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Introduction 

 
CAN YOU GET TO HEAVEN WITHOUT JOINING A 
CHURCH? 
 
 òEverybody knows you donõt have to join a church to go 
to heaven.ó This view is widely held today, considered by many 
to be unassailable truth, which is pretty amazing since the 
opposite is so clearly taught throughout the Bible. òWhat really 
matters,ó we are told, òis to invite Jesus into your heart,ó a 
statement that is not found in the Bible.   
 But the truth is that you certainly cannot get to heaven 
without joining the church. The church is the Bride of Christ. 
If you refuse to be a part of the Bride of Christ, then the Groom 
(Christ) will not invite you to attend the wedding. To become a 
Christian is to join his church.   
 Ah, but can you get to heaven without joining a local 
church? The answer, beyond all doubt is, òPROBABLY NOT.ó   
 Where did we ever get the idea that following Jesus Christ 
meant something other than belonging to a local church? Like 
many errors in the evangelical church today, it arose in the mid-
1800s springing from the revivalism which swept through the 
English-speaking church in Great Britain and North America, 
sometime after the Second Great Awakening. 
 Many of these revivalist preachers sought to awaken 
sleepy or nominal church members creating excitement through 
dramatics and high-pressure techniques of persuasion. Numerous 
church leaders, however, objected to such overt emotionalism. So 
revivalist preachers often criticized churches openly. They 
pronounced church membership unnecessary, even irrelevant to 
vital, òheart-feltó Christianity, an astonishing development. After 
all, if one could be a church member and not be a Christian, then 
perhaps one could be a Christian and not a church member. One 
revivalist preacher put it this way: òGoing to church doesnõt make 
you a Christian any more than going into a stable makes you a 



 

horse.ó Of course thatõs true. But what would we think of a horse 
that consistently chose not to go into a stable, a place that normal 
horses love and enjoy? In time we might start to think that it was 
not really a horse after all. And we would probably be right.  
 To defeat this dreadful notion that church membership is 
unnecessary or optional for the Christian, I have compiled a Top 
Ten List of biblical reasons why (ordinarily) only church 
members will go to heaven.   
 
 10. Godõs plan from the beginning was to form a 
people, not merely individuals.  All through the Bible, God 
announced his plan to create his people (plural). He has said 
repeatedly, òAnd they (plural) shall be my people, and I will be their 
(plural) God.ó (Jer. 30:22; 31:33; 32:38; Deut. 26:17; 26:18-19; 
Ezek. 37:23; 37:27; Zech. 8:8; Zech. 13:9; Heb. 8:10)  
 9. The New Testament is filled with numerous òone 
anothers.ó These frequent commands call believers to help and 
support their fellow believers. Yet how are any of us to obey any 
of these instructions if we are not in close fellowship with other 
believers? Such close fellowship presupposes some regular 
connection with other Christians. Traditionally, this has meant 
church membership. To my knowledge, no better system has 
arisen to replace the church. Perhaps this is because God 
intended us to belong to churches.  
 8.  The Bible commands believers to obey their 
Christian leaders. The reason is because these leaders watch 
over our souls. òObey your leaders and submit to them, for they are 
keeping watch over your souls, as those who will have to give an account. Let 
them do this with joy and not with groaning, for that would be of no 
advantage to you.ó (Hebrews 13:17) If one does not join a church 
and come under the authority of the churchõs eldership, then it is 
hard to see how or why he or she should obey those church 
leaders. But it is also hard to see how these leaders can keep 
watch over the souls of those who do not join the church, and 
why these leaders should have to give an account for the 
condition of souls who did not become accountable to them. 
This kind of relationship sounds suspiciously like the church, and, 
if so, membership would seem commanded by this text.  
 7. Even clearer is the command for believers to meet 
together regularly. òAnd let us consider how to stir up one another to 



 

love and good works, not neglecting to meet together, as is the habit of some, 
but encouraging one another, and all the more as you see the Day drawing 
near.ó (Hebrews 10:24-25) This is one of those òone anothers.ó   
And this time it is in the context of stirring one another up to 
love by meeting together for that end. I suppose one could meet 
with other Christians regularly without joining them, but why not 
join them? 
 6. The New Testament pictures the church as òthe 
Body of Christ.ó (1 Cor. 12:12ff, Eph. 4:1ff.). In these contexts 
the emphasis is on many diverse members united into one body 
working together. Question: does that imagery make you think 
more of church members formally bound together by covenant 
promises or a haphazard collection of individuals who may or 
may not belong to each other and who may or may not be 
committed to each other?  The question answers itself.   
 5. The New Testament also speaks of the need for 
accountability and church discipline. Paul wrote that a guilty 
offender should be removed from the church. How would this be 
possible if he were not a part of the church (a member) in some 
formal way? Those of us in church leadership know that you 
cannot discipline non-members. Jesus said that if an offending 
brother will not listen to the church, then the church is to treat 
him like a òGentile and a tax collector,ó that is, as a non-
Christian. But that would presuppose that at some point he was 
being treated like a brother, a fellow-believer, a church member.  
 4. The whole of the New Testament itself witnesses 
against the view that you can go to heaven without 
becoming a church member. Since the consistent and 
invariable pattern of the New Testament is that believers 
professed their faith in Christ publicly and joined the church, the 
burden of proof is on those who deny that this is important 
today. The only exception to this pattern of church membership 
among all believers is that of the Ethiopian Eunuch converted in 
Acts 8:26ff. He had no opportunity to join a church, but tradition 
says that he carried the message of Christ back to Ethiopia and 
planted the church there. If the universal pattern of the New 
Testament was that all believers joined the church, what would 
make us conclude it is unnecessary today?    
 3. On the Day of Pentecost Peter declared that to be 
saved people had to be baptized. (Acts 2:38ff.) This baptism 



 

of professing believers was undoubtedly a public act, a public 
profession of faith in Jesus Christ. Luke   then   says   that these   
people were òadded.ó What does that mean? God added them to 
the company of his people. But even more, they were 
ònumbered.ó Somebody was keeping count because these new 
believers were enrolled among the number of Godõs people. The 
next thing Luke tells us in Acts was that they immediately began 
meeting together with other believers, even on a daily basis. 
These people had been baptized and counted as members of the 
church. They professed their faith in Jesus Christ publicly and 
were baptized publicly, identifying themselves not simply as 
Christians in general, but clearly identifying themselves with the 
church. So one must be excused for thinking that this baptism 
and public profession of faith in Christ was necessary for 
salvation, required in order to get to heaven, as Peter clearly 
declared.   
 2. Jesus announced that he would build his church, 
not just individual Christians.  To be specific, Jesus said, òAnd 
I tell you, you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church and the 
gates of hell shall not prevail against it.ó (Matthew 16:18) Of course the 
Greek term translated òchurchó means òassemblyó and 
necessarily requires a number more than one. Jesusõ plan was to 
build up the assembly of his people, and not simply disconnected 
believers here and there. In fact, Jesus promises that the gates of 
hell shall not prevail against his assembly. Presumably, the 
individual believer on his or her own could accomplish little, but 
the assembly of Godõs people together would be his unstoppable 
force for overthrowing hellõs dominion on earth. In view of our 
Lordõs own words, what possible rationale could remain for the 
lone Christian refusing to join the assembly of Christõs blood-
bought people? 
 1. Jesus said that we must confess him before others. 
Luke records his words: òAnd I tell you, everyone who acknowledges me 
before men, the Son of Man also will acknowledge before the angels of God, 
but the one who denies me before men will be denied before the angels of 
God.ó (12:8-9) Jesus clearly required that his people confess him 
publicly if they expected him to acknowledge them before God.  
Itõs hard to see what shape this public profession of faith in Jesus 
Christ might take without self-identifying as his follower by 
joining a local church. Jesus could not be referring to wearing a 



 

Christian T-shirt or sporting a Christian bumper sticker, for, of 
course, there were no T-shirts or bumper stickers (or bumpers!). 
He was clearly speaking of making a permanent, public 
identification with Christ and his people. We usually call that 
covenant relationship òchurch membership.ó   
 For these reasons it would seem that the Westminster 
Confession of Faith is correct when it states that outside of the 
visible (local) church, òthere is no ordinary possibility of 
salvation.ó (25.2)  
 This explains why you have been longing for the church. 
You know in your heart that you were not meant to go it alone, 
but that you were created to be reconciled to God and to belong 
to his people. The truth is that you will never find your true 
purpose apart from the people of God. This yearning for 
belonging and to be a part to something greater and more 
enduring is Godõs gift, drawing you to himself.   
 
THE CHURCH YOUõVE BEEN LONGING FOR 
 
 But what kind of church should you join? There are so 
many choices, and not all of them seem so healthy or genuine. 
Let me suggest that you consider three important qualities in a 
church before you join it or even attend it regularly.  
 
A Safe Church 
 
 It is wise to seek out a church that is safe. Certainly you 
have heard stories of churches that seek to ensnare and exploit 
people. Thankfully these are rare, and many of them have already 
been identified. Often these churches are called òcults.ó This is 
not really a pejorative term so much as a technical description of 
sub-groups which have strayed so far from the center and 
substance of Christianity as to constitute a different religion 
altogether. Some of these cults are harmful and destructive. The 
distinguishing marks of dangerous cults include: 1) a single, 
charismatic leader who demands obedience and even worship; 2) 
the use of psychologically manipulative techniques; and 3) some 
kind of exploitation of members, usually economic or sexual (or 
both). Obviously these groups are evil and should be denounced 
and avoided.  



 

 Yet there is another way in which churches may not be so 
safe, and Iõm referring to churches that do not save. That may 
seem harsh, but the Bible is very clear that all people are born 
under Godõs just judgment for sin and are not only lost but also 
incapable of saving themselves. God gave his Son to save sinners 
(the name òJesusó literally means òhe savesó), which he did by 
living a perfect life and then offering himself to God on the cross 
as a sacrifice, paying the penalty for sinners like us. Some 
churches in our day have forgotten or even overtly deny these all-
important truths. They do not warn sinners of Godõs judgment; 
they do not offer Jesus Christ as Godõs only hope for salvation; 
or they may tell the sinner that they must cooperate with God 
and help God save themselves. Because these churches do not 
herald the good news of Godõs salvation, they are definitely not 
safe and should be avoided at all costs.  
 
A Serious Church 
 
 First it was the sitcoms (situation comedies), then stand-
up comedians, then the comedy club and the comedy channel. 
And there were the late night comedy shows, followed by the 
later night comedy shows, and the weekend, late-night, Saturday 
Night comedy shows. Every newspaper has comics. Every movie 
theater is showing at least one comedy. Readerõs Digest has several 
joke columns. Step back from it all for a momentñdonõt you get 
a strange feeling that theyõre trying too hard? Why do we need so 
many omnipresent, 24/7/365 venues to make us laugh? Could it 
be that in spite all of our pretending, all of our protesting, and all 
of our phony plastic smiles, we know, deep down, that we are not 
really happy?  
 The church youõve been longing for must be a serious 
church. The Gospels record no instance of Jesus ever laughing. 
Instead he was òa man of sorrows and acquainted with grief.ó And he 
had to be that way because the same Bible passage tells us that 
òhe has borne our griefs and carried our sorrows.ó (Isaiah 53:3-4). Jesus 
lived a serious life for us. When sin entered our world it brought 
death and misery, and there is nothing whatsoever humorous 
about that. I think this explains why we crave the sitcoms and 
comedy clubs. Denial is not just a river in Egypt. 
 Sadly many churches today attempt to attract members by 



 

perpetuating this denial. They refuse to be serious and seek rather 
to entertain people through skits and stories and shows and 
dramatics (you will learn more about this in chapter 1). Let me 
suggest that you are not really longing for more distracting 
entertainment. Your heart yearns for something real, because you 
know that you are in a serious situation facing grave and sobering 
problems, requiring a solemn, even shocking solution. You long 
for a serious church. 
 What is surprising is that a truly serious church inspires 
great joy. Because the serious church honestly faces our need and 
brings Godõs Word to bear on our perplexing predicament, it 
deals with our trouble and lack decisively in Christ. And the result 
is relief, real salvation in Christ: the forgiveness of sins and 
reconciliation with God, eternal life, and everlasting hope. These 
are the most significant sources of profound and sustained joy. 
So the serious church, which takes our sin and misery seriously 
(and but the Son of God and his salvation even more seriously!) 
is the church that will be characterized by gratitude and joy, and 
you are longing for a church like that. 
 
