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Preface
The body of Christ has two distinct and separate mandates: to commend the law to those who have the Holy Spirit and to declare the gospel—stripped of all that is not the gospel—to those who do not. This book’s basic premise is that evangelicalism has a long history of illicitly mingling these two streams. The tragic result is that, after centuries of bending under the burden of a law it could not keep; Western society has finally reached its tipping point. In the space of a single generation, our postmodern culture has disowned its traditional theistic heritage, stormed out of the house in a huff, and is presently living at no fixed legal address.
In the aftermath of this inevitable rupture, many evangelicals now direct their most fervent rhetoric not to the community of faith, but against those outside it. Any campaign against secular culture that rallies the troops to stand firm against the lawless hordes will quickly attract a loyal following of the disgruntled faithful who are fed up with society’s ‘no boundaries, no judgment’ mantra and just aren’t going to take it anymore. However, many of the battles that seem so intuitively right and morally gratifying serve only to protest the passing of a bygone era beyond recovery. They do not build Christ’s kingdom today.
This brief study examines 21st-century evangelicalism’s penchant for waging a cultural war the gospel doesn’t need fought—and the resulting alienation of society. I offer my thoughts on several battles we fight on the wrong hills of the postmodern landscape; battles popular spirituality too easily assumes to be essential elements of the gospel, but which a postmodern culture no longer shows up to fight. Evangelicalism insists on seeing society’s departure from the law as a rejection of Christ, when the root problem is its own failure to interpret the essential gospel message to a culture without law.
The ‘cold war’ mentality evangelical culture presently maintains toward secular culture does not reflect either God’s will or his purpose in dispersing his messengers of the gospel into the world. I will argue instead that evangelicals are to avoid rather than pursue conflict against those “without law.” It is my hope that readers of this book will gain some understanding of why these battles are counterproductive, discover a few surprises, and ultimately—realize they have permission to cease hostilities.
Haida Gwaii, British Columbia
June 2010
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Chapter 1. This Isn’t Your Father’s World
Do not say, “Why were the former days better than these?” For you do not inquire wisely concerning this. Ecclesiastes
Evangelicalism has staggered into the 21st century with the blank stare of someone blindsided by divorce papers in the afternoon mail. As it prepares to inaugurate its third millennium, the historic Christian faith finds that its equity in Western culture has nearly vanished in a single generation. Without warning, society has ordered evangelicalism to clean out its desk and be escorted out of the building within the hour. Where the evangelical faith was once society’s trusted physician, confessor, advisor, vice principal, and 24-hour plumber; it is now regarded as the senile great uncle, expected to sit quietly in the corner at family gatherings and not say anything embarrassing. Pluralism, naturalism, secularism, and humanism now define the consciousness of the Western democracies. Forty years after the counter-culture revolution, a new generation has risen up that “knew not Joseph” and is hardly aware that such a revolution even occurred! A postmodern society is the only world the new generation has ever known.
This current worldview has transformed the theological, ethical, and philosophical baselines of Western society with the silent efficiency of a stage crew changing sets between acts of a play. The Judeo-Christian assumptions that formed society’s legal and moral fabric forty years ago are now popularly relegated to the derogatory categorizations of ‘ultra-conservative,’ ‘extreme right wing,’ or ‘fundamentalist’ ideology. Traditional evangelical thought now huddles in a walled-city mentality, doing its best to repair the breaches from the last enemy attack while preparing for the next onslaught. This “circling of the wagons” even takes on a geographic aspect, with certain communities and regions emerging as Bible-belt “safe” zones.
This crisis has brought 21st-century evangelicalism to a crossroads where it faces the decision of which role it will now pursue: the one it inherited in the 1st century or the one it claimed in the 20th. Evangelicalism’s present situation displays points of similarity with both of these eras. On the one hand, evangelicalism now faces an environment of religious and philosophical plurality, just as early Christianity did in the 1st century when it was a vulnerable, persecuted splinter sect, uncertain of survival in the polytheistic world of the Roman Empire. On the other hand, 21st-century evangelicalism would not be confused with the fledgling, ragtag upstart Christian community of the 1st century. It still retains much of the strength acquired in the modern era when it became a powerful cultural and political empire in its own right.
