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QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS
Bert Thompson, Trevor Major, and Sam Estabrook

[EDITOR’S NOTE From time to time, we
produce an issue of Reason & Revelationthat
responds to questions from our readers, in-
quiries on difficult topics or passages with-
in the Scriptures, alleged Bible contradic-
tions, etc. This is one such occasion. This
month, however, I would like to introduce
to you a new author. In my February “Note
from the Editor,” I mentioned a young man
by the name of Sam Estabrook. As the Oper-
ations Manager at Apologetics Press, Sam has
had a tremendous influence on our work, es-
pecially via his efforts related to our Web site.
In this issue of R&R, it gives me great plea-
sure to introduce him as a writer. I have no
doubt that you will enjoy his articles, and
hope that you will let him know if you do.]

Q One of the best-known stories
in the Old Testament concerns

theunusualmanner inwhich the Israelites
conquered the city of Jericho while they
were in the process of inhabiting the land
of Canaan (which God had promised to
give them as an inheritance after their es-
cape from Egypt). A woman named Rahab
not only provided sanctuary in her house
for two Israelite spies but, when asked by
the king’s men about the matter, lied in or-
der to protect them. Later, the lives of Ra-
hab and her household were spared when
Jericho was destroyed—a fact that has pro-
vided grist for the mill of Bible critics who
suggest that this account establishes God’s
approval of “situation ethics.” Their argu-
ment is as follows.Rahab lied.But the situ-
ation required that she do so for good rea-
son—to protect the spies. Rahab was blessed,
and her household was spared certain death.

Thus, God must approve of situation eth-
ics (e.g., lying under certain conditions).
How should the Bible believer respond to
such a suggestion? Does God approve of
situation ethics?

A In the sixth chapter of theOldTes-
tament book of Joshua we find

the familiar story of the Israelites’ siege of
the famous city of Jericho. The people of
the city hadheardof themany successes of
God’s people as they defeated various ene-
mies throughout the land of Canaan. And
they were determined that Jericho would
not fall to the Israelites as so many other
cities around them had. Joshua 6:1 confirms
that fact by observing that “Jericho was se-
curely shut up because of the children of
Israel; none went out, and none came in.”
Therefore, the Lord gave Joshua several
specific commands relating to how the Is-
raeliteswere toovercome the city.God said
to Israel’s leader:

You shall march around the city, all
you men of war; you shall go all
around the city once. This you shall
do six days. And seven priests shall
bear seven trumpets of rams’ horns
before the ark. But the seventh day
you shall march around the city sev-
en times, and the priests shall blow
the trumpets. Then it shall come to
pass, when they make a long blast
with the ram’s horn, and when you
hear the sound of the trumpet, that
all the people shall shout with a great
shout; then the wall of the city will
fall down flat (Joshua 6:3-5).

Prior to the Israelites’ attack on the city,
however, Joshua sent twomen to Jerichoas
spies to examine the city secretly (Joshua 2:
1). Upon their arrival, they came to the
house of a woman by the name of Rahab
who was a harlot and lodged there. Appar-
ently the fact that two strangers had entered
the closed city raised suspicions among
some of the townspeople, who then told
the king of the strangers’ arrival. He, in
turn, sent his representatives to investi-
gate. Arriving at Rahab’s house, they said
to her: “Bring out the men who have come
to you, who have entered your house, for
they have come to search out all the coun-
try” (2:3). The text goes on to indicate that
Rahab had hidden the spies under stalks
of flax on the roof of her house. She then
told the king’s messengers: “Yes, the men
came tome, but I didnotknowwhere they
were from.And ithappenedas the gatewas
being shut, when it was dark, that the men
went out. Where the men went I do not
know; pursue them quickly, for you may
overtake them” (2:5).

While the king’s men gave chase along
the road to the Jordan River, Rahab plead-
ed with the spies:

I know that the Lord has given you
the land…. For the Lord your God,
He is God in heaven above and on
earth beneath…. Now therefore, I beg
you, swear to me by the Lord, since I
have shown you kindness, that you
also will show kindness to my fa-
ther’s house, and give me true token,
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and spare my father, my mother, my
brothers,my sisters, and all that they
have, and deliver our lives from death
(2:9,11-13).

The spies answered her, “Our lives for
yours, if none of you tells this business of
ours. And it shall be, when the Lord has
given us the land, that we will deal kindly
and truly with you” (2:14). The two men
then instructed Rahab to place a scarlet
cord in the window of her house (which
adjoined the wall of the city). This would
be a sign to the Israelite army that she and
her family were to be spared because they
had helped God’s people.

The Problem Of Rahab’s Lie
And The Lord’s Blessing

Critics of the Bible have charged that this
particular story involves God in a moral
contradiction. Rahab lied to the king’s
messengers. Yet God blessed Rahab, as is
evident from the fact that: (a) she and her
family were the only ones spared when the
Israelites invaded Jericho; and (b) she is
commended in two separate New Testa-
ment passages (Hebrews 11:31; James 2:25).
The critics have claimed, therefore, that
Rahab was blessed by God as a direct result
of her lie—a sin that the Bible elsewhere
condemns (Exodus 20:16). How should a
Bible believer respond to such a charge?

