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A Facebook profile has become a 
necessary page of the teenage cyber 
portfolio, along with sites such as 
Twitter, My Space and Bebo. These 
social networking sites have become a 
global phenomenon, gaining noticeable 
momentum in the noughties. 

For many teenagers (and indeed 
those who have long since left that 
age group) Facebooking has become a 
compulsive and possibly even addictive 
activity, despite the controversies 
which often surround it, notably the 
issue of child protection and the recent 

Facebook and 
fellowship There are over 4.5 

million under-18s on 
Facebook in the UK. 

Mel Lacy reflects on this social networking 
site which  is hugely significant in the lives 
of young people

debate concerning privacy settings. 
How are we to assess Facebook and 
other social networking sites as Bible-
believing Christians? What are we to 
teach, advise and instruct the Christian 
young people entrusted into our care 
in our nuclear and church families? Are 
these sites a waste of time, or worthy 
recipients of our time?

Wider horizons

Now, more than ever, technology 
has provided an unrivalled means 
of connecting with vast numbers of 
people from different classes, cultures 
and creeds, a connectivity which 
young people have relished. Their eyes 
have been lifted and their horizons 
broadened to encounter the diversity 
of people in God’s world. 

For the young person with a clear 
understanding and experience of 
what it is to have their identity 
firmly rooted in Jesus Christ and an 
established, secure biblical worldview 
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study of God’s word. They can call one 
another to account and encourage 
or rebuke where necessary. This is 
particularly useful for young people 
who are members of the same church 
family, but who are not students at the 
same school.

Facebook the idol?

While there are many positive and 
productive uses of Facebook, it is 
important to note that Christian 
young people must have a thorough 
understanding of the doctrine of sin 
when interfacing in the online world, 
always mindful of the implications and 
potential outcomes of their various 
interactions. An unchecked status 
post or a divisive throwaway comment 
could be hugely detrimental to the 
truth and witness of the gospel, and 
could be echoingly evident online for 
ages yet to come.

A consequence for Christians living 
in a world that is terribly tainted by 
sin is the constant battle with idolatry, 
the desire to worship anything other 
than the living God. The temptation is 
to become worshippers of self, others 
or material possessions. Worryingly, 
Facebook can entice young people to 
do all of the above – and more than 
that, it can create in its users a desire to 
be worshipped.

Members can become ‘fans’ of 
celebrities, sport stars, politicians and 
other prominent people. They can also 
bestow their approval on others by 
clicking the ‘like’ button which appears 

out of which they can interact with 
the world, social networking sites can 
be useful for relationship building, 
personal discipleship and evangelistic 
endeavours. It is also proving to be a 
useful forum for raising awareness 
about issues of concern for the 
worldwide church, and campaigning 
for support for Christian causes. 

When a teenager who is mission 
and ministry minded involves 
themselves in social networking, it can 
and often is a means of evangelism 
to non-Christians and a source of 
encouragement to fellow Christians. 
Occasionally, social sites even provide 
fellowship for Christians who have 
difficulty in physically meeting with 
other Christians, perhaps because they 
are a converted teenager in a non-
Christian family, or serving overseas 
with their missionary parents in a 
country which is hostile to the gospel.

So rather than embroil themselves in 
cyberbullying or position themselves 
as judge and jury over the lives of 
others, Christian young people can 
commend the gospel as they bear 
testimony to the grace of God in their 
lives. They can allow their identity 
as children of God to shape how they 
interact with others, thus causing 
them to use their words wisely and 
images perhaps even more wisely, 
being cautious not to compromise the 
gospel in anything they do and say. 

Facebook can be used by teenagers 
very effectively to share the riches of 
encouragement and challenge they 
have encountered in their personal 

under every public interaction. Young 
people welcomingly recognise a similar 
response to their online actions as a 
vote of favour or popularity by their 
friends.

