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Introduction
It is with some hesitation that I had set about to write this book. Perhaps that is because there are so many possible responses to what I will propose in the ensuing pages. Am I just a fault-finding, critical person? Yes, I can be said to have that failing. Does the following diatribe simply represent that critical nature? No, I don’t think so. What do I hope to accomplish with such a string of invectives? I hope that we will all become ashamed enough of our churchy, religious sins to repent and return to God’s Word. I hope we will escape from the clutches of the carnal nature canonized as liturgy.

It has long been my belief that the Jews of Christ’s first coming were a foreshadow of the Christians of His second. This belief has only been strengthened by time and observation. Just as the Church is urged in Scripture to look at Old Testament Israel as a pattern for what they should and should not do, so, the culmination of the Jews’ long wait for Messiah may well bear resemblance to the Christian’s long wait for the Second Coming.

Jesus, speaking of the end time, asked the cryptic question, “When the Son of Man comes will He find faith in the earth?” When He came the first time, He noted that it was a Gentile centurion of the hated Roman Legion that best exemplified faith. At another point he spoke of those seated with Abraham as coming from the east and the west -- while those alleged to be Abraham’s children would be shut out.

God’s own people shut out?!? Impossible! Yet, it happened. The very people of the covenant -- scribes and Pharisees, no less -- would lose out to pagans who had expressed genuine faith. Dare we be so smug in our religiosity to be likewise blinded? Will we follow down that broad, well-worn path of religious pride and miss the opportunity for the blessedness of seeing Jesus?

I am not speaking eschatologically, here. I realize that “every eye will behold Him” at His second coming. Rather, I speak of seeing Him in the way that daily transforms us from faith to faith and glory to glory into His image. This, I believe, is the essence of revival.

Jesus tells us that His words will not pass away. As a corollary to that, I propose that, until the end of this fallen world, the conditions that Jesus’ words were aimed at will not pass away either. I think this is especially true of Matthew 23 and Christ’s warnings to the Laodicean Church. Other criticisms by Jesus and the Old Testament prophets apply equally well and must also be examined.


In this writing, it will be helpful for you to note that I use an upper-case C on Church when referring to the Body of Christ in general and a lower-case c when speaking of denominations or individual congregations. The distinction becomes important at times but in no way implies that congregations or denominations are not parts of the Body.

I must make it clear that I love the Church and all its parts, but ignoring its pathological condition would be a great evil for me. Each year that passes brings news of greater morbidity in the Church and I cannot remain silent in its face. I lay claim to no special unctions of oracle. I do, however, know I am responsible for issuing a warning when I see evil upon the land.

It was many years ago when I began to see the parallels between the 23rd chapter of Matthew, Jeremiah, Ezekiel and the modern Church in America. But as I have become more familiar with the inner workings and daily practices in the Church, the comparison becomes clearer. 


Interestingly, the Jews of Jesus’ time were divided between the Hellenized Sadducees and the more orthodox Pharisees in much the same way as today’s Church is between the liberal Mainline churches and the evangelical and fundamental churches. Small Zealot-like groups were thrown in for spice and mystic Essenes wafted around the periphery.

Into this cacophony of religious noise comes Jesus. Those drawn to Him appear to have been those who were Jews in the same way that many Americans are “Christians” -- by osmosis. The “Church leadership” of Jesus’ time, by and large, saw Jesus as a negative, divisive person -- the same way their forbears viewed Moses, Jeremiah, Malachi, and all the others. In fact, because of the natural animosity towards truth within “God’s people,” Jesus noted that it was impossible for a prophet to die outside of Jerusalem -- the city of God!

Francis of Assisi, Luther, Wycliffe, Bunyan, Wesley, Booth, Spurgeon, Moody, and many more suffered at the hands of the Church for their willingness to attend the King’s business without fear or favor of man. More recent examples include A.W. Tozer, Francis Schaeffer, and Dietrich Bonhoeffer -- all of whom have gained nominal popularity once they were safely dead.

I am certain that some will remind me that Jesus and the prophets were specifically addressing the unsaved Pharisees and Sadducees -- and Jews in general. But, just as clearly, I remind them that God thought those burning words important enough to permanently record in Scripture because of their universal applicability. Saved pastors still have to deal with the same carnal nature as unsaved Pharisees. And -- shocking as it may sound -- there are plenty of unsaved pastors and elders out there who need the words as well.
The most difficult defenses to penetrate are religious defenses. Once someone has constructed a Scriptural base for his sin -- whether that person is saved or unsaved -- it becomes most difficult to dislodge it. In my own mind, the parable of the sower and the seed illustrates this best. I see the seed that fell on the way as being the Word given to someone who, because of much hearing the Word, has grown insensate and hardened to its penetration. That is what the wayside is all about -- it has been trodden so long and continuously that it would take dynamite to loosen it enough to prepare it for planting.

Perhaps this hardness-by-exposure element of human nature is at the core of the religious calcification that Jesus and the prophets found. Men tend to put layer upon layer of tradition, form, and “we’ve always done it this way” over the Word until those traditions take on greater weight than any demonstration from God Himself. After all, what else could explain why the Pharisees, after seeing Jesus miraculously heal, immediately went out to plan how to kill Him?

Is Jesus “against the Church” as my title suggests? He is -- in the sense that he was “against” the Jews of His time and His messengers in the Old Testament said He was against Israel. I contend that if Jesus were to come to earth clothed in the same ordinary humanity as he had 2,000 years ago, he would indict the American Church of the same crimes of which he accused the Jews of His day and of the age before His coming. If He came now, He would find little difference between the two ages.

When I consider the outcome of Jesus’ pronouncements forty years later -- the destruction of Jerusalem -- I fear for the American Church. Annihilation is not my hope for America, but Jerusalem was certainly no worse off spiritually than the American Church is today.

Perhaps you doubt my premise that the American Church dangles precariously over the edge of a precipice of God’s judgment. But ask yourself, Where is that blessedness of which Scripture declares accompanies the fellowship of the saints? Where is the love for one another that the Word says will cause the world to know we are His disciples? Where is the sacrifice for others commanded by the Master? Where is the denial of self?   . . . the uncompromising declaration of truth? . . . the willingness to die for Christ? . . . the cross in our gospel?

Doesn’t the lack of these things alone tell us of the precarious position we are in claiming to be Christ’s while going our own way?

But Jesus is coming again! He will -- and has -- come to us in many revivals through the centuries to bring His Church closer to His will. However, revival only comes when people are willing to acknowledge His coming. The Second Coming will be different. He will come then whether we acknowledge Him or not. It, however, will only be a joyful coming for those who acknowledge His coming before His arrival. The only way that may happen is through metanoia -- repentance. Metanoia comes from the Greek words, meta  (after, implying change), noeo  (to perceive), and nous  (the mind, the seat of moral understanding), all of which combines to mean a change of mind. In fact, we need a new  mind, a mind renewed in His Word.

With that, my hope and prayer is that -- in answer to Jesus’ question about finding faith in the earth -- the Church in America will be able to answer, “Yes!”

I suspect by now that there are those out there who are wondering if I am claiming to be some kind of prophet. Maybe, you may think, this is some egomaniacal, malicious nut who happened to get a book published.

I assure you, I claim no prophet’s mantle. In fact, this book frightens me. Imagine trying to study Matthew 23 and Jeremiah in depth without self-examination. It cannot be done by any semi-conscious person. So, it is not just the Church “out there” that I fear for, but also myself. As I came near the end of this work I was struck coldly with just how short I fall when I use the measure of this work. In fact, the question occurred to me: Should I wait around to become perfected myself before publishing this book? I had to conclude that I could not wait to attain some fanciful spiritual plane before submitting to God’s urging to put all of this down. I don’t know why it is imperative that I do this now, but I believe it is.

Writing this book is like having a dream where some terrible danger existed and you were frantically warning everyone of this obvious evil but everyone else is oblivious to what you see so clearly. As I studied and wrote, it seemed that the Church was going about its weekly business while it was being devoured from within. It was frightening to see. I began to question whether I was seeing the truth or I was just a crank. It was at this time when I first met my Nigerian friend, Theophilus O. Ihekoronye, who confirmed much of what I was seeing.

But if this book has a “prophetic” ring to it, that sound derives from the truth of the Scriptures after which it was patterned. The rest is just observation. It doesn’t take an educational degree to read the signs of the times. I simply took what I had observed of the American Church and compared it to the Matthew passages and other parts of the Bible. There is nothing spooky or ethereal about doing this.

What made the project harder was my own internal convictions that 1) I was failing my own test, and 2) 

that it was necessary that I complete the work. Nor did my cynical nature bless me during this time. The work was an immense struggle against that carnal trait. I suppose I could have easily looked at the faltering American Church with disdain for their shortcomings (while ignoring my own) or, perhaps, I could have sought to excuse myself (and the sins of the Church) in an orgy of self-justification. In the latter case, I probably would have been unable to complete the book. One was the natural result of my cynicism, the other an overreaction against it. These two desires competed within me.

I was on the horns of a personal, spiritual dilemma. Two very important Scriptures in my life competed for my attention. Many years ago, the Lord warned me of my propensity toward the first error by enlightening me to Matthew 24:12, “Because lawlessness shall abound, most people’s love will grow cold.”

Sin makes one hard, He showed me. The sins of others will cause one to build defenses and become callous. I have the inclination to harden towards those who continue in sin -- especially after an abundance of grace is showered upon them. This, the Lord indicated to me, must not be allowed to happen.

But equally important was another verse, Jeremiah 48:10, “Cursed is the one who does the Lord’s work negligently, and cursed is the one who restrains his sword from blood.”

I also had a leaning to dodge my responsibility to confront sin because it is messy. I had several early encounters with my cowardice in the face of sin -- especially the sins of others. Rebuke is such a bloody business.

But we are in a war. Bloodshed is an inexorable part of war. Mushy sentimentalisms are not appropriate responses to enemy attacks. Our own army must be disciplined -- even when it is not pleasant duty. We cannot be slack about keeping ranks in God’s army. The rigidly trained soldier may regard the exercises as unkind and unnecessary, but on the battlefield he will know the reason for his pains in training.

The drill sergeant who eases up on training recruits will send them to their deaths and endanger the nation they fight to preserve. The soldier who is unwilling to draw blood is no better than a traitor. These are hard facts.

As such, I can neither neglect work God has assigned to me, nor soften when He assigns me particularly “bloody” tasks. If the needed “bloodshed” is my own or that of others, I have no option but to fulfill my task as a soldier.

So I try to walk between hardening myself to the love that God bears the American Church and the need for radical action to snatch us from a perilous position beneath God’s hand of discipline.

I do not know how well I succeeded in this balance. I will probably only know when I await His judgment of my works by fire. (1 Corinthians 3:12-15)

Portland, Oregon

December 13, ​1991

Addendum to Foreword


I have added a crucial segment to Part II under the subheading, “Death by Desire, Not Intent (1997)” which was a missing element when I finished the original manuscript in 1991. As I explain in that portion, the mypoia of my own sin caused me to overlook this important point.

Portland, Oregon

August 11, 1997
Part I

HARD SAYINGS
Chapter 1

Jesus: The Negative Factor

“You foolish ones!” Jesus said to his host and the reclining dinner guests.

He had only just arrived as the primary guest at the gathering of prominent Pharisees and scribes. A look of horror passed across their faces. One of their number had merely noted that Jesus had not ceremonially washed before the meal -- and the result was this angry outburst.

“You clean the outside of the cup and platter; but inside you are full of robbery and wickedness. Woe to you, Pharisees! You are like concealed tombs.”

A lawyer interrupted. “Teacher, when You say this, You insult us too.”

“Woe to you lawyers as well!” Jesus answered. (Luke 11:37-54)

*      *     *

How inopportune! How crass! How tactless! How just like Jesus! 

This scene was a classic, godly response to the lurking evil in the Jewish leadership of Jesus’ time. But when we read it, we immediately distance ourselves from its reality. It becomes a movie-like fantasy. We enjoy seeing the Pharisees “get theirs.” We, however, would never accept such behavior in our time. It is simply too negative.

I remember a recent discussion with a friend. Mike and I sat on his lawn in the late afternoon. I had dropped off some work at his house for typesetting, but he invited me to stick around because something was troubling him. I chewed on a piece of grass while he explained his concerns that an all out assault had been launched against the traditional family by Portland’s City Council. A homosexual “rights” ordinance was being contemplated. And there had been no response whatsoever from the Church. They were afraid to talk, Mike explained, about evil for fear of “closing the door” to preaching the good news of the Gospel.

The ordinance was eventually passed over much objection -- but the Church was nearly absent from that resistance. Instead, most of the objections came from a state-wide political group. This group was attempting to challenge the ordinance by initiative, but many churches were afraid to be linked publicly with the group so they were still silent.

There was a moment of silence as we watched the fleecy Cumulus clouds in the late afternoon sky. “People don’t become Christians by believing in Jesus alone,” Mike suddenly said risking the label of heretic. “They have to believe in sin first.”

I pondered his comment. He explained further that someone coming to Jesus without believing in sin is like a healthy man coming to a doctor -- he didn’t really need to do it. If a man does not see his own sin, he has no need of Jesus as a savior, deliverer, or lord.

Talk of sin, though, is regarded as negative . And negative is what we are all loathe to be. Christians in this country want to be positive -- we want focus on the good things, the blessings, and not dwell on the bad. Jesus, however, was  negative -- unfashionably negative, at least by today’s fashion. And, to read the text of the gospels, unfashionably negative by His day’s standards as well. Nowadays, we avoid the seeming rash and ill-mannered things Jesus did and said. He spent more time talking about hell than heaven, for instance. Jesus certainly spent little time on preening his listeners on how valuable they were. “You are of more value than many sparrows” was the exception, not the rule (Matthew 10:29-31). Interestingly, Jesus did not allege that they were worth more than an innumerable host of sparrows, just “many” sparrows which were sold two for a penny -- a laborer’s wages for a day, $40-50 at 1994 prices.

Jesus did, however, demonstrate the Father’s sacrificial love for us despite our sinfulness. His love was in action, not in niceness and flattery.

On the occasion mentioned above, where Jesus was invited by one of the Pharisees to have dinner, the event began and ended with offense. The lawyer, doing what we might try to do in similar circumstances (imagine yourselves at a pastor’s banquet for your denomination). He tried to get Jesus to lighten up. “Don’t be so negative, Jesus,” he said (deParrie International Version), “Talk like that makes us all look bad.” Jesus answered, “Woe to you lawyers as well!”

How does all this fit into the American theology of niceness? It doesn’t!

Many American Christians have become Dualists -- that is, we see the universe as divided into equal portions of “negative” and “positive” energies. Good and evil, black and white, God and the Devil all form pairs that oppose and struggle against each other. But Christianity is not  a Dualist religion because God is completely outside the imagined dichotomy -- and He is all  good! He is so much good that evil fades into virtual nonexistence and the struggle between good and evil becomes no contest. What’s worse is that our decisions on what constitutes good or evil rest on whether they are pleasant, or “nice,” or don’t hurt people’s feelings. Much of what we call “bad” today is an integral part of the goodness of God. The “good news” of salvation must be preceded by the bad news of human sin and depravity.

The point is that unless these people Jesus spoke to were confronted with their own sins and their need for God’s grace, they could never be saved. But it took being negative and talking about sin to do it. Sometimes it calls for being rude about it, too, because rudeness’s reward may be the salvation of a soul. Exposing sin is important to the proper proclamation of the gospel. Every revival -- personal, ecclesiastical, or national -- has been preceded by a profound disturbance over sin. That disturbance results in the desperate search for an escape or a solution. Eventually, the person hits upon the despairing thought that there is nothing he can do about his plight. The revival enters when Jesus reveals Himself and we respond by blessing and heeding Him and those whom He sends to us.

And who  is responsible for this misery and despair preceding revival? Why, it is the Holy Spirit -- sent by Jesus for the “negative” work of convicting the world of sin.

“Ah-ha!” I hear someone counter. “Convicting of sin is the Holy Spirit’s work. We should not try to ‘play’ Holy Spirit.”

Fair enough, but how will they hear unless there is a preacher? (Romans 10: 14-15) We are commanded to reprove, rebuke, and exhort -- to expose the evil deeds of darkness (2 Timothy 4:2 and Ephesians 5:11). As Gregg Cunningham puts it, “There is not one recorded example of Christ teaching or modeling evangelism by ignoring sin. Was He mistaken? Are we smart enough to correct His error?” 1

Bad News for Modern Man 

(Apologies to Franky Schaeffer)

*
All have sinned and fall short of the glory of God. (Romans 3:23)

*
The heart is deceitful above all things and desperately wicked. (Jeremiah 17:9)2

*
While we were enemies, we were reconciled by the death of His Son. (Romans 5:10)

*
Men love darkness rather than light, for their deeds were evil. (John 3:19)

*
There is none righteous, not even one;



there is none who understands,


There is none who seeks for God;


They have all turned aside,



together they have become useless;


There is none who does good,



there is not even one.


Their throat is an open grave,



with their tongues they keep deceiving,


The poison of asps is under their lips;



whose mouth is full of cursing and bitterness;


Their feet are swift to shed blood,



destruction and misery are in their paths,



and the path of peace have they not known.


There is no fear of God before their eyes. (Romans 3:10-18)


These Scriptures are God’s description of the human condition. Not a pretty picture. Now, try applying this to your friends, your family -- yourself for a moment. This chapter does not describe Charles Manson or Adolf Hitler any differently than it describes us. This is the condition of all men in God’s sight and it is the condition from which we were purchased by the blood of Christ.

Modern Americans, though, repulse such images. Even those of us who believe doctrinally in the fallen nature of man reveal in our actions and words that we still think of people as basically good -- though slightly flawed. Most of the sin, it seems, comes not from an evil heart but a bad environment -- parents, traumas, poverty and the like. Sin is excused with “I can understand why . . .” in hopes that others will likewise excuse our sins. We find it hard to say that nice, civilized people are as evil as Scripture informs us they are.

I doubt that most of us will clearly understand the depth of depravity and wickedness in our own hearts until we see our Savior face to face. Then, we will see the great chasm between the character of God and ourselves. Because of this vision of His holiness, we will be instantly full of worship because we will finally comprehend the great love the Father had for us -- and how undeserving we truly were. Yet, it is needful for us to recognize in our limited way that we were grievous sinners before God and deserved nothing short of death and hell. 

How will anyone come to Jesus Christ if he does not acknowledge his transgression? And how will anyone know that they are in sin if none will speak against it? It is important that all people recognize -- as much as possible -- the truth about their sinful condition before meeting Him face to face.

It is often that recognition of sin coupled with the acceptance of God’s grace that propels us to seek holiness in our lives. Jesus told of this in the parable of a moneylender who forgave two debtors -- one for 500 denarii, another for 50. “Which of them therefore will love him more?” He asked Simon the Pharisee. Then he applied the principle to the sinner woman who was washing His feet. “For this reason I say to you, her sins, which are many, have been forgiven, for she loved much; but he who is forgiven little, loves little.” (Luke 7:36-47)

But, once having acknowledged sin, what then is our Standard of Life?

A Plumb Line

In his space trilogy, C.S. Lewis describes the Eldils (angels) as heavenly creatures of light that are so straight that the whole of the world seemed crooked beside them. This is the precise use of a plumb line -- to gauge the straightness of any upright object or beam. A housing framer will tell you that the studs in a wall may look  upright to the eye and still be off when measured with a plumb. All of them could simply be equally wrong. One could be perfectly vertical and the others wrong -- and the one that is correct could look  wrong by comparison to the others. There is only one way to know for sure -- use the plumb line! 3

In Scripture, the plumb line is the Word of God -- in the flesh or otherwise. (Amos 7:7-8) The final arbiter of whether someone is straight upright is not by comparison to others who stand nearby, but the very Son of God and His Word.

A plumb line means judgment -- a judicial determination by God of whether a man is upright. But that judgment is not necessarily final. After discovering a man is “out of plumb,” he may yet be straightened (revival) or he may be rejected like a condemned building. It is the prodding of the Holy Spirit that brings men to realize that they are out of plumb with God’s Word. God, however, most often uses other men to announce the results of judgment. Depending on whether someone is ready to bless those sent in the name of the Lord, men may turn toward God or head toward final condemnation.

Looking at the situation from the outside is difficult. You might well ask, “Why would anyone refuse the words of Jesus? What would impair them from recognizing Him?

The answer lies in the human spirit and its incalculable manifestations of pride. Nobody likes to admit they are spiritually blind.

The Sound of Judgment


“But now you say, ‘We see,’ your sin remains,” Jesus told the Pharisees.

The Pharisees of Jesus time were so ensconced in tradition that there was -- in their minds -- little difference between the Torah and the Traditions. It was, however, their dogged, prideful insistence that they could already see that made them impervious to having their eyes opened. Had they merely been blind, their sin could easily have been dealt with. But, because they were unwilling to examine their presumptions in light of the Word, their sin became completely their own -- the responsibility, theirs.

This displays the two-fold purpose in reproof, rebuke, and exhortation. First, to expose the evil and prick the conscience with the result of a conversion of the heart. Second, to inform the hearer and make him responsible before God for his deeds. In both cases, the justice of God is vindicated. The one will have obtained the judgment of acquittal through the blood of Christ; the other condemnation for knowingly rejecting the offer of His mercy. 

The kings of Israel offer an illustration. God often sent them prophets to warn them of impending judgment. The sudden and decisive death of King Ahab in battle, for instance, was not a case of a man being “blind-sided” by the Lord. The story reveals that he wanted to hear a specific message so badly that God actually appointed a deceiving spirit (demon) to bring him a false prophecy. (2 Kings 22) On the other hand, the remarkable mercy shown to David was largely due to his willingness to instantly repent when confronted by his own evil deeds. (2 Samuel 12) Unlike King Ahab, David had been immersed in the Scripture all his life yet he still fell into sin and needed to be rebuked on such an elementary matter. Had the prophet Nathan thought, “Oh, well, David surely knows that what he has done is sin and this is such a negative message. . .” David would have died in sin and perhaps taken much of the nation of Israel down with him.

So the command to reprove, rebuke, and exhort is not to be some rarely exercised option but a consistent practice demanded by grace and mercy and the need for judgment. As my friend and I discussed in the beginning of the chapter, one must believe in sin to believe in a savior from sin. And God’s ultimate judgment depends on our exposing the evil deeds of darkness so that the unrepentant are without excuse.

God will vindicate His use of the blood of Jesus Christ in each case with either a just forgiveness of sins or a just condemnation of them.

The Bitter Pill

“Woe!” Jesus said. “Woe!” Almost like an incantation, Jesus pronounces doom on the “righteous” of His time. (Matthew 23) The message is real -- and to a real group of people whom He actually addresses. But there is more than that. This is more than a diatribe against long-dead Jewish leaders and certain sects among them. God records this event for our edification -- and, perhaps, for our accusation.

The words of Jesus in Matthew 23 are raw, uncut, and devastatingly accurate. After a particularly trying verbal bout with the Jewish religious leaders, Jesus launched into an unstinting exposure of the evil that lay beneath the religious surface of these leaders.

This was not an angry diatribe to merely embarrass the Pharisees but a critical examination of how even God’s religion can go wrong -- and do it with the appearance of godliness. It was a bitter pill for these proud, self-assured men to swallow, but if they had chosen to swallow it, it would have resulted in their salvation.

It is important to note the choice of words. Jesus chose to call them hypocrites, a Greek word referring to a stage actor who spoke through a mask. These oversized masks contained mechanical devises to augment the sound of their voice. 4 What a description of these Pharisees! Actors hiding behind an oversized, false front and having their words amplified for a show to the people.

He calls them blind, fools, children of hell, vipers, and more. But the astonishing thing is that these derisive words fit very well with the lengthy quote in Romans from the previous segment that describes all mankind . So the words may apply to us as well. The Pharisees were simply acting out normal, fallen human behavior. And it is the same fallenness that we all share -- in Christ or out. In Christ we are able to combat and overcome this fallen nature, but entering into Christ means swallowing the bitter pill of our own degenerate sinfulness.

“If we confess our sins,” John the Beloved tells us, “He is faithful and just to forgive our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness.” (1 John 1:7 KJV) But the verse before this gives us warning, “If we say we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us.”

Nor are we permitted to acknowledge our sins in some manner that minimizes them. They are no mere mistakes, but the cruel, awful, twisted results of rebellion against God. The price for one “small” sin is death -- either your own death or the substituted death of the spotless Son of God. There are no small sins. They all have great consequences.

The Leaven of the Pharisees


Leaven -- a wonderful substance that, though used in small amounts, permeates an entire lump of dough causing it to double or triple in size. The yeast produces gasses within the lump which bubble inside increasing the size. Because of it, breads become a delight of soft, chewable, delicious food. This process of leavening has been known through all recorded history -- and it was known to Jesus.

In one case, the Kingdom of God was like leaven permeating the world. This was a positive portrayal of yeast. But the majority of references place leaven in a bad light. In one dire warning, Jesus told His disciples to beware of the leaven of the  Pharisees -- which is hypocrisy. (Luke 12:1)

The comparison between hypocrisy and leaven is almost humorous. The leaven “puffs up” the dough and makes it larger than life -- much like the oversized masks of the Greek actors (hypocrites). The amplification of their voices may be compared with the gasses produced by the fermentation of yeast. The danger, however, is very real.

In Matthew 23, it seems that Jesus exposes various leavening agents that had distorted the Jewish faith. Each one, though first brought in small doses, had made the “lump” a monstrous caricature of what God had first established. The true faith of Israel was distorted and eventually destroyed by the infusion of carnal yeast. The appearance of religion remained, but it was nothing like the faith established by Abraham.

Religious Sins

Jim could hardly believe his eyes as he rounded the corner of the supermarket aisle. There, at the end of “Canned Goods,” near the frozen food section, was Pastor Allan -- laughing -- arm around a petite blonde -- who was not his wife.

The pastor leaned over and kissed the strange woman.

Jim blushed and stepped back behind the potato chip display. What do I do? he wondered. Then he offered a silent prayer of precisely the same disconcerted words. Instantly, he knew what he must do -- he must walk up and confront the couple.

But hesitation rode in on the wings of the respect he had always had for Pastor Allan. How could he face him at such a time?

Jim wanted to run away -- to pretend he had not seen or that he had misunderstood what he had seen. But he had seen and the only way to insure that he had not misunderstood was to talk to the pastor and the woman -- now.

Jim’s stomach knotted as he steeled himself to round the corner again. In the ensuing conversation, Pastor Allan tried to explain how Jim needed to “understand” his position -- why Jim should say nothing of the affair. Jim told the pastor that he saw no option except his confession of sin and resignation as pastor.

“I’ll pray about those things,” said the pastor. “I’ll let you know my decision at the end of the week.”

God, however, was unprepared to wait a week. Within days, the huge center beam of the church roof broke on the nearly-new building where Allan was pastor. The beam plummeted straight down and crushed the pulpit like an exclamation point.

In the flurry that followed, the adulterous affair came to light and the pastor resigned. Allan -- unashamed -- divorced his wife, continued with the other woman, and ended up on the pastoral staff of another church over a thousand miles away.

This may sound like a “preacher story” used to make a point, but it is not. This was a real pastor who had found religious justification for his deeds. 5

*     *     *

What was it that made the Pharisees so impervious to rebuke? It was religion.

It is much simpler to reprove the worldly adulterer than it is to approach one who has cloaked adultery in Biblical doctrine. The Pharisees had created an appearance of righteousness by linking their evil deeds with spiritual sounding reasonings. This was most clearly demonstrated when they excused a man’s responsibility to his parents if he would say, “Corban,” thereby dedicating his wealth to the temple and other religious works. Conveniently, this tradition allowed children to abandon the care of their parents and spend the “corban” money on themselves. (Mark 7:9-13) It wasn’t a matter of shame for them -- in fact, it was positively their religious obligation to ignore the needs of their aging parents.

There is no excuse harder to break than a firmly held religious excuse. With it, people can justify anything. Most of all, it prevents us from seeing ourselves as we really are.

Mirror, Mirror

The bright, fiery scar running down my chest was ugly. My gnarled hair, week-old growth of beard, and sunken, ringed eyes looked back at me. Despite my being overweight, I looked strangely gaunt and pallid. The phrase “death warmed over” sprang immediately to mind.

I looked bad -- very bad -- but it was true.

I did not like how I looked a week after my heart attack and bypass surgery, but it would have done me little good to pretend that it was any better than it really was. I tried to imagine the impact it must have had on my children. What must they have thought to see me in this condition? It would be useless for me to try to lie to them about the situation -- to pretend that everything was normal. Even if I wanted to fool myself, I would not fool my four-year-old.

What was needed was truth. I had to see my condition for what it was and respond appropriately.

