feels a lot like we are going backward. Networks 
can connect us to people around the globe, yet we have a hard time remem-
bering the name of our next-door neighbor. Globalization makes the world 
an increasingly smaller place, yet the divisiveness of racism and violence 
constantly push us apart. Technology makes life easier yet infinitely more 
complicated. Tolerance does help us strive to understand one another better, 
but tolerance for anything and everything has also turned society into a 
feckless blob of opinions. Postmodernity is becoming post-postmodernity, 
which will eventually become post-post-postmodernity.

Let’s just admit we are confused.
Ironically, the Information Age has turned into the Age of Confusion. 

We have access to more knowledge than any generation that has ever lived. 
The internet connects our fingers and brains and eyes to a worldwide web 
of information. The invisible gossamer threads of this web of information 
join together with other threads at an incredible speed. A simple search 
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C L E A R LY C H R I S T I A N  : T H E  A G E  O F  C O N F U S I O N

of the internet results in millions of possibilities and terabytes of data. We 
have more information on our smartphones alone than the ancient Library 
of Alexandria in Egypt. And yet, we also have more misinformation and 
confusion than ever before.

Daily life in our brave new world requires hacking through a jungle of 
opinions, navigating an uncharted ocean of misinformation, and climbing 
above the fog of rumors in order to reach the summit of truth. This is no 
easy task.

WHEN DID THIS CONFUSION BEGIN?

Like many English words, the word confuse comes to us by way of Latin. 
It has its origins in the Latin word confundo. The Latin word has the sense 
of pouring together or mixing two different substances. Confusion is the 
mingling and mixing of truth and falsehood, information and misinforma-
tion, knowledge and ignorance. Like ink poured into water, confusion is 
falsehood poured into truth resulting in an opaque mess. Even just a drop 
of ink mingled with clear water results in a completely unclear mixture.

To be certain, confusion is not a new phenomenon. Though we may 
currently be experiencing its zenith, the Age of Confusion originated long 
ago. When did confusion first begin? Was it when Adam was naming the 
animals and he first encountered the aardvark? Or perhaps confusion became 
part of the human experience when Adam awoke from a deep slumber and 
sensed that his rib cage felt different? Although aardvarks and missing ribs 
are befuddling, neither of these count as confusion in the precise sense of 
the term. Instead, the first instance of confusion occurred when the serpent 
said, “Did God actually say, ‘You shall not eat of any tree in the garden’?” 
(Genesis 3:1). This may not readily appear to be confusion. (At least not 
in the way we often think of confusion.) Nevertheless, this is the moment 
when confusion first jammed open a door into this world.

Notice the subtlety of this confusion. God had spoken a clear word to 
His human creatures:

And the Lord God commanded the man, saying, “You may surely 
eat of every tree of the garden, but of the tree of the knowledge 
of good and evil you shall not eat, for in the day that you eat of it 
you shall surely die.” (Genesis 2:16–17)
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These words were easily understood. And yet, they were confused by just 
one word. Did God really say that? Are you sure you heard Him correctly? 
What if His Word was not entirely true? Just a drop of inky confusion. Just a 
word of falsehood. Just a tiny bit of obfuscation. And it spread and spread.

Confusion, just like sin, is not of God. It is a deviation away from God. 
Mingling truth and falsehood is an aberration of God’s perfect plan for 
creation. The apostle Paul makes this clear when he says, “For God is not 
a God of confusion but of peace” (1 Corinthians 14:33). God is not the 
author of confusion, nor does He desire confusion. On the contrary, God 
is the author of truth and clarity, peace and wholeness.

