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Foreword

J. P. Moreland




Ideas matter.

In fact, we are largely at the mercy of the ideas we embrace. They provide the conscious, sometimes subconscious, rails on which we live our lives. But this obvious truth raises an equally obvious problem: How can we ensure that we embrace the true, rational, biblical, life-giving ideas and reject their opposites? This problem is exacerbated by the simple fact that unless we follow the early Christian mystics and live in caves far away from civilization, we live, move, and have our being in a culture. And it is a difficult task to navigate our lives so we “don’t let the world around [us] squeeze [us] into its mold” (Rom 12:2 Phillips). Like it or not, our thought lives are a battlefield.

Never in the history of Western culture has this life-or-death struggle been more subtle yet severe. As the West slouched toward secularism, we have lost—lost—a biblically supernatural view of the world, a perspective that would sustain and strengthen us graciously to stand firm against the tide washing over us. But we are so often adrift, cut loose from our source of power, unable to see God’s miraculous partnership with us in these unsettling times.

That’s the bad news. Here’s the good news. There is a way out of the situation, a way of finding the anchor for our souls that we have temporarily lost. This way requires us to rediscover and come to know—not just believe in but know—that the supernatural world is real and God is acting with and for us all the time. I believe there are two equally important and complementary ways of recapturing what we have lost. The first strategy involves making it evident that dramatic, miraculous interventions from God are happening around us all the time, but we seldom hear credible accounts of these events. This is the approach I have taken in my book A Simple Guide to Experiencing Miracles. As I was writing that book, I was in communication with Tim Muehlhoff about the second strategy he was taking, an approach that I take to be even more fundamental than mine.

Muehlhoff’s strategy is the central core of Eyes to See: providing us with the tools needed to be alerted to see and profit from recognizing cases of God’s intervention in the so-called less dramatic “ordinary” events of daily life. It would be a shame—and profoundly unbiblical—if we saw God’s actions only in the dramatic events. Such a limited perspective leaves out the awareness of what God is doing in the more ordinary course of events. Muehlhoff solves this problem in a way that makes this book a must-read. We don’t want to take the ordinary course of events as occasions to blindly see them as divine orchestrations “through the eyes of faith.” No, we need to be given reasons for taking them in this way. We need tools and specific examples that help us develop steady convictions about this way of seeing. I can’t think of a better book that addresses these issues than Eyes to See.

Tim Muehlhoff is a colleague and friend. I have known this brother for several decades and cowrote an apologetics book with him, The God Conversation: Using Stories and Illustrations to Explain Your Faith. There are many reasons why I admire him, but one stands out, not because it is the most important thing about him but because it is so rare and needed in the body of Christ: Tim always comes up with a fresh, neglected, and important way of looking at something so many others, including me, don’t see. As a result I have learned from him to put on a new set of glasses or been challenged to dust off an old set that I have failed to wear for a long time. In this way, Tim has regularly enriched my life, broadened and deepened my love for Jesus, and facilitated my growth toward a mature, healthy Jesus follower.

Among his many important books, Eyes to See may just be at the top of the list. Its publication is exactly for such a time as this.







Introduction

LOOKING FOR GOD




Which would you pick?

If you could travel back to biblical times to witness God in action, what would you most want to see? Imagine the possibilities. You shield yourself from the spray as Pharaoh’s chariots are consumed by raging waters. Trumpets blast as the seemingly impenetrable walls of Jericho fall with a deafening thud, shaking the ground beneath you. Your hair is singed as fire comes down from heaven consuming the prophet Elijah’s sacrifice as hundreds of Baal’s prophets are silenced. Or perhaps you’d opt for watching Jesus heal the leper, raise Lazarus, or feed the five thousand.

How many would choose to watch early Christians collect food for the poor, help build sanitation systems for the city of Antioch, or provide life-saving assistance to Roman citizens during a plague in AD 165?

