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Introduction

CAN YOU GET TO HEAVEN WITHOUT JOINING A
CHURCH?

OEverybody knows you dondt

to heaven.dé This view is wid
to be unassailable truth, which is pretty amazing since the
opposite is so clearly taugh
mattee sadbe wtol d, 0Ois to invi

statement that igoffound in the Bible.

But the truth is thayou 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 BradeChrist, then the Groom
(Christ) will not invite you to attend the wedding. To become a
Christiarnvs to join his church.

Ah, but can you get to heaven without joiranfpcal
church? The answer, beyond al

Where did we ev get the idea that following Jesus Christ
meant something other than belonging to a local church? Like
manyerrors in the evangelical chuimtiay it arose in the mid
1800s springing from the revivalism which swept through the
Englishspeaking church {@reat 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 throug
dramatics and higiressure techniques of persuasion. Numerous
church leaders, however, objected to such overt emotionalism. S
revivalist preachers often criticized churches openly. They
pronounced church membership unnecessary, even irrelevant f
vital-feloth@a€Chri stianity, an e
all,if one could be a church member and not be a Christian, ther
perhaps one could be a Christian and not a church member. On
revivalist preacher put it th
you a Christian any more than going into a stable makes you



hose. 6 Of course thatds true. B
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 probablghie ri

To defeat this dreadful notion that church membership is
unnecessary or optional for the Christian, | have compiled a Top
Ten List of biblical reasons why (ordinartyyy church
members will go to heaven.

10. Godds plan froonformbhe be
people, not merely individuals. All through the Bible, God
announced his plan to credis people (plural). He has said
r e p e a Ara dheyplyral)shall be my people, and | will be their

(plural)God 6 (Jer . 30: 22; ;326:18B93 ; 3
Ezek. 37:23; 37:27; Zech. 8:8; Zech. 13:9; Heb. 8:10)
9. The New Testament is fil

a n ot hehess freQuent commands call believers to help and
support their fellow believers. Yet how are any of us to obey any
of thesenstructions 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 ghchurch. 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 soulso Obey your |l eaders and
keepig watch over your souls, as those who will have to give an acc
them do this with joy and not with groaning, for that would be
advant a(flebrewsd3:1ly)dfionedoes not join a church
and come wunder t he arshiphherritist y o
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 accountefor th
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.0 And | et us consi der h



love and good works, not neglecting to meet together, as is the
but encouraging one another, and all the more as you see the
ne alllebréws 10:225) Thi s i s amet beér
And this time it is in the context of stirring one another up to
love by meeting together for that end. | suppose one could mee
with other Christians regularly without joining them, but why not
join them?

6. The New Testament pictures the chr ch as
Body of (1Corr 12:42f, Eph. 4:1ff.). In these contexts
the emphasis is on many diverse members united into one boc
working together. Question: does that imagery make you thinl
more of church members formally bound together by a@otven
promises or a haphazard collection of individuals who may ol
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 digipline. 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 nemembers. Jesssid that if an offending
brother will not listen to the church, then the church is to treat
him |ike a o0Gentile and -a t
Christian. But that would presuppose that at some point he wa:
being treated like a brother, a felbaever, ahurch member.

4. The whole of the New Testament itself withesses
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 theiafth 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 ir
Acts 8:26ff. He &d no opportunity to join a church, but tradition
says that he carried the message of Christ back to Ethiopia ar
planted the church there. If the universal pattern of the New
Testament was that all believers joined the church, what woul
make us concludieis unnecessary today?

3. On the Day of Pentecost Peter declared that to be
saved people had to be baptizedActs 2:38ff.) This baptism



of professing believers was undoubtedly a public act, a public
profession of faith in Jesus Christ. Luke tlsays that these
people were Oadded. 6 What does
the company of his people. But even more, they were
onumbered. 6 Somebody was keepi
believers were enrolled among
nextthing 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 bafpzed 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, redred 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 saidA n d
| tell you, you are Peter, and on this rock | will build my church al

ghes of hell satthdw 16118)tOf qourse the i |
Greek term transl ated ochurc
necessarily requires a number

build up the assembly of his people, and not simply disconnected
bdievers 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 Godds peopl e t
force for overthrowing hell ds
Lordds own words, what possi bl
|l one Christian refusing t-o joi
bought people?

1. Jesus said that we must confess him before ethb.
Luke records hiswords:And | tell you, evel
before men, the Son of Man also will acknowledge before the ange
but the one who denies me before men will be denied before the
G o d(12:89) Jesus cleamgquired that his people confess him
publicly if they expected him to acknowledge them before God.
|l tds hard to see what shape th
Christ might take without sélentifying as his followeby
Joining a local church.Jesugould not be referring to wearing a



Christian Tshirt or sporting a Christian bumper sticker, for, of
course, there were neshirts or bumper stickers (or bumpers!).
He was clearly speaking of making a permanent, public
identification with Christ and hpgeople. We usually call that
covenant relationship ochurch

For these reasons it would seem thatWestminster
Confession of Faitborrect when it states that outside of the
visible (Il ocal) church, ot h
salvation. o6 (25. 2)

This explains why you have been longinthé&xchurch.
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 belonc
to his peopleThe truth is that you will never figdur true
purpose apart from the people of God. This yearning for
belonging and to be a part to something greater and more
enduring is Godods gift, drawi

THE CHURCH YOUGVE BEEN LONGI N

But what kind of church should you joirt®re are so
many choices, and not all of them seem so healgnomne
Let me suggest that you consider three important qualities in
church before you join it or even attend it regularly.

A Safe Church

It is wise taseek out church that isafe Certainly you
have heard stories of churches that seek to ensnare and expl
people. Thankfully these are rare, and many of them have alrea
been identified. Often these
not really a pejorative tesa much as a techaldescription of
subgroups which have strayed so far from the center and
substance of Christianity as to constitute a different religion
altogether. Some of these cultshamenful and destrtice. The
distinguishing marks of dangerous cults includa single,
charismatic leader who demands obedience and even worship;
the use of psychologically manipulative techniques; and 3) son
kind of exploitation of membenssually economic or sexual (or
both). Obviously these groups are evil and shoulchbarbed
and avoided.



Yet there is another way in which churches may not be so
saf e, and | 0m ref er savellgat map ¢ h
seem harsh, but the Bible is very clearathg@ieople are born
under Godds just | udhyglostbaottalsof or
incapable of saving themselves. God gave his Son to save sinners
(the name 0Jesus 6 0) whichehe didl byy me
living a perfect life and then offering himself to God on the cross
as a sacrifice, paying the penalty foressnitike us. Some
churches in our day have forgotteev@novertlydeny these all
i mportant truths. They do; not
theydo not offer Jesus Christ as
or they may tell the sinner that they muepemate with God
and helpGod save themselveBecausehese churchedo not
herald the good n e wase defifitelyGotd 6 s
safe and should be avoided at all costs.

A Serious Church

First it waghe sitcomssjtuation comedigsthenstand
up comedians, then the comedy club and the comedy channel.
And there wrethe late night comedy shgvollowed bythe
later night comedy shevand the weekend, latight, Saturday
Night comedy shosvEvery newspaper has comics. Every movie
theateris showing at least one comd®ly. a d e rhasssevBral g e s |
joke columns. Step baftekm it all foramomermi d on ét Yy ou
a strange feel i ng Whydotwe hekdesyp 6 r e
many omnipresent, 24865 venues to make us laugh? Could it
be that in spite all of our pretending, all of our protesimdgll
of our phony plastic smijege know, deep down, that we are not
really happy?

The church y agud met bé @sezious | o n ¢
church. The Gospels record no instance of Jesus eendau
Insteadh e  vaarmn od sorrows and acquainteddwitbAgnief. h e
had to be thatvaybecause the same Bible passage tells us that
ohe has borne our griefs and carried @ur $otfrawsd). desus 5 3 :
lived a serious life for u&/hen sin ented our world it brought
death and misery, and there is nothing whatsoever humorous
about that. | 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



perpetating this denial. They refuse to be serious and seek rathe
to entertain people through skits and stories and shows an
dramatics (you will learn more about this in chapteetline
suggest that you are naally longing for moredistracting
entetainment. Your heayearngor somethingeal becausgou

know that you are in a serious situation fagenge andobering
problems requiring a solemn, evdroekingsolution. You long

for a serious church.

What is surprising is that a truly serusrch inspires
great joy. Because the serious cthowbstly faces our need and
brings Godds OMopemplexingoprethoaraent o n
deals with our trouble atatkdecisively in Christ. And the result
is relief, real salvation in Christ: the if@mess of sins and
reconciliation with God, eternal liéedeverlasting hopdhese
are the most significant sources of profound and sustained joy
So the serious church, which takes our sin and misery serious
(andbut the Son of Godnd his salvatioeven more seriou8§ly
is the church that will be characterized by gratitude and joy, an
you are longing for a church like that.

