Planting Seeds, Harvesting Souls #5

“Pulling the Weeds”

various texts
There’s just something satisfying about working the ground.

Whether you tend a garden in your backyard or farm hundreds of acres, there are similar pleasures. There is the initial cultivating the soil, then the anticipation that comes with planting the seeds. Of course, enjoying the end results is especially rewarding, particularly for those who farm for a living. 

But there is also a common irritation to the gardener and the farmer alike.

Weeds.

I have yet to meet anyone who enjoyed dealing with weeds. Whether you pull them by hand, dig them out with a hoe, or even use chemicals to prevent or kill them, dealing with weeds is a nuisance. 

As we continue in our series of messages entitled, “Planting Seeds, Harvesting Souls,” we come to the topic of pulling the weeds. But what do we mean by “weeds” when it comes to sharing our faith with others?

At first glance we might think the answer is found in Matthew 13:24-30; 36-43 in Jesus’ parable of the wheat and the weeds (or, as in the King James Version, the wheat and the tares). In this parable weeds are sown together with wheat, but the farmer decided not to pull the weeds right away for fear of damaging the wheat. Jesus explains to His disciples that the wheat represents the people of God while the weeds represent the unbelievers of the world. In the end, the wheat and the weeds are harvested separately, the wheat to everlasting life and the weeds to everlasting death. (I personally believe that the harvest depicted in Revelation 14 corresponds to this parable.)

This is not, however, what I refer to in this study about pulling weeds. The weeds I figuratively refer to are not the unbelievers themselves, but the hindrances they often raise against the truth we try to share with them. In other words, these are the arguments unbelievers often give when we witness about our faith. Not everyone is ready to embrace Christianity the first time we talk with them about it. Sometimes they raise questions—often good questions—and we owe them an answer.

Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 10:3-5,

For though we live in the world, we do not wage war as the world does. The weapons we fight with are not the weapons of the world. On the contrary, they have divine power to demolish strongholds. We demolish arguments and every pretension that sets itself up against the knowledge of God, and we take captive every thought to make it obedient to Christ.

That phrase, “We demolish arguments and every pretension that sets itself up against the knowledge of God…” is what I mean by “pulling the weeds” as we share our faith with others. Scripture commands us to “always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have” (1 Peter 3:15). Sometimes that means an answer to their arguments as well.

We Must Consider Our Audience


Before we get to the answers, though, we must first consider our audience. The first rule in public speaking is to know your listeners, and this is true in one-to-one witnessing as well. Of course, every situation will be as unique as the individual we encounter, but there are some general rules that do apply.


By very definition, the people to whom we witness are unbelievers. They do not share the same convictions and beliefs that we do as Christians. In most cases, this is not because they are ignorant of what we believe—they may have misconceptions, but they at least have some conceptions of Christianity, and for whatever reason, have decided that it is not for them.


Sometimes they can be hostile toward Christianity. Perhaps they (or someone close to them) have been hurt or taken advantage of by people who call themselves Christians. Maybe they have deep-seated anger toward God because of tragedies they have witnessed or experienced. Some have given considerable thought about the claims of Christ and have determined that they do not believe them to be true.


Even though they may be hostile toward God (and, consequently, toward us), we must remember that they are not the enemy! In the passage I quoted from 2 Corinthians, Paul speaks of the warfare of the Christian. We need to be reminded of Ephesians 6:12, 

For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms.


Simply put, those we share Christ with are not hostiles; they are hostages. Paul further writes in 2 Corinthians 4:4, “The god of this age has blinded the minds of unbelievers, so that they cannot see the light of the gospel of the glory of Christ, who is the image of God.” They are being held spiritually captive…and they don’t even know it!


Our mission, then, is not to seek-and-destroy, but rather to search-and-rescue. I like how the New Living Translation renders Jude 22-23, 

And you must show mercy to those whose faith is wavering. Rescue others by snatching them from the flames of judgment. Show mercy to still others, but do so with great caution, hating the sins that contaminate their lives.

If we mistake the hostages for the hostiles, we may do more harm than good. We must remind ourselves that our purpose in witnessing is not winning an argument but winning a soul for the Lord. And that means taking their objections seriously and respectfully. As one book states,

The objections that unbelievers raise are usually not trivial. They often cut deep into the heart of the Christian faith and challenge its very foundations… Face it: if these objections can’t be answered, then we may as well believe in fairy tales. These are reasonable questions that deserve reasonable answers.
 

