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Most important, although postmodern innovators are trend-
ing liberal, most have not yet reached liberalism’s conclusions. They 
still believe in the Trinity, the deity of Christ, his resurrection and 
return, and many other Chris tian beliefs that liberals have histori-
cally denied.

Liberal

Ethics > Doctrine:  
because they deny 
the supernatural

Ethics > Doctrine:  
because truth claims 
produce violence 
Postmodern innovators

Conservative

Doctrine > Ethics:  
because we are not saved 
by our good works but by 
believing in Jesus 

Doctrine & Ethics: 
because both are 
essential for the 
Christian life 
View of this book 

               Modernity Postmodernity

Fig. 0.1. Contemporary Perspectives on Doctrine and Ethics

So I intend this book as a friendly warning. Many of the lead-
ers whom I quote in this book are friends whom I love and respect. 
This is why I only cite by name what they have put in print, choos-
ing to keep anonymous any controversial comments heard in less 
formal settings, such as lectures and sermons. I am thankful for 
their emphasis on authentic Chris tian living. Their vision for what 
the church can become is both exhilarating and challenging.

My only concern, and the point I will press in this book, is 
that their quest to correct the abuses of previous generations must 
not lead them to err on the opposite extreme. Perhaps our parents 
emphasized right belief more than good behavior, but that must not 
become an excuse to teach good behavior at the expense of right 
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WHEN IT’S BAD, IT’S VERY BAD
So everyone possesses a relative goodness that enables us to help 
others. But when we lift our eyes above our natural level and com-
pare our goodness with God, we confront a double problem: God’s 
higher standard and our sinful brokenness (see fig. 4.3).17

Supernatural     Meritorious Good

Natural
Civic good: a higher ethic that 

helps others

Cultural good: develops creation

Moral good: a basic expectation 
that we not hurt others

Fig. 4.3. Supernatural Goodness

Imagine trying to win an Olympic medal in figure skating 
without skating lessons. Even worse, imagine that your shaky pres-
ence somehow threatened Tanya Harding, who ordered her goons 
to take an iron bar and whack you in the knee. What are the odds 
that you will finish your free skate standing up, let alone impress 
the judges enough to medal?

Augustine said that our sinful wills are like broken legs that 
cripple any chance of doing good on our own before God.18 He 
argued that we are born with original sin — corrupted and guilty 
for our connection to Adam’s sin.

Original sin is held by nearly every Chris tian tradition, whether 
the Orthodox, Roman Catholic, or any of the hundreds of Protes-
tant denominations.19 And it seems to be the one doctrine that can 
be empirically proved. Observe any nursery. No one taught little 
Johnny to grab the ball from his playmate’s hands, punch her in the 
nose when she would not let go, and then throw a tantrum when an 
adult intervened. He figured it out on his own.

We are born sinners, and left to ourselves we will sin when-
ever we can and as much as we can.20 We desperately need grace: 
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blame personal vices, such as sexual promiscuity, drug addiction, 
and absentee parenting.

Social ethics
&

Individual 
holiness

Liberals: 
Public compassion
Love your neighbor

Conservatives: 
Personal morality

Keep yourself pure

Fig. 5.1. Public and Private Morality

But why must we choose between the liberal and conservative 
agenda? God cares about both personal morality and public com-
passion. His prophet Isaiah castigates Judah for their social injus-
tice. They will be carried into captivity for “grinding the faces of 
the poor” and choosing to “make unjust laws . . . issue oppressive 
decrees . . . deprive the poor of their rights and withhold justice from 
the oppressed . . . making widows their prey and robbing the father-
less.”27 Yet when Isaiah received a vision of God in his holy temple, 
the sin he felt was both personal and corporate. “I am ruined!” Isa-
iah cried, “For I am a man of unclean lips, and I live among a  people 
of unclean lips.”28

Likewise, Jesus taught the importance of personal holiness, 
warning his followers to stamp out unrigh teous anger and lust and 
to pray and fast in secret.29 Yet he said that our destiny is deter-
mined by our acts of public compassion. Everlasting life is taken 
from the Pharisees for oppressing their followers and given to those 
who, like the Good Samaritan and the sheep on Jesus’ right, do 
good to their neighbor in need.30

The apostle Paul also argued for both public compassion and 
private morality. He challenged the church in Rome to love their 
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derisively killed him as he had destroyed every other person under 
his power. But Satan’s victory became his defeat. Too late he learned 
that he had played into God’s hands. By killing Jesus he had unwit-
tingly brought life to the world.9

God 
Penal Substitution: Jesus satisfies God’s wrath. 

Romans 3:25-26; Galatians 3:13; 2 Corinthians 5:21; 1 John 2:2; 4:10. 
Promoted by John Calvin, Charles Hodge, Martin Luther, 

and nearly all evangelical Christians.

Us 

Moral Influence: Jesus 
shows God’s love to us. 

1 John 3:16; 4:7-12; 
Romans 5:8. 

Promoted by Abelard.