*      *      *

Billy Graham once said that the Bible tells the truth about God and the truth about man. The Word also acts as an unflinching mirror for the Church. It is easy for us to measure the Church of past centuries by the Word or to measure other present day denominations by the Scripture, but the rose-colored glasses go on when it comes time to look at the Church as a whole.

However, we, the Church, who say we see, are without excuse. We have the words of Jesus as a mirror to see our true condition -- and we ignore what we see. In Matthew 23 and the prophets, we find that death-warmed-over look that we wish to deny but cannot be hidden from a four-year-old child -- much less from a world that delights in exposing our hypocrisy.

We might ask ourselves, “Why would Jesus want our faults exposed? Doesn’t that besmirch His name?” Yet, the Word tells us that judgment must begin at the house of the Lord. (1 Peter 4:17) Christ is preparing His bride to be without spot or wrinkle. It would be much more damaging to God’s name to have that bride wallowing in the mud at His coming -- and blind to the fact, besides!

Holiness is an essential with God and if it takes exposure of our sin to the world to renew the Church’s commitment to it, it is worth the price.

Medicine Unused

Sin in the Church creates a sickness in the Body of Christ but the Scriptures offer a proper purgative medicine -- church discipline as described in Matthew 18. Much of the current debased condition of the American Church is due to our unwillingness to use this corrective. Reproof and rebuke have come to be regarded as “unloving.” The false notion that God’s love is lavished unconditionally on everyone has led to the belief that uncritical acceptance of continuous sinners by the Church is required -- that no demands can be made of people to alter their lives.

Dietrich Bonhoeffer pointed out, “Only he who believes is obedient, and only he who is obedient believes.” The American Church, however, recoils at such simple truth because we believe in a “non-judgmental” Jesus.

This comes from a false view of Jesus Christ which paints Him in pink, blue, and gold pastel hues -- a somewhat effeminate, touchy-feely invertebrate who was satisfied to let people enter the kingdom on our own terms. This version of Jesus is of a God Who is so afraid to lose one person that He will not risk the hurt feelings of a rebuked disciple.

But Os Guinness notes another Jesus:

“Jesus was a forbidding and unsparing leader. He issued an invitation but made clear his demands. He supplied needs, but required sacrifice. He made promises, but emphasized costs. He was as offensive as he was appealing. No one who chose to follow him could have done so with his eyes closed.” 6

Any realistic reading of Scripture will reveal the Jesus described by Guinness as a much more accurate portrayal than the American Wimp version.

The Price or the Possibility


“[T]hey slew those whom they overtook without mercy, and set fire to the houses whither the Jews had fled . . . [a]nd made the whole city run down with blood, to such a degree indeed that the fire of many of the houses was quenched with these men’s blood.”

-- Josephus, on the destruction of Jerusalem, 

70 A.D.

Wars VI, viii, 5

*    *    *

This was the price of the Jewish unwillingness to say “Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord” -- the price of not heeding the Son of God’s “woes.” Nevertheless, God also paid a price -- His Son’s life -- to serve as an eternal redemption for such rebellion.

In ancient Israel, God always presented His people with prices and possibilities. “I have set before you life and death, the blessing and the cures,” He told them. “So choose life in order that you may live, you and your descendants . . . “ (Deuteronomy 30:19) The prophets are replete with such calls.

But such challenges are not limited to Old Testament times. Read the letters sent to the seven churches in the Revelation. 

*
Ephesus -- “I will remove your lampstand out of its place -- unless you repent . . . To him who overcomes, I will grant to eat of the tree of life . . .” 

*
Pergamum -- “Repent therefore; or else . . . I will make war against them . . . To him who overcomes, to him I will give some of the hidden manna . . .”

*
Thyatira -- “Behold, I will cast her on a bed of sickness . . . unless they repent of her deeds . . . and I will give to each one of you according to your deeds . . . And he who overcomes . . . to him I will give authority over the nations . . .” 

*
Sardis --  “If therefore you will not wake up, I will come like a thief . . . He who overcomes shall thus be clothed with white garments . . .” 

*
Laodicea -- “I will spit you out of My mouth . . . be zealous therefore and repent . . . He who overcomes, I will grant to him to sit down with Me on My throne.”

The offers of life and death, blessing and cursing, are still with us today. America was blessed by grace because of humility before God and militant, unflinching Christian obedience to His Word. The early settlers in America assumed that misfortunes were a sign that repentance and revival were needed. It is recorded in the daily journals kept by the Pilgrims, Puritans, and Quakers. Today, American Christians assume otherwise.

Can America face the kind of judgment that befell Jerusalem? There is nothing in Scripture to suggest otherwise. But, with a fearful expectation of judgment, there is always the hope of revival. Despite our staring down the muzzle of judgment, God has been known to relent -- remember Jonah and the evil Ninevah. That savage land was rescued from God’s fiercest wrath by the repentance of one man -- the king. While the king’s authority carried the national repentance, any man, used of God, may have similar impact.

Often we read of the Great Awakening and other revivals and long for such wonderful communion with God. But this communion has its price. God may have purchased our relationship with Him by the blood of Christ, but our price is the denial of our pride. We must be willing to look beyond our religiosity and listen to the voices of those He has sent. The commitment to cast off our settled ways and comfortable perspectives may be too high for some, but it is required for revival. Even if it is too late for the nation, a personal revival will certainly prepare the individual for eternity. The worthy seeker may save only himself -- or he may start a fire in the Spirit that will ignite the next -- and needed -- reformation.

Chapter 2

Where the Life Is

Q:
What is the world’s most precious substance?

A:
Blood.

*    *    *

The Bible contains an almost mystical regard for blood. By it, covenants are made, sins covered, and worship is sanctified. Eating it is forbidden and shedding it -- if it is innocent -- is repaid with death. At once it is a purifier and a defiler.


Most of this is unfamiliar territory for American Christians, but must be explained for the remainder of the book to be clear. For this reason, a look at the Biblical meaning of blood is necessary.

The first bloodshed in history was that of an animal killed by God to make coverings for Adam and Eve’s nakedness. The bloodshed has not stopped since. Cain shed Abel’s and set the standard for the shedding of innocent blood. But God marked Cain so that others would not shed his blood -- though he was guilty.

God established a principle for capital punishment after the Deluge saying, “Whoever sheds man’s blood, by man shall his blood be shed, for in the image of God He made man.” (Genesis 9:6) He gave permission to man to eat meat but prohibited him from eating “flesh with its life, that is, its blood.” (v. 4) God later reiterated all this in the law of Moses and assigned blood to a pivotal role in sacrifices of atonement and purification.

All ancient cultures, devolving from the Noahic knowledge of God, have clung to blood sacrifices -- human or animal -- in an intuitive recognition of the value of blood for appeasing the gods.

Blood was the sign of the Old Covenant as well as the New. It was a token of the bond between man and God. Improperly used, it made one unclean. Wrongly shed, it made one worthy of death.

The locus of this emphasis placed on blood is the Biblical assertion that “the life of the flesh is in the blood.” This is certainly true in the physical sense as blood carries all the oxygen and nourishment to the body. Any part of the body which is deprived of blood circulation dies! But there is spiritual aspect to that blood as well. God created life -- originally meant to be everlasting -- and no one was to spill that life out. The entry of sin into the human equation did not alter the value of life in God’s eyes. Blood became the expression of the life that God had created -- and a fulcrum in man’s eternal relationship with God. As such, God would not allow blood for common usages like eating.

Contracts in Blood


Anyone who grew up watching Westerns on television remembers the inevitable “blood brother” ceremony of the Indians. Most older cultures recognized the sacredness of blood in binding a covenant. Abraham made a blood covenant with God when he “passed between the pieces” of the animals he had killed for the purpose. (Genesis 15: 12-21) God also passed on the bloodsoaked ground between those pieces for this covenant. Such an oath was common in middle-east countries at the time. The implicit statement of that act was, “If I break this covenant, I will be a bloody corpse like these.”

Another blood covenant was circumcision. This was a binding blood covenant between the man and the God of Israel. Descendants of Abraham were automatically inducted, but others, wishing to follow the ways of the true God, submitted voluntarily.

Atonements in Blood

Many believers have wondered why God chose to incorporate blood sacrifices into the first covenant. It seems to us so primitive. It almost appears that God Himself was tied into the cultural milieu of the time. Everyone else used blood sacrifices and so did Israel -- at God’s direction. Some have suggested that this is just another proof that the transcendent God we speak of does not exist. But the truth is, since the fall of man blood has always been important to God’s prescribed worship. So-called primitive man was merely much closer to this truth than we moderns. Even when “primitive” man abandoned the true God, they retained parts of this essential truth.

Nor is there an absence of blood in New Testament Christianity. In fact, the blood of Jesus is at the very core of our faith. Without it there would be no salvation. In communion, both the atonement and the covenant features of this blood are recognized and celebrated.

Innocent Blood

The idea of innocent blood is one unique to Biblical thought. The commandment against murder is specifically directed against the shedding of innocent blood. All of Christian civilization is based on the prohibition against shedding innocent blood. In other cultures murder is defined by the wealth or importance of the person killed and that of the killer. The circumstances under which the death took place were far less important. For instance, if a slave or hired servant killed his master, it did not matter that the overlord was trying to kill him because the servant’s position in life ruled against the killing. If the slave were killed, it was nothing.

Western civilization developed the legal principle of capital punishment for specific crimes based upon the Biblical pattern. Though the application of the injunctions of Scripture were sometimes spotty, the central idea was that the innocent ought to be left alone by individuals and government. In the West, the institution of slavery in the United States was a clear reversal of the concept. Slaves, just as in pagan cultures, were not permitted to defend their own lives against “more valuable” members of society (i.e., white people).


The presumption of innocence and the requirement of due process of law were other developments that were founded upon protection of innocent blood.

Dozens of times in Scripture we find God forbidding that people shed innocent blood. 1 The idea was tied to the condemnation of death for sin found in Genesis -- blood was the price of sin. Under the law of Moses, only those who sinned in specific ways were required to give their blood unto death. Others were considered innocent -- though it was recognized that all men sinned.

It was required, as it was told to Noah, that the guilty die. No man could arbitrarily decide to let a murderer go free. That would bring the vicarious guilt of the innocent blood of his victim on the whole land.

Under only one circumstance was innocent blood spilled -- in sacrifices. The burnt offerings of the Israelites were done as typology of the coming Messiah. God required the sacrifice animals to be “without blemish” as a pattern of the sinlessness of Christ and they were, like Christ, offered for the sins of the people.

Bloodguilt


“The voice of your brother’s blood is crying to Me from the ground.”

-- Genesis 4:10

*    *    *

The importance of blood is displayed in yet another way -- the idea of bloodguilt. The concept is foreign to most Americans because we regard discussions about blood as morbid and because we view as “primitive” any religious system which places value on blood. This squeamishness has caused a large part of the American Church to abandon or minimize its emphasis on the blood of Jesus Christ. This, however, does not change the situation in the eternal eyes of God.

The verse above is the first recorded description of bloodguilt. I believe it is more than merely poetic -- that there is a sense in which innocent blood that is shed cries to God from the ground. This theme runs throughout the Bible until we see the martyrs crying out for vengeance from under the throne of God. The principle is that the shedding of innocent blood requires the shedding of guilty blood to repay it. The exception is the shedding of the innocent blood of Jesus to remove the bloodguilt from killers who cast themselves upon His mercy.

But being removed from the defilement of blood was so crucial that extraordinary steps were taken. God commanded, for example, that if a murdered man were found outside a city that the elders must assemble at the site and swear that they had not participated in the death nor did they know anything about it. If they did not do this, the bloodguilt for the slain was against that city. (Deuteronomy 21: 1-9) If the nation refused to execute murderers, that bloodguilt would be against Israel. (Deuteronomy 19: 11-13) Those who saw or knew of child sacrifice and who refused to act against it were accounted as guilty of the blood of the sacrificed children. (Leviticus 20: 1-5)

God cuts very little slack when it comes to bloodguilt -- and America is a bloodguilty nation as we will see in the next chapters.

Chapter 3

If So Facto

If.

If this were.

If this were so, I would have . . .

“If” is a big word. It is the language of dreams. And we are all prone to self-aggrandizement in our dreams. We love to project ourselves into the past or the future where our actions can take place in isolation from reality and consequences. Similarly, we speak great swelling words about what we would do if we were somewhere else -- preferably thousands of miles (or years) away. It is simple to project virtues for ourselves into other times or places -- virtues for which there is no foundation in our real lives. 

Virtue is safe and easy when removed by distance or time. Jesus hit squarely upon this issue when he quoted the scribes and Pharisees, “If we had been living in the days of our fathers, we would not have . . .” (Matthew 23: 30)

We have all heard from the people who cannot give to help the Church or the poor because they needed their money to help them get more money. “When this big deal goes through I’ll give,” they say, or “When I get financially set, then I’ll really be able to put in a lot of money into the Lord’s work.” Their great works for Jesus are all in the future -- none ever exist in the present. The answer to such dodges is, “I will know what you’ll do with your first million by what I see you do now with the ten dollar bill in your pocket.” Those who are unwilling to give with what they have are unlikely to develop generosity as they acquire money. This is just another self delusion.

A similar practice is to express “love for the whole world” while being unable to show love for a next door neighbor. Distance solves the issue of having to deal with the messy and obnoxious problems of live human beings.

In this way it is easy to project into the past or the future and find in yourself virtues that you do not exercise today. This is exactly what the Pharisees did with their claim of how they would not have killed the prophets had they been there.

American Christians differ little here. After reading Uncle Tom’s Cabin, an inspirational viewing of the movie, The Hiding Place, or hearing the story of Salvation Army founder, William Booth, we, of course, say  that we would have helped the slaves escape, hidden Jews from the Nazis, and worked with the slum-dwellers of London. After all, the Abolitionists, Corrie Ten Boom, and William Booth are all our heroes. Surely -- we imagine -- we would stand against the evil of apartheid if we were in South Africa. But we flatter ourselves. The reality is that, like the ten dollar bill in the pocket, we would have done then whatever we are willing to do now.

We easily forget that even in these earlier struggles most of the Church was headed toward the tall grass. Shadrach, Meshech, and Abednigo stood alone while all the other Jews in Babylon had their noses to the pavement. A bare handful of the American Church hid slaves -- most opposed the Abolitionists who did and decried them as “radicals.” Even the Confessing Church in Germany started by Dietrich Bonhoeffer and others to form a resistance to the Nazi agenda ended up burning its pinch of incense to the Teutonic Caesar. The few of this group who refused were, like Bonhoeffer, hunted down and imprisoned. Many were killed.

These past heroes of the faith may give us a warm glow in memory but most were far less comfortable to live with. They were a constant challenge for the Christians of their time to look intently at the suffering and oppression of others -- and do  something. Often that something was dangerous, or illegal, or merely unpopular. Few will risk those things today. There is risk and discomfort in obeying Christ, these saints say to us in word and deed. By looking at the Church’s response to abortion, we can easily deduce that, had the pastors of today been in Corrie Ten Boom’s house, they would have rejected taking in the Jewish child just as her own pastor did. Nor would they be likely to have helped slaves if they won’t even stand up to today’s court injunctions against public preaching.

The pitiful, and often contrary, response of the American Church to the civil rights struggles of the 1950s and 1960s speaks volumes. 

Past examples abound and there is no shortage of current needs to be addressed. Are there still oppressed? Do not women march daily into abortuaries to offer human sacrifices to the Goddess of Convenience? Do the poor still haunt our streets? Where will we spend the ten dollar bill in our spiritual pockets?

The question is: What are we doing today with what we have today?

The answer is: Not much.
Part II

BLOOD
Chapter 4

Molech and the Canaanite Child-Killers


“Neither shall  you give any of your offspring to offer them to Molech . . .”

--Leviticus 18:21

*    *    *

The worship of Molech consisted of using one’s children as burnt offerings to the ravenous god. The Canaanites had a number of child-sacrifice rites but the most prevalent was the offering to Molech who was said to be represented by a huge metal statue with a furnace in the belly. The baby would be placed it its red-hot arms as an offering. The sacrifice was believed to produce certain blessings of future fertility and prosperity. It was believed to bring success in the national economy -- and sometimes in war.

God forbid Israel’s participation in the Molech worship and  forbid them from adopting similar “offerings” sacrificed to the name of Yahweh. But Israel did both -- repeatedly. Those who did not participate did nothing to stop the practice as the law demanded. The prophets cried against Israel for this evil and the nation was diminished and nearly destroyed because of the atrocity.

Besides child-sacrifice, many early, though not necessarily “primitive,” cultures had abortion as an overtly non-religious practice. But the motives were nearly the same as those of the Molech worshipers. The dead child in hard times would result in future prosperity, a later “wanted” child could be had if this inconvenient one were destroyed now, and national prosperity could be gained by lowering the population. 1

All of these motives for child-killing are comparable with those we hear today. Likewise, the response of the Church is much the same as that of Israel -- participation in the evil or apathy (which incurs the same bloodguilt).

Bloody America


America is awash in blood. From the 30+ million abortions performed to the thousands of street murders, and euthanasias to its ignoring to death the needs of the poor and infirm. The blame falls squarely on the American Church. As the “pillar and ground of the truth,” the Church in this country once had the reigns of both government and public conscience in a way unparalleled in history. America was no heavenly kingdom but the mainstay of the public morality was Biblical Christianity.

But the American Church squandered its heritage in apathy and self-centeredness. No humanist conspiracy lies behind the all too successful assault on morality we see today. Rather, the secularists just filled a vacuum left behind by the pietistic American Church of the late 19th century up through the present hour.

In the arena of abortion, the American Church has literally and completely capitulated. I realize that the only real and significant opposition to abortion comes from Christians, but this is largely without Church backing and their numbers are a mere remnant.


We have in substance and by silence condoned abortion in our midst. Studies show that fully one in six women going in for abortions is self-described as an “evangelical” Christian. 2 Those calling themselves Catholics have abortions at the same rate as agnostics and atheists. But there are few people who are “nominal” evangelicals. Those who are no longer practicing their evangelical faith rarely identify themselves this ways -- as the converse is often true of non-practicing Catholics, for instance. This is not to demean Catholics. It is just that Catholics believe they are born into their church and cannot depart from it where evangelicals only identify themselves as such after a born-again experience.


In an exit poll after an election with two pro-life measures on the ballot in Oregon -- one for parental notification, another banning abortion except in documented cases of rape, incest, and threat of death to the mother -- 40% of those identifying themselves as “fundamentalist” voted against them. Catholics voted against the measures at a higher rate than the general populace.

Yet, where is the outcry in evangelical and other churches? A “Sanctity of Human Life Sunday” in January and abortion mentioned casually in a list of other sins twice a year is not sufficient. There are 250,000 evangelical babies are dying each year in the United States -- not to mention the hundreds of thousands of babies of other Christian groups. The American Church has yet to even attempt to stop the killing among believers, much less to address abortion in general.

The American Church has been largely absent from all phases of the debate. Eschewing what we have called the “unloving” methods of the activists, we failed to fill the gap with what things we considered appropriate. We excused themselves from battle because we disagreed with the tactics of others. In fact, it was merely a way of legitimizing our apathy.

When some did become involved it was often as Wolf Wolfensberger, of Syracuse University, said of Church opposition to the Holocaust:

a)
slow in coming,

b)
restrained in expression, and

c)
just as neat as the extermination in that it pursued administrative, legal, and other normative channels of 
recourse. 3

Even the rare experience of near-revival in Wichita, Kansas in the summer of 1991 ended with capitulation as soon as people -- particularly Church leaders -- realized that their precious material assets might be taken from them. But the Wichita revival was an anomaly. The response from most of the American Church is tepid, at best. This, while a quarter million babies of evangelicals die each year.

How long, oh, Lord, will these little evangelicals be unavenged?

A chilling question, since it is the very Body of Christ that bears ultimate responsibility for their deaths. The blood is upon our heads through our “we only preach love” excuse for avoiding sin within the Church. Bloodguilt, as the Scripture says, can only be cleansed by the blood of the guilty.

Death by Desire, Not Intent (1997)


I have pondered long on the reason for the ineffectiveness of the American Church against abortion, homosexuality, and other evils. I have pondered the general ineffectiveness of the gospel on our lips. And it did not occur to me until God placed me in front of a mirror to see my own sin that I understood the awful chasm between our pronouncements and reality. I add this segment in 1997 -- six years after the original manuscript was completed and it is only now that I see it.


All these years, I was fully aware that birth control pills (all forms) have a method of operation which chemically aborts children who have already been conceived. This is the only function of the intra uterine device (IUD). The Pill first attempts to stop ovulation (non-abortive), then, failing that, thickens the mucous plug to prevent sperm from reaching the egg (also non-abortive), then, failing that, it prevents the fertilized child from implanting in the uterine wall (abortive!).


My sin was that, knowing this, I did not take issue with my brethren who were killing their own babies with chemicals and devices (IUDs) while I castigated the pagans who went to abortion clinics and killed their children with surgical means (not that some Christians did not also do this).


For this I have deeply repented. There is blood on my hands. However, I am still responsible to warn the brethren about the evil in which they are engaged. Perhaps most Christians are not aware that the pill and the IUD are abortifacient -- it was never their intent to kill a child. It was only their desire to limit or “space” their children. This, in Scripture, is not the point. The Old testament Law had specific sacrifices for “unintended” sin. In addition, the shedding of innocent blood is so serious to God, that sacrifices had to be made even where no one was aware of how a death had occurred (Deuteronomy 21: 1-4).


Look at the first chapter of Isaiah. The prophet went to a perfectly good church service with all the praises and sacrifices being offered according to God’s command. Yet the prophet tells them that He hates their evil assemblies! Isaiah tells them that they are an evil assembly because they have blood on their hands. This must have shocked the congregation Isaiah spoke to as much as it would shock your congregation if a prophet came in to your Sunday worship service and said the same thing. But this is the truth of the American Church -- it is comprised of evil assemblies.


What else can be said when millions upon millions of Christian women (some even are pro-life activists) continue to use abortifacient birth control? How can God bless any of our efforts to stop abortion or even preach the gospel when we are so intent on avoiding the unqualified blessing of God -- children -- that we are using methods that kill them.


It is estimated that abortifacient birth control methods kill between 9 and 13 million babies in the U.S. alone. Any bets on how many millions of those dead babies are Christian babies?
To Bite the Bullet or To Dodge the Bullet

In Scripture, there is but one escape from bloodguilt -- repentance. Instead, the American Church -- particularly its leaders -- find other justifications for abandoning the unborn and those who seek to protect them. 

In Matthew 23, Jesus encapsulates one of the primary evils of the scribes and Pharisees -- their hypocritical insistence on teaching a righteousness from which they themselves are excused. Several means were employed to implement this escape from responsibility. The most common was to find (or invent) a noble-sounding tradition of man that could be kept in order to escape the righteous requirements of the law. A classic example is the use of the “corban” oath mentioned in the last chapter. “Neglecting the commandment of God, you hold to the tradition of men,” Jesus told them of the “corban” tradition. We see this today under the guise of “We’ve always done it this way!” Jesus followed up His indictment by saying, “. . . and you do many such things as that” indicating that this practice was no mere aberration.

Another common dodge was the “hard question.” Anyone who has read the New Testament can see that the Jewish leaders tended to use the Socratic method in reverse. The Socratic method of teaching or debating is a way of stimulating the search for truth by asking questions and bringing reason to bear on the issue. But the Jewish method was to take a hard piece of truth and find a “difficult” question on the issue or to present a circumstance that would -- to all appearances -- be an exception to that truth. This would, in their eyes, call the truth itself into question. 

Remember when the Sadducees questioned Jesus’ teaching against divorce by presenting the case of the woman who married -- in turn -- each of seven brothers? Here was the Jewish leaders’ version of the “ethical dilemma” game. “Whose wife will she be in the resurrection,” they asked confidently knowing that they had stumped the Master. Jesus pointed out that they had arrived at their contrived little scenario only by falsely representing other truths --their question was invalid. They had presented faulty conclusions as givens in their hypothetical tale. This is a common usage whether done with devious intent or through ignorance.

Dietrich Bonhoeffer says that the lawyer who asked Jesus, “Who is my neighbor” was up to the same thing. He was trying “to escape by raising moral difficulties.” 4 This form of escape is not limited to those of Jesus time. Human beings -- ever the artful dodgers -- have finely honed this method. The idea is to engage God -- or His messenger -- in a debate over a minute point of potential ethical violation that might occur if we were to actually obey God.

“Why, that wouldn’t be a good witness,” we say as if Jesus hanging publicly stark naked on a cross between two thieves was a manifestation of glory during the time it was happening. “My calling is to preach, not get involved in social issues,” another says conveniently forgetting that the second half of the Great Commission is to “teach them to do all the things I commanded you.”

It is astonishing how closely this parallels the “ethical dilemma” school of debate over today’s moral issues. “If Not Abortion, What Then?” queried the 1983 Christianity Today headline article. 5 This was the first -- ten year late -- article on abortion in this magazine. And it did not even actually address the morality of but rather focused on extrinsic “complicating” issues such as money and convenience.

The tradition of this article was carried on by such Christian notables as D. Gareth Jones who wrote, “Nevertheless, there may be situations in which abortion is the regrettable, and perhaps undesirable, solution to human problems.” Jones’ list of “human problems” includes rape, incest, the health of the mother, the mental health of the mother, genetic reasons, marital breakdown, financial stringency, and unemployment. 6 Sorry, kid, but at least your blood solved a lot of “human problems.”

Carl F.H. Henry posed the ethical dilemma of when and whether some of the unborn actually attained “the imagio Dei” -- the image of God. If they hadn’t because of “extreme deformity,” he argued, abortion might be justified. 7 Some of these excuses for shedding innocent blood fit well with the “blessings” sought from Molech.

I recently received a letter objecting to pro-life rescues on the grounds that rescuers “unlawfully position themselves between the parent’s will and the child” thus undermining “God’s ordained authority.” The Scripture tells us plainly to “love our neighbor as ourselves” and to “do unto others as we would have them do unto us,” yet this writer had discovered -- in the penumbra of the Word, I suppose -- an irresolvable ethical dilemma between saving our unborn neighbor’s life and interfering with the God-given authority of parents. But this is only the most outrageous of many much subtler escapes from God’s command through ethical dilemmas.

With Christian apologists like these, the unborn have nothing to lose from being in the hands of the modern Molech worshippers. In fact, some pastors go even further. One pastor assists with third trimester abortions by being on call for those mothers who have pangs of religious conscience. If it will soothe the conscience of the mother-to was, he will even baptize the aborted baby. 8

However, the all-too-human dodges of responsibility to God’s Word did not fool Jesus and, with His blunt words, He stubbornly refused to let us fool ourselves. And, in the end, He will not let any of His people fool themselves. Nor will our protestations of being pro-life avail us. Our fruit is disobedience and dead babies.

Gregg Cunningham, a prophet to the Church on this issue, says that evangelical pastors often tell him that their “calling” is the Great Commission. He points out, however, that we focus only on the first verse of the Matthew 28:19-20 passage -- the part that entails preaching and baptizing -- but neglect verse 20, “. . . teaching them to do all I command you.” Cunningham says we like to preach the good news of salvation but recoil at teaching the bad news of obedience because that would make people uncomfortable. 

“In an atmosphere where churches compete for people to attend,” he notes, “Churches will not afflict the comfortable.” And if there is anything true about the churches in America it is that we are competing businesses -- and that the comfortable are not disturbed. People unwelcome in one church because of their sin will be gladly accepted (with their tithes) by the church down the street.

Even when some Christians begin to take abortion seriously, the Church backs away and leaves them, to use the idiom, “hanging out to dry.”

But the handling of abortion is not isolated, just look at any other major issue: divorce, homosexuality, drug use, teen sex, education, greed, and, even that favorite hidey-hole, evangelism. How much do American churches or Christians actually devote to any of these?

Joseph Foreman, a missionary to the pre-born, says, “The tragedy is not that the American Church did not join Operation Rescue, but that they would not lay down their lives for Christ doing anything at all.”

How long, oh Lord?

Reaping


“If the people of the land, however, should disregard that man when he gives any of his offspring to Molech, so as not to put him to death, then I will set My face against that man and against his family; and I will cut off from among their people both him and all those who play the harlot after him, by playing the harlot after Molech.”

-- Leviticus 20:4-5

*    *    *

The passive observer to the shedding of innocent blood will be held responsible for the abomination along with the actual perpetrator. Notice that God did not tell people to pray for the one sacrificing his child -- or preach to him -- but to stop him.

The judgments against Israel should serve as a warning to the American Church. (1 Corinthians 10:11) If such things befell Israel for their bloodguilt, how shall we escape?