Indeed, Facebook itself can become 
an idol, with Christian teenagers 
dedicating much more time and greater 
priority to their cyber relationships 
facilitated by Facebook rather than 
their spiritual relationship with God 
made possible through the Lord Jesus 
Christ. A familiar sight for many 
parents is the back of their teenager 
as they rush through the door from 
school or college and head straight to 
their laptop to check their profile page, 
a process they will painfully repeat 
throughout the evening.

They habitually scrutinise or ‘face-
stalk’ the profiles of others, check for 
responses to their status updates or 
recent posts and chat with friends 
about the trivialities of life. Is time 
that insignificant? Of course not. It is 
valuable and precious, given by God 
in order for his people to live to his 

A familiar sight 
for many parents 
is the back of their 
teenager as they 
rush through the 
door from school 
or college and head 
straight to their 
laptop
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praise and glory. Every effort should be 
made to help our young people develop 
a theology of time, that they might 
understand the best way to use their 
time in a God-honouring fashion. Then 
they can develop the ability to discern 
the appropriate amount of time to 
devote to self-indulgent activities such 
as surfing the web and the many other 
facets of life.

It is perhaps ironic that this 
particular social networking site is 
called Facebook; it raises the question 
of which face, image or identity of 
oneself we portray to the world. 
Sadly, the anchor of identity for the 
Christian teenager is often loosened 
from its security in the person and 
work of Jesus Christ and allowed 
to drift aimlessly into the realms of 
postmodernity. Reinvention then 
becomes the key for people to be who 
they want to be. 

Facebook purposefully promotes 
the possibilities of reinvention to 
teenagers who can form and reform 
their identity in accordance with what 
others think of them, rather than what 
God thinks of them. The pressure to 
be pretty and witty, or buff and tough, 
is on! These things, while not wrong in 
themselves, all contribute, especially 
during the teenage years, to a moulding 
of the self; this self then becomes the 
pinnacle of a teenager’s identity.

Facebook effectively highlights the 
need, in this identity-obsessed culture, 
for young people to understand what it 
means to have their identity firmly and 
consistently rooted in Christ. They can 

then live out of that identity, confident 
in their position and promised 
inheritance as children of God, living 
lives that are concerned to glorify God, 
rather than themselves or others.

The desire for community

Can the Internet become the 
communication medium of choice for 
teenagers, replacing actual physical 
interaction with others? In a survey 
for National Family Week, over a 
quarter of the young people who took 
part stated that social networking 
sites are more important to them than 
their families. As any parent knows, it 
can be hard enough to interact with 
teenagers at the best of times, but does 
Facebook further dislocate the social 
and interpersonal abilities, skills and 
development of a teenager and the role 
of the family?

Teenagers are made as physical, 
relational people, fashioned to 
enjoy unity and diversification in 
relationships. The natural place for 
the establishment and cultivation of 
relationships will always be in the 
physical realm, rather than the virtual 
world. Indeed, when considering 
the biblical mandate of the great 
commission and the example of the 
apostles, Christians must acknowledge 
that the proclamation of the gospel 
was always accompanied by the 
testimony of the lives of the believers.

Paul was greatly burdened by the 
need to share his time with, as well 
as share his words with, those he was 

nurturing in the Christian faith. This 
is surely a challenge to even the most 
earnest Facebook evangelist to get out 
there and spend time building genuine, 
loving and honest relationships with 
their peers.

While it is possible to identify 
positive uses of Facebook in the life of 
a Christian teenager, it is perhaps fair 
to say that the scope of much done 
for the sake of and in the name of the 
gospel will have limited usefulness. 
Rather, it is in the context of close, 
personal, corporeal relationships that 
the opportunities for evangelism and 
discipleship will and do arise. 

Facebook illuminates the desire that 
young people have to be engaged in 
community and networks. It is God’s 
design for his people to be united in the 
community of the church, members 
of his family who are plugged into the 
eternal network of the saints. It’s the 
greatest community of all!

How wonderful it would be if 
teenagers were to recognise that the 
desire for community was given by 
God, and that rather than worrying 
about what the world thinks about 
them they would be singularly 
concerned about God’s opinion. 
He is the one they really need to 
send a friendship request to. It is 
by elucidating these truths to their 
friends (on Facebook or not) that the 
Christian teenager can join with God in 
his mission in the world.