A Significant Church 
 
 In 1972, the United Negro College Fund, a philanthropic 
organization which raises funding for college tuition for African 
American students, adopted the motto: òA mind is a terrible 
thing to waste.ó It became one of the most widely recognized 
slogans in advertising history. Of course the reason it became so 
popular is because we all recognize its validity. Human beings 
were created with great nobility and dignity. To waste a human 
mind is unspeakably tragic. 
 Wasting your life is worse. You know that you have only 
one life, and you deeply desire that your life count for something. 
You secretly fear that after you are gone the only trace of your 
existence remaining will be a granite marker on a windswept hill 
in some lonely cemetery. So you want to be a part of something 
that is significant. You are really longing to be a part of Godõs 
everlasting people: the church.  
 Jesus said, òHeaven and earth will pass away, but my words will 
not pass away.ó (Matthew 24:35) His words will endure after the 
elements (and cemeteries) have long been dissolved. As 



 

mentioned before, Jesus also said, òéI will build my church, and the 
gates of hell shall not prevail against it.ó (Matthew 16:18) His church, 
the company of those who keep his words, will be unstoppable 
and will endure. And John wrote:  òAnd the world is passing away 
along with its desires, but whoever does the will of God abides forever.ó (1 
John 2:17) Thatõs true, lasting significance.   
 The greatest and most enduring enterprise ever 
undertaken in the history of our planet is the church of Jesus 
Christ. All other works, though they may be of some temporal 
value, will perish over time. They are disposable because they are 
tied to an age that is itself passing away. Your life will only count 
if you are connected to Jesus Christ, and Christ calls you to 
belong to his church.   
 At the same time understand that the size of the church 
does not matter. Churches come in all sizes and there are 
advantages and disadvantages to small, medium, and large 
churches alike. Most of the churches we meet in the New 
Testament were probably small (less than 100 people), with some 
notable exceptions such as the very large churches in Jerusalem 
and Antioch. God uses churches of all sizes to accomplish his 
everlasting work.    
 The nineteenth century Scottish writer Allan Chalmers is 
famous for the line, "The grand essentials of happiness are: 
something to do, something to love, and something to hope for." 
And we find all of these in their fullness in the church of Jesus 
Christ. In the church God gives us something to do, work for his 
kingdom which has eternal value. In the church we find the 
people of God, those whom Christ has called out of the world to 
be his very own, a fellowship of deep affection that will never 
pass away. And in the church we find the greatest hope of all, the 
restoration of all things when Christ returns. No wonder you 
have been longing for the church! 
 So read on and learn more about the church. And then 
come visit and partake and explore and, God willing, join  
 

THE CHURCH YOUõVE BEEN LONGING FOR! 



 

 
 
 
 

Chapter 1 
Worship with Integrity,  

Not Entertainment 
  
 Our highest priority, our greatest need in life, is to 
worship God. How do we know this? We know this because 
thatõs what people did whenever God appeared to them in the 
Bible. They fell down in terror and acknowledged Godõs 
greatness. (They got back on track as it were.) They immediately 
knew what they should have been doing all along: worshiping 
God. Somehow they had become distracted into following other 
pursuits, but when God appeared they fell down and worshiped.   
 Itõs like the teenager home alone all day. Before his 
parents left for the day, they told him he must clean up his room. 
So what does he do? He goes back to bed. Then he gets up and 
eats breakfast. He may watch television or surf the internet or 
play video games or text his friends. But suddenly he hears his 
parents coming home and runs to his room, frantically cleaning it 
up. Why? Because he was supposed to be doing that all along. 
And thatõs why the people in the Bible all dropped what they 
were doing and fell on their faces whenever God came around. 
They knew all along they should have been worshiping God.  
And thatõs what we are to be doing as well.   
 Worship is a response to Godõs glory. The proper 
response to glory in general is wonder. But the proper response to 
Godõs glory is worship. The Old Testament word translated ògloryó 
means òweighty.ó If someone was rich or powerful, the Hebrews 
would describe him as òweighty.ó We do the same thing. If 
something is important we say that it has òsubstanceó (we used to 
say it was òheavyó). A significant person has ògravitas.ó But we 
describe something unimportant as òlightó or òfluff.ó   
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 If God is the weightiest of all to you, then you will 
worship him gladly, with wonder and awe. The main problem 
today is that God is not weighty, not even in our churches. 
Worship has become about me and my needs. I am most 
important in worship. I am weighty, while God is virtually 
weightless.   
 
HUMAN SELF -WORSHIP 
 
 When we refuse to worship God, we inevitably wind up 
worshiping self instead. The Apostle Paul identifies this human 
self-worship, this stubborn refusal to worship God, as the very 
root of human sin. Every evil springs from this root of human 
self-worship. Consider this foundational text from Romans 
1:18ff.  òFor the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all 
ungodliness and unrighteousness of men, who by their unrighteousness 
suppress the truth.ó (1:18) Where does all this ungodliness and 
unrighteousness come from? Read on. òFor what can be known 
about God is plain to them, because God has shown it to them. For his 
invisible attributes, namely, his eternal power and divine nature, have been 
clearly perceived, ever since the creation of the world, in the things that have 
been made. So they are without excuse.ó (1:19-20) We do not need any 
special invitation to worship God:  his greatness and glory are 
inescapably evident from what he has created.   
 But hereõs the problem:  òFor although they knew God, they 
did not honor him as God or give thanks to him, but they became futile in 
their thinking, and their foolish hearts were darkened.ó (1:21) Here we 
find a succinct definition of worship:  to òhonor him as Godó and to 
ògive thanks to him.ó  But all of these problems of ungodliness and 
unrighteousness have arisen because, òalthough they knew God, they 
did not honor him as God or give thanks to him.ó Yet these people did 
not instead worship nothing. As G.K. Chesterton once observed, 
òWhen people quit believing in God they do not believe nothing, 
they believe anything.ó And so, òClaiming to be wise, they became fools, 
and exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images resembling mortal 
man and birds and animals and reptiles.ó (1:22-23) 
 People are compulsive, habitual worshipers. We cannot 
help it. Itõs in our DNA. We were created to worship God. But 
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even if we donõt, we cannot escape our design to be worshipers.  
And so we will always worship something. The names and faces 
of the false gods are virtually unlimited, but the fact is that there 
is only, truly one false god we serve, and that is self. No wonder 
Jesus said that before anyone could come after him he must first 
deny self (Matthew 16:24, Mark 8:34, Luke 9:23). Self is the great 
idol, stretching back all the way to the Garden. The serpentõs 
false promise to the woman was this: òyou will be like Godó 
(Genesis 3:5). Self will be exalted to godhood. Self is the idol 
above the altar. Money, sex, and power are common avenues to 
self-satisfaction (or prestige or pleasure or possessions) but the 
one, true (false) god is really self.   
 
GODõS REJECTION OF HUMAN SELF-WORSHIP 
 
 Godõs punishment of these self worshipers is remarkable.  
Paul says that their penalty is that they get what they want! 
òTherefore God gave them up in the lusts of their hearts to impurity, to the 
dishonoring of their bodies among themselves, they exchanged the truth about 
God for a lie and worshiped and served the creature rather than the Creator, 
who is blessed forever! Amen.ó (Romans 1:24-25) Godõs penalty for 
sin is more sin. But God does not cause the sinner to sin more 
frequently. He merely removes his restraint. In mercy God 
ordinarily prevents us from reaching the depths of our depravity 
until we are condemned to hell. But when people fail to worship 
him and worship self instead, God finally gives them what they 
want.  
 òFor this reason God gave them up to dishonorable passions. For 
their women exchanged natural relations for those that are contrary to nature; 
and the men likewise gave up natural relations with women and were 
consumed with passion for one another, men committing shameless acts with 
men and receiving in themselves the due penalty for their error.ó (1:26-27) 
Who ever said that the Bible is not relevant, that it does not speak 
to our day? When God removes his restraint, not only do people 
become so morally turned upside down that sexual perversion 
results, but in the quest for self worship, even the other gender is 
rejected. The height (or depth, as it were) of self worship is 
relations with the same sex. The world today calls this 
òliberation,ó but here God calls it òreceiving in themselves the due 
penalty for their error.ó 
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 And then it all unravels:  òAnd since they did not see fit to 
acknowledge God, God gave them up to a debased mind to do what ought not 
to be done. They were filled with all manner of unrighteousness, evil, 
covetousness, malice. They are full of envy, murder, strife, deceit, 
maliciousness. They are gossips, slanderers, haters of God, insolent, haughty, 
boastful, inventors of evil, disobedient to parents, foolish, faithless, heartless, 
ruthless. Though they know Godõs decree that those who practice such things 
deserve to die, they not only do them but give approval to those who practice 
them.ó (1:28-32) It is important to point out that Paul is not here 
describing twenty-first century American culture but the Greco-
Roman culture of his present day. Yet the same process is fast 
occurring in our day as well. 
 And remarkably it all begins with false worship, with the 
stubborn refusal to worship God, or as Paul writes, to òhonor him 
as Godó and to ògive thanks to him.ó The result will always be self-
worship, because humans are habitual worshipers. Apart from 
God the void is so great and the emptiness is so horrifying, that 
we must somehow fill the abyss. We have no life in ourselves, so 
we will always look to some other for our satisfaction. But make 
no mistake, my satisfaction is the goal.   
 
THE EMPTINESS OF HUMAN SELF -WORSHIP 
 
 Here is the problem: in false, human worship, we have 
òexchanged the glory of the immortal God for images resembling mortal man 
and birds and animals and reptiles.ó The immortal, infinite God can 
utterly satisfy. But mortal, limited humanity and birds and animals 
and reptiles can never truly satisfy. They may offer a temporary 
fix, but they can never truly quench the thirst.   
 This rejection of the glory of the immortal God for some 
other supposed source of happiness is to the heart of our fallen 
human condition. In his book, Whatõs So Great About Christianity 
(Tyndale House, 2008), Dinesh DõSouza takes up the question of 
why atheism, the belief that there is no God, is so attractive. He 
notes that many modern atheists attack Christianity by alleging 
that Christians believe for purely psychological and not rational 
reasons. He notes Karl Marxõs famous indictment that òreligion is 
the opium of the people.ó People turn to religion for the same 
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reason that addicts turn to drugs, to escape a painful reality. He 
quotes French Atheist Michael Onfray, òGod is a fiction invented 
by men so as not to confront the reality of their condition.ó (266)  
 But if atheists can allege inferior motives for Christian 
belief, what about the atheists themselves? Is there any hidden 
benefit to unbelief? Are there ulterior motives for rejecting Godõs 
existence and claims over us? Youõd better believe there are! 
DõSousa writes:   
 

 Some atheists even acknowledge that they would 
prefer a universe in which there were no God, no immortal 
soul, and no afterlifeé.On the possibility of life after 
death, [atheist] H.L. Mencken wrote, ôMy private 
inclination is to hope that it is not so.õ In God: The Failed 
Hypothesis, physicist Victor Stenger confesses that not only 
does he disbelieve in God, he doesnõt like the Christian 
God: ôIf he does exist, I personally want nothing to do with 
him.õ And philosopher Thomas Nagel recently confessed 
to a ôfear of religion itself.õ As he put it, ôI want atheism to 
be trueé.It isnõt just that I donõt believe in Godé.I donõt 
want there to be a God; I donõt want the universe to be like 
that.õ (267) 

 
 But why? The atheistõs universe is a terribly dull and 
dismal place. We exist for no purpose, we have no future, and 
there is no justiceñnone of the wrongs of this life will ever be 
righted in the next life, because there is no next life. Why would 
anyone hope that something so abysmal is true? 
 In fact, many atheists find all of this to be quite liberating. 
In what way? DõSouza quotes the noted atheist, Aldous Huxley:   
 

I had motives for not wanting the world to have meaning; 
consequently I assumed that it had none, and was able 
without any difficulty to find satisfying reasons for this 
assumptioné.For myself, as no doubt for most of my 
contemporaries, the philosophy of meaninglessness was 
essentially an instrument of liberation. The liberation we 
desired waséliberation from a certain system of morality. 
We objected to the morality because it interfered with our 
sexual freedom. (270) 
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 After citing several other examples, DõSouza charges:   
 
òIt is chiefly because of sex that most contemporary 
atheists have chosen to break with Christianity. ôThe worst 
feature of the Christian religion,õ Bertrand Russell wrote in 
Why I Am Not a Christian, ôis its attitude toward sex.õ 
[Atheist Christopher] Hitchens writes that ôthe divorce 
between the sexual life and fearécan now at last be 
attempted on the sole condition that we banish all religions 
from the discourse.õ When an atheist gives elaborate 
justification for why God does not exist and why 
traditional morality is an illusion, he is very likely thinking 
of his sex organs. It may well be that if it werenõt for that 
single commandment against adultery, Western man would 
still be Christian!ó (273) 

 
 In other words, òWe wanted sexual freedom. We thought 
that would make us happy. But God and his law stood in the way. 
So we reasoned God out of existence.ó Or, as the Apostle Paul 
declared long ago:  òFor although they knew God, they did not honor him 
as God or give thanks to him, but they became futile in their thinking, and 
their foolish hearts were darkened. Claiming to be wise, they became fools, 
and exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images resembling mortal 
man and birds and animals and reptiles.ó (Romans 1:21-22) It all 
began with the stubborn refusal to worship God, and replacing 
self and its happiness on the throne instead. Human worship can 
never satisfy because it cannot offer true life. In human, self-
worship, we have òexchanged the glory of the immortal God for images 
resembling mortal man and birds and animals and reptiles.ó In human 
worship we forfeit the true life of the immortal God in exchange 
for the illusion of life in and through Godõs mortal creation, 
through pleasure and power and prestige, all of which are passing 
away.  
 