Us 
Moral Example: 

Jesus shows us how to 
love and trust God. 

1 Peter 2:21. 
Promoted by 

Socinians and liberal 
theologians.

Satan 
Christus Victor:  Jesus defeats the Devil. 

Colossians 2:15; Hebrews 2:14-15; 1 John 3:8. 
Promoted by the majority of the early church, 

Martin Luther (again), and C. S. Lewis.

Fig. 6.1. Who Is the Target of the Cross?

Supporters of Christus Victor vary on precisely how the cross 
defeated Satan. Did Satan overstep his bounds by killing the God-
man? Did Satan accept Christ’s death as a ransom for the rest of 
humanity? Or as C. S. Lewis suggests, did Jesus’ sacrifice of love 
accomplish a “deeper magic” that destroyed Satan’s lawful power 
over us?10 I will explain at the end of this chapter why this hole in 
Christus Victor is best filled by the penal substitution view, but for 
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This brings us to the fundamental issue: why does God demand 
payment for our sin? Why doesn’t he simply forgive without strings 
attached?

The answer lies in the triune nature of God. We learned in chap-
ter 3 that God is a community of self-giving lovers. This self-giving 
love is the definition of righ teous ness. Righ teous ness has never been 
about keeping rules, which is why Jesus did not think twice about 
healing on the Sabbath and why both he and Paul say that the pur-
pose of the law is to show us how to love God and neighbor.27 In the 
triune community of self-giving lovers, right is whatever promotes 
the other and wrong is whatever hurts the other. And because each 
divine person loves the other, they flourish and thrive. Nothing is 
more alive than this righ teous community of love.

If self-giving love is righ teous ness that leads to life, then its 
opposite must be selfishness, which is sin that leads to death. This 
is a necessary fact, given the living, loving, and righ teous character 
of God. God is not free to create a world in which sin causes no 
damage, where fallen creatures carry on without consequence. Sin 
cuts against the nature of God and any possible world that he could 
make. It inevitably and necessarily brings death (see fig. 6.2).28

Self-giving Love Righteousness Life

Selfishness Sin Death

Fig. 6.2. Two Paths to Two Destinies

God would violate himself if he ignored our sin that has poi-
soned his world. Reality would rupture if God turned a blind eye, 
pretended it didn’t happen, or forgave without consequences. Sin 
must receive its due, and its payment is death. We know that God 
believes this, for when Jesus asked the Father if there was any other 
way to save us than the cross, he received a resounding no.29

But God himself stepped forward and paid the price, freeing us 
to forgive others without demanding payment in return. When we 
forgive without strings attached, we are merely passing on God’s 
forgiveness, which cost his life. Since the only reason we can forgive 
without penalty is because God already has paid it for us, those who 
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CV & PS

Satan and God require 
Christ’s sacrifice 

 God is love & 
has wrath

Postmodern Innovators: 
Christus Victor
Satan demands the kill.
God’s love defeats the Devil.

Modern Conservatives: 
Penal Substitution

God demands the kill.
God’s wrath must be satisfied.

Fig. 6.3. Evangelical Perspectives on the Atonement

As we have seen in previous chapters, the best solution often 
is not to select one view or the other but to combine the insights 
of both. Christus Victor presents the big picture — Jesus came to 
wrest the world from the death grip of Satan, while penal substitu-
tion supplies the turning point of this story. Penal substitution is 
the heart of Christus Victor, for it explains how Jesus accomplished 
his mission.34

Here is one way to tell the story. Satan became the functional 
ruler of this world when he tempted Adam and Eve, God’s appointed 
rulers of creation, to switch their allegiance to him. But God refused 
to let his world slip away that easily, and he promised Satan that one 
of Eve’s children would someday crush his head.35

The early rounds went to Satan. God tried to establish a beach-
head for his kingdom in this world, but his chosen nation Israel 
repeatedly rejected God and was taken into captivity — both liter-
ally and spiritually — by Satan and his evil empires. So God person-
ally got involved, sending his divine Son into battle. This was the 
climactic campaign: God and Satan going all in, each taking his 
best shot for the control of creation.
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decades of such regular attendance. Going to church only counts 
when we are the church — when we know and belong to the  people 
sitting beside us.

Priority Should Do May Do

Modern 
Conservatives Believe Belong Become

Postmodern 
Innovators Belong Become Believe

Fig. 7.1. How Do  People Join the Church?

If conservatives consider belonging to be less important than 
believing, they deem becoming to be lesser still. Not that becom-
ing doesn’t matter. Conservatives worry a lot about purity, obedi-
ence, and loving our neighbor as ourselves. Their sermons regularly 
exhort listeners to resist temptation and do the right thing. But at the 
end of the day, the only thing that really counts is that we “invited 
Jesus into our heart” to forgive our sin. Backslidden believers may 
get fewer rewards than faithful followers of Christ, but they both 
escape hell and live forever with him. And isn’t that what matters 
most?

