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 Introduction: Why Write This
Book?

Some recent
events resulted in me having some serious doubts, at least briefly,
about whether I am a genuine Christian. I felt so inadequate that I
was almost sure that I must be on my way to hell. And yet, I know
that no matter how hard I try, I am not going to become the amazing
person I think I need to be. I wanted to give up being a Christian
because it is impossible to live up to the expectations (I
perceived) for what a Christian is and does. I was talking to a
friend about this and she said that she also has times of wanting
to give up. I have written down these thoughts as a response to my
own emotional concerns. I believe that others might be in the same
emotional space and could be encouraged by my theological
reflection. I hope that this book helps you to see for yourself
what is going on in your own heart and mind and turns you back to
the only Saviour, our Lord Jesus Christ. He alone is the one we
must look to. Who can solve our deepest problems and fill our
deepest needs except him?

This book has
some similarities to the others I have written, in that it works
through many passages of the Bible, attempts to put Jesus at the
centre of Christian thinking, and is theological in its approach.
On the other hand, this book is different to others that I have
written because I don’t usually talk about myself in my books. I
generally stick to exploring a biblical or theological topic that
interests me. However, in this book I have been more personal,
giving some of my testimony, discussing how I feel and some of my
failures. I hope that this personal approach will make the topic
less scary to think about for those who read this.
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 How I Became a Christian

Whatever I may
have thought about God as a child (which I cannot really remember),
I developed a degree of anger about the idea of God when I was in
late primary school and early high school. I did not see how any
God could exist, or, if one did exist he was irrelevant. Most of
the time I did not think about this at all. However, I had some
friends in high school who went to church and sometimes talked to
me about God. When I reached the age of fifteen, I was able to go
to a church youth group. There was not much religious content in
the youth group and no one made us go to church. After I had
attended the youth group for a while, my mother started going to
church. I did not go with her. I used to say, “I am an atheist” and
asked my Christian friends hard questions.

During my final
year of high school, I was invited by the church to attend baptism
classes. I took the letter and tore it up and threw it in the bin.
But then I decided to go. Again, I asked a lot of hard questions.
After that, I started attending church every Sunday night. I paid
careful attention to the sermons. Once the minister preached on
hell and I went and spoke to him about it. I put on some bravado
about that one, saying that there is no such thing as hell, but
deep down I was not sure. I probably paid more attention to sermons
than the other people in church because I wanted to know if the
Christian faith is true.

By the end of
the year, I was still going to church and had a lot of questions.
At this point, I was not asking questions for the sake of being
annoying, but because I needed to know. I almost believed that
Jesus rose from the dead, but I still did not understand. I hoped
that becoming a Christian might change my volatile anger issues. I
knew for sure that I had no power to change myself. And yet, I was
still a way off having faith. But then something very strange
happened. I went to an Asian food fair. I like Asian food and so
that was not strange. What was strange was that someone saw me
there, someone who does not like Asian food.

I had met that
person at the beginning of the year at a camp. He saw me at the
Asian food fair and rung me up. We spoke a few times on the phone.
I thought that he must be a Christian because he told me he had a
Bible big enough to lose his Math-O-Mat (a flat plastic tool for
use in mathematics, about the size of an exercise book) in. One day
he came to my house and we played chess. I decided to ask him my
most pressing question: Why did Jesus die? He explained this to me
in terms of Old Testament sacrifices, which people offered instead
of dying for their own sin. Finally, I understood what the
Christian faith is about. But that was not the end.

I said that I
understood and he asked me what I was going to do about it. I
prayed but I did not really have a clue what to say, so I simply
said, “Yes” to Christ. This was the beginning of the Christian life
for me because it was the day I crossed the line into faith in
Christ. That happened over forty years ago.
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 I Want to Give Up

It did not take
very long for me to want to give up being a Christian. I had been a
Christian for less than three years when I first attempted to give
up. Unlike all the popular deconstruction stories, the reason I
wanted to give up on Christianity had nothing to do with not
believing the Bible or thinking that God is not real. At no point
did that have anything to do with my giving up. It had everything
to do with me and my own inadequacy.

One day I read
Rev. 3:16— “So, because you are lukewarm—neither hot nor cold—I am
about to spit you out of my mouth.” I had heard sermons about being
hot and not lukewarm for Jesus. From my present perspective, as a
person trained in theology, I know that this teaching did not match
up with what the passage means. Nonetheless, at that time, I took
it to heart. I knew (and still know) that I cannot match up to the
standard of Jesus. I concluded that I was lukewarm and Jesus would
spit me out. I knew I could not be hot, according to what I thought
hot meant, so instead of being lukewarm, I opted for cold,
according to what I thought cold meant.

Effectively, I
stopped praying, stopped reading the Bible, went to church but
ignored everyone, and tried hard to make sure no Christians knew
what I was doing. This lasted about a year and a half and it was an
awful period of time for me. I came to believe that God could not
possibly love me and therefore did not love me. It was not a matter
of believing that Jesus did not die for sinners or did not rise
from the dead. Those things did not change. Rather, I believed that
those things could not apply to me because of the choices that I
had made.

