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Discussion Guide
What is true?
ConneCting: 
45 minutes 
(the following questions are intended to provide your group with a way 
of connecting with one another so that you might partner in the work god 
is doing in your lives.)
•   in what ways did god move in your life this week? in 

what ways did you respond to him?
• what was your biggest challenge this week? in what 

ways, if any, did you invite god into this challenge?
• how honest have you been with us? (graciously 

thank group members for their honesty if they state 
they have held back.)

getting started: 
10 minutes

• do you believe it is possible for two opposing 
viewpoints to be equally true? how might this be the 
case?  

diving into the text:
60 minutes 
 (the following questions are intended to provide your group with a 
simple road map through the text. feel free to use these questions in ways 
that best fit your group and the dynamics of your own meeting.)

• using the notes, discuss the understanding of truth 
as relative and truth as universal.  

• christianity claims it is relevant because in Jesus we 
have access to what is most true about god and life. 
therefore, what we discover in Jesus is relevant not 
Just for our lives but for the lives of others. read 
John 1.1-5, 14. in what ways does John make this 

claim?  
• read John 14.6. in what ways, if any, does Jesus 

make this claim?  
• christianity’s claim that in Jesus we find what is most 

true about god and life runs afoul of the cultural 
bent to understanding such truths, particularly 
moral and ethical truths to be relative. in your 
understanding, what does this mean? where do you 
experience this message? what effect, if any, does it 
have upon you?  

• the argument has been made that moral and ethical 
truth cannot be relative because such an approach 
to life leads to chaos, and that such an approach 
leads to the acceptance of universally unacceptable 
behavior. how might this be the case? how might 
these problems point to the existence of some 
universally present truth?  

• if universal truth can exist, it is possible that in Jesus 
we might find what is most true about god and life. 
how might we go about testing this question?  

• if in Jesus we have access to what is most true about 
god and life, what might this mean for how we live 
our everyday lives? do you find this easy or difficult 
to accept? could you explain?  

• consider closing in prayer, asking god for strength 
and wisdom to engage cultural presuppositions 
concerning truth, first in yourself and then in others 
with love and grace. 

Context and BaCkground
relativism and universality of truth

the concept of relativism is the idea that views are relative 
to differences in perception or cultural beliefs. in this view, 



there are no universal/obJective truths because each point 
of view has its own merit. on the other hand, universality 
is the concept that truths which apply across every time 
and place and within every cultural framework exist and 
are discoverable. the idea of relativism is not new. it can 
be found in a dialogue between plato and protagoras in 
the golden age of greece. plato represents protagoras 
as a proponent of relativism, something he tries to refute 
in favor of the universality of truth. in this debate, 
protagoras states:  
Each thing appEars to mE, so it is for mE, and as it appEars to 
you, so it is for you—you and i Each bEing a man. (plato, 
theaetetus 152a, 6-8) 
however, relativism as a popular way of thought has only 
arisen within the 20th century. the rise of relativistic 
thought was paved with the enlightenment-inspired 
reJection of the existence of god and the rise of social and 
anthropological sciences. practically, when one reJects 
the concept of god, he does away with a higher standard 
which can adJudicate clashes between systems and ideals. 
without a higher standard, truths stand on equal ground. 
empirically, as scientists began to study other cultures and 
sub-cultures they noticed different modes of thought and 
standards of reasoning and practice which were culturally 
dependent. this discovery led scientists to question if truth 
was more culturally-based and rooted in a universal 
reality. these two factors created fertile ground for 
the understanding that views are relative to cultural, 
philosophical, and perceptual differences.  
in the modern world, relativistic thinking has triumphed 
over the belief that the universality of truth, a triumph 
which has been both heralded and vilified. most secular 
and christian thinkers agree that the concept of global 
relativism (everything is relative) cannot withstand the 
criticism of incoherence and inconsistency. the claim 
that all things are relative is in itself an absolute claim. 
however, the concept of local relativism (some things 
are relative) remains popular in both higher and popular 
thinking. most often, the concept of local relativism is 
expressed in moral/ethical terms; that is, differing moral/
ethical behaviors are noted to be of equal worth because 
these behaviors are rooted in “truths” which are determined 
by the context and cultural beliefs within which the person 
finds himself.  
on some level, there is merit to this argument. slavery 
provides an excellent example. to assert the truthfulness 
of the claim “slavery is wrong” depends heavily upon the 
context in which one makes such a claim. to make this claim 