HUMAN SELF -WORSHIP IN THE CHURCH TODAY  
 
 Much of the present-day disease with respect to worship 
has come about due to a basic confusion of two biblical practices:  
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worship and evangelism. In worship we turn our eyes fully on the 
Lord.  We then òhonor him as God [and] give thanks to himó (Romans 
1:21). But because of our stubborn refusal to do this, we turn our 
eyes elsewhere and declare, òThis is my god, and I will look to 
this or that to bring happiness, life, and satisfaction.ó And in 
doing so, we unleash all manner of sin and misery upon ourselves 
as the result of the wrath of God who gives us over to our sinful 
cravings. So worship means that we focus on God alone, we 
honor God and give thanks to him. If we think about or talk 
about ourselves at all in worship it is either to confess our sins to 
God, or to give thanks for the blessings he has given us, or to 
pray for his grace and help. But the focus of worship is on God. 
Our goal is òto honor him as Godó and ògive thanks to him.ó   
 Evangelism, understandably, has a different goal. It is to 
win the opportunity to share the Gospel with sinners. Normally 
this is done by making some point of contact with the sinner 
(there are many, for we are sinners as well), and then from that 
point of contact, with permission, going on to share the good 
news of Godõs love in Christ and calling the sinner to faith in 
Christ and repentance from sin. In evangelism we seek to meet 
people where they are (which is typically lost in self-absorption). 
So as a point of contact we may address some of their needs. 
Evangelist Billy Graham said that whenever he spoke to people, 
he assumed that four needs were present in his non-Christian 
audience:  fear of death, loneliness, emptiness, and guilt.   
 But what has happened is that worship services have been 
redesigned to become like evangelistic services. Billy Graham did 
not pioneer the evangelistic service, but did much to perfect it. So 
the Billy Graham Crusade did not look much like a traditional 
worship service. There was more lively music, there were 
celebrity testimonials, and the sermons were much more about 
people and their needs than they were about Godõs glory. For 
example, a subject like loneliness was addressed at length, raising 
the hearerõs feelings of loneliness to a fever pitch, and then Christ 
was introduced as the answer to loneliness. People were then 
urged to come forward to receive Christ. And, due to the 
remarkable planning and raising of enthusiasm through the lively 
format, the results were quite remarkable with respect to the 
number of professions of faith. In truth Billy Grahamõs own 
organization recognized that only between 5 and 10% of the 
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òconversionsó lasted and translated into a life of Christian 
commitment and church membership.   
 In the name of evangelism, these practices were soon 
employed on Sunday mornings. And so arose this confusion 
between worship and evangelism. The sorry result now is that 
worship, honoring the Lord as God and giving thanks to him, the 
biblical practices that constitute our weekly, Lordõs Day renewing 
our covenant with the Lord, all of this has been forfeited in the 
name of evangelism. At all costs, this new kind of (misnamed) 
òworshipó had to make a point of contact with unbelievers, had 
to become attractive, not to Godõs people who have come to 
know him in Christ, but attractive to unbelievers, those whom 
the Bible describes as enslaved to sin and self and utterly hostile 
to God. And the result is these so-called òworshipó services that 
sinners like but that God does not like.    
 Worship is adoring what you value the most. And here is 
the problem with these new òworshipó services: they are 
engineered to appeal to the unconverted, those who value self 
most of all. Now if you value self above all, and you attend a 
òworshipó service that specifically appeals to you, then the 
centerpiece of this kind of òworshipó service will be your favorite 
subject:  self. But if a worship service is about you, if its over-
riding burden is how you are responding, then what, by 
definition, can it not be focusing on? The answer is God, and that 
explains why God does not like these new kinds of òworshipó 
services. It also explains why these new kinds of òworshipó 
services cannot truly helpñGod does not attend them, except in 
judgment. And this explains why these new kinds of self-worship 
churches are doomed to failure and are already beginning to 
stumble.    
 
1.  Entertainment òWorshipó 
 
 The most common kind of self-worship promoted by 
churches today is entertainment worship. This was probably 
inevitable, especially in America. In his book, Amusing Ourselves to 
Death:  Public Discourse in an Age of Show Business, author Neil 
Postman demonstrates how most every form of communication 
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in America today has been re-cast in terms of entertainment. 
News reporting, for example, is not a sober recounting of the 
most significant issues of the day, but rather the most sensational, 
those which pique the greatest interest. Even then there is little 
true analysis, but rather only the most salacious details. CNN 
Headline News is what most news has become:  just the headlines, 
with the constant scrawl of unrelated and useless information at 
the bottom of the page. Segments offer òthe world in a minute.ó 
Really? How is that possible? It is possible only in the 
entertainment world. It is only possible by offering stimulating, 
decontexualized, and unrelated snippets of trivia, not for 
understanding but foréentertainment.  
 And education, following the advent of Sesame Street, must 
also be entertainment. Education today must feature continual 
movement, vivid colors, lively music, and especially humor, or 
students will (can) not pay attention. He notes that what Sesame 
Street has largely done is to educate children to expect this kind of 
show and to disable them from substantive learning. The same 
may be said of politics. We are expected to cast our precious 
votes on the basis of a relentless barrage of 30-second attack adds 
in which candidates accuse each other of terrible crimes and 
misdemeanors or make promises that no one could possibly 
keep.   
 But the same is now true of the church. Thanks largely to 
Robert H. Schuller and his òCrystal Cathedral,ó worship as 
entertainment has become the norm, the standard, the rule 
instead of the exception. The Billy Graham Crusade Show was 
moved to Sunday morning and rebroadcast on nationwide TV. 
When Schullerõs approach was criticized in the early years, the 
criticism was specifically to our point:  òThis is not worship, it is 
evangelism. Your church is not really worshiping God.ó To this 
he replied that this did not really matter since the congregation 
actually worshiped on a week night. Instead they had deliberately 
chosen a different purpose for Sunday mornings.ó Really? As a 
result, thousands of churches began to copy the Sunday morning 
show, and worship got lost in the shuffle. 
 The Crystal Cathedral is broke. This should send shock 
waves through the many churches that secretly admired Schuller 
and not so secretly copied his strategy. A January 10, 2011 
Christianity Today editorial notes, òThis past October, the mega-



The Church Youôve Been Longing For 

 

10 

church prototype of the late 20th century filed for bankruptcy. A 
24 percent drop in donations and a $50-100 million debt owed to 
more than 550 creditors forced the Crystal Cathedral to file.ó    
 From the beginning, Schullerõs focus was on òemotional 
hungeró leading him to develop his ògospel of self-esteemó 
(which is as bad as it sounds). Again, the focus was on self, on me 
and my needs. It led inevitably to self-worship. Is it too much to 
quote again Paulõs warning from Romans 1? òFor the wrath of God 
is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and unrighteousness of men, 
who by their unrighteousness suppress the truthé. For although they knew 
God, they did not honor him as God or give thanks to him, but they became 
futile in their thinking, and their foolish hearts were darkened. Claiming to 
be wise, they became fools, and exchanged the glory of the immortal God for 
images resembling mortal man and birds and animals and reptiles.ó (1:18, 
21-23) 
    
2.  Sentimental òWorshipó 
 
 Pre-dating Schullerõs òentertainment worshipó was 
another distorted form of worship which we could call 
òsentimental worship.ó Schuller was not the first to identify the 
problem of òemotional hunger.ó Emotion can be very powerful, 
and some strong emotions can be very pleasant. Most pleasant of 
all, perhaps, is the catharsis through which we suddenly release a 
lot of pent up emotions, usually through having a good cry but 
also through deep and vigorous laughing. Afterward, we feel 
rather light and airy, cleansed and euphoric (òcatharsisó literally 
means òwashingó).   
 And it was also noticed that biblical truths and themes 
can evoke strong emotion:  heaven and hell, sin and repentance, 
forgiveness and grace, the sacrifice of Christ on the cross, etc. 
When we dwell on these great truths we cannot help but to 
become emotional. We shed tears or we shout for joy. Indeed, 
the Holy Spirit produces fruit in us that certainly engages our 
emotions:  love, joy, and peace, for example.  
 But it was also noticed that these deep feelings can be 
engineered through various means:  the manipulation of lighting, 
mood music, the personõs physical condition through rhythmic 
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clapping, breathing, dancing, or chanting, and though a lack of 
sleep or an irregular diet. Those of us who were raised on 
watching Billy Graham Crusades on television can hardly hear an 
organ playing òJust As I Am,ó without getting a bit misty-eyed.  
 Hollywood has certainly noticed these means and uses 
them to great effect in òtear-jerkeró movies. They make multiple 
millions of dollars by making us cry, and we gladly pay them for 
the privilege. And cults have noticed this as well. Some cults 
deliberately draw in emotionally starved people, wear down their 
defenses, and nearly force them to have a dramatic emotional 
experience. How do they do it? Through the glorious, dramatic 
truth of the Gospel? No, through the very techniques which were 
described above. And in order to maintain this deeply felt, 
euphoric breakthrough, one has to go even deeper into the 
teachings and practices of the group, relinquishing control to 
them which often results in some kind of exploitation by the 
leadership.  
 Western culture has often vacillated between periods of 
rationalism and romanticism. On the one extreme, rationalism is 
the belief that the mind, logic and reason, are our surest guides. 
Emotions or feelings are utterly unreliable, and the wise person 
strives to control his or her emotions. On the other extreme, 
romanticism tells us that our feelings or emotions are what we are 
at the deepest level. Our mind may play tricks on us, and reason 
is rejected as cold and calculating, but our feelings will never fail 
to show us the way. Emotions are pure and are the unfailing 
guide into reality and truth. Of course the Bible tells us to trust 
neither our reasoning nor our emotions:  both are fallen into sin, 
and both will deceive us. Rather we are to trust Godõs revelation 
in his Word.   
 But we are in a deeply romantic age today in which the 
mind is almost completely discounted and our feelings are 
thought to be infallible. So from this context, true Christianity is 
no longer something be studied and learned, as though we simply 
read the Bible, believe what it says, and live through faith in our 
Redeemer. Rather, òauthenticó ( a key word today) Christianity is 
about having deep experiences. It is about our emotions, our 
feelings. òI donõt want head knowledge,ó a contemporary 
Christian will say, òI want to feel it in my heart.ó 
 For some people, the most important skill of a preacher is 
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òinspirationó: telling heartwarming, touching stories that 
alternately cause the audience to laugh or cry. We might think 
that this is entertainment, but the focus on getting people to 
laugh or cry is the first step in this emotionalism, this 
sentimentalism. I heard a missionary tell of his fatherõs visit to the 
mission field in South America. They attended a worship service, 
and the natives praised God with great vigor and enthusiasm in 
their own tongue with their own songs. The father was 
completely unmoved. But when the natives began to sing a song 
that had been translated into their language yet retained the 
familiar, Western tune, òAmazing grace, how sweet the sound,ó 
the father began to weep. Why? The tune was familiar even 
though he could not understand the words. This is 
sentimentalism.   
 When the church service is focusing on creating an 
emotional response from the audience, what is it NOT focusing 
on? òHonoring the Lord as God and giving thanks to him.ó 
Please do not misunderstand me:  I expect the Christian faith to 
touch people deeply. Christian truth ought to move us to grief, 
sadness, repentance, resolve, compassion, and joy. But to focus 
on this response in order to create and craft worship 
òexperiencesó which will facilitate deep emotion is idolatry. We 
have suddenly lost our focus on òhonoring the Lord as Godó and 
ògiving thanks to him,ó and begun to focus on our feelings, on 
self. 
  
