


HANDLE  WITH  CARE 

Having gifts that differ according  to the grace given 
to us, let us  use them; if prophecy, in proportion to 
our faith. .  .  . Romans  12:6 

The  other  day  1  heard  a  man  tell  a  lie  on  tele
vision. He  was a preacher, and  he  expected  his 
viewers to believe what he said and  praise  the 
Lord.  Nevertheless,  he ,lied.  He  may  not hove been 
fully  aware  of  it  himself,  but  what  he  said  was  a 
lie  nonetheless,  and  it  must  be  branded as such. 

I level  no  charge  at  the  man  personally,  for I 
have  forgotten  his  name; who  he  was is  not  im
portant.  What  he  said,  however,  is  worth  noticing 
because  it  illustrates  something  perverse  and  detri
mental  that is happening these days in the realm  of 
religion.  I  speak  to  the  issue  reluctantly,  but  I  do 
speak  to it  because  the  damage  that is  done  by 
such lies  is  immeasurable. 

The  lie  was  this.  The  preacher  told  how  a young 
boy  was  brought  to  him  with  a  bad  case  of  tosi,1-
litis.  The preacher told how he laid his hand on the 
boy  and prayed.  The boy coughed. There was meat 
in  his mouth.  He spit out  his tonsils. 

Pardon me for telling you some of these un
pleasant  details  in the  language  the  preacher used, 
but  I  felt  I  had  to,  for  this  case I  believe illustrates 
the extent to  which  human  belief is  expected  to 
stretch these days. And, after all, this alleged 
miracle  supposedly  occurred  because  of  the  power 
•of  the  Lord  Jesus  Christ,  whom  I  also  serve.  I  am
concerned about the impressions that are made
through  the  tel.ling  of  such  stories,  and  I  fear that
the  predominance  of  such  falsehood  in  much  high
visibility Christianity nowadays will, frankly, lead
many  people  astray.  Moreover,  such  lies  create  an
extremely  faulty impression  regarding  what Chris
tianity  really  is among  those who are not Christians

2 

now,  but  who  might  become  Christians  if  they  un
derstood  Christianity  better.  If  I  were  not  a  Chris
tian and I heard nonsense such as I have just 
reported, I would certainly not wont to be as
sociated  with a group  of  people  whose  credulity 
could  be  expanded  to  such  an  extent  and  whose 
powers  of  judgment  were  so  deficient  as  to  allow 
them  to  be  impressed  by  such  religious  trash. 

There  is,  after  all,  religious  trash,  for  religion  is 
not  necessarily  beautiful  and  good.  Bad  religion  is, 
actual.ly,  hideous  and  deforming.  As  we  all  know, 
bad religion has been responsible for  · heinous 
crimes  committeed  in the name of some deity or an
other,  and  it  has  been  used  to  provide  a  rationale 
for  every  known human  perversion.  Religion is dan
gerous  in  the  extreme,  and  each  of  us  owes  it  to 
himself to  be very careful when he comes in contact 
with  it.  It  must  be  handled  with  care.  And  the  epi
sode  that  I  have  described-the  one  in  which  the 
boy  spit  out  his  tonsils-illustrates some  of  the  bod 
religion  which  is  being  circulated  these  days  in  the 
name  of  Christianity.  I  am  well  aware  of how dan
gerous  it  is  to  express  judgments  of  the  kind  I  now 
express,  but  I  am  even  more aware of the  infinitely 
disastrous  damage  that  can  be  wreaked  upon  the 
Jives of the  unsuspecting if  nothing is ever said 
about  this  problem. 

It  may  seem  to  some that I have singled out faith 
healers because of the episode I have just de
scribed. I have  chosen  it  because  it is  especially 
dramatic, and it illustrates so well the  directions 
now  being  traveled  by  some  of the  spectacular  re
ligious  leaders of  our  time.  Let me  just  say, though, 
that religious damage is being  accomplished  not 
on.ly  by  such,  for  there  are  others  who  speak  very 
little  obout  healing,  who  nonetheless present a  gos
pel which is not the gospel at all.  · And before 
continuing,  let  me  say  as  well  that  I  believe  that 
there is a healing that occurs in the context of faith, 
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Qnd  those  who have been acquainted with The Back 
to  God Hour over  the years  know  that  on  other 
occasions I have spoken  about  such  healing  very 
positively. 

