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Introduction

In 1993 Pacific Press published my book Present Truth in the Real World.  That book

called the Seventh-day Adventist Church to take a fresh look at its mission.  Seventh-day

Adventists believe that they have a mission to the entire world, to prepare the world for the

Second Coming of Jesus.  We have tried to grow the Church in all parts of the world to

accomplish that mission.  And we have been very good at it.

Present Truth, however, pointed out some painful realities. While the membership of the

Church had been growing, its penetration into all levels of society had actually been shrinking.

We have had little impact on the vast worlds of Islam, Buddhism and Hinduism. We have had

little impact on the secularized masses of Europe and Australia. Even in the relatively Christian

United States, our message is noticed primarily by those elements in the working classes who

already have an interest in the Bible and particularly the Book of Revelation. Our evangelism has

made little or no impact on the secular mainstream of American society.

So the predecessor of this book, Present Truth in the Real World, focused particularly on

1



the issue of method.  It examined how we might change a situation where our church is growing

in most places, yet is having very little impact on the majority culture.  How do we approach

secular people, in particular, in such a way that they will take us seriously?  What kinds of

churches and what kinds of witnessing approaches are most effective with secular people? (I

define “secular people” as individuals who in practice, not necessarily in belief, go about their

everyday lives without reference to God.  They are not atheists or agnostics, they simply don’t

find the concept of God and church worth the time and effort that many people put into them.) 

How do we manage to keep our own faith strong while living in the midst of a world where our

faith is either ignored or disrespected?   

The response to the book has been very gratifying.  I wrote primarily for the North

American scene, yet the book has been warmly received on nearly every continent.  It has had a

powerful effect on the way SDA administrators, pastors and lay people all over the world are

looking at the mission of the church.  In spite of the painful analysis of where we are, I have

found Adventists everywhere to be hungry for an honest and truthful look at reality.

When I wrote Present Truth, I was aware that many thinkers believed that secularism as a

guiding philosophy of existence was on its way out.  The thinking was that such spiritual

movements as New Age and Islamic Fundamentalism signaled a general return to religious

significance in society as a whole.  Secularism was thought to be self-limiting in practice.  As

people discover that life without God has no meaning, they return to faith and spirituality.  At the

time I wrote, therefore, I expected that my book on the impact of secularism might have a very

limited shelf life. 

The expectation that secularity would be reversed has proven to be at least partly right. 
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Spirituality and faith are much more a part of everyday consciousness than they were ten years

ago, especially in the media.  People are more comfortable talking casually about their spiritual

commitments.  I find this to be true in Adventist congregations and educational centers as well. 

People both inside and outside of the church are hungry to touch the substance behind the

doctrines, institutions and forms in which faith has been expressed.  This hunger was not nearly

so obvious ten years ago.

At the same time, however, Christian churches have not found their challenges

diminishing.  While faith and spirituality are held in higher esteem, religion in general is not. 

Faith and spirituality as commonly understood have made a certain peace with secular thinking

so that faith and secularism can exist side-by-side without bothering anyone.  But strong

convictions remain suspect.  Criticism of other faiths is considered out of line. 

Denominationalism seems in decline.  Most of the insights in the previous book, therefore, are

still right on the mark even though the specific context of society has changed somewhat. 

Since the publication of Present Truth many people have expressed the wish that I had not

limited myself primarily to method and had said more about the matter of message.  They have

felt that a major barrier, or even the major barrier, to reaching secular people is the fact that the

message we bring has been expressed in language that does not make sense to people in the

mainstream of today’s society.  I have promised to continue giving the matter of message more

thought, and that I would eventually write a book on the kind of message that would make sense

to secular people without compromising the clear teachings of Scripture.  This book is an initial

attempt in that direction.

In this book I address the issue of Christianity 101: what is the bottom line in Christian
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faith?  But more than just the bottom line, how can the basics of the gospel be expressed in a way

that makes sense in the secular world?  This book expresses the issue of salvation at a personal

level.  How do people get right with God?  Is the Bible reasonably clear on the subject?  Why

should anyone want to have a relationship with God?  What does it mean to have a relationship

with someone you cannot see, hear or touch?  How can I truly know God in the real world? 

What does it mean to pray in a computerized world?  Does God still communicate directly with

people today?  How can I have an authentic walk with God that will make a difference in today’s

world?  What difference does it make to know Him?

These are some of the questions addressed in this book, Knowing God in the Real World. 

While each of the six chapters can, to some degree, stand on its own, there is an intentional

progression through the book.  The first chapter, Life’s Bottom Line, articulates the gospel in

terms of the world we know today.  Its purpose is to show that the gospel not only makes a

difference, it is the only lasting solution to the fundamental issue of human existence.  The

second chapter, Batting 1.000 in the Game of Life, clarifies the biblical balance of the gospel by

unpacking a clear and specific text, Romans 3:23-25, in its context.  The gospel cannot be fully

appreciated when confused or unbalanced expressions of the gospel sidetrack seekers.

The third chapter, Keeping the Faith, addresses the broad question of how to maintain a

living relationship with One we cannot see, hear or touch.  Christian life is about more than a

one-time acceptance of the cross.  Christian life is a living and ongoing experience with the same

Jesus who died on that cross 2000 years ago.  Because prayer so often proves to be a struggle for

people influenced by secular thinking, the fourth and fifth chapters offer practical suggestions for

making prayer a more dynamic part of everyday experience. 
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The final chapter, Are You For Real?, explores how a growing relationship with God

affects even the deepest thoughts, feelings and motivations.  It applies the gospel to the hidden

recesses of our experience.  No experience with God will ever have a significant impact on

secular society unless it is authentic and makes a difference in every aspect of our lives.

Before I close the Introduction, I’d like to say something about the audience of this book. 

Knowing God is not addressed directly to secular people.  I seriously doubt that such a book

would be useful, were I to write one.  Secular people pay little attention to the various

evangelistic “gimmicks” that we so carefully prepare for them.  They are best reached, not by

books or televised evangelism, but in one-on-one relationships with genuine, spirit-filled

Christians.  This book, therefore, does not offer an evangelistic short-cut which addresses secular

people directly.  Its goal is to affect the understanding and the experience of those who know and

care about secularized people.  It is only when we know and experience the gospel for ourselves,

that we can hope to have any significant impact in the lives of secular persons.  This book is not

addressed, therefore, directly to secular people, but to two other audiences instead.  

(1) To those who may have contact with Christian faith, but are looking for a deeper

relationship with God.  This audience may include church members who are active, but who may

not be clear on the basics of salvation or what it means to have a living relationship with God. 

To such believers the concept of a living walk with God may seem like an empty cliche,

something that sounds pious, but doesn’t really work in practice.  For them, a fresh,

contemporary approach to basic Christianity may provide the necessary key to a genuine and

fulfilling relationship with God. 

(2) To those Christians who want to be better equipped to share the “good news of
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salvation” in the real world.  Many Seventh-day Adventists and other Christians know God

personally but have difficulty sharing that knowledge in a meaningful way at the mainstream of

our technological society.  Knowing God is a book for those who may know how to “drive a car”

but don’t know how to communicate that knowledge to the kind of people they associate with

every day. 

I would encourage those who find a more meaningful experience of the gospel in these

pages to review the earlier book, Present Truth in the Real World, for tools to help them apply

that experience with those for whom the gospel makes little sense.  The message focus of this

book is the natural sequel to Present Truth’s focus on method.  It is my prayer that God will use

these books to energize a movement that will reach the unreached as never before.
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