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BORN IN THE USA
(Ephesians 4:1-17)
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PROPOSITION:  
APPLICATION:

INTRODUCTION:

Before we begin, I want to try a little experiment.  I want you to answer a question.  If you can, just jot down your answer.  I don’t want to see it or for you to show it to anyone.  Here’s the question:  “What is the most important thing you can do to grow as a Christian?”  Jot down your answer right away, and we’ll come back to it in a bit.

Tonight is the last “introductory” message on the cults.  I want to attempt to answer a somewhat puzzling question.  Why are American’s so vulnerable to the cults?  Did you know that there are about 5,000 cults in operation in the United States? That’s rather astonishing.  Sure, we have 300 million people in America.  But 5,000 cults means on average of 100 cults per state.  These are separate cultic groups, by the way.  There are 100 counties in Iowa, so that would mean approximately one cult per county.  That is astonishing.  Why are Americans so vulnerable to cult groups? Most of the cults that we will study hold to views that reasonable people would consider ridiculous.  Why is it that Americans are so prone to swallowing absurd beliefs?   

The answer has to do with peculiarities in the religious history of our nation.  Certain factors which arose during the 1800s have created a religious climate in America which prepared the spiritual soil to sprout and sustain all manner of strange, extreme, and novel innovations.  And you and I are Americans.  Most have us have been born since the 1800s and raised in American, Protestant, probably evangelical religion.  So this is a part of our heritage.  Tonight’s study will be somewhat of a self-examination, exposing our weakness and vulnerability toward these odd and unusual groups.  My prayer is that through our exploration this evening, we can shed some light on the present situation of the church in America, and think carefully about our repentance and response toward the future.  

My thesis is this:  The aftermath of revivalism in American Christianity has left us with a legacy of individualism, conceit, and the sinful craving for excitement (I-C-E).  This, in turn, has left us vulnerable to even the most extreme and bizarre cults.  So what I want to do is to look briefly at the biblical description of a mature church, explore the innovations of revivalism in the 1800s, and show you the devastating legacy in the present-day church (individualism, conceit, and excitement).  And then suggest a corrective course of action.  And all in the space of 25 minutes!  So buckle your seat belt, and here we go.  
I. THE PICTURE OF THE MATURE CHURCH.


Open your Bible to Ephesians 4:14.  Here we find a fitting description of the chaos and vulnerability of the church in America:  “tossed to and fro by the waves and carried about by every wind of doctrine, by human cunning, by craftiness in deceitful schemes.”  To my mind, that is a near-perfect description of the church in a nation which boasts the proliferation of some 5,000 cults.  I would say there is a lot of to and fro tossing taking place in America today.  

But Paul writes this as a description of what will NOT take place in a healthy, mature church.  How does our Lord Jesus protect his church from this? The answer is that he equips and builds up the church through the ministry of his godly officers.  “11  And he gave the apostles, the prophets, the evangelists, the pastors and teachers, 12  to equip the saints for the work of ministry, for building up the body of Christ, 13  until we all attain to the unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God, to mature manhood, to the measure of the stature of the fullness of Christ, 14  so that we may no longer be children, tossed to and fro by the waves and carried about by every wind of doctrine, by human cunning, by craftiness in deceitful schemes.”  In the maturing church, the saints, the lay people submit to the equipping and building up Christ provides through “evangelists, pastors and teachers.”  The “saints” attain unity of “the faith” (doctrinal understanding) and of “the knowledge of the Son of God” (both intellectually and experientially).  And the result is:  “15  Rather, speaking the truth in love, we are to grow up in every way into him who is the head, into Christ, 16  from whom the whole body, joined and held together by every joint with which it is equipped, when each part is working properly, makes the body grow so that it builds itself up in love.”
II. THE INNOVATIONS OF REVIVALISM.  

Something radical changed in the 1800s, an innovation which almost guaranteed that the church in America would remain immature and divided.  It was the shift in the fundamental understanding of the purpose and goal of Christian ministry.  To appreciate what happened this we must understand the difference between “revival” and “revivalism.”  