Conservatives regularly remind themselves that it is possible 
to belong to a church and not be genuinely saved. It is even pos-
sible to become more righ teous and loving and not be the real deal. 
But those who believe have crossed the threshold. They are inside 
the family of God whether or not they ever belong to a church or 
become holier.

BELONG, BECOME, BELIEVE?
Postmodern innovators react to this reductionism by heading in 
another direction. They lead with belonging. Rather than draw a 
border around our church that denies fellowship with those who 
believe differently, they argue that we should be missional Chris-
tians who use our Christ-centered faith to embrace rather than con-
demn outsiders.

Michael Frost and Alan Hirsch compare the two ways of doing 
church to digging a well and erecting a fence. Conservatives like 
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KEEP ON GOING OR TURN AROUND?
Modern conservatives and postmodern innovators disagree about 
the sequence of believing, belonging, and becoming because they 
diagnose differently the human condition (see fig. 7.2). Conser-
vatives tend to focus on the Fall. They emphasize that  people are 
sinners who need to repent, which, as just about any conservative 
churchgoer could tell you, comes from a Greek word that means 
to change your mind about sin and head in the opposite direction. 
This conversion requires truth — for how else will you know where 
to head and how to live? This truth is found in the Bible, where it is 
discovered and authoritatively proclaimed by a preacher to believers 
who come each week to learn and obey God’s will.

Those who have converted intuitively recognize that they differ 
from others who have not, and so they tend to view their community 
as an exclusive fellowship with clear boundaries between the church 
and the world. They are apt to have a pure church — no unbeliev-
ers are allowed to join — but their hierarchical structure, with the 
pastor leading the congregation and the congregation seeking to 
convert the lost, often seems too arrogant to attract outsiders.

Modern Conservatives Postmodern Innovators

Our Condition Fallen Sinners Created Seekers

Our Goal Conversion Journey

Our Means Find Answers/Truth Ask Questions/Wonder

Our Ministry Confident, Authori tative, 
Hierarchical

Humble, Democratic, 
Mutual

Our Church Exclusive/Bounded Set 
Pure Church, 
but Few Converts

Inclusive/Centered Set 
Many “Converts,” 
but Still Church?

Fig. 7.2. Why Different  People Do Church Differently
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bounds as long as you tolerate, accept, and include others. The con-
servative sequence of believing before belonging is often stifling 
and oppressive. It is hard to join a church — and easy to get kicked 
out of one — when membership requires signing on to a detailed 
doctrinal statement, many of which include precise beliefs about the 
mode of baptism, the use of sign gifts, and the sequence of events 
at Christ’s return.

But what if we combined the insights of both, so that the 
strengths of each covered the weakness of the other? What if, rather 
than view these as mutually exclusive options, we arranged them in 
chronological sequence? The gracious, inviting nature of the post-
modern order would describe the pre-Chris tian journey to faith, 
while the conservative emphasis on truth would remind us that this 
journey is not open-ended, but has a destination in the committed 
Chris tian life (see fig. 7.3).

Pre-Christian Journey to Faith Christian Journey in Faith

Belong Become Believe Believe Belong Become

welcoming 
acceptance

change by 
common 

grace

grow 
toward God

change 
by special 

grace

church 
member-
ship, par-
ticipation

grow in 
Christ

Fig. 7.3. Combining Modern and Postmodern Views of Church

For starters, who can deny that the church should embrace non-
Chris tians, loving them as they are whether or not they ever clean 
up their act? It is hard to argue with Brian McLaren, who says that 
the church should send visitors this message: “We are a commu-
nity bound together and energized by faith, love, and commitment 
to Jesus Christ. Even though you don’t yet share that faith, love, 
and commitment, you are most welcome to be with us, to belong 
here, to experience what we’re about. Then, if you’re attracted and 
persuaded by what you see, you’ll want to set down roots here long-
term. And even if you don’t, you’ll always be a friend.”20

McLaren correctly contends that we should stop viewing  people 
as embodied souls whom we befriend with the sole purpose of sav-
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he believed that individual religions actually mattered. But since he 
believes that everyone begins life already accepted by God, he does 
not think they need to take a religious path to get to him.12

The problem with pluralism is that it ignores God’s revelation 
in Jesus Christ. If Jesus Christ accurately reveals God, then other 
religions are incomplete at best and, where they differ from Jesus, 
plainly wrong. Any pluralist who embraces these religions as viable 
alternatives is not a Chris tian in any historical, intelligible sense of 
the word. Most postmodern innovators are aware of this, and few 
so far have fallen into the pluralist trap.13

   
   

 O
pt

im
ist

ic

   
   

 P
es

sim
ist

ic

Hard

All
        Many

                                  Few

Universalism Pluralism Inclusivism Exclusivism

Everyone 
will be saved 
regardless 
of what they 
believe or how 
they behaved.

Everyone who 
obeys their 
religion is 
saved, for each 
religion sup-
plies an inde-
pendent road 
to the ultimate 
reality.