In addressing the critics’ allegations, let
us first admit the obvious. Rahab did lie—
not once, but twice. When the king’s emis-
saries cameto interrogateher, she liedwhen
she feigned ignorance about the spies being
Israelites. She then lied a second time when
she told the intermediaries that the spies
had left the city through the main gate
under cover of darkness. Let us also freely
admit that Rahab and her household were
the only ones saved during the assault
upon Jericho (Joshua 6:17).

The question is not whether Rahab
lied. She did. The question is not whether
she was saved during Jericho’s destruction.
She was. The questions that must be ad-
dressed are these: (1) Did God bless Rahab
as a result of her lie?; and (2) Is “situation
ethics” acceptable? That is to say, can a per-
son lie on certain occasions (if the situa-
tion warrants it) and still be pleasing to
God?

First, what does the Bible have to say
about lying? Of the Ten Commandments,
the ninth forbade lying (Exodus 20:16).
And, in both the Old and New Testaments
the tellingof a falsehood is condemned (Le-
viticus 19:11; Proverbs 6:16-19; Ephesians
4:25; Colossians 3:9). As one writer stated
the matter, “Just as there are no exceptions
to the adultery commandment, there is
none for the Ninth Commandment” (Web-
ster, 1993, p. 2). God has denounced explic-
itly any form of lying and has made it clear
that those who commit such a sin without
repenting shall spend eternity “in the lake
whichburnswith fire andbrimstonewhich
is the second death” (Revelation 21:8).

Second, a close examination of the ac-
tual eventsof Joshua2 is inorder.Note, for
example, that the spies never asked Rahab
to lie for them. In fact, there is no indication
in the text that the spies even knew Rahab
had lied. Since they were hiding on the
roof (Joshua 2:8), it is highly unlikely that
they had any knowledge of her sin. It is
wrong to suggest thatRahab receivedGod’s
blessings as a result of her lie. The two
New Testament passages that mention Ra-
hab do not commend her for the sin of ly-
ing. Quite the opposite, in fact. The writer
ofHebrewsplacedRahab in the great “hall
of fame of faith” (Hebrews 11) because “she
received the spies with peace” (vs. 31). James
acknowledged that she was “justified by
works when she received the messengers”
(2:25). Nowhere in Scripture is Rahab’s sin
of lying spoken of approvingly. Instead, it
is her faith and her righteous works that
are commendedandapproved.Asonewrit-
er observed:

What she is commended for is her
faith or that which prompted her to
deliver the spies from her townspeo-
ple, not the means by which she ac-
complished it. She had heard about
God’s dealings with Egypt and how
He had delivered Israel through the
parting of the Red Sea. So, the word
of hearing profited her, because it
was united by faith (Heb. 4:2). James
did not write, “…was not Rahab the
harlot justified by lying, in that she
spoke an untruth to the king’s men
and sent the spies out another way?”
Her faith was evidenced in the work
of receiving the spies and sending
them out another way (Lloyd, 1990,
p. 357, emp. added).
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Furthermore, it is important to consid-
er the entire context of Rahab’s life and vo-
cation. She was a prostitute, living in a pa-
gan city. As Wayne Jackson has observed:

The case of Rahab is an example of
where God honored a person due to
their obedient faith in spite of a per-
sonal character flaw.Consider the fol-
lowing facts about this incident. Ra-
hab was from a pagan environment.
Her concept of morality and her per-
sonal lifestyle (she was a harlot) need-
ed considerable refining. In spite of
this sordid background, she had de-
veloped a genuine faith in Jehovah
(Josh. 2:9ff.). She referred to Him as
“Godinheavenabove, andonearthbe-
neath….” Accordingly, when the spies
approached her, she was not “disobe-
dient” as were the others of Jericho,
who perished in the destruction of
the city, for she, through faith in God
and His promises, received the spies
in peace (Heb. 11:31), hid them, and
sent them out another way (Jas. 2:25)
[1986, 22[6]:23].

Should we be surprised that a prosti-
tute, living in pagan surroundings, would
lie to governmental authorities? Hardly.
But she was not saved because she lied—a
critical point that needs expanding. In ad-
dressing this idea,AllenWebsterwrote: “Ra-
hab lied, true, but God never compliment-
ed this action. She was a heathen, not yet
evenconverted to Judaism….Shewas saved
in spiteof her lying, and not because of it.
She was a prostitute, but this text does not
authorize such activity” (1993, p. 2, emp. in
orig.). This is a part of the story that seems
to have been missed by the Bible critics
whohave isolatedRahab’s lienotonly from
the context of the story itself, but from the
remainder of her life and additional bibli-
cal commentary on that life.

Does Temporary Sin Necessarily
Imply Permanent Condemnation?