In his daunting study Revival and Revivalism,
 Iain Murray distinguishes sharply between “revival,” which is solely a work of God, and “revivalism,” which is a human attempt to employ special means in order to stir people up.  He is careful to note that no special means are employed to promote true revival.  “…God has appointed the means of prayer and preaching for the spread of the gospel and …these are the great means in the use of which he requires the churches to be faithful.  There are no greater means which may be employed at special times to secure supposedly greater results.  It is therefore the Spirit of God who makes the same means more effective at some seasons than at others.”
   “Thus what characterizes a revival is not the employment of unusual or special means but rather the extraordinary degree of blessing attending the normal means of grace.”
  


Revivalism, on the other hand, “aims to produce excitement.”
  Murray quotes Gardiner Spring’s affirmation, “Revivals are always spurious when they are got up by man’s device and not brought down by the Spirit of God.”
  Until the 1820s this distinction was carefully observed in American Protestantism.  Christian leaders welcomed true revival when God gave it, but did not employ extraordinary practices to try to create it.  All this changed under a new variety of preacher, most notably Charles G. Finney and his “new measures.”  

It was a question of being for or against, not emotion, but rather the adoption of means in addition to preaching and prayer, to promote emotion.  There was no disagreement over whether or not hearers under the power of the truth ought to feel and be disturbed and moved, but should methods not mentioned in Scripture be employed to induce a response in those hearing the gospel?  Most of the new measures were deliberately calculated to have that effect.  They included such things as denunciatory language designed to alarm, pointed remarks to particular individuals delivered in public, naming unconverted people in prayer, using inquiry meetings to make individuals pray or ‘submit,’ and other similar practices.


In the 1820s these “new measures” were introduced in revivals that were already taking place in America during the Second Great Awakening.  Murray points out the drawback of the “new measures”: 

(W)hile they succeeded in heightening excitement, they inevitably confused the feeling that attends the powerful preaching of the truth in a revival with the excitement that can be worked up where there is no revival….  What (the older revival leaders) deplored was the deliberate use of emotion to increase the number of converts without regard to the danger of counting as converts the spurious as well as the true.  As Weeks later wrote:  “We complain that the whole system of measures seems to be adapted to promote false conversions, to cherish false hopes, and to propagate a false religion; and thus, ultimately not only destroy the souls of those who are deceived by it, but to bring revivals and experimental religion itself into discredit.”
    


And the result of this purely human work of revivalism, especially in what became known as “the burnt over district in western New York State, was that the revivalist would blow into town, get the people all worked up using these “new measures,” claim a great revival took place through the large number of converts, and move on to the next town.  The problem, of course, is that the vast majority of these converts were not really converted.  They made an emotional response in the heat of the moment, which wore off almost as soon as the revivalist left town.  The result was a large number of falsely converted people in communities and churches, people who had been assured of saving grace, but were increasingly hardened to the things of God.  After a time, another revivalist would blow into town and try to stir things up again, but needing to become more outlandish in order to make a new impact.  

And the result is that, for a time, the “revivalism-friendly” churches saw a sudden surge in attendance, while the “more traditional” churches saw numerical decline.  And the God-centered, Reformed theological tradition (Calvinism) which rightly rejected this revivalism as unbiblical was gradually replaced by the more revival-friendly theology of the more man-centered Arminianism.  In the space of 60 years, 1820-1880, the Calvinism of the Puritans, Jonathan Edwards, and George Whitefield, which forged the Christian foundation of the nation, was discarded and replaced with the more user-friendly and democratic Arminianism, which put man in the driver’s seat, master of his own destiny.  