Metastasizing like a cancer, confusion spread from the serpent’s words 
into all creation. Sin confused how Adam and Eve related to God: “And 
he [Adam] said, ‘I heard the sound of You in the garden, and I was afraid, 
because I was naked, and I hid myself’ ” (Genesis 3:10). Sin confused how 
husband and wife related to each other (Genesis 3:7, 12). Sin confused the 
relationships within the family (Genesis 4:8–9). The pathology of this disease 
was not confined to ancient history or a single generation. Sin confused 
human hearts and minds, communities, and all the earth (Genesis 6:5). 
A drop of ink in water spreads throughout the entire glass; a drop of sin 
spreads confusion throughout all of God’s creation.

THE DEATH SENTENCE FOR CONFUSION 
— THE LIFE OF JESUS —

God still provided clarity, even in the midst of this confusion. He spoke 
clear words of promise to Abraham (Genesis 12:1–3). He made His power 
clear to Israel through the Passover and deliverance from Egypt (Exodus 
12). He made His presence clearly known through their wilderness wander-
ings and entrance into the Promised Land (Exodus 16:10; Deuteronomy 
31:3–6). He made His Word clearly heard through the prophets (Isaiah 43; 
Jeremiah 29:10–14). He made His promise of a Savior clear to all generations 
(Genesis 3:15; Isaiah 53; Jeremiah 31:31–34). God made it clear that when 
He sent His Son He would penetrate the inky confusion of sin with truth 
and clarity, love and mercy, justice and power: “The people who walked in 
darkness have seen a great light; those who dwelt in a land of deep dark-
ness, on them has light shone” (Isaiah 9:2).
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Jesus is clarity overcoming confusion. He is light shining in the dark-
ness, peace quelling chaos, truth speaking over the noise of falsehood. God 
came into our confusion and brought clarity. Jesus proclaimed the Word 
of God with power and authority. Jesus brought ease to diseased people, 
rest to restless hearts, and life to lifeless bodies. Jesus came into a world 
of confusion, falsehood, and darkness to bring clarity, truth, and light: “I 
am the light of the world. Whoever follows Me will not walk in darkness, 
but will have the light of life” (John 8:12).

There is no confusion in the Gospel of Jesus Christ. No mingling of truth 
and falsehood, information and misinformation, Good News and bad news. 
The Gospel speaks truly Good News: Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection 
have made all things new. His resurrection was not fake news. Hundreds 
of witnesses used their eyes, hands, and minds to confirm the resurrec-
tion of Jesus. And this Good News is not some abstract concept; it is the 
Good News that Jesus is for you. The truth and power of the Gospel has 
put death to death. The thick confusion of sin has been scattered on the 
cross. The penetrating clarity of new life has emerged from the tomb. Truth 
lives because Jesus has driven a nail through the very heart of falsehood.

Confusion is dead; Jesus is alive.

THE EARLY CHURCH 
— SENT INTO THE CONFUSION —

Jesus opposed confusion by speaking clear truth with authority. He 
cleared the confusion within minds and hearts by teaching God’s Word 
to large crowds and small groups of disciples and through one-on-one 
conversations. However, Jesus also had another strategy for clearing the 
confusion in this world: the Church. Jesus authoritatively sent the Church 
to proclaim clear truth in a world of confusion: “And He appointed twelve 
(whom He also named apostles) so that they might be with Him and He 
might send them out to preach” (Mark 3:14). The word apostle means “one 
who has been sent.” On a number of occasions during His earthly ministry, 
Jesus authoritatively sent His disciples (Mark 6:7; Luke 10:1–20; Matthew 
28:16–20).

After Jesus’ resurrection and ascension, the Christians in the Early 
Church set about the work Jesus sent them to do—clearly confessing the 
Gospel within a world of confusion. On Pentecost, the Holy Spirit came just 
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as Jesus had promised (Acts 2). And people were confused. The crowd was 
of a mixed and mingled opinion as to what was happening. Some thought 
the disciples were day drinking; others thought it was a divine occurrence. 
Peter addressed the crowd and dropped some knowledge on them: “Men 
of Judea and all who dwell in Jerusalem, let this be known to you, and give 
ear to my words. For these people are not drunk, as you suppose. . . . Hear 
these words: Jesus of Nazareth, a man attested to you by God with mighty 
works and wonders and signs that God did through Him in your midst, as 
you yourselves know—this Jesus, delivered up according to the definite 
plan and foreknowledge of God, you crucified and killed by the hands of 
lawless men. . . . This Jesus God raised up, and of that we all are witnesses” 
(Acts 2:14–15, 22–23, 32). The nascent Church, as early as Pentecost, was 
born confessing truth with penetrating clarity.