Having established the fact that Rahab’s lie
was not the reason for her commendation
within the pages of Scripture, the question
arises: Why, then, was she honored within
the great “hall of fame of faith” in Hebrews
11 and spoken of by James as having been
“justified”? There can be no doubt that
Rahab occupies a special place within the
biblical text, since she is one of only five
women listed as being within the lineageof

Christ. [She married Salmon, an Israelite,
and became the mother of Boaz, Jesse’s
grandfather, joiningTamar,Bathsheba,Ruth,
and Mary in the Lord’s ancestry.]

Surely, the answer to thequestionhas to
dowith the fact thatRahabdidnot remain
in her sinful state. In fact, “her repentance
is implied since the New Testament writers
commend only those Old Testament char-
acters whose lives as a whole reflect anobe-
dient faith” (Grizzell, 1986, 15[9]:70, emp. in
orig.). Theoperative phrasehere, ofcourse,
is “lives as a whole.” Rahab was not men-
tioned favorably by the writers of the books
of Hebrews and James because she told a
lie at one point in her life. Rather, she was
commended for a lifetimeof righteousness
that followed a previous life of sin.

Consider threeother famousOldTesta-
ment characters who committed heinous
sins yet who overcame those sins and were
counted as faithful in God’s eyes. Noah, for
example, was “righteous,” “perfect in his
generations,” and a man who “walked with
God” (Genesis 6:9). Yet after the Flood he
became drunk in front of his sons and ex-
posed his nakedness before one of them
(Genesis 9:20-23). Was Noah permanently
condemned for a temporary sin?GaryGriz-
zell addressed this issue when he wrote:

There is absolutely no record of any-
one reprovingNoah forhis sin. There
is no record of his repentance. This is
the extent of the Old Testament reve-
lationofNoah’s retirement years.Did
Noah die in an unrepentant state? No,
just asRahabdidnot die aharlot and
a liar…. In the twenty-seven books of
the New Testament there is not one
hint of thehistorical fact of his sinof
drunkenness. The only logical con-
clusion is that this implies his repen-
tance prior to his death (1986, 15[9]:70).

We know this to be the case because, like
Rahab, Noah is mentioned specifically in
Hebrews 11:7 and even is referred to as hav-
ing become “an heir of righteousness which
is according to faith.”

Consider also the example of Abraham.
To protect his own life, he lied not once,
but twice (just as Rahab later would do). In
Genesis 12:10-20, Abraham told an Egyp-
tian pharaoh that Sarai was his sister, ra-
ther than his wife. Later, he similarly lied to
Abimelech, king of Gerar, regarding the
samematter (Genesis 20:1-2). Yet in James2:
23,he is referred toas “the friendofGod.”

Lastly, consider the example of Israel’s
popular, beloved King David. He had tak-
en his vows before God (see Psalm 101). He
had insistedon righteousness inhisnation.
The people had been taught to love, re-
spect, andhonor theGodofheaven.David,
their sovereign, also was their example—a
man after God’s own heart (1 Samuel 13:14).
But he committed the sin of adultery with
Bathsheba (2 Samuel 11-12), and then had
her husband, Uriah the Hittite, murdered.
The consequences of David’s sin were horri-
ble indeed. The child growing in Bath-
sheba’s womb died after birth. And Na-
than, God’s prophet, made it clear to the
great king that “the sword shall never de-
part from thy house,” and that God would
“raise up evil against thee out of thine own
house” (2 Samuel 12:10-11).

David’s life never again would be the
same. His child was dead. His reputation
was damaged. His influence, in large part,
was destroyed. David paid for his sin with
twenty years of strife, heartbreak, and the
lossof a child thatmeant everything tohim.
Yet the king did not try to deny his sin or
cover up his mistakes. In fact, he said quite
simply, “I have sinned” (2 Samuel 12:13).

His description of the consequences of
sin on the human heart is one of the most
vivid in all of Scripture, and should move
eachofusdeeply.His agonizingprayer is re-
corded in Psalm 51. David cried out: “Have
mercy upon me, O God, according to thy
lovingkindness.” Many years later, the apos-
tle John would write: “Hath not the scrip-
ture said that theChrist comethof the seed
of David?” (John 7:42). Luke even went so
far as to refer to Christ as “David’s son”
(Luke 20:41). Fromthe loins of a sinful king
who was willing to repent was formed an
important part of the Messiah’s lineage.

In addressing these very matters, Wal-
ter Kaiser correctly observed:

…divine approval of an individual in
one aspect or area of his life does not
entail and must not be extended to
mean that there is a divine approval
of that individual in all aspects of
his character or conduct (1983, pp.
270-271, emp. added).

Or, as Grizzell noted: “God judges a man by
the whole of his life, not one act of sin in
his life” (1986, 15[9]:70). Neither Noah, Abra-
ham, nor David should be condemned per-
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manently because of a temporary occur-
rence of sin. As these three men stood
accountable before God, each accepted per-
sonal responsibility for his actions. They
became noteworthy characters in biblical
history not because of their sinful mis-
takes, but because of their eventual repen-
tanceand lifetimes spent inGod’s service.

