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Introduction


We are born. We live. We die. That is all we know. But is that all there is? Can our lives be defined only by what happens on this earth, or is there something more? 
Who can make sense of life and death? Our world cannot escape death, but neither can it provide a meaningful answer for it. Quite often, we hear of famous people who pass from this earth at much too young an age. Their devastated followers post heartfelt tributes—all with wishful hopes for a blessed afterlife—but they cannot stop death. And they remain mystified to explain it.
It is at death that our natural lives cannot help but intersect with the spiritual, and that dynamic is full of mystery because the spirit world is unseen. We can find a multitude of ideas about God, the afterlife, and other spiritual matters, but how do we know what is true?
From the earliest times, humans have sought to understand and explain our place in the universe. Many ancient ideas bring a smile to modern faces because we see our knowledge as superior to theirs.
The oldest large body of religious writings involved the Pyramid Texts that were discovered in the tombs of ancient Egyptian rulers. In their day, those rulers seemed all-powerful. But like us all, they were also subject to the ravages of time. The young ruler soon became the old ruler, and the old ruler could not escape the ever-creeping advance of death.
Even the glorious Pharaohs of ancient Egypt grasped for hope and meaning beyond the grave. They inscribed spells and incantations within their tombs to guide them into the unseen life that exists beyond the scope of our natural senses. Hundreds of phrases in those texts instruct people how to appeal to the ancient Egyptian gods—Osiris and Isis—for a more favorable afterlife. Repeating phrases to appease the gods, or providing offerings such as bread, beer, and meat, were common.
In various parts of the world, people sometimes buried food, riches, weapons, and even servants with their dead in anticipation of a better afterlife. Those souls believed in an existence beyond the realm of our natural senses. And why not? If humans are merely blobs of organic matter that live for fleeting moments on a tiny planet in an obscure solar system, what real meaning does life have? If what we see with our natural eyes is all there is, why not try to extract the most pleasure possible?
Living selfishly seems appealing when we are very young, but as we grow older, we realize the need for deeper meaning. Selfish pleasures ring hollow, indicating we were created for something more. But how can we know what that “more” is?
When it comes to beliefs about our existence and the afterlife, we face a seemingly endless array of choices. Trying to make sense of it all can be overwhelming, especially when we feel pressured by others to conform to their beliefs.
What we want to avoid as we consider the many options before us is a kind of “buyer’s remorse.” It is the feeling that a person gets after spending a lot of money to buy an item, only to realize that the purchase was a bad idea.
The worst form of buyer’s remorse relates to our spiritual belief systems because they have eternal consequences. While a person might be able to return a purchased item and recover lost money, wrong beliefs cannot be redeemed beyond the grave.
While living, we have opportunities to explore and discover, to question and test. But when we breathe our last, those opportunities meet a quick end. Wise people will take time now to consider these issues.
Further complicating matters, appearances can be deceiving; what looks good on the surface does not always deliver in reality. Thankfully, it is possible to cut through the confusion to discover what is true. 
This short book provides a framework for spiritual truth to help guide you on your journey of discovery. Together, we will pursue a deeper understanding of the invisible realm. But rather than simply attempting to grasp the unknown, we will also examine clues from those we know best: ourselves. By focusing on issues of life that are common to all, we can discover a portal into the unseen world. 
People across the globe are diverse. We eat different foods, speak different languages, and observe different customs. But we are also similar. We share the same needs for love, hope, and a sense of importance. It is through this common ground that we will follow a path leading to a God who is unlike any other. 
In the past, our ancestors worshipped and served from afar gods they did not know. Their knees buckled under the weight of guilt and burdensome requirements to seek the favor of their deities and to avoid their wrath. That time has passed! We are now living in The Age of Abiding. Unlike anything before, it is an era in which we can know God intimately and dwell (abide) in His presence. Through an abiding relationship, the Lifespring of heaven blesses us to flourish on earth in unexpected ways.
The idea of knowing our Creator intimately challenges us. We are finite; He is infinite. We see dimly; He sees clearly. We know some things; He knows all things. The differences between God and humanity stretch our thinking beyond measure. Despite the many mysteries, however, the path of abiding lies before us. With honesty and courage, you and I can walk that life-giving trail.
The path to God challenges us in another way because the terrain is not always pleasant. At the beginning, especially, we encounter difficult truths. Such momentary discomfort is necessary and will soon give way to brighter skies and awe-inspiring scenery.
Now, the Almighty is so rich in wisdom and knowledge that covering any one topic thoroughly would require many more pages than this book could contain. Therefore, my goal is to provide a framework that will help us see the “big picture” of our existence. At various places, you will notice references to my other books that more thoroughly explore topics I only briefly address here. Biblical truth is a treasure, and the deeper you dig, the more gold you will find!

