Staying Balanced in an Extreme World #4

“What Is Truth?”

selected Scriptures

It is courtroom drama at its finest. At the climax of a court martial, the defense attorney Lieutenant Daniel Kaffee (portrayed by Tom Cruise) goads witness Colonel Nathan Jessup (played by Jack Nicholson) into incriminating himself.

Jessup: “You want answers?”

Kaffee: “I think I’m entitled to answers.”

Jessup: “You want answers?”

Kaffee: “I want the truth!”

Jessup: “You can’t handle the truth!”

Two thousand years ago, in another judicial setting, the presiding judge named Pontius Pilate asked, “What is truth?” The Bible does not record an answer to that query; perhaps Pilate turned away before Jesus could reply. This evening I would like to take up Pilate’s question and see how the Word of God answers it.

The Core Substance of Truth

Let’s begin with the core substance of truth. The word “truth” can be used in two ways: as a quality of speech (truth as opposed to falsehood), or as a quality of being (truth as opposed to mere appearance).
 Either way, truth has to do with objective reality—that which corresponds to reality and reveals it.
 The dictionary defines truth as “that which conforms to reality or fact—that which is in accordance with what is, what has been, or must be.”

Ultimate truth is an objective reality. That means that truth exists outside of us and remains the same regardless of how we may perceive it. Truth by definition is as fixed and constant; it is not our own personal and arbitrary interpretation of reality.
 As such, truth does not yield to majority rule or the size and strength of the latest lobby group. Nor is truth merely a matter of preference or opinion. Rather truth is true even if everyone denies it, and a lie is a lie even if everyone affirms it.
 We can easily confuse what we want to be true with what actually is true. C. S. Lewis wrote in his classic work Mere Christianity, truth is “which is what it is and was what it was long before I was born and whether I like it or not.”3

Because it is an objective reality, truth becomes the measurement of what is true. Let me illustrate: If I purchased tiles that claim to be twelve-inches by twelve-inches, how can I determine if they are true? I can take a ruler or yardstick and measure its height and width. If it measures twelve-by-twelve, then I can say this tile is “true.” But only because it has been measured by the “truth.”

The Current Struggle about Truth 

This concept is not popular these days, though. I’d like to next look at the current struggle about truth. My opening illustration came from the film A Few Good Men. But that movie was produced in 1992, twenty-five years ago. Nowadays no screenwriter or director would include such an exchange, for this assumes that there is something called “truth.” Pontius Pilate asked, “What is truth?” Our present culture asks, “Is there truth?” and leans toward the answer, “No.”

According to the Barna Research Group, statistics (as of 2008) on the question of absolute truth are alarming, even shocking. From a random poll of just over 1,000 adults in the United States, only 34 percent believe that moral truth is absolute and unaffected by the circumstances. Only 46 percent of the born-again adults believe in absolute moral truth.
 More recently, 74% of Millennials (those born between 1982 and 2002, also known as “Generation Y”) surveyed agreed with the statement, “Whatever is right for your life or works best for you is the only truth you can know.”
 This has become the mantra of the Postmodern Era.

How did we get here? John MacArthur, Jr., in his book, The Truth War, points first to Modernism, the belief that truth exists and that the scientific method is the only reliable way to determine that truth. In the so-called “modern” era, most academic disciplines (philosophy, science, literature, and education) were driven primarily by rationalistic presuppositions. In other words, modern thought treated human reason as the final arbiter of what is true. The modern mind discounted the idea of the supernatural and looked for scientific and rationalistic explanations for everything. But modern thinkers retained their belief that knowledge of the truth is possible. They were still seeking universal and absolute truths that applied to everyone. Scientific methodologies became the chief means by which modern people sought to gain that knowledge.

Those presuppositions gave birth to Darwinism, which in turn spawned a string of humanistic ideas and worldviews. Most prominent among them were several atheistic, rationalistic, utopian philosophies—including Marxism, fascism, socialism, communism, and theological liberalism. Various struggles between those ideologies (and others like them) dominated the twentieth century. Yet all of them failed. Most, if not all, of the major dogmas and worldviews from the modern era are now deemed completely outmoded and hopelessly discredited in virtually every corner of the intellectual and academic world. The overconfident rationalism and human conceit that characterized the modern era has finally—and fittingly—had most of the wind taken out of its sails.

