
UNPACK THE SHACK 

 

A few weeks ago I gave an encouragement to all of you to consider seeing the movie The Shack that I felt was 

deeply moving.  Today I’m going to unpack The Shack as best I can after evaluating it more critically and 

theologically. 

But, first of all, why would I take a worship service to unpack a book/movie?  

1. Because the message of the movie is misleading.  Watching it you think the author is trying to address 

the dilemma of good God and evil world with an impactful story line.  But the real underlying aim is to 

introduce the audience to his view of God, which is not very biblical on several counts.    

2. The author’s intent was much more theological than entertainment. 

3. By January of this year the book had already sold over 20 million copies; and now with the movie the 

book sales will no doubt go up. 

4. It’s a great example to me of how something can get past your mind when it grabs your heart. 

5. I’m your pastor and this is an opportunity for me to do some theology training. 

We are told by scripture to evaluate teaching and cultural norms by the Bible, and not adjust what we believe 

the Bible teaches to conform with what may be more culturally acceptable at any given movement. 

William Paul Young, the author of the book and the fictional story behind the movie, claims he set out to form 

his children’s view of God with a story.  Not a bad thing to do in and of itself.  And, in fact, he never anticipated 

publishing it.   

So, first a few scriptures that tell us to do what I’m doing today – putting messages to the test. 

Romans 12:2 Do not conform to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. 

Then you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is—his good, pleasing and perfect will. 

1 John 4:1  Dear friends, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether they are from God, 

because many false prophets have gone out into the world. 

1 Thessalonians 5:19-22 Do not quench the Spirit.  Do not treat prophecies with contempt  but test them all; 
hold on to what is good, reject every kind of evil.  
 

Acts 17:11 Now the Berean Jews were of more noble character than those in Thessalonica, for they received 

the message with great eagerness and examined the Scriptures every day to see if what Paul said was true. 

So, the way I will structure this message is by theological themes.  I will highlight what I think is biblical and 

what is unbiblical.  And I will limit my message to what I think are the three most significant theological areas 

of unbiblical thought. 

 

THEME #1: GOD AS TRIUNE – THE TRINITY 

What is good about The Shack’s trinity?   

The Shack presents God as triune: Father (papa), Son (Jesus), Spirit (Sirayu).  The Shack presents God as a 

triune God, just as the Bible does.  God is personified as He often is in movies or stories where people 



encounter Him in a dream or vision.  It is encouraging right off the bat that God is not merely solo as He seems 

to be portrayed in other books and movies where God is a character. 

So, this puts Jesus and the Holy Spirit front and center with God the Father.  This is a very good thing.  Any 

portrayal of God that is void of Jesus and the Holy Spirit is an incomplete and misleading picture.   

The trinity in the movie are biblically presented in a joyful and loving community of goodness with each other.  

Throughout the New Testament Jesus is all the time revering and communicating with love toward the Father.  

The Spirit is called the Spirit of God, the Holy Spirit, the Spirit of Christ in the Bible and has come into the world 

to bear of witness of Jesus and the salvation work He has done for mankind.   

All three members of the trinity in the movie and in the book are presented as for man and not against man.  

The Shack makes great effort to clarify the unity of the trinity.  For example, in the movie Mack tells Jesus “I 

have always been more comfortable with you than with Papa”.  But Jesus responds correcting Mack that there 

is no reason for seeing “Papa” differently than himself.   This echoes John 14 where Jesus says “If you have 

seen Me you have seen the Father.” 

So, I loved that all three members of the trinity as personified. 

What is off about the trinity in The Shack? 

What is off has to do with submission and authority.  The Shack basically says that all three members of the 

trinity exist in mutual submission to one another and there is no authority in the trinity. 

From the book: “That’s the beauty you see in my relationship with Papa and Sarayu. We are indeed 

submitted to one another and have always been so and will always be. Papa is as much submitted to 

me as I to him, or Sarayu to me, or Papa to her. Submission is not about authority and it is not 

obedience; it is all about relationships of love and respect.” 

