
FIGHTING THE LIES THAT 
SHAPE OUR CULTURE:

Identifying and Resisting Bad Ideas

We live in a time of war. There are no soldiers in this battle. There are no 
landing craft, no bombers flying in formation, no artillery emplacements. 
Yet attacks occur every minute of every day. The battle we’re in is a 
battle of ideas. Ideas are thoughts and suggestions about what we 
ought to do and how we ought to live. Our ideas largely determine our 
understanding of life’s meaning and guide us in the way we live.

BAD IDEAS ARE LIKE VIRUSES
The battles we face are more like germ warfare than military warfare. 
That’s because bad ideas are like viruses. A virus is composed of 
genetic material coated by a protein. Genetic material is common and 
ordinarily not harmful. Proteins are essential for the body to function 
properly. Separately, they’re harmless. When combined, however, they 
can be deadly. Bad ideas can multiply out of control, like the spread 
of a virus that becomes a pandemic. And even though idea viruses 
cause mass destruction, the battle we face is a secret battle because 
it’s hard to accurately identify bad ideas until after they have struck.1 Is 
there anything we can do to prevent them from sickening our souls and 
ruining our lives? I believe there is.

Viruses can kill on a mass scale. Ideas spread even faster. Through social 
media, they can travel the world in nanoseconds. At this moment, every 
“-ism” from every part of the world—from communism to terrorism to 
materialism—is influencing us, even recruiting us.

Think modern medicine will save you from killer viruses? Think again. 
Scientists do their best, of course, but effective vaccines can take from 
four months to fifteen years to develop. By then, a deadly contagion 
might claim millions of victims.



The twentieth century shows that ideas can be just as deadly. During the 
two World Wars, Earth’s most powerful nations slaughtered one another. 
Most of those killed were noncombatants: tens of millions of civilians 
shot, gassed, bombed, or killed by war-related starvation and disease.

Both of those wars began as wars of ideas. Looking back on World War 
II, we can see how Nazism in Germany, fascism in Italy, and imperialism 
in Japan were ideas that led nations to terrorize and kill millions. But 
the Russian Communists, who seemed cooperative with the other Allied 
powers, also were maneuvering behind the scenes to overthrow entire 
governments, economic structures, and cultures. Somewhere between 
80 million and 100 million people have been killed by Communist 
governments, making it the most brutal form of government ever 
devised by humanity.2

The world took its stand against Nazism, fascism, and Japanese 
imperialism, but communism’s death toll was perhaps ten times greater 
than that of Nazi Germany.

Marxism was an intellectual movement. It was modernism’s first truly 
complete worldview, carefully crafted in a library by Karl Marx. It gave 
an account of everything from psychology and sociology to politics and 
economics. For sixty-nine years after the publication of the Communist 
Manifesto in 1848, this idea virus reproduced in fertile minds. Its first 
major outbreak, the October Revolution in Russia in 1917, forever 
reshaped the world.

When faced with potentially catastrophic viral outbreaks, scientists have 
learned not to sit back and hope for the best. Instead, they take decisive 
action, using four specific steps to curb a virus’s growing impact. Will 
these same four steps help us counteract the bad ideas that threaten 
humanity?

HOW TO STOP VIRUSES BEFORE THEY SPREAD OUT OF CONTROL
Let’s examine a virus capable of terrible destruction, Ebola. In 2014, a 
ruinous Ebola outbreak occurred in the desperately poor African nation 
of Guinea.3

Viruses enter the body through small cuts as well as through the eyes, 
nose, and mouth. Once in a person’s system, they take cells hostage and 



reproduce rapidly. When a person has the flu, his or her cells may churn 
out one hundred trillion virus copies.4 Fortunately, when alerted to their 
presence, the immune system goes into action, isolating infected cells. 
The sick person recovers in a few days.

Viruses such as Ebola, however, are more difficult for the body to deal 
with because they shut off its alarm system and reproduce themselves 
without being detected. By the time it bursts into the bloodstream, 
Ebola is almost impossible to stop. The body responds by storming in 
with all its immune-system weapons blazing in what is called a cytokine 
storm.5 This seriously undermines the virus’s work, but it also causes 
collateral damage. Blood vessels begin leaking. Clotting agents try 
to stem the leakage, but this only prevents blood from reaching vital 
organs. Blood pressure drops. The body goes into shock. Death looms.