Conclusion

Does the Bible condemn lying? Indeed it
does. The concept that “the end justifies
the means” never has been correct. As Steve
Lloyd wrote: “Simply because something
works out in the end does not imply that
the means are justifiable before God” (1990,
p. 356). As with any other sin, if a person
lies and does not repent, they will spend
eternity in hell. This is especially true for
Christians, as the Hebrew writer pointed
out quite clearly when he wrote: “For if we
sin willfully after we have received the
knowledge of the truth, there no longer re-
mains a sacrifice for sins” (Hebrews10:26).

If criticsof theBiblewouldconsider the
Scriptures in their entirety, rather than iso-
lating individual passages in an attempt to
justify their preconceived conclusion that
the Bible contains contradictions and dis-
crepancies, controversy over such matters
would cease to exist. Furthermore, it reeks
of inconsistency for the critic to “pick and
choose” matters that at first glance appear
to support his allegations and to ignore the
plain and simple passages that refute those
same allegations. As Eddie Miller put it:

…the person who argues for situa-
tionethicsbyusing the exampleofRa-
hab is making a serious mistake in
terms of sound Biblical exegesis. He
has taken one sketchy, obviously in-
complete story about a prostitute who
lied, to overturn many clear state-
ments of scripture (Exo. 20:16, Col. 3:
9, Eph. 4:25). Surely that is not deal-
ing honestly with the Bible text. (In-
cidentally, how would they deal with
God’s disapproval of the lies of Ana-
nias and Sapphira in Acts 5:1-6?) The
truth is that proper interpretation
takes place when we allow explicit state-
ments of scripture to explain or mod-
ify the examples, not vice versa (1983,
19[12]:4, emp. andparenthetical com-
ment in orig.).

Additionally, we might add that there is
nothing inherently wrong with question-

ing, or even doubting, what the Bible con-
tains—as long as a person is willing to
invest the time and effort to find the an-
swers and resolve the doubts. This is the
same procedure that people use in every
other area of human interest (science, phi-
losophy, etc.) on a daily basis. Why, then,
should it not be employed in matters con-
cerning God’s Word? In addressing this
very point, Trevor Major suggested:

It is a human failing that, on occa-
sion, we simply cannot decide wheth-
er something is true…. Doubt, left un-
resolved, can become a serious prob-
lem. God holds us responsible for
addressing the cause of our doubt,
and for seeking the remedy so that
doubt does not prevent us from do-
ing what faith demands…. Doubt,
then, is in some way an impediment
to belief or faith. However, it is not
the opposite of belief; it is not a de-
nial of faith. This would be disbelief,
that is, believing a claim to be false.
Rather, doubt is a matter of unbe-
lief—an occasional inability to admit
a particular claim…. If we do not
know whether God answers prayers,
then how can we honestly go to God
in prayer? If we eat meat sacrificed to
idols (or the modern equivalent), and
yet we are not sure that this is some-
thing we should do, then how can we
have a good conscience before God?
These are the negative consequences
of unresolved doubts, but doubt may
also be resolved in favor of greater
faith, or even faith itself (1995, 15:94,
emp. in orig.).

Rahab—a prostitute from a pagan back-
ground—humbled herself before the God
of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. When she
criedout, “Iknowthat…theLordyourGod,
He isGod inheaven above andon earthbe-
neath” (2:9), she confessed her willingness
to acknowledge both His existence and His
sovereignty. It was not enough, however,
for her merely to express her faith verbally.
Rather, she had to act upon it by: (a) keep-
ing silent about the spies’ mission (Joshua
2:14,20); (b) binding the scarlet cord in the
window of her house (2:18); and (c) re-
maining inside that house, which would
be the sole locationofherdeliverancewhen
God destroyed Jericho (2:18-19).

Godexpects, anddeserves, thesamekind
ofobedience fromus today.Critic andChris-
tian alike should be willing to say, as did

this laudable lady from days of old, “Ac-
cording unto your words, so be it” (Joshua
2:21).Whatanadmirableattitude—andhow
worthy of being imitated! Rahab sinned,
repented, and obeyed. If we today should
sin, surely those of us who know more
aboutGod,HisWord, andHiswill for our
lives ought to followher example in repen-
tance,obedience, andservice.—BertThomp-
son and Sam Estabrook
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Q Critics have charged that pas-
sages such as John 1:18, Exodus

33:20, and Genesis 32:30 contradict one
another. In John 1:18, the apostle wrote:
“No one has seen God at any time.” In Ex-
odus 33:20 God said to Moses: “You can-
not seeMy face; fornomancan seeMeand
live.” But Genesis 32:30 records Jacob as
saying: “For I have seen God face to face,
and my life is preserved.” Have John and
Moses—two of the most influential writers
in theBible—contradicted eachother as infi-
dels and skeptics have suggested?