Everyone who 
obeys the  
general revela-
tion they have 
are saved 
through Jesus, 
whether or 
not they know 
about him.

Only those who know 
and follow Jesus are 
saved.

        Soft

Fig. 8.1. How and How Many Are Saved?

3. Inclusivism. If their belief that  people may opt out of God’s 
plan prevents postmodern innovators from becoming full-blown 
universalists, their belief that  people do not need to opt in commits 
them at least to a heightened form of inclusivism.

Traditional inclusivists — which includes a rising number 
of evangelicals — believe that it is possible for members of other 
religions to be saved.14 They argue that all saved  people are saved 
through Jesus, but they do not need to know and believe in Jesus 
to receive this benefit. Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection may cover 
 people who have never heard of him.15
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of hell.39 We cannot stress enough the importance of the body of 
Christ. It plays the starring role in extending God’s reign on earth.

Heart of kingdom

&

 Hands of kingdom

Liberals:  
World
Social good
Actions for Christ
Open to anyone

Conservatives: 
Church

Word & Sacrament
Belief in Christ

Limited to Christians

Fig. 8.2. Where Is the Kingdom of God?

But though God’s kingdom is headquartered in his church, it is 
larger than the gathering of God’s  people. Citizens of God’s king-
dom seek to exhibit his reign over every area of life, not only in 
their weekly worship but also in their homes, jobs, hobbies, and 
entertainment. Chris tians who have given their hearts to Christ 
naturally want to become his hands in the world. Just as Jesus estab-
lished his kingdom by exorcising demons and healing the sick, so 
we reveal the rule of God when we root out the many ways sin has 
contaminated our world.40

We contribute to the kingdom in everyday matters when we 
refuse to spin the truth to our own advantage, patiently listen to 
another’s case before we share our side, stick to our word even 
though it hurts, and turn the channel rather than be entertained 
by sin. We extend the kingdom in dramatic ways when we care for 
children orphaned by AIDS, rescue young girls from sex traffick-
ing, discover a cure for colon cancer, and influence governments to 
stop genocide.
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lubricate their lives, metal grinds on metal until their wheels over-
heat and eventually seize up, crippling their faith.

Early Church Medieval 
Church 

 Modern 
Church 

Postmodern 
Church 

Co
m

m
un

ica
tio

n Used Greek 
language and 
philosophy for 
New Testament, 
Trinity, and 
evangelism

Used 
Aristotelian 
philosophy 
to compete with 
Islam

Used rising 
individualism 
to challenge 
authority and 
ignite the 
Reformation

Humbly admit 
our dependence 
on the Holy 
Spirit to know 
truth and love 
those who are 
different and 
disenfranchised

Co
m

pr
om

ise
 Produced a 

Platonic view 
of the Bible, 
God, humanity, 
the world, and 
salvation

Discredited 
when Aristotle’s 
worldview was 
disproved by 
Copernicus, 
Kepler, William 
of Ockham, 
Descartes, and 
Galileo

Led liberals to 
deny the super-
natural and 
conservatives to 
ignore tradition 
and reduce the 
gospel to a set of 
facts

Too much of the 
wrong kind of 
tolerance elimi-
nates all claims 
to truth

Fig. 1.1. Challenges of Culture

Recently I exited an interstate behind a Buick that sported a 
bumper sticker with a cross and the words “Truth, not tolerance.” 
As we turned onto the East Beltline, we passed a young man dressed 
in Goth attire with spiked hair, kneeling on the sidewalk to light his 
cigarette against the wind. I watched as the plump driver looked 
in her rearview mirror and made what appeared to be a sarcastic 
comment to her fellow passengers, who turned and laughed at the 
poor “degenerate” outside. In that moment I caught a glimpse of the 
ugly underbelly of conservative Chris tian ity, the air of intolerant 
superiority that makes me wonder if Jesus feels closer to the fellow 
outside than to his supposed followers inside the car.
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ent following Jesus as the best possible way to live. They rephrase 
the evangelistic icebreaker into the more challenging question, “If 
you knew that you were going to live tonight, wouldn’t you want to 
live for Jesus?”

Some postmodern innovators go even further, claiming that 
we will never overcome our obsession with the afterlife until we 
get over our hang-ups on hell. Brian McLaren asks: “And doesn’t 
the preoccupation with hell tempt us to devalue other things that 
matter? In other words, isn’t hell such a grave ‘bottom line’ that it 
devalues all other values? It so emphasizes the importance of life 
after death that it can unintentionally trivialize life before death.”2

McLaren worries that we often become so preoccupied with 
avoiding hell that we forget to do God’s will on earth. As Pastor 
Dan explains in McLaren’s story, many Chris tians believe that “this 
world will soon end, so why worry about justice here and now? All 
that counts is where you will end up then and there, in the afterlife. 
Your status there depends on religious piety — on prayer and Bible 
study and worship, not deeds of compassion and social justice.”3

Here and Hereafter
&

Earth and Heaven

Postmodern Innovators: 
This Life 
Earth

Conservatives: 
Afterlife 

Heaven or Hell

Fig. 9.1. Which Life Matters?