3.  Therapeutic òWorshipó      
 
 Worship is about adoring what is most precious. For the 
unbeliever, God is not most precious, self is. God is largely 
irrelevant, while self is all absorbing, for self is all the unbeliever 
really has left. When it comes to evangelism, we need to reach out 
to those isolated selfõs, to expose the folly of self-idolatry, and to 
repeat our Lord Jesusõ words that òif anyone would come after me, let 
him deny himself and take up his cross and follow me.ó  (Matthew 16:24)  
 But leave it to modern evangelicalism to come up with an 
ingenious (diabolical) compromise that leaves the postmodern 
self-seeker still utterly self-absorbed, but also eagerly attending 
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òworshipó services. The innovation was to create òtherapeutic 
worship.ó òAre you in love with your self? So are we! We think 
self is the greatest thing on earth. And we gather together not 
only to celebrate self, but also to improve self. We want to make 
you the best self you can be, and thatõs what God wants, too.ó 
 These therapeutic worship churches are a dime a dozen 
today. They focus alternately on three subjects:  1) helping you 
better understand yourself, 2) helping you feel better about 
yourself (or helping your self to feel better), and 3) helping you 
become a better self. I know that when I state it this way, it 
sounds astonishingly crass and hollow, but this is what many 
churches are pedaling these days. 
 The epitome of this self-worshiping, therapeutic church is 
the largest church in North America, Lakewood Community 
Church in suburban Houston, with over 40,000 in attendance 
each weekend. It is headed by the multi-millionaire preacher (or 
motivational speaker), Joel Osteen. In his case, I think it is quite 
possible to judge his books by their covers or at least their titles:  
Your Best Life Now, A Better You, and Itõs Your Time. After reading 
these titles, do you have any doubt concerning the object of 
worship? It is òyouó (self). Yes, God is occasionally mentioned, 
but only as a divine cheerleader praising the wonders of you or a 
coach leading you to the promised land of a better self.  But it is 
you, your self, that is truly worthy of praise.   
 
RESCUE FROM HUMAN SELF -WORSHIP 
 
 This self-idolatry is deeply ingrained in all of us. If not, 
these aberrations would not be so popular. Please do not 
misunderstand me:  this is not a call to cluck our tongues and wag 
our fingers at Joel Osteen or Robert Schuller, but to repent. It is 
to reject and to flee from the mercenary worship that says first 
and foremost, òwhatõs in it for me?ó It is a call to admit that we 
too have these deep and unquenchable yearnings and longings 
and that if we seek to satisfy them with entertainment or 
sentimentalism or therapy then we are idolaters worse than the 
prophets of Baal.  
 At the same time there is relief available. And this relief 
comes only in worshiping the Lord God, honoring the Lord as 
God and giving thanks to him. In divine worship we do not find 
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the façade of reality or an escape from reality, but Reality 
Himself. Our misery, our emptiness, longings, and cravings only 
came about in the first place because we stubbornly refused to 
òhonor the Lord as God and give thanks to him.ó Our misery, 
emptiness, longings, and cravings can only be relieved when we 
return to God in repentance from sin and self, put our faith in 
Christ, and become true worshipers once again.  
 Neil Postman writes in his book, Amusing Ourselves to 
Death.  òI believe I am not mistaken in saying that Christianity is a 
demanding and serious religion.  When it is delivered as easy and 
amusing, it is another kind of religion altogether.ó I think we 
need to realize that what he is describing is not just another kind 
of religion; it is another religion. The church youõve been longing 
for is a worshiping church. It will focus first and foremost on 
worship with integrity, not entertainment. 



 

 
 
 
 

Chapter 2   
Nurture through Families, 

Not Programs 
 

 The church is always only one generation from extinction. 
Oh, we do believe that in Godõs providence the churchõs light 
may grow dim on the earth, but will never be extinguished. As 
the Westminster Confession states: òThe purest Churches under 
heaven are subject both to mixture and error; and some have so 
degenerated as to become no Churches of Christ, but synagogues 
of Satan. Nevertheless, there shall be always a Church on earth to 
worship God according to His will.ó (XXV.5)   
 But practically speaking, if one generation fails to transmit 
the faith to the next, then as that failed generation dies away, the 
church is lost. It may be shocking to discover that Western 
Europe has largely seen this specter become a reality. On average, 
less than 10% of Western Europeans attend church even once a 
month. What is striking is that the numbers of Americans in 
church has likewise plummeted in past few decades. Thirty years 
ago, four out of ten Americans were in church on any given 
Sunday, 40%. That has now dropped to less than 20%. Best 
estimates place about 15% of Americans as a meaningful part of 
Christian churches.   
 What has caused this erosion? Part of it may be explained 
by the fact that the statistical figures of Christians in America 
never were all that significant. Certainly many Americans have 
been influenced by Christianity, but the number of committed 
followers of Jesus Christ has never been all that high. And there 
is also a powerful dynamic that has arisen over the past few 
generations which has had a diminishing effect on vital 
Christianity in our land.  



The Church Youôve Been Longing For 

 

16 

 It has to do with the manner in which the faith is 
transmitted to the next generation. In the relay race of the 
Christian church, somebody dropped the baton. God has had a 
plan for passing on the faith for thousands of years. It is called 
the family. From the very beginning, God has called the family to 
do the heavy lifting when it comes to teaching the faith to the 
next generation. But in recent generations, this God-given 
responsibility has been increasingly given over to the church, a 
practice which is clearly unbiblical and which has had 
catastrophic consequences.  
 
GODõS PATTERN FOR A STRONG CHURCH  
 
 Come with me as we trace Godõs plan for creating a 
strong church. In what we call the òGreat Commission,ó our 
Lord Jesus Christ left these instructions for church advancement:  
òAnd Jesus came and said to them, òAll authority in heaven and on earth 
has been given to me. Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, 
baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy 
Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you. And behold, 
I am with you always, to the end of the age.ó  (Matthew 28:18-20) 
 Christõs command is for the church to make disciples, 
literally òstudents or followers,ó of all nations by baptizing them 
and teaching them to observe all that he commanded. You 
cannot miss the emphasis on Christian nurture, that is, teaching 
the disciples or students the treasures of Christõs doctrine, along 
with the call to obey him. And who is to accomplish the 
teaching? The leadership of the church, that is, those with the 
spiritual gifts of teaching, especially the elders of the church.   
 And this is, in fact, what the church began to do a short 
time later as the Holy Spirit was poured out on the church on the 
Day of Pentecost, recorded in Acts 2. As Peter preached the 
good news to the gathered crowd, the Holy Spirit gave the gift of 
repentance unto life, and over 3,000 were added to the church in 
one day. And what did the church leadership immediately begin 
to do with the newly-converted? The Apostles began to teach 
òthem to observe everythingó Jesus had commanded them, just 
as he had called them to do. Acts 2:42 tells us: òAnd they devoted 
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themselves to the apostlesõ teaching and fellowship, to the breaking of bread 
and the prayers.ó So they heard the truth and began to practice the 
faith. The Apostles immediately commenced the work of making 
disciples of all nations by baptizing those who believed and 
teaching them the faith.  
 That was the first generation in the church. But what 
about the next generation? Did they simply wait for their children 
to grow up as untaught pagans and then try to evangelize them? 
Did they instruct their parents to turn them over to the church 
for Sunday School, childrenõs church, and youth group? Not 
exactly.   
 Hereõs what the Apostle Paul writes to Christian parents 
regarding the spiritual nurture and training of their children in the 
faith:  òFathers, do not provoke your children to anger, but bring them up in 
the discipline and instruction of the Lord.ó (Ephesians 6:4)  Fathers. 
The spiritual teacher in the home, the one who is charged with 
bringing up their children in the discipline and instruction of the 
Lord, is the father of the household. òWhat about the youth 
pastor?ó (What youth pastor?)  
 òYou mean the father was to shoulder the responsibility 
on his own?ó Mostly, yes. The parents did, of course, bring their 
children to worship where they heard the Word of God explained 
and preached to them. But the father was to be his childrenõs 
primary pastor and teacher.   
 Where did the Apostles get this notion? The fact is that 
this was Godõs plan all along, from the very beginning of the 
nation of Israel. The book of Deuteronomy was Godõs 
instruction for covenant life in the Promised Land. And Godõs 
plan was for countless generations to be raised up and to grow 
mighty in that good land. But how was the faith to be transmitted 
to each new generation? It was to be accomplished by the 
parents. True, each community was to have Levites or pastors 
who would instruct the people and lead them in worship. But it 
was primarily the parents who were to learn from them and then 
translate and transmit the truth to their children.  
 After God repeated the Ten Commandments in 
Deuteronomy 5, we read this in the next chapter:  òNow this is the 
commandment, the statutes and the rules that the LORD your God 
commanded me to teach you, that you may do them in the land to which you 
are going over, to possess it, that you may fear the LORD your God, you 
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and your son and your sonõs son, by keeping all his statutes and his 
commandments, which I command you, all the days of your life, and that your 
days may be long.ó (6:1-2) Notice the clear emphasis on the 
succeeding generations learning to fear the Lord by learning his 
commandments. But how were they to be taught?  òAnd these 
words that I command you today shall be on your heart. You shall teach 
them diligently to your childrené.ó (6:6-7a) How were the children to 
be taught? By hosting Sunday Schools and childrenõs church and 
youth groups?  No, òéand [you] shall talk of them when you sit in 
your house, and when you walk by the way, and when you lie down, and 
when you rise. You shall bind them as a sign on your hand, and they shall be 
as frontlets between your eyes. You shall write them on the doorposts of your 
house and on your gates.ó(6:7b-9) 
 
SPIRITUAL CHILD NEGLECT   
 
 So when the Apostles charged the fathers, not the church, 
with the responsibility for the spiritual training of their children, 
they did not pluck this idea from the air. This was Godõs plan 
from the beginning. Can parents ignore this plan, abdicate their 
responsibility, and simply turn their children over to Sunday 
School, childrenõs church, and youth pastors? Apparently not. 
There is certainly no New Testament warrant for doing so. And 
the results of doing so, as we have been doing for the past few 
generations, are now becoming clear. The faith is not being 
transmitted. There is now whole scale abandonment of the 
church by the succeeding generations. The church, first in 
Western Europe and now in North America, is in freefall.   
 In his message titled, òFeminism, Youth Culture, and the 
History of the Sunday School Movement,ó Pastor Doug Phillips, 
director of Vision Forum Ministries, explains the historic 
foundations of what he calls some of our most popular extra-
biblical, family-fragmenting, modern church traditions. He also 
exposes the theological presuppositions behind practices widely 
embraced by the modern church. He notes that there have been 
two competing models of education in the church: the 
relationship-based vision of Hebrew, covenantal discipleship, and 
the efficiency model stemming from the Greek emphasis on 
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youth and the Platonic ideal of separating children from their 
parents.    
 He draws a distinction between the early, American, 
Puritan vision of family-integrated Sunday training on the one 
hand and the Sunday School as a family-fragmenting and 
evolutionary theory-influenced, late nineteenth century proto-
feminist movement on the other. The Sunday School Movement, 
he says, was a well-intentioned òSocial Gospeló outreach to 
children without Christian parents. But in its present form it has 
become an unfortunate substitute for father-directed discipleship 
of the children of Christian parents.   
 Phillips quotes the scholar Otto Scott as he traces the 
evolution of this secular humanistic separation of ages in the 
church as the church copied the culture.  
 

Elementary school children were segregated from 
secondary schools along the lines of [humanistic] 
ôobservations.õ Twelve was the age of the break. The new 
fashion spread even into religion, and the clergy began to 
aim different lessons at special age groups: the Bible was 
too much for the young....There are many variations of this 
development ñ from youth gangs to the forced 
retirement. In fact, we have almost achieved a society 
nearly completely segregated by age in which the 
generations have been narrowed from the traditional thirty 
years to far fewer. Age now separates us more than ever 
before in any society; persons raised only a few decades 
apart find one another nearly incomprehensible. 

 
 Not only are the generations more and more fragmented 
by this process, the faith which was to be transmitted from one 
generation to the next through the Christian home has, in fact, 
largely been lost. And, due to younger people having less and less 
contact with responsible, adult role models in the church, a kind 
of immaturity and irresponsibility has been unwittingly reinforced 
by the church.  Instead of interacting with adults (or their parents, 
for that matter) on weighty issues of spiritual substance, the 
average, churched, young person today will more likely be found 
at the youth-group-sponsored òJello Fight Night.ó    
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 Distinguished Professor of Sociology at Chapel Hill 
University in North Carolina, Christian Smith, recently completed 
the largest and most detailed sociological study of teenagers and 
religion ever undertaken. It was called, òThe National Study of 
Youth and Religion.ó His conclusion was that most teenagers in 
America follow the same religion, whatever the brand-name:  
Lutheran, Evangelical, Baptist, Presbyterian, Methodist; 
Protestant or Roman Catholic, even Mormons and Jews. The 
term he coined for this religion was òMoralistic Therapeutic 
Deism.ó He declares that Moralistic Therapeutic Deism is the 
largest religion among teenagers in America today. He 
summarizes the unwritten beliefs of most American teenagers in 
his 2005 book, Soul Searching (Oxford University Press, 2005):  
 

1.  A God exists who created and orders the world and 
  watches over human life on earth. 
2.  God wants people to be good, nice, and fair to each  
  other, as taught in the Bible and by most world 
  religions. 
3.  The central goal of life is to be happy and to feel 
  good about oneself. 
4.  God does not need to be particularly involved in 
  oneõs life except when God is needed to resolve a 
  problem. 
5.  Good people go to heaven when they die. (162-163) 

 
 Moralistic Therapeutic Deism is the religion that follows 
these beliefs.   
 