Mel Lacy is Course Director of Youth 
and Children’s Ministry at Oak Hill.



X-ray visions
Dan Strange, who teaches cultural apologetics 
at Oak Hill, asked his students to analyse 
objects from today’s culture, using the biblical 
tool of idolatry. Three of them chose Google, 
headphones and chatty packaging. Dan explains 
the thinking behind the project

In equipping students to both understand and engage with 
our 21st century world, you might think that arming them 
with the analytical tool of idolatry is not only irresponsible, 
but more importantly ineffective. However, there are very 
good reasons not to be apologetic regarding the centrality of 
this theme in a course on cultural apologetics.

We are called to interpret the world through God’s 
word, and the concept of idolatry is biblically pervasive, 
theologically essential and radical. Like having x-ray vision, 
it is a concept which enables Christians to look at and past 
all the things we human beings do and make, and get to the 
heart issues which motivate these activities. As Tim Keller 
has recently written, in his book, Counterfeit Gods:

‘It is impossible to understand a culture without 
discerning its idols... Idolatry is not simply a form of ritual 
worship, but a whole sensibility and pattern of life based 
on finite values and making created things into godlike 
substitutes. In the Bible, therefore, turning from idols 
always includes a rejection of the culture that the idols 
produce... There is no way to challenge idols without 

doing cultural criticism, and there is no way to do cultural 
criticism without discerning and challenging idols.’

In understanding and using idolatry in our cultural 
analysis, we need to remember to ‘read the instructions’ 
before use: First, the idols we create are counterfeits and 
parasitic upon truth; that is, they take a good thing in God’s 
creation and make it into an ultimate thing. No matter how 
perverted the idol, we must never forget the good gifts from 
which the idol originates.

Secondly, using idolatry in our cultural analysis requires 
practice. It is a tool which should be handled like a 
dissecting scalpel, not a bludgeoning machete.

Finally, and for our own humility and godliness, we need 
to apply this scalpel to our own hearts first before we apply 
it to others. As the first letter of John says, ”Little children, 
keep yourselves from idols.’ These ‘little children’, the 
students on my course in cultural apologetics, were given 
free rein to choose anything in our weird and wonderful 
world and subject it to theological cultural analysis. Turn 
the page for just three of the objects they chose.
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In just 10 years, Google has become one 
of the most recognisable brands on the 
planet. It is so identified with the task 
of internet searching that the Oxford 
English Dictionary has added the verb 
‘to Google,’ meaning ‘to use the Google 
search engine to obtain information on 
the Internet,’ to its lexicon.

John Battelle, one of the founders 
of Wired magazine, eulogises about 
Google thus: ‘Every day, millions upon 
millions of people lean forward into 
their computer screens and pour 
their wants, fears and intentions into 
the simple colors and brilliant white 
background of Google.com.’

But there have been words of caution 
and criticism amongst the adulation. 
Educators such as Tara Brabazon 
have lamented the impact of Google 
on the research abilities of university 
students, claiming that ‘the popularity 
of Google is facilitating laziness, poor 
scholarship and compliant thinking.’

If everything can be searched, the 
implication is that everything can be 
known. Google is therefore profoundly 
humanistic. Just as, given long enough, 
Google’s engineers will inevitably 
develop the perfect search engine, 
there is a conviction that, given the 

right search criteria, the Google user 
will be able to find any information 
and answer any question. Google 
operates a modernist assumption that 
the truth is out there – you just need 
the right tool to help you find it.

Google therefore propagates a 
myth of human omniscience – rather 
than being content to organise God’s 
creation, Google deceives us into 
believing we can know it exhaustively.

God’s rebuke to Job in chapters 
38-41 of the book of Job is therefore 
instructive. God’s relentless 
questioning puts Job in his place as 
a finite creature before an infinite 
creator. This sense of perspective is 
precisely the truth Google trains us to 
suppress, blurring the creator-creature 
distinction and elevating man to God’s 
level. Instead, like the Psalmist, we 
must recognise there is ‘knowledge too 
wonderful for me’ (Ps 139:6).