A Significant Church

In 1972, the United Negro College Funghilanthropic
organization which raises funding for coltagen for African
American students dopt ed the motto: 0
thing to waste. 6 |t became o
slogans in advertising histddy.course the reason it became so
popular is because we all recognize its vahditgan beings
were created with great nobility and dignity. To waste a huma
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 secretlyffear thatafter you are gone the only trace ofryou
existenceéemaining will be a granite marker on a windswept hill
in some lonely cemetery. So you want to be a part of somethin
that issignificant. You are really | ong
everlasting people: tbleurch.

J e s u s Heavan add, earthh will pass away, but my worc
not pass away. ( Mat t hew 24 : 35) aftedthes w
elements (and cemeterieshave long been dissolveds



mentioned before), e s u s a |l svith buidd aniy churol,ghé
gates of hell shall not prevail agMasthiew 16:18)lis church,
the company of those who keep his wondls be unstoppable

and wil |l endur eAnd terwdrld i passing awayo t
along with its desires, but whoever dufe€dldeabitles fobeiter.
John2:17Jhat 6 s true, | asting signi

The greatest and most enduring enterprise ever
undertakenn the history of ouplanetis the church of Jesus
Christ. All other works, though they may be of some temporal
value wil perish over time. They are disposable because they are
tied to an age that is itself passing avaay. 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 ttieg $ze 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
notabke exceptions such as thery largehurchesn Jerusalem
and Antioch.God uses churches of all sizes to accomplish his
everlasting work.

The nineteenth century Scottish writéarAChalmers is
famous for the line"The grand essentials of happiness: a
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 eternalue In the church we find ¢h
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 awayAnd in the church we find the greatest hope of all, the
restoration of all things when Christ returns. No wonder yo
have been longing for the church!

So read orandlearn more about the church. And then
comeuvisit and partake amctploreand, God willing, join

THE CHURCH YOUO VEANGFBE'N L O



Chaptenl
Worshipith Integrity,
Not Entertainment

Our highest priority, our greatest need in, li® to
worship God. How do we know this? We know this because
t hat 6 s wh avhenepee Gqd lappearédtte@min the
Bible Th ey fell down i n terror
greatnesgThey got back on track asviére) They immediately
knew what they should have been doing all:alMmghiping
God. Somehow they had become distracted into following othet
pursuits, but when God appeared they fell down and worshiped.

It& like the teenager home alone all dafpreBdis
parents leftor the daythey told him he must clean up his room.
So what does he do? He goes back to bed. Then he gets up a
eats breakfast. He may watch television or surf the internet o
play video games or text his friends. But suddenlgahg s
parents comghome and runs to his room, frantically cleaning it
up. Why? Because he was supposed to bethatragl along.

And that why the people in the Bible all dropped what they
were doing and fell on their faces whenever God came.arounc
They knew all along theyould have beeworshiping God.
And thatdés what we are to be

Wor ship I s a response t o
response to glory in generav@deBut the proper response to
G o @lorg isworshihe OldT e st ament word tr
means oweighty. o6 | f someone v
would describe him as owei gt
something is iIimportant we say
say it was Oheawy®n . has swgma
describe somethingpnimportanaso | i ght 6 or of | u
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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. | am most
important in worship. | am weighty, while God is virtually
weightless.

HUMAN SELF -WORSHIP

When we refuse to worship God, we inevitably wind up
worshiping self instea@ihe Apostle Paul identifiesis human
seltworship, this stubborn refusal to worship God, as the very
root of human sin. Every evil springs from this root of human
selfworship. Consider this foundational text from Romans
1: 1 8 fdr the wrath of God is revealed from heaalen agains
ungodliness and unrighteousness of men, who by their unrigh
suppr es s(1:18)hwheret doestah thié ungodliness and
unrighteousness cFornnat ¢an benkhowrR e ¢
about God is plain to them, because God has shmotor ihi® the
invisible attributes, namely, his eternal power and divine nature, h
clearly perceived, ever since the creation of the world, in the thing:
been made. So (L:1820yWeado ot need ey 0 u t
special invitatiomo worship God: his greatness and glory are
inescapably evident from what he has created.

But her e6s Forhalhoughrtheyp KnewvntGod, they
did not honor him as God or give thanks to him, but they became
their thinking, and theil f6o s h hear {121) Megerne d a |
find a succinct denbrihimastGodam do ft o
ogive thankstodim. But all of these pro
unright eousness alhaughetheyaknewsGed) thely e
didnothonor hi m as GoYédtthese pegpledid t h
not instead worship nothing. As G.K. Chesterton once observed,
oOWhen people quit believing in
they bel i eve @anyingtobewise, theybasame § o
and exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images resembli
man and birds &@®23)ani mals and

People are compulsive, habitual worshipers. We cannot
help it. It in our DNA. We were created to worship Gad
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even if v  d,ove éahnot escape our desaybeworshigers

And so we will always worship something.rilmes and faces

of thefalse gods are virtually unlimited, but the fact is that there
is only, truly one false god we serve, and that is self. No wonde
Jesus said that before anyone could come after him he must firs
deny self (Matthew 16:24, Mark 8:34, Luke. $@8)s the great
idol , stretching back al/l t h
false promise to the woman was thiy ou wi | | b
(Genesis 3:5). Seliill be exalted to godhoo8&elf is the idol
above the altar. Money, sex, and power are common avenues
seltsatisfactior(or prestige or pleasure or possessimusthe

one, true (false) god is really self.

GOD0S REJECTI ON SBIHF-WORIMPN

Godds puni shment of these
Paul says that their penalty is that they get what thdy wan
oTherefore God gave them up in the lusts of their hearts to imp
dishonoring of their bodies among ttieyresathasiged the truth abo
God for a lie and worshiped and served the creature rather than
who i s bl es@®amhnsfl:22r5¢)v eGo d 6Asm epne
sin is more sin. But God does not cause the sinner to sin mor
frequently He meely removes his restraint. In mercy God
ordinarilyprevents 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 the)
want.

0 For nBadgave themsup to dishonorable passior
their women exchanged natural relations for those that are contr
and the men likewise gave up natural relations with women
consumed with passion for one another, men caanaittsmigvsham:
men and receiving in t(h26275el
Who ever said that the Bible is not relevant, that it does not spea
to our day? When God removes his restraint, not only do people
become so morally turned upside midihat sexual perversion
results, but in the quest for self worship, even the other gender i
rejected. The height (or depth, as it were) of self worship is
relations with the same sex. The world today calls this
ol i beration, ¢ brecdgig nehemmselvesotide dux
penalty for their error. 6
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And t hen i tAna since they didanoteséesdfit to
acknowledge God, God gave them up to a debased mind to do wha
to be done. They were filled with all manner of unrlghteousne
covetousness, malice. They are full of envy, murder, strife,
maliciousness. They are gossips, slanderers, haters of God, insolel
boastful, inventors of evil, disobedient to parents, foolish, faithless,
ruthless. Thoughkthey w Godds decree t hat
deserve to die, they not only do them but give approval to those w
t h e(In283R) It is important to point out that Paul is not here
describing twendfyrst century American culture bue t@rece
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 t o wohosdnhinp Go
as Gal a n divethanksdio0 The resul t- will
worship, because humans are habitual worshipers. Apart from
God the void is so greahdthe emptiness is so horrifying, that
we must somehow fill the abyss. We have no life in ourselves, so
we will always look to sorather for our satisfaction. But make
no mistakemysatisfaction is the goal.

THE EMPTINESS OF HUMAN SELF -WORSHIP

Here is the problem: in false, human worship, we have
oexchanged the glory of the immortal God for images resembling
and bil and ani mahe enmatal dnfiniteeGod ¢ah e s .
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 rejedbn 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 boowh at 6 s So Gr eat A
(Tyndale Hous008)Di nesh D6 Souza takes
why atheism, thieelief 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 Kar/l Mar x 0 s
the opiumo f the people.d People tu
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reason that addicts turn to drugs, to escape a painful reality. H
guotes French Atheist Michael
by men so as not to confront

But if atheists can allege inferior motives for Christian
belief, what about the atheists themselves? Is there any hidde
benefit to unbelief? Are ther
exi stence and <c¢cl aims over us
D 0 Ssa wirites:

Some atheists even acknowledge that they would
prefer a universe in which there were no God, no immortal
soul , and no afterlifeé. On
death, [atheist H. L . Mencken wr ot e,
inclination is to hope thatiits n o tGod ©he &ailed n
Hypothesighysicist Victor Stenger confesses that not only

does he disbelieve in God,
God: o601l f he does exist, | pc¢
him. & And phil osoph enfesseh o ma
to a o6fear of religion itse
be trueé. It isndt just that
want there to be a God; I d
that . o (267)

But why? The atheissiniverse is a terribigull and
dismal place. We exist for no purpose, we have no future, an
there is no justiGenone of the wrongs of this life will ever be
righted in the next life, because there is no next lifewdiiy
anyonehope that somethirgpabysmal is true?