At  the  moment,  what  I  am  talking  about  involves 
the bizarre, excessively public  and  intrinsically in
credible foolishnesses  that are now presented  to  the 
ignorant and undiscerning, foolishnesses that lead 
them  down  a  path  of  psychological  torture,  unful
filled expectations, and eventual disillusionment. 
One  would  think  that  it  w.ould  not  even  be  neces
sary  to  talk  about  events  so  patently  frivolous  and 
fraudulent. But  the way  such events dominate public 
religion  today,  especially  as  it  is  delivered  by  the 
media, and the apparent guUibility of  the public, 
make  it  necessary  for  the  church  to  express  a  judg
ment  about  what  is  happening. 

The  spectacular  religious  side  show  being  carried 
on  these  days  in  the  name  of Christ must  be  ex
amined  carefully. Perhaps  the  first  thing  necessary 
is simply  to  remind  ourselves  that  if  there  are  ex
cesses being perpetrated these days in the name 
of Christ, this should not be surprising. For the 
Bible itself prepares us. for the arrival of false 
prophets  who  will  lead  many  astray. 

Jesus, during His earthly ministry among us, 
warned  His  people  that  false  religious  leaders  were 
coming. He  said, "Beware of false prophets, who 
come  to you in  sheep's clothing but  inwardly  are 
ravenous  wolves"  (Matthew  7:15).  The  apostle  Paul 
also spoke of the presence of those who would 
come and try to turn the _ church aside from the 
truth. He said  to  the  elders  of  Ephes·us:  "I  know  that 
after my deporture fierce wolves will come in 
among  you,  not  sparing the  flock;  and  from  among 
your own selves will  arise men  speaking perverse 
things,  to  draw  away  the  disciples  after  them"  (Acts 
20:29, 30) ... The apost.le John also cautioned the 
church  regarding  these  matters  when  he  said,  "Be-
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loved, do  not  believe  every  spirit, but test  the  spirits 
to see whether they are-of God; for many false 
prophets have gone  out  into  the  world"  (I John 4: 1 ). 

Such  material  from  the  Scriptures  alerts ·us  to  the 
possibility of  the appearance of  false  religious lead
ers. And  from  what  we  have just  read,  at  least  a 
couple  of things are  significant  for us. First  of  all, 
in the  •light of Jesus· words-that the wolves will 
be  wearing  sheep's  clothing-we  shou.ld  not  be  s·ur
prised  that  false  religious  action  and  teaching  come 
in  the  garb  of  piety. It  is  attractive  and  promising. 
As  he  goes  about accomplishing  his  work,  the  devil 
does  not  wear  his  horns  and  tail,  nor does  he  carry 
his traditional pitchfork. (See II Corinthians 11 :13-
15). Secondly,  both  the  apostle  Paul and  the apostle 
John suggest  that false  religious  leaders  come  out 
of the Christian community itself. (See  also  I  John 
2: 19). They  are  thus  closely  related  to  Christianity. 
So  we  should  expect  that  it  will  be  difficult  to  tell 
the  difference  between  true  and  false  prophets. As 
is  turns  out,  it  is  very  difficult  indeed. 

In terms of the difficulty of determining where 
lruth  and  falsehood  lie  in  connection  with  religion, 
this  verse  in  the  12th  chapter  of  Romans  has  played 
on  important  role:  "Having  gifts  that  differ  accord
ing to the grace given to us, let  us use them; if 
prophecy,  in proportion  to our faith; if  service, in 
our serving; he who teaches, in  his teaching ... " 
(vv. 6, 7). 

These words  written to those  who  prophesy  ore 
especially  helpful  for  those  who  want  to  find  their 
way  through  the  current  jungle  of  religious  happen
ings: "Hoving  then  gifts  differing  according  to  the 
grace  that  is  given  to  us,  whether  prophecy,  let  us 
prophesy  according  to  the  proportion  of  faith ... " 
(v.  6  Authorized  Version). 

This  material speaks of prophecy according to  the 
proportion  of  foith--a  rather  obscure  phrase  at  first 
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blush,  but  not  especially  so  when  examined.  When 
the  Bible  was  written,  to  prophesy  meant  to  speak 
religious truth. Thus, this material refers to those 
who  are speaking  religious  truth  these days as well. 
Often it is spoken glibly, it is apparently nearly 
"off  the  cuff"  but  it  is  a  form  of  prophecy,  never
theless.  Now,  the  Bible says  that  this prophecy  must 
occur  according  to  the  proportion  of  faith. 

The  phrase  the proportion  of  faith  is  the  impor
tant element in Romans 12:6, and if understood 
it  can help  us find  our way today.  The  word  for 
proportion  in  the  original  is  the  word  analogian,  or 
the word analogy. The thought conveyed is that 
prophetic  utterances,  the  speaking of religious truth, 
must  not  simply  occur  all  by  itself,  but  it  must  be 
expressed in terms of what the Bible here calls 
faith. 