A No, they have not. The Bible is in-
ternally consistent, and does not

contradict itself. The “contradiction” is
the result of the passages being taken out
of the context in which they were written
originally. For example, consider the fol-
lowing two statements. Joe is rich; Joe is
poor. Do these statements contradict one
another? Not necessarily. Is it not possible
that Joe could be rich spirituallybut poor



NOVEMBER 1999 REASON & REVELATION 19(11):85

© COPYRIGHT, APOLOGETICS PRESS, INC., 1999, ALL RIGHTS RESERVED

Dr. Bert Thompson

January 7-9, 2000 Rosemark, TN (901) 829-2059

January 10 Hurst (Ft. Worth), TX (817) 282-6526

January 14-16 Jasper, AL (205) 384-6446

January 23-26 Savannah, TN (901) 925-4442

February 6 Adamsville, AL (205) 674-5659

February 11-13 Dothan, AL (334) 793-2280

physically? Renowned Bible scholar R.A.
Torrey noted:

We must remember first of all that
two statements which in terms flatly
contradict one another may be both
of them absolutely true, for the rea-
son that the two terms are not used
in the same sense in the two state-
ments (1907, p. 80).

That is exactly what has happened in texts
suchas John1:18andGenesis32:30.Thepas-
sages seem to contradict one another, but
when considered in their appropriate con-
text they do not because they are not
speaking of God being “seen” in the same
sense. Several illustrationsof thisprinciple
can be found in Scripture.

First, consider Moses “seeing” God in a
burningbush (Exodus 3:2ff.).He sawa fire
on the side of a mountain. When he went
to investigate, he saw a bush that burned
but was not consumed. As he observed this
unusual sight, God called to him from the
midst of the bush and said, “Moses, Mo-
ses!” And Moses said, “Here I am.” Then
the voice from the burning bush echoed:
“I am the God of your father—the God of
Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God
of Jacob” (Exodus 3:6a). The text indicates
that “Moses hid his face, for he was afraid
to look upon God” (3:6b).

AsMoses spoke to theburningbushon
themountainside,was he addressingGod?
Indeedhewas, as thepassageclearly teaches.
But does the passage also teach that as he
looked at the bush, Moses was fearful be-
cause he considered it “seeing” God? Yes,
Exodus 3:6b so states.

When Moses looked upon the burning
bush, did he actually “see” God? No. He

saw an image that we as humans can com-
prehend. The bush was a representationof
God—an occasion where something took
God’s place.

Second, consider Job’s “seeing” God in a
whirlwind (Job 38:1ff.). Job made a wrong-
ful boast that landed him in serious trou-
ble with God. Suddenly (and unexpectedly)
a whirlwind appeared before Job—from
which the voice of God echoed: “Who is
this who darkens counsel by words without
knowledge?Nowprepareyourself likeaman;
I will question you, and you shall answer
me” (Job 38:2-3). Job looked at the whirl-
wind and heard God. But was God really in
the whirlwind? Did Job actually see God
when he looked into this magnificent force
of nature? No. Instead, Job saw a manifes-
tationofGod that ahumancouldcompre-
hend.Thewhirlwind“tookGod’splace.”

Third, consider Jacob’s “seeing” God as
he wrestled with an angel (Genesis 32:24-
30). He wrestled from night until daybreak
with this heavenly being and eventually said:
“I have seen God face to face.” Was it re-
ally God that Jacob saw? No, he did not see
God but instead witnessed a representative
ofGod.A similar example canbe found in
the case of Manoah (the father of Samson),
recorded in Judges 13. In this instance, the
text says that Manoah and his wife were
visited by the “Angel of the Lord” (13:13)
who informed them of their son’s impend-
ing birth. Afterwards, Manoah said: “We
shall surelydie becausewehave seenGod!
(13:22). Again, it is necessary to ask: Was it
really God that Manoah and his wife saw?
No, they did not see God but instead wit-
nessed (just as Jacob had) a manifestation

of God via the angel. [NOTE: A fascinating
parallel can be seen in Gideon’s statement
in Judges 6:22 when he cried: “I have seen
the Angel of the Lord face to face.”]

What, then is the explanation of the al-
leged contradiction between passages such
as John 1:18, Exodus 33:20, and Genesis 32:
30? How can the Scriptures state that “no
manhath seenGod” (John1:18)or that “no
man shall see Me and live” (Exodus 33:20),
while stating elsewhere that Jacob saw God
“face to face” (Genesis32:30)andthatMano-
ah and his wife had “seen God” (Judges 6:
22)? E.G. Sewell provided a partial answer
to this kind of question when he wrote:

When Jacob is represented as saying
he saw God, it was only an angel of
God that appeared to him in the
form of a man. In Hosea it is called
an angel so that in that case Jacob
did not see the face of God at all, but
only an angel of God (1921, p. 274,
emp. in orig.).