Accordingly, the new ways of thinking have been collectively nicknamed “postmodern.” Postmodernism in general is marked by a tendency to dismiss the possibility of any sure and settled knowledge of the truth. Postmodernism suggests that if objective truth exists, it cannot be known objectively or with any degree of certainty. That is because (according to postmodernists), the subjectivity of the human mind makes knowledge of objective truth impossible. So it is useless to think of truth in objective terms. Objectivity is an illusion. Nothing is certain, and the thoughtful person will never speak with too much conviction about anything. Strong convictions about any point of truth are judged supremely arrogant and hopelessly naive. Everyone is entitled, not to his own opinion, but to his own truth.
Therefore postmodernism’s one goal and singular activity is the systematic deconstruction of every other truth claim. The chief tools being employed to accomplish this are relativism, subjectivism, the denial of every dogma, the dissection and annihilation of every clear definition, the relentless questioning of every axiom, the undue exaltation of mystery and paradox, the deliberate exaggeration of every ambiguity, and above all the cultivation of uncertainty about everything.

If you were to challenge me to boil down postmodern thought into its pure essence and identify the gist of it in one single, simple, central characteristic, I would say it is the rejection of every expression of certainty. In the postmodern perspective, certainty is regarded as inherently arrogant, elitist, intolerant, oppressive—and therefore always wrong. Practically speaking, this results in the rejection of morality and the removal of guilt (or at least the attempt to).
 Postmodernism can be summarized in a paraphrase of Judges 21:25, “In those days there was no [truth]; everyone did what was right in his own eyes.” 
Randy Alcorn points to whom he calls “the most influential theologian in America,” Oprah Winfrey, as responsible for the popularity of this view. He writes,

Her “spirituality” is a hodgepodge of psychology, recovery, and out-of-context Scripture. The Oprah way is a church-free, build-it-yourself spirituality. All roads lead to heaven. Karma? Sure. Fate? Why not? Reincarnation? Could be. And while you’re at it, throw in a little Buddhism, Hinduism, and New Age, angel-guided living. Oprah’s faith is…shape-shifting to the contours of individual preference. It’s a have-it-your-way designer religion made to order for a post-Christian culture. Oprah doesn’t talk about biblical inspiration, human sinfulness, Christ’s deity, substitutionary atonement, final judgment, resurrection, or hell. Why? Because they specifically define spirituality. They are truths that refute false belief systems—including the ones championed on her program. Oprah says, “One of the biggest mistakes humans make is to believe there is only one way. Actually, there are many diverse paths leading to what you call God.”

Yet Jesus didn’t say, “I am a way and a truth and a life; I’m one way to come to the Father.” He said in John 14:6, “I am the way and the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me.”

And so, dogmatic convictions concerning truth and falsehood are, in our day, to say the least unpopular. Truth is relative; nothing is absolute.
 And to stand against this line of thinking is unacceptable. Chuck Colson writes, “The most scandalous thing that one can do today is make a truth claim.”
 Who wants to be considered so narrow and bigoted as to say that his view of the truth is the only view of the truth? In fact, in some circles if you affirm evangelical Christianity, you are labeled a religious terrorist.

The most disconcerting aspect of this attitude toward truth is that anyone who holds to the possibility of truth is categorized as one who merely “believes” that truth exists. The implication is that because truth does not exist, what is held to be true is only a belief (or opinion) and is therefore not a rationally admissible fact. At the same time, those who dismiss truth can end up believing anything at all, and any belief that is contemptuous of truth is considered plausible for that reason alone. This is the raw nerve of postmodern existence, and unless we establish the possibility and the necessity of truth and of how one arrives at the truth, any belief system can be mocked at will or off-handedly dismissed as cultural.
 Your Christianity is, to the postmodern mind, irrelevant.

Unfortunately, postmodernism has crept into the Church. As previously cited, over half of people who claim to be “born-again Christians” reject the notion of objective truth. Many evangelicals say there is no such thing as truth.
 Others—particularly among the Emerging Church movement—suppose that even if truth does exist, we can’t be sure what it is, so it can’t really matter much. Some flatly refuse to stand for anything because they have decided that even Scripture isn’t really clear enough to stand on. Instead, they approach God’s Word by asking, “What does this mean to me?” We ought to ask, “What did the Bible mean before I existed?” or, “What does God mean by what He says?” We must understand what it meant when it was originally written before we can understand what it means today. The task of an interpreter is to discern that meaning. And proper interpretation must precede personal application.

