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| ntr oduction:

Our Changing World

As we approach the beginning of the third millennium, the world seemsto be
changing quickly and indeed to be spinning out of control. While the threat of a superpower
conflict has subsided, the world is still avery dangerous place. Not only have wars been
causing havoc and tragedy in places like Bosnia and Rwanda, but the confident peace and
security of America, the sole surviving superpower, has been shattered by such events asthe
bombings of the World Trade Center in New Y ork and the federal building in Oklahoma
City.

Theworld isalso avery confusing place, with recent developmentsin science and
culture calling amost everything into question that we once believed. Science itself seems
to be suffering a breakdown of its consensus, if it ever had one. Scientists today appear to
debate almost everything of cultural significance, from whether the unborn are persons
from conception to whether miracles are possible. An increasing number of thinkers are

declaring this a“postmodern world” — one in which no consensus is possible because
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reality is however we perceiveit, and one in which neither the Christian worldview nor the
modern humanist worldview can any longer command assent.

Isthere any place for the biblical, Christian worldview in this changing world? Do
Christians have anything to say in response to the myriad challenges they face today to their
faith and values? These are the questions we address in this book. We do not try to provide
detailed, comprehensive explanations of the issues nor exhaustive, definitive answersto the
guestions. Instead, we offer awide-ranging analysis of some of the most critical issues
facing Christians today, from evolution to abortion, from the Muslims to the Mormons,
from the New Age movement to the gay rights movement. Think of this book asalarge-
scale map showing the major political boundaries, longest rivers, highest mountain ranges,
and largest cities, with smaller “insets” showing more detailed views of select areas. You
will get a better view of the big picture, and from there can go on to examine the details
with a street map for those local areas of special interest to you. At the end of the book we
provide alist of readings that will serve as such “street maps’ to go beyond the information
provided here.

The most important question that needs to be answered is not what we should think
about this or that subject — say, what we should think about the age of the universe or about
women in pastoral ministry — but how we should think about all such questions. We do not
pretend to know all the answersto all such questions, but we do believe that we know the
way we should approach them. We are more interested and concerned to present and model
away of thinking about the issues than to convince you of the correctness of all of our

opinions about these issues. For the greatest challenge facing Christians as we enter the
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third millennium is not finding answers to specific questions or solutions to specific
problems, but making clear to our culture that the Christian faith isrelevant to all questions
and all problems.

How, then, do we approach such diverse questions as why God allows evil and
whether some people are born genetically predisposed to homosexuality? Our answer,
briefly, isthat abiblical worldview and biblical principles should be made the basis for
seeking answers to these questions. This does not mean that answers to such questions can
always be read straight out of the Bible, asif asimple quotation from the Bible can be
produced that will allow usto say to any question we can pose, “Oh, well then, that’ sthe
answer.” Obvioudly, with some questions the Bible will actually provide direct information
or instruction (such aswhy God allowsevil), but with other questions we will not find any
direct consideration of the matter (such as whether some people are genetically
predisposed to homosexuality). But where the Bible does not speak directly, it provides a
framework of understanding within which we can fruitfully pursue answers to our questions.
Thisframework iswhat we have been calling aworldview, the standard term for them,
though actually worldviews might be better called reality-views. A worldview isa“map” (to
return to that analogy) which we carry about in our minds, referring to it constantly even
when we are not aware of its existence— which, for most of us, is most of the time.

The understanding that the Bible provides aworldview and teaches a variety of
principles but does not provide direct answersto every question we might ask leadsto an
important conclusion about how we go about seeking and articulating answers. If every

guestion had a straightforward answer in a biblical reference or two, we could take those
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answers and dogmatically insist that everyone accept those answers. On the other hand, if
the Bible never answered any of our most basic questions and provided no insight or
guidance for pursuing answersto all our questions, then we would have to admit that we
were essentially on our own and that our answers were not necessarily any better than
anyone else’s. But we face neither of these alternatives. As Christians, we confess that
God has revealed himself and hiswill for the human race in the Bible. We do haveanswers,
and this gives us abasis for confidence in confronting our culture with those answers. At
the same time, because not everything is spelled out in Scripture and there are many
guestions that cannot be directly or certainly answered from the Bible, we must be cautious
and humbly admit that we do not have all of the answers and that some of our answers may
be less reliable than others.