The Bible presents Jesus in submission to the Father’s will very clearly.  But we do not see the Bible presenting 

the Father as submitted to the Son.  The Bible teaches mutual submission in marriage, in parenting and so 

forth as I recently taught on from Ephesians 5.  But not absent of a hierarchy or headship. 

Note this from 1 Corinthians 11:3   But I want you to realize that the head of every man is Christ, and the head 

of the woman is man, and the head of Christ is God (Father). 

In the book the quote continues, “In fact, we are submitted to you in the same way. Because we want 

you to join us in our circle of relationship” (a relationship that apparently has no authority or hierarchy 

to it).   “As the crowning glory of Creation, you were made in our image, unencumbered by structure 

and free to simply ‘be’ in relationship with me and one another. If you had truly learned to regard each 

other’s concerns as significant as your own, there would be no need for hierarchy.” 

So according to Young hierarch is only needed in a community where sin exists.  But the biblical hierarch is set 

by God before sin entered the world.  Paul’s headship teaching is wholly based on Genesis 1-2 before the fall.  

The Trinity is in order with headship. Man is created in God’s image and therefore headship exists in human 

community.  But headship and submission is beautiful when sin doesn’t corrupt it.  It gets ugly when sin is 

reigning in man.   

So, Young is correct to present human community being born out of divine community, but it is completely 

inaccurate that hierarchy is only needed because of sin. 



But the worst effect of this unbiblical proposition is that it says that God wants to relate to man as an equal 

rather than as a subject.  In other words, we are called on to relate to God in community as an equal without 

the value of obedience.  Jesus said if you love Me you will obey My commands.   

In Young’s attempt to make God palatable and unthreatening to his children, and now to a much larger 

audience, he is lowering God in man’s eyes and raising man up into a relationship of equals with God - which is 

idolatry.   

(Now a quick word about how Papa is personified as a black woman and a Native American man- consistent 

with the intent of the book the author wants his children not to have a view of God that is scary, intimidating 

and Americanized.  So, a black woman and a Native American male is obviously not what Mack would have 

expected.  Young is trying to shatter images people have of God as a threatening, angry, vengeful, male father-

figure.  The name and the characters soften God the Father.  I, for one, like this part of The Shack.  No where 

can I tell that the intent is to feminize God or masculinize God.  God created both the male and the female in 

His image and so all feminine and masculine characteristics originate in God.  And God without the feminine 

characteristics of beauty and nurture is not the God of the Bible.  And God without the masculine 

characteristics of a loving, protective, caring, father is not the God of the Bible.) 

 

THEME #2 SALVATION, FORGIVENESS AND JUDGEMENT 

What is good about The Shack’s salvation theology?  Jesus is the hero having died on the cross so that sinful 

man did not have to pay for his own sins.  Jesus is presented as the offering that satisfies the judgement that 

apparently sin requires.   

Indirectly, the resurrection is affirmed as you are shown the nail scars on Jesus’ wrists. And in the wisdom 

scene, Wisdom helps Mack understand that judgment isn’t what he wanted so paid for man’s sin himself. 

The sinfulness of man and the evil man is capable of is not glossed over.  The importance of receiving 

forgiveness and granting forgiveness is a strong theme in the story.  As Mack’s healing is achieved by 

forgiveness.  He has to let go of his judgment of God and of those who have hurt him if he is to have loving 

joyful life and relationship with Papa. 

The key scene of this for me was with Wisdom and the whole discussion about judgment.   

Mack was confronted for His judgment of God, of his Father, of himself, of the man who killed his daughter.   

This was one of my favorite scenes.  I loved the way Wisdom pinned him in a corner to have to admit that He 

is the one who has been judging what is good and what is evil.   

Earlier in the story the Holy Spirit spoke to him about this and asked him, “Are you confident in your ability to 

judge what is good and what is evil?”  And the answer to that question should be “no”.  We are not able to 

judge what is good and what is evil unless we do so using God as the standard of what is good and what is 

contrary to who God is to determine what evil is.   