An illustration of this very point can
be found in the incarnation of Jesus. The
apostle Paul, in discussing Christ’s deity,
noted that as a member of the Godhead, Je-
sushadexisted throughout eternity andpos-
sessed “equality with God” (Philippians 2:5-
6).Healsodiscussed the fact, however, that
Christ—Who had existed in heaven “in the
formofGod”—tookonthe“likenessofmen”
(1:7)whileHewasonEarth.WasChrist equal
to God? Yes, He was. Did men see Christ
during His earthly ministry? Yes, they did.
Did they therefore “see” God? Yes, indeed.
But did they see God’s true image (i.e., as a
spirit Being—John 4:24), or did they see in-
stead an embodiment of God as Jesus
dwelt here in a fleshly form? The answer is
obvious from John’s explanation in the first
few verses of the first chapter of his Gos-
pel.All thismakes it clear thatwhile Jesus is
God,Healsobecameaman“so that inhis-
toryhemight reveal theGodwhomnoman
has ever seen” (Pack, 1975, p. 39).

So the next time someone takes a two-
or three-word quote from the Bible in an
attempt to make the point that the text
contains contradictions, we can be sure that
in all likelihood it is not a proper quote
(i.e., considered in its context).Wecankeep
the improper interpretation from spread-
ing by studying the “problem passage” and
pointing out the correct context. When
we prevent the interpretation offered by



atheists, then they have nothing to use to
prove their point that theBible has contra-
dicted itself. —Sam Estabrook
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Q In Acts 12:7, it says that Peter’s
“chains fell offhishands.”Would

it not make more sense to say that the
chains fell off his wrists (assuming that
“chains” refers to the whole restraining de-
vice, i.e., chains attached to bands secured
around the wrist)? Skeptics allege that this
mustbeamistake.Howcanwerespond?

A This is another example of skepti-
cism run amok and, once again,

there is a failure toappreciate thehistorical
context of Scripture. In this particular case,
the skeptics are ignoring the way in which
word usage has changed over thousands of
years. By this I am not referring to the dif-
ference inGreekandEnglish languages.Ra-
ther, a Greek word, and a valid translation
of that word, may mean something differ-
ent to ancient and modern speakers. A clas-
sic example is apologia. This word entered
the English language as “apology” in the
16thcenturybutmeans somethingquitedif-
ferent to us today. Modern speakers tend
to use the word as an expression of regret
for having done something wrong, where-
as for the people of New Testament times
apologia meant a defense or well-reasoned
argument.Also, people ofmany cultures and
times have used different modes or styles
of speech for different occasions. For in-
stance, we do not always operate on the
level of scientific accuracy in everyday life
(e.g., we look in the vegetable sectionof the
supermarket for tomatoes—even though,
technically speaking, the tomato isa fruit).

Although the Greeks had a word for
wrist (karpos), we find it only in the Greek
Septuagint, not in the New Testament. This
may reflect a conscious effort to preserve
theSemitic characterof someone likePeter
(who would have preached on this great res-

cue story many times), rather than to pro-
vide a sanitized version for Greek speakers
outside Palestine. Indeed, the Hebrew lan-
guage of the Old Testament, which is quite
closelyallied toPeter’snativeAramaic, seems
to lack a specific term for this particular
part of the body. For instance, Genesis 24:
22 indicates that Abraham’s servant gave
Rebekahbracelets forher “hands” (KJV, ASV).
This translation of the word is quite valid
lexically, although we would understand
bracelets as going around her wrists (NASV,

NKJV). Interestingly, the NIV does not trans-
late the anatomical reference at all, but sim-
ply takes it for granted that rings were for
fingers andbraceletswere forwrists. The Jew-
ishTalmudhasaword for“juncture” that re-
fers to the hand/arm joint and the foot/leg
joint, but this degree of accuracy probably
was necessary only for legal purposes (and
theTalmudwaswrittenmuch later than the
Old Testament).

Thus, the reference to “hands” in Acts
12:7 can be taken as wrists. Not only is this
implied by the way in which the word
“chains” is used (just as it is implied in the
word “bracelets”), but there is a strong Se-
mitic influence to consider.We could apply
the same understanding to Luke 24:39, in
which the resurrectedChrist said, “Behold
myhands.”According tomedical evidence,
the hand bones could not have supported
much weight during crucifixion, and so it
is likely that the large ironnailsweredriven
throughthewrists.Asaphysician,Lukecould
have put a more accurate Greek term in
Christ’smouth, buthewasdedicated to re-
porting these incidents as they had been
delivered tohim(Luke1:1-4).This richness
ofGod’s inspiredWord stands in stark con-
trast to thepovertyofmost skeptical charges
against it. —Trevor Major

Q A skeptic argued the following:
Mark 15:25 says that Jesus was

crucified at“the third hour,” but John 19:
14 says that Pilate presented Jesus to the Jews
at “about the sixth hour.” Thus it appears
that Jesus was on the cross three hours be-
fore His trial. How do we resolve this al-
leged biblical discrepancy?

A The Jews and the Romans used
different standards for reckoning

the hours of the day, although both sys-
tems split the day into two periods of 12
hours. A new day for the Romans began at
midnight (as it does for us today), whereas
anewday for the Jewsbegan in the evening
at what we would call 6 p.m.

