
εἰς τὰ ὀπίσω 
 
 The past is a seductive mistress, gilding the prior events of our lives in just such a way 
that winning moments shine brightly, while losing moments are lost in the shadows.   The 
“good ol’ days” never looked better than under her protective care.  She has us convinced that 
if we could just get back to “normal,” then everything would be alright.  She knows that when 
the present presents hard times, we are predisposed to turn toward the things that are behind 
us, because they are familiar, and comfortable, and safe.  
 There is a plethora of just such turning in our day.  Most Americans cannot wait to get 
back to pre-COVID ways.  Roughly half the nation would like to turn back to pre-Biden days.  
But, the subject of this brief essay is a much more ominous and deadly turning back.  The above 
title, a Greek idiom used four times in the New Testament to indicate a turning away from faith 
in Jesus, was never more applicable than it is today in the United States.  
 

The new Gallup poll, published Monday, indicates that religious membership in the U.S. 
has fallen to just 47% among those surveyed — representing less than half of the adult 
population for the first time since Gallup began asking the question more than 80 years 
ago…In 2018, 50% of adults polled said they belonged to a religious congregation, down 
sharply from the 70% who said so as recently as 1999. That figure fluctuated only a few 
percentage points over a period of six decades beginning in 1937 — the first year of the 
survey — when 73% of U.S. adults said they belonged to a church, synagogue or 
mosque.1 

 
 While these numbers include non-Christians, it is clear from our own numbers, that 
Christianity is suffering in America. “…65% of American adults describe themselves as Christians 
when asked about their religion, down 12 percentage points over the past decade.”   At the 
same time the number of those self-identifying as unaffiliated, or “nones” has risen by 10%.2     
This mass “turning back” is predicted to grow more prominent as the pressure on American 
citizens to fall in line with gender, race, and evolutionary theories grows.  These statistics have 
many within the Church wringing their hands in anxiety.  The result is not always a faithful 
response.  In many cases the numbers are gamed with a pliant doctrine, seeking to teach as 
doctrines the commandments of men, so as to please them.   
 
 It will not benefit us to ignore this phenomenon.  In fact, the thesis of this essay is that 
by studying the examples of turning back that are presented in the Bible we may learn both 
how to respond to this new shape of the Church, and how to deal with our own temptations to 
turn back from the faith.   
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εἰς τὰ ὀπίσω 
 
 The idiom is difficult to translate literally.  ὀπίσω is an adverb.  It should modify the 
verb.  That would yield the most common translation, to turn back.  Translating the idiom this 
way doubles the sense of back, as in turning back to the back.  The intriguing part of the idiom, 
however, is the article, τὰ.  Leaving it out of the translation may deprive us of significant 
understanding.  The article would most commonly be translated something like, “the things.”   
If the adverb were allowed to modify, idiomatically “the things” then the translation, as some 
have suggested, might be read “turning to the things behind.”  This sense, even if it is left out of 
the translation, may helpfully remind us that there may be something substantive behind us 
that is attracting us to turn back.   
 

The first two appearances of this phrase to be examined here could be characterized as 
simple warnings.  As Jesus describes the end times in both Mark 13 and Luke 17 He warns those 
who experience the end times not to turn back.  “…and let the one who is in the field not turn 
back to take his cloak.”  (Mk 13:16)  There is nothing in the Mark or the Luke passages to 
indicate the urgency of moving forward is the reason for this warning.  In other words, it 
doesn’t say don’t turn back because of the shortness of time.  Rather, it appears that the 
turning back represents a lack of ardor for the first love, and this is deadly to faith.   

 
This may be somewhat akin to the account of Lot’s wife.  She knew the danger behind 

her.  It had been a rough night.  She knew the destruction behind her.  The Lord rained sulfur 
and fire out of heaven on Sodom and Gomorrah. “But Lot’s wife, behind him, looked back, and 
she became a pillar of salt.”  (Ge 19:26)   Something behind her held a power over her.  She 
turned to the things behind.  When destruction is imminent it is imperative that we follow the 
only plan of salvation that has been given to men.  Any ties to the things of this world will be 
the subject of a salty end. 

 
The second use of this idiom to be considered is specific to those who have been sent by 

Jesus to proclaim the Gospel.  In this text, (Luke 9:57-62) Jesus encounters three men who seem 
to have invented excuses for not following Jesus, or not going to the work of proclamation.  
They had other things behind them that needed to be attended to before they could follow 
Jesus.  After admonishing them Jesus concluded. “‘No one who puts his hand to the plow and 
looks back is fit for the kingdom of God.’” (Lk 9:62)  This ought to give pause to those who serve 
in the Office of the Word.  This cannot be construed as an imperative against retiring or being 
called to another vocation.  Rather, it is a warning that the Pastor who turns away from the 
Lord, to something that previously held his love, does grave damage to the proclamation of the 
Gospel.  Such an action may cause many to question their faith. 