But Mack was judging good and evil by how things felt or affected him or others.  And he was judging God as 

evil.  And this is what happens. You wind up exalting yourself as God and judging God as good by your 

standards or evil by your standards.  Not a good place to be.  But a place that many find themselves when they 

don’t trust God.  I thought it was incredibly important to address this in a story about good and evil in a world 

that belongs to a good, loving and almighty God. 



But that is where judgement leads us if we don’t start with God as good.  So, it was really a good theme to 

address because this is what people do with what they don’t understand. 

So again, what teachings from the Bible are affirmed in this category of theology?  The goodness of God, the 

forgiveness God offers through Christ, the trustworthiness of God, the sinfulness of man, the evil of sin. 

But there was also something terribly amiss. 

What was bad about The Shack’s salvation theology? 

Wisdom makes Mack ascend the throne of judgment.  And Mack is given eyes to see into the past events 

where evil had occurred and been perpetrated against him or those he loved.  His father beating his mother, 

his father beating him, a man he didn’t know beating a boy he didn’t know, the man who kidnapped his little 

girl. 

A twist occurs when Wisdom tells him the boy he doesn’t know who is being beat by his father is his dad.  Is 

your father worthy of judgment?  “Yes,” Mack says.  Is his father who beat him worthy of judgment? “Yes,” 

Mack affirms.  Is the man who killed your daughter worthy of judgment? “Yes, he should be damned to hell,” 

Mack says.  Then what about his father who twisted him up into the murderer he became.  “Damn him to hell 

too,” Mack says.   

Wisdom then questions, “And so it goes all the way back to Adam.”  And then a vision of Mack’s two living 

children becomes visible and Wisdom says you must choose which one of these is more worthy of heaven and 

which one is more worthy of hell.  You decide.   

He refuses to do that but Wisdom presses him.  He must decide.  Because he is the judge.  So he says “Take 

me. I’ll go but leave them be.” 

So far so good. 

It’s a gospel moment.  The doctrine of substitutionary atonement.  This is what Jesus did.  He bore the 

judgment we all deserved and that is what the scene is insinuating.  This is how God deals with evil and judges 

sin without judging people. 

But here is where it goes off track. 

Wisdom says to Mack, “You believe that God sends some to heaven and some to hell.” And the idea the scene 

projects is that God doesn’t punish anyone for their sin, rather He took the punishment of all on Himself so no 

one will be judged and go to hell. 

The message is, “You can’t blame someone for being what they are when what they are is because of their 

father before them….”   

The Shack applies universal application of Christ’s substitutionary death without regard to man’s response to 

God.  Man is not held accountable. God holds Himself accountable for making a world with free will and the 

incumbent evil that free will brings forth.  The movie puts the sin of man on God and the payment for man’s 

sin on God in my view.   

Earlier in the story when Mack asks Papa about his wrath, Papa says, “You lost me there.”  In other words, I 

don’t know what you’re taking about.  The wrath of God against sin and man being held accountable for his sin 

are biblical themes which The Shack does not concede. 



Papa says, “I don’t need to punish anybody; sin is its own punishment.”  This is not true.  Sin has 

consequences, but the Bible teaches that no sin will go unpunished or unjudged. 

The Bible teaches that God’s grace is appropriated by repentant faith in the person and work of Jesus.  The 

movie presents the doctrine of universalism in my view - all are saved by Christ’s death and God doesn’t have 

to judge or punish any human’s sin because he took it for all. 

This is how the author resolves the problem of a loving God and a sinful world.   

Man can choose to enter relationship with God or not, but his sin is still paid for. 

Mack is never called to repentance.  He is called to trust God is acting in His goodness and love even if we 

can’t see it.  But Mack is not called to a faith decision about Christ in order to be forgiven. 

Jesus says in the story, “I don’t want slaves.”  But in the Bible we are called bondslaves of Jesus Christ.  The 

Lordship of Christ is a missing theme.  Repentance and saving faith are missing from the story. 

The Bible teaches that without repentance there is no remission of sin.  That the blasphemy of the Holy Spirit 

is the rejection of the Spirit’s witness concerning Jesus.  And there is no forgiveness from that sin. 