McLaren has a point. Some Chris tians may become so con-
sumed with securing salvation for the next life that they neglect 
to serve God and others now. And yet, as previous chapters have 
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true for them. Incorrigible beliefs are beliefs that cannot possibly be 
doubted. One such belief occurs when you dismount from a Tilt-a-
Whirl. As the world chases its tail in ever tightening circles around 
you, only one belief remains constant: you’re dizzy, and you know 
it. Dizziness is one of life’s few incorrigible beliefs, for unlike most 
beliefs, it is awfully hard to deny when it comes.

Besides these rational starting points, modern philosophers 
said that we may also begin from an empirical foundation. While 
making allowances for the limitations of our senses (e.g., we know 
that the straw in our soda is not really as bent as it appears through 
the side of our glass), we nevertheless believe that what our eyes and 
ears report is reliable. And so besides beliefs that are self-evident 
and incorrigible, moderns say that we may also believe anything 
that is evident to our senses.

From this secure foundation, we may infer other beliefs, such as 
the sky is blue, a triangle has three sides, and if your wife is unhappy, 
it’s probably your fault. If we can logically trace each one of these 
beliefs back to our foundation, and if our foundation is indubitably 
true, then we can declare with confidence that we know them (see 
fig. 10.1).4

  Other 
  inferred beliefs 
  about the world

 Laws of   
 logic and   

Sensory

 math     
knowledge

 e.g., a triangle   
e.g., the

 has three sides  
sky is blue

 Rationalism:   Empiricism: 
 I will believe only   I will believe only
 what is self-evident  what is evident
 and incorrigible.  to my senses.

Unknowable:  God 
and his revelation

Fig. 10.1. The Modern Structure of Knowledge
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innovators often lack confidence — “since we can’t prove anything, 
we really don’t know anything.” If everything we claim to know is 
interpreted through our own unique viewpoint, how can we know 
whether our interpretation is correct? How can we tell whether our 
perspective breaks through the clutter of competing claims to con-
nect with reality, describing the world as it really is? At the end of 
the day, aren’t we left with only our interpretations of reality rather 
than reality itself?11

Humble Assurance

You can't prove it, 
but you can still 

know it.

Postmodern Innovators: 
Humility

          Moderns: 
Certainty

You can't prove, 
so you can't know it.

          If you can prove it, 
          you can know it.

Truth is 1) Local
2) Relational
3) Subjective

          Truth is 1) Universal
          2) Absolute

          3) Objective

Fig. 10.2. How Do You Know?

Perhaps revelation can solve our problem. We may not be able 
to rise up and apprehend reality, but God may stoop to our level and 
reveal the truth to us. Some postmodern innovators insist that this 
does not get us off the hook, for there is no way to tell whether any 
purported revelation is really from God. According to John Caputo, 
all we know for sure is that we believe that we have received a revela-
tion. But this belief conflicts with the beliefs of other faith commu-
nities, many of whom doubt our revelation. So we should humbly 
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with God’s existence, I cannot prove that the Bible is God’s Word, 
but then again, I do not have to. John Calvin wrote that Scripture is 
self-authenticating, by which he meant that “it carries with itself its 
own credibility in order to be received without contradiction, and 
is not to be submitted to proofs or arguments.”23

  Specific 
  beliefs from 
  the world and 
  the Word

 Deliverances  
 of reason:   

Deliverances

 logic, math,  
of revelation:

 and experience  
Trinity, Jesus,

   
and salvation

 God exists  Scripture is
   God's revelation

Fig. 10.3. The Chris tian Structure of Knowledge

Calvin believed that the Bible proves itself to be God’s Word, 
that “Scripture exhibits fully as clear evidence of its own truth as 
white and black things do of their color, or sweet and bitter things 
do of their taste.”24 Just as snow is obviously white and sugar is 
indisputably sweet, so those who read Scripture should recognize 
that it is the Word of God.

However, our sinful condition prevents us from perceiving the 
voice of God, which is why Calvin says that God sends his Spirit to 
overcome our blindness and enable us to believe what we should 
have seen all along. He writes: “For as God alone is a fit witness of 
himself in his Word, so also the Word will not find acceptance in 
men’s hearts before it is sealed by the inward testimony of the Spirit. 
The same Spirit, therefore, who has spoken through the mouths of 
the prophets must penetrate into our hearts to persuade us that they 
faithfully proclaimed what had been divinely commanded.”25
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George Washington to death). Inerrancy reminds us that the Holy 
Spirit prevented these mistaken views from entering Scripture. He 
wrote the words of Scripture with and through the human authors 
so that they included only what is true.47

ESSENTIAL BUT NOT EVERYTHING
As with previous chapters, so here we can eliminate the extreme ends 
of the postmodern and conservative continuum and settle on a bibli-
cal perspective that balances the concerns of both (see fig. 11.1).