In fact, many atheists find all of this to be quite liberating.
Il n what way? D&6Souza quotes t

| had motives for not wanting the world to have meaning;
consequently | assumed that it had none, and was able
without any difficuft to find satisfying reasons for this
assumptioné. For mysel f, as
contemporaries, the philosophy of meaninglessness was
essentially an instrument of liberation. The liberation we
desired waséliberationtyfrom
We objected to the morality because it interfered with our
sexual freedom. (270)
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After citing sever al ot her

ol t i s chiefly because o f S
atheists have chosen to break
feature of t he Christian rel/.

Why | Am Not a Christian 6 i s its attitud
[ At hei st Christopher] Hi t che
bet ween the sexual l'ife and

attempted on the sole conditithat we banish all religions
from the di scourse. 0 Wh e n a
justification for why God does not exist and why
traditional morality is an illusion, he is very likely thinking

of hissexorgans I't may wel | bet t hat
single commandment against adultery, Western man would
still be Christian!dé (273)

Il n other words, O0OWe wanted
that would make us happy. But God and his law stood in the way.
So we reasoned God outostloRaul e x i s
decl ar e d Forathoggh thay knew God, they did not honor h
as God or give thanks to him, but they became futile in their thinkir
their foolish hearts were darkened. Claiming to be wise, they bec
and exchanged thyeaflthe immortal God for images resembling mo
man and birds aifRdmaasnli22@pltlal and
began with the stubborn refusal to worship God, and replacing
self and its happiness on the throne instead. Human worship can
never satisfypecause it cannot offer true life. In human; self
wor s hi p,exchvamgedthewlerymifitbea/ God for images
resemblimpria/man and birds amhlmaani ma
worship we forfeit the true life of tmmortabod in exchange
fort he il lusion of |l ife in and
through pleasure and power and prestige, all of which are passing
away.

HUMAN SELF -WORSHIP IN THE CHURCH TODAY

Much of the preseqtay disease with respect to worship
has come about due toaslt confusion of two biblical practices:
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worship and evangelism. In worship we turn our eyes fully on the
Lord. hateor himhae @odgive thanks todhhim( R o ma |
1:21). But because of our stubborn refusal to do this, we turn ou
eyes elsewheeend decl ar e, oThis is
this or t hat to bring happir
doing so, we unleash all manner of sin and misery upon ourselve
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 ti
God, or to give thanks for the blessings he has given us, or t
pray for his gace and help. But the focus of worship is on God.
Our goal is o0to honor him as

Evangelism, understandably, has a different goal. It is tc
win the opportunity to share the Gospel with sinners. Normally
this is done by mailg some point of contact with the sinner
(there are many, for we are sinners as well), and then from th:
point of contact, with permission, going on to share the good
news of Godds Il ove in Christ
Christ and repentanceiin sin. In evangelism we seek to meet
people where they are (which is typically lost iabssfption).

So as a point of contact we may address some of their need
Evangelist Billy Graham said that whenever he spoke to people
he assumed that four needsre present in his n&@hristian
audience: fear of death, loneliness, emptiness, and guilt.

But what has happened is that worship services have bee
redesigned to become like evangelistic services. Billy Graham ¢
not pioneer the evangelistic sevimut 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 abol
people and their needs than they weretaboGod ds gl
example, a subject like loneliness was addressed at length, rais
the hearerodos feelings of | one
was introduced as the answer to loneliness. People were the
urged to come forward to receive Ghrésnd, due to the
remarkable planning and raising of enthusiasm through the livel
format, the results were quite remarkable with respect to the
number of professions of f ai
organization recognized that only between 5 a¥tdaiOthe
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oconversionso | asted and tran
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 sesultnow is that
worship, honoring the Lord as God and giving thanks to him, the
bi blical practices that consti
our covenant with the Lord, all of this has been forfeited in the
name of evangelism. At all costs tlew kind of (misnamed)
oworshipé had to make a point
to become attractive, not to
know him in Christ, but attractive to unbelievers, those whom
the Bible describes as enslaved to sin arahdelitterly hostile
to God. And the resuisthesese al | ed owor shi pbé
sinners like but that Goaesnot like.

Worship is adoring what you value the most. And here is
t he probl em with t hese new 0
engineeredot appeal to the unconverted, those who value self
most of all. Now if you value self above all, and you attend a
oworshipo6 service that speci f
centerpiece of this kind of ow
subject: selfBut 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 [0 K e
services. It also dxmi ns why these new Kk
services cannot truly hélgod does not attend them, except in
judgment. And this explains why these new kinds -@faslip
churches are doomed to failure and are already beginning to
stumble.

1. Entertainmento Wor s hi po

The most common kind of s&brship promoted by
churches today is entertainment worship. This was probably
inevitable, especially in America. In his bagiysing Ourselves to
Death: Public Discourse in an Age of ShowuBuminssd,
Postman demonstrates how most every form of communication
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in America today has beencast 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 sensation:
those wich pique the greatest interest. Even then there is little
true analysis, but rather only the most salacious dekéis.
Headline Neissvhat most news has become: just the headlines
with the constant scrawl of unrelated and useless information &
thebottom of the page. Segment
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
understandingput f or éentertai nment.

And education, following the advenSesame Sinewist
also be entertainment. Education today must fezdutaual
movementyivid colors, lively music, and especially huonor
students will (can) not pay attention. He ;nttat whaSesame
Stredtas largely done is to educate children to expect this kind o
show and to disable them from substantive learning. The sam
may be said of politics. We are expected to cast our preciou
votes on the basis of a relentless barfa®fesecond attack adds
in which candidates accuse each other of terrible crimes an
misdemeanors or make promises that no one could possibl
keep.

But the same is now true of the church. Thanks largely to
Robert H. Schull er a watshiphas s
entertainment has become the norm, the standard, the rul
instead of the exception. The Billy Graham Crusade Show wa
moved to Sunday morning and rebroadcast on nationwide TV

When Schull erds approach was
crit ci sm was specifically to o
evangel i sm. Your church is n.

he replied that this did not really matter since the congregatiol
actually worshiped on a week night. Instead they had tilibera
chosen a different pur p®Asa f
resultthousands of churches began to copy the Sunday mornin
show, and worship got lost in the shuffle.

The Crystal Cathedral is broke. This should send shock
waves through the many athasthat secretly admired Schuller
and not so secretly copied his strategy. A January 10, 20]
Christianity Todayd i t or i all not es, OThi ¢
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church prototype of the late™2€entury filed for bankruptcy. A
24 percent drop in donatioasd a $5000 million debt owed to
more than 550 creditors forced
From the beginning, Schul | e
hunger o6 | eading him testeeeambo
(which is as bad as it sounds). Agagnfacus was on self, on me
and my needs. It led inevitably to-a@lfship. Is it too much to
guote again Paul 0s Fovthe wrathroigGod r o
is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and unrighteousn
who by their unightes ness suppress the tr
God, they did not honor him as God or give thanks to him, but they
futile in their thinking, and their foolish hearts were darkened. Clair
be wise, they became fools, and exchaofgibe iherglaigl God for
i mages resembling mortallZl®&an a
21-23)

2.%nti mentad oOWorship

Predati ng Schull er 6s oenter
another distorted form of worship which we could call
osenti memit@al 6 we®achull er was not
problem of oO0emotional hunger . 0

and some strong emotions can be very pleasant. Most pleasant of
all, perhaps, is the cathatsreughwhich we suddenly release a

lot of pent upemotions, usually through having a good cry but
also through deep and vigorous laughing. Afterward, we feel
rather | ight and airy, cl eanse
means owashingod).

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 musi c, t H eondgienrttsoogh Ghgthmpech y s i
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clapping, breathing, dancing, or chanting, and though a lack c
sleep or an irregular diet. Those of us who were raised or
watching Billy Graham Crusades on television can hardly hear ¢
organ playing 0J tirgta bitArssteyed. Am, 6

Hollywood has certainly noticecesbmeansand uses
themt o great -péefketodi mootesar T
millions of dollars by making us cry, and we gladly pay them fo
the privilege. And cults have noticed this @t Wome cults
deliberately draw in emotionally starved people, wear down the
defenses, and nearly force them to have a dramatic emotion.
experience. How do they do it? Through the glorious, dramatic
truth of the Gospel? No, through the very technighésh 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 tc
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 i
the belief that the mind, logic and reason, are our surest guide
Emotions or feelings are utterly unreliable, and thepeansen
strives to control his or her emotions. On the other extreme,
romanticism tells us that our feelings or emotions are what we ar
at the deepest level. Our mind may play tricks on us, and reasc
is rejected as cold and calculating, but our feeiihgever 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 araitstt Godd s r
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 infallibl&Sofrom this context, true Christianity is
no longer something be studied aadied, as though we simply
read the Bible, believe what it says, and live through faith in ou

Redeemer . Rat her , coaut henti cc
about having deep experiences. It is about our emotions, ou
feelings. oheadkrbwkendg e , @ a na con
Christian will saeatd ol want t

For some people, the most important skill of a preacher is
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Oi nspirationo: telling heartw
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
senti mental i sm. Il heard a miss
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, Wdser n t une, OAmazing (grace
the father began to weep. Whye tune was familiar even
though e could not understand the words. This s
sentimentalism.