By the sheer volume of information 
it places at our fingertips, Google 
suppresses the truth by ensuring it 
gets lost in background noise. As well 
as things we are not meant to know, 
the Bible is clear there are things that 
are vital for us to know: how to be ‘wise 
for salvation through faith in Christ 
Jesus’ (2 Timothy 3:15). Google also 

blurs the truth-trivia distinction by 
removing this biblical hierarchy.

Ultimately, Google can either 
function as an idol or act as a conduit 
to other idols. Tim Keller defines 
an idol as ‘something we look to for 
things that only God can give,’ which 
for Google might include knowledge, 
guidance and even (by Googling one’s 
own name) self-affirmation. The 
distance from oracle to idol is short 
and easily crossed.

Google is a remarkable and genuinely 
useful work of human innovation, 
but we must be wary of its myths 
concerning our place and purpose in 
the universe. The reality is that we are 
far more the searched than we are the 
searchers. And the glorious prospect 
of the gospel is that we are not just the 
searched, but the searched for.

Google
Questions about the 
search giant
David Crofts

If everything can 
be searched, the 
implication is that 
everything can be 
known
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provide an audio experience where the 
user can express autonomy over their 
environment and other people.

Unchecked by God’s grace, individuals 
wearing headphones seek autonomy 
in private worlds of their own creation. 
In these new worlds permitted by 
technology, God is replaced, morality 
is self-defined, interaction is spurned, 
and so others and their needs are of no 
interest or significance.

Followers of the Lord Jesus need 
to consider their relationship to 
the world, not in terms of isolated 
individualism, but as relational beings, 
made in God’s image to glorify God 
and demonstrate love to our fellow 
creatures. God’s people are not to 
withdraw into worlds of their own 
making, but instead are to engage 
wisely, and be available and ready to 
speak gospel words, rather than just 
nod and skip onto the next track.

The author Craig Gay says that as 
Christians we do not need to ‘forgo 
technological making; rather, we need 
only insist that this creative activity be 
informed by the love of Christ, by the 
love of neighbour, and by the love of 
the world for the sake of both.’

Headphones
Breaking out of the 
bubble
Matt Graham

screaming out, ‘LA, LA, LA, I can’t hear 
you, don’t talk to me.’

What does wearing headphones offer 
the consumer? It offers individuality. 
Headphone wearers can tailor their 
own audio environment, with a 
soundtrack of their own unique taste. 
Also, by determining their personal 
audio environment, the user gains 
power over space and time, as well as 
others nearby.

But most significantly, headphones 
offer a way to block out the world, 
excluding intimidation, interruption 
and interaction with others. The 
author Shane Hipps speaks of the 
tendency of technology ‘to isolate 
people in close proximity.’ The 
salvation headphones offer is a private 
world.

What is there in wearing headphones 
that evidences God’s common grace? 
The trend displays the great diversity 
and creativity of humanity, made after 
God’s image. The sheer number of 
people listening to different styles of 
music, simultaneously, is evidence that 
humans are ‘hard-wired for creativity’, 
in the words of Theodore Turnau.

The value of personal space is 
also picked up in the gospels. Jesus 
removed himself from the buzzing 
crowds and sought solitude at several 
significant crunch points where he 
faced pressure to conform his mission 
to a more worldly agenda.

However, in a fallen world, alongside 
evidence of common grace, there 
will be twisted grace, where sin has 
deformed the trend. Headphones 

In UK towns and cities, it is not hard 
to spot someone wearing headphones. 
On surveying the average city scene, 
it’s common to see two trailing wires 
connecting the user to a concealed 
mobile phone, MP3 player or iPod. 
Some 90 per cent of headphones worn 
in public are earbuds.

Two characteristics of wearing 
headphones are often noted. There is 
the absence or distraction of the user. 
A Times Online article commented how 
common it is ‘to “bubble” ourselves 
inside a pair of headphones’.