The Bible teaches that prior to faith in Jesus we are dead in our trespasses and sins and under God’s wrath.  

We are destined to suffer divine judgment.  

God is holy and will not let sin go unpunished the Bible says.  A few weeks ago, we learned in our message on 

the Lord’s Supper that even Christians experience judgement from God for taking the Lord’s Supper in an 

unworthy manner. 

In John 5:26-29 we read this.  "For just as the Father has life in Himself, even so He gave to the Son also to 
have life in Himself; 27 and He gave Him authority to execute judgment, because He is the Son of Man. 28 "Do 
not marvel at this; for an hour is coming, in which all who are in the tombs will hear His voice, 29 and will come 
forth; those who did the good deeds to a resurrection of life, those who committed the evil deeds to a 
resurrection of judgment.  
 

Finally, one last point has to do with scripture and revelation as God’s authoritative and objective way of 

communicating with man. 

THEME #3: SCRIPTURE AND REVELATION AND HOW GOD TALKS WITH US. 

What is good about The Shack’s theology of the Bible?   

Not much here.  For a story that is all about being in relationship with God of the Bible is almost missing in this 

movie.  What is good is the emphasis that God wants relationship with us.  That we can be in relationship with 

Jesus, the Holy Spirit and the Father.  But nothing in the story elevates the scriptures and primary to that 

journey.   

Mack finds a Bible in the night stand where he sleeps.  Papa quotes the Bible once or twice.  That is where it 

ends.  As a child Mack encounters Papa unknowingly after a bad night a home.  Papa points him to prayer.  

Talk to God, Mack, papa says.  But no pointing to scripture.  Am I being nit-picky?  Maybe, but wait. 

What is bad about The Shack’s theology of the Bible? 

In a review of the book online that I read, the blog provides this quote from the book:  

http://www.biblestudytools.com/interlinear-bible/strongs/?t=nas&ll=g&sn=5618
http://www.biblestudytools.com/interlinear-bible/strongs/?t=nas&ll=g&sn=3962
http://www.biblestudytools.com/interlinear-bible/strongs/?t=nas&ll=g&sn=2192
http://www.biblestudytools.com/interlinear-bible/strongs/?t=nas&ll=g&sn=2222
http://www.biblestudytools.com/interlinear-bible/strongs/?t=nas&ll=g&sn=1438
http://www.biblestudytools.com/interlinear-bible/strongs/?t=nas&ll=g&sn=2532
http://www.biblestudytools.com/interlinear-bible/strongs/?t=nas&ll=g&sn=3779
http://www.biblestudytools.com/interlinear-bible/strongs/?t=nas&ll=g&sn=1325
http://www.biblestudytools.com/interlinear-bible/strongs/?t=nas&ll=g&sn=5207
http://www.biblestudytools.com/interlinear-bible/strongs/?t=nas&ll=g&sn=2532
http://www.biblestudytools.com/interlinear-bible/strongs/?t=nas&ll=g&sn=2192
http://www.biblestudytools.com/interlinear-bible/strongs/?t=nas&ll=g&sn=2222
http://www.biblestudytools.com/interlinear-bible/strongs/?t=nas&ll=g&sn=1438
http://www.biblestudytools.com/interlinear-bible/strongs/?t=nas&ll=g&sn=1325
http://www.biblestudytools.com/interlinear-bible/strongs/?t=nas&ll=g&sn=1849
http://www.biblestudytools.com/interlinear-bible/strongs/?t=nas&ll=g&sn=4160
http://www.biblestudytools.com/interlinear-bible/strongs/?t=nas&ll=g&sn=2920
http://www.biblestudytools.com/interlinear-bible/strongs/?t=nas&ll=g&sn=3754
http://www.biblestudytools.com/interlinear-bible/strongs/?t=nas&ll=g&sn=5207
http://www.biblestudytools.com/interlinear-bible/strongs/?t=nas&ll=g&sn=444
http://www.biblestudytools.com/interlinear-bible/strongs/?t=nas&ll=g&sn=2296
http://www.biblestudytools.com/interlinear-bible/strongs/?t=nas&ll=g&sn=3778
http://www.biblestudytools.com/interlinear-bible/strongs/?t=nas&ll=g&sn=5610
http://www.biblestudytools.com/interlinear-bible/strongs/?t=nas&ll=g&sn=2064
http://www.biblestudytools.com/interlinear-bible/strongs/?t=nas&ll=g&sn=3739
http://www.biblestudytools.com/interlinear-bible/strongs/?t=nas&ll=g&sn=3956
http://www.biblestudytools.com/interlinear-bible/strongs/?t=nas&ll=g&sn=3588
http://www.biblestudytools.com/interlinear-bible/strongs/?t=nas&ll=g&sn=3419
http://www.biblestudytools.com/interlinear-bible/strongs/?t=nas&ll=g&sn=191
http://www.biblestudytools.com/interlinear-bible/strongs/?t=nas&ll=g&sn=5456
http://www.biblestudytools.com/interlinear-bible/strongs/?t=nas&ll=g&sn=1607
http://www.biblestudytools.com/interlinear-bible/strongs/?t=nas&ll=g&sn=1607
http://www.biblestudytools.com/interlinear-bible/strongs/?t=nas&ll=g&sn=3588
http://www.biblestudytools.com/interlinear-bible/strongs/?t=nas&ll=g&sn=4160
http://www.biblestudytools.com/interlinear-bible/strongs/?t=nas&ll=g&sn=18
http://www.biblestudytools.com/interlinear-bible/strongs/?t=nas&ll=g&sn=386
http://www.biblestudytools.com/interlinear-bible/strongs/?t=nas&ll=g&sn=2222
http://www.biblestudytools.com/interlinear-bible/strongs/?t=nas&ll=g&sn=3588
http://www.biblestudytools.com/interlinear-bible/strongs/?t=nas&ll=g&sn=4238
http://www.biblestudytools.com/interlinear-bible/strongs/?t=nas&ll=g&sn=5337
http://www.biblestudytools.com/interlinear-bible/strongs/?t=nas&ll=g&sn=386
http://www.biblestudytools.com/interlinear-bible/strongs/?t=nas&ll=g&sn=2920