When the church service is focusing on creating an
emotional response from theda&ence, what is NOT focusing
on? oOHonoring the Lord as God
Please do not misunderstand mexgde¢he Christian faith to
touch people deeply. Christian truth ought to move us to grief,
sadness, repentance, resolve, coimpassid joyBut to focus
on this responsein order to create and craft worship
oexperienceso6 which wildl facil
have suddenly | ost our focus o
0giving thanks to hiumfeefingsaond b €
self.

3. Therapeautic oWorship

Worship is about adoring what is most precious. For the
urbeliever, God is not most precious, self is. God is largely
irrelevant, while self is all absorbing, for self is all the unbeliever
really ha left. When it comes &vangeljswe need to reach out
to those isol ated s edolaty,sandtot o e
repeat our L orodanyoresvousd@ome afterdre, let
him deny himself and take up his cross andValtthewn£6:24)

But leave it to modern evangelicalism to come up with an
ingenious(diabolical)compromise that leaves the postmodern
seltseeker still utterly salbsorbed, but also eagerly attending
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oworshipdbé services. T h eapeution n 0
worship.6 O0Are you in | ove w
self is the greatest thing on earth. And we gather together nc
only to celebrate self, but also to improve self. We want to maka
you the best self yousganolme (

These therapeutic worship churches are a dime a doze
today. They focus alternately on three subjects: 1) helping yo
better understand yourself, 2) helping you feel better abou
yourself (or helping your self to feel better), and 3) helping yot
become a better self. | know that when | state it this way, it
sounds astonishingly crass and hollow, but this is what man
churches are pedaling these days.

The epitome of this seklorshiping, therapeutic church is
the largest church in North Ameridcaakewood Community
Church in suburban Houston, with over 40,000 in attendance
each weekend. It is headed by the -mullionaire preacher (or
motivational speaker), Joel Osteen. In his case, | think it is quit
possible to judge his books by their coveet least their titles:
Your Best Life Now, A Betteravidu,t 6 s  YAfter readihg me
these titles, do you have any doubt concerning the object o
worship? It is oyouod (self).
but only as a divine cheerleadargimg the wonders of you or a
coach leading you to theomisedand ofa better self. But it is
you, yourse/f that is truly worthy of praise.

RESCUE FROM HUMAN SELF -WORSHIP

This sekidolatry is deeply ingrained in all of us. If not,
these abertians would not be so popular. Please do not
misunderstand me: this is not a call to cluck our tongues and we
our fingers at Joel Osteen or Robert Schuller, but to repent. It is
to reject ando flee from the mercenary worship that says first
and foremas , owhatodos in i1t for me-’
too have these deep and unquenchable yearnings and longin
and that if we seek to satisfy them with entertainment or
sentimentalism or therapy then we are idolaters worse than th
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 facade of reality or an escape from reality Réality
Himself. Ou misery, our emptiness, longings, and cravings only
came about in the first place because we stubbornly refused to
ohonor the Lord as God and gi
emptiness, longings, and cravings can only be relieved when we
return to God inrepentance from sin and self, put our faith in
Christ, and become true worshipers once again.

Neil Postman writes in his bookmusing Ourselves to

Death.o | believe | am not mistake,]
demanding and serious religion. Mhés delivered as easy and
amusi ng, it i's another kind o

need to realize that what he is describing is not just akiather

of religion; it is another religighh e chur ch youdve
for is a worshiping churclt will focus first and foremost on
worship with integrity, not entertainment.



Chapter 2
Nurturéghrough Families,
Not Programs

The church is always only one generation from extinction.
Oh,wedobel i eve that in Godds p
may grow dim on the earth, but will never be extinguished. As
the Westminster Confesstora tThes puresid Churches under
heaven are subject both to mixture and error; and some have s
degenerated as to become no Churches of Christ, but synagogu
of Satan. Nevertheless, there shall be always a Church on earth
wor ship God according to His

But practically speaking, if one generation fails to transmit
the faith to the next, then as that failed generation dies away, tf
church is lostlt may be shocking to discover that Western
Europe has largely seen this specter become a reality. On avera
less than 10% of Western Europeans attend church even once
month. What is striking is that the numbers of Americans in
churchhaslikewise plmmeted 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%. Be:
estimates place about 15% of Americans as a meaningful part
Christian churches.

What has caed 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 hav
been influenced by Christianity, but the number of committed
followers of Jesush@ist has never been all that highd there
is alsoa powerful dynamic that has arisen over the past few
generations which has had a diminishing effect on vital
Christianity in our land.
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It has to do with the manner in which the faith
transmitted tothe 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 tihg when it comes to teaching the faith to the
next generation. But in recent generations, thisgiSed
responsibility has been increasingly given over to the church, a
practice which is clearly unbiblical and which has had
catastrophic consequences.

GOD6S PATTERN FOR A STRONG CHU

Come with me as we trace C
strong church. Il n what we cal
Lord Jesus Christ left these instructions for church advancement:
0OAnd Jesus ¢ ame herity th heaven ahd dn@arth h
has been given to me. Go therefore and make disciples of all
baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of tt
Spirit, teaching them to observe all that | have commanded you. An
lamwit you al way s ,(Matthew 28148)) end of

Christds command is for t h
|l iterally oO0Ostudents or foll owe
and teaching them to observe all that he commanded. You
cannot miss the erasis on Christian nurture, thatesching
the disciples or students the
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 teding, 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 gathemmdwd, 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 newldgonverted? The Apostles began to teach
ot hem t o o0bs desus bad eommanded themn jgsd
as he had called them to do. Acts 242 telsAsad t hey d
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themselves to the apostl esd
and t h &othey legrethestrutld and began to practice the
faith. TheApostles immediately commenced the work of making
disciples of all nations by baptizing those who believed anc
teaching them the faith.

That was the first generation in the church. But what
about the next generation? Did they simply wait for theirechildr
to grow up as untaught pagans and then try to evangelize then
Did they instruct their parents to turn them over to the church
for Sunday School , chil drend
exactly.

Hereds what the Apostle P,
regarding the spiritual nurture and training of their children in the
fath0o Fat hers, do not provoke vy
the discipline ¢phesiansnesit Fathers. i
The spiritual teacher in the horties one who is charged with
bringing up their children in the discipline and instruction of the
Lord, is the father of the househodlVhat about the youth
pastor@ (What youth pastoy?

oYou mean the father was to shoulder the responsibility
on his own@ 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 t h
primary pastor and teacher.

Where did the Apostles get this notion? Tboeidathat

this was Godds plan all al on
nati on of | srael . The book
instruction for covenant i f

plan was for countless generations to be raised up and to gro
mightyin that good land. But how was the faith to be transmitted

to each new generation? It was to be accomplished by th
parents. True, each community was to have Levites or pastor
who would instruct the people and lead them in worship. But it
was primarilyhte 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 chapt®&:ow t hi s
commandment, the statutes and thethelesORBX your God
commanded me to teach you, that you may do them in the land
are going over, to possess it, that you may fear the LORD you
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and your son and your sonds S
commandments, whitimland you, all the days of your life, and that yc
days ma y(6:1D) eNotiteotmegcle@& emphasis on the
succeeding generations learning to fear the Lord by learning his
commandments. But how were they to be taugh®nd t he
words that | comnyandtoday shall be on your heart. You shall tea
t hem di |l i gent6téya) How weyeahe childceh ol d r
betaugitBy hosting Sunday School s
yout h gr o uapdyyBu]shalNtalk of theén when you sit in
your duse, and when you walk by the way, and when you lie dow
when you rise. You shall bind them as a sign on your hand, and the:
as frontlets between your eyes. You shall write them on the doorpc
house and679 your gates. o

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 beginning. Can parents ignbre plan, abdicate their
responsibility, and simply turn their children over to Sunday
School , childrends <church, anc
There is certainly no New Testament warrant for doing so. And
the results of doing so, as we have beeng dmirthe 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, 0Femi
Hi story of the Sunday School M
director of Vision Forum Ministriesxplains the historic
foundations of what he calls some of our most popular extra
biblical, famiifragmenting, 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
relationshigased vision of Hebw, 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 famiytegrated Swlay training on the one
hand and the Sunday School as a féagynenting and
evolutionary theosnfluenced late nineteenthcentury prote
feminist movement on the other. The Sunday School Movement
he says, was a welht ent i oned 0 Scalttoa l
children without Christian parents. But in its present form it has
become an unfortunate substitute for fatlercted discipleship
of the children of Christian parents.