We Must Communicate Our Answers
We must also communicate our answers. Once we have considered their plight and listened to their objections, then we must provide the truth they are seeking. This step alone might take them by surprise, for as Norm Geisler puts it, 

Most skeptics have only heard the questions and believed that there were no answers. But we have some great answers to their questions. Christianity is true. That means that reality will always be on our side, and we just need to find the appropriate evidence to answer whatever question is asked. Fortunately, Christian thinkers have been answering these questions ever since Paul’s time, and we can draw on their knowledge to help us find the answers we want.


Today there are many resources available in this area of apologetics. Norman Geisler, whom I just quoted, is one of the foremost authors in this field today. Josh McDowell is another popular writer and speaker in Christian apologetics. Hank Hanegraaff has a radio broadcast dealing with answers to these difficult questions. Some others specialize in certain areas of apologetics, such as creation vs. evolution, or the reliability of the Bible, or comparative religions. Recently the Holman Bible Publishers released The Apologetics Study Bible, an excellent resource bringing together many of these scholars to answer the difficult questions unbelievers often ask.


I don’t want to give the impression that we must all be experts in apologetics in order to be effective witnesses for Christ. Nor do I expect that we will all stock up on all the available resources in this field. But I would like to bring up a few of the most common objections raised by unbelievers when we try to share Christ with them, and at least an idea of the answers we must communicate to them. Here are a few:

· Why should I believe the Bible?
· How can we know that God exists? 

· Why does Jesus have to be God and not merely a good teacher?
· What evidence is there that Jesus rose from the dead?
· How can a good God allow evil in the world? 

· Aren’t all religions the same?
Let’s briefly consider some answers to these arguments.

“Why should I believe the Bible? Isn’t it just a book written by men hundreds of years ago?” 

It is true that the Bible was written by men over a period of 1,500 years, with the last book written nearly 2,000 years ago. Despite its age, though, we can accept the Bible documents as authoritative. The Dead Sea Scrolls provide Old Testament manuscripts from before the birth of Christ. New Testament manuscripts are now available from the third and fourth centuries, and fragments that may date back as far as the late first century. There are earlier and more manuscripts for the New Testament than for any other book from the ancient world.
 
Christianity believes and teaches that the Bible alone is the revealed Word of God. Even though it was written by men, the ultimate author was God Almighty. This claim was not invented by the Church, but is the claim the Bible makes for itself. Jesus said (speaking to God the Father), “Your word is truth” (John 17:17). Paul wrote in 2 Timothy 3:16, “All Scripture is God-breathed.” But perhaps the strongest statement of the divine origin of the Bible is found in 2 Peter 1:20-21,

You must understand that no prophecy of Scripture came about by the prophet’s own interpretation. For prophecy never had its origin in the will of man, but men spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit. 

Over 2,000 times in the Old Testament alone there are clauses such as “And God spoke to…”, “the word of the Lord came unto…”, and “God said.” Now the mere fact that the Bible claims to be the Word of God does not prove that it is such, for there are other books that make similar claims. So how can we know if the Bible really is God’s Word?

One reason that the Bible is different from other books is its unity. Although this book was composed by men, its unity points to the hand of God. The Bible was written over a period of about 1,500 years by more than forty different human authors from various cultural and educational backgrounds. The Bible deals with many controversial subjects, yet the Bible is a unit. From beginning to end, there’s one unfolding story of God’s plan of salvation for mankind. There is complete harmony, which cannot be explained by coincidence or collusion. The unity of the Bible is a strong argument in favor of its divine inspiration.

How can we know that God exists? Paul Little admits, “There is in human existence no more profound question demanding an answer than ‘Is there a god?’ The question must be answered by every human being, and the answer is far-reaching in its implications.”
 He goes on to write,
We must be clear from the outset that it is not possible to “prove” God in the scientific method sense of the word. But it can be said with equal emphasis that you can’t “prove” Napoleon by the scientific method. The reason lies in the nature of history itself and in the limitations of the scientific method. In order for something to be “proved” by the scientific method, it must be repeatable. One cannot announce a new finding to the world on the basis of a single experiment. But history in its very nature is non-repeatable. No one can “rerun” the beginning of the universe or bring Napoleon back or repeat the assassination of Lincoln or the crucifixion of Jesus Christ. But the fact that these events can’t be “proved” by repetition does not disprove their reality as events. 