The goal of Eyes to See is to expand our view of what counts as an act of God, realizing that the ingenuity of designing a sanitation system and parting the sea are both divine. In no way am I discounting the dramatic acts of God that are the topic of movies or sermons. Nor am I suggesting that God doesn’t act in miraculous ways today—reports from missionaries abroad record miracles too many to ignore, and many of us have answers to prayer that defy natural explanations. Rather, I’m attempting to bring attention to an oft-forgotten avenue of divine action called common grace, where God indiscriminately provides blessings to a rebellious world. If miraculous acts are God’s highlight reel, then common grace is the ever-present but oft-ignored elevator music that plays in the background of our lives 24/7.

Our desire for the dramatic is understandable and perhaps stoked by some of our favorite worship songs. In the rousing song “Rattle!” we hear: “My God is able to save and deliver and heal and restore anything that He wants to.”1 In another song, “Famous For,”2 a person longs to have experiences on par with a lion’s mouth’s being closed, standing in fire, and walking through the waters. The lyrics reference powerful moments such as Daniel being thrown in a den of lions but not being eaten (Dan 6); Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego surviving the king’s furnace (Dan 3); and the parting of the Red Sea (Ex 14).

Putting these two songs together, we learn God can do anything—heal, deliver, restore—he wants to, and he’s done it in the past as evidenced by lions’ mouths being closed. So, why doesn’t he heal or deliver more often? Serving as an interim teaching pastor at a church in Orange County, California, I had many people come up after a stirring sermon or worship set and ask in hushed tones, “Why doesn’t God answer my prayers? We are desperate and he doesn’t seem to be doing anything!”

There is no doubt that the dramatic stories and miracles in the Bible, sermons, and worship songs are praiseworthy and faith-building, but shouldn’t God be equally famous for less dramatic acts that improve our lives? As we shall see, God is praiseworthy for medical discoveries, technological advancement, and community building via common grace. When we begin to acknowledge God’s common grace we’ll soon see he longs to help with our problems and is active in dramatic answers to prayer and in the aspirin we take for a blistering headache and the church benevolence fund that helps in hard times.


Common Grace

We can think of common grace as the generous blessings God pours out on the entire human race without discrimination or bias. The psalmist proclaims to a world in rebellion that the “LORD is good to all” and has “compassion on all he has made” (Ps 145:9).

What is the good we experience? Jesus offers one example when he states that God makes “his sun rise on the evil and on the good, and sends rain on the just and the unjust” (Mt 5:45 ESV). Paul reiterates this point when he informs unbelievers at Lystra that God is the one who sends “rains from heaven and fruitful seasons” (Acts 14:17 ESV). After the fall, the earth didn’t produce only thorns or thistles, but equally plush vineyards, crops, oceans teeming with a myriad of fish, and minerals buried in the ground.

The central feature of this type of grace is that all people experience it. Rebels and saints alike can count on regular seasons to plant and harvest crops, learn to build fires for cold nights, create language to communicate with others, discover medicines to fight off disease, formulate governments to help communities flourish, navigate long journeys by consulting the stars, learn the truths of mathematics for abstract thinking, and create art to imagine beauty and draw us up to higher ideals.




Common Grace and Suffering

The doctrine of common grace is particularly relevant when we and those we care about face hardship. When we encounter racism or sexism, a pandemic, or personal tragedy, we desire God to show himself. During these times, Christians and non-Christians alike ironically utter the same refrain: Where is God? Comedian and film director Woody Allen once quipped that if God exists he’s certainly an underachiever. Sting, the former front man for the rock group The Police, laments in a haunting song that if Jesus is alive, “then how come he never lives here?”3

If God exists, asks a skeptical friend, then where in the world is he? Why doesn’t he show himself? That is the question we’ll be answering in this book—What constitutes God acting in a world of pain and turmoil? If we have a limited idea of what divine action looks like—dramatic answers to prayer, healings with no medical explanation, financial needs being met unexpectedly by total strangers—then we have lessened the power of common grace exhibited by antibiotics, financial planners, and thoughtful friends.