Clarifying confusion became a full-time job for the Early Church:

• Peter confessed the Gospel to another crowd, this time confused 
by the healing of a lame man in Solomon’s portico: “Men of 
Israel, why do you wonder at this, or why do you stare at us? . . . 
The faith that is through Jesus has given the man this perfect 
health in the presence of you all” (Acts 3:12, 16).

• Stephen spoke the Gospel clearly to a group who had been stirred 
up on account of mingled truth and falsehood (Acts 6:12–13; 
7:2–53).

• Simon the magician was confused about the Holy Spirit—“Now 
when Simon saw that the Spirit was given through the laying on 
of the apostles’ hands, he offered them money” (Acts 8:18)—until 
Peter spoke truth to him (Acts 8:20–24).

• An Ethiopian government official was confused about Scripture 
until Philip clarified the words of Isaiah and the salvation of 
Jesus (Acts 8:35).

• Paul went from being a confused adversary of the Church to one 
of its clearest confessors (Acts 9).

The Book of Acts tells how the Holy Spirit worked through the Early 
Church to clearly confess Jesus in a world of confusion during the first 
century. This work persisted into the second century and third century. 
It appears from numerous historical artifacts that there was a great deal 
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of misinformation surrounding the Christian faith. A number of pagan 
Greco-Roman authors discuss Christians in their various writings. Some 
simply mention Christians in passing as part of broader conversations 
about philosophy, science, history, or biographical narratives. These authors 
include Tacitus, Suetonius, Phlegon, Lucian, Galen, Epictetus, and Marcus 
Aurelius.1 Some ancient authors extensively address questions surrounding 
the Christian faith.

One example comes from letters exchanged by two Roman authori-
ties: Governor Pliny and Emperor Trajan. Their letters reveal the horrific 
persecution of Christians in the second century. Emperor Trajan had sent 
Pliny (Gaius Plinius Caecilius Secundus, or Pliny the Younger) to serve as 
governor to the province of Bithynia on the coast of the Black Sea around 
AD 110–12. From their correspondence, it appears that misinformation 
and misunderstandings about Christianity fueled the violence inflicted 
on the Early Church.

Pliny, seeking advice regarding what to do about the Christians in his 
jurisdiction, wrote a letter to Trajan saying,

In the meantime, this is the plan which I have adopted in the case 
of those Christians who have been brought before me. I ask them 
whether they are Christians, if they say “Yes,” then I repeat the 
question the second time, and also a third—warning them of the 
penalties involved; and if they persist, I order them away to prison.2

There is no indication from either Pliny or Trajan as to the motives or 
reasoning for imprisoning Christians. Their letters are silent on that matter. 
However, it is clear that there was widespread confusion about the Christian 
faith. Pliny writes, “Therefore I placed two women, called ‘deaconesses,’ 
under torture, but I found only a debased superstition carried to great 
lengths.”3 Pliny was convinced—according to whatever he did know or did 
not know about Christianity—that it was nothing more than superstition.

1 See Jakob Engberg, Anders-Christian Jacobsen, and Jörg Ulrich, eds., In Defence of Chris-
tianity: Early Christian Apologists, trans. Gavin Weakley, Early Christianity in the Context of 
Antiquity, vol. 15 (Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang, 2014), 202.

2 William Stearns Davis, ed., Readings in Ancient History: Illustrative Extracts from the Sources, 
vol. 2: Rome and the West (Boston: Allyn and Bacon, 1912–13), 220.