Already the open bloodgates have numbed our thinking. Euthanasia is already widely practiced in hospitals with little resistance from the Church. There are only two active exceptions to date: first, the attempt by Joseph Foreman of Missionaries to the Preborn and about a dozen others to get to the starving Nancy Cruzan in order to feed her and, second, Andrew Burnett with Advocates for Life Ministries trying to stop the serial suicide assistant, Jack Kevorkian.


Medically dependent people are “allowed to die” while the Church occasionally discusses the “complex questions” involved. The living are stripped of their organs for the benefit of “those who can put them to better use.” The comatose are ignored by American Christianity -- and they die.


There is little difference between “passive” and “active” euthanasia. In both cases the goal is a dead person. 9

Who will the American Church abandon to death next?

Chapter 5

Killing for Christ


“. . . that upon you may fall the guilt of all the righteous blood shed on earth, from the blood of righteous Abel to the blood of Zechariah, the son of Berechiah, whom you murdered between the temple and the altar.”

--Matthew 23:35

*    *    *

Religious murder is mankind’s oldest tradition of violence. Abel was killed because his religious service was accepted by God and Cain’s was not. Cain’s jealousy over Abel’s right relationship with God did not compel him to discover what was lacking in his own. Rather, he took the easy way out and killed the messenger who, by his life, demonstrated the will of God. It was less trouble to turn a blind eye to his own lack, assume his “service to God” was as good as anyone else’s, and eliminate the irritating and convicting presence from his life. Crude, but effective.

Down through the ages, as Jesus points out, there have been many religious murders of righteous men. Those who are self-righteous -- pagan, Jewish, or Christian -- cannot abide those who are made righteous by God’s grace. One is born of the flesh, the other of the spirit. Paul the apostle made the comparison between the fleshly seed of the bondwoman -- corresponding with Mt. Sinai -- and the spiritual freewoman -- corresponding with Jerusalem. “But as at that time,” he explains, “he who was born according to the flesh persecuted him who was born of the spirit.” (Galatians 4:22-29)

It is noteworthy that in Matthew 10:17, Jesus warns the disciples to beware of men because they would deliver them up to courts and scourge them in their synagogues. In John 16:2, He says, “An hour is coming for everyone who kills you to think that he is offering service to God” These and other verses pointedly identify one major source of persecution as “God’s people.”

An examination of the life of Jesus reveals that He did not encounter opposition from prostitutes or pagans, sinners or secularists, but rather from the religious elite. For them, He reserved His most biting criticism and His hottest anger. It was not so much that their spiritual lives significantly differed from the common people, it was their self-righteousness and their claim -- true or false -- to know more about God. “A man’s enemies,” Jesus warned the disciples, “will be the members of his household.” (Matthew 10:36) And judging by the events recorded in Scripture, this includes what we see as the household of faith!

Apostolos


“I am sending you prophets and wise men and scribes.”

-- Matthew 23:34

*    *    *

In a sense, this is the first offer of hope in the whole chapter-long diatribe in Matthew 23. The sending of messengers is a harbinger that repentance may yet be possible -- that the Rubicon of iniquity has not yet been crossed. Yet Jesus is not optimistic. “Some you will kill and crucify,” He adds, “Others you will scourge in your synagogues and persecute from city to city.”

This section continues the flow from the whitewashed tombs accusation earlier in the chapter. Jesus has indicated that they have killed the messengers of the past and stolen their righteousness to exalt and vindicate themselves. Now, knowing their evil designs on Him, He says He will send  more messengers whom they will also destroy.

The point here, I think, is the depth of depravity of the human heart, especially when coupled with a religious justification. Jesus is showing that the darkness of the religious heart is greater than that of the ignorant heathen. “If therefore the light that is in you is darkness,” He said, “How great is that darkness!” (Matthew 6:23b)

The Glory Buzzards


“You build the tombs of the prophets and adorn the monuments of the righteous.”

-- Matthew 23:29

*      *     *

Name-droppers, that’s what the Pharisees were. Name-droppers with an evil twist. They dropped the names of those long dead -- those who could not refute or contradict the perverse use of their names.

The scribes and Pharisees loved to lift up the great men of God of bygone ages and glory in the reflected light of the respect due to these servants of God. But they were selective. They quoted the prophets for authority when it suited their purposes and ignored the jeremiads against the shepherds of the people. They built monuments to the names of the very men of God who would have denounced their works. They honored the dead saints to be in the same league with them in the eyes of the people.

Nor can this condemnation be seen separately from Jesus’ accusation that they themselves were as whitewashed tombs full of dead men’s bones. In fact, as the sons of those who killed the prophets and the very ones who would kill the Prophet, they were filled with the dead bones of the prophets that their kind had killed from the beginning. They were religious murderers!

They captured the latent glory of the dead prophets so as to appear to be their fellows. But they denied in substance the teachings of those sent from God. These Pharisees polished their own appearance by an apparent association with the men of God from the past. They claimed as spiritual ancestors those whom their actual ancestors had killed. They picked clean the bones of the prophets and holy men of old of any glory they could salvage for themselves.

“We would not have done what our fathers did,” they said establishing their bloodguilty heritage. Then they proceeded to destroy the ministry of the Messiah.

Whitewashed Tombs and Holy Bones

Matthew 23: 27-35 are a supreme irony -- a bit of dark, holy humor. The religious leaders, Jesus said, are whitewashed tombs full of dead men’s bones, but those skeletons in their closets appear to be the skeletons of the prophets they and their kindred murdered. The Pharisees, seeing the chance for a more glorious public appearance, drag out and display those relics in a way that presents the murderers as the compatriots of the murdered. Their public remembrances of these saints becomes just another coat of whitewash.

It is quite a trick -- but one that Jesus exposes.

Deathstyles of the Poor and Prophetic


“They were stoned, they were sawn in two, they were put to death with the sword; they went about in sheepskins, in goatskins, being destitute, afflicted, ill-treated (men of whom the world was not worthy), wandering in deserts and mountains and caves and holes in the ground.”

-- Hebrews 11:37-38

*      *     *

And all of this blood, according to Jesus, was on the heads of the religious leaders of His day. Today, however, it would be considered gauche  to actually kill a messenger from God. The American gospel forbids being “unloving” -- so the messenger and his message are simply shunted to the sidelines, chided as extreme, and rendered ineffective.

No longer are men themselves sawn asunder -- only their credibility is. A pummeling with stones would be unacceptable but casting the first doubt at their reputation is kosher. The sweep of the executioner’s sword has been replaced with the skewering with selected portions of the “sword of the Spirit” before the congregation.

Unholy ignorance is a deadly weapon in the Church’s hands. Not only do we ignore the existence of the troublesome messengers of bad tidings, but we leave them slowly twisting in the wind when other forces attack them. When, for instance, Everett Siliven, a Nebraska pastor, and the leaders of his church were jailed for running a church school and their church was padlocked by state police, the Church at large said nothing. The prophetic stand of these men to free their children from the Spirit-numbing propagandizing of the public schools was met with puzzlement, at best, and ire, at worst. Most of those who spoke at all, rebuked them for not obeying the law requiring them to hire only teachers who were state certified indoctrinators of humanism.

Paul Schenk and other ministers from Buffalo, New York were ordered by a federal court not to preach from Proverbs 24:11-12 or any other verse which might be interpreted as support for anti-abortion rescue missions. In fact, they were specifically ordered to preach against participation in rescues. The judicial injunction included what they must say or not say from their pulpits. The American Church stifled a yawn as it muttered that preachers should stick to preaching the salvation message and stay away from the controversial stuff.

This amounts to a passive, spiritual euthanasia. In the same way that a sick and struggling person in a hospital may be ignored to death, so the Church may turn a blind eye to the stultifying oppression of the world against messengers of God -- at least ones that declare the bad tidings.

Like George Muller, the visionary founder of many orphanages in England, the Church may squeeze out a man of God’s ministry by allowing grinding poverty to discourage or destroy them. Muller survived this attempt but there are untold others who do not. I know some may say that if God was in the work, it could not have been cut short, but this is beyond our ken. It matters little if we regard their work as “finished” whenever and however it stops or is “cut short.” The abrupt and violent end of their ministries by discouragement or death will leave all the participants in that end guilty before God.

The fact that God knew and planned the end of John the Baptist does not modify the guilt of Herod or any who helped to bring about his death.

Revisionist Christian History

A prophet is a man who becomes known for speaking the Word of the Lord -- after you have persecuted and killed him. He is also a man who is deemed worthy of all honor -- even in his own town -- by those who killed him.

Church history is replete with men and women who were castigated in their own times and crowned after their convenient demise. John Bunyan, who wrote Pilgrim’s Progress while in jail for public preaching, was cast out of his church -- a church which now sports his statue outside. I have often wondered if they whitewash it once a year.

More recently, A.W. Tozer has become immensely popular. His popularity was not so great when he was alive because he was around to point the prophetic finger directly at the guilty -- but now that he is safely dead . . .

Everybody loves a dead prophet. We call him “irascible,” “dynamic,” and “a curmudgeon” once he dies, “divisive,” “uncharitable,” and “a pain” while he lives.

Those who now claim Luther would, in all probability, have killed him were he to try to begin the Reformation today. We love to quote the great men of the Reformation or one of the great revivals, but we ignore the seething words of condemnation they had for the Church which so ardently resisted their every move. Nor do we take a lesson from the opposition of the Church these men faced. Yet these opposers -- the Church’s power structure -- are our spiritual ancestors.

While William Booth labored on the London streets, the Church disparaged his work, assassinated his character, and placed obstacles in his way. Wesley was forbidden to speak in church pulpits, ridiculed, and his followers -- the Methodists -- were sorely persecuted and hounded. Across the pond, Spurgeon was denounced as an “enthusiast” and his services were described as carnivals. Slave-freeing Quakers and Oberlin College students were castigated by more “moderate” Christians (who, evidently, were moderately Christian) as dangerous fanatics.

More recently, the Church has elevated people like A.W. Tozer, who -- when living -- roundly denounced the current sins of the Church while they were still in seed form in the 1950s. The full flower of the evils he denounced then can be seen in today’s Church. Despite the fact that he was not heeded while he lived, he is selectively quoted today and regarded as a prophetic Christian. Still, his ringing words are largely unheeded.

The work of Francis Schaeffer among young intellectuals during the 1960s was viewed with suspicion. His warnings against Church abandonment of the Word, the world, and everything outside our paltry little religious exercises were ignored. Now, since his death and the death of his living outcry against pietism, he is fondly remembered. Remembered -- but not heard.

Probably hundreds of lesser-known or completely unknown men of God have been buried under the concerted bulldozing of the American Church’s determination to persist in sin. Anything that challenges the American Dream Gospel, that causes discomfort, or demands sacrifice will be destroyed. The “head” of that call to repentance, however, will be stuffed and mounted -- perhaps on a platters -- as a token monument to our ministries. In fact, the invoking of their names becomes a great fund-raising tool (If he  were only here, he would want you to give generously to   *fill in the blank*  .).

But it is more than individuals who are targeted. The Church opposes prophetic, godly movements -- unless some profit can be seen in them. The Jesus People Movement was mightily resisted by the Church until it was discovered that the hippie converts could go to work and pay tithes. Even then, most of the Church demanded the long hair and hippie clothing as a burnt offering in exchange for salvation.

When Keith Green sang, “The world is sleeping in the dark / which the Church just can’t fight / ‘Cause its asleep in the light,” 1 he was branded as too negative. His concerts were acceptable as long as his music had a good beat and you could dance to it. Following his accidental death, his music gained in popularity -- but his prophetic warnings became musical entertainment to most people.

This is reminiscent of Ezekiel 33: 30-33 where God tells the prophet that the people of God are asking him to bring them the Word but that they view him as one who sings a pleasant song with a beautiful voice and who plays well on an instrument. It had become just religious entertainment to them.


Dave Wilkerson’s original foray into the concrete jungle of New York City gang territory was greeted with unbelief and rejection -- until it succeeded. Wilkerson’s current work in Times Square is overlooked and his cries against the Church’s sins are ridiculed. The Rescue Movement is also a current pariah. The Church can hardly stand an activist in the first place. However, it will suffer one if he will moderate his activities into “respectability.”

One rescue leader in Corpus Christi, Texas, who had moved to town specifically at Christ’s command that he rescue by blocking abortuary doors, emerged after months of silence to announce that God had accomplished His goal in rescue. His church had persuaded him that it was sufficient to become politically active  and help set up a crisis pregnancy center. Corpus Christi, of all cities in my experience, had the most rescue-friendly atmosphere and here, a man called of God to rescue had suddenly discovered alternative service.

I do not demean other pro-life work, I only say that those instructed to rescue should not quit and offer the “strange fire” of other works.

But the same Church that does nothing to defend the fatherless abortion victims loves to claim the Underground Railroad and German Resistance as their spiritual forebears.

Who are today’s disparaged prophets? What movements of God’s Spirit will the Church resist today? Look long and hard at those who skewer your conscience, who demand your sacrifice, who are unsparing of your sensibilities -- among these you will find God’s men.

Upon Our Heads


“Man proposes, God disposes,” the old maxim says expressing an almost fatalistic acceptance of things as they occur. Often the reason man’s proposals, in all our wisdom, are not thus disposed by God is because His viewpoint of eternality differs significantly from man’s. Where we see a single murder when Cain kills Abel, God says, “Your brother’s bloods cry out to me from the ground” indicating genocide as opposed to simple murder. In God’s view, Cain had slain Abel and all his seed!

When Abraham paid tithes to Melchisedec, it is recorded that Levi, Abraham’s great-grandson, paid tithes to the mysterious priest “while yet in the loins” of Abraham. (Hebrews 7:4-10) When that patriarch, Abraham, passed through the pieces of the animals as a token of a covenant of his life’s-blood (Genesis 15: 5-21), the Lord, through Jeremiah, railed against Abraham’s children who had abandoned the covenant made when they “passed between the parts of the calf.” (Jeremiah 34: 17-20)


.

In the Middle-East, a covenant of this type was very serious. As mentioned earlier, the implication of passing through the pieces was to say, “If I break this covenant, I will be like these -- bloody corpses.” The Jeremiah passage reflects this in verse 20. What is important to note, however, is that God Himself, in His grace was pledging His own life as well. 

Other passages show families whose patriarch made familial oaths and whose descendants generations later are still held accountable. This is part of the eternal perspective from which God operates.

But these are foreign concepts to our carnal and temporal minds. Not only are they hard to conceive as daily practicalities, they appear to us to be unfair. Yet the evidence of Scripture is clear that God views things in this way.

It is an element of this principle of spiritual heritage that gives Christ the jurisdiction to put the guilt of all the righteous dead upon the heads of those who were persecuting Him.

The Bowl of Pottage

Esau despised the inheritance of his father. His comforts were of greater weight than the as-yet-unseen promises of Abraham. He spurned any cares for his heritage in favor of his own raging desires.

Much like this, the Church in America has allowed hunger for worldly desires to blind it to the promised inheritance of God. Those voices that call the Church back to its true mission are drowned by the Siren song of a bowl of gruel to quench the devouring desire of instant fulfillment. But, in first rejecting God’s Word, then His messengers, the Church incurs guilt for all the persecuted, wronged, rejected prophets. Our rejections of the warning voices of today casts them in league with all those Pharisees and scribes who rejected God’s Word in the past. Not only does the Church today reject the admonishments of modern messengers, we equally reject any application of past prophets’ words -- Biblical or otherwise -- to our current conditions.

In this way, the American Church -- especially its leaders -- participate in the parade of bloodletting that has marked the Pharisaical pageant since Abel.

The Measure of Our Fathers


“It cannot be that a prophet should perish outside of Jerusalem.”

 -- Luke 13:33b

*    *    *

Jerusalem was the holy city -- the seat of the true religion and the place of God’s temple of dwelling. It was also the place where every murdered prophet was killed. Even Ninevah did not respond to Jonah’s harsh indictments with bloodshed. 

Often, in the Old Testament, the most vile corruptions were found in the very sanctuary. (Ezekiel 8) It is small wonder that the prophets were least popular -- and most likely to be killed -- in Jerusalem.

It is understandable that pagan peoples will persecute and kill missionaries because they threaten local religious rites and power. Does this possibly indicate how pagan those in Jerusalem had become when God sent prophets of repentance to His own people? I think it does. I also think it provides a solemn warning to us about our accommodation to paganism.

Jesus repeatedly warned the religious leaders that they were headed in the direction of their fathers. They too had begun to worship their own religiosity more than God. Sacrifices were done as formalities much like the Gentiles -- to “appease the gods.” Offerings were a way of lifting themselves up in the eyes of the people. No longer were they in love with God. Nor were they anticipating His Messiah. They desired to “seize the inheritance,” as the parable said, by killing off the Son -- just as they had killed off all that the Father had sent before.

But Church history is little different. After a good start, certain quarters began to take control. Messengers calling for repentance and reform were slaughtered with vigor. Some reformation took place from time to time, but at the price of much blood. Hatreds, jealousies, strifes, sprang up between factions. Whoever gained political control despised and persecuted the others. Catholic, Orthodox, Protestant, or Reform -- all joined together on one common act: To kill those who called for repentance and submission to God.

And so it is today, the most consistent voices calling for repentance within the Church are stifled. Rather than killed, however, they are dismissed as “prophets of doom,” lumped in with bearded cartoon characters carrying signs saying “The End is near!” and treated to the wagging of heads reserved for the tragically insane. Their writings are as scorned and their sanity is questioned. Christians are urged to think positively, look on the bright side, expect a miracle, and “conceive, believe, and receive.” All the negative talk, they are told, will just hinder your faith.

But the prophets continue to speak.

“Fill up then,” Jesus said, “the measure of the guilt of your fathers.” (Matthew 23: 32)

The Legacy Continues


There has been no change in human nature since the coming of Christ. While individual lives are changed by the work of grace, essential human nature has not become better. The power vested in the scribes and Pharisees was the fulcrum of their self-righteous persecution of the servants of God -- all done in the name of God. It seems mankind -- even those who have a desire to follow God -- cannot refrain from lording it over others and destroying those who act as telltales of spiritual defection. This is especially true when they gain the overwhelming majority.

Throughout history, God’s messengers have been outnumbered, outgunned, outmuscled, and -- eventually -- victorious. When the Sanhedrin was in the seat of power, they killed Jesus, James, Stephen, Paul, and many others. When the Catholic Church reigned, Luther, Huss, Calvin, and Wycliffe were hunted. The Protestants imprisoned Joseph Plunckett, beheaded Thomas More, and dispatched many others when they held the reins. Episcopals tried -- and failed -- to suppress the Pilgrims, Puritans, and Quakers. Puritans, who gained ascendancy in Massachusetts, soon afflicted Catholics, Quakers, and nearly everyone else. What separates the New and Old Testament oppressions is -- nothing! The same wicked spirit is the father of both.

Jesus asked the religious leaders of His time, “How shall you escape the sentence of hell?” (Matthew 23:33)  A rhetorical question like that coming from the lips of Jesus should be terrifying. Jesus, the bringer of grace and mercy, is asking this question as though there were no adequate answer. He is asking it of them who -- by human religious lights -- were the most likely candidates for the kingdom of God.

One can only hope that the illustration does not escape us. For the Scripture warns us that Esau could not find a “place for repentance, though he sought for it with tears.” (Hebrews 12:16-17) Have we gone too far as a Church? We are told to look to Israel of the Old Testament as examples of what evils to avoid and that we who think we stand ought to take heed lest we fall. (1 Corinthians 10:1-12) Consider what God was willing to do to them for their defection from the truth and their rejecting of His prophets. He fed them to their enemies!

Look also to the New Testament threats to the Churches of Laodicea, Pergamum, and Ephesus -- “I will spit you out.” “I will make war,” and “I will remove your lampstand.”

Today’s American Church which tries to claim the heritage of the great saints of the past will likewise be guilty before God. We, like the scribes and Pharisees, will bear the bloodguiltiness for all the slain of God’s people because we refused to hear their words from the past or harken to the messengers of the present.

Dare we reject the Word of God? When He sends prophets, wise men, and scribes, will we join the grisly parade of those who kill the messenger?
Chapter 6

Blood on the Head
“But if the watchman sees the sword coming and does not blow the trumpet, and the people are not warned, and the sword comes and takes a person from them, and he is taken away in his iniquity; but his blood will I require at the watchman’s hand.”

-- Ezekiel 33:6


“Whoever then annuls one of the least of these commandments, and so teaches others, shall be called the least in the kingdom of heaven.”

-- Matthew 5:19a

*    *    *

Bloodguilt comes in yet another form. Christians who refuse to warn sinners of the danger of their situation acquire the blood of those who remain unrepentant. When we teach doctrines that undermine the faith or that lead astray, we assume the guilt of those lost due to our carelessness.

Christian -- especially those in leadership -- are responsible for how the gospel is presented. “For the lips of the priest should preserve knowledge,” said Malachi, “and men should seek instruction from his mouth; for he is the messenger of the Lord of hosts.” Here is laid out the pattern for the ministry. Those who instruct as a messenger of the Lord should seek and speak truth -- not merely cover our denominational preserve or the American Dream Gospel.

Those who heard Malachi prophesy were guilty of this sin also. “But as for you, you have turned aside from the way,” Malachi continued, “you have caused many to stumble by instruction . . .” Part of the role of the pastor is to teach people how to do the Word of God without waiting for some kind of imprimatur from his church or minister. Discipling someone in Christ is to teach him to hear what the Word says -- then do it. (Ephesians 4: 11-12)

If the gospel is presented some way so as to minimize the responsibility of people for their sins, a false gospel goes forth. Those who heed its call may simply become more religious rather than being saved.

The First Woe


“It will be hell for you, theologians and preachers -- phonies, because you lock men out of the God Movement. You not only won’t enter yourselves, but you slam the door on those who do.” 1

*    *    *

It is hard for most of us to imagine how anyone calling themselves Christian would want to keep people out of the kingdom of God. We presume that those in leadership of God’s people would be anxious to open the way. Yet, we fail to account for the many human failings and foibles that misdirect and taint all other human affairs.

First of all, some leaders are not believers at all but men with comfortable jobs and respectable positions to protect. Their ministries are no more than a career move. Others are those who operate on religious feelings rather than the Word. Each is influenced by what is regarded as normal in his sphere of influence -- there are protocols, there are standard operating procedures, there are things “the way we’ve always done it.”

There are dozens of ways -- subtle and overt -- that men can hinder those who are entering the kingdom. When unusual activities occur, some presume that they are not from God and extinguish them. Certain classes of people -- defined by outward appearances -- can be categorically rejected. Spontaneous and unanticipated outbreaks of salvation, prayer, or Bible study are often rejected or controlled and corralled. Serious study and questioning of long-standing traditions will be rooted out. Orthodoxies of procedure in worship and other activities can be rigidly enforced so as to exclude any sovereign act of God. Gospels can be preached that give “good news” other than that of the cross or that present a different god than that of the Bible. False doctrines can be taught that will keep men from repentance. Church leaders can fail to confront sin in a meaningful manner leading sinning believers to continue in their lawlessness.

All of these and more are concocted and perpetrated by men. All have the effect of keeping people from entering in to God’s kingdom.

Dare No Discipline


“He who spares his rod hates his son, but he who loves him disciplines him diligently.”

-- Proverbs 13:24

*    *    *

Discipline is a primary ingredient of love. Just as fathers who refuse to reprove their children hate them, so Christians and churches that do not follow the process of Biblical reproof among ourselves endanger the whole Church.

Scripture commands us as individuals and as a Church to deal with sinful members in specific ways. Failure to do so is not only direct disobedience to God but sets the Church up for serious consequences. In Matthew 18, immediately following the parable of the Good Shepherd and the lost sheep (vv. 12-14), Jesus describes the means by which we ought to deal with a brother who sins against us:

1.
Go personally and privately to him alone and reprove him.

2.
If he will not listen, go to him with two or three witnesses.

3.
If he still will not listen, take the matter to the Church.

4.
If he still will not listen, excommunicate him and treat him as an unbeliever.


Contrary to popular wishful thinking, the process is not limited to action by Church leaders but is commanded to all believers. In fact, it would be just plain gossip to take the offense to the Church leaders before taking it to the individual responsible for the offense.

This process is obviously not for every minor offense since Paul, expanding on this principle, tells us that it is better to be wronged than to make some of these matters public. (1 Corinthians 6: 1-7) This is confirmed by the dictum that “Love covers a multitude of sins.” But prior to that passage, Paul commands that believers to “not associate with any so-called brother if he should be an immoral person, or covetous, or an idolater, or a reviler, or a drunkard, or a swindler.” We were not to even eat with such people! (1 Corinthians 5: 11)

But these verses are foreign to the American Church. It is regarded as “unloving” to rebuke -- not to mention disfellowship -- another believer. In most American churches a sin must be very visible (and embarrassing) to be called into question. Certainly, I have never heard of anyone being disfellowshipped for being covetous as the Corinthians passages suggests. Yet, God commands it. It is possible that someone who regularly showed up drunk in church might get some reaction -- but it is unlikely to follow the pattern of Matthew 18.

During any study of the subject of Church discipline, it becomes apparent that the process is designed for two main purposes:

1.
To bring the sinning person back to right relationship with God, and

2.
To keep the Church pure before God.

The first purpose is summed up well by James 5: 19-20, “My brethren, if any among you strays from the truth, and one turns him back, let him know that he who turns a sinner from the error of his way will save his soul from death, and will cover a multitude of sins.”

“Saving his soul from death” seems altogether too important a matter to be left to chance or passed off because of discomfort. Yet, Church discipline is virtually non-existent in the American Church. Divorce, adultery, fornication, drunkenness, covetousness, and abortion all exist in the American Church and are largely ignored or treated as something other than sin (which will be discussed under a later heading).

One example is the pastor of the church attended by the notorious third-trimester abortionist, George Tiller. This pastor, who claims to be pro-life, has instituted no rebuke or other proceedings against the baby-killer. The congregation has decided to continue to “love” Tiller -- and “love” him all of his way to hell.

The end result of this tolerance for sin is that, individually and corporately, we become guilty of the blood of the sinner whom we do not confront. More, if the sinner is allowed to continue functioning within the Church, the Church becomes tainted and comes under judgment from God. Paul the apostle lambastes the Corinthians for their tolerant and “loving” attitude -- which he calls arrogant -- toward one such sinner. (1 Corinthians 5: 1-8) He warns them that their permissiveness will leaven the whole church with sin.

Hence, it is not “loving” to ignore sin among the brethren but rather it, as illustrated in the Proverb at the beginning of this segment, indicates that love is lacking. The American Church’s unwillingness to deal directly with sin shows a profound hatred for both the sinner and the rest of the Body of Christ in that it places both in danger of the judgment of God.

Examples of God’s response to “sin in the camp” are clear. Joshua’s army lost a battle for the first time because of the secret sin of Achan. (Joshua 7) As the Scripture has said, “God is not mocked.” And He will not be mocked by the American Church’s bloodguilt in this matter.

Just as the refusal to execute murderers brings the judgment of bloodguilt on a nation, so the refusal to excommunicate brings the judgment of bloodguilt upon the Church.

Antinomian Stew

1 thimbleful-----------Mental Assent (or any other faith substitute)


add

1 packet---------------Verbal Assent (any variety)


fold in

Eternal amounts of security 

(Optional: A helping of Changed Life may be added at any point.)

Apply mixture to soul for instant and permanent salvation.

*     *     *

Jeremiah charged the religious leaders of “superficially healing” the people by saying, “Peace, peace,” when there was no peace. (Jeremiah 6:14)

The more distinctly modern version of “superficially healing” the people is the gospel of easy-believism or, as Dietrich Bonhoeffer would have it, cheap grace. Clearly, much of the American gospel is based only on the first half of Luther’s dictum, Sola fides justificat, sed fides non est sola (faith alone justifies, but faith is not alone). 2

Many American churches lean so heavily on the first half of this equation, that we are guilty of teaching iniquity (lawlessness) as acceptable to God. Major teachers in the American Church openly -- though, at times, haltingly -- teach that being a Christian need not be accompanied by any  obedience. This is particularly true in the evangelical, dispensational camps. One noted pair of theologians of this school said:

“A carnal Christian is as perfectly saved as a spiritual Christian; for no experience or merit or service can form any part of the grounds of salvation.” 3

One of the notes in The Ryrie Study Bible says:

“Christ’s personal lordship over the individual’s life is not a condition of salvation.” 4

Torturous exegesis has been required to remove any hint of what is falsely labeled “legalism” from the gospel. In an attempt to secure eternal security Harold Barker offers this innovative interpretation of the John 15 illustration of the branches:

“The phrase in John 15:2 would be better translated, “every branch in Me that beareth not fruit he lifteth up.” There is no implication here that the branch is cut off and taken away. Rather it is lifted up, evidently from trailing on the ground, that it might receive sunlight, and thus become more fruitful.” 5

I regard this as “innovative” because the text explicitly says that the branches which do not bear fruit are gathered up and “cast into the fire, and they are burned” (v. 6) not warmed by the sun. Perhaps the analogous hell here is merely a hothouse furnace providing warmth for budding carnal Christians?

