6 guidelines before posting any articles and 6 guidelines before believing them
By Mike Burnard
One of the blessings (and curses) of modern-day technology is the fact that anybody
has an opportunity to express their views, on any topic, at any time, from any
perspective and on any platform of any of the multitude of media sources available.
Journalism now belongs to everybody with an opinion, who has access to the
internet, a mobile phone, a tablet or a computer. The impact of this reflects the
new ability of millions of people to share opinions, place videos, write blogs, sell
products and do almost anything in a cyber world of gullible, susceptible and very
often innocent people. Sadly, most people will search for, and find, articles and
videos that confirm their own thinking, whether it is true or not.
This was highlighted during the recent US elections and resulted in a new trend in
global communication, exposing the media’s often constructed and biased opinions, and what has since become the new buzz
word in news media: “FAKE NEWS”.
Mail and Guardian described ‘fake news’ as follows1: “Fake news, or made up stories, is about political machinations using the
power of technology, particularly social media, and creating fake news websites masquerading as authentic ones. And, while
fake news is about politics, and power, rather than journalism, the trade is becoming seriously tarnished.”
In his book The Rise of Political Lying,2 Peter Osborne, a leading political journalist, asks the question: “Is it now time to
question the creeping invasion of falsehood?” He suggests that we now live in a ‘post truth’ environment where “public
statements are no longer fact based but … are constructed to serve a purpose”. That is exactly what we are seeing with the rise
of fake news.
Sadly, Christian media has not escaped this deceitful practice.
We often find messages on social media that call on Christians to
pray for events that never occurred (e.g. 20 churches supposedly
burnt down by Buddhist extremists in the Indian province of
Olisabang3) or events that happened years ago (e.g. the capture
of the Christian town of Qaraqosh in Iraq by the Islamic State4).
There are also countless stories that have been deliberately
exaggerated (e.g. the report of IS camps being established in
South Africa5) or designed specifically to deceive and manipulate
Christians with a specific agenda (e.g. arms seized en route to refugee camps6). Often, stories are motivated by sincere prayer
for the persecuted Church (e.g. violent murder of woman in Syria7 or Christians burnt in Nigeria8) or even attempts to share
stories of miracles (e.g. IS fighter converts to Christianity). Sadly, many of these stories are often based on deliberate lies,
intentional satires or selective disinformation.
1

http://mg.co.za/article/2017-02-15-fake-news-and-journalism-schadenfreude-and-you
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Rise-Political-Lying-Peter-Oborne/dp/0743275608
3
http://www.incontextinternational.org/2016/10/01/churches-burned-down-and-christians-targeted-in-india/
4
http://www.incontextinternational.org/2016/10/23/urgent-call-for-prayer-for-queragosh/
5
http://www.incontextinternational.org/2016/10/23/muslims-buying-up-farms-in-petrusville-south-africa/
6
http://www.incontextinternational.org/2016/10/23/arms-seized-en-route-to-refugee-camps/
7
http://www.incontextinternational.org/2016/10/23/email-about-murdered-syrian-woman/
8
http://www.incontextinternational.org/2016/10/23/reports-of-christians-burnt-in-nigeria/
2

For Christians, the challenge is to use Biblical filters when surfing the internet, common sense when reading articles and
discernment before forwarding or posting them. It has become far too easy to like, copy, paste and distribute negative reports
that serve a specific agenda. It has become equally easy to simply post links to videos that confirm, explore and feed off our
fears and prejudices. Enemies are created every day by well-meaning believers who simply call themselves ‘watchmen on the
wall’, and in the ‘name of truth’ often see opportunities as enemies and interpret God-at-work as the enemy-at-work. Viral
videos that have recently re-surfaced include two well-produced ‘documentaries’ called Islamisation of Europe9 and the
Explanation of the Islamic demographic threat10, which are mostly based on false information and lies. Other videos may be
factually correct, but are used with a specific agenda, as exampled by a current video showing political parties in South Africa
calling for the killing of whites (not featured on the INcontext website), creating fear and suspicion. There are also countless
other videos available that ‘confirm’ any suspicion about the next anti-Christ – ranging from Obama, the Pope, Putin, Merkel
or even Pokemon Go.
So, to conclude, it is time for Christians to discern and to draw the line when information contradicts the radical call of a Saviour
who called His followers to BE different, in order to offer the world an alternative spirit to that of hatred, fear, suspicion, and
division.