Various clues within the fourth gospel
indicate that John was using the Roman
system (Geisler and Howe, 1992, p. 376).
This makes sense given that John was writ-
ing outside of Palestine to a Hellenistic au-
dience. That Mark used a Jewish system
makes sense in light of the strong tradition
that his gospel account follows sermons
delivered by the apostle Peter (Eusebius,
Ecclesiastical History, 3.39). As always, we
have to take into account the context, as
well as cultural differences between the
Jewish and Gentile worlds.

Given this distinction, theproblemdis-
appears. JohnhasPilatehanding Jesusover
for crucifixion at 6 a.m., and Mark has Je-
sus on the cross three hours later at 9 a.m.
(i.e., “the third hour”). In fact, John begins
his whole account of Jesus’ audience with
Pilate by noting that it was “early morning”
(18:28).This reference follows immediately
afterPeter and the rooster crowing incident.
Roosters, of course, can crow at any time,
but are most famous for signaling the be-
ginning of a new day.

This is perfectly consistent with Mark’s
account. The previous evening, Jesus and
thedisciples traveled fromtheupper room
to the Mount of Olives and then to Geth-
semane. The disciples fell asleep, and Jesus
had to wake them in order to meet the ar-
restingmob.Markrecords the rooster crow-
ing incident, and notes that the Jews deliv-
ered Jesus toPilate “in themorning” (15:1).
A skeptic might doubt that the events at
the Prætorium took place at such an early
hour (i.e., before 6 a.m.), but there is no ev-
idence for this objection, and there is no
inconsistency in the Gospel accounts.

I would like to end with a word of warn-
ing. Skeptics are notorious for raising a
dozen objections in as many minutes. As
youcansee, it takesa lotmore timeandwork
to answer an objection than it does to raise
it.Andyet, ifwedonot answer everyobjec-
tion, no matter how frivolous it may be,
the skeptic claims victory. We should rec-
ognize that most skeptics have no interest
inmaking senseoutof Scripture.Thepow-

NOVEMBER 1999 REASON & REVELATION 19(11):86

© COPYRIGHT, APOLOGETICS PRESS, INC., 1999, ALL RIGHTS RESERVED



ers of comprehension and interpretation
they would bring to an average newspaper
are left behind in the case of the Bible. Per-
haps this uneven treatment should not be
surprising. After all, the skeptic has much
to lose if theBible is right.—TrevorMajor
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Q (1) In the September 1996 issue
ofReason&Revelation, youwrote

that progestin—an ingredient of most con-
traceptivedrugs—has abortifacientproper-
ties. My sources, available to me as a phar-
macist, say thatprogestin acts like its natural
counterpart, progesterone, in merely pre-
venting ovulation. Shouldn’t you correct
your misleading article?

(2) I am getting married soon and want
to choose a birth control method that will
not violate Christian principles. I read
your article in Reason & Revelation, but I’m
still not quite sure what to do. Should I, or
should I not, use the Pill?

(3) If the Pill has abortifacient proper-
ties, then why not just come out and say
that it is wrong to use it?

A (1) Progestin by itself can prevent
ovulation in only 15-40% of men-

strual cycles. It ismuchmore effectivewhen
packagedwith lowdoses of synthetic estro-
gen. Together, these tailor-made hormones
make-up the combination Pill, which is by
far the most popular form of oral contra-
ceptive on the market today. An alterna-
tive, the so-called mini Pill, is a progestin-
only option.

Unfortunately fordrugmakers, there is
a phenomenon known as “breakthrough
ovulation.” This occurs when the Pill fails
to prevent the release of an egg. Studies
have shown that this happens around 17
times a year for every 100 women taking
the Pill (Wilks, 1997, p. 6). But each ovula-
tion presents an opportunity for concep-
tion, which is precisely what the Pill is sup-
posed to prevent. This is where progestin
comes into play. It has two main roles.

First, it thickens the cervical mucous, thus
providing a barrier to sperm and prevent-
ing conception. And second, it disrupts
the development of the uterine lining, thus
preventing implantation of the fertilized
egg (Shapiro, 1978, p. 19).

Product inserts and patient guides have
described these effects in very similar terms
for a long time now. The same literature
usuallybeginsbydescribing theproduct as
“safe and effective.”Non-technical consumer
guides frequently skipanymentionofpro-
gestin’s effects, and emphasize the Pill’s
role in preventing ovulation. Understand-
ably, manufacturers and public health ser-
vices are not explicit about the Pill’s aborti-
facient properties. It is left up to the pa-
tient to realize that thePill can act as an in-
terceptive, rather than a contraceptive. And
it is in this role that a serious ethical diffi-
culty arises: by preventing implantation, a
woman runs the risk of denying life to a
pre-born child. This is an early embryo—a
baby—thatwouldgo to termifonly ithada
suitable “home” in which to grow and de-
velop.

Whether we like it or not, the “miracle”
of modern medicine requires us to gain a
better understanding, both of our bodies,
and of those technologies that promise to
increase our quality of life.