All of these evangelicals will deny the Antinomian nature of their teaching by explaining that those who are truly saved will automatically evidence good works. However, when it comes down to actual cases, most of this school of teachers will admit that total “Christian” carnality is possible for saved people. Actually, carnal Christians of this type ought to be excommunicated or disfellowshipped as described in the last chapter. But Antinomians still cling to their “lordless” salvation and this makes it difficult to “regard them as an unbeliever” as Scripture commands.

In fact, often the overall impression is that someone who does try to live a holy life is in danger of hellfire because he is suspected of attempting a “works salvation.” A.W. Tozer laments just such an attitude:

“Large assemblies today are being told fervently that the one essential qualification for heaven is to be an evil person, and one sure bar to God’s favor is to be a good one. The very word Righteousness is spoken only in cold scorn and the moral man is looked upon with pity. . . . Is justification from past offenses all that distinguishes a Christian from a sinner? Can a man become a believer in Christ and be no better than he was before? Does the gospel offer no more than a skillful Advocate to get guilty sinners off free at the day of judgment?” 6

The gospel finally delivered to the seeker under this teaching, then, is one that does not save. No sanctification accompanies the justification. The “convert” proceeds with the option to live essentially the same life as before his “conversion” -- and is not saved at all. Knowing this, it is not surprising then when polls say American Christianity is on the upswing but that the newfound faith has little or no impact upon the lives of the believers.

In the American Church, there is great fear exhibited of offending possible converts by coming out too strongly about sin. What is being overlooked is that the unsaved cannot be “scared away from” a God that they are already eternally separated from by their sin and unbelief. Their staying away from the church because of talk about sin only reveals an unrepentant heart. Until there is a confrontation between the sinner and his sin -- with the cross as his only hope -- there is no benefit in having him “churched.” In fact, it is a sheer detriment to get a man going to church and cleaning up his life if he never acknowledges his sin and believes upon Christ as Lord and Savior. This is one reason the American Church is so diluted -- it has received as brethren multitudes of unsaved “good” people.

But the teachers of this hideous doctrine seem so intent on their error that they, perhaps, never exercise salvic faith themselves and they resist those who would exercise such faith.

The guilt of those souls, self-satisfied in their church pews, who have never come to repentance, will be a millstone around the necks of the “ministers” who withheld the whole counsel of the Word.

Psychochurch

A salved conscience will not repent. Yet the American Church specializes in this practice. Jesus is presented as the “need-meeter” for all of our emotional twitches and as the Great Psychiatrist when we want to ventilate your outbursts of anger.

Troubled souls, deep in sin, are now told that we “love too much” or that we have low self-esteem instead of being confronted with our selfishness and sin. Rather than being called to repent, sinful men are called to therapy. There we permanently founder, intent on ourselves, in support groups that prod us into endless introspection. Why look at the evil nature of man when the blame rests squarely on an unaffectionate father or an over-affectionate mother? Call it anything but sin! -- acting out . . . repression . . . inner rage . . . a need for inner healing . . . anything but sin!

Proven anti-God psycho-innovators like Carl Rogers, Abraham Maslow, Carl Jung, and Sigmund Freud are more studiously consulted spiritual problems than the Word of God. Those who attempt to blend “the counsel of the ungodly” (Psalm 1:1) with “Biblical insights” end up bending the Bible to fit the pseudoscience of psychology rather than discovering better methods of helping those trapped in sin.

(There! I said it! Sin. Sin is the problem, not “negative behavior patterns.”)

A great portion of the American Church has bought into the “medical,” “genetic,” or “disease” model for alcoholism (Biblically called drunkenness) and drug abuse. In this case, blame can be assigned to one’s genes instead of individual moral corruption as the Scriptures do. In fact, these new “genetic” theories make it unnecessary to blame anyone -- and make participation in the behavior a foregone conclusion. All forms of anti-social behavior (read, sin) ceases to be an abnormality like a “disease” and becomes normal by virtue of the genes. Baptized 12-step programs abound, but merely reiterate the “no responsibility” line of the “disease” concept. 7 Certainly addiction poses a problem but addiction is the result of continuous and practiced abuse. Failing to have the sinner acknowledge this as the source of his addiction will only lead to confusion and further sin.

Christians have all but abandoned our roles as counselors. And the leaders, the preachers, the pastors lead the way down this narrow segment of the broad way to perdition piping the gospel of “It Ain’t Really Your fault.” Popular psychobabble replaces profound proverb and motivational messiahs mutilate the Master’s musings.

“Medical” and “genetic” models are now being put forth for homosexuality, child-molestation, and other heinous sins. How long will it be in the American Church before these sins are converted into “diseases” which cannot be avoided or cured?

It may salve the feelings of a sinner to have pastors, counselors, and therapy groups all preening him and buttressing the idea that his sin is a disease or the fault of some past trauma, but it will not lead him to the saving cleansing of the blood of Jesus. Again, one is reminded of Jeremiah 6:14, “And they (the priests and prophets) have healed the brokenness of My people superficially, saying, “‘Peace, peace,’ but there is no peace.” 8


The popular -- and erroneous -- wisdom applies to anti-war protesters and political “doves.” The context of the verse, however, does not support the conclusion. Clearly, those saying “Peace, peace,” are the religious leaders trying to calm the fears of the people upset by Jeremiah’s dour prophecies.

Those who participate in this superficial healing will answer for the blood of those who received such counsel.

Blood of the Saints

It is not necessary to martyr the saints to become guilty of their blood. One only needs to -- knowingly or unknowingly -- introduce “damnable heresies” (2 Peter 2: 1 KJV) secretly introduced by false teachers. “Many will follow their sensuality,” Peter adds. Do we imagine that we, in the 20th century, are somehow immune to this?

Paul warned his listeners that he had declared “the whole purpose of God” to them because he knew that after his departure “savage wolves will come in among you, not sparing the flock.” These would arise “from among your own selves.” But Paul had properly discharged is teaching and exhorting duties before God. For this reason, Paul said, he was “innocent of the blood of all men.” (Acts 20: 26-31)

The American Church, for the most part, cannot make this claim.

The Blood of Unbelievers


“Better is open rebuke than love that is concealed.”

-- Proverbs 27: 5

*    *    *

The Christian does no favor to the unsaved to avoid confronting him with his sin. As was earlier mentioned, a sinner must first hear and believe the “bad news” of his sinful and utterly lost condition if there is to be any hope of the “good news” of the cross to be embraced.

But most of the American Church avoids speaking of sin to the world around them. Some of us have lost the capacity to believe in sin because we have believed the heresy of human goodness. Most, however, are merely uncomfortable with confrontation and have excused this sin of omission by claiming it is more “loving” to not make a scene.

Whole churches have backed out of public expression on homosexuality, child-molesting, and other abominations by declaring the sinner to be a victim of his sin rather than a perpetrator of it. While the Scripture commands believers to “expose the evil deeds of darkness” (Ephesians 5: 11), the American Church seems to be intent on ignoring them.

But the passage about the watchman on the wall quoted at the beginning of this chapter makes the silent witness to the sin guilty of the blood of the sinner. As uncomfortable as it may be, our job on earth is to warn sinners of their eternal danger. Our failure to do so will result in more than mere discomfort for the sinner -- and for us.
Chapter 7

Paper Walls


“Thus says the Lord, ‘Do justice and righteousness, and deliver the one who has been robbed from the power of his oppressor. And also do not mistreat or do violence to the stranger, the orphan, or the widow; and do not shed innocent blood in this place.’”

-- Jeremiah 22: 3

*    *    *

In Japan, people have, by long tradition, learned to ignore even very loud noises coming from beyond the paper walls in their homes. A combination of dense population, a dearth of building materials, and a cultural bias against impolite intrusions has brought about this deliberate deafness.

In a very similar way the American Church has insulated itself from doing the Word of God. Our paper walls are the pages of our Bibles. It is clear we are not hearing the cries of the afflicted, the poor, and the oppressed. Those paper pages of academic knowledge do not pass into the active world outside.

In the first chapter of this book, I pointed out that Jesus behaved in which we be appalled. We enjoy reading of His exploits but would reject such behavior today. The same could be said of the words and deeds of John the Baptist, Isaiah, Ezekiel, and many others. Malachi’s scatological prophecy would have been viewed ipso facto as evidence that he was “not from God.” I refer to Malachi 2:3. In the modern versions, the translators have escaped the coarseness of this prophecy by using the words “refuse” or “dung.” But these delicacies were not available to Malachi since the prophecy was intended to shock. Try imagining a prophet of God saying it in modern vernacular and you will get a sense of Malachi’s proclamation.

These words of God would be unacceptable today. This is because the acts we read of in Scripture do not pass through the pages as real acts happening in real time.

As mentioned above, we hear the commands of Scripture to help the needy, but we are deaf to their actual cries through the paper walls of our Bible pages. Much of the blame for our abstraction of Biblical injunctions lies in our own carnal nature’s wish to escape responsibility. But the greatest responsibility lies with the Church leadership who have trained their disciples into this very process by refusing to lead  them in the good works commanded by the Word.

Dead Letters and Living Epistles


“You are our epistle, written in our hearts, and read by all men . . .

. . . for the letter kills, but the Spirit gives life.”

-- Paul the apostle

 2 Corinthians 3:2 & 6

*     *     *

The American Church’s emphasis on the Word is distorted. While Bible study and memorization, like tithing mint, is an admirable thing, the failure to put the Word into action erodes any good found in it. In fact, a focus on the dead letter of the Word will literally kill faith. And faith without works, as James remonstrates, is dead.

Jesus said that he who hears the Word and does it is like a man building his house on the rock. Others will be swept away. There is no neutral ground here -- nothing between rock and sand on which to build.

Unless the Word is done, there is no real faith. No one can grow in grace without “mortifying the deeds of the flesh” or “seeking forgiveness” from those he has wronged; neither can he grow without “doing justice” or “delivering the oppressed” or “pleading the cause of the widow.” But most of these do not even occur to the average American Christian, nor do they become topics that are seriously addressed in the Church. Perhaps an occasional sermon is preached, but no real action is expected -- or forthcoming.

The reading of the Word and the living meaning of the words have been comfortably -- and separately -- compartmentalized. The two are never seen together.

Every week, pastors read past Scriptures commending caring for the sick, feeding the hungry, or clothing the naked, yet most of these churches engage in no such outreaches. Nor do we encourage our congregations to seriously consider such acts of compassion on their own. To the contrary, by word we discourage active compassion and by our example we encourage conspicuous consumption. Kirkegaard once told of the time that he saw a satin vestment clothed priest enter the sanctuary, ascend the hand-carved pulpit, open the gold-hinged Bible, and read, “Blessed are ye who are poor . . .” But, he said, nobody laughed.

I can imagine, however, that Somebody cried.

Justice Delayed


While the American Church is very exacting about what we insist our congregations do in the way of religious service, it usually amounts to those things that center around and benefit the organization itself. In Scripture, these things amount to a paltry and peripheral portion of the Divine purpose of the Church.

That Divine purpose can be summarized in two simple statements: Love God, and Love your neighbor as yourself. The daily outworking of this involves more than the privatized faith most American Christians practice. Truly, it requires an outgoing effort. Scripture commands -- not suggests -- that we love in deed and truth, not just tongue. (1 John 3:18)

The Pharisees of Jesus’ time also contented themselves with religious, pietistic expression. Our rare forays into the arenas of justice, mercy, and care for the poor were gaudy -- and primarily for display. Dozens of Scriptures command believers to active intervention into the problems that the poor and powerless face. “Open your mouth for the dumb, and for the rights of the unfortunate,” exhorts Proverbs 31:8-9, “Open your mouth, judge righteously, and defend the rights of the afflicted and needy.” Jeremiah 22:3, quoted above, tells us to, “Do justice and righteousness, and deliver the one who has been robbed from the power of his oppressor” among other things. 1

These cannot be separated from the heart of God -- not even by spurious divisions between Old and New Testaments. Nor is it sufficient to relegate such activity under a demeaning term of “social gospel.” Wesley said, “There is no holiness without social holiness” and he proved that with his actions. He opened schools for the children of the poor and even started credit unions for the colliers of Wales. Booth opened homes for street people, Corrie Ten Boom illegally opened her home to Jews. Other believers through the ages provided homes for orphans and reformed prostitutes. Some fought against slavery and intemperance. Reforms in prisons and sanitariums were spearheaded by ongoing Christian revival. Without acts of these kinds, the gospel is meaningless. Remember, Jesus called justice one of the “weightier things” of the law. (Matthew 23: 23)

Such action requires initiative, risk, and a deliberate departure from comfortable, personalized religion of America. In fact, according to James, anything other is not true religion at all. The American personalized faith is just an attempt to have God on the cheap. This applies to churches and church leadership as well -- or, perhaps, especially.

Prostitutes stalk the streets outside our gorgeous edifices; people next door -- or even in our own churches -- are hungry; abortion clinics churn out their grisly product; people are discriminated against for their skin color or nationality; the poor are hammered and taken advantage of by government and businesses; widows live in fear of ruinous scams by con men; children are abandoned by their fathers or molested by relatives; homeschoolers and other dissidents are persecuted by government agencies; homosexuals demand access to children; and the worst part, the Church, the representative of God on earth, offers little or no resistance. The victims are abandoned by the very ones who claim to have the solutions. Instead the churches are busy attending an ice cream social/fundraiser for the building fund.

To me the real “social gospel” -- the one that poses the greatest danger to Christianity’s -- is the one that encourages a private faith that limits its activities to socializing with other believers at potlucks.

Where is the American Church speaking out for the voiceless? Where are we defending the rights of the afflicted and needy? Where have we done any of this in the last five decades? The examples of our doing any of these are so few that they are startling by their appearance. Small “parachurch” groups and occasional individuals have taken up these burdens -- burdens that belong to every Christian and every church. This, as Jesus commented, we should have been doing without leaving the other undone. The lack of concerted action from the Church betrays a mind that does not truly acknowledge the evil and sin inherent in these problems.

For the most part, however, the American Church and its hosts have been focused on properly dividing up our mint leaves and counting seeds of cumin.

True Religion or Truth Religion

*
I’ll be praying for you.

*
God works all things together for good . . .

*
Be ye warmed and filled.

*    *    *

When a man faces a serious problem in his life and hears one of the above phrases from a Christian, he can almost count on not receiving a nickel’s worth of help from the speaker. American Christians have been taught to listen to the problems of others, then to chant a sacred mantra to ward off the evil from ourselves and absolve us from the responsibility of having to act.

Christian leaders have encouraged believers to know the Word of God -- but not to do it or invest it into our souls. Scripture memorization is a highly touted means of Christian instruction. Various methods have been devised to aid the believer in this effort. What has been lacking, however, is action.

American believers are literally bloated with memorization, study helps, and Bibles, yet we seem to be the least likely to actually live out the words of our memorized verses. If a hungry man comes to the door, we are more likely to bring up the memory of “If a man does not work, neither shall he eat” than “For you saw me hungry and you gave me to eat.”

The lack here is not in the area of knowing the Word, but of having the Word spring out of one’s daily life from the heart. In fact, acting out the Word is often actively discouraged. I recall listening to a Christian radio talk show where the guest was a well known theologian. A young woman called who was attending college in the area (a secular college at that). She told of the deep distress she experienced walking the few blocks to and from her apartment to the school each day as she passed homeless people on the streets. There was not much she could do about the overall problem, she realized, but she took to bringing one home whenever she could for a meal and a shower. The silence of show’s host and the theologian spoke volumes. Soon they both began to caution the young woman about the practice. “It could be unsafe,” they chided gently and suggested she begin to pray for them or maybe mail financial support to a local soup kitchen. They both agreed that the homeless problem was tragic but that she should find some other, less-personal way to help them.

Such things are indicative of the crisis in the Church. Small wonder that there are no Protestant Mother Teresas. The story of the great missionary, William Carey would never have been worth reading if he had allowed the Church to mold his vision for India. 

James tells us that true religion is to “visit orphans and widows in their distress (first) and to keep oneself unstained by the world.” Do good and don’t sin. A pretty simple formula -- and one that runs as a mighty current throughout Scripture. But the American Church is stuck on a truth religion that teaches “Memorize Scripture and have all your doctrinal ducks in a row.” We have a religion of truth, not true religion. The emphasis is on truth as an abstract rather than truth as an act. 

Jesus chastened the leaders of His day saying, “You search the Scriptures, for in them you think you have life.” But the true Life stood before them and their desire for life could have been easily met had they simply fallen down in adoration. Instead they chose to measure spirituality and life by the head-knowledge or memorization of Scripture.

A.W. Tozer once wrote of this mechanization of spirituality, “The modern scientist has lost God amid the wonders of His world; we Christians are in real danger of losing God amid the wonders of His Word.” 2

Is it any wonder the American Church collapses with every wind? Jesus warned that those who heard the truth (and, I suspect, knew it by heart) but did not act upon it were like those who built houses on sand. (Matthew 7:24-27) Scripture memorization may be a good tool for Christian growth -- but only so long as it is accompanied by the internal heart change to live that Word.

Sins of Omission


“‘[King Josiah] pled the cause of the afflicted and needy; then it was well. Is not that what it means to know me?’ declares the Lord.”

-- Jeremiah 22: 16


“I spoke to you in your prosperity; but you said, ‘I will not listen!’”

-- Jeremiah 22: 21a

“If you say, ‘See, we did not know this,’ does He not consider it who weighs the hearts? And does He not know it who keeps your soul? And will he not render to man according to his work?”

-- Proverbs 24: 12

*    *    *

When we omit the active part of the gospel, people suffer -- and even die. We are accountable for such omissions. Just as in the story of Lazarus and the rich man (Luke 16: 19-25), there is a direct correlation between God’s judgment of us and our response to the needs of the poor and afflicted. No illustration could be more clear.

There is a bloodguilt that comes when the injustices perpetrated by the wicked go unanswered. This is especially angering when it is religious people try to approach God while ignoring such evil. God tells Israel that He will no longer answer their prayers unless they cleanse their hands of blood. (Isaiah 1: 10-15) He says:

“Your hands are covered with blood.

“Wash yourselves, make yourselves clean; remove the evil of your deeds from My sight. Cease to do evil, learn to do good; seek justice, reprove the ruthless; defend the orphan, plead for the widow.” (vv. 15b-17)

There is no accusation here of the actual shedding of innocent blood yet the bloodguilt is present in God’s eyes. Again we see the pattern of James’ definition of true religion -- Stop sinning and do righteousness. To be free from bloodguilt it is not sufficient to merely cease from doing evil deeds, one must also actively resist the evil deeds of others done against the oppressed and afflicted -- or do justice and righteousness.

A sin of omission is just as evil as a sin of commission.

The Blood of Christ


“Truly, to the extent that you did it to one of these brothers of Mine, even the least of them, you did it to Me.”

-- Matthew 25:40b

*
the unborn

*
the medically dependent

*
the elderly

*
the prophets

*
the saints

*
the needy

*
the oppressed

These are some of the “least” of which Christ speaks in his illustration of the sheep and the goats. Nor does Jesus allow us the luxury of escape by those things we actively did, but includes (v. 45) those things we did not do.

Sin of any kind makes us guilty of the blood of Christ. Though it is a rarely mentioned teaching in the American Church, I believe that Jesus Christ was killed not by Romans or Jewish leaders but by my sins. The bloodguilt for Jesus’ death is shared by every man. And there is a sense in which continued sin can “again crucify . . . the Son of God, and put Him to an open shame.” Continued repentance and acknowledgment of our sins prevents the drift to that extreme. The American Church has been rather negligent on teaching us to keep short accounts with God in this way. As a result, we have drifted into sin until we have become numb to it -- then drifted into further sin. Our faith, like that of the Jews in Jesus’ day, is all inward, pietistic, and self-centered.

As a conclusion to Part II, it can be asserted that if the American Church is guilty of the blood of all these others, we, by extension, are guilty of the blood of Christ. By our mistreatment of or ignoring of the oppression of these others, we have done so to our Lord. There is no escaping this.

We cannot plead that our denomination does not do one when we are guilty of the other. In reality, the Church in America is an organic whole. If one part suffers, Paul says, we all suffer (1 Corinthians 12:26). This is true of sin as well -- Especially where there is no Church discipline to mitigate the chastening of God.

Metanoia:


There are two Biblical ways to remove bloodguilt. The first is to pay in your own blood; the other is to be cleansed by the innocent blood of the Lamb. There is no third way -- no other option.

Being cleansed requires confession of sin and true repentance toward God. No excuses or “reasons” are acceptable. As my former pastor used to say, “If you justify yourself, the blood of Jesus cannot do it.”


Merciful Lord, we approach You as those whose hands have shed innocent blood and we seek Your forgiveness. We offer no justification for our deed -- we were in rebellion and now we see our wickedness. We surrender to Your judgment asking only to be accepted under the blood of Your Son, Jesus.
Part III

SWEAT

Chapter 8

The Works of Men

“By the sweat of your face you shall eat bread . . .”

-- Genesis 3: 19a


“[The priests] shall not gird themselves with anything which makes them sweat.”

-- Ezekiel 44: 18b

*    *    *

Sweat, in the Bible, is often a parable for the efforts of man apart from God. He does not accept as righteous any works except those wrought in His people under His direction. Religious or irreligious, man’s works spring from faulty motives -- the spirit is not of God. This does not mean that all works of man are intrinsically evil -- that is, a kind or generous act is still kind and generous though it may derive from a wrong motive. 

Art may be beautiful, music inspiring, carpentry skillful, legislation profound without the person being a believer. But human nature -- fallen as it is -- will tend to distort whatever man does.

What’s more, religious activities may go awry through the agency of this same human nature. Unfortunately, it is this religious cloak that best conceals the distorted works of man. As mentioned in the first chapter, religious sins are particularly hard to unmask. They are also hard to reverse since they have become an integral part of the system within the Church.

Tares

Living in a fallen world has its peculiar dangers. For the Church in particular, the danger comes from the introduction of evil seed. The devil, as the parable tells us, comes by night to scatter tares in the among the wheat sown by our Lord.

So it is with our motives. Things that are not intrinsically evil -- organizations, local assemblies, and missions groups -- become fertile ground for certain plantings which later overrun the field. Just as the law of Moses -- which was spiritual -- eventually became a rigid system of bondage, so our ministries devolve into pragmatic, mechanized operations. No longer do people who have gifts and callings to the missions field get sent. Rather those who fit the “personality profile” most likely to succeed in meeting the mission board’s established goals are selected. Those who are too old, too young, too fat, or have too many children need not apply -- gifts and callings notwithstanding. A “tradition of men” has replaced a spiritual enterprise.

But these things do not necessarily happen consciously. They grow from seeds borne of concerns other than God’s specific will. We -- as humans -- tend to want to take over the work God has given us. Eventually, we push through to succeed in our vision of His will -- with or without His help. Beneath it all is a profound lack of faith towards God and a great faith in other things to get the “job” done.

These “other things,” like choking vines, tend to absorb more and more ministry time and resources. Soon the majority of the Church efforts are dedicated  to propagate and protect the structure rather than glorifying God. The infection in the organization can be gauged by how much time and money of the whole goes to “maintenance” of the organization itself.

The Master’s work takes precedence over the Master Himself.

Three Weeds

There are three deadly motives specific to the American Church.

1.
The love of money,

2.
The love of position, and

3.
The love of power.

These rarely appear in their crass form. The love of money, for instance, generally is not the craven greed that is characterized in the TV-preacher movies from Hollywood. Most churches begin by knowing that money plays an important role in ministry. However, that understanding becomes distorted to the point where we imagine that money is the essential fuel of ministry. We even think that if our church (or other ministry group) should “go under” that the work itself would go undone -- as if God’s hands would be tied without us.

Without realizing it -- in most cases -- we believers have begun to place we faith in money to accomplish the preaching of the gospel. Money replaces God as the engine of God’s work.

The seduction is subtle, like a creeping vine, and would seldom be spoken in such direct terms.

This trust in God to accomplish the work may also be transferred to position or power as easily as money. We may come to trust in the image we project to the world around us or the influence we have over others as the pivotal issue. Being overly concerned with reputation may cause us to shrink from important work in order to maintain the appearance of respectability. Our desire for influence may cause us to blend in with the surroundings for the reward of acceptability. In an attempt to project a Christian image we can become so intent on the exterior identification marks that we neglect simple obedience to God’s sometimes embarrassing commands.

In either case, we come to the place where we begin to believe that our primary objective is to gain a place of influence or power instead of obeying and glorifying God. This drift is probably as unintentional as it is unnoticed. We come to depend on money, position, and power to bring about the will of God little by little.

We Don’t Need God


“I am rich, and have become wealthy, and have need of nothing.”

-- The Church at Laodicea

The Revelation 3: 17

*    *    *

Many people have pointed out a comparison between the American Church and the one at Laodicea. There is nothing new here. But let us be fair to that ancient Church of Asia Minor. They were a real Church in God’s eyes.

Often, however, we read the letter directed at these people and fail to look behind the words. I think, when considering the text, we should ask a couple of questions. First of all, was the Laodicean Church always like this? Also, did the quote written above actually come from the mouth of someone in the Church?

The first, I believe, can be answered “No.” I suspect that that Church started like most -- with a move of the Holy Spirit and a people on fire to serve the true God. They are a prime example of the leavening effect described in the segment above. As they gained in wealth and stature, they began more and more to depend on the wealth and stature to uphold them.

As to the second question, this is more difficult. The text seems to point to the possibility that someone had actually spoken these words. The point of the passage, though, is that they were no longer dependent upon God. They had all they needed and they could handle it from here, thank you very much, Lord. It was the actual dependence of their hearts that was at issue, not whether or not someone was crass enough to utter the words.

Another thing not at issue was the wealth itself. Many people are under the mistaken impression that greed is an attribute of wealthy people. Actually, there are two kinds of people who have come to place their faith in riches: 1) Those who have money, and 2) Those who don’t.

Those who have it become accustomed to relying upon it to fix their every problem and answer their every need. Those who do not have it, have absolute faith that having money would solve their problems and meet their needs. Both are wrong. Neither faith in money, nor power, nor position will bring about the will of God. Only God Himself is sufficient for these things. Trust in anything else, like the Laodiceans, is the same as saying, “We don’t need God.”

The Bumped Cup Test

A preacher once said, “When you bump the cup, what’s inside comes out.”

“Not too profound an observation,” you might think, but its simplicity is deceiving.

It is a perfect corollary to the observation Jesus made about cleaning the outsides of cups. (Matthew 23: 25-26) This preacher was simply extrapolating that what is really inside men will be revealed under sudden and unexpected “bumping” in life. For instance, someone may be all sweetness and light to everyone he meets, but his true nature is likely to emerge when someone backs their old clunker into his new Lincoln in the church parking lot.

This is one way that the Holy Spirit uses to reveal to us our continuing need of heart conversion. He sends us irritants to show us our innate irritability. And it is the irritability that needs to go -- not the irritant. But as hypocritical human beings, we tend to dodge the implications of our spilled substance. “Look what you made me do,” we retort. We act as if our own responses to bumping were the product of something outside and apart from the cup when, in reality, it is what was inside that came forth. 

The Scripture tells us, “The mouth speaks out of that which fills the heart. The good man out of his good treasure brings forth that which is good; and the evil man out of his evil treasure brings forth that which is evil.” (Matthew 12:35-36) This simple truth is one we would rather deny when foul word exit our lips (especially around other believers). “I don’t know what got into me,” we say not recognizing that it is not what “got into” us but what resides in us that was the source. It is much simpler to struggle to change our surface behavior or the irritating situation than to change the heart. But we deceive ourselves if we merely exercise greater outward control without going to God for a changed inner man.

We Americans like to think of ourselves as nice people -- so we put on nice, civilized exteriors. This, by itself, is not wrong. Life is much simpler if people behave in a civil manner toward one another. But it is also deceptive if nothing below the surface changes. That will lead to hypocrisy.

Whole civilizations have crumbled once they have lost the central precepts that founded their civility. In America today, we see that degenerative process in action. The American “inner man” that held the Bible to be a true guide to right and wrong is no longer, but we do see nonbelievers display the shell of Christian morality by touting honesty and other virtues. When, however, they are discovered in a lie, they point out that there really is no basis for a belief in honesty, after all -- and they are right. Without an absolute standard and a changed nature, morality is a vapor.