2 Corinthians 5:18-19 “All this is from God, who reconciled us to Himself
through Christ and gave us the ministry of reconciliation: that God was
reconciling the world to Himself in Christ, not counting people's sins
against them. And He has committed to us the message of
reconciliation.”
Messages that create content that polarises communities should
always be viewed with suspicion. People long to belong. Unless we
provide a platform where strangers and enemies can become family
and friends, we are no better than the world. When people are
polarised they find alternative groups of belonging. By passing on messages of division, we are playing into the hands of the
enemy and promoting exactly the same cause that we aim to fight.

Proverbs 18:21 “The tongue has the power of life and death, and those who love it will eat its fruit.”
Romans 8:11 “And if the Spirit of Him who raised Jesus from the dead is living in you, He who raised Christ from the dead will
also give life to your mortal bodies because of His Spirit who lives in you.”
There is no neutral exchange in communication – messages either give life or drain life. Christians are called to:
Communicate LIFE - Proverbs 10:11 “The mouth of the righteous is a fountain of life, but the mouth of the wicked conceals
violence.”
Communicate RIGHTEOUSNESS - Psalms 35:28 “My tongue will proclaim Your righteousness, Your praises all day long.”
Communicate WISDOM - Proverbs 10:31 “From the mouth of the righteous comes the fruit of wisdom, but a perverse tongue
will be silenced.”
Communicate HEALING - Proverbs 12:18 “The words of the reckless pierce like swords, but the tongue of the wise brings
healing.”
Communicate ENCOURAGEMENT - Isaiah 50:4 “The LORD has given me a well-instructed tongue, to know the word that
sustains the weary.”
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Communicate UNDERSTANDING - Proverbs 2:6 “For the LORD gives wisdom; from His mouth come knowledge and
understanding.”
Communicate JUSTICE - Proverbs 8:8 “All the words of my mouth are just; none of them is crooked or perverse.”
Communicate TRUTH - Proverbs 8:7 “My mouth speaks what is true, for my lips detest wickedness.”
Communicate with CARE - Ecclesiastes 5:2 “Do not be quick with your mouth … so let your words be few.”
Yes indeed, as 1 Peter 3:10 states: "Whoever would love life and see good days must keep their tongue from evil and their lips
from deceitful speech.”

2 Timothy 1:7 “For God has not given us the spirit of fear; but of power, and of love, and of a sound mind.”
1 Peter 3:15 “But in your hearts revere Christ as Lord. Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give
the reason for the hope that you have. But do this with gentleness and respect…”
Messages that create fear or anger in the heart of the reader should be avoided at all costs. Fear paralyses and never leads to
anguish for souls. Always investigate the heart behind any communication. Any message that creates fear should be seen as
a message from the enemy and not from the Lord. Rather than slamming the negatives of religions, races, people and political
parties, we have to provide alternative messages of hope if we aim to change hearts, perceptions and mindsets.

Luke 6:27 "But to you who are listening I say: ‘Love your enemies, do good to those who hate you.’”
Messages that are based on bias and that lead to an ‘us and them’ mentality should be avoided at all costs. The post-modern
world has become a global village divided by ‘us’ and ‘them’, whether it be ‘them’ the refugees, ‘them’ the Muslims, ‘them’
who are culturally/religiously/racially different from us, or simply ‘them’ – those who do not fit into my box, defined by my
cultural worldviews. Sadly, Christians often view the ‘unknown’ from a safe-haven, snugly positioned in the ‘us’ box. ‘Them’
the sinners, ‘them’ the unsaved or simply “them” the non-Christians, gives us a moral system to fall back on that distinguishes
‘us’ from ‘them’.
Hatred in any form, disguised in any way, should always raise red flags.