in ancient greece or even the 19th century america (even 
the american church!) would be met with strong arguments 
to the contrary. however, to assert the truthfulness of 
this claim in a day in which the united nations charter for 
human rights is the standard for determining the rights 
of individuals would be met with general acceptance. these 
different responses to the “truthfulness” of this claim are 
wholly dependent upon the time and space in which they are 
made. in this vein, christian arguments for absolute truth 
have been undercut by changing views on women in ministry, 
capital punishment, and homosexuality. opponents point to 
the church’s own changing of positions on issues for which 
now reputed claims were once accepted as “absolutely true.”  
however, this is not to say that one can argue that one must 
accept moral/ethical relativism’s claim that all beliefs and 
practices are equally true. one argument against this position 
is the point that moral relativism has confused cultural 
practice with cultural mores. for instance, anthropologists 
have argued that the differing practices of the covering of 
women’s breasts across cultures points to different views 
of modesty. however, the practice of having one’s breasts 
covered or uncovered is often a result of religious and 
topographical conditions, but the understanding of modesty 
across cultures might remain the same; that is, women wish to 
be modest in both cultures rather than one culture accepting 
and one culture reJecting modesty. the practices of modesty 
differ, but not the more. a second example might by the 
difference of eating or not eating cows between americans 
and indians. anthropologists point to this as evidence that 
different cultures have different mores. however, indians do 
not eat cows because they understand them to possibly contain 
the soul of an ancestor. it might be grandma. in the same 
way, americans would not eat grandma. it is “wrong” to eat 
something which has a soul. while the practice is culturally 
determined, the more is similar across cultures. it seems that 
some mores are universal even if the means of expressing these 
mores depend on time and culture. 
a second argument against moral/ethical relativism is the 
unacceptable conflict which such thinking creates. those 
who support moral/ethical relativism do so in an effort to 
favor diversity and tolerance. all people are to be valued 
and accepted as they are. however, this works only in 
theory, never in practice, because some practices are clearly 
not acceptable. a prime example might be drawn from the 
abortion debate. the argument is made that if you disagree 
with abortion, you do not have to have one. you are to 
tolerate those who do. however, when members of operation 
rescue began to engage in tactics which harmed people in their 
effort to resist abortion, this was spoken against by both 



secular and christian activists. why? because, harming 
people was clearly not a behavior which could be accepted 
by either camp. true tolerance means that we will tolerate 
everything from the burning of windows to the burning of 
bodies in mass genocides, but these are clearly not tolerable 
behaviors within any culture. therefore, some measure of 
acceptable behavior—can we say “rightness?”—appears 
to exist across cultures. while one can argue for differing 
cultural expressions of truths and even the limited shifting 
of ethics within changing situations, one cannot argue 
that some universal truths do not exist as they appear 
within people across cultures. therefore, the real question 
concerns what these truths are and how to discover them. 