 
Finally, one of the low points of Jesus’ life on earth is underscored by the use of this 

idiom in John 6.  Jesus’ talk about feeding on Him resulted in a lot of grumbling.  This “hard 
saying” caused some of His disciples to ask whether they could even listen to Him anymore.  
Jesus refused to let up. “The words that I have spoken to you are spirit and life. But there are 
some of you who do not believe.” (Jn 6:63–64)  Maybe they could have survived the revelation 



that some did not believe.  After all, they could always point at someone else as the unbeliever.  
However, the tipping point came when Jesus said, “…no one can come to me unless it is granted 
him by the Father.” (Jn 6:65)  It appears that was a bridge too far.  If they were not 
independent, if they could not choose to follow Jesus by their own force of will, if faith were 
not a matter of their personal decision, then Jesus was not for them.   

Then follow some of the saddest words ever written.  “After this many of his disciples 
turned back and no longer walked with him.”  (Jn 6:66).  Here it is clear that the idiom refers to 
turning away from Jesus to something that had previously occupied the same space.  They did 
exercise their choice.  They jettisoned Jesus, no longer walking with Him, they began again to 
believe in the things that they had previously believed in.  The overwhelming sense of dread 
produced by these words is tempered by Peter’s promise to remain, pronouncing Jesus to be 
the one who has the Words of eternal life.  

 
From the beginning people have been turning back.  So, can it be said that a key spiritual 

characteristic of our day is “turning back?”  I do not presume to pass judgment on all those who 
have left the Church.  Nevertheless, we have all heard some of the loves that have pulled 
people away.  Whether it is the myth of a sterile world, (“Pastor I will be back when the virus is 
gone.”) or the myth of a pure congregation, (“ I will be back when those hypocrites are gone.”) 
or the myth of social justice, (“I will be back when this congregation can be more inclusive.”) or 
the myth of a scientific infallibility, (“I will be back when this congregation can support the 
science of evolution.”)  we know that some have left behind the love they had for Jesus, in 
preference for something they should have left behind.  

 
If it is true that “turning back” is a key characteristic of our day, then we may fully 

expect an age of hardening hearts, which portends even more difficult days for the Church.  It is 
clear that the state of having rejected Jesus is worse than the state of never having known Him.  
This ought not to be taken in the sense of the violence of the final judgment, but in the sense of 
impenetrability of that person’s spirit.   

 
Peter puts a very fine point on the state of those who have turned back from Jesus.  He 

does not use εἰς τὰ ὀπίσω.  He uses the verb ὑποστρεφω. 
 
“For if, after they have escaped the defilements of the world through the knowledge of 
our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ, they are again entangled in them and overcome, the 
last state has become worse for them than the first. For it would have been better for 
them never to have known the way of righteousness than after knowing it to turn back 
from the holy commandment delivered to them.  What the true proverb says has 
happened to them: ‘The dog returns to its own vomit, and the sow, after washing 
herself, returns to wallow in the mire.’”  (2 Pe 2:21–22) 
 
Notice how carefully he first defines “the things” to which people may turn back.   

He calls them “the defilements of the world.”  If they had escaped these and then turned back 
the last state is worse than the first.  Why?  It is because their hearts are now hardening against 



Jesus.  A heart hardened against Jesus is worse than a heart ignorant of the way of 
righteousness.    
 
 Now look at how the picture of these defilements changes in the concluding verse of 
this text.  They are finally characterized as vomit, and as pigsty mire.  If you have ever been 
around a pigsty you know what is mixed in with the mud.  Jesus had freed them from 
defilements, but upon turning back from Him they are condemned to consume their own vomit 
and to wallow in manure laced mud.  People in this state, with eyes, noses, and hearts locked 
shut to the stench of their own condition, will seek to drag other believers into the muck with 
them and will actively promote an anti-Christ message.  We have all heard it, “I was raised 
Lutheran, but I couldn’t stand the hypocrisy of it all.”   If “turning back” is a characteristic of our 
age, then hardened hearts, adamant against the Gospel of Jesus, will immediately follow. For 
some, the prediction of this future is frightening, even paralyzing.  

 
What Lies Ahead 
 
 Those who have turned back from Jesus will be destroyed in their destruction.  But, for 
the time being, they are waterless springs, promising life, delivering death.  Their presence in 
and around the Church can be daunting and may present another temptation, especially for the 
veteran Pastor.  We too are subject to the temptation to turn back the clock, to attempt to 
make things be the way they were before, to believe that the first order of business is to 
transform our culture into a “churched culture” so that we can more readily proclaim the 
Gospel.  This path may present personal and ecclesial dangers.  The idea that we must 
recapture, what we may never have had in the first place, could get the Church into a tire 
spinning mire.  The doctrine of the Church must remain the same, but the conditions of the 
world in which it is proclaimed are constantly morphing.  While ignorance is never a good 
answer, keeping up with the latest cultural evil, launching full bore into the culture wars, may 
sap precious energy needed to proclaim the Gospel. 
 