The story of Matt Hughes offers an example of how common grace works. Fans of the Ultimate Fighting Championship (UFC) know the key role Hughes played in the success of mixed martial arts. Today, the UFC is appraised as a five-billion-dollar organization and oversees one of the fastest-growing sports in the world. Inducted into the UFC Hall of Fame, Matt almost didn’t see the meteoric rise of his sport. On June 18, 2017, his truck was hit by a northbound train resulting in severe brain and physical injuries. Today, Matt has made a remarkable recovery due to a multitude of factors. He explains, “I am beyond grateful for every physician, doctor, nurse, therapist, coach, first responder, family member, friend, etc. who worked with me over the past 3 years. I thank God for guiding their hands and their decisions.”4

Could God have miraculously saved Matt from the train wreck? After the accident, could God have instantaneously healed him? Yes, to both. God can do “immeasurably more than all we ask or imagine” (Eph 3:20). But any Christian will tell you that dramatic prayers often don’t get answered as we hoped. Is it any less an act of God that Matt’s recovery came through God guiding the hands of doctors, physical therapists, and family members? The goal of Eyes to See is to give you illustrations that widen what it means for God to address our pain.

The premise of this book is founded on two claims. First, God is aware of not only what is currently happening but what will happen. God fully knew what would happen to Matt on June 18, 2017. However, God’s knowledge that an event will occur does not cause it to happen. Rather, his knowledge is all-inclusive —past, present, and future. For example, did God know Adam and Eve would eventually rebel by eating from the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil? Yes. But he’s not responsible for their rebellion; he simply knew what the first humans would freely do in the garden. The New Testament author James affirms this when he reminds us that when we are tempted to sin, we should not blame God because he “cannot be tempted by evil, nor does he tempt anyone” (Jas 1:13).

There are two ways I can know what’s in a particular book. First, I could know what’s in each chapter because I’m the author and I wrote it. I control the actions of each character and the twists and turns of the plot. On the other hand, I could know what happens in each chapter because I’ve read the entire book cover to cover. I don’t control the characters but am aware of their actions. My argument is that God is like the latter. He knows the future because he is the Alpha and Omega, the Beginning and the End (Rev 21:6).

The second claim is that via foreknowledge God knows what challenges humans will face in a rebellious world—disease, famine, war, pandemics, global warming, and AIDS, to name a few. Subsequently, he strategically gives us gifts—scientific discoveries, agriculture, antibiotics, ethics—that help us not only survive but thrive. These gifts are given in partnership with us and constitute common grace.

In an unsettled world, the doctrine of common grace can bring great comfort knowing that rather than abandoning us, God continually guides us in how to navigate a fallen world. The genesis of this book occurred while waiting with my wife for her to have a body scan to see if her cancer had metastasized. It was a scary time, and I remember thinking how thankful I was for a lab tech who has spent her life gaining the skill to operate a multimillion-dollar machine that will search every inch of my wife’s body looking for cancer. “Thank God for this hospital and that machine,” I blurted out to my wife. She squeezed my hand and agreed.

I then realized how little I do that: give God credit for things taken for granted. Yes, I desperately wanted God to miraculously take my wife’s cancer away. He didn’t. But he did give us doctors, lab technicians, diagnostic machines, compassionate nurses, and ultimately a procedure performed by the only specialist in the area qualified to do so; through these God took away all the cancer.

As Christians called to be God’s spokespeople it’s not enough to merely understand the workings of common grace. Rather, we are compelled to communicate God’s care to a world in disarray. One key component is to offer friends, coworkers, and family members vivid and memorable illustrations of common grace.




The Lasting Power of Illustrations

Once a conversation is over, how much does a person remember? Based on what researchers call “the forgetting curve” a day or two later you retain only 40 percent. In another few days you’ll most likely have forgotten everything unless there is something within the conversation that stands out and is memorable.5 Illustrations and examples have a staying power and make up a large part of what a person remembers long after the conversation has ended.

The goal of this book is twofold. First, to understand and embrace the doctrine of common grace. What does it mean that all good gifts come from God (Jas 1:17)? Second, to learn to recognize these good gifts in daily life and illustrate them to the people around us. Once understood, illustrations of common grace will become apparent in the Netflix series we can’t stop watching, novels we can’t put down, scientific discoveries, history of inventions, and so forth.