There are many real things outside the scope of the scientific method as a means of verification. The scientific method is useful only with measurable things. No one has ever seen three feet of love or two pounds of justice, but one would be foolish indeed to deny their reality. To insist that God be “proved” by the scientific method is like insisting that a telephone be used to measure radioactivity. It simply wasn’t made for that. 
This is what the Apostle Paul had in mind when he wrote, “For what can be known about God is plain to them, because God has shown it to them. Ever since the creation of the world his invisible nature, namely, his eternal power and deity, has been clearly perceived in the things that have been made. So they are without excuse” (Romans 1:19-20). The psalmist says the same thing: “The heavens are telling the glory of God; and the firmament proclaims his handiwork” (Psalm 19:1).
Then there is the law of cause and effect to consider. No effect can be produced without a cause. We as human beings, and the universe itself, are effects which must have had a cause. We come eventually to an uncaused cause, who is God. 

A further development of this line of thought has to do with the clearly observable order and design in the universe. No one would think a wristwatch could come into being without an intelligent designer. How much more incredible is it to believe that the universe, in its infinite complexity, could have happened by chance?


Jesus told Nicodemus, “The wind blows wherever it pleases. You hear its sound, but you cannot tell where it comes from or where it is going” (John 3:8). Just because we cannot see the wind does not mean that wind does not exist. The same is true of God.

Why does Jesus have to be God and not merely a good teacher? Someone actually called Jesus “Good teacher” in Mark 10:17, and in the following verse He replied, “Why do you call me good? No one is good—except God alone.”  There is no middle ground. C. S. Lewis put it best when he wrote,
I am trying here to prevent anyone saying the really foolish thing that people often say about Him: ‘I’m ready to accept Jesus as a great moral teacher, but I don’t accept His claim to be God.’ That is the one thing we must not say. A man who was merely a man and said the sort of things Jesus said would not be a great moral teacher. He would either be a lunatic—on a level with the man who says he is a poached egg—or else he would be the Devil of Hell. You must make your choice. Either this man was, and is, the Son of God: or else a madman or something worse. You can shut Him up for a fool, you can spit at Him and kill Him as a demon; or you can fall at His feet and call Him Lord and God. But let us not come with any patronizing nonsense about His being a great human teacher. He has not left that open to us. He did not intend to.

Jesus of Nazareth claimed to be God, as recorded throughout the Gospels. Either He was God or He wasn’t. If He wasn’t and He knew that He wasn’t, then He was a liar. If He wasn’t and He didn’t know that He wasn’t God, then He was a lunatic. Neither of those possibilities would qualify Him as a “good teacher.” The only other option is that He was who He claimed to be, in which case He is Lord. Logic itself answers that question.

What evidence is there that Jesus rose from the dead? The crucial event in Christianity is the resurrection of Jesus on what we know as Easter. If Jesus rose from the dead, then He is greater than any other religious or moral teacher—any other human being, for that matter—and if He did not rise from the dead, the Christianity is false. So, on what grounds do we base our belief in the resurrection?

The Bible clearly attests to the resurrection, with all four Gospels, the book of Acts, and the letters of Peter and Paul all claiming that Jesus rose from the dead. Yet is the Bible the only evidence of the resurrection?

Historian Paul Maier points out that important historical evidence—quite apart from the New Testament—can be assembled to show that the tomb, at any rate, was empty on Easter morning. It should be added immediately that an empty tomb does not prove a resurrection, although a resur​rection would require an empty tomb. Its occupancy, indeed, would effectively disprove it.

Had the corpse of Jesus ever been available after the first Easter Sunday, the Jewish and Roman authorities would have gladly put in on public display, thus squelching this fledgling movement called Christianity. The Jewish leaders and the Roman soldiers guarding Jesus’ tomb concocted the idea of a stolen body, which Matthew records and was still being propagated as late as 150 a.d. Whether you believe in the resurrection or a stolen body, both speak to the emptiness of the tomb on Easter.