 First, Moralistic Therapeutic Deism is about 
inculcating a moralistic approach to life.  It teaches that 
central to living a good and happy life is being a good, 
moral person. That means being nice, kind, pleasant, 
respectful, responsible, at work on self-improvement, 
taking care of oneõs health, and doing oneõs best to be 
successfulé (163) 
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 Moralistic Therapeutic Deism is, second, about 
providing therapeutic benefits to its adherents. This is 
not a religion of repentance from sin, of keeping the 
Sabbath, of living as a servant of a sovereign divine, of 
steadfastly saying oneõs prayers, of faithfully observing 
high holy days, of building character through suffering, 
of basking in Godõs love and grace, of spending oneself 
in gratitude and love for the cause of social justice, 
etcetera. Rather what appears to be the actual dominant 
religion among U.S. teenagers is centrally about feeling 
good, happy, secure, at peace. It is about attaining 
subjective well-being, being able to resolve problems, 
and getting along amiably with other peopleé. (163-
164)  
 
 Finally, Moralistic Therapeutic Deism is about belief 
in a particular kind of God: one who exists, created the 
world, and defines our general moral order, but not one 
who is particularly personally involved in oneõs affairsñ
especially affairs in which one would prefer not to have 
God involved. Most of the time, the God of this faith 
keeps a safe distance. (164)   

 
 Smith is careful to note that this Moralistic Therapeutic 
Deism is not an organized religion but cuts across organized 
religions in America, and that most of its followers would not 
recognize it by that name. Nonetheless, after his extensive 
surveys and interviews, he is convinced that this is the religion 
followed by most American teenagers whatever the brand name 
they use.  And the two sources for this pervasive, sub-Christian 
religion embraced by the vast majority of religious, American 
teenagers are the generic youth group model and the generic, 
òlowest common denominatoró educational materials.   
 
RESTORING GODõS PATTERN  
 
 So what does the church do to restore Godõs plan for 
evangelizing and raising up the next generation? Should the 
church quit holding Sunday School or Catechism classes? Not at 
all. Rather, the church must reassert the parentsõ primary role in 



The Church Youôve Been Longing For 

 

22 

the spiritual nurture and training of their children. At the same 
time, the church must continue to stress her teaching ministry, 
but primarily to adults, to parents and grandparents, so that they 
will be fully equipped to fulfill Godõs calling to teach and train 
their children in the faith. If anything, adult education in the 
church is far more crucial than childrenõs education.  
 Why have parents so quickly and cheerfully abandoned 
their responsibility to their children? Perhaps we should look 
again at that foundational text from Deuteronomy 6: òAnd these 
words that I command you today shall be on your heart. You shall teach 
them diligently to your childrené.ó (6-7a) Did you spot the problem?  
To the parents, God says, òthese wordséshall be on your heart.ó  But 
what if they are not on the parentsõ hearts? What if the parents 
are unconcerned about spiritual matters? It takes an adult to 
make an adult. And it takes a disciple to make a disciple. If the 
parents are not following Christ, why would we expect them to 
have any success in training their children to do so? No matter 
how often such hypocritical parents take their children to church 
or make them go to Sunday School or youth group, all the while 
these parents are loudly announcing: òThis is not real. We are just 
pretending for appearances sake. You do not really have to take 
this to heart because we certainly do not. We too wish we did not 
have to be Christians.ó   
 So it begins with the parents. It takes a disciple to make a 
disciple.   
 1.  It begins with adult education in the church. The new 
believers in Jerusalem gathered daily for the apostlesõ teaching 
and to practice the faith, daily. As we said before, if anything, 
adult Sunday school is far more important than childrenõs Sunday 
school or youth group. Dads and Moms must master the faith 
and have it in their hearts so they can teach and model it for their 
children.   
 2.  It continues with the intentional training of young 
people in Bible Study and Catechism. As an assistant to the 
parents, the wise church will use the gifts and skills of mature 
Christians who are able to teach the practice of the biblical faith, 
methods of Bible study, and Bible doctrine. So, yes, these 
children and youth classes do have a place, but only as a 
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supplement to what Dad and Mom are already doing in the 
home.   
 3.  Intergenerational studies are a great step in the right 
direction. They keep the generations together and allow this vital, 
life-transferring interaction as all ages study the Bible together.   
 4.  Small groups are sometimes employed in churches 
today. The main error with many of these small groups is that 
they are segregated by age. Small groups for older adults can tend 
devolve into commiserating about the problems of older people. 
Small groups for younger adults often share the limitations of 
those younger adults: high energy and low wisdom. Of course 
youth groups (which are small groups) tend to perpetuate 
immaturity. All of these tend to fragment the family, fragment the 
church, and separate the generations. 
 But what if small groups in the church met regularly for 
worship, study, caring and prayer, and outreach, and these groups 
contained all generations because they were family-based? Then 
the fragmenting would stop, the older folks would gain some 
enthusiasm from the young, and the young would have some 
mature role models for their developing faith and life.   
 The church youõve been longing for will de-emphasize 
unbiblical and ineffective programs which fragment both family 
and church and instead train and empower parents, especially 
fathers, to fulfill their God-given calling to raise their children in 
the òdiscipline and instruction of the Lord.ó     
 



 

 
 
 

Chapter Three 
Obedience in Faithfulness,  

Not Optional Sanctification 
 
 Did you know that the tomato was once considered 
poisonous? So, of course, nobody ate them: no tomatoes on your 
sub sandwich or tossed salad, no tomato sauce, pizza sauce, or 
spaghetti sauce, no tomato soup, stewed tomatoes, tomato juice, 
or catsup! Tomatoes are loaded with the essential Vitamin C. 
Without Vitamin C, people develop the fatal disease of scurvy.  
So, while tomatoes could have cured many and saved their lives, 
they were believed to be poisonous, and thrown away.   
 Such is the power of a false idea. It can lead not only to 
serious error, but to dire, practical consequences. And spiritually 
speaking, error can have even more serious outcomes. Once 
spiritual error becomes deeply rooted in a people, it can, like a 
noxious weed, be very difficult to eradicate.  
 In the foundational Great Commission, our Lord Jesus 
Christ called his church to òmake disciples of all nationsó by 
baptizing these new believers and òteaching them to obey 
everythingó he has commanded. Yet for several generations now, 
a segment of the evangelical church has taught that obedience to 
Jesus Christ is not essential to salvation, that it is rather an option 
that you may choose if you want to, but is certainly not required, 
perhaps not even very important. That is astonishing! In view of 
our Lordõs plain command, where in the world did a church get 
the idea that it could teach disciples that they need NOT obey 
everything he has commanded? 
 In this chapter I will define the glorious gospel of 
salvation. I will also show where this poisonous idea of òoptional 
obedienceó came from, and finally consider ways the church can 
recover from this fatal error.   
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HOW GOD SAVES SINNERS  
 
 Paulõs letter to the Ephesians is a shorthand account of 
how God saves sinners. The second chapter begins with a 
description of the predicament:  why sinners need to be saved in 
the first place. òAnd you were dead in the trespasses and sins in which you 
once walked, following the course of this world, following the prince of the 
power of the air, the spirit that is now at work in the sons of disobedienceñ
among whom we all once lived in the passions of our flesh, carrying out the 
desires of the body and the mind, and were by nature children of wrath, like 
the rest of mankind.ó  (Ephesians 2:1-3) That is about as hopeless a 
picture as anyone could imagine.   
 1.  The first problem sinners have is that they are in fact 
spiritually dead. Paul is addressing believers, but he describes 
their former condition. And those who are spiritually dead have 
no hope because the dead do not strive, try harder, or do better.  
They do not even believe becauseéthey are dead.   
 2.  But even more, sinners are enslaved. They are òin the 
trespasses and sinsó; they are bound to them, and as a consequence 
walk in them and follow the doomed course of the world and the 
prince of the power of the air. Whatõs more, they are enslaved by 
their own sinful passions and desires. So, spiritually dead sinners 
find themselves hopelessly enslaved to the world, to the devil, 
and to their own sinful flesh or cravings. But it gets worse.   
 3.  They are òchildren of wrath.ó Sinners are under 
Godõs wrath and curse for their willful disobedience. What this 
means is that they should not expect any help coming from 
above.   
 So, even if they want to believe (which they donõt), they 
cannot believe because they are spiritually dead, incapable of 
believing. And none of this matters anyhow, because they are 
already guilty as charged and condemned to everlasting wrath.   
 I know that this paints an utterly bleak and impossible 
situation, but that is how God describes it in his Word. And the 
truth is that nothing good can come about until we recognize this 
truth and own up to it. Jesus came not to call the righteous 
(because there are none!) but sinners to repentance. 
 But here is the word that changes everything:  òBut God, 
being rich in mercy, because of the great love with which he loved us, even 
when we were dead in our trespasses, made us alive together with Christñby 
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grace you have been savedé.ó  (2:4-5a) The truly astonishing wonder 
is that God, who by rights should be wrathful to such desperate 
sinners like us, is instead òrich in mercy.ó We were spiritually 
dead, but he has made us alive together with Christ. This action is 
purely ògracious,ó which means it is entirely from God. We do 
not earn it or deserve it.   
 Whatõs more, he has òraised us up with him and seated us with 
him in the heavenly places in Christ Jesusó (2:5b). What this means, of 
course, is that we are no longer òin our trespasses and sins.ó We 
are no longer enslaved to the world or to the devil or even to our 
sinful passions and cravings (our òfleshó or sinful nature). So 
God, by his grace (not because we deserve it or have earned it), 
has completely solved our problem for us. We were deadñhe 
made us alive with Christ.  We were enslaved to the world, the 
devil, and our sinful fleshñhe raised us up above all that and 
seated us with him in the heavenly places.  We were under Godõs 
justly-deserved wrathñbut he poured out that wrath on his Son 
instead, for us, in our place.   
 Given all that God has done, do you think that sounds 
like obedience should only be optional for his revived, freed, and 
dearly-beloved children? Of course not! Under those 
circumstances, why would anyone not want to obey Jesus Christ? 
And so Paul summarizes with the familiar words:  òFor by grace you 
have been saved through faith. And this is not your own doing; it is the gift of 
God, not a result of works, so that no one may boast. For we are his 
workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared 
beforehand, that we should walk in them.ó (2:8-10) 
 Be sure you get the order correct. Godõs saving his people 
is purely by his grace. It is a gift which he offers to us, and he 
even gives us the faith to believe and receive his gift of salvation. 
This means that it is not because of our good works that anyone 
is saved, so no one may boast about being good enough or smart 
enough or virtuous enough to have paid his or her own way.  
And it only gets better, because instead of leaving us to wallow in 
the moral cesspool of sin, God has made us new to do new 
works, good works which are noble and godly and far more 
fitting and in keeping with our exalted character as those created 
in Godõs image and re-created to become the image of his Son.  
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HOW THE GOSPEL GOT TWISTED  
 