It is no coincidence that numerous cults were born in this cultural climate, and that, in the spiritual upheaval and confusion of that day, they were able to take root and thrive, ensnaring many thousands to their eternal loss.  In this time in which doctrine was disparaged, the revivalist could only produce “children, tossed to and fro by the waves and carried about by every wind of doctrine, by human cunning, by craftiness in deceitful schemes.”  I want to look with you at three serious trends which arose in the church at this time, trends which you will recognize as strong influences in the church even in our day.  
III.  THREE TRENDS.


A.  The first is that of a radical individualism.  We must recall that most of the early settlers had come to America from European nations which decided your religion for you.  You were born into the state church, and in many cases, you could only leave the state church by leaving the country.  If one were to renounce the state church and become part of a “free” church or separatist church, one was looked upon with suspicion as unpatriotic and perhaps unchristian.  America (rightly) permitted religious freedom.  Coupled with the frontier, pioneer spirit, this new liberty was bound to produce a bit of anarchy.  

This individualism expressed itself in the attitude of “just me and my Bible.”  “I don’t need doctrine or theology.  I don’t need preachers and teachers.  I just read the Bible for myself.”  A friend of mine recently said that he quit reading books about the Bible and now only reads the Bible itself.  

Do you see the problem with this kind of extreme individualism? For one thing, it makes the mistake of thinking that I, a 21-century American, can immediately understand everything there is to know about a book written in first century Palestine and Europe.  Second, it arrogantly assumes that I have nothing to learn from others who may be wiser and more godly than I, and who have also read and studied the Bible.  And thirdly, it directly contradicts the Scripture’s declaration in Ephesians 4 that God gives the officers of the church, including pastors and teachers, to equip and build up the church.  Our authority in faith and practice is not my superficial reading of the Bible, but the whole message of the Bible as it is carefully studied and understood.  


Some in the 1800s saw the danger of this extreme individualism and the claim to private interpretation of Scripture.  Philip Schaff warned against the proliferation of errors that would result:  “Every theological vagabond and peddler may drive here his bungling trade, without passport or license, and sell his false wares at pleasure.  What is to come of such confusion is not now to be seen.”  Later, he answered his own question:  “The deceived multitude, having no power to discern spirits, is converted not to Christ and his truth, but to the arbitrary fancies and baseless opinion of an individual, who is only of yesterday.”  (Hatch, 164, 165)  The prideful refusal to study the Scriptures humbly and with others opens us to the false teachings of the cults.  

But our legacy of individualism pushes me to resist the centrality of the ministry of the church.  We are the heirs of this legacy.  What did you write down at the beginning of the message this evening when I asked “What’s the most important thing you can do to grow as a Christian?”  The typical, individualistic answer would be something that I need to do alone:  pray more, read my Bible more, witness more.  And I would suggest to you that the correct answer, according to Ephesians 4 would rightly be some kind of closer and more vital connection to the people of God in the church, especially availing yourself to the formal ministry of Christ’s officers, his pastors and teachers in the church.  And yet I am convinced that the typical American evangelical would strongly object to the declaration that the most important thing he could do to grow as a Christian would be to go to church every Sunday, morning and evening, and be sure to stay for Sunday school.  I know this is true because the great majority of churches do not have evening worship anymore and the vast majority of professing Christians do not stay for Sunday school.  


B.  The second trend we have inherited from nineteenth century is that of spiritual conceit, arrogance, a cock-sure self-confidence, that we are in the spiritual driver’s seat, and that all we need to do to be saved is to make a decision on our own, which we can do if we only become convinced.


Contrary to this, the Bible teaches that all people are born as helpless sinners, guilty of original sin, and under God’s well-deserved wrath, unable to believe or be saved.  There is no question that this so-called “Calvinistic” teaching is simply “Bible” teaching.  But, as we said, all that changed in the 1800s.  No longer were people considered “dead” in their transgressions and sins, but merely unconvinced.  Whereas the church’s evangelistic ministry involved preaching and prayer and relying upon God to convert the sinner, the new model taught that greater psychological pressures could be brought to bear on the unconverted, breaking their resistance through natural means.  