Phillips quotes the scholar Otto Scott as he traces the
evolution of this smlar 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]
6observations. d Twel ve was
fashion spreadven 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
developmentii  from youth gangs to the forced
retirement. In fact, we have almost achievedcietys
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 ngairicomprehensible.

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 hasthgnd less
contact with responsible, adult role models in the church, a kinc
of immaturity and irresponsibility has been unwittingly reinforced
by the church. Instead of interacting with adults (or their parents
for that matter) on weighty issuesspiritual substancéhe
average, churched, young person today will more likely be foun
at the youtlgroupsponsoreaJello Fight Nighd.
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Distinguished Professor of Sociology at Chapel Hill
University in North Carolina, Christian Smith, recentlyletedp
the largest and most detailed sociological study of teenagers and
religion ever undertaken. |t v
Youth and Religion. 6 His concl
America follow the same religion, whatever the {name
Lutheran, Evangelical, Baptist, Presbyterian, Methodist;
Protestant or Roman Catholic, even Mormons and Jews. The
term he coined for this relig
Deism. 060 He declares that Mor al
largest religionamong teenagers in America today. He
summarizes the unwritten beliefs of most American teenagers in
his 2005 boolSoul Search{i@gford 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
o n<xlite except when God is needed to resolve a
problem.

5. Good people go to heaven when they diel@3H2

Moralistic Therapeutic Deism is the religion that follows
these beliefs.

First, Moralistic Therapeutic Deism is about
inculcating a mordiis 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-isghfovement,
taking care of oneds beealt h,
successfuleée (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 sagn oneds prayers, of
high holy days, of building character through suffering,
of basking in Godds | ove an

in gratitude and love for the cause of social justice,
etcetera. Rather what appears to be the dotualant
religion among U.S. teenagers is centrally about feeling
good, happy, secure, at peace. It is about attaining
subjective webeing, being able to resolve problems,
and getting along amiably
164)

Finally, Moralistic Thapeutic 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 pfersona
especially affairs in which one would prefer not ® hav
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 organize
religions in America, and that most of its ¥als would not
recognize it by that name. Nonetheless, after his extensiv
surveys and interviews, he is convinced that this is the religio
followed by most American teenagers whatever the brand nam
they use. And the two sources for this pervasiv&lsigiian
religion embraced by the vast majority of religious, Americar
teenagers are the generic yarbup model and the generic,
ol owest common denominator é e

RESTORI NG GODO6S PATTERN

So what does the cdiplanoh d
evangelizing and raising up the next generation? Should th
church quit holding Sunday School or Catechism classes? Not
al | . Rat her , the church must
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the spiritual nurture and training of their childrénth& same
time, the church must continue to stress her teaching ministry,
but primarily to adults, to parents and grandparents, so that they

wi || be fully equipped to fulf
their children in the faith. If anything, adediucation in the
church is far more crucial tha

Why have parents so quickly and cheerfully abandoned
their responsibility to their children? Perhaps we should look
again at that foundational text from Deuteronomy &n d t h e ¢
wods that | command you today shall be on your heart. You shal

t hem dil i gent673) Didyou spat the problém?| d r
To the parents, God sagst hese wor ds € sButal | o
wh at i f they are notiftleemparants e p e

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 exjpegtto
haveany success in training their children tsafbNo 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 | oudly annou
pretending for appearances sake. You dceally have to take

this to heart because we certainly do not. We too wish we did not
have to be Christians. 6

So it begins with the parents. It takes a disciple to make a
disciple.

1. It begins wittadu/t education in the church. The new
believersinn er usal em gathered daily
and to practice the faith, daily. As we said before, if anything,
aduSunday school i's far more i m
school or youth group. Dads and Moms must master the faith
and have initheir hearts so they can teach and model it for their
children.

2. It continues witlihe 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
Christans 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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supplemento what Dad and Mom aralreadydoing in the
home.

3. Intergeerational studies are a great step in the right
direction. They keep the generations together and allow this vita
life-transferring interaction as all ages study the Bible together.

4. Small groups are sometimes employed in churche:
today. The maierror with many of these small groups is that
they are segregated by age. Small groups for older adults can te
devolve into commiserating about the problems of older people
Small groups for younger adults often share the limitations of
those younger alftst high energy and low wisdom. Of course
youthgroups (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 rdguiar
worship, study, caring and prayer, and outraadthese groups
contained all generations because they wereldas@ty? Then
the fragmenting would stop, the older folks would gain some
enthusiasm &m the young, and the young would have some
maure role models for their developing faith and life.

The church youbo wikdednplemsize | o
unbiblical and ineffective programs which fragment both family
and church and instead train and empower parents, especial
fathers, to fulfill the God-given calling to raise their children in
the oO0discipline and instruct.i



Chapter Three
Obedience in Faithfulness,
Not Optional Sanctification

Did you know that the tomato was once considered
poisonous? So, of course, nobaigythem: 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 essénéalin C.
Without Vitamin C, people develop tfagal 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 consequefndsspiritually
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 callehi s church to oOmake disc
bapti zing t hese new believers
everythingd he has commanded.

a segment of the evangelical church has taught that obedience to
Jesus Christ is nadsential to salvation, that it is rather an option
that you may choose if you want to,ibaertainly not required,
perhaps not evereryimportant. That is astonishing! In view of
our Lordds plain command, wher
the idea tht it could teach disciples that they need NOT obey
everything he has commanded?

In this chapter | will define the glorious gospel of
sal vati on. I owi || al so show wh
obedienc&@ came from, and finally consider wgschurch can
recover from this fatal error.
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HOW GOD SAVES SINNERS

Paul 6s | etter to the Ephe
how God saves sinners. The second chapter begins with
description of the predicament: why sinners need to be saved i
the firstp | a Anel you were dead in the trespasses and sins in v
once walked, following the course of this world, following the |
power of the air, the spirit that is now at work in the soriis of disc
among whom we all once livedssidhe of our flesh, carrying out
desires of the body and the mind, and were by nature children
t he r est (Ephésianm a3 Khiatnscabout as hopeless a
picture as anyone could imagine.

1. The first problerdnness haveis thatthey aren 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 bette
They do not eveeyalkdehd. eve Dbeca

2. But even more, sinners ars/aved T h eiythear e
trespasses and sinst hey are bound to t
walk in them and follow the doomed course of the world and the
prince of the power of the air. Wianore, theyra enslaved by
their own sinful passions and desires. So, spiritually dead sinne
find themselves hopelessly enslaved to the world, to the devi
and to their own sinful flesh or cravings. But it gets worse.

3. T h eydrenaaf erat/o 6 Si B nreler s
Godds wrath and curse for th
means is that they should not expect any help coming from
above.

So, even if they want to believe (which the¥i)ddmey
camot believe because they are spiritually dead, iecapabl
believing. And none of this matters anyhow, because they ar
already guilty as charged and condemned to everlasting wrath.

| 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 wor But@Gobdat
being rich in meegause of the great love with which he loved
when we were dead in our trespasses, made us alivefiolggther v
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grace you h(2:45a) The erdynastaniahing wioaderd

is that God, who by rights should be wrathful to such rdgspe
sinners |ike wus, i's instead 0
dead, but he has made us alive together with Christ. This action is
purely ogracious, 6 which means
not earn it or deserve it.

What 6 s moraisus up with hirn and seated us with
him in the heav(25b). WhaptHisaneans ofi n
cour se, i's that we are no | ong
are no longer enslaved to the world or to the devil or even to our
sinful passionand <c¢cravings (our of |l es
God, by his grace (not because we deserve it or have earned it),
has completely solved our problem for us. We weré@ Head
made us alive with Christ. We were enslaved to the world, the
devil, and our sinfdlesti he raised us up above all that and
seated us withmi n t he heavenly pl aces.
justlydeserved wrafhbut 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
dearlybeloved children? Of course not! Under those
circumstances, why would anyoagvant to obey Jesus Christ?
And so Paul summar i z ésbywgraceyout h
have ba saved through faith. And this is not your own doing; it is the
God, not a result of works, so that no one may boast. For we :
workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God
bef orehand, thga8l0kve shoul d wal

Besure you get the order <cor
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 goodtsmhiat 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 nelo teew
works, good works which are noble and godly and far more
fitting and in keeping witbur exalted character as those created
i n Go d amx recreatedgtebecome the image ofhis
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HOW THE GOSPEL GOT TWISTED

The Protestanteformers (thosaho led the church in
reformation and renewal beginning in the early 1500s) insiste
that this was the very heart of the Gospel. Prior to their time, the
church had largely lost the glory of this hopeful message o
salvation by grace alone, received thrtaith alone, on account
of Christ alone. Instead, the church taught that God gave &
certain measure of grace to dead sinners through baptism, bt
that they must finish the work on their own through their good
works. Only at the end of their life woul@ gtore be tallied,
and, if theyhad donesnough good works and avoided enough
sins, would they be justified or declared righteous and accepte
into heaven. To claim to be sure of salvation in this life, the
churchhadtaught, was arrogance. It was toymesthat your
good works would remain good.