The Text
John 1.1-5, 14; 14.6: Living Truth
John wrote his gospel for the purpose of encouraging 
the faith of the believers who populated the churches 
among which John ministered (John 20.31). part of this 
encouragement of faith included an affirmation of both 
Jesus’ identity as messiah and his divine role as son of god. 
therefore, it is not unexpected that John regularly seeks 
to illuminate the tie between Jesus and god the father, 
perhaps more so than in any other gospel. in fact, the 
opening prologue to his gospel is his first such attempt.  
John begins his gospel with words which clearly echo 
genesis 1, the record of god’s creation of all things. in 
his opening line, John notes that creation itself began with 
the spoken word of god (John 1.1; genesis 1.3). in keeping 
with Jewish thought, John understood the voice of god 
to be an extension of god himself, the part of god which 
created and interacted with mankind. one can see this 
thinking in how the voice of god is linked both to creation 
(genesis 1; psalm 33.6) and to the self-revelation of 
god’s person in the old testament (Jeremiah 1.4; ezekiel 
1.3; amos 3.1). it is therefore not surprising that John 
reports that the voice of god which created was not Just 
with god but should be identified as god. following genesis 
1, John reminds his readers that all things were created by 
god’s voice. therefore, John reasons, it is the voice of god 
which was the source of life and the one who gave light 
(understanding of how to live) for all; that is, because the 
voice of god gave life, it also understood the way this life 
was to be lived. this one who gives and understands life 
broke through darkness, the ancient image of chaos, to give 
life and order such life in a way that could not be stopped.  
to this point, John is speaking in a thoroughly Jewish 
manner. however, he breaks from his Jewish approach 
to creation by stating that this personified voice of god 

has become personified in the flesh, within that which he 
created (John 1.14). simply put, John argues that the part 
of god which made life intentionally and physically engaged 
with that which he made. therefore, in this person, the very 
glory of god was seen and experienced, an experience which 
John claims was present in the person of Jesus, the son. in 
the experience of Jesus, one encountered the grace (effective 
power) and truth of god; that is, in Jesus one could see what 
god did and what he was truly like. 
while amazing, these claims remain fantastical if they only 
come from John. however, throughout the gospel, John 
reports that Jesus himself made similar claims (John 3.19; 
5.26; 8.58; 14.9). perhaps the most overtly open claim 
for such a connection between Jesus and the father is Jesus’ 
claim in John 14.6 that he is the way, the truth, and the 
life. this claim is made within a discussion of going to the 
father. the disciples are confused about Jesus’ statement, not 
understanding how they will follow Jesus and experience the 
father with him. Jesus responds that in his own person they 
have encountered this way. in the context, he is claiming that 
his own way of life is the way to approach the father. second, 
he claims to exemplify what is true, not Just about life but 
about the father. finally, he notes that in him one discovers 
the source of life, not Just with the father, but life itself. this 
claim is not unlike John’s claim that in Jesus one encounters 
the power and true character of god.  
taken together, the claims regarding Jesus point to a reality 
which can be experienced in and through the person of Jesus. 
in Jesus, one encounters and experiences god as he can best 
and most clearly be known. in Jesus, we see what is the proper 
way to live, the power to live this life, and what is true about 
god.  

real life With Blake:
is christianity still relevant; that is, does christianity have 
something of worth and value to contribute to life and our 
world? part of the argument christianity makes for its 
relevance is that in christianity, one finds the best way to 
live and what is most true about god. this is no small claim 
because it places a premium on what christianity has to offer 
when it comes to understanding life and god. this is not to say 
that christianity claims that it has the full corner on life and 
god. creation itself stands as a source of understanding both 
in a general way, a way which has been grasped across time 
and cultures (romans 1.18-20). however, christianity does 
claim that it holds the key to what is most true about both 
god and life, the fullest revelation concerning both. in other 
words, christianity says, “we know the right way to live and 
the right things about god.” this is where things get sticky, 