“Once a wise saying is driven into the mind,” suggests theologian Philip Ryken, “it stays there, like a nail pounded into a block of wood.”6 I hope that the stories, quotes, and examples you read in the following pages will help you create your own illustrations that, like a nail pounded into wood, will have staying power with those who need to hear of God’s enduring concern and care.




Unique Features of the Book

Eyes to See is laid out in a format that makes it helpful to those wanting to communicate the Christian perspective to others.

Using pop culture as a conversation starter. My students tell me the greatest hindrance to talking with their friends about God is not knowing how to start the conversation. “God just never seems to come up” is a constant refrain. I ask them if they talk about the newest Netflix series or current events like Covid-19. Christian communicators need to be adept at finding the spiritual truths embedded in The Tiger King or issues dominating the headlines. The great traveling preacher John Wesley maintained that a Christian should be able to relate every story on the front page of a newspaper to the gospel. This book offers examples of how to start conversations revolving around daily topics or movies in your Hulu queue.

Common objections. Authentic conversations involve a give-and-take process in which our skeptical friends get to ask questions and even offer objections. These objections should be taken seriously. “To answer before listening,” suggest the ancient writers that comprise the book of Proverbs, “that is folly and shame” (Prov 18:13). Each chapter includes legitimate objections and possible responses.

Going deeper. Eyes to See is written for readers who have little background in Christian apologetics. For those who want more, “Going Deeper” sections offer a richer examination of topics and are found throughout the chapters. These sections may not be the kind of material you would bring into a conversation, but they offer valuable context.

Diverse illustrations. In addition to my own original stories and illustrations, you’ll encounter thought-provoking illustrations from noted thinkers such as C. S. Lewis, Tim Keller, Augustine, Maria Lugones, Camus, Aristotle, Betty Friedan, Bruce Lee, and others.

A quick word about the topics covered in this book. When researching common grace, many theologians mention categories such as reliable seasons for agriculture, a moral conscience, ability to reason, creation of institutions, and the creative realm. While I cover many of these areas, I want to ask questions that explore aspects of common grace that I—and hopefully you—will find interesting. How might our immune systems relate to God’s sense of social justice? Can art help us question the damaging narratives we get from pop culture concerning romantic love and an identity built on status and possessions? In today’s argument culture, does common grace give us a vision for how words can both hurt and heal? As acts of violence dominate headlines, does God help us mitigate the effects of it through organizations such as the Red Cross and the emergence of humane self-defense systems? How does common grace change how we view God’s response to pain and suffering? I hope you’ll not only find answers that are stimulating but also ones that broaden our concept of common grace.




Wishing It Were True

For Christians, God is the great comforter who views us with tender loving-kindness. “As a father has compassion on his children,” states the psalmist, “so the LORD has compassion on those who fear him” (Ps 103:13). However, not everyone sees God in that way. Noted atheist Sam Harris boldly states that “Everyone who has eyes to see can see that if the God of Abraham exists, He is an utter psychopath.”7 While most people are not that brazenly disparaging of God, they may view him very differently from you. What’s to be done?

Blaise Pascal, a radical follower of Jesus during the 1600s, wrote copious notes to himself exploring how to present the Christian perspective to his non-Christian friends. One note reads, “Next, make it [Christianity] attractive, make good men wish it were true, and then show that it is.”8 Wouldn’t it be comforting to your friends to know in a world of disease, hardship, and environmental challenges that God from the very beginning has been providing us with medical discoveries, technological breakthroughs, psychological insights, and conceptions of virtuous love? We are not left alone to face life’s challenges. Could it possibly be true?

In her haunting poem “Nothing,” Krysten Hill writes that when life is too much “I imagine a god / up there to fill what seems unimaginable.”9 As Christians, we can help people like Hill envision the benevolent God of the Scriptures who isn’t “up there” but rather here working among us. In the pages to follow, we’ll encounter a compassionate God who partners with us in a world of turmoil. This is a view of divine love expressed through common grace that our friends will, hopefully, long to be true.