But Martin Luther (the first of these reformers) found no
comfort in this scheme of seHlvation because he recognized
that he was not good enough, nor could he ever be good enoug
to measur e ug@ stanadard.Qaddittwas by gaing e
back to the Scriptures, to G
salvation is not at all based upon our goodness, but is entirely
gift of God to the helpless and undeserving. Faiterely the
instrument through whicthe giftis received. Even the faith
itself 5 given as a gift. And once theigifieceived, the sinnsr
counted righteous with God anande sure of heaven. All of
this is possibleecause Jesus paid the way for us.

The same Protestaneformers isisted that while
salvationis received through faith alonejsitnot a faith that
remairs alone. No, once Godwgsthis new life, the new birth
through the Holy Spirit, the new child of Galll ve his or her
Father and diligently seek to serve amy ¢tom. And if that
change of heart and lifeeknot take place, then something ha
gone wrong. The new birth wa:
may have been a mere emotional or rational response, but tf
untransformed conveis no convert at allOne of the early
catechismom the Reformation eréhe Heidelberg Catechism,
states this quite clearly. Even though salvation is a gift entirel
won by Christ and given freely without our earning or deserving
that salvation does completely transforme s Therefae, :
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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. o6 (Q1l)

After the Reformation,however, the church has
witnesseda dramatic reversal. The dreadfatal 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. H

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 werevl 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
andhighpr essure sales techniqgues
goal was to press temner to make a decision for Christ, even
though the content of that decisioften was not very clearly
defined. And, as you can imagine, the revivalist preachers were
quite successful in pressuring people into making decisions. Did
these peoplecallyunderstand 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 mhave

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 o0convertsdé quickly

Howdoyu solve the problem o
people who are not really converted at all and who go back to the
same old sinful lives they supposedly left?

f
f
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The solution was to fall into the error that we described
at the beginning.tot hevave nd
decision, while obedience became a mawgon. Eventually
people were assured that they could accept Jesus Sameir
and be sure of heaven, and that they could later make Christ the
Lord as an added bonus if they wanted to. Sadddional,
heavenly rewards were promised for those who took the secon
step, but ranydid not.

But you see what has happened. The seamless garment
salvation has been torn in two. In fact, Christ himself has beer
torn in two: his priestly office aacrifice and Savior has been
separated from his kingly office as Lord, and that is impossible
Usi ng P a uffom Ephdsians,ghosa ghe were dead in
their trespasses and sins were never made alive together wi
Christ. They were never raisedmitn him and seated with him
in the heavenly places, or they would never have returned to th
bondage of sior to the enslavement of the world, the flesh, the
devi l . The supposed ofaitho
in fact a false faith, what Jamec al | s o0dead f ai
responds with love and obedience. Their assurance was a fal
assurance, and on the judgment day all will be revealed to the
horrible and inconsolable dismay. How clbadyesus called his
church to esmake adils cniaptlitomimeg 6
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 cal
t he chur ch 0 uhatlfoe manynhés baen énibraced |t
as a foundational article of truive canillustrate the problem
through a joke. Moses comes down from the mountain and

announces, ol have some good

good news is that | got him down to only Tem@andments.

The bad news is that adultery
Now why is that funny? |1t

knowsdé that sin makes us hapj
are wet blanket, fdmating, joy killers. Tr&tthe problem. Sin is

still enticiig, exciting, glamorous, and inviting. That is what
makes this eadglievism, 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
fasttack t o happiness. So a 0gosp
the future even while we are living like the devil now seems the
best of both worlds.

And that is where we have been deceivedsS Sirsery.

Jesus, in great mercy, came to save us fromtgustrioom 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
longto get away with just as much as we can, without getting into
too much troubl e. I have had p
| commit and stil/l go to heave
something quite positive, and
bothh- wor Il ds, 6 as it were. They
Augustine before he came to fa
Lord, save me from all my Si n:¢
wisdom, a Gogjiven wisdom, true conversion, to see ithat
not just the penalty of sin that is undesirablesibutself. 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,irs 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,
oPl ease cure me of this cancer
the agonythe pain, the contorting disfigurement, and crippling
di sability caused by the disea
you keep me alive, but somehow allow the cancer to continue to
destroy my body?dé The thought

Yet that is preciselyhat many professing Christians are

saying. And Jesus came t o S a
condemnati on, but from sinds
decline and corruption of the

place in our souls within. We are @un walking object lessons
of what 8s happening to our S0
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 s
hopeful when the Apostle Paul writest tfhough outwardly we

are wasting away, inwardly we are being renewed day by day
Corinthians 4:16). Christ came to save us from our sins
themselves, from their corruption.

Jesugalls his church to proclaim the truly good news
that he saves not megrdfom the penalty of sin, but from the
power of sin as well. If a church avoids the admittedly unpleasar
subjects of sin, mi sery, God ¢
for repentance, #ichurch has neutered the power of the Gospel
itself and has conamed its people to the wretched gloom of
slavery to sin in this life and a false and unsure hope for the lif
tocomeThe <church you 0 wileneveresenk |
away from the full glory of the Gospel, of a powerful Savior who
rescues sinners fraime consequences of sin in both this life and
the life to come.



Chapter 4
Community with Purpose,
Not Sel\bsorption

It is not quite science fiction, but it certainly sounds like
it: subtle forces are at work-pmgramming your identity,
causing/ou to think and feel and eventually to act out your new
personality, that of aéconsume

A consumeb s one who under st al
be measured by the quantity and quality of their material
possessions or exciting experiences. A consuimies tiften
about and thinks much ofings. 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 lekpbsaré®w goa
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 wateth Bours of television a day
with2030 advertisements per hour .
advertisements per year. The marketers spend countless billions
each year to turn us into consumers.

And | suppose some of this is inevitable, even necessary.
A marketbased economy truly negaeople 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 geéconomitlife.

But the dangariss when we accept the message that we
are consumers. Consumers believe that the sum of their life is
their stuff(hence theelativelyrecent advent of the storage unit
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But Jesus said thatour ifed o es not c onfeur]st
p 0 s s €lLske iL2016)sGbviously only one @fsia can be true.
And, of course, Jesus is right and not the marketers.

The church you 0 wikrecbgaiznhe | o
danger consumerism posheieg. to t

THE FOCUS OF TRUE CHRISTIANITY

In Hebrews 10 we find a refang text of Scripture
which calls us back to basic Christianity. Hebrews 10:19 begir
with the word othereforedo wh
what preceded was the Gospel, the good news of how God ser
his Son as an atoning sacrifice to pay formsuasd to reconcile
us to himsel f. So, Ot herefor
h i ms gncd we have confidence to enter the holy places by
Jesus, by the new and living way that he opened for us througl
that is, throughflash, and since we have a great priest over the
God, let us draw near with a true heart in full assurance of faitt
hearts sprinkled clean from an evil conscience and our bodies
pur e (1@:a%2p What the author is sayis that since we
have access to our heavenly Father, we must draw near to him
enjoy his grace and to be strengthened in faith.

This is necessary because the world is constantly seekir
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 wer
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 I8pirit.
our day, the temptatios often more subtle. It ke temptation
to become distracted, to become enamored by what the worlc
loves so that we lose our hope in Christ.