Stopping viruses such as Ebola seems impossible, but it’s not. Learning 
from Ebola’s first outbreaks in Africa, in which most of the victims died, 
the medical community has dramatically increased the survival rate. 
Scientists have learned to respond decisively with four steps:

1.	 Scientists identify the virus’s characteristics.

2.	 Scientists isolate the virus’s impact by tracing where it had been 
and who was at risk.

3.	 Scientists inform the public on how to prevent the spread of the 
virus.

4.	 Scientists invest in those who were sick by helping their bodies 
survive and recover.6

Let’s look at how these four steps—identify, isolate, inform, and invest—
can help us arrest the influence of bad ideas just as they help curb the 
effect of deadly viruses before they do irreversible harm to us and those 
we love.



FOUR STEPS TO ARRESTING THE INFLUENCE OF BAD IDEAS
Thinking of bad ideas as viruses can help us see how ideas work. It 
can also help us stop bad ideas from attacking us and those we love. 
Let’s see if the four steps that stop viruses can prevent bad ideas from 
succeeding in their miserable onslaught.

1 	STEP 1: IDENTIFY

Doctors can identify viruses by the symptoms they cause, such as 
aches, pains, and fevers. This is also true of ideas. Among Christians, for 
example, a terrible “virus” is striking the young.

They are walking away from their faith. One measure of this virus’s reach 
is how many drop out of church. Up to 75 percent of students who 
were significantly involved in church in high school are no longer even 
attending church as twentysomethings, and only 35 percent return and 
attend regularly (defined as at least twice a month).7 Many blame higher 
education. But those who don’t attend college after high school are even 
more likely than college-goers to curb their church attendance.8

What kinds of bad ideas produce such casualties? Having worked with 
hundreds of thousands of young adults, I’ve come to believe they fall 
prey to one of five worldviews:

Secularism. Life is about control. We can use our intelligence to harness 
evolution and make life turn out the way we want. I’ll call this worldview 
secularism, from a Latin word meaning “life span.” Secularists don’t ask 
what God wants or what history requires of us, but instead what we 
think best serves us during our lifetimes.

Marxism. Life is about capital. As we saw earlier, Karl Marx, in the mid-
1800s, proposed that the working class’s wretched condition was due 
to exploitation by the wealthy. Whereas the Bible directs believers to 
work hard and share with those in need, Marxism demands a forcible 
overthrow of all existing social structures: government, the economy, 
religion, and family.9

Postmodernism. Life is about context. According to this worldview, 
capital T Truth cannot be known to exist; there are only lowercase t 
truths that we create for ourselves. We need to be postmodern, this 



worldview argues, investing our time uncovering the ways religious 
and scientific people try to trick us into thinking they’re right. This is 
postmodernism.

New spirituality. Life is about consciousness. With new spirituality, at 
the core of reality is a higher consciousness, a force some people call 
“god.” Spirituality isn’t just a thing; it is the only thing. Whereas King 
David in Psalm 119:48 wrote about meditating on God’s words, new 
spirituality recommends spiritual practices that make people feel at one 
with the universe.10

Islam. Life is about conquering. A sixth-century nomad named 
Muhammad claimed that an angel revealed humanity’s need to unite 
around sincere worship of one God: Allah, in Arabic. Considering itself 
to be the one true religion, Islam teaches that we are all born Muslim 
(“those who submit”). Disbelief must be conquered through jihad, 
defined as “striving” or “struggle.”

Each of these worldviews—secularism, Marxism, postmodernism, new 
spirituality, and Islam—says something about God, existence, right versus 
wrong, life, the soul, society, governance, law, money, and history.11 This 
is how we can identify the symptoms of bad ideas—by recognizing the 
assertions of the worldviews that inform them.

2 	STEP 2: ISOLATE

After identifying bad ideas, we have to look at how they spread so we 
can stop them. Many people carrying viruses don’t display symptoms 
themselves. They’re not visibly ill, but they can infect others with every 
touch. This is why we need to examine patterns of how symptoms 
emerge, not just individual cases. Isolating the virus is key to resisting it.