CHAPTER ONE

Common Grace

GOD IN ACTION




“Houston, we have a problem.”1

Not the words you want to utter when you’re 205,000 miles from Earth. While performing a daily task—stirring oxygen tanks—the crew of Apollo 13 hears a bang that shakes the entire space rocket. The crew learns they are rapidly losing oxygen and have lost the ability to maneuver their craft. A worst-case scenario comes true!

The good news is that the bang is also heard by Mission Control in Houston, Texas, which carefully monitors every step of the flight. Immediately, the best of the best spring into action. Technicians begin complex problem solving, while test pilots jump into flight simulators to figure out how to navigate a damaged rocket back home. Psychologists, doctors, and priests check in regularly to help the stranded astronauts cope. The rest is history as Apollo 13 eventually lands safely in the South Pacific Ocean at 12:07 p.m. (CST) on April 17, 1970. A tragedy averted.

Imagine Mission Control didn’t exist: the three crew members are left to figure it out themselves. No outside help or guidance. Alone. There’s little doubt the story of Apollo 13 would have ended tragically without the guidance of Mission Control. Gladly, that wasn’t the case. We encounter the same good news with the doctrine of common grace, which argues that God is figuratively humanity’s Mission Control. As we face hardship, God not only monitors our situation but helps us. God—eminently wiser than NASA experts—is not only aware of the struggles of our wayward planet but actively works with us to cope.

I used the above illustration to conclude a talk to an adult fellowship group at my church. A week later I received an email from a woman who said she couldn’t stop thinking about my illustration. “To be honest, I’m jealous of Mission Control.” She explained that at least the stranded astronauts could directly talk to experts on the ground resulting in a two-way conversation. “I pray and get nothing from God. I’m pretty much ready to give up.”

I resonated with her frustration. During the entire ordeal, NASA had direct contact with the crew of Apollo 13. Through sophisticated communication links, the three-man crew could directly converse with experts in Houston. Not so with God. His interaction is often indirect and not always easily detected. The result is that during trying times, we—like this woman who emailed me—often find ourselves doubting God.

I shared with this woman that many of the giants of the faith have equally wrestled with this issue and longed for God to definitively show himself. One of those was Blaise Pascal, who in the 1600s wrote a thought-provoking exploration of faith titled Pensées. In this series of notes, he gives voice to the frustration that God could, if he wanted, remove all doubt and reveal himself. With frustration apparent, Pascal longs for God to either put up or shut up.

I am in a pitiful state. I have wished a hundred times over that, if there is a God supporting nature, she should unequivocally proclaim him, and that, if the signs in nature are deceptive, they should be completely erased; that nature should say all or nothing, so that I could see what course I ought to follow.2


I deeply resonate with Pascal’s desire that God gives us an undeniable sign he exists and is ready to intervene during times of turmoil.

Ironically, it’s not just believers who long for an unequivocal sign that God is real. Often, those outside the Christian community also long for God to show himself during hard times. In autumn 2020 when Covid rates were spiking and the news was dominated with dire stories, I mentioned to a non-Christian friend that I was preaching via Zoom at my church. He asked what I was speaking on. “God’s faithfulness in hard times,” I responded. “Good luck with that,” he said laughing.

He didn’t mean to offend, but his laugh spoke volumes and reminded me how odd my faith must seem to him at times. A pandemic rages and I still want to argue that God is not asleep at the wheel but is attentive to the needs of a world seemingly spinning out of control. I get his skepticism. Rather than getting defensive, I decided to continue the conversation by telling him that I often feel like a character from my favorite television show—The Walking Dead.


FAITH DURING A ZOMBIE APOCALYPSE

Depending on what metrics you use, The Walking Dead may have been the most-watched show on television—period. With strong global viewership, millions tuned in to see how a ragtag group of human survivors face an ever-increasing zombie uprising. Be warned, the show is graphic and emotionally grim. Yet, amid such gore one character, Hershel Greene, surprisingly starts each morning by reading his King James Bible and praying. “Surprised you still do that,” sarcastically notes another survivor. He’s got a point—with a world in disarray how can faith survive? If ever there was a time for God to show up and intervene, it would be now. Yet clues of God’s activity are hard to come by. Still, Hershel feels compelled by his faith to help others. “Now, I can make these people feel better and hang on a little bit longer. I can save lives. And that’s enough reason to risk mine,” he informs his concerned daughter.3




I most relate to Hershel when hard times hit, a loved one suffers through seemingly never-ending cancer treatments, or finances are shredded by an unexpected pandemic. But like Hershel I’m still compelled by faith to continue on. What has most fueled my faith is changing my idea of what it means for God to show up during hard times.