A man who chooses to live behind a veneer of righteousness will ultimately blind himself to the need for cleaning the inside. The more difficult cross to bear is to admit our corrupt natures and, as Paul the apostle put it, “die daily.”

Nit Pickin’ About Pickin’ Nits

Some of the ensuing chapters may raise issues that appear to be “straining at gnats” -- especially after the former chapters on bloodguilt. This is, in part, intentional because I believe many of these things are indicators of our spiritual corruption.

“He who is faithful in a very little thing,” Jesus said, “is faithful also in mech..” (Luke 16: 10) The inverse is also true. When we choose to violate the Word in small areas, betray a larger spiritual problem beneath. We are fully capable of unfaithfulness in larger areas. This is especially true of a people who are trying to appear righteous and religious.

Using the previous analogy, if the bumping of our cups in daily living produces a religiously-excused sin, what do we suppose lies inside the rest of the cup. Actually, the evil manifest in the bloodguilt of the American Church is, alone, quite enough to sink our ship. But it is necessary for us to know that these conditions are not isolated -- that the corruption saturates the fiber of the American Church.

Chapter 9

The Bride -- Material Girl

Pop-singer Madonna, a few years ago, released a song called Material Girl. It was sung from the perspective of a blatant materialist openly admitting her motives were crass and purely hedonistic pleasure and gain. A lot of people were shocked by the bald selfishness Madonna expressed. They were used to singers masking their selfish sensuality with at least a cloak of decent motive. Even overt requests for sexual satisfaction are usually couched in terms of “because I love you” or promises of being “together forever.” Songs devoted to material wealth are normally sarcastic or satiristic. This distancing from baser motives is a result of the lingering influence of the Judeo-Christian ethic which presupposes materialism to be an evil. However, Madonna’s tune appears to have been an appeal to the rationale of the Epicurean philosophy. Not surprisingly, this song became quite popular -- as did the acceptance of its premise.

In the Church, blatant materialism is still frowned upon. Many American Christians are deeply offended by the crass materialism of the prosperity teaching. Yet, it is difficult for them to look in the mirror and see that the established “comfort zones” accepted under the American Dream Gospel amount to the same material philosophy -- just not as explicitly stated.

This American Dream Gospel passively accepts many of the material success markers placed by Middle American values. The importance of home ownership, college education, financial security (both current and future), established goals, self-sufficiency, approximate conformity to behavioral and appearance standards, and independence are stressed in ways both subtle and overt. I say “approximate” conformity because there is an emphasis in the Middle American values for independence -- just not too much of it. The value of independence itself, in this day, is recognized mostly as a right to rebel against godly standards (i.e., “independent” thinkers are those who do not accept the “old rules.”).

There may some legitimate value to any of these, but many take a ranking that is far above their true import. Generally we have adopted -- and in some cases, helped form -- these values and place them near the top of the hierarchy.

But is college education of our children a worthy goal around which so much of our lives should be wrapped? This is an especially pertinent question when one considers that the majority of Christian students going off to college are converted away from the faith by heathen professors and the availability of powerful, sinful attractions. Even kids going to Christian colleges do not fare much better -- as some investigative journalists report. 1

And what would be the priority rating of home ownership to followers of the Son of Man who had no place to lay his head (Matthew 8: 20) and Whose followers sometimes had to live “in deserts and mountains and caves and holes in the ground” (Hebrews 11: 38). The point is not that owning a home is some evil to be avoided, it is that our homes more often own us than the other way around. Even those who do not own a home have come to expect that this is some kind of required blessing for American Christians.

That attitude can be seen in so many other areas. We have placed the trust for our security in home ownership, our pension plan, social security, our education and abilities, our jobs, and our expanding circle of influence. We have become sufficient unto ourselves because of our wealth. All of these material things are “money” or gain in the Biblical sense -- in the sense that the love of these is the root of all kinds of evil.

We fear to be bold in our faith for fear of losing these things. There is a presumption that God owes us an ever-increasing or, at least, stable standard of living. I have had believers tell me that they dare not openly express their faith in word and deed for fear of losing their job (which God gave them) causing them to have to spend their children’s college fund or their pension fund (which God also gave them). They have clearly expressed to me that, since God provided these things, He must intend for them to do whatever was necessary to protect them -- including submerging the gospel of the Kingdom beneath the Gospel of the American Dream.

This is materialism in its most insidious form. It adopts a cultural standard -- often one that is not inherently bad -- and inculcates it into the list of Christian virtues. In the American Church, materialism is often disguised under the virtue of “stewardship” -- a virtue noticeably missing from the catalogue of the fruit of the Spirit listed in Galatians 5.

“Do you know what the problem with the American Church is?” my Nigerian friend, Theophilus, said, “The Church has let the culture tell them what is right instead of the Bible telling the culture -- and the Church -- what is right.”

I think this sums up much of why the American Church is in the shape it is in. We have been conformed (fashioned after and adapted to its external, superficial customs; Romans 12: 2 Amplified Version) to this American  world and our actions and attitudes show it. We have adopted the birth control mentality and it has led to widespread abortion. We adopted the non-confrontational, non-judgmental teachings of modern psychology and it has led to practicing sinners despoiling the Church rolls (Jude 1: 12-13).

Money Madness

“For the love of money is the root of all kinds of evil,” 1 Timothy 6:10 says. And it is this love of money (gain) that seems to drive the American Church. The extravagant fundraising measures taken by churches to raise money betray several motives:

1.
Greed,

2.
Lack of trust in God to provide, and

3.
Acceptance of the world’s standards of business practices and the “needs” of the Church.

Anyone might be able to cite a few examples of out-and-out slavering greed in the American Church. But greed often wears a more passive face. When, for example, the motive of an otherwise fine preacher is merely to bring home a paycheck and climb the denominational ladder, this is also greed. To treat one’s Christianity as a mere job not only debases the faith but places it on the level of a business.

I have heard it said that the Church learned from the Romans to be a good organization, from the Germans to be a good doctrinal system, and from the Americans to be a good business. There is much truth to this.

Paul the apostle railed against those who saw “godliness as a means of gain.” (1 Timothy 6: 5) On the surface, it is easy to see how this fits the blab-it-and-grab-it crowd, but its more proper interpretation, I believe, concerns those of us who cloak ourselves in religion as a means of attaining success. Whether as businessmen sporting fish symbols on our business cards or as Christian leaders who treat our ministries like a job, both stand under hot lights around this verse.

I think, however, that the larger problem in the American Church is that of trust. Often we lack the faith to believe that God can accomplish his work without money, without our church, and without us. As a result, we fall into the error of scrambling around grubbing for money to “do the work of the Lord.”

We act as though God were unable to do His work unless we wring it out of the people -- even to the point of using some very shady methods. It becomes we who are in the driver’s seat for reaching the goal we have decided God wants to reach -- and we who are ultimately responsible to squeeze the turnip for the last dime.

Yet, such huge ministries as those of Calvary Chapel, including world-wide radio Bible studies, tape lending library, television, and a huge church in Costa Mesa, California, have gone for years without even asking  for money. The pastor, Chuck Smith, has simply said if the money stops coming in that God is probably trying to move him on to some other work. It is a refreshing -- if alien -- attitude in the Church.

And even this is not to condemn asking -- it is the method and mode of asking that is the problem.

Finally, we often have a rather expansive (and expensive) definition of “needs” which will include such oddities as carpeting in the church while unemployed congregants go without utilities or food.

These are issues the Church in America must examine.

Philaguria

Despite the show of concern for souls, many of the American Church’s activities and our evangelism are motivated by philaguria -- the love of money. The goal is often to bring people into the church, not into the Church. “Church growth” not spiritual growth has become the watchword.

The attitude now is to give people what they want, not what they need. An extreme example was reported in the Wall Street Journal. The Second Baptist Church in Houston, Texas calls itself “Fellowship of Excitement.” They feature a weight lifting room, a restaurant, pool tables, Broadway-style shows (complete with “Biblical” messages), an aerobics center, “mood lighting” in the sanctuary, catchy, fix-it sermons, basketball teams (three courts), Jacuzzis, an in-house cinema, and age-appropriate study groups with matching music. All this is to draw people to a place “that a totally godless, secular person can come to . . . and not feel threatened.” Essentially, they are seeking young, self-centered, upper-class families willing to contribute money in exchange for padded crosses. 2

But if one thinks seriously about the gospel for a moment, unrepentant sinners should “feel threatened” by the truth. After all, their entire sinful lifestyle and their carnal natures are condemned to death by the Word of God. Their response to this “threat” will either be repentance or rejection. The Church should not fear, but rather embrace, a gospel that so challenges men.

Most readers are probably thinking, “My church doesn’t have any of that stuff.” But chances are your church operates on similar principles. Think for a minute of the attempts made by your church to “reach the neighborhood” or “bring new people in.” Central to most of those efforts is an entertainment “bait” of some kind -- a play, music, a famous speaker/sports figure. The hope is to essentially trick people into coming and hearing a gospel plug at the end. Many churches do not address uncomfortable areas such as sin during Sunday services because they fear they will frighten possible recruits (I shudder to call them converts or disciples) away from God. Then the “gospel” presented under these circumstances is often an Antinomian “acceptance of Jesus as your personal savior” where the Lordship of Jesus is never clearly mentioned or even at issue. This travesty of a gospel is one that overlooks that the important event occurs not when you “accept Jesus” but when He accepts you. 

But the American Church wishes to remove the offense inherent in the cross because it is a stumbling block to our projected church growth goals. The cross and the blood of Christ are mentioned only superficially -- if at all. “Taking care of your problems” has replaced “taking away your sins.” The American Church has bought into both First Century errors about the gospel: The error of the Jews who were offended at the cross and the error of the gentiles who thought the cross was foolishness. (1 Corinthians 1: 23) The church mentioned above even “shun[s] crosses and steeples that might scare people off.”

What is being overlooked is that the unsaved cannot be “scared away from” a God that they are already eternally separated from by their sin and unbelief. Their staying away from any church because of talk of sin only reveals an unrepentant heart. Until there is a confrontation between God, the sinner, and his sin -- with the cross as his only hope -- there is no benefit in having him “churched.” It is a sheer detriment to get a man going to church and cleaning up his life if he never acknowledges his sin and believes upon Christ as Lord and Savior. This is one reason the American Church is so diluted -- it has received as brethren multitudes of unsaved “good” people.

The true goal of the Church is to draw souls to Christ through the gospel and our evident love one for another. After that we are to train all disciples to sacrificially live out the Word of God. 

1 Timothy 1: 5 reads, “But the goal of our instruction is love from a pure heart and a good conscience and sincere faith. Church size has never been stated as a goal of a Biblical Church. It is, however, the goal of the American Church. The “unchurched” seem to be more a concern than the unsaved.

For the first 12 years of my walk with Christ, I was almost solely involved with a small home fellowship which met 3-4 times a week -- usually not on Sundays. A number of Christian friends regarded me as “unchurched” because I did not attend a regular church edifice (especially on Sunday) and seemed to equate my “unchurched” state with being unsaved altogether.

Expressed as “nickels and noses,” the objective seems to be to get more money to bring in more people to get more money to bring in more people.

But “bringing in more people” is not the same as leading souls to Jesus. And bigger collections are no measure of spirituality.

Consider the Lilies, How They Toil

“They said to Moses, ‘The people are bringing much more than enough for the construction work which the Lord commanded us to perform.’


“

So Moses issued a command and a proclamation was circulated throughout the camp, saying, ‘Let neither man nor woman any longer perform work for the contributions of the sanctuary.’ Thus the people were restrained from bringing any more. For the material they had was sufficient and more than enough for all the work, to perform it.’”

-- Exodus 36: 5-7

*     *     *

This passage describes a pastor’s dream church. No money worries -- every project gladly funded by an eager congregation to the point where he needs to beg them to stop giving. But there is a key to this Scripture portion. The success of this fundraising was dependent upon “work which the Lord commanded us to perform.” That is, God supplies the needs according to His work and to the extent that He desires. There are modern examples of this. Calvary Chapel in Costa Mesa, California, as mentioned earlier, has experienced this kind of God-generated giving.

However, to look at most ministries, Church leaders do not really believe this. We resort to gimmicks, tricks, and even fraud to raise funds for “the Lord’s work.”

We lean on tax deductions and other bonuses to elicit contributions. Gifts of used articles for charity are written off -- with Church blessing -- at full, new item value. Fundraising dinner or concert ticket prices are falsely marketed as tax-deductible. Big givers are honored with titular positions on the deacon or elder board -- righteous character notwithstanding. I am aware of one evangelical church which had doctor on its board who admitted he performed abortions.

Begging and pleading, simpering guilt-mongering, and even lying are not beneath the American Church leadership -- and I am not referring only to televangelists. Fundraising letters from many ministries and churches often exaggerate the financial straits of the ministry. 

But this is not an objection to merely asking for contributions. Nowhere in Scripture does it say we must do as Paul did for so long -- that is, provide all his own support without asking contributions of those receiving ministry. Nothing in the Bible prevents us from clearly stating the obligation of the believer to support godly ministries or to show plainly the good fruits of the ministry or describe its financial woes. But many fundraising efforts go far beyond this into the realm of manipulation.

Some promise -- on God’s behalf -- special blessings for giving generously (in a Protestant version of selling indulgences). Others weep over the “end” of what is made to appear to be an indispensable work of God. The implication is that God cannot continue His work unless you fund it -- and God needs this particular work.

While some ministries are truly in financial trouble, ironically, much of the blame may be laid on the fact that most “converts” are never taught that sacrifice has any place in their life of faith. Getting, not giving, is the goal of the American Dream Gospel we have received. “Just look at what Jesus can do for you,” we say. But there is no teaching on what we are to do for Him. At best, American Christians are taught to tithe -- which makes us feel super-spiritual when we give 12%. 

The fact that many American churchgoers have merely joined a club instead of having repented from their sins (see Chapter 6) only compounds the problem because the “club” promised a Church of Excitement instead of a Church of humility and holiness. These only give if they are “getting something” from their churches.

Part of this process of failure involves a pastor’s fear that if they preach the straight gospel, fewer people will come (and pay tithes). This is evidence of a monumental lack of faith. Scripture tells us that who comes is God’s job, not ours (Acts 2:47b). More, He tells us that the provision is His concern as well.

Matthew 6: 25-26 is the general rule but note that the provision promised is not lavish by any description. In Luke 10: 4-9, Jesus sends the disciples without a bag or purse and tells them to stay wherever they are welcome and eat what is put before them. Later, in Luke 22: 35, He reminds them of this command and tells them, this time, to take a purse -- and even a sword. This change shows that the conditions of preparation may differ from time to time. It may be necessary sometimes to rely entirely on divine provision moment by moment, and at other times to carry a little extra. Neither circumstance, however, promises much more than survival rations.

Perhaps the difference lies in where He and we draw the line between needs and wants.

Creeping Needs

Accustomed luxury becomes necessity. Human nature is such that former “wants,” once realized, quickly become “needs.” The standard of living in our vicinity does more to shape our concept of need than does the Standard of Life -- the Word.

In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus tells us that our needs will be met if we seek first the kingdom of God -- those needs being food and clothing. Anybody notice the curious absence of “shelter” from the list? Some might argue that shelter is an extension of clothing in that it protects the body from the elements. I would be willing to grant this point for the sake of argument. But Paul the apostle noted the same short list if physical needs in 1 Timothy 6:8 saying, “And if we have food and covering (raiment), with these we shall be content.” 

“But, but . . .” I hear some of you sputter. Yet, the Word itself has listed your physical needs. The only question now is: What kind of food and clothing? Do we need three square meals combining all four food groups, deliciously prepared or will subsistence level nourishment suffice? Should our clothing be purely functional or tasteful and fashionable as well?

I think most would answer, “It doesn’t matter,” and that would be correct. But in the minds of most, that answer would -- in spirit -- mean that it does not matter that we have the full complement of meals or the fashionable clothing. It would, I believe, matter a great deal to most of us if we didn’t have those things and were in the position of living with mere sufficiency.

And so it is with our churches. Do we need large auditoriums that are empty most of the time? Do we need carpet and padded pews? . . . flowers and candles? . . . stained glass and choir robes? Of course not.

I do not doubt that there is some justification for some of these, but none of them are “needs” except in the eyes of a worldly American culture. What’s more, we adopt these “needs” at more and more extravagant levels every year. What started as a need for a large room to meet and worship eventually becomes a need for a striking architectural edifice with central heating and air conditioning, Sunday school rooms, and maybe a gym, all located on private property with lots of parking.

The culture, not the Bible, has defined our needs -- and as such our “needs” will forever demand more. As we proceed, more and more of our “wants” become transformed into “needs.” We drift further and further from our reliance on God for our true needs and, if truth were told, we become more and more insensitive to those who lack those needs. We rob from our duty to the needy to pay for the materialistic neo-needs of today.

Our spiritual requirements are adequately illustrated in the story of Mary and Martha. Mary had chosen to sit at the feet of Jesus and drink in His presence and His teaching. Martha had chosen to take care of other “needs” -- the preparations for the church service in her home. Disturbed that Mary was not likewise preoccupied, Martha took her complaint to the top. “Martha,” Jesus answered her, “You are worried and bothered about so many things; But only a few things are necessary, really only one, for Mary has chosen the good part, which shall not be taken away from her.” (Luke 10:40-42)

In this, even Jesus gave a nod of recognition to other things being somewhat necessary, but He then homed in on what is the true necessity.

In like manner as Martha, we fret over the unnecessary. We must have enough comfortable chairs (or pews), the proper music, appealing decor, refreshments for after the service, flowers at the pulpit, a tightly organized missions committee, a system for evangelization, printed study guides for the lessons, and a building fund finance committee. We see these as all necessary to our services and our outreaches. Really only one thing is necessary: To have Jesus at our meeting.

No truth is more simple, sublime -- and easier to “Yes, but . . .”

Pharisitical Fundraising


“Woe to you scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites, because you devour widow’s houses, even while for a pretense you make long prayers; therefore you shall receive greater condemnation.”

-- Matthew 23:14

*    *    *

I believe that this accusation of devouring widow’s houses made by Jesus is two-fold. First, it was true on its face, and, second, it was illustrative. In other words, they actually did steal the property of widows -- though He does not specify how -- and He used the phrase to illustrate how low the scribes and Pharisees would stoop to acquire more money. It was all done very religiously, of course, and for worthy ministries besides. I doubt if it made much difference to Jesus whether the perpetrators were fully convinced of the righteousness of their actions or were merely crafty shysters -- Christ still labeled it predatory.

Little has changed in nearly twenty centuries.

Let Us Seize the Inheritance

I was doing an “author” radio interview in 1991 on the phone for another part of the country. Between segments, the ads and announcements were piped back in through the phone so I was able to be prepared for the next segment as it approached.

I paid scant attention to the beginning of the financial planning advertisement until something caught my ear. The announcer was talking about setting up a trust account to “take care of that church.” As the ad continued, the pitchman talked of the listeners’ fulfilling a desire to see their money used for the kingdom of God -- “and your kids are not Christian” they added.

I was stunned. It had been a few years since I had heard the robbing of widow’s houses so bluntly perpetrated. 3

*     *     *

To me, there is no better illustration of Christ’s woe in Matthew 23: 14 than the practice -- so widespread in American churches -- of using religious pretenses to steal inheritances from children and from pliable and vulnerable widows. The “Stewardship” departments of many churches have greased the skids of this theft with Scripture verses and talk of how “your kids will never use the inheritance to the glory of God” (read, to buy new carpet for the sanctuary).

One of the reasons I choose to highlight this practice is because it is common and -- like with the Pharisees -- it best illustrates just how low the American Church will stoop to prop up its sagging ministries. It is quite one thing to make the needs of the Church known, it is another to lead a raiding party into the inheritances of others.

Inheritance, in Scripture, is a nearly sacred trust given to one’s children. Notice the care God takes in instructing the laws of Israel so that no man was ever completely disinherited. Heritage lands were returned at the seventh year or the Jubilee. Even the giving promoted by the Word never includes taking from an inheritance -- even when the child is not following God. An excellent example is the story of the prodigal (wasteful) son. It would have been better “Stewardship” by today’s standards for the father to have refused to give the inheritance to the wastrel because he wasn’t following God or wouldn’t spend it to glorify God. Current wisdom would have advised the father to give it to the local church. But it is helpful to note that the son asks for “what is his.” The father, without objection or contradiction, gives it to him.

I realize that this was not the exact point of the parable but it does reflect the realities of Jesus’s time. It also reflects the Jewish Biblical view of an inheritance as the rightful property of the son. Even a cursory examination of inheritances in Scripture will reveal the importance -- in God’s eyes -- of them being directed to the children. A good example appears in Ezekiel where even the prince was not allowed to disinherit his children. He was permitted to give a gift out of his inheritance to a servant only provided it returned to the sons on the death of the prince. He was also prohibited from removing any subject from their inheritance.

Throughout the Bible there is only one case of an individual leaving anything at all to the Church. This was David’s gift for the building of the Temple. But with David’s great wealth, he most assuredly left none of his sons without inheritance.

But the worst part of all this thievery is that it is all done with “long prayers for a pretense” -- that is, it is done under the guise of being religious. Church financial planners pray (prey?) with their clients about the “will of God in this matter,” all the while knowing exactly what advice they will render. It is reminiscent of the keepers of the Lord’s vineyard who sought to kill the son and seize the inheritance. 4 The donor will be told to use the money to glorify God -- and perhaps, there will be a plaque to commemorate the giver. By implication, though, the prayers of the widow for the salvation of her children will never be answered (Poor soul!) but the gift will be a “testimony” to the children of her faith.

In reality, the testimony to her children will be, “My church was more important to me than your family inheritance.” The bitter memory will do little to endear the fleeced children to a Lord Who (in their minds) sought their paltry inheritance to add a trinket or two to one of His churches.

To me, this is one of the grossest illustrations of what the American Church will do for the love of money -- even the money being raised for legitimate ministry.

When will we learn that a man’s life does not consist of the abundance of what he has? True Christianity does not mandate a vow of poverty, but few of us are in any danger of that. True Christianity, however, does entail a vow of contentment -- a vow that we will trust God and be content with His provision. As Paul put it, “Let your character be free from the love of money, being content with what you have; for He Himself has said, ‘I will never desert you, nor will I forsake you.’” (Hebrews 13: 5; also Phillipians 4: 11)

If we would seek first the kingdom of God and His righteousness, if we chose the one truly necessary thing, we would not greedily scramble for mammon. Nor would we, in our unbelief, seek to provide for ourselves in ways that dishonor God or depend on worldly wants for the success of the ministry.

God Doesn’t Need Me


“Where were you when I laid  the foundation of the earth?”

-- God speaking to Job

 Job 38: 4a

*    *    *

God, in His goodness, has permitted men to be fellow-laborers in His work of redemption, but none of us really has any depth of knowledge of God’s plan. For this reason, many of the events we see, which are under God’s control are entirely inscrutable. Imagine what Abraham may have thought when he was commanded to sacrifice Isaac. Here, in this young boy was not only Abraham’s personal future family but, knowing the promise of God, the future out of which Messiah would come to redeem the world. The greatest ministry of God resided in Isaac’s progeny and yet God commanded Abraham to sacrifice the lad.

Abraham, however, knew one thing about God. He knew that God would always prevail in accomplishing His will. Abraham knew that neither his own nor Isaac’s life or death would alter God’s plan. If necessary, God would raise Isaac from the dead -- one way or another, God would be sovereign in the situation. So Abraham did not waver in his faith and proceeded to take Isaac to the mountains of Moriah. (Romans 4: 16-21)

It is this faith that is commended in Scripture, not the striving, struggling unbelief that characterized Abraham’s earlier attempts to do God’s work for Him.

God did not need Abraham, or Isaac, or David, or me. God will perform His sovereign purposes when He wants, how He wants, and with whom He wants. I recall the time I officiated -- as a pastor -- the “death” of a church. One of my Christian friends was appalled. “How can you break up a church?” he asked. “How can it be the will of God to disband a group dedicated to doing the will of God?” I told my friend that God was simply finished using this particular tool.

So often, we foolishly (and pridefully) believe that the work of God -- or a particular work of God -- simply cannot get done without this or that ministry organization, or building, or leader, or budget. In our limited view, anything that appears to be accomplishing a good work should not be stopped. Peter’s rebuke, “This will never happen to You, Lord,” echoes through the Church. Our trust is more in our organizations than in the Lord we are supposed to serve. With such misplaced trust, it is only natural that we would presume that anything -- like budget problems -- which threatened to end the work would be insufferable.

In this misguided effort, we invent gimmicks to fund the organizations and ministries. But God can get along fine without my books, so-and-so’s radio ministry, or the First Church of Christ, American down the street. He has done just fine without us for thousands of years and will continue long after we turn to dust.

If your ministry is not getting funded to the level you would want, perhaps God wants you to learn to suffer want or maybe He wants you to close shop and move on to other things. The sooner we begin to trust God as Abraham did, the less we will be trusting and grasping after Mammon.

Chapter 10

Special Appearances


“Beware of practicing your righteousness before men to be noticed by them.”

-- Matthew 6: 1a

*    *    *

Despite our saying, “You can’t judge a book by its cover,” we judge most everything by it’s exterior. Through a combination of uncritical thinking, willful ignorance, and submission to our worldly culture, we have come to accept the notion that appearance equals reality -- or, at least, it is the most important reality. For this reason we often depend upon displays of our religion to prove our spiritual condition. The American Church system encourages this to the exclusion of the sanctifying work of the Holy Spirit on the inner man. Corporate bodies show themselves to be more concerned with image than with the spiritual substance at the core. Individuals, likewise, erect exteriors of righteousness.

I am quite sure that most of the scribes and Pharisees were very nice people. They were polite, civilized, cultivated, and just generally OK human beings. Though there may have been some who resented them, most of the people -- including the apostles -- responded to them with respect. But Jesus’ assessment of their hearts was different. 

To many, today, just as then, the appearance of godliness is godliness. Firm handshakes, friendly voices, and sincere-looking grins become the substance of love and unity in the Church instead of the fruits of a Spirit-borne love described in the Bible.

It is most often not those who consistently live holy lives who are regarded as pillars of the Church, but those who best reflect middle-American values and tastes. Businessmen are held in high esteem in churches even when they display such unChristian attributes as lack of compassion toward employees, shady business practices, and callousness toward the poor within our own congregations.

For the sake of appearances, many church boards hold the practice of taking straw votes among themselves on church issues before the recorded vote. This way, when the “real” count is made, the dissenters will join the majority and give the appearance of unanimity to the congregation and the world. The appearance of unity, then, equals unity. But the underlying division is never dealt with.

Equally, the American Church puts more emphasis on overt sin that might prove embarrassing to the individual and the Church than to the corruption inside that rots the very soul. Often, while adultery would be denounced as great evil (and it is), such things as pride, under the name of good self-esteem and self-confidence, and greed, under the guise of business acumen and seeking the blessings of God, are vaunted as virtues. It is often those that display these dubious virtues that are held up for emulation rather than rebuke in the American Church.

It is a curious blindness that is so taken with the beauty and cleanliness of the exterior that it fails to inspect the most important surface -- the inside of the cup and plate where the food and drink rest. Since we are to offer ourselves to God as a living sacrifice (Romans 12:1-2), our failure to clean the inside of the cup is like offering God a meal on a moldy plate. But this acute blindness allows us to offer our outwardly cleaned-up lives as acceptable righteousness to God. We delude ourselves into thinking that our having quit drugs, drink, fornication, cursing, and other outward sin that we have attained to some level of holiness that God is bound to recognize. We become angry without a cause, but so long as we say or do nothing overt, we see no sin in it. We cast an envious eye on our neighbor’s new car but we do not steal it, so we walk away feeling clean. Churches boldly make public stands against racism, but relocate to the suburbs where the issue is moot. Pastors thunder against the indiscretions of public office holders -- especially those who claim religion -- but are ever so discrete about the adulteries of elders in the church.

The common practice is to have an adulterous elder submit to “counseling” while continuing in his duties of church leadership. Perhaps worse, and maybe equally common, is allowing an adulterer to quietly resign and move on to another church -- without a word of warning to the new church -- where the poison can infect other parts of the Body of Christ.

Is it any wonder that American Christians still follow leaders after they fall -- often repeatedly -- into sin? So long as they make an impressive, tearful public show of repentance a la Swaggart, they are accepted without question. It is the appearance of repentance rather than the fruit of repentance that makes an impression.

The “Ugly” Principle


“Beauty is only skin deep, but Ugly is all the way to the bone.”

-- Paul V. Salgado

*      *     *

This candid, street-level observation reflects some of what Jesus was saying in his accusation of the scribes and Pharisees -- that they cleaned the outside while leaving the inside dirty. These, as Jesus said, were champions of fine appearances but the filthy wellsprings of their hearts bubbled the same bile as always.