Matthew 12:30 "Whoever is not with Me is against Me, and whoever does not gather with Me scatters.”
Messages that are not focused on redemptive purposes, the gathering of souls, should be ignored. Every follower of Christ
has a mandate to seek redemptive purposes in all communication, whether an email, a WhatsApp, on Facebook, or simply a
comment on the internet. For Christians, there is no neutral ground – we either gather or we scatter. Any messages that focus
on the danger, the threat or the menace of another group are messages that scatter, even though the intent might be noble.

John 14:27 “Peace I leave with you; My peace I give you. I do not give to you as the world gives. Do not let your hearts be
troubled and do not be afraid.”
Matthew 5:9 “Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called children of God.”
James 3:18 “Peacemakers who sow in peace reap a harvest of righteousness.”
Messages that stimulate conflict always run the risk of destroying any work that might be in progress. In the times we live in,
it is easy to stimulate anger and establish conflict. We live in angry societies and the smallest spark can start a revolution. As
Christians, we have a mandate to use our communication (verbal or written) as ways of establishing peace. If not, we have
nothing to offer.

So how do we identify FAKE NEWS? The Huffington Post11 provides the following six-point checklist (quoted in green) of the
most essential things to keep in mind.

There’s an old saying in journalism: “If your mother says
she loves you, check it out.” Reporters are supposed to
look hard at what they think they know, and so should
their audience. Reputable news outlets “show their
work,” so you can see how they came to their
conclusions. Are the sources solid? Does the logic makes
sense?

Amazing things are amazing for a reason: they don’t happen very often. There are a lot more amazing stories in the world
— because they make money — than there are amazing things that actually happened. This is why serious news sources
tend to be less exciting to read than tabloids are. Memorise or bookmark these fact-checking sites:
 Politifact.com
 Factcheck.org
 Washington Post Factchecker
 Snopes.com

We all suffer from confirmation bias, the tendency to accept information that supports our beliefs, and ignore or reject
information that doesn’t. If you want accurate information instead of just flattery, you’re going to have to fight your own
confirmation bias. And please, don’t fall into the trap of assuming that all news you don’t like is ‘fake’.

The sources of a story are like the foundation of a building: if they’re not solid, the whole thing is likely to collapse. Sources
should be objective and as close to the original information as possible. So, for example, a respected, independent scientific
research organisation is more credible than a partisan think-tank, and still more credible than a random person with an
opinion.
There should be more than one source, unless the story is an interview or there is something exceptional about what this
source has to say. Here’s part of the Reuters guidelines on sources, which are typical of those used by all credible news
outlets: You must source every statement in every story unless it is an established fact or is information clearly in the public
domain, such as court documents or in instances when the reporter, photographer or camera operator was on the scene.
Beware of attempts to fool you with sources that look credible, but aren’t. These include organisations that appear to be
government agencies, respected research institutions, or major news organisations, but aren’t. Look them up. While even
the best sources can make mistakes, there’s usually a good reason for a good reputation.

Not only should the facts of the story be solid, so should the way they’re connected. Let’s say you hear that a person
wearing sneakers [running shoes] has robbed a bank. Does this mean all sneaker-wearers are probably bank robbers? Of
course not. If a scientific study found that many bank robbers do wear sneakers, then we’d at least know there’s a
correlation of some kind. But we still wouldn’t know that wearing sneakers means someone is likely to be a crook. It could
just be that robbers like to be able to run fast. All of this would need to be checked out.
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It may be easy to see the problem with jumping to conclusions about sneaker wearers, but this kind of illogic is common
in less-than-credible news outlets, and often goes unchallenged by consumers. For example, because some immigrants
commit crimes, many people conclude that immigrants are more dangerous, and some news outlets encourage that belief.
But the logic doesn’t follow, and when we check the facts, we find that first generation immigrants commit less crime than
native-born Americans do.
Now, here’s a test. Do you yourself believe that immigrants are less likely to commit crimes? Then please be aware that
your own confirmation bias makes you more likely to accept what I just said, on faith. Please check — using credible,
objective sources, not just the ones who always tell you what you want to hear — to see for yourself.
And the same if you still believe immigrants are more likely to be criminals: be aware that your confirmation bias makes
you more likely to reject what I’m saying. Check for yourself — again, using credible, objective sources, not just the ones
who always tell you what you want to hear.
Is the mainstream media fake news, the way we hear so often lately? No, and the charge is irresponsible because it
undermines the legitimacy of the free press, which is a foundation of democracy.