 The Protestant reformers (those who led the church in 
reformation and renewal beginning in the early 1500s) insisted 
that this was the very heart of the Gospel. Prior to their time, the 
church had largely lost the glory of this hopeful message of 
salvation by grace alone, received through faith alone, on account 
of Christ alone. Instead, the church taught that God gave a 
certain measure of grace to dead sinners through baptism, but 
that they must finish the work on their own through their good 
works. Only at the end of their life would the score be tallied, 
and, if they had done enough good works and avoided enough 
sins, would they be justified or declared righteous and accepted 
into heaven. To claim to be sure of salvation in this life, the 
church had taught, was arrogance. It was to presume that your 
good works would remain good. 
 But Martin Luther (the first of these reformers) found no 
comfort in this scheme of self-salvation because he recognized 
that he was not good enough, nor could he ever be good enough 
to measure up to Godõs perfect standard. And it was by going 
back to the Scriptures, to Godõs Word, that he rediscovered that 
salvation is not at all based upon our goodness, but is entirely a 
gift of God to the helpless and undeserving. Faith is merely the 
instrument through which the gift is received. Even the faith 
itself is given as a gift. And once the gift is received, the sinner is 
counted righteous with God and can be sure of heaven. All of 
this is possible because Jesus paid the way for us.   
 The same Protestant reformers insisted that while 
salvation is received through faith alone, it is not a faith that 
remains alone. No, once God gives this new life, the new birth 
through the Holy Spirit, the new child of God will love his or her 
Father and diligently seek to serve and obey him. And if that 
change of heart and life does not take place, then something has 
gone wrong. The new birth was in fact a spiritual òstill birth.ó It 
may have been a mere emotional or rational response, but the 
untransformed convert is no convert at all. One of the early 
catechisms from the Reformation era, the Heidelberg Catechism, 
states this quite clearly. Even though salvation is a gift entirely 
won by Christ and given freely without our earning or deserving, 
that salvation does completely transform the sinner: òTherefore, 
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by his Holy Spirit, he also assures me of eternal life, and makes 
me wholeheartedly willing and ready from now on to live for 
him.ó (Q1)   
 After the Reformation, however, the church has 
witnessed a dramatic reversal. The dreadful, fatal error was 
introduced about 150 years ago in the second half of the 
nineteenth century by revivalist preachers, and the error has 
continued up to the present. Hereõs how it came about. 
 In the century or so following the Reformation, this truth 
of the Gospel spread rapidly. But in time the fervor of the 
churches began to cool off. Churches had been established, but 
there were few new converts, and there was little excitement 
about this great hope in Christ. The Gospel began to be taken for 
granted.   
 But some preachers found that through dramatics and 
emotionalism, excitement could be manufactured. If the churches 
were cold, they needed warming up. As a result, fiery, itinerant 
preachers went from town to town whipping up the crowds. 
Since there were few entertainment opportunities in the villages, a 
stirring preacher was as good a show as any. And the often 
untrained preachers began to rely more and more on theatrics 
and high-pressure sales techniques to make òconverts.ó The great 
goal was to press the sinner to make a decision for Christ, even 
though the content of that decision often was not very clearly 
defined. And, as you can imagine, the revivalist preachers were 
quite successful in pressuring people into making decisions. Did 
these people really understand the Gospel? Many times they did 
not. In fact, in many cases the Gospel as the New Testament 
announces it was not clearly explained. But, in the heat of 
emotion, these converts had made a decision. After the 
campaign, the revivalist preacher moved on. 
 But what had he accomplished? He had garnered some 
decisions, but many of these were false conversions due to the 
heavy emotional sway and the lack of clear teaching. Most of 
these new òconvertsó quickly fell away as the emotion wore off.  
 How do you solve the problem of masses of òconvertedó 
people who are not really converted at all and who go back to the 
same old sinful lives they supposedly left?   



Obedience in Faithfulness, Not Optional Sanctification 29 

 The solution was to fall into the error that we described 
at the beginning. It was to make ògoing to heavenó a mere 
decision, while obedience became a mere option. Eventually 
people were assured that they could accept Jesus as their Savior 
and be sure of heaven, and that they could later make Christ their 
Lord as an added bonus if they wanted to. Some additional, 
heavenly rewards were promised for those who took the second 
step, but many did not.   
 But you see what has happened. The seamless garment of 
salvation has been torn in two. In fact, Christ himself has been 
torn in two: his priestly office as sacrifice and Savior has been 
separated from his kingly office as Lord, and that is impossible. 
Using Paulõs language from Ephesians 2, those who were dead in 
their trespasses and sins were never made alive together with 
Christ. They were never raised up with him and seated with him 
in the heavenly places, or they would never have returned to the 
bondage of sin or to the enslavement of the world, the flesh, the 
devil. The supposed òfaithó of these decisional conversions was 
in fact a false faith, what James calls òdead faith,ó for living faith 
responds with love and obedience. Their assurance was a false 
assurance, and on the judgment day all will be revealed to their 
horrible and inconsolable dismay. How clearly has Jesus called his 
church to òmake disciples of all nationsó òteaching them to obeyó 
everything he has commanded!     
 
RECLAIM ING THE GOSPEL  
 
 How can the church correct an error that is 150 years old 
and still grips a good portion of the evangelical church? How can 
the church òunlearnó a òtruthó that for many has been embraced 
as a foundational article of truth? We can illustrate the problem 
through a joke. Moses comes down from the mountain and 
announces, òI have some good news and some bad news. The 
good news is that I got him down to only Ten Commandments. 
The bad news is that adultery is still a sin.ó  
 Now why is that funny? Itõs funny because òeverybody 
knowsó that sin makes us happy and that Godõs commandments 
are wet blanket, fun-hating, joy killers. Thatõs the problem. Sin is 
still enticing, exciting, glamorous, and inviting. That is what 
makes this easy-believism, decisional salvation so attractive. On 
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the one hand, we want to go to heaven when we die. But on the 
other hand, we still want to enjoy life, and we think that sin is the 
fast track to happiness. So a ògospeló that assures us of heaven in 
the future even while we are living like the devil now seems the 
best of both worlds.  
 And that is where we have been deceived. Sin IS misery. 
Jesus, in great mercy, came to save us from sin, not just from the 
penalty for sin, but from the horrible sin itself.  
 This is seldom understood. My guess is that most people 
really consider sin to be pleasant and enjoyable, even quite 
desirable. Oh, we know that sin will get us into trouble, but we 
long to get away with just as much as we can, without getting into 
too much trouble. I have had people ask me, òHow much sin can 
I commit and still go to heaven?ó They were considering sin to be 
something quite positive, and were hoping to have òthe best of 
both worlds,ó as it were. They were echoing the sentiment of St. 
Augustine before he came to faith in Christ, when he prayed, òO 
Lord, save me from all my sins, but not yet.ó It takes a greater 
wisdom, a God-given wisdom, true conversion, to see that it is 
not just the penalty of sin that is undesirable, but sin itself. In a 
legal sense, sin leads to condemnation. But in a spiritual sense, sin 
leads to corruption. In fact, sin is corruption.   
 To put it in medical terms, sin does not simply lead to 
disease, sin is the disease itself. Suppose someone has the 
dreadful disease of cancer, and it is eating away at their body, 
killing them. Imagine that patient going to the doctor and saying, 
òPlease cure me of this cancer. Now donõt get me wrong:  I like 
the agony, the pain, the contorting disfigurement, and crippling 
disability caused by the disease. I just donõt want to die. So could 
you keep me alive, but somehow allow the cancer to continue to 
destroy my body?ó The thought is ridiculous.   
 Yet that is precisely what many professing Christians are 
saying. And Jesus came to save us not only from sinõs 
condemnation, but from sinõs corruption. Ageing, the gradual 
decline and corruption of the body, is a picture of whatõs taking 
place in our souls within. We are our own walking object lessons 
of whatõs happening to our souls. As our bodies waste away, 
continuing on the steady decline toward death and disintegration, 
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so our souls are taking the same path. And that is why it is so 
hopeful when the Apostle Paul writes that though outwardly we 
are wasting away, inwardly we are being renewed day by day (2 
Corinthians 4:16). Christ came to save us from our sins 
themselves, from their corruption.  
 Jesus calls his church to proclaim the truly good news 
that he saves not merely from the penalty of sin, but from the 
power of sin as well. If a church avoids the admittedly unpleasant 
subjects of sin, misery, Godõs wrath and judgment, and the need 
for repentance, that church has neutered the power of the Gospel 
itself and has condemned its people to the wretched gloom of 
slavery to sin in this life and a false and unsure hope for the life 
to come. The church youõve been longing for will never slink 
away from the full glory of the Gospel, of a powerful Savior who 
rescues sinners from the consequences of sin in both this life and 
the life to come. 



 

 
 
 
 

Chapter 4 
Community with Purpose, 

Not Self-Absorption 
 
 It is not quite science fiction, but it certainly sounds like 
it: subtle forces are at work re-programming your identity, 
causing you to think and feel and eventually to act out your new 
personality, that of aéconsumer.   
 A òconsumeró is one who understands his or her life to 
be measured by the quantity and quality of their material 
possessions or exciting experiences. A consumer thinks often 
about and thinks much of things:  what to buy, where to buy it, 
how to use it, and eventually how to pay for it. It is doubtful that 
any consumer consciously sets the accumulation of more and 
more stuff as their lifeõs goal, but through constant exposure to 
our consumer culture, it is nearly impossible to escape being 
squeezed into this mold. Americans receive over 12 billion 
catalogs a year (about a third of them seem to arrive in my 
mailbox!). On average we watch 3-4 hours of television a day 
with 20-30 advertisements per hour. Thatõs over a 20 thousand 
advertisements per year. The marketers spend countless billions 
each year to turn us into consumers.   
 And I suppose some of this is inevitable, even necessary. 
A market-based economy truly needs people in the marketplace 
spending money and purchasing goods and services. This creates 
jobs, which provide income, which is used to buy more stuff, and 
this is the circle of (economic) life.   
 But the danger arises when we accept the message that we 
are consumers. Consumers believe that the sum of their life is 
their stuff (hence the relatively recent advent of the storage unit). 
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But Jesus said that our life òdoes not consist in the abundance of [our] 
possessionsó (Luke 12:15). Obviously only one of these can be true. 
And, of course, Jesus is right and not the marketers.   
 The church youõve been longing for will recognize the 
danger consumerism poses to the churchõs life and well-being.   
 
THE FOCUS OF TRUE CHRISTIANITY  
 
 In Hebrews 10 we find a reforming text of Scripture 
which calls us back to basic Christianity. Hebrews 10:19 begins 
with the word òthereforeó which points to what preceded. And 
what preceded was the Gospel, the good news of how God sent 
his Son as an atoning sacrifice to pay for our sins and to reconcile 
us to himself. So, òtherefore,ó since God has reconciled us to 
himself, òsince we have confidence to enter the holy places by the blood of 
Jesus, by the new and living way that he opened for us through the curtain, 
that is, through his flesh, and since we have a great priest over the house of 
God, let us draw near with a true heart in full assurance of faith, with our 
hearts sprinkled clean from an evil conscience and our bodies washed with 
pure wateró (10:19-22). What the author is saying is that since we 
have access to our heavenly Father, we must draw near to him to 
enjoy his grace and to be strengthened in faith. 
 This is necessary because the world is constantly seeking 
to pull us down and pull us away from this great hope. In the 
context of Hebrews 10, it was a rather overt attack: believers were 
being openly persecuted for their faith in Christ, and were being 
tempted to give it up. So the writer urges them to go to God 
often in prayer and seek the strengthening of the Holy Spirit. In 
our day, the temptation is often more subtle. It is the temptation 
to become distracted, to become enamored by what the world 
loves so that we lose our hope in Christ.   
 He urges them to stand firm in this great faith. òLet us hold 
fast the confession of our hope without wavering, for he who promised is 
faithfuló (10:23). And what great help does he offer to enable them 
to stand firm, to resist the deadly draw of the world, the flesh, 
and the devil? It is the strength that comes through the fellowship 
of Godõs people. òAnd let us consider how to stir up one another to love 
and good works, not neglecting to meet together, as is the habit of some, but 
encouraging one another, and all the more as you see the Day drawing nearó 
(10:24-25). 
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 The main purpose of Christian fellowship, then, is to help 
our fellow believers òhold fast the confession of our hope.ó In fact, God 
calls us to do something nearly impossible today, and that is to 
consider others, not out of envy or desire, but to consider how to 
help others grow in love and good works. To be a Christian is to 
consider others above yourself. 
 
CONSUMER CHRISTIANITY  
 
 But the world tells us that we are consumers: that our 
utmost concern is to be accumulating stuff for ourselves or 
enjoying experiences for ourselves. The consumer is trained to 
approach every situation with one thought: òWhat can I get out 
of this? Whatõs in it for me? What can others do for me?ó Of 
course, due to our basic, sinful, self-centeredness, we do not need 
much training in this: it all comes rather naturally to us. You can 
see how this consumer perspective would be deadly to a church 
and diametrically opposed to the call of Christ to òconsider how to 
stir up one another to love and good works.ó But in recent decades, an 
innovation has crept into the evangelical church which is nothing 
short of breathtaking.  
 Nearly forty years ago, a segment of the evangelical 
church embarked upon an experiment. Its design was very clever, 
though unwittingly demonic, I think. This church started with 
this premise: òPeople see themselves as consumers. So letõs create 
a church that appeals to consumers. Letõs give them what they 
want!ó So this church knocked on doors and asked non-
Christians what kind of church they would like, and then gave 
them that church. It followed the business principle, òThe 
customer is king.ó But they forgot that Christ is King. 
 A consumer assesses a provider on its perceived value, 
but also on the impact it has on image. McDonalds may be fast 
and cheap, for example, but Olive Garden is more upscale. òI 
would look more impressive walking out of an Olive Garden 
than a McDonalds.ó And you can get a full wardrobe at Walmart 
(always low prices), but òI really need to wear designer labels.ó   
 The churches which tried to play the consumer game 
started advertising themselves for the goods and services and the 
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image they could provide.   
 òDo you want to be entertained? We have a good show.ó 
 òDo you need therapy? We can help you feel better.ó  
 òDo you want a good, moral education for your children, 
yet one that is hip and cool? We can do that.ó 
 òDo you want to move up in social standing? Look at the 
prominent, community leaders who attend our church.ó 
 The message is this:  òWe have what you want. And even 
if we donõt, weõll get it.ó 
 In 1983, pastor and church administrator Kennon 
Callahan fully applied the business model to the church in his 
book, Twelve Keys to an Effective Church, one of countless similar 
books of that day. Of course, one would have to define the word 
òeffectiveó to be sure that God would agree with it. By 
òeffective,ó Callahan meant successful in the objective, business-
like terms of membership and offerings. His òtwelve keysó are 
straight out of business school.   
 