He urges them to stlaetudholdi r
fast the confessiaur hope without wavering, for he who pron
f ai (16:23u And what great help does he offer to enable then
to stand firm, to resist the deadly draw of the world, the flesh,
and the devil? It is the strength that comes through the fellowshi
of Godd s Ang letaupdoresider hiow to stir up one another
and good works, not neglecting to meet together, as is the habi
encouraging one another, and
(10:2425).
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The main purposd €hristian fellowshjghenis to help
our f el | deld fasteHe comfession ©fcodr hape. f ac t
calls us to do something nearly impossible today, and that is to
considemthersot out of envy or desire, but to consider how to
help othes 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 consuntieas our
utmost concern is to be accumulating stuff for ourselves or
enjoying experiences for selves. The consumer is trained to
approach every situation with
of this? Whatoés in it for me ?
course, due to our basic, sinful-setiteredness, we do not need
much training in this: it abmes rather naturally to us. You can
see how this consumer perspective would be deadly to a church
and diametrically oppgasderchowttm t
stir up one ano tBatemecentalechdesyam a n
innovation hasrept 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, | think. This chustharted with
this premised Peopl e see themselves as
a church that appeals to cons.
want! o So t his church kn-ockec
Christians what kind of church they would like, and then gave
them that chur h . |t foll owed t he bu
cust omer i eyforgotthagChist isKing. t h

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 Olivedsarn i s mor e up
would look more impressive walking out of an Olive Garden
t han a McDonalds. 6 And you can
(al ways |l ow prices), but ol re

The churches which tried to play the comsugame
started advertising themselves for the goods and services and the
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image they could provide.

oDo you want to be enterta
o0Do you need therapy? We c
oDo you want a goodchidreor al
yet one that is hip and cool ?
oDo you want to move up ir
prominent, community | eaders
The message is this: 0 We
if we dondét, wedll get it. 6

In 1983, pastor and church administrator Kennon
Callahan fully applied the business model to the church in hi:
book, Twelve Keys to an Effective @leuadhcountlessimilar
books of that day. Of course, one would have to define the worc
oef f ect e suedthatt God Wwould agree with it. By
oeffective, 0 Callahan meant
|l i ke terms of member ship and
straight out obusinesschool

1. Specific, Concrete Missional Objectives (theutdarv
Business School model of 0
objectives. 0)

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 f t he companyds Vvis

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 Actifrit@® of
the product to be marketed)

8. Open Accessibility (utilizing {ygvasting 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 Spamed Facilities (an impressive home
office)

12. Solid Financial Resources (teny capital
reserves)

If | were starting a small business or seeking to revitalize a
mid-level company, | wouklavishlyfollow these steps. But the
church? Really? Whataut prayer ? You can
church without prayer? What about the ministry of the Word?
What about repentance and humbling yourself before the Lord?

Well,all of theseare s sumed: o0Of course we
sharing the gospel. But hare some other steps we can take to
i mprove our impact. o6 And the t

and seeking the Lord often got shoved to the side while the
dynamic worship, the adequate parking, and athistic
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, | guess,
to convert them from being consumers or takers into Christians
or giversthough this was never clearly defined. Now that the
experiment has been underway for a few decades we have some
longterm data coming in, the results have been surprising. Lots
of people wereconverted but not in the way it was hoped. Not
many consumetsecame 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 tlaeket 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
church isthe 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, thdtarnative society, a model and example to
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the watching world of what God intended. The church calls and
trains seftentered, sefbcused consumers to be Christ
centered, otheffecused Christians. The church trains believers
to repeat 0Jamxnostd be wasvedd lsut to give my i
o t h(®larks10:45).

Everybody today DButhefactdsl t C
that for the vast majority, it really is all about me. This is the
consumer s creed. Only ttwe Gc
to shatter this pretense, to break the shackles-ehskifement,
and to wrench the door of this galison off its hinges.

The only way Christds chur
themselves is to expose this consumerism for the lethal trap it i
to callsinnersup frontto repent from consumerism, to believe
and be reconci | e donsider howdodstir uppome
another to love and good works, not neglecting to meet together
of some, but encouraging one aatittie®, mnck as you see the Ds
dr awi (Hgbrews1a:2256).

STIRRING ONE ANOTHER

Still, the church needs some kind of structure to
encourage and allow time for believers to meet together in group
of manageable size for this kind of stirring wpesmtouraging.
The first church in Jerusalem included many new believers
thousands who met together in large numbers for teaching, bu
then also met together in smaller groups in homes. Acts/2:46
tellsus:0 And day by day, raadhbreaking i
bread in their homes, they received their food with glad and ge
praising God and having favor with all the people. And the Lorc
their number day byThdlarge gtolpo s
attended the templ®gether, 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
church cald adequately care for one another without these times
of formal and informal fellowship. What is remarkable is that
even norChristians instinctively know their need to gather with
others. During the 1960s when young people began abandonir
the church, ecular small groups sprang up across the nation.
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These were coll ecti vvhosgpupaese | ed
was essentially therapeuticdisifovery. By venting my feelings,
| achieve a catharsis and feel better about myself, but really share
no lasing bond with the other seléekers in the group. Some
| abeled this ocommitmentless ¢
Christ calls us to Christian community, to loving, helping,
encouraging, accepting, admonishing, and strengthening one
another. This is true communion tlgdy c o mmi t ment .
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 togéther.
church youbo v ewilbcengnuallybguoseghe folly f or
of consumeChri stianity, calling G
community, to continualfconsider how to stir up one another to lov
and good works, not neglecting to meet together, as is the habit of
encouraging one anothel,tlamdnalre @ge)see the Day drawing
near . 0



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 siclke | eased Sat and
even raised the dead. He did so first to demonstrate his authorit
as the Son of God and promised Messiah. But he also came 1
show the kindness of God. As our heavenly Father is merciful tc
the just and the unjust, so weirdet® imitate him.

0The gr eat dlsCorinthiains 13113 Baéh ands
hope are essential, but love is the greatest. In fact, the Ne\
Testament declares that without love, faith is false and
knowledge, miracles, even greatsaelifice & all an empty
sham (1 Corinthians 138} James tells us that this love must be
a practical love, not just a good intention orwighing, but
must demonstrate real care (8¢ John tells us in his first
letter that if someone claims to love Gatl lmtes 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 showe
care for one another. This extended on into the first centuries o
t he ¢ hurnddctd ame df thé endenidble proofs of the
reality of the Christian faith was the evidence of lavish Christiar
compassion. Julian the Apos{ai®. 331362) an emperor who
wished to return the Christian Roman Empire to paganism,
found that he could geb traction for his plans. The Christians
kept beating him through their kindness and mercy. Juliar
complained to a friend:
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OAt heism (i . e. Christianity
through loving service rendered to strangers, and through their
care for lhe 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
t h e nThed early church father, Tertullian, recorded the
amazement of the pagans when they considered the example of
Christians: 0See how these Ch

The <church you dmust bebfdee withl o n g
compassion for the needy, gbbwingthat compassion with
wisdom and discernment.

THE DELIGHT OF DOING GOOD

New Testament believers understood that they were to
follow Jesuswho we nt a b o(Adts 1@38)i In lys lejter o d .
to the Galatians, Paul declarédS o t b lame, oppartinityy let
us do good to everyone, and especially to those who are of the
f ai (6:h0) Good works to other believers were expected, but
evennolChri stians were to experie
The New Testament church 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 Newafresit 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
suppoted by Jewish benevolence, had been cut off from Jewish
beneficengeso the church took up theare

Later in the New Testament, Paul gives some guidelines
for the supportof believing widows. This is quite pertinent, so
we must quotelohom wt dbwegiho &
Timothy 5:3)Immediately we find thahe widow who would
receive suppotand we could expand this to other impoverished
people) must meet qualifications.
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1. First, she shoulButfhool
widow has children or grandchildren, let them first learn to show
their own household and to make some return to their parents
pl easing i(B4the sight of God?ad

2 . Second, s he mu sShe wheeis w
trulya widow, left all alone, has set her hope on God and co
supplications and prayers night and day, but-sttrilgbotiss sidtiad
even while she lives. Command these things as well, so that
without reproach. But if anyonet gweside for his relatives, an
especially for members of his household, he has denied the fait
than anbGbBBhbelieversd

3. Third, if she is yet able to work and support herself,
she should dso.And even in her older age, she meeted to
continue serving Christ through his church according to her
a b i ILet& widow be enrolled if she is not less than sixty yes
having been the wife of one husband, and having a reputation fc
if she has brought up chiddrehown hospitality, has washed the f
the saints, has cared for the afflicted, and has devoted herself
wo r(k%L0) Yet if she is younger and able to work for her
support, s h eButsdiuseutd ehrolidyoungeronidows,
when their passions draw them away from Christ, they desire to
i ncur condemnation f or(5:1hldyv i n
Apparently such widows were expected to devote themselves 1
Christ and his church if they were enrolledecelved benefits.

But here is the real problem with supporting an able
bodied person like a young widownBe si des t hat ,
idlers, going about from house to house, and not only idlers, bu
and busybodies, saying whatuttieyoshSo | would have young
widows marry, bear children, manage their households, and give
no occasion for slander (5:1F or
15). Working for your living is a great blessing of God. Without
that diily occupation, filling our time with productivity, our
restless, sinful hearts tend to become occupied with other, les
wholesome pursuits.