The scribes and Pharisees specialized in exactly the right religious garb, the correct demeanor, titles of learning, the open prayers, public almsgiving, scrupulous avoidance of the unclean, endless recitation of the Holy Writ, discussion of theological nuances, and pious pronouncements. Their whole attention was toward polishing the outside of the cup. The people generally believed them to be holy men. Even the twelve were aghast when Jesus said that these -- with all their blessings of riches -- might enter the kingdom only with difficulty. But inside, their carnal natures continued unabated -- albeit in religious trappings.

As Jesus so aptly described them; they were whitewashed tombs -- allright to look at, but full of moldering putrescence and uncleanness. They made all appearances of righteousness but robbed widows houses and escaped the righteous requirements of the law with their legal niceties. More and more, their efforts were bent toward finding escape clauses in God’s Word -- for themselves.

They sat around the synagogues eruditely discussing the law -- and its loopholes -- while the poor and the needy were mistreated around them without their slightest notice. The Sanhedrin, while divided on many theological issues, was monolithic in its corrupting influence on the faith. No longer was it sufficient to read “Thou shalt not steal,” but one now had to know under what circumstances it was or was not stealing when one took another’s property.

But Jesus was not fooled. He knew what was in man -- even if they did not. Jesus knew that the “Ugly” Principle -- the carnal nature -- was still at work.

Where the Bones Are Buried

Behind the thin facade of burgeoning Christianity in the United States, lie the skeletons of bloodguilt, greed, lawlessness, hypocrisy, and pride. Behind the reports of church growth and new conversions there is solid evidence that the faith of American Christians makes no practical difference in our lives -- and the trend continues.

The first report of this in my files comes from a 1984 Gallup poll report, “1984 Religion in America.” While the secular press focused on the disparity in the study between the rise in religiosity and its effect on morality (George W Cornell, Pollster Gallup finds religion on rise, but morality declining, The Oregonian, 7-17-84), Christian publications trumpeted, “Gallop Poll Indicates -- Church Reviving; 11.7% Rise in Offerings, Surging Attendance” (Christian Update, May 1984). Note on this last, the emphasis of appearances and money as the indicators of “revival” only serve to illustrate my points in the last two chapters.

And while evangelicals gloat over the rise in attendance chalking it up to people’s desire for objective, solid truth as opposed to the touchy-feely sentimentalism of “mainline” denominations, there is actually very little demand for anything but outward conformity to certain Americanized strictures within their churches. 

While we pretend a great regard for “living right,” little or no attention is given to having a clean heart. In many cases, our Antinomian teachings betray us even in the area of outward behavior. Some of us subvert the crucifying of the flesh with psychological or philosophical trickery. We permit -- and even encourage -- sinful anger when it proceeds from “inner rage” caused by past abuses. In this, the liberal mainline denominations make no pretense of submitting to the literal commands of Scripture. They, at least, leave their “dead men’s bones” out on display.

But the closeted skeletons are kept hidden primarily by the American Church leadership who promote and encourage surface Christianity. It is we who maintain the impression that God is not much interested in our thoughts and intents, but cares a great deal about how things look. This message is preached in a thousand ways. Our church buildings and services are designed to attract people on the basis of appearances. Church improprieties are covered for the sake of appearance. Invisible sins of the heart are either ignored or magically transformed into American virtues -- stubbornness becomes “rugged individualism,” covetousness changes to “wanting good things for your family,” and compromise with pagan government demands emerges as “respect for law and order.”

“Take up your cross and follow me,” is rarely heard in earnest from the pulpits and “I die daily” is inimical to the American gospel.

Kingdom Approval Ratings


“That which is highly esteemed among men is detestable in the sight of God.”

-- Luke 16:15

*    *    *

Not only does this verse draw the boundaries of God’s approval in stark terms, it clearly labels the camp of those who seek the esteem of men. Because of inherent pride, man-pleasing is a particularly attractive sin. The desire for a position of respect in the eyes of others is a central human drive -- especially in a civilized society where brute strength is not the only factor in attaining respect.

We all crave approval. The true natural desire for approval from God is -- as in all sins -- perverted by our sinful natures into a craven desire for the approval of other fallen men. Such desire is blinding. Jesus asked, “How can you believe, when you receive glory from one another, and you do not seek the glory that is from the one and only God?” (John 5:44)

Jesus rightly points out that those who accept the praise of men and seek the witness of men will be limited in their ability to see the glory of God. He told them -- because He did not trust men -- that He sought only the glory and witness of the Father.

More often than not, seeking the glory of God has brought the derision not the praise of men -- even from within the Church. A cursory reading of the Bible and Church history will validate this. The prophet who railed against Israel stark naked for three and a half years never got a Preacher of the Year award -- until the year he died and got it from God. I suspect Daniel and his friends -- for all their courage -- were not highly regarded by the Jews in captivity -- especially when these few stood unbending while all the other Jews had their noses on the pavement. Noah certainly never won a popularity contest -- or even a sanity contest. Jesus Himself drew crowds of the poor, but no one with the wherewithal to offer Him a Dove Award or a seat on the Sanhedrin. The only crown He received was one of thorns.

Just as the Pharisees of old, we have ways to disguise our lust for the acclaim of men. They sounded the trumpet before the men who gave gifts to the temple in Jerusalem, we record it on church rolls and with the IRS for tax purposes and dedicate our pews with plaques.

The largest givers in our churches are often (coincidentally?) the deacons and members of the board. Rarely does a church hold these offices for those who meet the qualifications listed in the first book of Timothy. We depend instead upon the honors of men in the form of degrees acquired from the institutions of men rather than the character of the men themselves.

Rabbis and Reverends


“But do not be called Rabbi; for One is your Teacher, and you are all brothers. And do not call anyone on earth your father; for One is your Father, He who is in heaven.”

-- Matthew 23: 8-9

*    *    *

Most American Christians find these verses puzzling -- except, perhaps, for application to Catholic and Orthodox believers. They believe a literal reading of this would preclude referring to our earthly fathers by that title. Jesus, however, is very clear. The titles He speaks of here are, first, all religious in nature and, second, in the religious context they are all titles properly belonging to God. The American equivalents are Pastor and Reverend.

“So, what,” we ask, “is the problem with these titles?” Obviously, there is more import than we often assume in that Jesus addressed the issue during His major denunciation of the corrupt Jewish religious system. He made a comparatively big deal out of the issue (eight verses out of 29). The command sprang from the very issue we are discussing in this chapter -- the inordinate desire for position and respectability. Nor is the warning only against hypocritical leaders. Jesus commands us “do not be called” as well as “do not call.”

Again, these are all titles within the religious context. But the consistent reference of Christ to “One is your” Leader, Teacher, or Father indicates that the primary objection is that the titles rightfully belong to God. That is a thought that should make us uncomfortable enough to “not be called” any of these. 

By way of illustration: If you saved someone’s life, would you feel right about being addressed as Savior by that person? It is one thing to identify someone as a pastor or teacher -- that is, to define them by the work they do -- but altogether another thing to grant a title belonging to God.

Another objection in the text is that “you are all brothers.” Titular positions tend to create a false hierarchy which reestablishes a third-party religion -- a priestcraft which makes access to God impossible except through other human agency. This is precisely the thing that the cross of Christ ended.

Further, human nature is already prone to pride. It is only with difficulty that men restrain this fallenness. Why, then, do we cast out a stumbling block by elevating our brother with such addresses? And what is the motive behind our own acceptance of titles? This very portion of Matthew 23 warns us against exalting ourselves. This is no mere coincidence or accident of placement. In fact, we find no positive example in Scripture of such titles being used in either Testament. Paul tells some to regard him as a father -- but never to call him father. (1 Corinthians 4: 14-16) Nor does Peter, when referring to Paul, call him Father Paul, Pastor Paul, Apostle Paul, Reverend Paul, but “our brother Paul.” (2 Peter 3:15)

For my Catholic and Orthodox friends, not only are there no positive examples of the titles, there is here a specific command not to use these titles. I submit to you that the burden of proof is on you to justify the practice by Scripture.

To my Protestant readers, Reverend, Pastor, Bishop, and Deacon all create an artificial clergy/laity distinction among those who are brothers and are a distinct stumbling block for an already unmanageable pride.

Jesus said, “They love . . . respectful greetings in the market places, and being called by men, rabbi.” (Matthew 23: 6-7) If we who have been given such greetings are honest with ourselves, there is the same kind of boost in it for us. From it, we receive status and respectability. We stand a little more erect when a parishioner sees us in the Safeway market and says, “Oh, hi, Pastor!”

Phylacteries and Ph.Ds

The American Church has a system of institutional hierarchy. In addition to the titles mentioned above, men move up in the system through advancement in education, degrees, honors, and published works. We revere men of letters -- DD, Ph.D, and the like -- and hold them up as our examples, but men of wisdom who have no education will scarcely rise to even local prominence. Most American churches would not dare hire a pastor who had not attended a seminary and obtained some degree, yet men of education were almost never the ones God selected for His work in Biblical times.

Credentials from men are paramount in American churches. But this issue is not new. Consider and compare the credentials of two men in Scripture -- Nicodemus and Jesus. Rabbi Nicodemus was the teacher in Israel, a member of the high council of the Sanhedrin, an upright Pharisee, and obviously sincere about his religion. Yet, none of this availed him and he was in the dark about the simplest teaching of Jesus. The woman at the well was quicker on the uptake than he. Jesus, on the other hand, was a suspicious character to the Pharisees. His credentials were the signs and fruits of the Spirit -- but He had no degrees. (John 7:15) The scribes and Pharisees could not bring themselves to hear the words of Jesus because he bore no learned pedigree. The religious system of Jesus’ time was rooted in those things that men value -- the notice of men, fitting into the system, and spiritual correctness (the religious equivalent of political correctness). But the inner man -- individually and collectively -- remained untouched.

Jesus, it was said, taught “as one having authority” (Matthew 7: 29); that is, he did not, as was the custom of the credentialed teachers, constantly cite various teachers of the law. Jesus cited Scripture directly and taught from the words of God without hedging His interpretations based on other men’s works. But this tendency still exists. In order to gain acceptance, modern teachers will cite the works of men more readily than the Word of God.

There is also a self-congratulatory system within the evangelical world that obscures deep problems within the American Church. The system is comprised of respect for degrees instead of deeds, training instead of track record, salutations instead of service. One person gains a reputation and recommends another -- who then is accepted without question.

The honor of Church leadership, in God’s book, goes to those who exhibit the proper godly character (the fruit of true knowledge of Scripture). No mention whatever is made of educational requirements. 

But a Ph.D. or a DD is a form of human acclaim. In today’s Church, it often replaces Scriptural investigation of a man’s character. (1 Timothy 3) It is not that the education itself is valueless, but that we use it as an indicator of spirituality and character rather than what it is -- an indicator of certain intellectual skills and abilities.

The fruit of many of our “educated” leaders in the Church has been to sow doubt about the veracity of the Word of God and to infuse worldly philosophy into the doctrines of Christ.

Let me clarify one thing before proceeding: I do not contend that education per se is evil or causes the evils I describe. It is the use to which education is put that poses the problem. I have seen examples of men who have taken education and submitted it to the Word of God. Of such, only good can come. 

I have, in Chapter 4, referred to the works of Christian “thinkers” trying to discern where and when babies might justifiably be killed by abortion and mollifying the guilt of women who kill their children. Others have squeezed out the transforming power of the Holy Spirit by suggesting that “born” homosexuals just have to resist temptation -- but will never be changed. Still others attempt to sift the words of Jesus for what He really said and what He did not say. Christian psychologists dig for alternative reasons (or excuses) for sin. Creation is declared a myth or an “overall pattern” -- anything but the truth! It is not the education itself that causes these problems, but education without love puffs up. (1 Corinthians 8:1) This academic arena is often the place where the citing of everything except the Word has caused the most havoc.

Yet it is these very educated men who use learning to cast aspersions on the integrity of God’s Word that the American Church most honors. They broaden their resumes and lengthen the list of accomplishments in their introductions -- and we fall down in awe.

They Shall Know You By Your Baubles

“They sound the trumpet before themselves,” Jesus said of those Pharisees who sought to publicize their religiosity. But the charge fits many of those who, unlike those mentioned above, have no degrees or honors to flout. The desire for position still brings about acts of conspicuous religiousity. 

Phylacteries -- boxes containing Scripture attached to the forehead and the hand -- and tassels -- a fringe on the edge of the garment commanded for all Israelites -- were common. They were competitively worn by to either display or prove spirituality. The wearing of these things of itself was not sin, in fact, some of it was commanded -- but the underlying, unseen motive was sinful. The competition for recognition was intense. The distinctives that God commanded were now a way of self-aggrandizement instead of a reminder of their duty of holiness toward God.

Today, the equivalent of the scripture box on the forehead is for someone to become a verse dispenser. This is a person who has an instant Scripture quote for every occasion. When someone dies suddenly, instead of weeping with those who weep, this person offers “All things work together for good . . .” or some other unwelcome (and unrelated) sophistry. This is one place where Scripture memory -- unaccompanied by Scripture action -- has a bad result.

While clerical collars are not as popular as they once were, they are still conspicuously worn by some at public functions. Often, however, the collars are merely replaced by “dove” pins or other religious paraphernalia.

Today, depending on the branch of Christianity to which one belongs, one may exude a spiritual appearance by toting a dog-eared, well-marked Bible or wearing plain clothes. Some of us put a “fish” on our business card or car -- but save themselves from the responsibility of having to act Christian by including a “Christians Aren’t Perfect, Just Forgiven” bumpersticker. Another bumpersticker says “Honk if you love Jesus.” And we may honk -- but we will not stop to help someone change a tire. We plaster our homes and offices with tacky plaques or posters emblazoned with verses by which we are unwilling to live. Others develop an elaborate prayer style or making a show of blessing our meal. We make gratuitous use of ejaculations like “praise the Lord” when our self-centered lives would be an embarrassment to Him and bring disgrace to His Name.

In these ways, we announce our goodness unto the world under the guise of “giving a witness” when we are plainly told that the world would know us by our love one for another. In general, those of us who display tokens of our Christianity are often those whose fruit is lacking. At a time when the American Church’s love for its own (or anyone else except self) is on the wane, Christians engage in more trumpeting than ever. Is it any wonder that 9 of ten Americans believe in God but fewer than 5% will say that our beliefs affect the way we live? Is there any mystery why the Church is so powerless?

The Feast of Fools

Who would turn down a Presidential banquet for a trip through the food line at a homeless shelter? Only a fool. Yet, in our dogged determination to receive the praises of men, we miss the opportunity to hear “Well done” from the Creator of men.

“They have their reward in full,” Jesus warns us who seek the notice of men in our good deeds (only popular good deeds need apply). It is not that the acclaim of man is evil, but rather the seeking of that earthly glory. I would not be concerned that Billy Graham and Mother Teresa have received some recognition unless they were expressly looking for that glory.

How insidious is this serpent of the soul to tenderly squeeze the strings of our motives so that all appears to the glory of God! What a waste of our efforts if all we accomplish is receiving the weak and beggarly praises of creatures formed of dust. Yet, we tempt our carnal souls by offering the recognition of men for every good deed. Even prayer is hardly secret. We shine lights on our “goodness” where we are unwilling to light up the dark and wicked world of our own sins. The American Church brags of its missionary involvement -- publicly exacting all its labors. It corporately reports the number of homeless sheltered or fed in the year and the exact pennies spent giving aid to the needy. Individuals follow suit. We tell the IRS of our alms and count up the worth of our gift items to charity (usually valued in “new” prices). If Jesus says that in giving we are not to let our left hand know what our right hand is doing, how, then, can we justify letting the IRS know what our right hand is doing?

Churches encourage this false motive by applying for tax-exempt status and highlighting the tax advantages of giving to the church rather than to the poor. I have seen churches promote writing off full value for used materials given to the ministry and deducting the full price of fund-raising banquet tickets -- both are patently illegal.

The motives of the churches in these things is obvious. What dangers lurk under state incorporation of churches is not always as apparent. Next time you get a chance, look at your church incorporation papers. At the top is should read something like, “A Corporation of the State of ---.”


This plainly states who the church belongs to and is an organ of  the state, not Christ. Experience in recent years has shown how the state will abuse its power over the churches by forcing them to obey ungodly regulations. To rewrite a phrase, “The power not to tax is the power to destroy.”

In churches and at evangelistic crusades, “pulpit chairs” are set up to display the church elite -- usually alongside the local business and political elite. Fundraising banquets for church sponsored community projects provide a gazingstock of local notables at the head table. In some churches, famous visitors seated in the congregation are singled out for public introduction.

Pastors now scramble to be selected to “give the invocation” at public events -- events with the dual purposes of making a show of the local Christian creme de la creme and raising more money for local charities. We hope to have our names embossed on the advisory board columns of the letterhead stationary of high-profile charities. Many seek induction into the local ranks of the religious, political, and social elite. “The better to influence them, my dear,” we chime while being photographed for the society pages.

I recall a few years ago when a large evangelical organization invited the new mayor as a speaker to one of their breakfasts. The mayor, during his campaign, had gone out of his way to declare himself a “born-again pagan” and has continuously diminished the influence of the Church in public affairs.

Unlike Moses, these eschew the shame of Christ outside the gate and claim their calling is to the hot, burning sands of the socialite soirees.

All are ready to be seen in the glory of public recognition, few volunteer to suffer public humiliation for Christ. Everyone wants their picture taken while ladling food to the homeless or ringing the Salvation Army bell, none want the infamy of public arrest to save the lives of the innocent unborn or the ignoble invisibility of being covered with puke as we minister to a dying relative in our own home.

Our carnal natures instinctively seek personal acclaim and glory. There are many subtle, religious ways of obtaining this end to which the devious “self” will resort. Jesus reminds us that we are not to assess ourselves above what is warranted -- that we should honestly take the lowest seat at the banquet. This way, if and when God chooses to exalt someone, He will do it.

Here, as with so many other places, it is the motive that tells the tale. There is nothing wrong with recognizing someone’s good work or in being recognized. Having attained a degree is no sin -- unless it is falsely used. But the thoughts and intents of the heart can be monitored only by God and the individual.

The Divine Jester


“We are fools for Christ’s sake . . .”

-- 1 Corinthians 4: 10a

*    *    *

Those who are true fools, feast upon the praise of men. But those who are fools for Christ’s sake will feast at their Lord’s table.

While we strive for respectability in the eyes of one another and the world, Christ calls us to simply follow Him. Sometimes our willingness to follow will bring respect, but there will most assuredly be persecution. (2 Timothy 3: 12)

What a fool Noah must have appeared to preach righteousness to a rainless world and predict the destruction by flood. How foolish of Abraham to leave all his family behind for the promise of land coming from an invisible God. The prophets all found great unpopularity for their antics -- prophesying naked, digging holes in walls, wearing camel skin and eating locusts. But history would indeed be different if these were concerned for appearances.

None of this means we can go out and join Jerks for Jesus. We are nowhere commanded to make ourselves deliberately odious to others. But we are distinctly told that representing Christ and the gospel will “be a savor of death” to many. (2 Corinthians 2: 14-16) Nor are we to shrink from being labeled fools and worse for His sake.

Chapter 11

What Kings Do

The modern American is so inundated with democratic ideals that he can hardly imagine a king. The idea of complete sovereignty not only eludes him, but attempts at explaining it frighten him. The great American ideal of independence is eclipsed in the presence of a God Who demands complete control.

Kings exercise ultimate authority. As the King of kings, God does so in a more complete sense than can be imagined. Fortunately, God’s nature is benevolent and those who submit to Him are the beneficiaries.

However, the idea of despotes (Gr. lord or master; root of Eng. despot) is repugnant to our republican sensibilities. 1 Yet, this very word is used in Scripture of our Lord. 1 The Bible teaches that God is the ultimate authority and, considering His infinite power, is able to carry out any of His desires. The position of God as despotes is not derivative from some other authority, that is, He in not Lord by election, appointment, or egocentric, self-proclamation. His Lordship derives from His preexistent, omnipotent role as Creator of all things. In other words, He made everything, He is bound to be expert in how everything works and how we might successfully live. Our only acceptable response to God, then, is unconditional surrender.

God rules. It is what kings do.

Still, one of man’s greatest problems is his consuming desire to control his own existence -- be the “captain of his own ship,” as it were. Beginning with Adam and Eve, mankind has sought to solve his own problems -- to become wise in his own right, to cover his own nakedness, to excuse his disobedience, to resolve his own fallenness. But, like the fig leaf clothing, the works all fall infinitely short and, from the eternal perspective, look foolish.

All of this failure springs from one source: man’s unwillingness to acknowledge God as sovereign in all things. The spirit of man hates surrender and submission. That spirit is a result of man’s disobedience through Adam and infects all our beings to this day.

The Messes People Make

Babel was a great example of people exerting themselves to create their own system apart from God. Blatantly disobeying the commandment of God to “multiply and scatter” over the face of the earth, Nimrod and his crew established the first anti-God government. God, acknowledging the power of their concerted efforts, personally intervened to undermine the project.

Governments since that time have been sustained or submerged according to their coincidence with God’s plans and their obedience to His will. Governments involving God’s people have risen or fallen in direct proportion to their compliance with known principles of God. But even the most rebellious governments rarely come right out and say, “Hey, let’s rebel against God!” Babel sanctified their activities by building a religious edifice -- the tower. 2

Even Nazi Germany enlisted religion in the form of the German National Church to foment revolution against God. The Church itself -- both evangelical and Catholic -- bought the lie saying, “In the darkest night of our Christian church history, Hitler became for our time a marvelous transparency, the window through which light fell on the history of Christianity. . . . The aim of the Faith Movement of German Christians is an Evangelical German Reich Church. Adolph Hitler’s State appeals to the Church, the Church must obey the appeal.” 3

Today’s appeal to take charge of our situation is often couched in religious terms as well. We “know” it wouldn’t work to model our laws after godly principles. We “know” we can reform criminals with soothing psychobabble and time in jail as opposed to the godly punishments described in the Bible. We are too compassionate to do it God’s way. We “know” that capital punishment doesn’t “work” and ignore the warning of bloodguilt on the land. We “know” that easy divorce is a must to curtail the damage of bad marriages.

Even when we attempt to apply godly principles, it is so spotty and sporadic that the ungodliness of the rest of our lives swallows any possible benefit. We take Scriptural ideas of private property ownership and honest capital investment and convert them into predatory capitalism. Freedom within a moral consensus, such as the Founders of our nation envisioned, becomes license to engage in the perversions of our choice. The concept of personal responsibility and privacy become bulwarks against Christian rebuke. Because we will not surrender to God -- because we “know” we have a better way, we foul our own nests.

Methods and Madness


“Good ol’ American know-how! That’s what we’ve got!”

*    *    *

Americans tend to focus on accomplishing tasks quickly and efficiently. As such, we develop methods to reach our goals which produce consistent results. Results are paramount. The assembly line in manufacturing is a prime example of this trait. Unfortunately, this style, while fine for inanimate materials, does not work so well on the soul. Robotics are not applicable to humanity.

This, however, has not stopped the American Church from trying to mechanize the spiritual life. With all the best of intentions, the Church has developed multitudes of spiritual exercises to cultivate the relationship with God: setting aside exact prayer and Bible study times, Scripture memory, Sabbath observances, family altars, visitation committees, pledging, volunteer work at the church, even tithing one’s time. All of these have differing levels of merit as helps but have become the 20th century equivalent of hairshirts when regarded as necessary to Christian growth. We mechanize the organic -- and we fail.

Add to these, the promise of spiritual fulfillment given for “healthy” eating regimens, Christian aerobics, dressing for success (Christian style, of course), sensitivity training, self-esteem conditioning, and multitudes of therapies, courses, and practices designed to conform us to the American standard of beauty and health. None of which makes a whit of difference in our relationship to God.

Our relationship with God is a living, organic tie. Our relationship to the people and the world around us is a living outflow from that central connection with God -- and it grows daily as it is exercised according to God’s Word. Discipline in life is necessary to our communication with God but discipline does not become the relationship itself. The methods we use to help us focus on Christ must not overwhelm the goal of our God in our lives -- that is, for us to be conformed to the image of His Son and that the image of Christ in us be displayed to all creation to the glory of God.

These things become loads tied to men’s backs -- the external “proofs” of spirituality demanded by today’s Church culture. In order to fit into the Middle American Church, one must fit these criteria.

Rules and Relationship

Not all things can be decided upon the basis of some specific chapter and verse of the Bible. There are times when important decisions must be made but the Word offers no exact answer. At these times we must be aware of God’s Spirit which Jesus told us will guide and teach us -- the rhema as opposed to the logos of God. Simplisitically put, the Word is logos and the word brought by the Spirit’s leading is rhema. This is my meaning in this usage, though the complete explanation is much more complex.

I am not speaking here of being “led” by our emotions or into doing something contrary to the written Word, but of a communication which is borne of our relationship to God. Our conduct is regulated both by rules (the logos) and by our relationship with God through the Spirit (the rhema).

In religious affairs, as practical Americans, we tend to do “what works” rather than what God says. We most often fall into two errors: First, that we reject what is old because it is -- well, old, and we reject what is new because it is not old. We hang on to doing things the way we have always done them because it is comfortable, but when an old way gets in the way, we opt for the new. If an old tradition “doesn’t work anymore” we will “try something new.” We will discard without a thought a two millennia old prohibition against birth control and cling for dear life to a particular order of service.

The problem is, when something “doesn’t work in our eyes, it may be working perfectly in His.

The Sound of Wind


The young woman was bent over the pew weeping. Her disturbingly audible sobs sounded deeper and more unrelenting than had been heard since her birth. She had seen her sin and this was the result.

The preacher was unprepared for the outburst and uncomfortable with it to say the least. The congregation was frozen, eyes fixed upon him to see what he would do. “My child,” he said hoping to quell the disturbance, “No need to cry. Jesus loves you and has forgiven you already!” But the words did not reach the woman so as to overpower her deep shame and remorse for sin. The bitter tears continued to flow.

The preacher tried again. “I know you feel bad about your sins but remember that Jesus accepts you the way you are. You should be rejoicing instead of crying.” But she did not stop. “Elders” led her from the sanctuary still sobbing.

*     *     *

The American Church has a completely irrational fear of anything we cannot control -- anything that smacks of fanaticism or enthusiasm. The above story is a composite of a number I have seen where the fear of the unknown or unusual quashed a genuine, sovereign work of the Spirit.

One might be tempted to believe that Pentecostal or Charismatic churches are an exception to this but beneath the exterior of enthusiastic activity, there is an ironclad rigidity of acceptable behaviors. Like most churches, when the Spirit truly overwhelms someone to the point where they might radically obey God, they become hesitant and resistant.

Jesus told us that everyone born of the Spirit was like the wind blowing -- others may hear the sound but we did not know where it came from nor where it was going. (John 3:8) The woman described above illustrates this. The preacher couldn’t know where the weeping woman was coming from though he could see and hear the effect of the wind. However, instead of recognizing a work of the Spirit, he was fearful of the effects because they were beyond his control.

This was the precise fear of the scribes and Pharisees of Jesus’ time. Witness the sinner woman washing Jesus’ feet and the terrified response of the seminary prof . . . er, I mean, synagogue leaders. They were certain that repentance for this woman was impossible. They saw themselves as the gateway to God. They had so regulated religion that all who wanted God’s kingdom had to get there through them -- and their private criteria. But, as Jesus so candidly observed, they themselves were not entering the kingdom -- at least, not ahead of the prostitutes and publicans. (Matthew 21:31)

Back then, the Pharisees wanted a different, more exacting manifestation of repentance from the woman (as also illustrated in the story in John 8: 1-11) -- probably through the proper offerings purchased at the Temple courtyard. Many modern preachers, on the other hand, prefer a solemn “sinner’s prayer” recitation and be done with it. Both would like to control how the wind (the Spirit) manifested its effects. Overwhelming sorrow for sin is somehow out of place in the minds of both Pharisee and preacher -- possibly because they themselves are foreigners to such an experience. Pharisees did not much like a religion that insisted on humility, self-denial, or repentance on their own part. 4

For so many reasons, the scribes and Pharisees had completely missed the truth all the while believing they -- and they alone -- had the truth. Their blindness prevented them from seeing a real move of God when it was before their very eyes. Jesus healed the sick -- but they were concerned because He had done it on the Sabbath. He cast out demons -- but they could only ascribe such power to the prince of demons. A blind man was enthusiastic about receiving his sight -- but they were worried that he might point the inquisitive populace to Jesus the Galilean carpenter’s son. The centurion loved the Jewish people and paid to build a synagogue -- but he was unclean kingdom material in the eyes of the Pharisees. The Jews were afraid to let Peter even darken the door of righteous Cornelius though an angel had specifically told the man to fetch the apostle to his home.