Finally, desiring to serve an international audience while also keeping this book from becoming too large, I have written more plainly than is my custom. There is so much more that I could say about knowing God, but the following pages contain more than enough to get us started. May you draw from heaven’s glory a richness that far exceeds what a written page could ever contain!




Chapter one
Seeking Truth


The ruins of the ancient city of Ephesus—in modern-day Turkey—provide us with a rare glimpse of the past. Originally serving as a primary port for the Aegean Sea, ancient Ephesus met its end in an unusual way. Certainly, there was some devastation from warfare, as was common to ancient lands. But other factors largely led to the city’s abandonment. Silt from a nearby river ruined the harbor, and a massive earthquake further hastened Ephesus’ decline. The fortunate result—at least for archaeologists—is an abundance of ancient ruins in amazing condition. 
Among those ruins stands a large amphitheater, which once seated 25,000 people. That amphitheater played a prominent role in a story found in the Bible’s book of Acts.1 This is because Ephesus was home to a temple of the goddess Artemis, and a vibrant trade had grown up among craftsmen who made silver idols for her worship.
Efforts by the apostle Paul to spread Christianity in the city were so successful that a silversmith named Demetrius fretted over the potential loss of his lucrative trade. Not one to stand idly by, watching his wealth evaporate, the silversmith stirred the residents of Ephesus into a frenzy. A riotous group then rushed into the amphitheater, dragging two of Paul’s companions with them. 
Although unique in some ways, this chaotic event was also typical of the apostle’s ministry efforts. Just about everywhere Paul went, people with differing beliefs rose in anger to silence him. Was it the man or the message that stirred up such rage? Paul had his rough edges, no doubt, but his challenges to their religious traditions angered his listeners the most.
It pains me to say that religious controversies and conflicts have been common throughout history. One group clings to its beliefs, while another views spiritual matters through different eyes. And because our spiritual heritage is nestled at the core of our existence, differing beliefs and practices often create offense. 
I understand that our beliefs are dear to us, but should we not open our hearts to consider the bigger picture? After all, if there is a divine source from which creation flows—and to which we are accountable—we should want to see spiritual matters as clearly as possible.
Two words are especially important in this context: truth and reality. How do we define truth? Is truth simply my perception of reality, or is it an accurate expression of reality itself? 
Let us imagine that my neighbor John has a short red beard. One day, my coworker stops at my desk to talk. “Your neighbor John is a handsome man. He has had a long black beard for many years.”
How should I respond to such a statement? I would not think of saying, “The size and color of John’s beard reflects your reality, but I see things differently.” No, instead, my response would be, “The person you are describing cannot be my neighbor. Having lived beside him for ten years, I should know the look of his beard.”
Truth must reflect reality. If I base truth only on my perceptions, deception is sure to follow. None of us sees perfectly. In the end, “my truth” is nothing more than my opinion, and there are plenty of those to go around.
I once noticed a comical sight near my office. A car bumper sticker displayed a quote by the famous scientist Albert Einstein: “Imagination is more important than knowledge.”2 Attached to a front tire of that car was a large metal “boot” that could not be removed until the owner paid all outstanding parking tickets. Imagination had encountered government authority, and authority triumphed.
Ideas that sound good in the classroom might not hold weight in the courtroom. Picture a convicted murderer trying to justify his actions at a sentencing hearing. “But judge, it is my truth that I had just reason to kill my wife. She failed to make me happy.” How would we expect the judge to respond? “I don’t care what your truth is; the rule of law is what matters here.” When perception meets the power of authority, authority always rules.
