Postmodernism

Class Questions
· How would you define Postmodernism?
· What do you know about it?
· What challenges (if any) does Postmodernism pose to biblical Christianity?
· Does Postmodernism have negative and positive characteristics?  What are they?
· How has Postmodernism affected you?
What are our Goals?

Define:
What is Postmodernism?

Illustrate:
What does it look like in my neighborhood?

Analyze:
How did Postmodernism evolve?  Why has it been difficult to assess?

Equip:
What can Christians do to equip themselves to live biblically today?

Evangelize:
How can I share Christ with those who are postmodern? 

Defining Postmodernism
Postmodernism is:
· Reactive - A reaction against the assumed certainty of scientific, or objective, efforts to explain reality.
· Skeptical - Highly skeptical of universal explanations which claim to be valid for all groups, cultures, traditions, and races.
· Personal Truth - Holds that truth is constructed as the mind tries to understand its own particular and personal reality.  Truth is relative, fallible, and personal.
Postmodernism is not a new worldview:

· Worldviews are primarily concerned with what is believed.
“What” example:
Jesus Christ is God.

· Epistemology deals with how beliefs are formed.  Postmodernism is fundamentally that.
“How” example: 
God’s revelations reveal ultimate reality.

What Came Before Postmodernism?

Postmodernism has two predecessors.  Both still exist.

· Modernism 
· Originated in early 17th century
· Emphasis: Knowledge through reason
· Premodernism 
· In existence since the first belief in God’s communication to man
· Emphasis: Knowledge from revelation
What is Modernism?
Modernism is:
· Advancement - The advancement of mankind through human innovation and thought.
· Rejection - The rejection of that which impedes the progress of society.
· Rebellion – A rebellion from the traditions that preceded it.  This applies to art, architecture, literature, religion and societal organization.
What is Premodernism?
Premodernism is:
· Revelation – The belief that god has disclosed some things to man through revelation.
· Knowledge – The belief that what man knows is a subset of what God knows and has chosen to disclose to man.
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Table Discussion Questions:

1. Romans 1:18-32 - What are the implications for a culture that rejects, ignores, or discounts what God has revealed about himself?  (cf. Jeremiah 6:19)
2. God & Truth - What consequences result when a society abandons its belief in God and truth?
· Law and legal systems
· Politics
· Education
· Religious Faith
· Medical Research
· The unborn & elderly . . . etc.
Useful Truth

The Postmodern understanding of “truth” focuses on its value or usefulness to us.  For example:

“I tried many religions, but finally found that [blank] works for me.”

“I couldn’t imagine that God would want me to be miserable, so I divorced my spouse.  I felt it was best for both of us.  I’m happy now.”

Postmodern Culture Shifts
If truth cannot be known (or discovered), society will be characterized . . .
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Postmodern Stories

Without universal truth, how is life explained?

· Stories - By telling perspective (fluid) “stories”.
· Communities - Social groups form of those who share common stories.
· Meaning – Significance in life comes through group acceptance.
· One Commandment - Tolerance becomes the highest moral value since no story may be deemed superior.  They are all considered equally valid.
Big Stories

There’s also a different type of story – a “big” story.  Here are three examples:

· Naturalism – “Science has explained the ultimate reality of our origin.”
· Marxism – “The ideal social system will look like this . . . .”
· Christianity – “Jesus Christ is the only way to God.”
Although postmodernism values stories, big stories are unacceptable.  They violate social etiquette.  Why?

· Superiority - Big stories elevate themselves above all other stories, thus asserting their superiority.
· Truth - They claim to have access to universal reality that postmodernists say does not exist.
· Control - They exert control by invalidating all other stories.
Simple Definition: Postmodernism has been described by some as the denial of all big stories.

Two Christian Stories

Christianity is presented to our Postmodern culture in two basic forms.  Here are examples of each:

· Acceptable - “Jesus helped save my marriage, get me off of drugs and alcohol, and keep a steady job.”
· This shows how Jesus is helpful and “nice”.
· Any absolute claims (if believed at all) are often privatized in the interest of maintaining postmodern social etiquette.
· Unacceptable - “Salvation is found only by believing in Jesus Christ.”
Two Bible Studies

The following D.A. Carson illustration contrasts how postmodern and premodern Bible study leaders might respond to a bizarre Bible interpretation by Charlie:

Charlie: “Well, I know my view of this passage is different, but here’s what I think . . . .”

Postmodern Leader: “That’s interesting Charlie.  Does someone else have a different perspective?”

Premodern Leader: “Where do you find that in the text Charlie?  I don’t see support for your interpretation.”