“In seminary [Mack] had been taught that God had completely stopped any overt communication with 

moderns, preferring them only listen to and follow sacred Scripture, properly interpreted, of course. God’s 

voice had been reduced to paper, and even that paper had to be moderated and deciphered by the proper 

authorities and intellects… Nobody wanted God in a box, just in a book. Especially an expensive one bound in 

leather with gilt edges, or was that guilt edges?” The blogger surmises, “Here we see Young (the author) 

pointing away from Scripture rather than towards it. Through Mack he scoffs at the idea that God has spoken 

authoritatively and sufficiently through the Bible. 

What’s bad about The Shack’s theology of the Bible?  The Shack has a low view of Scripture as a way to hear 

from God.  So the reader is pushed to experience and relate to God subjectively where the Bible isn’t really 

necessary.   

If a person comes away from the book or the movie hoping to communicate with God and learn more and 

more who He is and how then to better relate, they will not have been pointed to the Bible as the source to 

discover who God is, but to subjective imaginations of hearing God.  This ultimately leads to signing God’s 

name to our own thoughts.  Which shapes God by what may go on in our mind and imagination.  This is the 

very problem Mack was having in the story. 

 

Conclusion: 

There is much that is good about the story and there are some problems.  The story is a good one to call 

people who trust in Jesus to trust the Father in the age-old debate about good and evil.  But the story seems 

to want sinners who are not repentant to be comfortable with God and attempt to enter relationship with the 

Trinity without repentant faith.   

At least it appears that way to me.   

If the story is inviting people to approach God humbly and trust that He is loving and good and forgiving and 

has absorbed for us His own judgment through Jesus, then it needs to call for repentance and rebirth. 

If I were to write a story for my children and grandchildren that would beckon them toward God the Father, 

God the Son and God the Holy Spirit for a loving and joyful relationship, I would not want to leave out 

repentance, saving faith, or the costs of rejecting the gospel.  

 

 