There is also the issue of overspill: 
headphones that are either cheap or 
turned up too loud. Those in close 
proximity get an exclusive, high-
frequency version of someone else’s 
music. This is considered equivalent to 

Headphones offer 
a way to block out 
the world, excluding 
intimidation, 
interruption and 
interaction with 
others
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Chatty packaging is usually found 
on premium food and drink brands, 
especially those produced by small 
companies. For example, on an 
Innocent smoothie carton, instructions 
to shake before use are accompanied 
by the advice ‘it helps if the cap’s on’. 
Dorset Cereals muesli contains ‘about 
11 decent bowlfuls’, while tomatoes 
from Good Natured Salads are ‘lovingly 
raised... tantalising’.

Multinationals and high-street banks 
have recently appropriated this style. 
There are jokey pseudo-instructions 
on wrappers for Burger King fries: ‘You 
can stuff them in your sandwich or 
you can play pick up sticks with them 
if you really want. Or, hang on, here’s a 
thought, you can even eat them like a 
normal human being.’

A distinctive feature is the relentless 
use of humour, expressed in slang, 
childish language and mockery of 
packaging conventions. Another 
characteristic is the importance of 
relationship. Chatty packaging adopts 
an intimate tone and frequently 
invites consumers to deepen their 
participation. It also paints a picture of 
the consumer as fun-loving, relational, 
discerning and concerned about 

Chatty packaging represents 
an attempt to restore a relational 
dimension to impersonal economic 
systems. As such, it echoes biblical 
goals for economic policy, which 
Christian thinker Paul Mills says 
should ‘enrich the quality of 
relationships within society’.

However, there are signs of 
idolatry in chatty packaging. As its 
worldview does not include God, its 
humour can act as a powerful tool to 
promulgate plausibility structures 
which marginalise God’s revelation. 
The artificial community created by 
chatty packaging is also problematic. 
By concealing the impersonal nature 
of our economic system, it suppresses 
warning signs that all is not right 
with our society, organised as it is in 
rebellion against God.

We should applaud chatty packaging 
for trying to bring relationship 
back into the marketplace and for 
emphasising authenticity and moral 
integrity. However, in proposing 
this without reference to God, it is 
offering an alternative salvation and 
encouraging idolatry. 

How can Christians learn from 
this phenomenon? While our 
communication should be fresh and 
witty, it must be characterised by 
authentic content, not just authentic-
sounding branding. We must be willing 
to engage in relationships that may 
cost us dearly rather than settling for 
pseudo-community. Above all, we must 
remember that only Jesus can deliver 
life that is abundant and satisfying.

Chatty 
packaging
Getting under the label
Stephen Childs

ethical issues. Against the prevalent 
egocentricity of consumerism, it 
emphasises community by inviting 
the consumer to interact, and many 
take up this invitation. For example, 
Innocent’s Facebook page currently has 
over 15,000 fans, who enthuse about 
their products.

According to Christian commentator 
Theodore Turnau, we are made ‘to 
image God, to mirror his creativity’. 
Humour is a gift from God, and an 
important means of expressing this 
creativity. It has teaching and social 
functions, and the Bible uses humour 
frequently. So we can celebrate the 
zany humour of chatty packaging and 
enjoy it with thanksgiving. 
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The best historical fiction tells us more 
about the times when it was written 
than the times when it was set. HFM 
Prescott wrote a terrifyingly great 
novel, The Man on a Donkey, about the 
Pilgrimage of Grace. Henry VIII has 
never been more the violent, absolute 
monarch, but her book was as much 
about the tyrants of the 1940s as 
England’s first post-medieval king.

Hilary Mantel has added the 
magnificent Wolf Hall, the first half of 
a fictionalised biography of Thomas 
Cromwell. The book has generated the 
most extravagant praise and prizes, 
and serious reviewers are having to 
forgo their normal snobbery about 
historical fiction. (An aside: why are 
people so sniffy about historical 
fiction? Dumas, Dickens, Balzac and 
Tolstoy all wrote it, William Golding 
won the Booker with it, and – in my 
view – Patrick O’Brien ought to have 
won that and more.)