THE BLESSING OF PRODUCTIVITY
Work is often considered a dreary curse. But according tc

Genesis 1, God workand he has created work for people to
accomplish. People are to be
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activityo Thus the heavens and the e
them. And on the seventh day God finished his work that he had d
her ested on the seventh (Génesis fro
2:12)

When God created our first parents, he did not set them
in the Garden to sit idly by watching the butterflies and imagining
shapesinthe cloudsAnd t he L ORgardeGmé&dem | ar
in the east, and there he put
God took the man and put him in the garden of Eden to work it anc
i t(.Benesis 8:8, 15) Work was a
BEFORE sin had spoiled his world. dlogians call work a
ocreation ordinanceo; it is 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 r eadsare do
the devil s workshop. 6 We were
only find contentment through such productivity. This means
that the church is not to be burdened with the support of
intentionally nosproductive people, and should not offer
supportt o t hem. At the same ti me,
generous to those who are truly needy, whom some call the
owor t hy If anpbelreving woman has relatives who are widow
her care for them. Let the church not be burdened, so that it may
those who (ATireothy®l®)l |y wi dowso

THE LIMITS OF MERCY MINISTRY

In fact, the New Testament does deal with an example of
intentionally nosproductive people. Thebelievers 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 doctr
Chri st i s coming back at any
owhat 6s t he us-ermiplanstia fadt, if Ghrish n y
is coming baclgerhaps tomorrow, why go to work today? Why
go to work ever?6 Add to this
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. Ancetywhen Christ did not return immediately,
the nonworking Christians still needed to eat, and sought
support from those who were productive.

Here, again, Paul s respon
we must guot éNowhwe comadndoyoileersgirt tie.
name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that you keep away from any brt
walking in idleness and not in accord with the tradition that yc
f r o m2 Theséalonians 3:6). Please note that the Christial
tradition does not endorselleness, but rather work and
productivity. And Paul reinforced this with his own, industrious
example. He often supported himself in his missionary work
throughthe familybusines f ma Kk i rFgr you gaursetves
know how you ought to imitateuse, Wweovere not idle when we v
with you, nor did we eat any
and labor we worked night and day, that we might not be a burd
you. It was not because we do not have that right, louirselge® yo
an examp(@3&9.to i mitatebo

And here i s the piFareven whéne
we were with you, we would give you this command: If anyone is
wor k., | e (3:10). 1Janvus setstpeogleafted but not to be
freeb a d eForswve hear that some among you walk in idleness,
at work, but busybodies. Now such persons we command and
the Lord Jesus Christ to do
(3:1112) Apparently these intentionatign-productive people
were resented by those who were working hard and having t
suppor t Agforegou,ibebthees, do not grow weary in doin
If anyone does not obey what we say in this letter, take note of
and have nothing witdchim, that he may be ashamed. Do not r
him as an enemy, (3:635). | haeralwayd i
found Godos peopl weshowd ripghtty bg e n
reluctant to support intentionally Aarmductive people. ife
do so, it usally does more harm than good.

The wonderful truth is that Jesus Christ transforms takers
into givers. We were created to be workers, those who ar
productive. Our Lord Jesus Christ said he came not to be serve
but to serve others (Mark 10:45). The patad flow of his life
was outward. As we noted in the previous chapter, the flow of &
consumerdos | ife is always inv
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 t
OEveryone who drinks of this w
of the water that | will give him w#i thengty liorever. The water that |
wi || give him wild.l become in h
(John 4:134). The flow of a sinkhole is always inward, but the
flow of a spring of water is always outward.

Jesus transforms takersoimfivers. 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 filgithshis inexhaustible
Holy Spirit, we becomes springs once again. Takers become
givers.

But givers with discernment.

It is easiest, | suppose, to give nothing and to somehow
convince yourself this is alright.

It is a bit harder, but not too hardy give from a
di stance, to send a check to t
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
themselves they have toeat (consume). The grass is the
producer. The grass produces feed, and the cattle consume the
feed. One may say, oYes, but
fertilizes the grassd Tr u e, but the manur e
grass in the first place. The other thing we should note is that the
grass itself is dependent on something slashine, rain, and
therich soil. But basically speaking, the grass is the producer and
the cattk 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 no
enough pasture, too many consumers and not enough producer:
Now we have a serious problem. Eventually the ealtlclip
the producegrass too short, perhaps killing it, and either the
grass will die at will at least not be able to keep up with the
demand. The consumeattle will then starve or break down the
fence. In this pasture there will be limiteduress 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 wislédre
nationds economy wi |Ithe pwdutetsa p
will not be able to keep up and will grow to resent the heavy
taxation and the support of the dbdelied indolent and
unworthy poor at their expense. And if a church ever finds itself
with a minority of givers trying to satisfy a majoritstkafrs, that
church will be severely crippled.

And that is why the New Testament sets some limits and
gualifications for mercy ministry. The dduldied, widowed or
not, are to be as productive as possible. This will ensure the
there will always be meoproducers than consumers, otherwise
the cattle will deplete the grass: the grass will wither, and th
cattle will starve.

MISTAKEN MERCY MINISTRY

Due to the enduring, complicating effects of sin, the
desire simply to go about doing good can Bctiaimore harm
than good if it is not tempered with biblical wisdom. Mistaken
mercy ministry, compassiavithoutdiscernment has severely
hampered genuine care for the needy in recent decades.

The Social Gospel.ln the latel800s and early 1900s
Ameri@an Baptist seminary professor Walter Rauchenbush
devel oped what is now <called
naive attempt at mercy ministry to the poor. Instead of the
Gospel of grace leading to transformed livesaana resylto
social action ansloc i al betterment, t h
that the GospelS social action. Helping the poor and raising the
standard of living of the oppressed is what the Gospel is al
about.
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This is a dreadful teaching which produces disastrous
consequenced. ik 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 minigtgn,only
involves doig good deeds, especially helping the poor and
disadvantaged. At first this teaching would seem attractive and
would be sucesful in garnering a response. This new brand of
Christianity has becoforexampej nde
arethat nasty dddne of original sin and the offense of the cross
Paul writes about in Galatians 5:11.

However, lte Bible tea@sthat people are so helplessly
broken by sin that they cannot save themselves from divine
judgmentor everlasting torment. Sinners are sakwand
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 siaaher,
gospel 6 bypasses all of this wu
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 gospelgofice, and so it saves no one. It

leaves people aswele d t aker s, still und

ranks of the givers in the church are depleted, and with the
conversion of no others, these sedl takers do not replace
them, and the social gospel chunill necessarily decline. The
endwill beworse 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.
Suddely anycare 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 assume
(against the clear teaching of Scripture) that people are basica
good and really wato do the right thing. This assumption leads
to indiscriminate compassion. It assumes that the problem i
always that there is not enough grass. Its remedy is the handot
more money. Truck in a load of hay, and the cattle will be fine.

This biblicall naive view will often seem to work in the
short run. But what if the cattle immediately gorge themselves ol
the hay®r 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 shiband starving to death. The addition of the extra
hay did not really change the situation. The consumers will onl
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 -metning
Christians (or government) step in and start paying the bills. Ir
doing so, they have compounded the problem. The father, whos
conscience should have been pricked by the despondent look
and desperate pleat his hungry children, has been relieved
from this pain. What 06s mor e
irresponsibility. As long as others are going to do his job for him,
he can apply himself to more interesting matters like loafing o
fishing or tinkering or Inging out at the bar.

The Bible says that people were created good, but hav
been deeply broken by sin. We are now indiinedrship the
creature rather than the Creator. But the cre@bareey, food,
property, pleasure, experiences, of) saff nger satisfy, and we
will only misuse it and demand more. No amount of special
offerings can fill a bottomless pit.

Removing the Consequences of Silinother form of
mistaken mercy ministry, compassion without discernment,
occurs when wetheaning peopleush to alleviate the suffering
that comes as the result of simfetisions andctions. 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 qurat the bottom can be a
powerful teacher. Poverty due to intentionalproductivity can
have the same, natural effect, so long ame@iliing Christians
(or governments) do not set up too many safety nets.
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Several years ago, a woman who lived neahorch
called the church for financial assistance. The power company
had shut off her electricity. | 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 thereavergldren
involved, | 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, | brought her a box of old, unused candles
the church was going to discard. Perhaps living fahile
without electricity would be a walgecall for her.

We tendto think that if someone is hurting our job is to
alleviate their pain with an aspirin or badd What Christians
must bear in mind is that pain is often a symptom of a much
more grious problem. The New Testament requires believers to
give real hel p. But Paul 6s rul
this;:01 f anyone i s not (2Wedsdloniang t o
3:10). That may seem chihrted, but it is better toesé as
hardheaded. In truth, it is the indiscriminate welfare, the
compassion without discernment which is too easy. It -s soft
headed and cohicarted. Christ calls us to be whaarted but
hardheaded.

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 expai ned somet hing i mport
problems with Haiti, 6 he said,
He continued: OAnyone who

dollars can become a missionary to Haiti. Haiti is only a cheap
plane ticket away from the Uniteda&s, 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
oministryo in Haitd.@ and send
stateside supporters. And over the yearsy meeHmeaning
people have attempted to 6save
0So they raised support and
the Haitians have | earned how