Furthermore, Maier points to a Roman source that gives evidence of an empty tomb as well. An inscription was found in Nazareth on a 15-by-24-inch marble slab, an edict against grave robbery, written in Greek (italics his):
Ordinance of Caesar. It is my pleasure that graves and tombs remain perpetually undisturbed for those who have made them for the cult of their ancestors or children or members of their house. If, however, anyone charges that another has either demolished them, or has in any other way extracted the buried, or has maliciously transferred them to other places in order to wrong them, or has displaced the sealing or other stones, against such a one I order that a trial be instituted, as in respect of the gods, so in regard to the cult of mortals. For it shall be much more obligatory to honor the buried. Let it be absolutely forbidden for any one to disturb them. In case of violation I desire that the offender be sentenced to capital punishment on charge of violation of sepulture.
Maier adds, “All previous Roman edicts concerning grave violation set only a large fine, and one wonders what presumed serious infraction could have led the Roman government to stiffen the penalty precisely in Palestine and to erect a notice regarding it specifically in Nazareth or vicinity.”


He concludes, 

Accordingly, if all the evidence is weighed carefully and fairly, it is indeed justifiable, according to the canons of historical re​search, to conclude that the tomb of Joseph of Arimathea, in which Jesus was buried, was actually empty on the morning of the first Easter. And no shred of evidence has yet been discovered in literary sources, epigraphy, or archaeology that would disprove this statement.

How can a good God allow evil in the world? This is perhaps the most often raised argument against Christianity today. Critics conclude that either God is not good (by allowing evil in the world) or He is not all-powerful (that He could not prevent it). Are these the only alternatives, though? Josh McDowell explains,

The Scriptures make it plain that God did not create the world in the state in which it is now, but evil came as a result of the selfishness of man. The Bible says that God is a God of love and He desired to create a person and eventually a race that would love Him. But genuine love cannot exist unless freely given through free choice and will, and thus man was given the choice to accept God’s love or to reject it. This choice made the possibility of evil become very real. When Adam and Eve disobeyed God, they did not choose something God created, but, by their choice, they brought evil into the world. God is neither evil nor did He create evil. Man brought evil upon himself by selfishly choosing his own way apart from God’s way.
Because of the fall, the world now is abnormal. Things are not in the state that they should be in. Man, as a result of the fall, has been separated from God. Nature is not always kind to man and the animal world can also be his enemy. There is conflict between man and his fellow man. None of these conditions were true before the fall. Any solution that might be given to the problems mankind faces must take into consideration that the world as it stands now is not normal.

We may not agree with Him, but God obviously concluded that having creatures that choose to love Him was very important. Paul Little notes, “Love is voluntary. God could have made us like robots, but we would have ceased to be men. God apparently thought it worth the risk of creating us as we are.”
 

Aren’t all religions the same? Not at all. All religions cannot be true at the same time, because they teach many things completely opposite from one another. They all may be wrong, but certainly they all cannot be right, for the claims of one will exclude the other.
 Jesus claimed, “I am the way, the truth, and the life; no one comes to the Father except through me.” He claimed to be the exclusive means to God. Either He is right, and all other religions are wrong, or He is not, and Christianity has no validity at all. Considering the above answers, it is reasonable to conclude that He is the only way.

We Must Control Our Attitudes

Finally, we must control our attitudes when answering our critics. Remember the whole point of this exercise: We are not about winning an argument, but about winning a soul for the Lord. 

Peter concludes his thought in 1 Peter 3:15, “Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have. But do this with gentleness and respect.” The other person may not treat us with gentleness and respect, but we must not allow ourselves to stoop to their level.

Paul also gives us an indication of our attitude in this work in 2 Timothy 2:24–26, 

And the Lord’s bondservant must not be quarrelsome, but be kind to all, able to teach, patient when wronged, with gentleness correcting those who are in opposition, if perhaps God may grant them repentance leading to the knowledge of the truth, and they may come to their senses and escape from the snare of the devil, having been held captive by him to do his will.
Anyone attempting to answer the questions of unbelievers will surely be wronged and be tempted to lose patience, but our ultimate goal is that they might come to a knowledge of the truth that Jesus has died for their sins. With so important a task at hand, we must not neglect obedience to this command.


Pulling weeds is never fun, and answering the objections by unbelievers about the Bible is not enjoyable, either. But Scripture instructs us to be ready to give an answer when called upon, and often the way we respond to an unbeliever’s doubts goes a long way toward bringing them to faith in Christ. We must consider the audience, recalling that they are not the enemy; we must communicate our answers clearly and biblically; and we must control our attitudes, so that we do not needlessly turn them away from the saving truth of our Lord.


Then we can ready ourselves for the harvest.
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