Against the Flow

SCENE I

Bartimaeus:
(shouting) “Jesus! Son of David! Have mercy on me!”

Disciple:

“Will you quit all that shouting? Can’t you see we’re trying to have a Bible study here?”

Bartimaeus:
(shouting) “Son of David! Have mercy on me!” 5

*    *    *

SCENE II

Mothers:

“We would like Jesus to bless our children.”

Disciple:

“What? Can’t you see we’re trying to have a service here?” 

Jesus:

“Wait a minute! Bring those kids here. After all, the kingdom of heaven belongs to little ones 


like these.” 6

*      *     *

The disciples of our Lord were not much better than the religious leaders of the day. The Pharisees were disturbed by the impolitic disruption of their banquet by the sinner woman and her weeping. The disciples quickly developed their own “order of service” which they defended with great sanctimony. Not that having an order of service is wrong -- it is just that it should never impede actual ministry to those in need.

What’s more, the disciples appear to have been attempting to limit the average person’s access to Jesus. Demonstrative, loud prayers -- like those of the blind men -- do not set well in a dignified atmosphere. They are against the flow. But despite the disciples’ discomfort, Jesus wanted these people to come to Him.

Jesus said, “From the days of John the Baptist until now the kingdom of heaven suffers violence [is forcibly entered], and violent men take it by force [seize it for themselves].” (Matthew 11:12)

People were desperate to enter into the kingdom and were driven to desperate measures -- measures regarded as unacceptable to the religious leaders. They had already decided that certain people -- namely, prostitutes, publicans, gentiles and others -- were completely incapable of repentance. They chided Jesus for even wasting his time with them. They evidently hoped to bring Him into their orbit where the “righteous” could sit around and theologize in self-congratulatory circles. Yet, as Jesus pointed out, it was the sick who needed the physician.

Today, enthusiastic new Christians want to apply Scripture to every facet of their lives. They want to go out and do the Word. And mostly, they want the Word to be the guide in their churches. Full of hope, they approach the leadership with simple Scripture as a solution to a problem. The elders are condescending. They withstand the proffered Biblical solution knowing that soon the young believer will “outgrow” this enthusiasm and settle into the pattern of the way things have always been done.

If the young believer persists in pointing out the unscriptural aspects of the Church, he is labeled as “divisive” and becomes a pariah to all those who have long since given up a search for holiness. The enthusiast has two options: 1) give up and blend in, or 2) go against the flow (probably for the rest of his life).

Perhaps this explains why true revival is so rare. Revival fouls up schedules, disrupts the order of service, makes planning impossible, wrests control from the hands of human beings, and is just plain messy. God will simply not submit Himself to our agenda during a revival and so, when revival breaks out, churches and our leaders naturally resist.

We all pray for revival, but we do not want the unpredictability of something completely God-driven -- especially by a God Who does not want or need our guidance on how things ought to be done.

Let this be a warning to those who pray for revival: If your prayer is answered things will get out of control and your precious schedule will be in shambles.

The Power Trust

“‘Not by might nor by power, but by My Spirit,’ says the Lord of hosts.”

-- Zechariah 4: 6b

*    *    *

One constant principle in Scripture is that fallen man can do nothing good on his own. This does not mean that man’s efforts have produced no good thing, but only that when he does it is because of God’s blessing. Our efforts to manufacture good come to naught when we do it in our own strength. This is especially true when we divert our trust from God to other things like our own power and abilities.

“Unless the Lord builds a house,” Psalm 127: 1 says, “they labor in vain who build it.”

The answer to our problems is not in how much political power we can garner, but in whether our political power was consolidated by trust in God or whether we just put a “God” label on our own aspirations. Many believers were disappointed with the Reagan presidency because we had put our trust in the fact that we had gotten “our man” into office. We had placed our faith in a man (as good as he might have been) and that faith did not pay the dividends for which we had hoped. We did not see that it was God who places and deposes leaders.

None of this is to say we should not be involved in the political and social arenas. We should -- vigorously! But we must always keep in mind Whose timetable we are on -- Who is the actual strategist.

The same is true of our churches. Often we attempt to create a “revival” or a “move of the Spirit” by our own strength. We invite a specialist, “revival” preacher for a week-long set of meetings, we blanket the city with advertising, we try to replicate all of the “keys” to revival we have read or heard about -- but nothing comes of it. It was our revival, not God’s.

Worse, when God begins to stir people in prayer and repentance, and an excitement begins to move in our churches, we wrest control of it from the Holy Spirit and try to direct it ourselves. I recall a time here in Portland when there sprang up a movement of prayer in many congregations seeking revival. It was a real sovereign movement -- there was no organizer or particular promoter. I had been feeling this direction of the Spirit for some time -- independent of any knowledge of what was happening to others. Eventually, a coalition formed with some Church leaders who, after some time in earnest prayer, held a prayer gathering open to all who felt so stirred. From all reports I received, the meeting was powerful. The following day I heard one of the main speakers being interviewed on a local Christian radio broadcast. He said, “The Spirit of the Lord was really moving last night in the meeting, now, if we can only channel it . . .”

I heard a snap in my Spirit like the breaking of a dry twig and I knew in my spirit that the move was finished. The leaders had decided to channel “it” -- the “it” being the third Person of the Trinity, the Holy Spirit. Channel it?

Interestingly, this same thing was experienced by another man miles away. I shared my grief over the incident about a week later and he told me of his experience.

It was awful. I watched as the weeks passed and these leaders tried desperately to regain the power of that first meeting and the sweating, struggling fleshliness of their efforts became more and more apparent.

The American Temple Sideshow


“Truly I say to you, not one stone here shall be left upon another which shall not be torn down.”

-- Matthew 24: 2b

*      *     *

Probably the hardest thing for us to grasp is that God cares nothing for our buildings, organizations, and plans. He only cares for our love and obedience. No matter how useful, successful, or blessed our “things,” God does not need them. Their destruction would only be incidental.

The Temple helps to illustrate this. God actually directed the raising of the Temple, the operations of sacrifice, and the service of worship. Yet He was still willing to destroy it and leave it desolate because of the evil that clung to it. Can we expect that our mean little fiefdoms will survive such scrutiny?

Our missions projects, evangelism efforts, high-tech outreach methods, cross-referenced computer systems, television and radio equipment, colleges, church buildings (more recently renamed Christian centers), seminaries, centuries-old organizations, and other resources God will gladly destroy if there results any hope that even a remnant will respond to Him.

“To obey is better than sacrifice,” Samuel told Saul who had just offered his own version of the will of God. (1 Samuel 15:22)  Saul invented a “better” way to obey God and was rejected. Aaron’s sons tried offering “strange fire” -- an alternative incense -- and were fried on the spot. (Leviticus 10:1-2) God does not give us the option of choosing our own service -- alternatives are not accepted.

Metanoia:


The secret is not work or inactivity but work whose primary focus is the Lord Himself. We must be prepared to utterly submit ourselves to the Lordship of Christ by obedience to the Word and obedience to the moving of the Holy Spirit. Our sweat will not accomplish the will of God but the will of God will be accomplished as we work.

God may, at times, give His people great wealth and power to use for His glory but we must guard against placing our trust in these things. As God warned Israel upon their entry into the Promised Land, beware that they did not begin to imagine that it was by their own goodness or prowess that they had all these blessings.

Many times, however, God uses the weaknesses of our position to accomplish His work, and thus, greater glory goes to Him. “My grace is sufficient for you,” Jesus told Paul, “for My power is perfected in weakness.” (2 Corinthians 12: 9) We must be prepared to place our trust in God whether or not we have money, position, or power available to us for the task.

As Paul admonished, “. . . that your faith should not rest upon the wisdom of men, but on the power of God.”

Lord, we know how much we desire to control our lives. We idolatrously look to our money, our position, and our power to bring about what we want -- and often call what we want “God’s will.” Forgive us our rebellious lack of trust and return us to the place where we trusted You with our whole being.

We have built much in vain -- that is, without You. Father, we ask You to reduce our empty efforts to nothing and graciously permit us to enter into Your labors and cease from our own.

Part IV

TEARS

Chapter 12

“Jesus wept.”

-- John 11: 35

*    *    *

Tears can exemplify many things -- anger, repentance, fear, sorrow, even happiness. Most often, however, they are associated with loss and sorrow. In Scripture, even God experiences sorrow. With Him, that emotion was almost always in conjunction with some kind of rejection -- especially rejection by His own people.

Sacred Heart Revealed


“O Jerusalem, Jerusalem . . . How often I wanted to gather your children together, the way a hen gathers her chicks under her wings . . .”

-- Matthew 23:37

*      *     *

Very rarely in Scripture do we get such a clear look at the heart of God as when Jesus said this. It reminds me of two other places: When Jesus wept at Lazarus’ tomb which was mentioned above and when God was rejected as King by Israel, who wanted a king like the nations around them. “They have not rejected you,” He said to Samuel, “but they have rejected Me from being king over them.”

And Jerusalem . . . Jerusalem was the center of God’s work on earth. Mt. Zion was His resting place within the city. The typology is plain. The Church is a spiritual Jerusalem -- will it also reject the Christ who is sent to it?

Another reference to Jerusalem as the enemy of God comes in The Revelation 11: 8 where the two witnesses are killed and are allowed to lie in the streets for three days. The city, it says, is “mystically called Sodom and Egypt, where also [the] Lord was crucified.”

The theme of God betrayed by His own people is replete through Scripture. “He came to His own, and those who were His own did not receive Him” is replayed through both Testaments. (John 1:11) Many of the prophets reflect God as the husband of an adulterous wife. “The Lord would have established your kingdom over Israel forever,” Samuel told Saul as the king was rejected for disobedience. (1 Samuel 13:1-14)

Here, in Matthew 23: 37, we see the great longing of the Creator of all to simply have a people who will be drawn to Him. Time after time He has extended His hand of grace. The great love of God is further revealed by Jesus adding the descriptive clause “who kills the prophets and stones those who are sent to her!” The contrast is stark. Even through their rebellion He yearns for them to be His.

Jesus came with mercy and He also came with judgment. Both visions of Messiah appear in the ancient prophecies. “And the Lord, whom you seek, will suddenly come to His temple . . . But who can endure the day of His coming?” Malachi foretold. The Jews understood this conquering Messiah, though they felt the wrath would be directed at the Gentiles -- not at them. But they were unprepared for the Messiah of mercy and grace. When the offers of grace were finally rejected, Jesus promised judgment.

Today’s Church likewise looks only for a Christ of grace, and refuses to believe in the Jesus who brings judgment. But it is the very grace He has offered for the world that necessitates the judgment that follows. The heights of grace granted to this nation shall be the measure of the depths of its judgment.

It makes one weep to think of the heart of God broken and rejected again.

But You Would Not


Neither the extended grace nor the threatened judgments of God moved the Jews. As in the past, they were unwilling. Their self-righteous pride would not allow them to bend enough to hear righteous rebuke. The ties to the existing system of things and to worldly ways strangled their ability to respond to the call of God. Their fathers had rejected God’s messengers and they rode the well-worn track of their ancestors.

In the King James Version, Jesus ends his weeping over Jerusalem with the words, “. . . but you would not!” The picture is of the adamant child, arms folded, and its back to a pleading parent.

The offer of the covenant was one of fellowship and prosperity for the entire nation, but the Jews, unlike pagan nations, abandoned their God for others. Time after time they were warned and punished for their defection from God. Repeatedly they repented and returned -- but only when they were in trouble. Now, finally, their long-awaited promise had arrived. But they rejected Him just as they did the pleading of the prophets. It was small wonder that their house was left desolate -- their faith itself was desolate.

Ichabod

Everywhere was the smell of livestock. The lowing of cattle, the bleating of sheep filled the spaces in the air between the caterwallering merchants calling, “Lambs! Unblemished lambs!” A small knot of priests, on an apparently urgent mission, shouldered their way through the undulating crowd.

In a corner, a man arose from the business of plaiting thongs of leather. Suddenly, he began to lash at the sacrificial animal salesmen. Over went the exchange tables spilling their silver contents pinging to the ground. Men scurried after the rolling coins as the man flayed them with the whip. Soon they were driven out.

“My Father’s house is a house of prayer,” he cried, “But you have made it a den of thieves!” With that, he barred the gate against the merchants’ return.

*     *     *

It is difficult to imagine the scene in the Temple when Jesus entered. The place had become a bazaar -- and a crooked bazaar, at that. What must Gentile converts have thought when they finally visited the Temple of the Creator God? Not only was Jerusalem, the City of the Great King, corrupted, but the Temple itself had become a merchant’s paradise. God and worship had just become another vehicle by which to be enriched. All temple business was done with temple shekels. The temple shekel, for which one exchanged common shekels, weighed less than the common ones making an instant profit for the moneychangers. The priests and Levites got a cut of every transaction.

But Jesus’ cleansing of the Temple was not the last straw. From ancient times, the “service” offered in the sanctuary was called into question by God’s prophets. “Who asked you to come in here?” God asked after the priests had abandoned God for dead ritual. (Isaiah 1:12) On other occasions, He blasted them for offering blemished sacrifices, cheating on their wives, and not teaching righteousness.

It was at the end of the woes of Matthew 23 when Jesus finally strips the Temple of all its significance. “Behold, your house is being left to you desolate!” He said. 

Not since Phinehas’ wife named his son Ichabod -- “the glory has departed” -- after the Ark of the Covenant was taken from Israel was there such a profound spiritual vacuum. (1 Samuel 4) It will only be days after this doom is spoken by Jesus that the veil in the Temple will be rent to punctuate His words.

The Church Illegitimate


“But if you are without discipline, of which all have become partakers, then you are illegitimate children and not sons.”

-- Hebrews 12:8

*      *     *

We would like to imagine that God would not so deal with the Church of the New Testament as He did with the Church in the Old. But such hope is forlorn. God must chasten His Church and bring its sins under judgment. In fact, He must judge His own people first. (1 Peter 4:17) The reasons for this are obvious. If God cannot even keep His own house in order, He has little moral authority to judge others who rejected Him from the beginning. This is true of individual believers as well as the Church as a whole.

The purpose of this judgment is not as much anger as it is a need to purify His Church. Jesus gives the illustration of pruning (and burning) branches off the vine. (John 15:1-8) Those portions of the Church which do not bear fruit or, in another parable, which merely burden the ground will be removed. But before this removal, grace provides a margin in which the tree may be brought to productive use. (Luke 13:6-9) In this other story, the vineyard-keeper pleads for a little more time while He “digs and dungs” the tree. The conclusion of the tale is that if the tree does not respond, it will become firewood.

It is the great love God has for the Church that has made Him so patient with its historical rebellions. But it is also His great love that motivates the judgments that have befallen the Church.

Outside the Camp

When I was young, I used to get a laugh out of a television cartoon, The Flintstones. There was one tragic-comic scene that ended each episode where Fred Flintstone is ejected from his own house by the cat, a saber-tooth tiger, and is left pounding on his own door calling for his wife to let him in. In real life, a scene of a man tossed from his own home and unable to get in would only be funny in that odd way that pitiful situations are. Yet this is the very picture we see in the Revelation 3:20 where Jesus stands outside the door to His Church at Laodicea seeking entrance -- only there is little humor in the scene. We are not told whether the knocking is polite tapping or a firm striking but we may be assured that eventually Jesus will have access to that Church -- though maybe only in judgment.

It may be particularly significant that this illustration is attached to Laodicea because it is plain that the description of this Church is the one that best illustrates the American Church. “I am rich, and have become wealthy, and have need of nothing,” is the usually unspoken message.

But the picture of Jesus outside the Church is nothing new. The Old Testament typology of the scapegoat (Leviticus 16) was manifest in Jesus’ crucifixion “outside the gate.” (Hebrews 13:12-13) The truth was delivered and the move of God begun outside Jerusalem! And it has ever been so.

The history of revival in the Church reveals that most moves of God begin outside the Church. Generally, these moves were preceded by rejected attempts to stir change from within. Those who would not conform to the worldliness of the Church at that time were ejected and, as Hebrews 13:13 says, they went with Jesus outside the camp, bearing His reproach. On occasion, the Church would later get drawn into the revival. Other times the old Church would continue to calcify until there was very little room for a real Christian in it.

The first Christians were persecuted by pagan Rome only after extended tribulation from the Jews. In Church history there have been as many persecutions within the Church as without. Often it is the very alienation of a group of believers that makes them prime targets for worldly persecution. Two good modern examples are the homeschool and pro-life movements. Much of the legal difficulty they face can be traced to the unwillingness of the churches to back them early on because they were distrusted.

These and others have been willing to take firm stands for their faith -- even if it meant standing outside the camp.

Where His Heart Is

“Where your treasure is, there will your heart be also” is true of God as well as men. (Matthew 6:21) So reading Psalms 132:13-14 is instructive:

“For the Lord has chosen Zion; He has desired it for His habitation. ‘This is My resting place forever; here I will dwell, for I have desired it.’”

It is easy to see how much God wanted a place where He could touch His people -- where they could reach Him. And how marvelous it must have been for the omnipresent God to localize Himself. That Presence was such that, even in the midst of rebellion and exile, all the people of Israel had to do was to look toward the Temple and repent before God would respond to them. (1 Kings 8:46-52)

But how desolate would their faith be if God were to vacate the premises? Their worship and ritual would be vanity -- no better than their pagan neighbors.

Here -- precisely -- is what Jesus describes in verse 38 when he tells them that their house is left unto them desolate. The text offers an additional insight as we read the next three verses. Since the verse and chapter divisions are not inerrant parts of Scripture, we must assume that these conveniences might sometimes be better placed elsewhere. The chapter division between Matthew 23 and 24 is just such a place. The first two verses of chapter 24 continue in a flow from the denunciation, but the third verse introduces a completely new location and subject.

I say all of this to break our minds from the mold of stopping at chapter’s end. It also helps to point out that Jesus does more than merely pronounce desolation of the Temple. After He tells them it is being left desolate, He leaves -- making it desolate. More, He predicts that the Temple building, aside from its spiritual desolation, will become a physical model of the same. Forty years hence, the Temple was to be leveled by Roman armies.

But American Christians have hidden from this with presumptions of self-righteousness and “security.” We have misconstrued the word that “where two or three are gathered in My name” to confer His blessing on our every religious decision. Our prideful exhibitions and greedy plots are regarded as sanctified by this verse.  But we would be hard pressed to justify our dragging God in on many of our activities -- except as a form of torture.

Despite the fact that Scripture tells us that Israel forms a pattern for the Church -- especially in those things in which they rebelled -- we persist in the unfounded belief that the Church is exempt from judgment. Our sins have blinded us. Whatsoever the Church sows, it shall also reap. God is not mocked, nor will He treat His Church as an illegitimate child.

The Buck Stops

“The pastors are to blame,” Theophilus said, “because they never led the way. They are like sleeping dogs that never bark. You must pray for the pastors because the Lord is very angry with them -- the whole evil is upon them.”

Whether or not one believes the office of prophet still exists, certainly God does communicate with His people through human agency. This may come though exposition of the Word or the application of Biblical principles to similar modern situations. The above-quoted Nigerian pastor merely applies the principle of the watchman found in Ezekiel 33 to the corruptions of today’s Church. Isaiah and Jeremiah also finger the leaders as the primary culprits.

Judgment itself begins in the center of the Church. In Ezekiel’s vision of the slaughter at Jerusalem, the angels of judgment are assigned to slay all who did not sigh and groan for the abominations done in the land. “You shall start from My sanctuary,” the avenging angels are told. (Ezekiel 9:6)

Such verses should cause us to shudder, but instead we read it as a distant, unreal event -- certainly one in which we would never be involved. But the sins of the leaders listed in that chapter and the one before it have their counterparts in the American Church.

Will not God judge us as well? Or does He owe Ezekiel’s Jerusalem an apology?

The Last Refuge

Theological jingoism prevents many American Christians from believing that judgment in the Church is even possible. American patriotism combines with denominational loyalty to rise against the accusation that the American Church is guilty before God. “We’ve sent more missionaries around the world than anyone else,” we proudly say as if God were now in our debt.

The pride in American prosperity is pinned on the Christian roots of America as if modern Christians bore any spiritual resemblance to the Pilgrims and Quakers. But those earlier groups cultivated holiness as gain -- prosperity was, to them, measured in spiritual growth.

Current evangelical theology now prohibits God from punishing His own children, saying that He merely “corrects” us. No Biblical grounds for any such distinction are offered. Teachers offer that the judgment seat of Christ is nothing more than a “graduation ceremony” for believers. Verses that indicate judgments measured in stripes for unfaithful servants (Luke 12:42-48) are ignored or labeled “difficult” and shelved. When Scripture requires those sick who receive the prayer of the elders to confess our sins as part of the healing rite, it is regarded with perplexity and disbelief. It is the eternal security doctrine gone mad.

Are we so arrogant as to believe that God will not punish our sin in the same manner as Jerusalem’s? Shall God Who spent His Son’s precious blood to forgive sin now bypass that priceless provision and tolerate our sinfulness? I think not!

God will not wink at our detestable sin though we cry, “Grace, grace.” Nor is grace a permission for sin. We are fools if we believe that grace will cover unrepentant sin or that we possess some inherent goodness that God is bound to respect. Neither will a claim of ignorance help as those who do not know the will of God and do not do it still suffer stripes. (Luke 12:42-48)

In times past God has suffered His ark to be in the hands of the Philistines, His people to be captured and enslaved, His holy city and Temple to be destroyed, and His own Son to die the cruelest of deaths all to deal with the sin of His people. How dare we to suppose that God, Who did not spare His own Son for His love for us, will cast a protective hedge around the American Church and its playground of iniquity.

Chapter 13

The Question

“Surely it is not I, Rabbi?”

-- Judas to Jesus

Matthew 26: 25b

*    *    *

American Christians, like the Jews of Jesus’ time, find it difficult to believe that they could possibly be in opposition to God. When Judas asked the question above, he was consciously aware of his plot to sell out the Savior (Matthew 26: 14-16). His question was rhetorical, not serious. If, in our spirits, we ask the same question after looking at the charges against us in this book, we do so under a self-imposed blindness.

We are blind both to the seriousness of our condition and to any hope which appears before us. This blindness comes from our fallacious belief that evil -- even in us -- would appear evil. Like picturing the Devil as a horned being in red tights, we imagine that if we were so bloodguilty and sinful, we would fairly drool with wickedness. Instead, we believe our own civilized facade. The second false belief is that, if we really needed to repent, any offer of hope or salvation from our condition will come in a proper package. That is, he would have appropriate credentials. He would deliver a well-modulated, dispassionate, believable address to the appropriate leaders (and would most likely arise from among those leaders). His manners and dress would be impeccable. The messenger would fulfill all our expectations.

The Hope of Israel

The priests and scribes gathered in a tight knot. “Do you think it is He?” Yacob asked the others, “Could it possibly be?”

All looked surreptitiously toward the man who stood in the distance speaking to a crowd. The hot, afternoon air buzzed with bugs and excitement. “Will you ask?” requested Yosef of the other.

“I will ask,” volunteered Eli who, until now, had stood to the back of the group. He set out toward the preaching figure with the rest of the group in tow. Waiting for an opportune moment, he called to the grisly, wild-looking man, “Are you the Christ?”

The wide eyes of the preacher quickly turned and settled on Eli. “No, I am not,” he answered without hesitation.

“Then, are you Elijah?” added Yacob.

“Or the Prophet,” continued Yosef.

Shaking his untamed mane, he said, “No.”

The group exchanged glances of confusion. Eli stepped forward again. “Then who are you? We must have an answer for those who sent us. What do you say of yourself?”

*    *    *

At the time of Jesus, all Israel was in expectation of the Messiah. They knew He would have to fit certain criteria -- in fact, so would any important character foretold in prophecy. They were looking, and looking hard, for the Anointed One to free them from Roman domination and make them kings of the earth.

The tragic tale of the gospels is that the Jews were blind to His appearing -- deliberately blind because of their hardness of heart. Twisting the knife, Jesus now pronounces an additional blindness upon them. “You shall not see Me,” He said. Him whom they most desire to see would be kept from their vision. The Hope of Israel will stand before them and they will not see Him.

There is, however, a proviso which will open their eyes.

Blessing the One Sent

In Matthew 23, Jesus told the multitudes He would send more messengers to them. This was odd because He had sent Israel messengers throughout history and they had only abused them. Yet, here we find another attempt by the Lord to salvage these hopeless people. Even this, however, was couched in negative terms as though there was little hope expressed that they would respond. He had predicted the prophets’ persecution.

They, He says, will not see Him again until . . . “until you say, ‘Blessed is He who comes in the name of the Lord.’”

I believe that this has a two-fold meaning:

1) 
They must come to the place that they receive Him as a child -- and specifically those children at the gate 
who cried “Hosannah! Blessed is He who comes in the name of the Lord!” or,

2)
 They must receive those who are sent in His name before they will be able to see Him.

These same people were the ones who had most strongly objected to the outcry of the children at His triumphal entry into Jerusalem, now He was asking them to humble themselves as these children. (Matthew 18:3-4) The repetition of the children’s chant in this quote could hardly have escaped their notice.

In the second meaning, the scribes and Pharisees were being required to “see” Him in His messengers -- to receive Him through receiving them. Jesus told the disciples that whoever received them, received Him. (Matthew 10:40-42) Interestingly, this also connects well with being humble as children since Jesus also said that whoever received “one such child in My name” receives Him (Matthew 18:5). But this would have been difficult for those who looked with disdain on those twelve grubby disciples “who knew not the Law.” In both cases, the stooping required was too great.

Yet, this stooping appears to be the only hope Jesus offers.

The “Day of the Lord” Dodge

Joseph Foreman, a Missionary to the Preborn, once pointed out that eschatology has not changed its premise in over 3,000 years. The Old Testament Jews and New Testament Christians both looked for a conquering Messiah who would trounce their enemies and lift them up to rule with Him with a rod of iron. But, as true as these prophecies are, God has chided those who presumptuously see themselves as the beneficiaries of all this power at the triumphant coming of the Lord. “Alas, you who are longing for the day of the Lord,” God said in Amos 5:18, “For what purpose will the day of the Lord be to you? It will be darkness and not light.”

And why would the Lord say such a terrible thing to His people? Because of the sins listed in verses 10 through 12 of Amos 5 -- sins which have easy equivalent in the American Church. God was trying to tell them that their bloodguilt and spiritual pride had turned what had been their hope into what would actually be disaster for them. They knew the day of the Lord brought judgment for sin, but they supposed that only the pagans would suffer God’s anger. They rejected the idea that they might be among the judged.

A similar mindset infects the Church today. All around us we see the “signs of the times” destroying both Church and nation. The Church, however, would rather focus on that day of supposed glory than attend to simple obedience today. We dodge our responsibility to mollify the evils around us by alluding to our hope of heaven or rapture. We also avoid having to deal with our personal faults.

Seek Ye First the Faults of the Pagans

Much of the blindness of the Pharisees was attributable to farsightedness -- that is, the inability to see things close at hand. Jesus rebuked them because they were able to discern the signs in the sky but were unable to see the signs of the times (Matthew 16:2-3). In their visually impaired spiritual condition, they were quite able to call the sins of the pagans but remained hazy about the faults they themselves had.

As spiritual descendants of this tradition, the Church continues sightless before the mirror of the Word. We denounce humanists and New Agers for participating in ungodly shamanistic practices, yet we sanctify many of those very practices within the Church. Bookshelves are filled with fast-selling tomes denouncing New Age spirituality while Christian psychologists baptize hypnosis, inner healing, and guided imagery into the sacred canon of acceptable counseling. 

When David Hunt warned about the drift of the Church into occult activities, he was castigated for his trouble. We deplore materialism on paper but we measure spirituality by material prosperity (or lack of it, in the case of ascetic groups). Our comfortable jobs, homes, cars, insurance policies, and fellowships become the boundaries of godliness while we complain that secular people spend their lives seeking hollow fulfillment in their jobs, homes, cars, insurance policies, and friendships.

It is always easier to find fault with others than to do the hard work of self-examination. “Do you suppose that those eighteen on whom the tower of Siloam fell and killed them, were worse culprits than all the men who live in Jerusalem?” Jesus once asked the multitudes. Jesus clearly indicated that, comparisons with others notwithstanding, everyone would be responsible for his own sins. They may not have been as bad as others, but they were guilty all the same. The American Church will not survive by boasting of its great mission efforts or by comparing itself to the burnt-out husks of now defunct European churches. It would certainly not fare well in comparison with the Iron Curtain Church of the last three decades.