Scripture is written 
by God and humans.

Our authority is 
the inerrant 

Word and Spirit.

Postmodern Innovators: 
Human authorship

Conservatives: 
Divine authorship 

Our authority is the Holy Spirit 
speaking through Scripture.

Our authority is Scripture, inspired 
and applied by the Spirit.

Inerrancy is outdated, 
is naive, and turns 
Scripture into an idol.

Inerrancy logically follows 
from divine authorship 

and supplies confidence 
to trust the Scriptures.

Fig. 11.1. The Battle for the Bible

First, conservatives stress Scripture’s divine side and post-
modern innovators emphasize its human element. Why not say 
that Scripture is fully authored by both God and men? God is the 
primary author of Scripture — for “all Scripture is God-breathed” 
and “men spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy 
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not playing basketball, and a person who denies the Trinity and the 
deity of Christ is not participating in the Chris tian faith.18

While this emphasis on the role of doctrine is a large improve-
ment over classical liberalism, postliberals leave us wondering to 
what extent our Chris tian beliefs are true. If our beliefs merely 
supply the rules for playing the Chris tian game, how can we tell 
whether our game is truer than another?19 Does the Chris tian faith 
merely describe our view, or does it accurately depict the way things 
are in the world? Are Jesus and the story of Scripture true for all 
 people or just Chris tians? How do the beliefs of our faith relate to 
the rules of other religions?

George Lindbeck asserts that Chris tian beliefs need not conflict 
with the views of other religions. Each religion comes with its own 
set of rules for playing its own game. Just as we would not criticize a 
basketball player for disregarding the rules of baseball, so we should 
not fault a Muslim or Buddhist for failing to play by the beliefs of 
Chris tian ity. In this way Lindbeck hopes that postliberalism may 
foster interfaith dialogue, for rather than seek to convert others, 
“the missionary task of Chris tians may at times be to encourage 
Marxists to become better Marxists, Jews and Muslims to become 
better Jews and Muslims, and Buddhists to become better Buddhists 
(although admittedly their notion of what a ‘better Marxist,’ etc., is 
will be influenced by Chris tian norms).”20

While conservative theologians debate whether and to what 
extent postliberalism falls into relativism (do they believe that 
Chris tian ity is merely one game or the only true game in town?), 
some are joining postliberals in what Hans Frei calls a “generous 
orthodoxy.”21 These postconservatives use the insights of postliber-
alism to overcome the perceived problems of their conservative past 
and move to the center (see fig. 12.1).

Liberals                                  Conservatives

Postliberals Postconservatives

Postmodern  Innovators

Fig. 12.1. How We Got Where We Are
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faith. Don’t we need both? Is it even possible to have one without 
the other? (see fig. 12.2).

Postmodern 
Christians:

Beliefs & Ethics

Modern Liberals: 
Ethics

Modern Conservatives: 
Beliefs

Fig. 12.2. A Third Way Forward

1. Ethics require beliefs. While the history of liberalism might 
imply that Chris tian ethics are possible without traditional Chris-
tian beliefs, this is only because liberals have not thought through 
the implications of what they believe. If Jesus did not rise from the 
dead, then we will not rise either. And if we will not live forever, 
then why bother being good now? If everyone’s life ends in eternal 
nothingness, then does it ultimately matter whether we have fought 
injustice or fed the poor? As the apostle Paul concludes: “If the dead 
are not raised, ‘Let us eat and drink, for tomorrow we die.’ ”38

The devastating effect of liberal belief on ethics is memora-
bly portrayed in the fictional but realistic story, The Flight of Peter 
Fromm. Peter Fromm was a passionate Pentecostal teenager from 
Oklahoma who enrolled at the University of Chicago to destroy this 
bastion of liberalism from the inside out. He planned to embarrass 
his professors, rescue the souls of his fellow students, and polish 
his debating skills for a lifetime defense of fundamentalism. Unfor-
tunately, Peter quickly fell beneath the spell of a liberal professor, 
and the rest of the book describes his descent into ethical chaos. He 
quickly lost his virginity — for sexual purity was unimportant in 
the situation ethics of liberalism — and he eventually lost his mind 
during a climactic Easter sermon.
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right? Concerned about this doctrinal slide, on separate occasions I 
asked a parachurch leader and a dean of the faculty at an evangeli-
cal seminary whether  people had to believe anything to be saved. 
Both replied that they did not know. While I appreciate their can-
dor, their answer reveals how unimportant beliefs have become in 
certain segments of postmodern Chris tian ity.16

BE A BELIEVER OF THE WORD AND NOT A DOER ONLY
So conservatives sometimes give the impression that only beliefs 
matter, and some postmodern innovators overreact and claim that 
it does not matter what you believe as long as you are living well 
(see fig. 2.1). But why must we choose? Doesn’t God demand both 
right beliefs and right actions? The apostle John writes that God 
commands us both “to believe in the name of his Son, Jesus Christ, 
and to love one another as he commands us.”17 The next chapter 
will examine how sound doctrine and good behavior combine for 
a flourishing Chris tian life. For now I want to explore why John 
says that it is not enough to love others, but it is also necessary to 
believe.