The point is that a person who thinks he is a 
prophet may not simply go off in all kinds of 
directions  and  say  all  kinds  of  things,  assuming  all 

·11along  that  what  he  says  is  the  clear  word  of  God 
that everyone must believe. No, prophetic utter- �
ances  must  measure  up  to  a  certain  standard.  That f standard is the standard  of faith. Prophetic  utter
ances m1Jst, according to Romans 12:6, stand up 
when  they  are  measwed  and  compored  with  faith. 

Now  the  problem  here  is that  for  us  today  this 
phrase  is  not  very  helpful  because  we  often operate 
with  a  one-sided  conception of faith.  When we read 
that  people  who  prophesy  must  do so  in  proportion 
to faith, we tend to read this as if it says that 
anyone may  feel  free  to  speak  about religious truth 
so long  as  he  is  absolutely  convinced  himself  that 
it is  true.  I  mentioned  at the  beginning  the  preacher 
who  told  how  Qod  had  performed  a  tonsillectomy 
on a boy, and it is quite possible that for some 
reason or another this preacher actually believed 
what  he  was  saying. Because  we  tend  to  think  of 
faith as something we have in us, an emotional, 
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subjective  feeling  or  opinion,  we  therefore  tend  to 
receive all apparently sincere utterances by reli
gious people  as  if  they  are  truth  in  some  sense  or 
another.  So I say that  when  we  read  in  the  Bible 
that prophecy  must be in proportion  to  faith,  we 
are  not  helped  too  much  by  that  idea,  because  we 
think  of faith too personal.ly, in too subjective a 
manner. 

The  apostle Paul,  however,  had  something  quite 
different in  mind  when  he said that prophecy  should 
occur in  proportion  to  faith,  or  in  terms  of  the anal
ogy  of  faith. For Paul, faith did not ·refer  first of 
all to the subjective state of the believer, but it 
was, in the  first  place,  the body of truth that  had 
been delivered  through  the inspired prophets and 
apostles.  This  idea  is  found  in  the  book  of  Jude  in 
these  words: "Beloved,  being  very  eager  to  write 
to  you  of  our  common  salvation,  I  found  it  neces
sary  to  write  appealing  to  you  to  contend  for  the 
faith  which  was  once for  all delivered to the saints" 
(v. 3). The faith consisted in a body of revealed 
truth  which  the  church  received.  Faith  in  this  situa
tion, you  see,  is  not  just  an  internal  state  of  feeling, 
but it is the truth revea.led by God. We  use the 
word  fai�h this way,  when we  sing "'Faith  of  Our 
Fothers."  We  say,  "We  shall  be  true  to  [this  faith] 
until death." We use the word faith, then, as a 
body  of  truth  that  we  hold  to  be  true. 

Now, this is the background of the Biblical re
mark concerning prophecy. The speaking of the 
truth,  according  to  the  Bible,  does  not  occur  when 
a  religious  enthusiast,  possibly  very  well  meaning, 
expresses himself on a number of subjects and 
relates  a  number  of  events  which  are  supposed  to 
be received as authentic miracles of God in our 
time. No. We must test what we hear and see 
these  days  and  ask  whether  it  measures  up  to  the 
faith  that  has been  once  and  for  all delivered  to 
the saints, the faith  found  in the  Bible.  We  must 
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examine  modern  religious  phenomena  in  this  light, 
and we must not al.low ourselves to be carried 
away  by  reports  of  great  religious  happenings,  nor 
must we be overly influenced  by  skillful communi
cators who are  using  millions of  dollars  to  create 
carefully  contrived  religious  impressions. 

. �eligious  truth  is  not  what  popular  preachers  say
it  1s,  necessarily. Nor  is  it  what  unpopular  preach
ers say it is . ..XII preachers, whatever their status 
are obli�ated to  fo'rm their prophecy  in the  ,light 
of  the  Bible,  and  they  must  measure  their  perform
ance  in  terms  of  the  truth  that  has  been  revealed 
there.  If  a  person's  speaking  of  religious  truth  does 
not  measure  up  to  the  Biblical  revelation,  it  should 
be rejected out of hand. The apostle Paul who 
wrote  under  the  inspiration  of  God  and  whose  writ
ings  now constitute the part  of  the  Bible  we  have 
been speaking of, put the matter this way in I 
Corinthians 14: "If any one thinks that he is a 
prophet, or spiritual, he should acknowedge that 
what  I  am  writing  to  you is a  command of the  Lord. 
If  any one  does not  recognize this,  he  is  not  rec
ognized" (v. 37). 