The difference between reliable and unreliable isn’t always black and white. There are different kinds of content that meet,
or fail to meet, different kinds of standards:
Hard news. This is just the facts. For example: “A home on 13th St. suffered extensive damage last night after a 30-foot elm tree was
blown over by 60 mph winds.”
Opinion. This may be an editorial, an op-ed (in newspapers, this is opinion that appears on the page opposite the editorial page), or a
blog post. It’s not a problem if it’s biased — that’s what opinion means. Many good newspapers have a clear bias on their editorial
pages, but give straight reporting on their news pages. Reputable opinion writers will base their arguments on verifiable facts, because
opinion isn’t an excuse to make things up. You should feel confident that you can agree or disagree without worrying about being
misled.
Feature story. This is softer, interpretive coverage of a story or people, exploring meaning and emotion. For example: “Frank Sinatra,
holding a glass of bourbon in one hand and a cigarette in the other, stood in a dark corner of the bar between two attractive but fading
blondes who sat waiting for him to say something.” That’s the opening sentence of one of the most famous feature stories of all, “Frank
Sinatra Has a Cold,” by Gay Talese. Although a feature story is subjective, all facts it cites should be objectively true (unless it’s clear
the writer is playing with the boundaries between fact and fiction, the way Hunter S. Thompson did, for example).
Biased, but still valid, news. Since reporters are humans, it’s impossible for any of them to be 100 percent bias free — even our story
about the tree hitting the house showed more concern for the house than for the tree. But some outlets report hard news from a
biased perspective. As long as they’re careful with facts and logic, such outlets can be worth consulting — especially if they challenge
your own biases.
News that’s so biased it’s misleading. To support their in-house bias, some outlets twist facts and logic so much that they do more
harm than good. This describes some other tabloids.
Fake news. Fake news is just made up from thin air.

We won’t try to list all the credible news outlets, but at INcontext, we are committed to the following:

God is kind to us, therefore we should be kind when we report on other people. God's words are gracious words and
our articles should reflect this also. This is the first thing Paul indicates when he says that our conversation (reporting)
should be "full of grace".

We therefore endeavour not to participate in conspiracy theories relating to any denomination or person, including
Donald Trump, Mr Obama, the Catholic Church, the Pope or any other political or spiritual leaders

Paul says in Colossians 4:4-5 "Pray that I may proclaim it clearly, as I should. Be wise in the way you act toward outsiders;
make the most of every opportunity."
We endeavour to refrain from frivolous, meaningless and fruitless news reports and articles. In reporting we endeavour
to always have the spiritual well-being of other people uppermost in our minds.

This is what Paul refers to when he says "make the most of every opportunity". There are many opportunities in media
to join the negativity, to condemn the perpetrators, to report despair and to create fear, hatred and suspicion.
We choose a different spirit and endeavour to discern between the noise and the news.
We also endeavour to report global news in a non-sensational, truthful and verified manner.

Paul says in Colossians 4 that our conversation should always be wise, prefacing verse 6 with the words, "Be wise in the
way you act toward outsiders”, and ending his words about our conversations with the clause, "so that you may know
how to answer everyone". How to speak, when to speak, what to report and what not to report are all trademarks of
good journalism. True wisdom comes from God through the instruction in the Bible, and the conversations of Christians
should be filled with it.
We therefore endeavour to be reconciliatory in attitude, refraining from bringing division or suspicion among believers
by spreading false rumours or slander.
2 Corinthian 5:19 “And He has committed to us the message of reconciliation.”

The conversations of Christians should captivate the world, leading them to life and not boring them to death. As
Christian journalists, we report with renewed minds and act with opposite spirits.
We endeavour that our articles will be "seasoned with salt". Salt, not only serving as a preservative but especially as an
element, in the context of which Paul describes salt in the verse from Colossians, with the ability to contribute flavour
to something that might otherwise be insipid.
We therefore endeavour to report news in a Biblical manner that will give life and not drain life, and will provide hope
and not lead to despair.
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