3 Davis, Readings, 221.
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It appears, though, that even some of those who claimed to be Christian 
were equally confused about the Christian faith. Pliny developed a test 
to determine who should or should not be executed. He would order the 
accused to curse the name of Christ and call upon the gods and sacrifice 
incense and wine to the image of Emperor Trajan:

Those who denied that they were or had been Christians and 
called upon the gods with the usual formula, reciting the words 
after me, and those who offered incense and wine before your 
image—which I had ordered to be brought forward for this pur-
pose, along with the [regular] statues of the gods—all such I con-
sidered acquitted. . . . Still others there were, whose names were 
supplied by an informer. These first said they were Christians, 
then denied it, insisting they had been, “but were no longer.” . . . 
These all worshiped your image and the god’s statues and cursed 
the name of Christ.4

It would seem from this account that many of the accused individuals, 
apparently confused about what they believed or why they believed it, 
acquiesced to the demands of Pliny and denied the Christian faith.

Misinformation and rumors about followers of Jesus had spread through 
the Roman Empire. Christian apologists set about the task of defending 
the Christian faith. The word apologetics comes from the ancient Greek 
legal system; the prosecution would offer up an accusation (κατηγορία, 
katēgoria), and the defendant would offer up a defense against these claims 
(ἀπολογία, apologia). In the second and third centuries, engaging in apolo-
getics was not a recreational pastime for Christians; rather, apologetics was 
a life-and-death endeavor for them. Articulating the truth about Jesus and 
clarifying confusion about what it means to follow Him kept Diocletian’s 
sword away from your throat and the lions from your limbs.

These early apologists had to winsomely, persuasively, and effectively 
speak the truth about following Jesus. Many of the apologists of the Early 
Church were converts to the Christian faith. They had a thorough knowl-
edge of Roman culture, religion, and life because they had been steeped in 
it for years. They were not speaking about something they did not know; 

4 Davis, Readings, 220–21.
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rather, they were defending the Christian faith against the pagan practices 
in which they themselves had previously engaged.

One of the most well-known apologists of the Early Church was Justin 
Martyr. His “First Apology” (AD 155–57) sought to clarify the confusion 
surrounding what it means to follow Jesus. Addressing the Roman emperor 
Antoninus, Justin writes,

For in these pages we do not come before you with flattery, or as 
if making a speech to win your favor, but asking you to give judg-
ment according to strict and exact inquiry—not, moved by prej-
udice or respect for superstitious men, or by irrational impulse 
and long-established evil rumor.5

There were so many prejudices, superstitions, and rumors about 
Christianity that before Justin could start clarifying the confusion and 
articulating a confession that is clearly Christian, he wanted to make sure 
he was going to receive a fair hearing.

Other apologists also went about the work of clarifying the misinfor-
mation and rumors. Athenagoras, a convert to Christianity, defended the 
Christian faith from rumors about incest and cannibalism. In his “A Plea 
regarding Christians,” like Justin Martyr, Athenagoras began his argument 
with a plea for an impartial hearing. Athenagoras writes,

I must at the outset of my defense beg you, illustrious Emperors, 
to hear me impartially. Do not prejudge the case through being 
influenced by popular and unfounded rumor, but apply your love of 
learning and of truth to our cause. Thus you will not be led astray 
through ignorance, and we, disproving the uncritical rumors of 
the crowd, shall cease to be persecuted.6

He goes on to deconstruct the rumors about incestuous relationships 
and cannibal practices happening among the followers of Jesus. Athenagoras 
demonstrates how Christian beliefs on marriage and life are incongruent 
with incest and cannibalism.

5 Justin Martyr, “The First Apology,” trans. Edward Rochie Hardy, Early Christian Fathers, 
vol. 1, The Library of Christian Classics (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1953), 242–43, §2.