In short, aworldview approach to applying biblical teaching to contemporary cultura
Issues and problems requires a balance of confidence and caution, boldness and humility.
Where God’ sword is clear, we cannot afford to be cloudy. But where God' sword calls
upon us to make use of the gifts of reason and our senses to pursue matters beyond the
iImmediate concern of the biblical revelation, we cannot short-circuit that process by
concocting simplistic answers and trying to justify them on the basis of a dubious
application of the biblical text.

Before going any further, it will be helpful to give a concise statement of what we
mean by the biblical worldview. Perhaps the simplest definition isthat the biblical
worldview has three cornerstone affirmations: monotheism, incarnationalism, and

evangelicalism. Monotheismaffirms that there is one God who created the world, who
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made human beings to be creatures who could relate personally both to other creaturesin
the physical world of which they are a part and to the God who made them, and who holds
human beings accountable for their willful breaking of these relationships.
I ncar nationalismaffirms that this God, who revealed himself to usin Scripture, revealed
himself supremely by becoming human uniquely in Jesus of Nazareth, who as the Son
revealed the Father who sent him and the Spirit whom he sent after he died and rose again to
restore our relationship with God. Evangelicalism (used here in abroader sense than
usual) affirms that through faith in Jesus as our great God and Savior we enjoy that restored
relationship with God and begin to learn again how to honor God in our relations with one
another and with his creation. These affirmations are fundamental to the biblical, Christian
worldview.

One other premise of the method or approach that we take to the controversia
Issues in our culture should be explained at the outset. It ispossible to respond to each new
challenge or difficult issue arising in our culture that poses questions for Christian faith and
values by regjecting and condemning outright anything that is strange, unfamiliar, or contrary
to traditional opinions. And many Christians do just that. The problem with this approachis
that it positions the Christian in aretreatist and reactionary stance. We seem to befalling
back from engaging the culture with the truth of God’ sword, trying to find a secure bunker
from which to defend the gospel. What we should be doing is advancing, carrying the flag
forward, and meeting the challenges squarely. For example, it may seem safer to dismiss
out of hand all scientific theoriesthat challenge traditional interpretations of the Bible, but

in the long run it means that fewer and fewer Christians will make contributions to science
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and we will have capitul ated the sciences to non-Christian worldviews. Arguably we have
aready done so in some quarters of the church, at least to agreat extent.

On the other hand, it is also possible to respond to each new challenging question or
ideaor cultural development by trying to incorporate it into the Christian faith without
asking hard questions about whether it will really fit. Again, many people inside the
Christian church are doing just that. Theresult isthat Christianity in such circles appears
very trendy, but at the expense of truth. It may seem that in order to make Christianity
relevant we must accept whatever trend-setting scientists or scholarstell usis so, but in the
long run that will make God'’ s revelation captive to human rationalization and we will have
surrendered the Christian faith to non-Christian speculations. Again, arguably this has aso
been done in some quartersin the church.

The course we attempt to chart isto avoid both a reactionary antagonism toward the
intellectual and cultural developments of our day, and an accommodation of the Christian
message to the spirit of the times. Our goal isto seek to make afaithful response that
acknowledges the church’ s responsibility to continue changing and growing in its own
understanding of the unchanging gospel of Jesus Christ. We have much to learn, both from
God' sword in Scripture and from God' sworld. And God' s world includes both nature and
people — including non-Christian people. It isthe most difficult course, but it isthe only
one that will get usall the way downstream with our boat intact. This means, asapractica
matter, taking what critics of orthodox Christianity say with utmost seriousness— while
not yielding ground on those basic principles which Scripture clearly teaches and which

have formed the essential framework of belief for the church throughout its history.
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It would be arrogant for usto claim that we have sailed this course successfully
ourselves around every bend and past every rock. We are learning ourselves, and with this
book taking part in agreat conversation among God' s people to which we also invite those
who do not know our God. We will be grateful to God if this book helps others find their
bearings and encourages them to take part in the ongoing mission of the church as we enter

the third millennium.