(2) In my previous article, I encouraged
couples to look into the effects of hor-
monal contraceptives and consider alter-
native methods that do not pose a threat
to the developing child.

After hearing how the Pill works, many
women feel they have enough information
tomakeadecision.Oneyoungwomanwith
whomI spokehad a clear zero-tolerancepol-
icy:once sheunderstoodtheworkingsof the
Pill, sheknewright thenand there that this
was not for her. She is to be commended
for the strength of her convictions. It is my
own opinion that a Christian should not
usehormonalcontraceptives.Butifawoman
chooses touse thismethod, she shouldknow
that the chanceofbreakthroughovulation
and, hence, the chance of a Pill-induced
abortion, increases over time.

There are other options for birth con-
trol that prevent conceptionwithout threat-
ening a pre-born child. Unfortunately, the
vast majority of sources seem to reside at

extreme ends of the spectrum: those that
condemn birth control in principle, and
those that ignore the ethical issues com-
pletely. One exception I have come across
recently is an excellent Web site run by Mon-
nica Terwilliger (http://www.epigee.org/
guide/). She provides information on most
birth control methods, but recommends
only those options that are true contracep-
tives.

(3) As my studies into this issue pro-
gressed, I found myself increasingly un-
willing to recommend the Pill in any form.
At the same time, I recognize that this is a
decision that a woman must make accord-
ing to her own conscience. But by saying
this I do not mean to open the door for
pragmatic and utilitarian rationalizations.
There could be a strong temptation to
think, for instance, that the risk is “worth
it,” without truly appreciating that a God-
given life is at stake here. Our conscience
mustbewell informedbyScripture andex-
ercised in concertwith a tenderheart anda
desire to do God’s will (1 Timothy 1:5).
Certainly, if a woman has any doubts
about using the Pill, she should not use it
at all (a principle that Paul clarified in Ro-
mans 14).

Admittedly, acting according to one’s
conscience can become difficult in the
face of pressure from husband, family,
friends, or doctors. In such situations it is
important to become well informed on
both the medical and biblical issues. In
particular, this is an issue that prospective
husbands and wives should discuss before
marriage. —Trevor Major
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ANNOUNCING: VOLUME SEVEN IN THE “SCRIPTURE AND SCIENCE SERIES”
In this space in the Septem-

ber and October issues of Rea-
son&Revelation, I announced six
volumes in the new Apologet-
ics Press “Scripture and Science
Series” and mentioned that two
more would follow in Novem-
ber and December.

The seventh volume in
the new series now is available.
The Many Faces, and Causes, of
Unbelief is an in-depthdiscussion
of the various systems of unbe-
lief such as atheism, agnosticism,
skepticism, infidelity, deism, pan-

theism, and panentheism. In its 128 pages you will find an
examination of the many causes of such rampant unbelief,
including bias against God, education, upbringing, scien-
tific materialism, pride, immorality, intellectual intimida-
tion, hypocrisy and misconduct of unbelievers, evil, pain,
and suffering, etc. The book contains all of the material
from the March/April issues of Reason & Revelationon the
faces of unbelief, plus the material from the May-July issues
on the causes of unbelief. However, the book also contains
much additional material that was not published previously
due to space restrictions (e.g., informationonthe currentNew
Age beliefs of pantheism and panentheism, as well as an ex-
panded section covering evil, pain, and suffering).Although
adults of all ages can benefit from this study, I think it will be
of special interest to college and university students who will
find it both instructive and faithbuilding. [$4.95+$1.25 s/h]

While I am on this topic, I also would like to recom-
mend the book, The Case for the Existence of God, that Wayne
Jackson and I co-authored. While it is not one of the new vol-

umes in the “Scripture and Sci-
ence Series,” it makes a terrific
companion to The Many Faces,
and Causes, of Unbelief . Within
its 82 pages, readers will find a
mountain of material which—
to the open-minded, honest in-
quirer—proves that the God of
the Bible does, in fact, exist. As
it goes about establishing the va-
lidity of its major premise (i.e.,
purposeful design does not oc-
curwithoutadesigner), thebook
examines the possible explana-
tions regarding the origin of the

Universe, as well as the intricate design of the Universe, the
Earth, members of the animal kingdom, and even man him-
self. In addition, an entire chapter is devoted to human mo-
rality and ethics and the implications that they present re-
garding how man came to be in possession of these two
important concepts. [$4.95 + $1.25 s/h]

Within the next month or two, I plan to announce the
eighth volume in the new “Scripture and Science Series,” The
Bible and the Age of the Earth. The two books mentioned here,
however, are available now and may be purchased as a set at
the special price of only $9 [$1.00 s/h]. You may order all
seven of the new books currently available in the series for
only $30, or those seven plus The Case for the Existence of God (a
total of eight books) for only $33 [$2.50 s/h].What awonder-
ful (and inexpensive) gift a set of these books would make
(especially with the holidays just around the corner). To or-
der by credit card, call us at 800/234-8558.

— Bert Thompson
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