6 Athenagoras, “A Plea regarding Christians,” trans. Cyril C. Richardson, Early Christian 
Fathers, vol. 1, The Library of Christian Classics (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1953), 302–3, 
§2.
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Fake news was a real problem for the Early Church. The misinforma-
tion about Christians did more than make the neighbors suspicious of the 
Christians living next door. These rumors were not just idle talk in the 
city commons. Rather, these controversies led people to reject the Good 
News of Jesus and persecute anyone who did not do the same. Therefore, 
apologists like Irenaeus were not speaking hyperbolically when they wrote 
accounts such as this one:

Certain men, rejecting the truth, are introducing among us false 
stories and vain genealogies, which serve rather to controversies, 
as the apostle said, than to God’s work of building up in the faith. 
By their craftily constructed rhetoric they lead astray the minds of 
the inexperienced, and take them captive, corrupting the oracles 
of the Lord, and being evil expounders of what was well spoken.7

The Early Church dealt with irrational impulses, popular and unfounded 
rumors, and baseless controversies. The ancient followers of Jesus were 
engaged in the endless endeavor to separate truth from falsehood, fact 
from fiction, fake news from the Good News of Christ Jesus.

THE MIDDLE AGES AND THE REFORMATION 
— STILL CONFUSED —

One might think that all this confusion came from the Early Church 
being on the margins of the culture. During the first and second century, 
the Roman Empire was overtly committed to disrupting the spread of 
Christianity. During the third century, emperors carried out even more 
systematic persecution of Christians, such as putting followers of Jesus 
into colosseums filled with lions; thereby they pushed the Church from 
the margins into the basement of the culture. Writers, historians, and 
orators misinformed others about Christian beliefs and practices. It would 
be logical to assume that all this confusion came from a government and 
culture dead set against following the living Jesus.

This was not the case. People continued to be confused about Christianity 
even when the Church was no longer on the fringes of society.

7 Irenaeus, “Selections from the Work against Heresies,” trans. Edward Rochie Hardy, Early 
Christian Fathers, vol. 1, The Library of Christian Classics (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 
1953), 358, §1.
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In the early fourth century, Constantine became the first Christian 
emperor of the Roman Empire. Having a Christian emperor meant that 
followers of Jesus could finally emerge from the basement of the culture 
and the fringes of society. Constantine stopped the widespread persecution 
of Christians with the Edict of Milan in AD 313. This edict returned previ-
ously confiscated Christian property. The Council of Nicaea was convened 
in AD 325 and allowed Christian leaders from around the empire to openly 
meet and discuss essential Christian beliefs without fear of persecution.

Yet, even when Christianity became the official state religion of the 
Roman Empire, the confusion surrounding what it means to be a Christian 
persisted into the Middle Ages. The theological and political disputes 
within the Church during this time are evidence that the Christian faith 
was anything but clear.

FiFth to FiFteenth Centuries

Numerous theological misunderstandings spread through Christianity 
with viral tenacity. For example, Nestorius (AD 386–ca. 451), a priest and 
monk living in Syria, confused the incarnation of Christ. This heresy, later 
called Nestorianism, taught that Jesus existed as two distinct persons (the 
human Jesus and the divine Son of God) rather than one person (God in 
human flesh) with two natures. Attempting to correct the confusion of 
Nestorius, a church leader named Eutyches (AD ca. 380–ca. 456) created 
his own confusion by overcorrecting the errors of Nestorius. Eutyches 
argued that Jesus was a fusion of humanity and divinity in which the two 
natures were turned into a single blended nature that was part human and 
part divine. These theological misunderstandings, along with many others, 
led to a series of church councils and creeds to help clarify the confusion.