Ravi Zacharias laments, “This surrender of truth is the hallmark of our culture’s greatest crisis and makes the culture war so deadly, restricting meaningful dialogue on questions of the soul.”

The Crucial Significance of Truth

This leads us to the crucial significance of truth. Nothing is more important or more valuable than the truth.
 For the Christian this is where the battle must be fought, for no world-view suffers more from the loss of truth than Christianity.

This is more than theory or speculation. The truth is not only something to be believed, but is something to be lived out.
 Truth is more than mere facts. It’s not just something we act upon. It acts upon us. We cannot change the truth, but the truth can change us.
 And it must change us. The difference between saying there is no such thing as the truth and living as if truth does not matter is a small one, and the consequences for both are catastrophic.

So, what should we do about this? Every true Christian should know and love the truth. Scripture says in 2 Thessalonians 2:10 that one of the key characteristics of “those who perish” (people who are condemned by their unbelief) is that “they did not receive the love of the truth, that they might be saved.” The clear implication is that a genuine love for the truth is built into saving faith.

Beyond knowing and loving the truth, we must live the truth. Jesus told His disciples in John 13:17, “Now that you know these things, you will be blessed if you do them.” Truth only matters if we act upon it.

Furthermore, our challenge, our job, is to defend the truth. If we do not take truth seriously, we will not take God seriously. The crisis we face in this country, unless we find a way to engage the postmodern culture, is that people will not take our God seriously.
 Truth is essential to a realistic worldview. When truth is rejected, our view of reality is seriously skewed. Hank Hanegraaff concludes, “The death of truth spells the death of civilization.”

Clearly, the existence of absolute truth is the most essential tenet of all truly biblical Christianity. Speaking plainly: if you are one of those who questions whether truth is really important, please don’t call your belief system “Christianity,” because that is not what it is.

The Changeless Source of Truth

Finally, we conclude with the changeless source of truth. What is the measure we can use to determine what is true?

The Bible is clear. Psalm 31:5 speaks of “the God of truth” who, according to Numbers 23:19, is “not a man, that he should lie, nor a son of man, that he should change his mind.”
 God is the source of all that exists (Romans 11:36). He alone defines and delimits what is true. He is also the ultimate revealer of all truth.
 The Father is the source and standard of all truth, so truth is based on relationship with him.
 We know ultimate truth only as we know God.
 

The fundamental nature of the transcendent God does not change.
 In Malachi 3:6 we read, “I am the Lord, I do not change.” And because God does not change, we can be assured that the truth does not change; what was true yesterday is true today.

All truth has a center of gravity: Jesus Christ, who declared, “I am the way and the truth and the life” (John 14:6). He didn’t say He would show the truth or teach the truth or model the truth. He is the truth. Truth personified. He’s the source of truth, and the reference point for evaluating all truth-claims.
 You see, Christianity is not true because it works (pragmatism); it is not true because it feels right (subjectivism); it is not true because it is “my truth” (relativism). It is true because it is anchored in the person of Christ.

Jesus spoke of “the Spirit of truth” in John 14:17; 15:26; and 16:13, one of whose functions is to lead Jesus’ followers into all the truth. Truth has its application to them. Those who “abide” in Jesus’ teaching, those who are truly his disciples, know the truth, and the truth sets them free (John 8:32).

Finally, Jesus said concerning God’s word, “Your word is truth” (John 17:17). Notice He did not say, “your word is true.” It certainly is, but Jesus says, “Your word is truth.” God’s truth is what makes everything else true. Truth is an attribute of God’s character expressed in His Word.

Returning to the original question posed by Pontius Pilate, “What is truth?” We have discovered that truth is an objective reality that reflects what is, not what we want something to be. Truth is the standard by which anything can be measured as true. It is unchanging, since reality does not change, therefore it is reliable. And truth finds its ultimate existence and expression in Almighty God, who is the Truth and the Creator of all things that are real. He is the Truth, and His Word is the written revelation of truth. We can determine if something is true by comparing it with the truth of Scripture.

Without truth, nothing can be trusted. Without truth, nothing can be determined to be real. Without truth, there is no hope. Without truth, we are utterly lost.

Our world is convinced there is no such thing as truth.

Thank God, they are wrong! And we must show them the Way, the Truth, and the Life that is found in Jesus Christ our Lord.
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