1. Specific, Concrete Missional Objectives (the Harvard 
 Business School model of òmanagement by 
 objectives.ó) 
2. Pastoral and Lay Visitation (or constant contact with 
 the customer) 
3.  Corporate, Dynamic Worship (the product to be 
 marketed) 
4.  Significant Relational Groups (or peer group 
 reinforcement of the companyõs vision)      
5.  Strong Leadership Resources (the chain of command 
 model) 
6.  Streamlined Structure and Solid, Participatory 
 Decision Making (keeping the stockholders informed 
 and on board) 
7. Several Competent Programs and Activities (more of 
 the product to be marketed) 
8. Open Accessibility (utilizing pre-existing traffic 
 patterns) 
9. High Visibility (promotion through advertising) 
10. Adequate Parking, Land, and Landscaping (creating 
 the appearance of success) 
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11. Adequate Space and Facilities (an impressive home 
 office) 
12. Solid Financial Resources (long-term capital 
 reserves) 

 
 If I were starting a small business or seeking to revitalize a 
mid-level company, I would slavishly follow these steps. But the 
church? Really? What about prayer? You can have an òeffectiveó 
church without prayer? What about the ministry of the Word? 
What about repentance and humbling yourself before the Lord? 
Well, all of these are assumed: òOf course we will be praying and 
sharing the gospel. But here are some other steps we can take to 
improve our impact.ó And the truth is that praying and preaching 
and seeking the Lord often got shoved to the side while the 
dynamic worship, the adequate parking, and the artistic 
landscaping took the spotlight.  
 This consumer church was wildly successful for a time 
and is still much copied across the nation. The rationale behind it 
was to appeal to consumers, to draw them in, and then, I guess, 
to convert them from being consumers or takers into Christians 
or givers, though this was never clearly defined. Now that the 
experiment has been underway for a few decades we have some 
long-term data coming in, the results have been surprising. Lots 
of people were òconverted,ó but not in the way it was hoped. Not 
many consumers became Christians, but this experiment trained 
many Christians to become Christian consumers.  
 And it is all collapsing: the consumers remained 
consumers, continually clamoring for a better show, refusing to 
commit to any brand name. If you live by the market share, you 
die by the market share, and many of the jaded consumers are 
moving out and moving on to other things or to nothing.   
 Is the consumer church even possible? Only if you 
radically redefine the church. Godõs Word declares that the 
church is the company of people whom God has called out of 
the world, rescued from sin and judgment through the 
reconciling work of Christ, and formed together into a body of 
believers who do the will of God. The church is an island of hope 
in a fading world, the alternative society, a model and example to 
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the watching world of what God intended. The church calls and 
trains self-centered, self-focused consumers to be Christ-
centered, others-focused Christians. The church trains believers 
to repeat Jesusõ words, òI came not to be served, but to give my life for 
othersó (Mark 10:45).  
 Everybody today says, òItõs not about me.ó But the fact is 
that for the vast majority, it really is all about me. This is the 
consumerõs creed. Only the Gospel of Jesus Christ has the power 
to shatter this pretense, to break the shackles of self-enslavement, 
and to wrench the door of this self-prison off its hinges.   
 The only way Christõs church can rescue consumers from 
themselves is to expose this consumerism for the lethal trap it is, 
to call sinners up front to repent from consumerism, to believe 
and be reconciled to God, and then to òconsider how to stir up one 
another to love and good works, not neglecting to meet together, as is the habit 
of some, but encouraging one another, and all the more as you see the Day 
drawing nearó (Hebrews 10:24-25). 
 
STIRRING ONE ANOTHER  
 
 Still, the church needs some kind of structure to 
encourage and allow time for believers to meet together in groups 
of manageable size for this kind of stirring up and encouraging. 
The first church in Jerusalem included many new believers, 
thousands who met together in large numbers for teaching, but 
then also met together in smaller groups in homes. Acts 2:46-47 
tells us:  òAnd day by day, attending the temple together and breaking 
bread in their homes, they received their food with glad and generous hearts, 
praising God and having favor with all the people. And the Lord added to 
their number day by day those who were being saved.ó  The large group 
attended the temple together, but met in closer fellowship in 
smaller, home groups.   
 The move in many churches toward small groups has 
great potential:  groups which meet regularly for worship, Bible 
study, caring and prayer, and outreach.  It is hard to see how a 
church could adequately care for one another without these times 
of formal and informal fellowship. What is remarkable is that 
even non-Christians instinctively know their need to gather with 
others. During the 1960s when young people began abandoning 
the church, secular small groups sprang up across the nation. 
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These were collectively called òencounter groupsó whose purpose 
was essentially therapeutic self-discovery. By venting my feelings, 
I achieve a catharsis and feel better about myself, but really share 
no lasting bond with the other self-seekers in the group. Some 
labeled this òcommitmentless communion.ó 
 Christ calls us to Christian community, to loving, helping, 
encouraging, accepting, admonishing, and strengthening one 
another.  This is true communion through commitment.  Godõs 
people will develop deep friendships in the church as we meet 
together, share our lives with each other, and as we worship, 
work, serve, pray, rejoice, and yes, even weep together. The 
church youõve been longing for will continually expose the folly 
of consumer-Christianity, calling Godõs people to Christian 
community, to continually òconsider how to stir up one another to love 
and good works, not neglecting to meet together, as is the habit of some, but 
encouraging one another, and all the more as (we) see the Day drawing 
near.ó 
   
 



 

 
 
 
 

Chapter 5 
Compassion with Discernment, 

Not Handouts 
 
 Works of mercy and compassion are essential for 
Christians who follow the call of Christ. Jesus himself fed the 
hungry multitude, healed the sick, released Satanõs captives, and 
even raised the dead. He did so first to demonstrate his authority 
as the Son of God and promised Messiah. But he also came to 
show the kindness of God. As our heavenly Father is merciful to 
the just and the unjust, so we desire to imitate him.  
 òThe greatest of these is love.ó (1 Corinthians 13:13) Faith and 
hope are essential, but love is the greatest. In fact, the New 
Testament declares that without love, faith is false and 
knowledge, miracles, even great self-sacrifice are all an empty 
sham (1 Corinthians 13:1-3). James tells us that this love must be 
a practical love, not just a good intention or well-wishing, but 
must demonstrate real care (2:14-18).  John tells us in his first 
letter that if someone claims to love God but hates his brother, 
he is a liar (1 John 4:20).   
 This was true in the New Testament church in Jerusalem. 
There were no needs. Everyone contributed gladly and showed 
care for one another. This extended on into the first centuries of 
the churchõs life. In fact, one of the undeniable proofs of the 
reality of the Christian faith was the evidence of lavish Christian 
compassion. Julian the Apostate (A.D. 331-362), an emperor who 
wished to return the Christian Roman Empire to paganism, 
found that he could get no traction for his plans. The Christians 
kept beating him through their kindness and mercy. Julian 
complained to a friend: 
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 òAtheism (i.e. Christianity) has been specially advanced 
through loving service rendered to strangers, and through their 
care for the burial of the dead. It is a scandal that there is not a 
single Jew who is a beggar, and that the godless Galileans care not 
only for their own poor but for ours as well; while those who 
belong to us look in vain for the help that we should render 
them.ó The early church father, Tertullian, recorded the 
amazement of the pagans when they considered the example of 
Christians:  òSee how these Christians love one another.ó   
 The church youõve been longing for must be filled with 
compassion for the needy, yet showing that compassion with 
wisdom and discernment. 
 
THE DELIGHT OF DOING GOOD   
 
 New Testament believers understood that they were to 
follow Jesus who òwent about doing good.ó (Acts 10:38)  In his letter 
to the Galatians, Paul declared:  òSo then, as we have opportunity, let 
us do good to everyone, and especially to those who are of the household of 
faith.ó  (6:10) Good works to other believers were expected, but 
even non-Christians were to experience the love of Godõs people. 
The New Testament church in Jerusalem, as we said, had all 
things in common so that there were no needs. This was a 
continuation of the Old Testament promise in Deuteronomy 15:4 
that in the Promised Land there would be no poor. This blessing 
had now been realized among the New Testament church. 
 In Acts 5 we learn that the church in Jerusalem had 
assumed provision for the Christian widows, and even created a 
new class of officers, the deacons, for just that purpose. 
Apparently the Jewish Christian widows, who should have been 
supported by Jewish benevolence, had been cut off from Jewish 
beneficence, so the church took up their care.   
 Later in the New Testament, Paul gives some guidelines 
for the support of believing widows. This is quite pertinent, so 
we must quote him at length: òHonor widows who are truly widowsó (1 
Timothy 5:3). Immediately we find that the widow who would 
receive support (and we could expand this to other impoverished 
people) must meet qualifications.   
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 1.  First, she should look to her family for help.  òBut if a 
widow has children or grandchildren, let them first learn to show godliness to 
their own household and to make some return to their parents, for this is 
pleasing in the sight of Godó (5:4). 
 2.  Second, she must be worthy of support.  òShe who is 
truly a widow, left all alone, has set her hope on God and continues in 
supplications and prayers night and day, but she who is self-indulgent is dead 
even while she lives. Command these things as well, so that they may be 
without reproach. But if anyone does not provide for his relatives, and 
especially for members of his household, he has denied the faith and is worse 
than an unbelieveró (5:5-8).  
 3.  Third, if she is yet able to work and support herself, 
she should do so. And even in her older age, she is expected to 
continue serving Christ through his church according to her 
ability: òLet a widow be enrolled if she is not less than sixty years of age, 
having been the wife of one husband, and having a reputation for good works: 
if she has brought up children, has shown hospitality, has washed the feet of 
the saints, has cared for the afflicted, and has devoted herself to every good 
workó (5:9-10) Yet if she is younger and able to work for her 
support, she should do so. òBut refuse to enroll younger widows, for 
when their passions draw them away from Christ, they desire to marry and so 
incur condemnation for having abandoned their former faithó (5:11-12). 
Apparently such widows were expected to devote themselves to 
Christ and his church if they were enrolled and received benefits.   
 But here is the real problem with supporting an able-
bodied person like a young widow. òBesides that, they learn to be 
idlers, going about from house to house, and not only idlers, but also gossips 
and busybodies, saying what they should not. So I would have younger 
widows marry, bear children, manage their households, and give the adversary 
no occasion for slander. For some have already strayed after Satanó (5:13-
15). Working for your living is a great blessing of God. Without 
that daily occupation, filling our time with productivity, our 
restless, sinful hearts tend to become occupied with other, less 
wholesome pursuits.   
 
THE BLESSING OF PRODUCTIVITY  
 
 Work is often considered a dreary curse. But according to 
Genesis 1, God works, and he has created work for people to 
accomplish. People are to be workers like God. Work is a ògodlyó 
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activity. òThus the heavens and the earth were finished, and all the host of 
them. And on the seventh day God finished his work that he had done, and 
he rested on the seventh day from all his work that he had done.ó (Genesis 
2:1-2)   
 When God created our first parents, he did not set them 
in the Garden to sit idly by watching the butterflies and imagining 
shapes in the clouds. òAnd the LORD God planted a garden in Eden, 
in the east, and there he put the man whom he had formedé. The LORD 
God took the man and put him in the garden of Eden to work it and keep 
it.ó (Genesis 8:8, 15) Work was a part of Godõs original design 
BEFORE sin had spoiled his world. Theologians call work a 
òcreation ordinanceó; it is a part of Godõs good creation, and a 
benefit to all people. God calls us to fill six of our seven days 
with productive work and the seventh day with worship.  
 Not without good reason do people say, òIdle hands are 
the devilõs workshop.ó We were created to be productive, and we 
only find contentment through such productivity. This means 
that the church is not to be burdened with the support of 
intentionally non-productive people, and should not offer 
support to them. At the same time, Godõs people are to be 
generous to those who are truly needy, whom some call the 
òworthy poor.ó  òIf any believing woman has relatives who are widows, let 
her care for them. Let the church not be burdened, so that it may care for 
those who are really widowsó (1 Timothy 5:16). 
 