If our view of God is subject to our opinions, we must question whether that God is real. Although unseen, a real God is like a real human; His attributes do not change with our opinions. One enormous difference remains, however. Unlike imperfect human governments, God’s authority is always just and without corruption. He does not shift, change, or grow depending on our perspectives. God is God, and because He reigns supreme over the universe, He defines reality. 
Because God is invisible, knowing Him presents obvious difficulties. I cannot sit on my front porch step and see my Creator’s hand painting a sunset. Even so, my inability to see a spiritual being with my natural eyes does not give me the authority to deny His existence or to “recreate” Him according to my desires. Instead, it falls upon me to discover the true nature of the One who brought all things into being.
Ancestral traditions. Religious identities. The teachings of those who love us deeply and have nourished us from infancy. These all carry significant weight in our lives, and I do not intend to make light of them. Still, we are misguided if our traditions, identities, and beliefs do not align with who God really is. The last thing we want is to come to the end of our days, only to realize our understanding of the Almighty was misguided. When we stand before the Lord to give account for our lives, dare we respond with human traditions and opinions?
The problem—if we can call it a problem—is that pursuing truth requires something of us. We must open our hearts and minds to the possibility that we and those we respect might not see clearly. I am not suggesting that we despise our parents and teachers; we should seek to honor them in all that we do. Still, it is God—our Creator—who deserves the highest honor. 
When our time on this earth ends, we will not answer to our ancestors, schoolteachers, or government authorities. We will not even answer to our religious authorities because they, too, are only human. Instead, we will give an account of our lives to our Creator. He alone reigns over the universe with all power and authority.
Pursuing the truth of God’s reality also requires that we humble our hearts. Truth is impossible to grasp if pride guides our thinking. In light of our vast cosmos, humans are minuscule creatures that possess limited knowledge. But massive egos betray us! Our pride makes it all too easy to skew truth in a futile attempt to align it with our desires. 
Sadly, not everyone is willing to seek the Lord with a humble heart. And not every person values truth as God values truth—like a great treasure. And so it is that conflict enters the picture.
Sometimes, the most powerful, life-changing truths are the ones we like the least. In this, a choice stands before us. Do we examine a claim with an open and objective mind to determine whether it is true? Or do we allow our emotions and egos to form our decisions? 
Those who seek truth must learn to honor God’s reality above their feelings and desires. Cultural and family beliefs should be open for investigation to see if they hold true. Truth is reality, not something we want it to be. Thankfully, that reality—God’s reality—is beautiful, meaningful, and overflowing with hope.
Truth may be beautiful, but it is not fragile. Its depth of meaning can handle questions—even hard ones. God never takes offense at sincere hearts that are pursuing His wisdom.3 The more troublesome concern confronts us: “What price am I willing to pay to understand God’s truth?” 
Whether it involves conflict, financial loss, or even the loss of our lives, truth is worth any price paid. Why is it so valuable? Truth leads us to the eternal God who defines the very nature of our existence!
Reflection:
	What is the relationship between truth and reality?
	How do our feelings and desires tend to skew our perception of reality?
	What is required for us to pursue truth?
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1. Acts 19:23–41.
2. I do not believe that Einstein was saying that knowledge is unimportant, but rather that imagination is one of the keys to discovering knowledge.
3. James 1:5.