What Does It Mean for God to Show Up?

Expectations play a key role in shaping our perspective. How do you expect a spouse or child to act toward you? What expectations do you have for your boss or coworkers? Unmet expectations can dramatically affect any relationship. The same is true with God. How do we expect him to answer prayer or to come to our aid in time of need? Jewish theologian Martin Buber speculated that God often seems silent and distant because we expect that he’d always communicate to us in dramatic ways, such as a thunderclap or undeniable epiphany—“Thus saith the Lord!”4 When we long for God to act, is that what we envision? Before we can talk to our non-Christian friends about God’s response to a world in turmoil, we have to determine how we envision God responding. Do we expect answers to prayer to be dramatic and undeniable or subtle? The answer to this question will determine whether our faith flourishes during hard times or falters.

One way I’ve found it helpful to surface expectations—of both Christians and non-Christians—is to share an old joke.


FLASH FLOODS, ROWBOATS, OR GOD

An emergency announcement breaks radio programing. A flash flood is imminent and residents are to seek higher ground. A God-fearing man ignores the report, “I have nothing to worry about; God will save me!” As the flood water rises, he finds himself looking out a second-floor window as a rescue boat floats past his house and the captain says, “Get into the boat, we have room!” He waves them on, confident God will save him. As the waters rise, he takes refuge on the roof as a FEMA helicopter flies over and a rescue worker shouts, “We are here to help! Take hold of the ladder!” Again, he waves them on, assured God will come through. Eventually, he drowns and stands before God. “Why didn’t you help me?” the man asks in an angry tone. God responds, “What more did you want? I sent you a radio warning, a boat, and a helicopter!”




We ignore God’s common provisions due to an expectation of the supernatural. If you were the man stuck on a rooftop surrounded by flood waters, what would you expect divine intervention to look like? Do you imagine supernatural crosswinds parting the water around your house, or do you accept a helicopter as an act of God? Can’t God do both? Yes, there is plenty of scriptural evidence of God parting seas, performing miraculous healings, and feeding thousands from a few loaves of bread. But should that be our expectation of how God will regularly act? My experience is that dramatic or overtly supernatural answers to prayer are few and far between. Does that mean God is delinquent or immune to our pleas for help? No. It may mean that our expectations of God are blinding us to more subtle ways he acts. The man on the roof brushes off a radio warning, a rescue boat, and a helicopter as he seeks the supernatural. But is such a view too limiting? Can’t a radio message, brave rescue workers in a boat, or a FEMA helicopter count as God’s intervention? Consider the curious—and perhaps divine—genesis of the idea of a helicopter.


A FLYING BOAT BECOMES REALITY

In his dream he’s walking down a narrow passageway filled with elaborate doors. Suddenly, a strong vibration lifts his feet from the ground. The boy is carried straight up in a marvelous flying boat. Who knew the dream of an eleven-year-old Igor Sikorsky—secluded in Kiev, Ukraine—would eventually make aviation history with the creation of the modern helicopter? Sikorsky couldn’t shake the dream, and by age twelve he was designing complex models of his flying boat. He desired to create a flying machine that would help save people in difficult-to-reach areas. After moving to America, Sikorsky, now an adult, founded the Sikorsky Aero Engineering Corp. and designed the VS-300 helicopter in 1939. To him flying a helicopter “is like a dream to feel the machine lift you gently up in the air, float smoothly over one spot for indefinite periods, move up or down under good control, as well as move not only forward or backward but in any direction.”5 His desire to help people also became a reality. Each year his company gives out awards to pilots who rescue people in Sikorsky helicopters. According to pilot self-reporting, in the past eleven years alone over 24,358 people have been saved. To wear a Sikorsky rescue pin is seen as a badge of honor within the industry.6
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