 Paul certainly dragged a lot of baggage behind him.  From time to time it surfaces in his 
writings, “foremost of sinners,” “least of the apostles.”  His past haunted him.  He had more 
reason than anyone for confidence in the flesh.  His pedigree checked all the right boxes, and 
he knew it.  He could well imagine the personal benefits to going back to the way it was.  Yet, 
he actively fought against turning back.  “But one thing I do: forgetting what lies behind and 
straining forward to what lies ahead, I press on toward the goal for the prize of the upward call 
of God in Christ Jesus.”  (Php 3:13–14) 
 
 Perhaps these two verbs, “forgetting” and “straining forward” can be instructive in how 
we are to navigate the difficult times ahead.  Might there be some benefit to forgetting, in a 
sense, the days when Pastors were some of the most educated and well-respected members of 
the community?  (Demanding respect is self-defeating)  Might we suffer less if we no longer 
expected members of our own congregations and even unbelievers to know Bible stories?  (We 
could simply add a regular teaching of the stories to our method of operation.)  Might we be 
better prepared to proclaim the Gospel if we forgot the days when there was little animosity 



toward the Church and almost no public opposition to its core teachings? (We may receive with 
joy the fulfillment of Jesus prophecy that we would be reviled and persecuted.)   Such longings 
for the past may draw us off message.   
 
 The whole point of the Gospel seems to be to create a different, a new future.  In the 
ultimate sense that is well-defined, eternal life with Jesus in heaven.  In another sense, this 
future is always developing.  His mercies are new every morning.  Every day He gives us gifts 
that we could not have expected.  “What no eye has seen, nor ear heard, nor the heart of man 
imagined, what God has prepared for those who love him”  (1 Co 2:9)  Every day is a future 
given by a Father who loves us for Jesus sake and grants us our needs in this life. 
 
 This intermediate future is where we live.  It is the daily pleasure of the life of faith, and 
it is governed by none other than the Word of God.  That, dear brothers, is your wheelhouse.  
This is the specific gift of your Office and the only answer to the fears of the future.  How will 
you manage a much smaller Church, and a much more antagonistic culture?  How will you deal 
with those members of your congregation who are sorely tempted to turn back?  How will you 
answer those who violent spew forth the vomit of anti-Christian rhetoric?  There is one clear 
answer: you do what He has called you to do.  You proclaim His Word. The pure Word of God, 
unadulterated by your personal past, or past cultural realities, is the sole answer to the 
anxieties of the future.  
 

 The conditions of the world will change.  The Word you proclaim does not.  As Jesus 
promises, you will be given, the proper way to speak the Word in any given circumstance, 
because it remains God’s answer to an uncertain future.  Rejoice in the glory of your office.  The 
Word of God, unchanged, unchanging in itself, yet changing that over which it is spoken, is the 
most powerful force in the world.  If your congregation is smaller you will still proclaim the 
Word.  If the world hates you, you will proclaim the Word.  When members are tempted to turn 
back, you proclaim the Word.  In answer to anti-Christian rhetoric, you proclaim the Word.  

 
If it is true that the conditions of the world change while the Word of God remains the 

same, in what ways can our practice of the Word respond to the changes of the world?  
Consider one concrete example: Lutheran Schools, especially those of secondary education. In 
an insightful article in “Public Discourse,” Andy Smarick argues that Churches, without changing 
the confession, may change institutions.  

 
Those on the right are more naturally inclined to engage in the incremental work of fine-
tuning perpetual institutions. Conservatives conserve. We are mindful of the 
continuities across the human condition, and we appreciate the longstanding entities 
and customs that have evolved to address them. But when the social, cultural, or 
political environment changes, and individuals and their communities face new and 



mounting problems, we should think in terms of the institutions we need, not just in 
terms of those we have.  We need a Conservatism of Creation.3 

 
 This is not the time to turn back to the comfort of circling the wagons and taking care of 
core congregational needs.  With an eye to the proclamation of the Word, carefully crafting 
Lutheran Schools to maintain the confession, now is time to consider opening new institutions 
especially high schools.4  These are desperately needed not only to stand against the changes of 
an increasingly godless world, but for the sake making inroads by the Gospel into what lies 
ahead.   This is just one example of the kind of straining forward that will serve the Church in 
21st century.  
 
Don’t Turn Back 
 

Dear brothers I want to close with a word of encouragement.  Pastors are at the tip of 
the spear, pricking the conscience, and poking the culture.  The pressure there is intense.  satan 
knows that where there is pressure there is heat.  he will not relent, turning up the heat in that 
confrontational circumstance where you must speak God’s Word.  You feel that heat when the 
world labels you a hater, a racist, and a science-denier.  Your temperature rises when you 
confront a persnickety parishioner.  You sweat out those personal trials when surviving daily life 
makes preaching an after-thought.  In each case, there is satan, lurking at the thermostat.    In 
short, he is dead-set on turning you back.  There may yet come upon you a dark night of the 
soul, where everything in front of you is dark and breathless, where the only pin-prick of light 
seems to be coming from behind.   

 
Christian, your future is not in your past.  Jesus is your champion.  He is your hope for 

what lies ahead.   He has defeated the past and destroyed in destruction all that would take you 
from Him.  Temptations are sure to come, but you are never alone.  Jesus has already lived, and 
overcome the temptation to turn back.  He lived, died, lived again, and promised to return to 
give you a future and a hope.   
 
 
 
S.D.G. 
Terry Forke 
Tri-Circuit Conference 
9/14/21 
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