Chapter two
Discerning Spiritual Truth


When buying gasoline, I do so with certain expectations. But how do I know I have received the proper amount of gas for my money? Our government routinely inspects gasoline pumps to ensure that they measure the volume correctly. Otherwise, we might be cheated out of what should rightfully be ours. 
When you weigh an item for purchase at a market, you rely upon the scales provided. But how do you know they are accurate? The government should establish objective standards for everyone to follow. Without those standards, there is no guarantee that buyers will receive the full value of their purchases.
Regarding spiritual truth, we also need standards. There are almost as many opinions about spiritual matters as there are people in our world. But do we have a standard by which we judge those opinions? A God who truly cares about humanity would provide a standard of truth—a way for us to know and understand divine expectations for our lives.
Many religious books have been written throughout the years. Most share common themes such as justice and love. But they also differ in important ways. As an example, the Pyramid Texts addressed offerings and incantations to appease the gods Osiris and Isis in the afterlife. According to the Bible, however, Jesus Christ once said, “I am the way, and the truth, and the life; no one comes to the Father but through Me” (John 14:6).
Can we call Jesus a good teacher and yet ignore His exclusive claims? How do we reconcile the conflicts in these and many other religious texts? Do we declare one to be “my” truth and one to be “your” truth? Doing so propels us into the world of fantasy and not reality. If the gods and commandments of religious texts conflict, all cannot be true to reality. Otherwise, our gods are not gods at all, but weak fabrications of human imagination.
So, how do we know which religious writings, if any, reflect the reality of God? This is a question I have wrestled with, especially considering the many lofty claims people have made about the Bible. And though the uncertainty involved with discovering truth might unsettle our hearts at times, the value far outweighs any difficulty involved.
To begin, ancient religious texts can be tested for their credibility and historical accuracy. These efforts are designed to see if the texts correspond with reality.
	How many copies of various documents have been found?

	How old are they, and how close to the originals?
	Do they align with ancient history and with archaeological discoveries?

We can also check to see if the supernatural aspects—such as prophecy—of religious writings hold true. These are some of the steps I have taken to research the Christian Bible, and this book has captured my heart like no other!
Millions of people embrace the Bible as their primary standard (some use the word “canon”) for spiritual truth. Many of them represent its teachings well, but some show evidence of hypocrisy. As we seek for truth, we must remember to judge the Bible by its own merits and not just by the lifestyles of those who profess its authority. What are some of those merits?
	The Bible was written by forty authors over a period of 1,500 years, and yet it is a unified document.
	With thousands of available manuscripts, the Bible stands out as one of the most supported documents from ancient history.
	A wide range of scholars proclaim the credibility of the Bible. (Not all scholars embrace it as the standard for spiritual truth, but at least we have the freedom to question its trustworthiness. Adherents to some religious texts allow no room for objective inquiry. Without the freedom to ask honest questions, we will never determine what is true.)
	The Bible contains credible evidence of supernatural forces at work.
	The Bible has exerted an amazing influence to better human lives in our broken world.

I cannot prove without question that the Bible is the inspired and authoritative Word of God, but I can provide enough evidence to show that it is more than worthy of our confidence.1 My main purpose, however, is not to prove the Bible’s trustworthiness, but to use it as the foundation for building our understanding of the relationship between God and humanity. 
Using the Bible as our key text, I will show how its writings intersect with our human existence. This reasoning will lead us to the doorstep of a personal relationship with our Creator. At its core, the Bible has always been a book of relationship to guide our journey of discovery, so that we might know God and align our lives with His ways. When people misunderstand the Bible’s intent, they also fail to grasp the full meaning of its teachings. We hope to remedy this problem. 
We will begin at the beginning, with the first book of the Bible: Genesis. Some people focus their attention on whether the creation account found in early Genesis is scientifically accurate, but Genesis was not written as a scientific document. Instead, it begins the story of the relationship between God and humanity. If we truly want to grasp both the meaning and purpose of the Bible, this is where we must focus our attention. 
In Genesis, we find a wealth of insight that illuminates desires and tendencies common to all people. The writings of this fascinating book help us make sense of the destructive behaviors that have plagued humanity throughout our history. And not only do they help us understand our human condition, they also empower us to move beyond destructive behaviors.
What we are about to learn provides a powerful pathway to a personal and intimate relationship with the God who created us with special purposes in mind. Our goal is not to look upon our Creator from a distance, but to dwell in His presence and experience His peace.
Reflection:
	Why are objective standards necessary in life?
	Why is it important to have the freedom to question religious texts and their credibility?
	What qualifies the Bible to be the primary standard for religious and spiritual truth?
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1. If you are interested in further exploring the Bible and its credibility, my book "The TouchPoint: Connecting with God through the Bible" provides an excellent overview.
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