I have heard that since the “collapse” of the Iron Curtain, Christians have seen the influences of the American Gospel sweep into their lands and actually undermine the strength of the Church. According to reports I have received, many of the faithful are praying for a return of the persecution in order to destroy the noxious leaven of American Materialistic Christianity.

If there is any hope for the American Church, it will be when we compare ourselves with the Plumb Line.

How Long, Oh, Lord?

How much sin -- how close a comparison to the sins condemned by Jesus and the prophets -- would it take for God to declare the “woes” on the American Church which were pronounced by Jesus on the Jews? Not all scribes and Pharisees, after all, participated in all the evils named and, in some instances, a case can be made that the American Church has out-Phariseed the Pharisees -- but all Israel paid the price! The good and the bad, the religious and the non-religious, the leaders and the followers all paid in blood at the hands of Rome. The evils in the American Church are at least as pervasive as those of Israel and the Church is in much danger.

As an example of our great danger, I cite one profound moral choice of the American Church -- abortion. The bloodguilt incurred by the American Church in this arena alone makes it difficult to understand why we cannot hear audible cries of “How long, oh, Lord?” coming from the soil of our country.

The Other Shoe

America is a land of opportunity. You have the opportunity to be judged by God.

You have the opportunity to be robbed and have the police take your report over the phone. Your cities can be virtually powerless against criminals and gangs. When you go out, your investment in an alarm system may be your only defense. You can kill your child in the womb -- and some of the time, you can kill them after birth. And those you don’t kill may join gangs and turn on you. You have the opportunity to be killed by relatives who don’t want to pay more medical bills or by doctors who need your organs. You can be arrested for speaking publicly against homosexuals. You have the chance to get any of a number of serious or deadly communicable diseases -- even if you are not sexually involved outside marriage. You may pay increasingly high prices for food because of drought and pestilence. You have the opportunity to always be in short supply of necessities. You have the chance to bring your children downtown and run into a homosexual “pride” parade. You may be raped or have your wife or daughter raped. You can owe -- through your government -- trillions of dollars to foreign nations and participate in the greatest national credit orgy of all time. You can be part of the most indebted nation on earth. Your nation’s armies can be defeated by a succession of tin-pot dictators. You have the opportunity to be one of many infertile couples in a nation that has not reproduced at replacement level in more than a dozen years. Even your livestock can have difficulty breeding. You have the opportunity to send your children to schools that will teach them confusion about God, themselves, sex, and life in general. You have the ability to struggle hard making a business work only to see the profits go to foreign investors. Major American corporations have the chance to be owned by Japanese, German, or Arab investors. The very name of your country can be a byword and a laughing stock. All of these and more are the current American opportunities -- but this is only the first shoe.

The tragic American condition reflects nothing better than the Deuteronomy 28 curses to the nation that abandons God. To list just a few:

*
The Lord will smite you with consumption and fever . . .

*
The Lord will make the rain of your land powder and dust . . .

*
The Lord will cause you to be defeated before your enemies . . .

*
. . . you shall be robbed continually, with none to save you.

*
You shall betroth a wife, but another man shall violate her . . .

*
Your sons and daughters shall be given to another people . . .

*
A people whom you do not know shall eat up your produce . . .

*
You shall become a horror, a proverb and a taunt among all the people . . .

*
The alien who is among you shall rise above you . . . he shall be the head and you the tail.

“So all these curses come on you,” God concludes, “and pursue you and overtake you until you are destroyed, because you would not obey the Lord your God by keeping His commandments and His statutes which He commanded you.”

It doesn’t take any imagination to see where America -- once blessed of God with the blessings of the early part of Deuteronomy 28 -- is now. The point of our destruction has not yet been reached but we are careening headlong toward it.

God has dropped the curses on this nation -- curses which grow in magnitude daily. We are being pursued by these evils. When will He drop the other shoe? -- and can it be prevented?

Consider the things God was willing to do in judgment of Israel: Destruction of their nation, the capitol city, and Temple; exile, slavery and scattering; entire bloodlines blotted out; the slaughter of innocent children and women. Ultimately, God rejected Israel (after the flesh) in its entirety as the vehicle of His blessings to the world. There is some indication that a remnant of Israel will still play a role in God’s plans, but it is far from the grace of which they could have partaken.

Paul asks the rhetorical question, “Are we better than they?” and answers that we are all under sin -- and, as such, subject to discipline for sin. (Romans 3:9-18) Later, Paul warns that we -- the gentile Church -- have been grafted in to the Vine where Israel was removed. “Do not be conceited, but fear; for if God did not spare the natural branches (Israel), neither will He spare you.” (Romans 11:20-21)

America has suffered judgment in the past. Consider the retribution for our unwillingness to defend our black brethren from the outset of this nation. We, the Church, permitted the diabolical system of slavery and institutionalized racism to be planted as tares in our field. The price? Millions dead, maimed, or wounded in a horrible civil war. Abraham Lincoln, shortly after his conversion at Gettysburg, commented on the implications of the war as God’s judgment.

“Yet if God wills that [the war] continue until all the wealth piled up by the bondsman’s two hundred and fifty years of unrequited toil shall be sunk, and every drop of blood drawn by the lash shall be paid by another drawn by the sword, as it was said three thousand years ago, so it must still be said, ‘The judgments of the Lord are true and righteous altogether.’” 1

The tone of repentance and resignation to the justice of God’s decrees is paramount -- a tone completely absent in the American Church today. But the judgment seen by Lincoln was not the end of the matter. More than a hundred years of civil and political strife over race followed and no resolution is yet in sight. This is the price of our disobedience.

Yet, even this judgment is “true and righteous altogether.”

It Can’t Happen Here

“But we are God’s people,” some will answer. “He said the gates of hell would not prevail against us. How can He allow us to be destroyed?”

There are several responses to this. One is that Israel also thought that their “promise people” status gave them immunity from the consequences of sin. They believed that their position was irrevocable and they would not be cut off. But, God can use anyone or anything to perform His will. As Jesus told the Pharisees who complained about the rejoicing multitude at His triumphal entry, “I tell you, if these become silent, the stones will cry out!” (Luke 19:40) God will use those who are willing -- and if we are unwilling, He will use stones, if necessary, to fulfill His purposes.

The arrogant American Church likewise has adopted the mentality that we are indispensable to God’s plan. But just because we are in the new covenant does not mean we can sin with impunity. God’s promises -- and even His love -- are not unconditional, despite what the popular speakers in the Church tell you. Jesus said, “He who has My commandments and keeps them, he it is who loves Me; he who loves Me shall be loved by My Father, and I will love him, and will disclose Myself to him.” (John 14:21) That sounds pretty conditional to me.

Even the New Testament warns us to look at the example of what evil befell Israel -- and fear.

Where We Stand

This is the most difficult question. Is there still time to repent and escape wrath? Or are we doomed? Perhaps a better question is whether it -- even if the other shoe drops -- is worth expending our last energies in repentance and obedience? Is being in good standing with God, alone, sufficient cause to repent?

Whether we have crossed the Rubicon of iniquity or not may not be clear at this moment.  

Once again, I will defer to my Nigerian friend. The other day I received my first correspondence from him. The letter was composed of two points. First, he said, “America. I don’t know why I so love that nation upon their spiritual callousness. This signifies to me that God’s love for them still endures.” But following this, Theophilus wrote of bloodguiltiness in nations. “I know the consequence of the shedding of blood of men born and unborn. Read Numbers 35:33. Think of that for sometime you will find that this retribution from God’s word may make blood touch blood in human viewpoint.” I shiver every time I read it.

It is like America is on the brink -- a brink to which the American Church has led it. The prosperity of America has been its own greatest downfall -- much like Israel. “I spoke to you [Israel] in your prosperity,” God said, “but you have said, ‘I will not listen!’ This has been your practice from your youth, that you have not obeyed My voice.” (Jeremiah 22:21)

Eighteen Inches

To obtain the hope Jesus offers we must travel -- we must travel the 18 inches between our knees and the floor. Our blindness has been self-propagated and self-perpetuated. If we now see this glimmer of light, we dare not let it pass without grasping for it.

It will not be possible for us to bless those who come in the name of the Lord later if we neglect the call we hear today. They will still come but we will view them as madmen and troublemakers. We will label them “divisive” and “unloving” but if we do, our house will be left desolate.

Those who come in the name of the Lord must be received -- not because they are anything but because their Lord is Someone. The critical messages of people like Dave Hunt, David Wilkerson, Franky Schaeffer, and, more importantly, our local troublemakers, should be more carefully examined. 

“Our Law does not judge a man, unless it first hears from him and knows what he is doing, does it?” Nicodemus wisely asked the leaders of the Jewish people. But the Pharisees were blinded by their own presuppositions. They already “knew” that no prophet arose out of Galilee. (John 7:45-53) Likewise, we ought to consider what some of modern troublemakers say. Not all that any of them say may be God’s criticism of us, but their faults, their crudeness, and their peculiarities should not be used to toss their messages out.

David, sensitive to the possibilities of God’s rebuke, would not permit Abishai to kill the loathsome and contemptuous Shimei who railed at the king and threw stones at him while he fled Jerusalem. David told Abishi, “If he curses, and if the Lord has told him, ‘Curse David,’ then who shall say, ‘Why have you done so?’ . . . Let him alone and let him curse, for the Lord has told him.” (2 Samuel 16:5-14) Such humility is worthy of emulation.

Consider how inappropriately many prophets have behaved. Ezekiel slept on one side and ate food cooked over dung, Isaiah wandered naked for three years, Amos married an unfaithful harlot, John the Baptist wore camel skin (phew!), and Philip had four virgin daughters that prophesied. (Acts 21:8-9) God can even use a jackass (or a jackass’s sinful owner) if He so desires. (Numbers 22)

Just as the Samaritan woman at the well was an unlikely source for a Jew like Jesus to seek water, so Jesus was an unlikely source for the Samaritan woman to receive the living water He offered. Jesus himself was not called a winebibber and a glutton by staying at home. Jesus was not what the Jews expected in a Messiah. The Scripture tells us there was “no stately form or majesty that we should look upon Him, nor appearance that we should be attracted to Him.” (Isaiah 53:2) If we were to see Jesus as He was then, He would not look like the handsome man in our “Christian” plaques in the bookstores. He might even be described as homely. He had no advance men, advertising budget, fine clothes, invitations by the local rabbinical committees, credentials from the school of Gamaliel, letters of commendation from Caiaphas, or glowing halo to mark Him as someone to whom we ought to attend. He had miracles -- which were denounced as demonic. He had hard sayings -- for which people stayed away in droves. He had a demanding call -- which the rich heard and walked away saddened. Only a comparative few in Israel had the humility to listen to this man.

It takes humility to hear the Word of the Lord when it comes wrapped in an unexpected way. The barrier to hearing is our pride.
Chapter 14

The Surgeon Eternal

I awoke to the blurry sight of an acoustic ceiling and a large digital clock on the opposite wall. My mouth was filled with a hard plastic tube that forced its way down my throat and intermittently pumped air into my lungs. I felt like I was being choked as the breathing rhythm was so artificially unlike the one which my lungs and entire body demanded. Alternate pain and numbness ruled differing portions of my body. The compelled rising and falling of my chest made my sternum and backbone feel like rusty hinges. I felt awful.

When I tried to adjust the invasive and uncomfortably placed ventilator, I discovered that my hands were secured to the sides of the bed. I felt worse.

Consciousness came and went several times before I remembered that my discomfort was due to having had -- earlier that morning -- a massive heart attack. Once the emergency team had stabilized my condition, however, they found three of my heart’s arteries were more than 90% blocked. There was no avoiding radical surgery -- a triple bypass. So soon upon my coronary, the operation took on a high probability of death.

The heart attack had felt like a giant TV wrestler was trying to manually insert an inch and a half diameter pike into my chest by slow and deliberate pressure. I thought nothing could have felt worse. I was wrong.

They had told me that I was “fortunate” to have had my heart attack while in the hospital. Somehow I doubted that as I looked at the interminable pace of the digital clock before my eyes. 

For nearly two months after the surgery, pains and discomforts exceeding those of my heart attack were with me almost all day. Breathing bent and distorted my healing sternum -- and, God have mercy if I would ever have to cough or sneeze. During the surgery, my rib cage had been spread apart and my spine -- against its natural purpose -- became a hinge which only recovered with months of rest. 

At times I felt, in passing, as if the recovery was not worth the price for avoiding the heart attack. Yet now I write this book -- and have written seven others since that event now more than four years gone.

Was it worth it? I believe it was, but you would have been hard pressed to prove it to me during the first two months of recovery.

*    *    *

Radical, emergency surgery is no picnic. It is often life-saving. Sometimes it is simply too late to do any good and the patient dies. Other times the patient simply refuses the assistance.

It has been said that the sword of the Word may be used both as a slaughter weapon against His enemies and as a blade to amputate gangrenous limbs among His troops. There may be some truth to this. Often it is painful to us for God to remove the carnal portions of our lives. But if they are allowed to grow to cancerous dimensions, radical removal is the only answer. The analogy fits God’s people well. Recall the story of the tribe of Benjamin in Judges 19 through 21 where the Benjamites tolerated the sons of Belial (sexual perverts) in their midst. In order to purge the evil from the nation of Israel, it was necessary for the rest of the tribes to confront Benjamin and demand that the evil ones be surrendered. Benjamin refused. The rest of Israel, as one man, fought against Benjamin until only 600 men of that tribe survived. The tribe would have been utterly destroyed had the 600 not fled and hidden themselves.

This mighty judgment came against the Benjamites -- out of whom would later come the prophet Samuel -- was a result of their tolerance for sin in their midst. As ingrained as this tolerance was, Israel knew they could not abide this evil and escape judgment from God. The sacrifice of an entire tribe was the only solution and the possibility of Benjamin’s extinction was very real. As terrible as this judgment became, however, it was far superior to the annihilation of the entire nation -- or even of the tribe of Benjamin. And though the recovery process was long and painful, Benjamin was still used of God afterwards.

Such radical “surgery” for the Body of Christ has precedent in Scripture. Most of the seven churches addressed in the Revelation no longer exist today. This includes one, contrary to the sword-as-surgical-instrument analogy, whom the Lord said He would “make war against . . . with the spirit of [His] mouth.” (Revelation 2:16) Apparently, in this last case, the sword was unsheathed and the result was death. The threats against most of these churches seems more indicative of enemies of God rather than friends -- yet, it is the Church of God to whom He speaks!

Modern examples also abound. Christian nations like Germany and Poland who have departed from the faith have been conquered by pagans, subjugated, destroyed, divided, or diminished in status. England has become a strife-torn patchwork of competing hedonisms. Most of western “Christian” Europe is under the deception of humanism and suffers from the attendant miseries.

Ultimate Values: Unity or Holiness


“More churches have been destroyed by the Accuser of the Brethren and its fault-finding than either immorality or misuse of church funds.” 1

*      *     *

There is no evidence of the truth of the above statement -- nor is there corroboration in Scripture. But it does reflect a growing body of teaching in the American Church that it is wrong to point out sin within the Body of Christ. Granted, the booklet in which the quote was found contains some real substance regarding gossip and slander, but the book’s overall premise encompasses genuine, critical self-examination within the Church as the work of the Accuser of the Brethren. The practice of rebuke was denounced in Israel as well when the prophets engaged in it. Isaiah described these people, “Who say to the seers, ‘You must not see visions’; and to the prophets, ‘You must not prophesy to us what is right, speak to us pleasant words, prophesy illusions . . .’” (Isaiah 30:10). Today we say, “Don’t be so negative. Speak positive, uplifting messages. These doom-and-gloom messages are divisive. If you speak non-confrontive messages, we will have unity and you won’t chase away new believers.”

But it is a simplistic notion that the appearance of unity given by ignoring Church-wide iniquity is more important than holiness. Surely, many of today’s believers would view Jesus’ words in Matthew 23 as coming from the Accuser if they were repeated by Him now. Ignoring sin may unify sinners with one another, but none are thereby unified with God.

Who can say that the Church has suffered as greatly from criticism within as from the televised sex and money scandals of recent times? Actually, those turgid, public revelations are probably a form of judgment against the American Church for the very willful ignorance that made such gross sin possible. Our unwillingness to confront sin in the first place allowed these situations to grow to the proportions they eventually attained. Israel was punished by becoming a byword in much the same manner. Today, the Church is spoken of with similar derision. And the Church deserves such scandals because the American Church in general did not rise up against overt sin and heresy.

Historically, the Church -- Old and New Testament -- has been constantly reined in by prophets. When God’s people cast off restraint, more prophets appear to warn of doom or declare impending judgment. But this ministry has never been popular. It is worth noting, though, that in any move of God it is always a minority who participate though many more reap the benefits. Perhaps revival today hinges on just a handful who are willing to repent and seek God.

Revival, however, is not to be sought lightly. The moving of the Spirit -- like radical surgery -- can be very painful.

If My People

One of the most often heard verses in America in recent years is 2 Chronicles 7:14, “If My people who are called by My name humble themselves and pray, and seek My face and turn from their wicked ways, then I will hear from heaven, will forgive their sin, and will heal their land.”

Remarkably, in the context of the verse, this was offered as a remedy to God’s curses of drought, plague, and disease. The verses imply that it is God’s people who bear the blame for such things. Yet, the American Church is more liable to blame “environmental abuses” inherent in the world’s lifestyle than sin in our ranks for wave upon wave of localized famines, droughts, floods, medflies, crime, pollution, serial killings, whiteflies, herpes, AIDS, and countless other curses.  The last thing we will examine is our own culpability.

At this time in the news there are terrible floods occurring in southern California which are due to heavy rains. Houses are sliding down hills so fast that you can watch their zip-codes change. Yet, the commissioner in charge of water supplies has just simultaneously tightened restrictions on water usage due to the ongoing 5-year drought. I find it a supreme irony that this particularly hedonistic part of the country should, at one time, suffer the devastation of too much water and the impingement of too little. Yet, as far as I can tell, there has been no outcry to God about the source of this judgment.

Most often, when this verse in second Chronicles is quoted, it means another round of self-serving religious activities that fail to have impact outside the church doors. A couple of hyper-emotional prayer meetings will birth a forlorn hope that the world will have miraculously changed during that time. And in the minds of most, the focus remains on the sins of the pagans rather than the sins of the Church. Very little is made of the “turn from their wicked ways” clause -- unless “their” means “over there.” No one expects to have to do the hard work of redeeming the culture from the pagans.

But the verse is explicit and specific. Both the fault and the solution is declared in the first three words: “If My people . . .”  The fact is, the evil things we see have come upon us because of sins like divorce, adultery, and murder in the Church! Look in your Bibles. Abundant rain for crops, fertility of the ground, children, and even business prosperity are blessings of God given to an obedient people. Drought and pestilence appear as judgments for departure from Him. Do we think things have changed? Has God abandoned the earth to “natural causes” as Deists propose?

These crises have come upon this nation only as we began trusting in our own ingenuity to pull us through and decided we no longer needed a living God to care for us. Yet the escape route is rigidly laid out. The “My people” of that verse must first humble themselves -- not send out more missionaries, or soup up the evangelism explosion and Bible study ministries, or expand outreach services, or reorganize the service, or write congressmen, or picket abortion clinics. “My people” must humble ourselves and confess our sin. The other things must follow, but not precede, repentance.

Given the overwhelming denial of sin in the Church and its hysterical optimism about the future of the American dream, 2 this kind of humility appears unlikely. America reels under judgment from God right now and the Church is blind to it. No one wants to admit that our nation’s troubles have their source in the Church’s sin. As it is, America is riven with internal strife, controlled by pagans, hostile to Christ, awash in blood, and on a course of glorifying sexual perversion because the Church will not repent of its sin and begin acting as God’s Church should act. What could the future hold?

Shepherd’s Bane

“Let not many of you become teachers, my brethren, knowing that as such we shall incur a stricter judgment.”

-- James 3:1

*    *    *

God has never been tolerant of sin among His people. Because of the position of respect filled by ministers, any Church leader who leads them to believe otherwise is in great danger. (Matthew 18:5-6) The prophets are rife with words against the prophets and priests who led God’s people astray or told them that all was well when impending judgment hovered over their heads. (Jeremiah 6:13-14 & 8:10-11) “Woe, shepherds of Israel who have been feeding themselves!” Ezekiel cried. “Should not the shepherds feed the flock?” (Ezekiel 34)

The most resounding denunciations in Scripture are usually aimed at the leaders of God’s people and the severest punishments await those who do this work negligently. 

God’s appointments and knowledge confer responsibility. Ezekiel prophesies of the watchman on the wall and how his failure to warn the people in the city puts the guilt of their blood on his head. (Ezekiel 33:1-6) How much more, pastors and priests in the Church today?

Unpleasant and unpopular as it may be, it is the responsibility of the Church leaders to reprove, rebuke, and exhort. (1 Timothy 4:2) But this is not what occurs in the American Church. Everyone feels “called” to “love” people back to the truth -- meaning that we don’t wish to do anything unpleasant. But there is no such “ministry” in the Bible where people are “loved” by ignoring their sin. In fact, this is a manifestation of lack of love because the sinner is abandoned to his hellbound fate while he is given the impression that all is right with God. No demonic scheme could be more complete.

My friend Theophilus noted that the American clergy are “like sleeping dogs that never bark.”

What will these Men of God answer to the blood of their churches when they stand before God?

Other Responsible Parties


“And from everyone who has been given, much shall be required; and to whom they entrusted much, of him will they ask all the more.”

-- Luke 12:48b

*    *    *

There is no other known generation of Christians who have been “entrusted much” as we have. We have access to the Bible in a way unheard of in past times. A number of translations help us to clarify rather than confuse the passages. Concordances, study guides, Greek and Hebrew lexicons, and Bible dictionaries are within the reach of nearly any believer in America. Commentaries can be consulted and compared; scholarly books are written to illuminate us as to the reasons for this or that interpretation.

And Americans have money. Even those who are poor are mostly so only in comparison. We have the wherewithal to purchase many of the books -- or at least take a bus to the library and look them up.

There is simply no excuse for the rampant Biblical ignorance in the American Church. Adopting a whole set of doctrines without serious study is not fulfilling one’s obligation to the verse quoted above. The mere availability of such massive resources for Biblical study imparts liability to us for our understanding -- and then doing -- the Word of God. None of us will have the luxury of pointing to pastors and Church leaders and saying, “I just followed what I was told.”

Spiritual laziness will not so easily be justified. While leaders who did not lead will be accountable to God for their errors, the individual and church bodies who mutely suffered bad teaching and blindly accepted the words of men will also pay the price. The authority that legitimately exists in the ministry will not shield the congregation from accountability for the “much” we have been given.

How Shall I Admonish You?

This was the question Jeremiah asked Jerusalem in Lamentations 2:13. The weeping prophet looked at the promise that was Jerusalem and was astonished at the impending doom. How would he reach the city with God’s message. There was a barrier to their hearing.

“Your prophets have seen for you false and foolish visions,” He said. “And they have not exposed your iniquity so as to restore you from captivity, but they have seen for you false and misleading oracles.” (Lamentations 2:14)

The majority of the priests and prophets had a soothing message -- one very different from that pesky Jeremiah. The old coot was just too picky about every little sin. The religious leaders assured them that everything was O.K. with God -- after all they were Jerusalem! God would not judge them!

The profound unbelief of the people of the holy city combined and strengthened by the religious leadership’s refusal to confront sin was ultimately deadly to Jerusalem.

There is a similar question in America. How shall the American Church be admonished? A great Church of a great and blessed nation stands on the edge. America was founded by men who bent their wills to God. The nation was nurtured by the Word. And though obedience was imperfect and judgments befell the land, there was always a return to her Maker -- until recent decades.

Church leaders, recalling fast-fading former glories, hide present sin in the covering of America’s founding splendor. We unworthily claim the mantle of the Church of America’s beginnings. Congregations, hungry for justification, accept the title of “Christian nation” and refuse to hear “negative” and “divisive” messengers who call our sin to account.

Only a sovereign act of God granting the American Church a “place of repentance” (Hebrews 12:17) will alter its collision course with God’s judgment. But revival turns on an extremely fine point. To tip the balance of mercy, it may only take a small group seeking that place of repentance -- maybe only one person -- maybe you.

Metanoia

The hour is late -- and it could even be too late to redeem this nation and its godly inheritance. Certainly God will accept no repentance motivated by our hope of recapturing our former comfortable, complacent status. But we will all still stand before God with what we did from this moment with the knowledge we now have. Our situation is dire. It is truly, as in the oft-mocked prophetic tradition, “Repent or die!”

As individuals, we must repent -- first, for ourselves, then, as Daniel did, for the sins of the people. We will be of no use to God or anyone else until we have repented of our own culpability for the degenerate condition of America and the Church. Once having accepted our responsibility, we will be able to approach the changes needed with a humility borne of shared guilt.

And repentance is more than sorrow for sin, but includes a change of life. (2 Corinthians 7:10)

Whether our assignment after repentance is public or private, the spirit of our activism will not be the rancor or self-righteousness of the super-religious zealot but the recognition of our weakness and dependence on God.

In either event, we must all go from our knees to obedience to God’s Word -- even when it means sacrifice and discomfort. Regaining the culture (not our comforts) will be just plain, hard work. This is our only hope of revival. It will not take a majority of believers to bring the change, only a committed minority -- and the extended grace of God. The majority of the Church or a nation is always turned by a small group much like a ship with a small rudder. If God has mercy on that handful, the majority will be affected. If God is to have dominion in our lives and that dominion is meant to affect the world, then we must enter the fray in earnest.

Proverbs 12:24 tells us, “The hand of the diligent shall rule, but the slack hand will be put to hard labor.” Note that it does not say the hand of the diligent believers, just the hand of the diligent. Today, the pagans rule -- not by some subversive plot, but because they were diligent and the Church was slack. Who is it that is now put to “forced labor” in America? The Church! The Church’s hand has been slack and now we must whimper and beg for every meager privilege. We have our church buildings at the pleasure of the state. We fear to become involved in abortion, homosexual rights, and other moral, social, and political arenas because we are enslaved to our tax-deductible status. More and more, the Church is being isolated to a cultural ghetto. We have become socially irrelevant. 

How irrelevant? Recently, a student, assigned to write a paper on an influential person, had her report on Jesus Christ rejected by a teacher who publicly mocked the girl and said she must write on a “real” person. Despite the fact that the existence of Jesus is better documented than that of Julius Caesar, the teacher had dubbed the life of Christ to be so irrelevant that His reality was questioned. The teacher told the student and her parents that her paper was appropriate only for the Sunday school -- the Christian ghetto.

Remember Jesus said, “You shall not see Me until you say, ‘Blessed is He who comes in the name of the Lord.’”

The threat that we will not see Him should be terrifying, but the solution is contained in the warning. We must acknowledge His sovereignty over all our lives -- and regard His Lordship as a blessing instead of a burden. We must receive His unadulterated Word as the unsparing standard for our thoughts, words, and actions. No other lordship must compete -- not even our own. And that lordship of His must not be a show but a true conversion of the heart.

If God is merciful, this can still be changed -- but it is we  who will have to give diligence. It will mean little or no television, fewer vacations, less money, less free time, and plain old hard work. We will have to become knowledgeable about law, medicine, media, the arts, education, and the host of other fields the American Church has abandoned. We will have to act where we once cowered, speak where we once held our peace, and join where we once segregated.

It is likely that we will still suffer greatly for the sins already past because the law of reaping and sowing will not be suspended. But any other road than repentance from our current course will lead to annihilation.

The only question remaining is: Will we repent -- or die?
Afterword

As I look back over this rather gloomy portrayal of the American Church and its prospects, I am reminded of Nineveh. Though I do not claim any of Jonah’s prophetic likeness, I can see the possibility of my being placed in a similarly embarrassing position. America’s Christians could  repent and God could  respond in kind.

From a limited vantage in the last few months, I have seen some things to indicate the possibility of a genuine, sovereign revival. The indicators are tiny and sporadic and could flicker away any moment. But then, God could fan it into a wildfire.

The question for me is: Will I stand back and watch or allow God’s Spirit to overcome me? It’s is not as foolish a question as it may first appear. Publishing a book like this-like Jonah’s prophesying in Nineveh-places upon one a great notoriety and a great need to see some sort of fulfillment or embarrassment.

I could cavalierly (and magnanimously) say, -I don’t care if a revival makes me appear to have been wrong so long as there is a true revival but honesty demands that I admit that something in my carnal nature doesn’t feel that way. In my heart-of-hearts I long for a personal revival on the order of that which I hope to see in the American Church.

I can only pray that-if God grants mercy to this nation-that my pride will not lead me into the grudging response that Jonah felt. For better or worse, you now have this tome in your hand and I must accept whatever use to which God may put it.

Portland, OR

February 16, 1992
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