Disagreements soon developed regarding who had authority to decide 
theological issues and how doctrinal disputes were to be resolved. This 
confusion led to the East-West Schism in 1054. There were persistent 
misunderstandings between church leaders and political leaders. In 1077, 
Pope Gregory VII and King Henry IV had an epic argument over the issue of 
power and authority. Their dispute, known as the Investiture Controversy, 
resulted in Gregory excommunicating Henry. And it ended with Henry walk-
ing around barefoot in the middle of the winter to prove his repentance to 
Gregory. (Basically, this was like a medieval soap opera.) A fog of confusion, 
misinformation, and rumors still covered the Christian faith.
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The Crusades further confused Christianity. Beginning in the late eleventh 
century and continuing through the thirteenth century, a series of religious 
wars were fought in an attempt to reclaim the Holy Land. For many, the 
focus of Christianity shifted toward geopolitical power and procuring wealth. 
Misinformation and rumors traveled back and forth between Europe and 
the Holy Land. Peter the Hermit led the People’s Crusade (1096) in which 
he convinced thousands of people that he had a letter from God commis-
sioning a crusade to reclaim the Holy Land for Christendom. Many women 
and children joined the fight under the assumption that their innocence 
and purity would give them success in the battle.

This crusade led to numerous other crusades that slowly spiraled into 
mass confusion. Although many of the details are unclear in historical records, 
a Children’s Crusade appears to have incited bands of young children to 
seek to reach the Holy Land. The Fourth Crusade (1202–4) culminated in 
crusaders from the West attacking Constantinople, the Christian capital of 
the East. Christians fighting other Christians is a painfully obvious example 
of this mass confusion.

Another source of widespread confusion was a wildly popular medieval 
text called the Golden Legend (Legenda Sanctorum), which stirred a heap of 
falsehood into Scripture. It appears to have been first compiled sometime 
around 1260. The book was full of lore and legend about various biblical 
figures and saints. At various times in the Middle Ages, the Golden Legend 
was more widely known and consumed than the Bible. This text blurred 
the line between the historically accurate accounts of Scripture and the 
fanciful yarns of popular culture.

Injecting these unsubstantiated legends into the historical accounts 
of Scripture led to widespread confusion. Although the stories contained 
in this book were referred to as legends (Latin: legenda), people did not 
simply dismiss the stories as tall tales or fables. Unlike modern connota-
tions of legend, the medieval usage of this word simply implied that a text 
was meant to be read aloud. In fact, the book was written to be used by 
busy priests and preachers looking for vivid sermon illustrations. In some 
cases, the fabricated stories of the Golden Legend were more widely heard 
from pulpits than the truth of Scripture.
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sixteenth and seventeenth Centuries

The confusion of the Middle Ages (roughly the fifth to the fifteenth 
centuries) gave way to the confusion of the early modern period (sixteenth 
and seventeenth centuries). One might think that a period in history 
known as the Renaissance would be marked by enlightened thinking, clear 
comprehension, and the pursuit of truth. It undoubtedly was a period in 
human history marked by technological advancements, tremendous art 
and music, and advancements in education. This was the age of Raphael, 
Michelangelo, da Vinci, and Machiavelli. But even then, the mingling of 
truth and falsehood persisted.

The veneer of marble, poetry, and oil paint that ornamented the 
Renaissance could not hide the festering confusion within Christendom. 
In the sixteenth century, the average person living in Europe did not know 
Latin; Latin was the language of the nobility and educated people. Most 
people knew a vernacular language (e.g., Italian, German, French). However, 
the Bible and church worship services were in Latin and not the vernacular. 
This meant that the average person could not read God’s Word, nor under-
stand it in preaching and teaching. Most people were left to simply stare at 
the stained glass windows in order to learn the narrative of Scripture. This 
caused generations of people to be unaware of the most basic aspects of the 
Christian faith. Professed followers of Jesus were ignorant when it came 
to the Lord’s Prayer, Apostles’ Creed, Ten Commandments, and so forth.