one leads us to the life we innately desire. in other words, 
it takes a great deal more thought, but one thing we can see. 
not all claims are equal, not all moral behavior is acceptable. 
therefore, there does exist a “right way” to think and live. 
Jesus claimed to be that way. should the other answers 
christianity provides to the fundamental questions of life 
hold sway, then i can be sure that Jesus is not Just a way, 
but i can be assured that he truly is the way to knowing god 
and living life.  
real life With you:
is christianity relevant? does it have something to say to life 
which gives depth, purpose, and meaning? christianity says it 
does, and this is fine, so long as you don’t make the claim that 
christianity’s way is better than any other way. in the world 
in which we live, all ways of life and thought are considered 
equal, products of the time and space in which we live. here 
lies the problem, because christianity makes this very claim. 
it claims that in Jesus we find the best way to think about 
god, life, ourselves, and the best way to live with all three. 
here our culture cries “foul!” we can’t do this, or so the 
claim goes, because all truth is relative. is this really the 
case? is all truth relative? when we really think about it, 
truth cannot be relative, at least not the big things. which 
ice cream flavor is the best tasting? it doesn’t matter. should 
we respect human dignity and life? now we have something 
that matters. if all truth is equal then we come to impassible 
dilemmas. my desire to protect life runs up against another’s 
desire to harm life. both cannot coexist peacefully. one must 
triumph and in this, we already know the answer. it lies deep 
within us even if its expression might differ across cultures. 
not all truth is equal. some is better than others. thus, 
we come to christianity’s claims. it is possible that they are 
correct as it is possible that there are deeply inherent and true 
ways of being. the question is not whether it is possible but 
whether christianity provides these truths. here we must 
pause and reflect beyond the question of truth and ponder 
the various truths christianity offers, particularly the ones 
offered by Jesus, both in his person and his teaching. do these 
truths help us to make sense of life? do they lead us to that 
which we innately desire? do they explain our world? if we 
ponder honestly and thoroughly and conclude that these 
truths we find in Jesus’ person and teaching offer a path 
forward then we can be assured not lonely that they are right 
but that they are relevant for our lives and those of others. 
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because it says christianity’s understanding of life and god 
exceeds all others, and this is not an acceptable thing to claim 
today.  
one of the big ideas floating around in our western way 
of thinking is that all thoughts and ideas about life, about 
god, about almost everything are pretty much of equal 
value. they are of the same weight because we believe what 
we do only because of the environment we are in. we might 
think differently if we had grown up in india or china! so, 
christianity is “wrong” to say it knows the best way to live and 
knows the greatest truths about god. however, christianity 
holds its ground because it claims to have experienced god 
himself therefore encountering the creator and source of life 
himself in the person of Jesus.  
culturally, this is acceptable insofar as christians keep 
this kind of thinking to themselves. however, authentic 
christianity cannot keep this thinking to itself. it points all 
people to Jesus as the source of knowing how to live and how 
to know god. it claims relevance, but is it? or, could it be that 
this is Just one way of seeing things, our culturally determined 
way? can all things really be “Just our way of seeing it?”  
while i hear this message every day, i cannot seem to make 
a path forward in life using this way of thinking that results 
in anything other than chaos. my thinking puts me in direct 
disagreement and sometimes competition with others. at some 
point, our ways of thinking come into such conflict that there 
must be resolution, but if they are both equal there can be no 
resolution. are we Just to live in the tension? it is one thing if 
the tension concerns the flavor of ice cream which is the best. 
it is something of a different order if the tension concerns 
the desire to abduct my daughter in order to sell her into the 
sex trade. clearly, these two ways of thinking cannot both 
be accepted as they involve diametrically opposed desires. one 
must rise above the other, but if they are equal, who decides? 
only chaos can reign in this kind of world, and we already 
know the answer to this dilemma, don’t we? deep down we 
know there is a realty which transcends the two opposing 
desires. at this point, we have touched upon the existence of 
something which transcends everything else. it really does 
exist. the question is where to find it. 
christianity claims we find this reality in Jesus, but this Just 
puts us back where we were before because other religions 
make similar claims for their own prophets and messiahs. so, 
how do we find our way? i do not think we must punt and 
claim it is all a matter of opinion. i believe we can look to 
the larger narrative of scripture, the redemptive drama of 
god and compare its presentation of answers to others world 
view questions and compare them to those provided by our 
culture and other religions. doing this, we must see which 