The Tudor world and court, described 
by Mantel in earthy detail, is obsessed 

with riches (Cromwell values Wolsey’s 
scarlet robes by the yard), the 
desperate quest for an heir, and ruling 
the country under the whims of the 
king. Or, to put it another way, it is 
obsessed by money, sex and power, at a 
time when all three matter very much. 
Like today.

Near the heart of the novel is a vast 
but consistently convincing cast of 
characters: Henry is mercurial and 
beginning to age; Katherine sees her 
monarchy slip from her grasp to a 
scheming and fertile Anne; observant 
Holbein; malicious More; Cranmer on 
the cusp of revealing how much of a 
reformer he will be.

But here is the enigma: the man at 
the centre of the novel is a cipher. We 
discover his brutalising father, the 
significance of his time in Renaissance 
Italy and mercantile Holland to his 
political and financial acumen, his 
tenderness for his wife, children and 
extended family. But we never quite 
get inside Cromwell himself.

Books Chris Green, Vice Principal of Oak 
Hill, delves into two recent books 
which explore two very different 
worlds, but where image is critical 
to both. And we talk to student 
Martin Ayers, whose new book, 
Naked God, strips away false ideas 
and opens up the Christian faith 
for sceptics

Wolf Hall
Hilary Mantel
£8.99 (Fourth Estate, 2009, 400pp)

Generation Me
Jean M Twenge
£9.70 (Free Press, 2006, 304pp)



28  oakhill.ac.uk/commentary

The voice that Mantel has chosen to 
use has attracted a lot of attention, not 
all of it complimentary. It is as though 
we sit on Cromwell’s shoulder, seeing 
and hearing all he sees and hears, but 
not inside his head. So he is always 
described in the third person with an 
undifferentiated and often confusing 
‘he’, that makes the reader stop to read 
whole conversations again to discover 
which of the characters said what. This 
book is not an easy read, although it is 
deeply pleasurable.

The curious voice is, I think, close to 
the heart of one issue Mantel is looking 
at, which is the lengths to which an 
individual will go in order to achieve 
power. The book is wonderfully 
quotable, but consider these:

‘I can never add you up, Thomas.’
‘I shall not indulge More... or 

his family, in any illusion that 
they understand me. How could that 
be, when my workings are hidden from 
myself?’

And to Henry: ‘What would Your 
Majesty like me to be?’

I think this is where the book is at 
its most contemporary. I recognise 
here the political power-broker and 

detail-obsessed image manipulator, 
who rises from poverty to a position 
of enormous influence, by meeting the 
needs of the great.

Cromwell is a mystery even to 
himself at times. He is deeply shocked 
to discover that people agree that he 
has the face of a murderer, although 
look again at the Holbein portrait. But 
he is primarily a tool, a man with few 
principles, a means to an end, and he 
makes himself available to powerful 
people to achieve those ends. He is 
a fixer, someone who makes deals 
and breaks people. He is forceful and 
bullying – ‘it’s quite difficult, sir, to 
distinguish being persuaded by you 
from being knocked down in the street 
and stamped on’ – and his loyalty is for 
sale at an increasingly high price.

But while he serves other people’s 
needs, above all he serves his own. 
‘Lock Cromwell in a deep dungeon in 
the morning,’ says Thomas More, ‘and 
when you come back that night he’ll be 
sitting on a plush cushion eating larks’ 
tongues, and all the gaolers will owe 
him money.’ Re-read that sentence and 
replace ‘Cromwell’ with ‘Mandelson’.

The survival and success of Cromwell 
and his family are ultimately all that 
matters to him. In the second half of 
his story, which Mantel is currently 
writing, he will discover that Henry 
will return the compliment.