Not surprisingly, not knowing the basics of Scripture led many people to 
import their own misinformation into Christianity. The truth about Jesus’ 
body being present in Holy Communion was so profoundly misunderstood 
that some people would actually hold onto the consecrated bread and use 
it in love potions and health elixirs.8 Baptism was so profoundly confused 
that some theologians advocated the forcible Baptism of Jewish children. 
Salvation had been distorted into a human project predicated on good 
works and indulgences. The focus of the Christian life was on doing the 
right things, saying the right words, or buying the right pieces of paper. 
There was more misinformation than information, more confusion than 
clarity, more falsehood than truth.

8 Gary K. Waite, Heresy, Magic, and Witchcraft in Early Modern Europe (London: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2003), 4.

 © 2018 Concordia Publishing House and/or 
the copyright information listed on the indicia.
 © 2018 Concordia Publishing House and/or 

the copyright information listed on the indicia. 
c p h . o r g



15

C H A P T E R  1 :  A B R I E F  H I S T O RY O F  C O N F U S I O N

This led to a number of reformations within the church. John Wycliffe 
(1330–84) and Jan Hus (1369–1415) were harbingers for the reforms that took 
place in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Martin Luther (1483–1546) 
went about the work of clarifying the truth about the Christian faith when 
he wrote the Ninety-Five Theses critiquing the church practice of selling 
indulgences, setting off a series of reform movements throughout Europe. 
He published instructional handbooks (known as the Small Catechism and 
the Large Catechism) as a way to assist parents and children, pastors and 
laity in knowing the most basic teachings of Christianity. Luther engaged in 
theological discussions (Heidelberg Disputation, Leipzig Debate, Marburg 
Colloquy) to clarify misinformation within the teachings of the church. 
He directed the work of crafting confessions of faith such as the Augsburg 
Confession, the Apology of the Augsburg Confession (remember apology 
means “defense”), and the Smalcald Articles as a way to clearly articulate 
the Christian faith.

Other reformers followed Luther and also worked to counter the con-
fusion surrounding Christianity. Philip Melanchthon (1497–1560), Ulrich 
Zwingli (1484–1531), John Calvin (1509–64), and John Knox (1513–72) 
all engaged in efforts to reform the church. However, while some of these 
efforts to reduce confusion and restore truth to the church were effective, 
some of these efforts only injected further misinformation and confusion 
into Christendom. Even when trying to clarify the confusion, human beings 
could not agree on the truth. Therefore, the Age of Reformation was a 
tumultuous time in history. And it led to even more tumultuous times.

THE MODERN AGE AND BEYOND 
— HYPERCONFUSION —

Confusion has gained speed and momentum with time. Ever since it 
furtively entered into creation with Satan’s question to Eve (Genesis 3:1), 
the mingling of truth and falsehood has worsened. As humanity proceeded 
into the Modern Age, it ambled only further down the path of confusion.

eighteenth and nineteenth Centuries

The Age of Enlightenment seemed to have even more potential for 
clarity than the Renaissance. In some ways, it was a very promising time in 
human history. Advancements in education, technology, and science began 
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to change society in massive ways. Monarchic rule was rejected throughout 
Europe, and democracy became the ideal societal configuration. But in many 
other ways, the Enlightenment was also a time of profound confusion. The 
past was despised, and the present was celebrated. Christian beliefs like the 
incarnation, divinity, and resurrection of Jesus started to be widely derided 
as outlandish, outmoded, and outright silly.

Chaotic pursuits for knowledge and progress ensued throughout the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Enlightenment philosophers issued a 
clarion call for sapere aude (“dare to know”). Truth became defined as what 
a person could prove or could experience for themselves. Human reason 
became the final arbitrator of reality and truth. Daring to know, however, 
quickly gave birth to daring to terrorize. This become one of the most brutal 
periods in European history. The epicenter of this chaos was France. Kings 
and aristocrats were beheaded. Churches were gutted and dismantled. The 
Cult of Reason (French: Culte de la Raison) became the state-sponsored 
religion to replace Christianity. Revolution ruled the day; terror ruled the 
night. The Reign of Terror and the French Revolution were just a few of the 
bloody events that occurred during this period of confusion.