Believe in the Son 
& 

Love one another 
(1 John 3:23)

Postmodern Innovators:  
Ethics 
Be a good person

Conservatives:  
Beliefs 

Say the sinner’s prayer

Fig. 2.1. The Pendulum of Belief and Ethics

John’s gospel describes Jesus’ encounter with Nicodemus, an 
extremely religious, just, and powerful man who used his influence 
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truth to regenerate his children, and that without truth it is impos-
sible to be saved.28 But what is this truth that we must believe?

need requires uses
Sinners Regeneration Holy Spirit Truth

Fig. 2.2. Why We Must Believe Something to Be Saved

WHAT BELIEVERS MUST BELIEVE
In one of history’s spectacular conversions, a trembling Philip-
pian jailer cried out to Paul and Silas: “ ‘Sirs, what must I do to be 
saved?’ They replied, ‘Believe in the Lord Jesus, and you will be 
saved. . . .’ ”29

The New Testament uses the term “believe” in two different 
ways. Sometimes “believe” can mean mental assent, as in James’s 
assertion that even the demons believe in God, but their intellectual 
acceptance of his existence is not enough to save them.30 Paul and 
Silas were using “believe” in a second, higher sense. Beyond mere 
mental assent, they called the Philippian jailer to act on his knowl-
edge — “believe” is their response to what he must do.

The gospel of John tells a story that illustrates both meanings 
of “believe.” John says that once a group of  people saw the mira-
cles that Jesus did “and believed in his name.” But knowing what 
was in their hearts, Jesus “did not believe,” or “entrust himself to 
them.”31 The crowd possessed superficial knowledge of Jesus, but 
they lacked the commitment that would turn their knowledge into 
genuine faith. And so Jesus refused to commit himself to, or have 
faith in them.32

Faith requires knowledge, for we cannot believe in what we 
do not know. But it also requires commitment: we must place our 
entire weight on what we claim to know. For example, I understand 
that skydiving is a fairly safe activity. With a backup parachute, 
a partner, and a helmet (how much will that help?), the statistical 
chance of being injured by jumping from an airplane is surpris-
ingly slim. And yet my fear of heights prevents me from possessing 
genuine faith in parachuting. I have sufficient knowledge, but I lack 
the commitment to act on that knowledge — to step into blue sky, 
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dicated his Son by raising him from the dead through the power 
of the Spirit). And without a robust view of Jesus’ two natures, we 
cannot explain how he became our substitute (that Jesus must be 
human, because we owed the debt, and he must be God, because 
only an infinite, sinless person could pay it).

I am a sinner

Must believe

Lord Jesus saves 
me from sin

Trinity
 Deity and 
Humanity 

of Jesus

Must not reject

Should believe

Historical truth and significance 
of Jesus’ life, death, 

resurrection, 
and return

Biblical story of creation, 
fall, redemption, and consummation

Perfections 
of God

Bible is 
God’s Word

Humans are 
the image 

of God

Church is 
Christ’s body

Fig. 2.3. What Chris tians Believe

Thus, the essential beliefs of the Chris tian faith are clustered 
around the story of salvation: the triune God, a fallen humanity, 
the God-man who died in our place, and our need to repent of the 
sin that is killing us and claim the forgiveness and new life offered 
in Christ. These are the truths the Holy Spirit uses to regenerate 
us and bring us into the kingdom of God. Some of these we must 
know — that we are sinners forgiven in Christ; and some we at least 
must not reject — that God is triune and Jesus is the God-man.
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idea that we should include others regardless of what they believe 
raises several questions.

Conservatives: 
Beliefs Are a Barrier

Postmodern Innovators: 
Love Welcomes All

Beliefs Love

Love? Beliefs?

Fig. 3.1. A Postmodern Objection to Doctrinal Statements

Must love always include? Love means to care for, be committed 
to, and seek the best for the other, and while this usually involves 
accepting rather than judging, sometimes love must be tough. Par-
ents who love their boomerang children eventually kick them and 
their Star Trek collection out of their basement. Coaches who want 
their star player to train harder sometimes demote him to second 
string. And churches that learn that one of their own is unrepen-
tantly sinning sadly remove that person from membership.16 In 
each case love temporarily excludes the other in hope that they will 
see the error of their ways and rejoin the community as a contribut-
ing member.

So there are times when love excludes those who are behav-
ing badly. But does love ever exclude others because of what they 
believe? Not that long ago this was the motivation behind evange-
lism. We believed that our friends were excluded from the kingdom 
because of their wrong views about God, sin, and salvation. Love 
compelled us to warn them about their looming destiny in hell and 
urge them to repent and believe the gospel.