The same is true of the ways bad ideas are spread. They hitch rides 
on someone or something that otherwise seems completely harmless. 
Just as viruses trick the body because they’re coated with proteins, 
something the body finds beneficial, bad ideas attempt to make 

themselves believable by coating lies in bits of truth. For example:

•	 The physical world is all we can see; therefore, 
anything spiritual is merely a creation of the human 
imagination.



•	 Some rich people are greedy; therefore, we are justified in 
confiscating wealth.

•	 Religious people lie; therefore, no religious message should be 
believed.

•	 Forces are at work beyond what we can see; therefore, God must 
be a force, not a person.

•	 People rebel against God; therefore, they should be forced to 
submit.

Bad ideas masquerade as something attractive, relatable, or at least 
harmless. Otherwise, they wouldn’t spread. You probably wouldn’t be 
tricked by an idea that explicitly promotes fear, disappointment, despair, 
or defeat.

Because they give some truth but not the whole truth, bad ideas are 
like counterfeits. Once when I was traveling in a large city overseas, a 
man sidled up to me and asked, “Hey, would you like a real fake Rolex?” 
I don’t think he understood the nuance. A real fake is fake—fake fake is 
a double negative, which means it is real. Plainly, his watches were not 
real; they were just very cleverly constructed counterfeits.

Counterfeit worldviews look and sound like the real thing. Their labels 
say they are genuine. But when you buy them, you don’t get what you 
pay for.

3 	STEP 3: INFORM

William McGuire, a psychology professor in the 1950s, specialized in 
showing people how to resist bad ideas. He suggested that you don’t 
just tell people the truth; you also inform them about the lies that would 
counter the truth. You give them a little of the disease so they can build 
an immunity to it. It’s called inoculation. Inoculation appeared to be 
effective against deadly viruses, such as polio and smallpox. McGuire 
thought it might also help people resist bad ideas.12

To test his theory, McGuire prepared arguments in favor of widely 
rejected claims such as “Brushing your teeth is bad for you.” He 
organized participants into groups. Members of the groups had varying 
levels of preparation, ranging from none at all to a complex mix of 



exposure, counterargument, and preparation to refute claims that would 
be made.13

As you might expect, better-prepared participants were less likely to be 
caught off guard. But one disturbing finding emerged: just reinforcing 
what people already knew seemed to make them more susceptible to 
bad ideas.

How can it be that reinforcing a person’s preexisting opposition to a 
foreign idea is worse than doing nothing? Let’s say that all your life, 
you’d been told the story of Noah’s ark. In Sunday school, you even 
colored an ark with crayons as you sang about animals going in two by 
two. But then you got to college and found your professors proposing 
foreign ideas about Noah’s ark. “There is no evidence of a global 
flood,” one might have said. “Can you imagine a God so heartless as 
to let innocent people drown?” another might have asked. Just by 
their skepticism, you might have concluded that intelligent people see 
the story of Noah’s ark as a crazy myth that only ancient people, who 
did not know any better, believed. If no one had ever prepared you to 
respond to such points but just told the Noah story over and over again, 
you might begin seeing your Sunday school teacher as holding childish 
beliefs that should be rejected.

The point is that we can’t just pretend bad ideas don’t exist or hope no 
one will believe them. It seems counterintuitive, but with so many bad 
ideas threatening to infect us, focusing on only what we know to be 
true doesn’t build up the immunity we need. Even the strongest of us is 
vulnerable.

4 	STEP 4: INVEST

The final thing you can do to stop bad ideas is help people survive 
once they’ve been attacked. With Ebola, doctors treat patients through 
medication to combat infection and with massive doses of fluids 
and electrolytes to keep the body from going into shock.14 Prompt 

intervention buys time for the body to fight for itself, increasing 
the chance of survival.

It’s true with idea viruses, too. You can’t “uninfect” 
someone. But you can help him fight off the infectious 
ideas by dialoging about them:



•	 “Would you be willing to tell me what you’re thinking?”

•	 “I just want you to know I love you and am cheering for you to find 
good answers.”

•	 “Have you considered . . . ?”

•	 “May I share something I’ve learned that has helped me a lot?”

Love. Encourage. Administer truth in doses appropriate to what the 
person can handle.
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