The change largely took place through the work of a former Presbyterian minister, Charles G. Finney.  Finney taught that revival and success in evangelistic work “is not a miracle, or dependent on a miracle in any sense.  It is purely a philosophical result of the right use of the constituted means—as much so as any other effect produced by the application of means.”  You need to see how shocking this statement is.  Finney is saying, in essence, that saving sinners is not really God’s work, but our work as we use the right means of convincing and converting them.  This is a part of our history and legacy in American evangelicalism.  The evangelist Billy Sunday could boast to his sponsors that if fellow evangelist “Gispy” Smith could win converts for $4.92 apiece, he could cut the cost to $2.00 a soul when he got his system working.


Now if salvation is so easy through “the right use of constituted means” at $2.00 a soul, then the proof of one’s ministry success is in the results.  Biblical success accordingly is not to be seen in faithfulness to the Scriptures, nor in developed Christian character but in the number of conversions.  Today’s evangelical churches speak of “market share” and “giving units.” 


For our purposes, we should say that American evangelicals are used to such Christian consumerism, to shopping around for the best religious deal.  And the cults have well understood the marketing principles also.  Many of the cults became quite adept at employing these same psychological pressures.


C.  A third trend we have inherited from nineteenth century revivalism is the desire for religious excitement, or enthusiasm, or emotionalism, or entertainment.  Prior to 1820, the churches preached the Gospel, prayed for God’s working, and left the results up to God.  Sometimes God would answer with revival, speeding up the ordinary work of the church.  But the revivalists became impatient, waiting for God to act, and so sought to stir up the people artificially by appealing to their emotions.  As we said, the revivalist would blow into town, cause a great commotion, declare a revival had taken place because of the numerous conversions, and then leave, only to see the fervor cool almost immediately.  Even Finney years later lamented the lack of lasting fruit from his revivalistic endeavors.  

How did the revivalists stir up the emotions and create excitement?  At first it was easy since their stirring style differed so greatly from their local churches.  But after the third revivalist had been through town, greater measures were needed to excite the masses.  These greater excitements invariably involved something “new.”  It may be a new revelation, a new message from God.  This often involved a new way of understanding the end times, and the declaration that the end was near.  Other times the “new” had to do with odd and unusual experiences, miracles, visions, swooning, and the like.  


The point is that revivalism taught a generation (and a nation) to look for excitement, enthusiasm, entertainment, or emotionalism.  And to achieve these, the increasingly bored crowds needed the more and more unusual and outlandish.  


Joseph Smith taught that he had been visited by angels who directed him to recover the long-lost book of Mormon, the other testament of Jesus Christ.  He found a ready audience.  William Miller and Charles Taze Russell, early leaders respectively in Seventh Day Adventism and the Jehovah’s Witnesses set dates for the return of Christ, and found willing followers, breathlessly joining them.  Mary Baker Eddy proclaimed miracle cures over sickness by declaring that there was no such thing as bodies or sickness, and many flocked to her door.  

CONCLUSION


Do you see the pattern?  Do you understand why there are 5,000 cults operating in America?  Our forefathers have sown the wind, and we are reaping the whirlwind.  Individualism, just me and my Bible, and the right to private interpretation, has led us to distain doctrine, theology, and any serious Bible study.  The proper word for this is “anti-intellectualism,” and there is no question that the evangelical world has been drowning in it.  We refuse to think.


At the same time, we have become so overly- confident.  Salvation is just a choice.  We can do the work of the Gospel without the Holy Spirit, through business techniques and employing marketing strategy.  Over 150 years ago British Baptist preacher Charles Spurgeon foresaw the result of such revivalism:  churches filled with the unconverted:  “If, for a moment, our improvements seem to produce a larger result than the old gospel, it will be the growth of mushrooms, it may even be of toadstools; but it is not growth of the trees of the Lord.”  Such nominal Christians largely raise nominal families and are easy prey for the cults.

And revivalism has taught us for generations to crave excitement as true worship, and to equate emotionalism with vital Christianity.  
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