Along this  same line, the  apostle John,  who called 
early  Christians  to  test  the  spirits  to  see  if  they  are 
of God, furnished an objective  standard  that we 
can  use  to  d?. exactly that. He  said,  "By  this  you 
know the Spirit of God: every spirit which con
fesses  that  Jesus Christ  has  come  in  the  flesh  is  of 
God,  and  every  spirit  which  does  not  confess  Jesus 
is  not  of God" (I  John  4:2,  3). What  it  a.II  comes 
down to is this: religious  truth must  be  measured 
by the faith that has been revealed in the  Bible. 
Religious  truth  that  is  consistent  with  the  truth  found 
in the Bible, is worthy of our  faith. So-called re
ligious  truth  that  contradicts  the  Bible adds  to  the 
Bible,  or  is unrelated  to  the  Bible,  is  t�  be  rejected. 

. We. hav� observed,  thus  far,  that  we  are  living
in a time in which  there  is a  great  deal  happen-
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mg in religion, much of it very spectacular. We 
began by noting a particularly strange religious 
healing  which  was  presented  by  a  faith  healer  as 
evidence of the working of  the Lord in  our day. 
Our  examination  of  Romans  12:6  indicated  that  re
ligion  must  be  measured  according  to  the  measure 
of faith  that  has  been  given.  Now  then,  what  are 
some  of  the  practical  applications  of  this  standard 
to  our  present  day? 

In the  first  place,  a  general  rule  which  one  must 
keep in mind when making religious judgments  is 
this:  religious  truth  and  religious  events  are  authen
tically Christian  when  they  arise  out  of  the  life  of 
the  church  and  bind  people  more and more closely 
to  the  church. 

From  a  certain  point  of  view,  this  rule  itself  con
fronts  us  with  a  multitude  of  problems,  for  it  is  dif
ficult to define the church. But I think we may 
ass·ume that fly-by-night organizations, organiza
tions  that  set  themselves  up  as  churches  for  income 
tax purposes, and the .like, are clearly not the 
church  in  the  true  sense  of  the term.  We  can  agree 
on that, can·t we? The church, whatever its de
nominational expression, is at bare minimum a 
body  of people  who  have  been  influenced  by  the 
Word of God, the Bible, who benefit from the 
ministry  of the  sacraments, and  who  express  some 
kind  of  discipline  among  themselves.  Such  a  church, 
existing in our time, will, in  addition, be able to 
establish  a  line  of  continuation  between  itself  and 
the  early church revealed fully  in  the New  Testa
ment  part  of  the  Bible. 

Now  this is  very general,  I  admit,  but it  is service
able for us  for now, because today  there are so 
many who  are teUing incredible religious stories and 
who avoid any close relation to the church. The 
church is the place where the measure of faith 
which the apostle Paul referred to operates and 
exerts a formative influence. We have every rea-
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our own lives. Well and  'good. We  may  be  con
vinced  of  that.  But  we need  not  be  surprised  when 
·other Christians are less impressed than we are.
The  only  miracles  that  the  Christian  community  can
be  absolutely  sure  about  are  those  recorded  in  the

· Bible.  Here  we  have  a  rich  treasury of miracles that
confirm and strengthen our faith, and we must
believe  them. So far  as others  are  concerned,  we
may  be  skeptics.  We  must  be.

Religion  is  very,  very  dangerous.  It  must  be  han
dled  with  care.  We  must  be  on  our  guard  and  not
allow  ourselves  to  be  overly  impressed  by  religious
personalities  who  tell  us  strange  stories  and  expect
us  to  believe them  all. Somehow  each  of  us  must
find  his  way.  Somehow  each  of  us  must  live  out  of
the faith  that  has  been  revealed  in  the  Bible.

We  must  do  this,  not  to  refute  those  who  could
lead  us  astray,  but  we  must  do  so,  so  that  we  can
find our way into the marvelous religion of the
Bible. Then we  will  be  able to  benefit  fully  from
the life, death,  and resurrection  of  the Lord  Jesus
Christ.  He  con  save  us,  and  He  will,  as  we  believe
in  Him  and  His  Word.

The message printed in this pamphlet was heard over the 
Back  to God  Hour,  which  is  broadcast every Sunday in 
co-operation  with  the  Christian Reformed  Churches of 
America, in Queensland,  New South  Wales,  Victoria, 
Tasmania and Western Australia, and by shortwave 
throughout the world. 
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