Table Discussion Questions:

1. Why did Paul commend the Thessalonians in 1 Thessalonians 2:13?
2. What was happening in these believers lives?
3. What would have been different if they hadn't responded as they did?
4. How does this relate to us today?
5. According to 2 Corinthians 3:12-18, how are we like and not like Moses?  What should impress our neighbors?
Postmodernism Gets It Right & Wrong

Postmodernism’s criticism is insightful:

· We’re Finite – Modernism is far to optimistic.  We don’t have (and cannot obtain) god-like knowledge.
However, Postmodernism goes too far the other way:

· We Know Nothing – No access to universal reality exists.  Absolute truth is a myth.
Man: Created to Know

· Equipped to Know - God created us like him:
Genesis 1:27: “So God created man in his own image.” 
· Communication Sent - God’s has spoken to us:
John 1:9: “The true light that gives light to every man was coming into the world.” 
Romans 1:19-20: “since what may be known about God is plain to them, because God has made it plain. . . God’s invisible qualities . . . have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made.”

Is God’s Truth Useful?
· Postmodern – The postmodern mind appraises truth based on its usefulness – i.e. “I’m a better person because of [blank] so it must be true.” 
· Biblical – God’s truth is useful but not in a self-serving way.  It serves God’s purpose for our lives:
2 Timothy 3:16-17: “All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, so that the man of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work.”

Transcendent Truth

Essential spiritual truths are not discovered by looking inward, but rather to what God has spoken:

Acts 17:11:  “they . . . examined the Scriptures every day to see if what Paul said was true.”

John 8:24:  “if you do not believe that I am the one I claim to be, you will indeed die in your sins.”

The Apostle Paul said . . . 
1 Corinthians 15:13-14,32: “If there is no resurrection of the dead, then not even Christ has been raised.  And if Christ has not been raised, our preaching is useless and so is your faith. . . . If the dead are not raised, ‘Let us eat and drink, for tomorrow we die.’”
In the end, it doesn’t matter if Christianity helps us to be . . . 

happier . . . .    

better parents . . . . .   
clean from alcohol . . . . .

better neighbors . . . . . 

moral . . . . . . 

If. . . . it isn’t true. 
Evangelism & the Truth Lived Out
Do we believe that Christianity is true?  Do our lives reflect that?

· Spiritual Fruit - Are the fruits of the Spirit evident in us? (Galatians 5:22-23)
· The Lord’s Glory – Do we increasingly reflect our Lord’s glory? (2 Corinthians 3:18)
· The True Story - Our non-Christian friends will take note if we live out our faith.  Our lives should testify that Christianity is more than just a story - it really is true!
How are we Perceived?

In a recent survey Americans were asked, “What makes a person an Evangelical Christian?”

· Feelings/Convictions - 92% said strong feelings or convictions about their Christian faith.
· Truth - Only 8 % of those survey thought that Christianity is a religion based on truth claims.
Evangelism – Closing the Perception Gap
· Imagine what would happen if you made the following statement to your Postmodern friends:
“If I discovered that Christianity isn’t true, I would walk away from it without a second thought.”

· Here are the responses you might expect:
·  Shock – Christianity is no longer widely known as a religion of truth.
· Interest – They may be interested to hear about something they’ve never heard before.
Equipping Christians for Life
· Hold Fast – Although human philosophies will come and go, the Christians instruction is to hold fast to their biblical faith regardless of changes in the world in which they live. (2 Tim. 3:1-5,14-15)
· Preparing our Youth – What and Why Revisited
· What – We’ve focused effort on teaching what is true.
· Why – We haven’t done as well in training and convincing our children why the Bible is true. (Epistemology)
Equipping or Youth
If our children leave home without being firmly grounded in why the Bible is true, they will be vulnerable to Postmodern thought.

Postmodernism says to our children:

“Believe whatever you want, but since you now know that you can’t be sure of what you were taught, you have to hold your beliefs loosely.  They are fine, but not any better than any other belief.”

Postmodernism allows Christian youth to continue to hold their beliefs, but only as their own personal truth.

Teaching the Bible’s Trustworthiness
With my own children, I like to:

1. Challenge - Challenge them to interpret a difficult passage of Scripture that seems to conflict with their accepted beliefs.
2. Interpret - Work with them until they are convinced that they have adequately interpreted the passage in a way that harmonizes with what they’ve already accepted as true.
3. Assess - Ask them, “When you didn’t know how to interpret that difficult passage were your beliefs still true?”
Illustration: Matthew 25:31-46
1. Challenge - Doesn’t this appear to teach that salvation is by works and not faith alone? Romans 4:5, for example, seems to directly conflict with this.  Is the Bible wrong?
2. Interpret - Ephesians 2:8-10 illustrates that we are saved by faith alone but once we are saved good works are the natural by-product of our faith.  Matthew 25 is focusing on the latter (works ( the result of salvation) but is not denying the former (faith ( the basis of salvation).  There is no conflict.
3. Assess - “Yes, I agree.  I just didn’t understand the passage but now that I do, I see that there was a good answer even though it didn’t seem that there would be.  The conflict was in my mind, not in the Bible.”