The striking contrast to today, 
of course, is the presence in Tudor 
England of Christianity, over every 
conceivable concern. In our time, 
money, sex and power also rule, but 

now with hardly any discernible 
influence from the gospel – and with 
each new rising sub-generation, 
decreasingly so.

Generation Me is a most powerful 
description of contemporary culture, in 
which people who have been brought up 
to be self-confident, happy and at ease 
with their own attainments are actually 
unhappy, discontent and narcissistic. A 
book about (mostly) non-Christians, it 
is a very thorough and clever piece of 
work. Where Tudor England is solid and 
textured, our culture (or that of those 
born in the 70s and later) is brittle and 
superficial. Both, though, are places 
where image is critical.

Jean Twenge has conducted 
the largest-ever survey of rising 
generations (1.3 million respondents), 
and her American research has clear 
resonance for the UK. Moving through 
movies and TV, postgraduate research 
and shopping malls, she describes the 

The striking 
contrast to today 
is the presence in 
Tudor England of 
Christianity, over 
every conceivable 
concern
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subtle shifts that are slowly happening 
around us.

She has interesting things to say about 
tattoos and body-piercings, minority 
groups, assumptions about sex, and 
subjects that are in the air we breathe 
and the websites we browse. Above all, 
she focuses on the consequences of 
living in a culture dominated by self-
help, self-expression, assertiveness and 
self-belief. She concludes with a chapter 
of application for employers, politicians, 
parents and GenMe itself.

It would be no surprise to say that 
this can be quite a disturbing read, but 
I think it delivers two results for us.

First, it helps us understand today’s 
non-Christians. Frankly, unless we 
understand their assumptions, we 
run the risk of locking ourselves in a 
sound-proof box where we can neither 
speak nor hear. You might know of 
a better resource than Generation 
Me to do that, but at the moment I 
don’t think I do. This is excellent field 
research for those of us who need 
to think like missionaries, especially 
if you think you might be more 
comfortable in the world of the Tudor 
court than the 21st century.

And second, it helps me as a Christian 
to realise how affected by my culture 
I am. In part, I need to be reminded 
that my assumptions about the rising 
generations are not necessarily gospel-
shaped, but I also need to be reminded 
that the cultural shift is affecting 
me, too, and I am often being gently 
tempted away from the gospel into 
tolerating something else.

The debate between Christians and 
the new atheists is headline news 
these days. How do you see the 
current state of play?

I see Christianity being attacked from 
two different positions. One is what 
we might call the modern approach of 
the new atheists, who argue that all 
religion is almost certainly false and 
deeply dangerous for society. The other 
is the more postmodern approach of 
relativists, who argue that all religions 
are equally valid and true, except at 
the points when they try to claim 
exclusivity.

Although either of these two 
worldviews can be used to take a 
stand against Christianity, they are 
mutually contradictory. So I think it’s 
interesting that we’re starting to see 
these positions clash in the media as 
thinkers from rival camps point out 
the flaws in the opposite position.

Naked God
Martin Ayers
£7.00 (Matthias Media, 2010, 192pp)

Oak Hill: Naked God is a really eye-
catching title. What’s the thinking 
behind it?

Martin Ayers: Well, one of the aims is 
exactly that – that it’s eye-catching. I 
wanted a title that would be striking 
for a non-Christian, that might make 
them look twice at the book and find 
out what it’s about.

But in terms of what’s behind it, 
the subtitle to the book is, ‘the truth 
about God exposed’. It’s a play on the 
idea popularised by The Naked Chef 
that you find out about something by 
stripping it down to its bare essentials. 
With Jamie Oliver it was all about food 
and cooking, but I think that’s what 
lots of people need to do with the truth 
about God.

People have heads full of different 
ideas about God that they’ve picked up 
from all sorts of places: their parents, 
their peers, their education, the media 
– even from churches. Naked God is 
about stripping away the false ideas 
and revealing the truth.