But now questions about hell and other religions are causing 
many to reconsider the meaning of evangelism. Many postmodern 
innovators believe that we should dialogue with other faiths, seek-
ing to learn as much or more from them as we want them to learn 
from us. One leader comments on his interaction with other reli-
gions: “Evangelism or mission for me is no longer about persuading 
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need a model and a motive to love others, and the Chris tian view of 
the triune God and salvation by grace supplies both. If we downplay 
these historic doctrines, striving to rise above them in an attempt 
to include  people with more diverse beliefs, we will undercut the 
ground for good works. The result will be less love, not more (see 
fig. 3.2).

Trinity

Beliefs Generate Love

Salvation by Grace

Fig. 3.2. Right Belief Produces Right Practice

But can’t non-Chris tians also love others? Yes, but they do so 
despite rather than because of their beliefs. For example, social sci-
entists committed to philosophical naturalism (there is no God, just 
nature) believe that each person seeks his or her own interest in a 
cosmic survival of the fittest. Why do some  people sacrificially love 
others? According to these scientists, altruistic  people suffer from 
“docility” (they do what others tell them) and “bounded rationality” 
(they are dumb). Should these scientists themselves ever genuinely 
love — and God help their families if they do not — they have by 
their own standard become stupid wimps.43

What about other theists? Muslims often show kindness to oth-
ers. But Islam is a performance-based religion grounded in fear: 
do the best you can and hope that it will be enough for Allah to 
accept you. While this religious system may encourage Muslims 
to do many good deeds, it cannot turn them into lovers. Fright-
ened  people are too focused on themselves to put others first. When 
Muslims genuinely love others, they are acting inconsistently with 
their religious beliefs.

Not so with Chris tians. We believe that we are made in the 
image of the triune God, whose nature is love, and that our God 
has loved us twice — in creating and then redeeming us. As John 
writes, “We love because he first loved us.”44
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to deserve damnation). But what if — as Augustine believed — we 
are born sinners, polluted and guilty for Adam’s sin? And what if 
the Holy Spirit uses truth to solve our problem of original sin? Then 
it matters a lot what we believe.

The history of theology is a story of pendulum swings. The 
church pursues one line of thought until it reaches an extreme, and 
then, like the pendulum on a grandfather clock, swiftly swings to 
the other side. Sometimes we can see the correction coming and yet 
are powerless to stop it. This is one of those times.

Some modern, conservative Chris tians reflected on human 
depravity until they concluded that we were worms and the non-
Chris tian world was worse. Now postmodern innovators, many of 
whom grew up in conservative churches and saw firsthand the con-
sequences of a worm-affirming, world-hating theology, have swung 
to the other side where they emphasize the natural goodness of both 
ourselves and the world. This new extreme is exciting — it holds out 
hope for the world and the possibility of progress — but it is still an 
extreme. Is there a better, more biblically balanced way to keep the 
goodness of Creation while doing justice to the devastation of the 
Fall? Like Abraham Kuyper, can we believe in both the antithesis 
and common grace? (see fig. 4.1).

Created but fallen
 &

Fallen but created

Postmodern Innovators:  
Creation / Common Grace 
Everyone is good

Conservatives:  
Fall / Antithesis 

Everyone is depraved

Fig. 4.1. Are  People Good or Bad?
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IT’S ALL GOOD
Are  people good or bad? This is a complex question that requires 
a nuanced answer. Like “Have you stopped beating your wife?” or 
“Do you support our troops by supporting the war?” this question 
confounds a simple yes or no.

Yesterday my six-year-old pounded out his first recognizable 
tune on the piano, and I made quite a fuss about it. “Landon, that 
is ‘Mary Had a Little Lamb’! You are playing the piano! Good job!” 
And it was — especially good for a beginner and far better than any-
thing I can play. But compared to my wife or a concert pianist, it 
was not very good at all. Goodness is a relative term. It depends on 
what we are talking about.

Thanks to God’s gift of common grace, there are at least 
three distinct kinds of goodness that all  people — saint and sinner 
alike — may and even should possess (see fig. 4.2). The most basic 
is what Lewis Smedes calls “mere morality.”13 Not everyone can be 
a Mother Teresa, but everyone is expected at least not to hurt oth-
ers.  People who take what does not belong to them, whether that is 
another’s life, property, or sexual integrity, land in jail. No one has 
ever won an award for being merely moral, but many have ruined 
lives for not meeting this fundamental requirement (e.g., Hitler, 
Saddam Hussein, and the cheating leaders of Enron).

Good Behavior Good Things
Civic righteousness: a higher ethic 

that helps others

Cultural contributions: acts 
that develop creation

Morality: a basic expectation that 
we not hurt others

Fig. 4.2. Natural Goodness

But we do give awards for those who go beyond not hurting 
others and lend a helping hand. We applaud the generosity of War-
ren Buffett and Bill and Melinda Gates, who together have pledged 
more than $67 billion14 to cure and educate the poorest of the poor. 
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