I have not
repeated such a disastrous decision a second time. I still,
however, struggle with the urge to give up on being a Christian.
Most recently, I decided to do some more formal study. The first
unit was arranged in a way intended to encourage Christians to live
justly. I found this unit very emotionally difficult. One of the
text books is written by someone who voluntarily lives in a slum.
The whole way through this unit I was thinking, “How am I supposed
to do these things? I cannot change the world.” In the last few
days of semester, as I researched my major assignment, I begun to
think that I am not even a Christian. I looked at my life and
thought that I may be the worst Christian ever. I am not what I
should be: I struggle with loving people; I find it hard to care
about things happening in the rest of the world; and I am lousy at
witnessing to people.

However,
instead of dwelling on my failures as a Christian, a pursuit that
will bear no good fruit at all, what follows is my theological
reflection on this problem. The problem is not new; thousands of
people throughout history have gone through it. It is not
surprising, then, that the Bible addresses the issues that underlie
why I often want to give up on being a Christian. It also provides
the solution. The solution to this problem is to take my eyes off
myself and to look to Jesus, author and finisher of faith (Heb
12:2), Saviour (2 Tim 1:10) and Lord of all (Acts 10:36).
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 Spiritual
Warfare

The most
fundamental reason behind the desire to give up being a Christian
is a hidden one, namely, spiritual warfare. [For a more detailed
discussion of this topic, see my book How to do Spiritual
Warfare without Obsessing about Demons.] Although we
cannot see him, the devil is real, and he actively works to
persuade Christians to give up on the faith.

Satan tempted
Jesus in the wilderness after Jesus had been baptised (Matt.
4:1–11). Each of the temptations was intended to lure Jesus off the
path that he knew he had to take, a path that led to death upon a
cross. The devil said (and I paraphrase), “Turn these stones into
bread”, “Jump off the temple and the angels will catch you” and
then “Worship me and I will give you all the kingdoms of the
earth”. If Jesus had done any of these things, he would have
totally compromised his mission to save humanity from sin. Each of
these represented an easy way out. For our sake, Jesus did not give
in to temptation.

We should not
assume that we are above such temptations and that the devil has no
interest in us. The first parable Jesus told is called the “Parable
of the Sower”. The farmer sows seed in four soils (Mark 4:1–20).
The first place the seed falls is on the path, a place clearly not
likely to produce a crop. Jesus explained, “Some people are like
seed along the path, where the word is sown. As soon as they hear
it, Satan comes and takes away the word that was sown in them”
(Mark 4:15). The devil is opposed to people believing the gospel.
This is why he steals the word of God away before people have had a
chance to ponder it and have faith in Christ. Even though
Christians are people who have heard the gospel and obeyed it, the
devil still tries to steal the truth from them.

The devil
cannot take away our salvation, but he does his best to undermine
us. Salvation is secured in Christ (John 10:27–29). I am sure that
the devil has read the Bible and knows that this is true. However,
since he cannot take eternal life away from those saved by Christ,
he is angry and makes war against the saints (Rev. 12:17). At this
point in time, persecution in the western world is not at the level
found in many other countries. Generally speaking, western
Christians are not being physically persecuted. This does not mean
that the devil is inactive. It may look that way because our
western worldview seems oblivious to what is going on. We are
materialistic thinkers, even if science is not always respected in
our culture. One way in which the devil has been working to
undermine my faith is to turn me inwards. I have been looking at
myself instead of at Jesus.

The devil is a
liar (John 8:44). He will lie to you about who and what you are. In
my case, the devil lies and says that I am such a sinner, it is
impossible for me to be saved. The truth is that “You see, at just
the right time, when we were still powerless, Christ died for the
ungodly” (Rom. 5:6). And, “However, to the one who does not work
but trusts God who justifies the ungodly, their faith is credited
as righteousness” (Rom. 4:5).

This is what
Reformer Martin Luther has to say about this:

When the devil accuses us and says, “You are a
sinner and therefore damned,” we should answer, “Because you say I
am a sinner, I will be righteous and saved.” “No,” says the devil,
“you will be damned.” And I reply, “No, for I fly to Christ, who
gave himself for my sins. Satan, you will not prevail against me
when you try to terrify me by setting forth the greatness of my
sins and try to bring me into heaviness, distrust, despair, hatred,
contempt and blasphemy against God. On the contrary, when you say I
am a sinner, you give me armour and weapons against yourself, so
that with your own sword I may cut your throat and tread you under
my feet, for Christ died for sinners. . . . As often as you object
that I am a sinner, so often you remind me of the benefit of Christ
my Redeemer, on whose shoulders, and not on mine, lie all my sins.
So when you say I am a sinner, you do not terrify me but comfort me
immeasurably.” [Martin Luther, commenting on Galatians 1:4—“. . . the Lord Jesus Christ, who gave
himself for our sins” in Luther’s Works Volume 26: Lectures on
Galatians Chapters 1–4 (1963 [1535]) (J. Pelikan & W. A.
Hansen, Eds.). Concordia].
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Pelagianism

 A little bit of
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