The title then takes on a deeper 
meaning as the book progresses, 
because I argue that the place where 
the truth about God is most clearly 
revealed is when Jesus is on the cross. 
Jesus was God in the flesh, and when 
he was nailed naked to the cross, he 
demonstrated for all of us the extent of 
God’s love and God’s justice.
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It was remarkable, for example, to see 
Hugo Rifkind in The Times in February 
arguing that ‘atheists are more 
annoying than believers’ for behaving 
as though there is objective morality 
without God.

What I personally find is that we’re 
not hearing from the new atheists 
the kind of intellectual humility that 
their position demands. They sound 
adamant that you can be virtually 
certain there is no God. But I want 
to ask atheist friends, if the universe 
really is a closed system of cause 
and effect and we’re just products of 
evolution, how can we know anything 
at all with that level of conviction?

On the ground in local churches, I 
think many Christians feel gunned 
down by atheism and the secular 
agenda, and sometimes struggling 
with intellectual doubts themselves. 
There seems to be a real need to equip 
Christians to know how to respond 
rightly to the new atheists.

Stripping down the 192 pages of your 
book, what’s the naked argument or 
appeal presented in Naked God?

I begin by saying to the reader, in effect, 
‘You might be thinking that looking 
into the God question is a waste of 
your time, but let me show you what 
the world is really like if there is no 
God.’ The target is to deconstruct the 
atheistic worldview and to show the 
reader that it doesn’t make sense of 
the way they live. That paves the way 
for explaining who Jesus is, including 

apologetics on relativism, miracles and 
the reliability of the Bible. It’s about 
getting into the Gospels and showing 
people the real Jesus. Having argued, 
compellingly I hope, that Jesus is the 
unique Son of God he claimed to be, my 
focus then turns to why he died and 
what it means to follow him.

Surveys show that most people 
become Christians not through 
reasoned argument, but through 
Christian friendships and welcoming 
church communities. So how effective 
do you think it is to engage in 
apologetics today?

I strongly think that the one does not 
preclude the other. I agree that Jesus’ 
big evangelistic strategy for the local 
church is that we should be a city on 
a hill, loving the lost and living out 
lives transformed by the gospel. I still 
remember David Jackman saying in a 
sermon years ago that the best thing 
we can do evangelistically for our 
generation is to be more like Christ.

But we’re also commanded in 1 Peter 
3:15 to be prepared ‘to make a defence 
to anyone who asks you for a reason 
for the hope that is in you’. Practically 
speaking, I think apologetics of this 
kind is inevitable. Our transformed 
lives provide us with opportunities to 
proclaim the gospel, and when we do, 
our friends often raise genuinely-held 
objections that we cannot ignore.

This was certainly true for me when I 
was at law school and looking into the 
claims of Christ. I was motivated to do 

that because of Christian friendships, 
but I also had genuine questions about 
the truth of the Gospel, and it mattered 
to me that my Christian friends helped 
me to answer those questions.

The heart of your book focuses on 
Jesus. In your own experience, do you 
find that people are still attracted to 
Jesus today?

Yes, for sure. I think people know less 
about him in our generation than 
before, and stories about him that were 
once well-known are disappearing 
from British consciousness. But 
when you open the Bible with a non-
Christian, my experience is that people 
still find Jesus incredibly compelling.

It’s a spiritual battle, because Romans 
1 tells us that, naturally speaking, 
people don’t want the gospel to be true. 
I find that people are attracted to Jesus 
but they want to rationalise that he 
was something else, rather than admit 
that he is the risen Lord.

Against that, 2 Corinthians 4 gives 
me great hope. If we proclaim Jesus 
Christ as Lord, God can shine a light in 
people’s hearts to show them ‘the light 
of the knowledge of his glory in the 
face of Jesus Christ’. I’m praying that 
he will do that for many people for the 
first time as they read about Jesus in 
Naked God.

Naked God is available in the UK 
from Christian bookshops, including 
The Good Book Company, or directly 
from IVP.
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Scripture, justification and the New 
Perspective: see the Carl Trueman video 
interview: oakhill.ac.uk/trueman

Holiness is not often preached, 
because ministers are worried 
about frightening people away”

Carl Trueman
interview

“