THE LIMITS OF MERCY MINISTRY  
 
 In fact, the New Testament does deal with an example of 
intentionally non-productive people. The believers in 
Thessalonica heard the message clearly that Christ was coming 
back. They expected him to return at any moment. Here is an 
example of where a good doctrine can be poorly applied. òIf 
Christ is coming back at any time,ó some of them reasoned, 
òwhatõs the use in making any long-term plans? In fact, if Christ 
is coming back, perhaps tomorrow, why go to work today? Why 
go to work ever?ó Add to this our natural, sinful propensity for 
laziness, and you have a serious problem. Some believers did go 
to work and were productive, while others concluded that work 
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was pointless. And yet when Christ did not return immediately, 
the non-working Christians still needed to eat, and sought 
support from those who were productive.   
 Here, again, Paulõs response to this is so foundational that 
we must quote him at length. òNow we command you, brothers, in the 
name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that you keep away from any brother who is 
walking in idleness and not in accord with the tradition that you received 
from usó (2 Thessalonians 3:6). Please note that the Christian 
tradition does not endorse idleness, but rather work and 
productivity. And Paul reinforced this with his own, industrious 
example. He often supported himself in his missionary work 
through the family business of making tents. òFor you yourselves 
know how you ought to imitate us, because we were not idle when we were 
with you, nor did we eat anyoneõs bread without paying for it, but with toil 
and labor we worked night and day, that we might not be a burden to any of 
you. It was not because we do not have that right, but to give you in ourselves 
an example to imitateó (3:7-9).  
 And here is the principle of productivity:  òFor even when 
we were with you, we would give you this command: If anyone is not willing to 
work, let him not eató (3:10). Jesus sets people free, but not to be 
freeloaders. òFor we hear that some among you walk in idleness, not busy 
at work, but busybodies. Now such persons we command and encourage in 
the Lord Jesus Christ to do their work quietly and to earn their own livingó 
(3:11-12). Apparently these intentionally non-productive people 
were resented by those who were working hard and having to 
support the idle. òAs for you, brothers, do not grow weary in doing good. 
If anyone does not obey what we say in this letter, take note of that person, 
and have nothing to do with him, that he may be ashamed. Do not regard 
him as an enemy, but warn him as a brotheró (3:13-15). I have always 
found Godõs people to be generous. Yet we should rightly be 
reluctant to support intentionally non-productive people.  If we 
do so, it usually does more harm than good. 
 The wonderful truth is that Jesus Christ transforms takers 
into givers. We were created to be workers, those who are 
productive. Our Lord Jesus Christ said he came not to be served 
but to serve others (Mark 10:45). The pattern and flow of his life 
was outward. As we noted in the previous chapter, the flow of a 
consumerõs life is always inward. The empty chasm must be filled 
with something, yet it can never be filled. For the consumer, 
there is only restless, insatiable desire.   
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 But Jesus is the Bread of Life. He satisfies and fills. Jesus 
is the living water. He told the Samaritan woman at Jacobõs well, 
òEveryone who drinks of this water will be thirsty again, but whoever drinks 
of the water that I will give him will never be thirsty forever. The water that I 
will give him will become in him a spring of water welling up to eternal life.ó 
(John 4:13-14). The flow of a sinkhole is always inward, but the 
flow of a spring of water is always outward.   
 Jesus transforms takers into givers. When God created 
our race, we were made to be springs, to work and be productive. 
When we fell into sin, we became sinkholes, never satisfied, 
always needing more. And when we are born again, when Christ 
gives us new hearts and minds and fills us with his inexhaustible 
Holy Spirit, we becomes springs once again. Takers become 
givers.  
 But givers with discernment.   
 It is easiest, I suppose, to give nothing and to somehow 
convince yourself this is alright. 
 It is a bit harder, but not too hard, to give from a 
distance, to send a check to those poor people òover there.ó It 
will cost us, but it may relieve our guilt some.  
 It is hardest of all to follow Christ, to get to know others, 
to invest our life in others, to know them well enough that we 
learn their true needs and come to their genuine aid. 
 Jesus did not just give an offering.  He gave himself.   
 
GIVERS AND TAKERS 
 
 We can illustrate the difference between givers and takers, 
producers and consumers by considering cattle in a pasture. In 
the pasture the cattle are the consumers. They cannot help 
themselvesñthey have to eat (consume). The grass is the 
producer. The grass produces feed, and the cattle consume the 
feed. One may say, òYes, but the cattle produce manure which 
fertilizes the grass.ó True, but the manure only comes from the 
grass in the first place. The other thing we should note is that the 
grass itself is dependent on something else: sunshine, rain, and 
the rich soil. But basically speaking, the grass is the producer and 
the cattle are the consumers.   
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 All that is well and good if there is more grass than the 
cattle can eat. But what if there are too many cattle and not 
enough pasture, too many consumers and not enough producers? 
Now we have a serious problem. Eventually the cattle will clip 
the producer-grass too short, perhaps killing it, and either the 
grass will die or it will at least not be able to keep up with the 
demand. The consumer-cattle will then starve or break down the 
fence. In this pasture there will be limited resources to meet an 
unlimited need:  too many consumers and not enough producers.   
 These dynamics apply to other realms of life. If a nation 
ever gets to the point where a majority is receiving welfare, that 
nationõs economy will collapse. In a short while the producers 
will not be able to keep up and will grow to resent the heavy 
taxation and the support of the able-bodied indolent and 
unworthy poor at their expense. And if a church ever finds itself 
with a minority of givers trying to satisfy a majority of takers, that 
church will be severely crippled.  
 And that is why the New Testament sets some limits and 
qualifications for mercy ministry. The able-bodied, widowed or 
not, are to be as productive as possible. This will ensure that 
there will always be more producers than consumers, otherwise 
the cattle will deplete the grass:  the grass will wither, and the 
cattle will starve.  
 
MISTAKEN MERCY MINISTRY   
 
 Due to the enduring, complicating effects of sin, the 
desire simply to go about doing good can actually do more harm 
than good if it is not tempered with biblical wisdom. Mistaken 
mercy ministry, compassion without discernment has severely 
hampered genuine care for the needy in recent decades.   
 The Social Gospel. In the late-1800s and early 1900s 
American Baptist seminary professor Walter Rauchenbush 
developed what is now called the òsocial gospel,ó a biblically 
naïve attempt at mercy ministry to the poor. Instead of the 
Gospel of grace leading to transformed lives and, as a result, to 
social action and social betterment, the òsocial gospeló declares 
that the Gospel IS social action. Helping the poor and raising the 
standard of living of the oppressed is what the Gospel is all 
about.   
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 This is a dreadful teaching which produces disastrous 
consequences. It is based on universalism, the teaching that, for 
whatever reason, all people will go to heaven in the end. If 
believers no longer need to worry about saving souls from hell, 
what is left to Christian ministry? Christian ministry, then, only 
involves doing good deeds, especially helping the poor and 
disadvantaged. At first this teaching would seem attractive and 
would be successful in garnering a response. This new brand of 
Christianity has become òkinder and gentler.ó Gone, for example, 
are that nasty doctrine of original sin and the offense of the cross 
Paul writes about in Galatians 5:11.  
 However, the Bible teaches that people are so helplessly 
broken by sin that they cannot save themselves from divine 
judgment or everlasting torment. Sinners are so weak and 
unworthy and helpless that it required the Son of God to be 
made man and to take the hell we deserved on the cross. This 
Gospel message is the best news that anyone could possibly hear. 
But to the rebellious sinner, it is bitterly offensive. The òsocial 
gospeló bypasses all of this unpleasantness by asserting the basic 
goodness of all people and by merely focusing on material 
problems and social solutions.   
 The danger of this social gospel has been twofold. On the 
one hand, it is not the gospel of grace, and so it saves no one. It 
leaves people as well-fed takers, still under Godõs wrath. As the 
ranks of the givers in the church are depleted, and with the 
conversion of no others, these well-fed takers do not replace 
them, and the social gospel church will necessarily decline. The 
end will be worse than the beginning. 
 But the other danger is that evangelicals, who saw the 
folly and error of the social gospel and rightly resisted and 
rejected it, tended to swing too far in the other direction.  
Suddenly any care for the physical needs of the poor became 
suspect. So instead of the biblical pattern of the Gospel creating 
believers who become givers and who then care for the needy 
and evangelize the lost, social ministry by believers was largely 
abandoned.   
 Indiscriminate Compassion.  Another form of 
mistaken mercy ministry, compassion without discernment, is 
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also based on faulty theology. This faulty theology assumes 
(against the clear teaching of Scripture) that people are basically 
good and really want to do the right thing. This assumption leads 
to indiscriminate compassion. It assumes that the problem is 
always that there is not enough grass. Its remedy is the handout: 
more money. Truck in a load of hay, and the cattle will be fine.   
 This biblically naïve view will often seem to work in the 
short run. But what if the cattle immediately gorge themselves on 
the hay? Or what if they treat the hay as bedding and trample it 
into the ground? In a short while they will be back to clipping the 
grass too short and starving to death. The addition of the extra 
hay did not really change the situation. The consumers will only 
demand more.  
 Here is a more serious example. A father is charged by 
God to support his family. But suppose, for whatever reason, he 
does not support them. And suppose some well-meaning 
Christians (or government) step in and start paying the bills. In 
doing so, they have compounded the problem. The father, whose 
conscience should have been pricked by the despondent looks 
and desperate pleas of his hungry children, has been relieved 
from this pain. Whatõs more, he has been aided in his 
irresponsibility. As long as others are going to do his job for him, 
he can apply himself to more interesting matters like loafing or 
fishing or tinkering or hanging out at the bar.   
 The Bible says that people were created good, but have 
been deeply broken by sin. We are now inclined to worship the 
creature rather than the Creator. But the creature (money, food, 
property, pleasure, experiences, or stuff) can never satisfy, and we 
will only misuse it and demand more. No amount of special 
offerings can fill a bottomless pit.   
 Removing the Consequences of Sin. Another form of 
mistaken mercy ministry, compassion without discernment, 
occurs when well-meaning people rush to alleviate the suffering 
that comes as the result of sinful decisions and actions. God has 
woven into his world natural penalties for foolish choices. 
Gravity was created to chasten people who think they are birds, 
for example, and that painful bump at the bottom can be a 
powerful teacher. Poverty due to intentional non-productivity can 
have the same, natural effect, so long as well-meaning Christians 
(or governments) do not set up too many safety nets.  
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 Several years ago, a woman who lived near our church 
called the church for financial assistance. The power company 
had shut off her electricity. I suspected, by reputation, that drug 
use had something to do with it. It is pretty hard to keep a job 
when you are habitually stoned. And since there were no children 
involved, I was reluctant to bring it to the church. To pay her 
electric bill for her would have been to reinforce her foolish 
behavior. So, instead, I brought her a box of old, unused candles 
the church was going to discard. Perhaps living for a while 
without electricity would be a wake-up call for her.   
 We tend to think that if someone is hurting our job is to 
alleviate their pain with an aspirin or band-aid. What Christians 
must bear in mind is that pain is often a symptom of a much 
more serious problem. The New Testament requires believers to 
give real help. But Paulõs rule for the church in Thessalonica was 
this:  òIf anyone is not willing to work, let him not eató (2 Thessalonians 
3:10). That may seem cold-hearted, but it is better to see it as 
hard-headed. In truth, it is the indiscriminate welfare, the 
compassion without discernment which is too easy. It is soft-
headed and cold-hearted. Christ calls us to be warm-hearted but 
hard-headed.   
 Dependency Creation. A fourth form of mistaken 
mercy ministry, compassion without discernment, is in the quick-
fix, dependency creation that results from some forms of cross-
cultural missions. Many years ago, our church hosted a 
missionary from Haiti. In the informal conversation that 
followed, he explained something important:  òOne of the main 
problems with Haiti,ó he said, òis the missionaries.ó   
 He continued:  òAnyone who can gather a few thousand 
dollars can become a missionary to Haiti. Haiti is only a cheap 
plane ticket away from the United States, and living in Haiti, 
though sometimes unpleasant, is also very inexpensive. So if 
someone has a few thousand dollars, they can quickly set up a 
òministryó in Haiti and send lots of sobering pictures back to 
stateside supporters. And over the years many well-meaning 
people have attempted to ôsaveõ Haiti.   
 òSo they raised support and headed down to Haiti. But 
the Haitians have learned how to handle these ômissionaries.õ 