The smoldering remains of the Age of Enlightenment gave rise to the 
Industrial Revolution. Europe and North America built factories, invented 
technologies, and forced children to work in horrific conditions. Steam 
engines hurried freight over rails and across oceans. Industrialization 
quickly changed the entire world; continents began trading raw material at 
a frenetic pace, and distant nations soon became more dependent on one 
another for commerce. Religious revivals came and went at various times 
alongside all of this; industrial progress, however, needed no revival because 
it never waned. The hum of machines in factories, the smoke pouring out 
of locomotives, and the noxious smell of burning coal filled the air. The 
fast-forward button had been pressed on the entire Western world. There 
was no time to think; there was just enough time to create, consume, and 
continue pressing forward.

twentieth Century

Worldwide confusion began to go nova around this time in history. World 
War I (1914–18) raged across entire continents and led to millions of dead 
soldiers and civilians. Trench warfare created previously unknown horrific 
conditions whereby soldiers were threatened from head to toe; bullets flew 
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over their heads, and gangrene consumed their feet. As the newly invented 
mustard gas settled and millions of bodies were buried after the war, the 
world traipsed further down a path of confusion from 1918 to 1938.

During this time, the authority of Scripture was bombarded by a move-
ment known as higher criticism. While its roots began in universities and 
seminaries in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, higher criticism 
reached pulpits and living rooms by the early twentieth century. The higher 
criticism movement argued that the Bible is fundamentally the same as any 
other text and that it ought to be studied as such. Higher critics taught the 
Scriptures as human works of literature, not divine. They demythologized and 
explained away the truth claims and miracles of the Bible, including Jesus’ 
resurrection, in sociological and psychological terms. Darwinian evolution, 
Freudian psychology, and Nietzschean nihilism were all superimposed over 
Scripture. As the Roaring Twenties fox-trotted toward the Great Depression, 
Christianity also imbibed a strange elixir of liberal theology, morality, and 
sentimentality, with a psychology chaser.

It goes without saying that World War II did not help ameliorate any 
of the global confusion. Sixty million dead in the course of six years—or 3 
percent of the world’s population at the time—created horrific confusion. 
The fallout from this war stretched into all aspects of life: culture, economy, 
politics, values, philosophy, and Christianity. The optimism of modernism 
also died with the millions of worldwide human causalities. Postmodernism 
emerged as a reaction to modernism. Grand narratives, such as that of the 
Aryan race proposed by the Nazis, were viewed with skepticism and incre-
dulity. Claims of objectivity were replaced with relativism and subjectivity. 
The notion that truth is completely a cultural construction—“what is true 
for you is not true for me”—gained traction for the first time in history.

The twentieth and twenty-first centuries proceeded to shift and swirl 
with increasing chaos: Confusion increased with the passage of time. Wars 
came and wars went. Viruses gallivanted around the globe. Technology 
and globalism contorted our sense of time and scale. The most recent and 
powerful example of this is the invention of the internet. In this history 
of confusion, each generation has become more and more accustomed to 
living in a world of confusion.
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D I S C U S S I O N  Q U E S T I O N S

1 .  Do you agree or disagree that modern life is riddled with confusion?  
Why is society reluctant to admit that confusion is so rampant in the 
modern age?

2.  This chapter defines confusion as the mixing together of truth and 
falsehood, information and misinformation, knowledge and ignorance . 
What do you like or dislike about that definition? How else could you 
describe confusion?

3 .  Why is it important to recognize that the world has always been confused 
about what Christians believe? Is this realization comforting, frustrating, 
or something else?

4 .  Do you agree or disagree that the world is becoming more and more 
confused? How is it possible to have more and more knowledge yet also 
be more and more confused?
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