What is unprecedented about evangelicalism’s present position in the West today is that, even while officially banished from the arena of public discourse, it remains a powerful, though increasingly isolated player in the social order. The Democratic Party underestimated the capacity of evangelicalism to unleash its moral weight in 2004 with the result that George W. Bush was able to secure a second term in the White House. (One can evict the elephant from the zoo, but one can hardly ignore the fact that it continues to stomp around outside the wall, trampling the flowers and uprooting trees.) 1st-century Christianity could not escape the constraints it faced under Rome. It was politically and socially powerless and it had no choice in the matter. However, 21st-century evangelicalism has a very real choice as to whether it will continue in the role of the rogue elephant or look to a different model. The level of alarm and consternation involved in making this choice is understandable, for a single generation has lived through both the former and present times. So it was when the temple of Jerusalem was rebuilt, that “many of the priests and Levites and heads of the fathers’ houses, old men who had seen the first temple, wept with a loud voice when the foundation of this temple was laid before their eyes.”
This book is about how evangelicals can make this choice and how their decisions will determine which battles they fight in this strange new postmodern world. I will argue that the model of a visibly activist, culturally-dominant evangelicalism is not practical, necessary, biblical or even possible. I will advocate a role for evangelicalism in the 21st-century that recalls the gospel’s incredible expansion during its first 100 years; a period in which it had no access to the legal and political power echelons of Rome. Historian Philip Schaff explains this success, pointing out that, “Christianity reformed society from the bottom, and built upwards until it reached the middle and higher classes, and at last the emperor himself.” We easily lose sight of the fact that 21st-century culture contains all the ingredients that produced the most productive period of growth the gospel has seen. We can no longer afford such an oversight.
A contrary view to my position is that evangelicalism’s rightful mandate is to focus all of its remaining influence into restoring the worldviews of the 20th, the 19th, (or even the 16th) centuries; that evangelicalism must somehow push back the incoming tide of postmodernism as a necessary precursor to preaching the gospel. Champions of this approach assert that evangelicalism must first wrestle postmodern culture back into a traditional orientation under the law before it can go about its real business of evangelism. They would argue that evangelicalism cannot properly do its work until it is nested in a culture that already has a theistic paradigm as its predominant worldview. Some evangelicals even believe this struggle against postmodernism is evangelism!
In order to appreciate the futility of undertaking such a crusade, it behoves evangelicals to consider how complete and radical the transformation of the 21st-century mindset has been. Postmodernism is somewhat difficult to define precisely because its basic premise is the non-existence of fixed categories and boundaries. Essentially, it is the belief that all traditional values, religious moral standards, and Western political/economic structures derive from outdated, patriarchal social theory. The postmodernist holds that these traditional beliefs themselves lie at the root of what is wrong with the world today and therefore have no proper place in 21st-century thought and ethics. This last point is an important one because postmodern culture does not see itself as a rebellious teenager resisting authority it knows deep down to be legitimate. It firmly believes it has a duty to cast off the shackles of a primitive and corrupt Western psychology.
For the purposes of this book, it will be sufficient to describe postmodernism as that contemporary worldview that rejects the existence of absolute truth, fixed moral boundaries, and traditional Western authority constructs. Four foundational assumptions of postmodernism that particularly come to bear on evangelicalism’s present social context, summarized briefly below, are: pragmatism, pantheism, relativism, and egocentrism.
Pragmatism. Postmodern society embraces a two-level view of truth in how it views the physical world as compared with how it views non-material matters of ethics, morality and spirituality. In matters of the measurable, physical universe, little has changed. A statement is still viewed as ‘true’ if it is consistent with an objective fact of physical reality. For example, the statement, “The table is built out of maple” is ‘true’ if the table is, in physical fact, built out of maple.
However, outside of the scientific/physical realm, a ‘true’ statement need only pass the subjective test of being desirable, beneficial, or practical for the one considering it. It need not correspond to any external reality or reference point. In questions of ethics, morality, and spirituality, the test of truth is thoroughly results-oriented: “If it works for me, it’s true.” Within this framework, for example, the statement, “Jesus Christ is the Son of God” is ‘true’ for me if I believe this to be the case and if I have personally experienced some benefit from my belief. Postmodern thought sees no problem or contradiction in such a spiritual conviction being ‘true’ for one person and ‘not true’ for another person who finds no experiential reality in it. Within this context, the pragmatist offers no resistance to the traditional arguments for believing in Christ that were so effective forty years ago. He simply has no frame of reference for recognizing that these “truths” have any claim on him personally.
Pantheism. This is the teaching that God is the universe and the universe is God. Pantheism is the emerging, dominant spirituality of Western culture today. The core belief of pantheism is that we are to worship the creation rather than the Creator. In its best light, it teaches that we must be good stewards of our environment. At its worst, pantheism teaches that humanity is simply a random biological phenomenon and has no distinctive status in the eyes of God whatsoever. The term “God,” in fact, means something entirely different to someone born in 1983 than to someone born in 1943. The “god” of pantheism is no longer a volitional, personal being outside of creation who places moral obligations on his creatures. He, she, or it is simply a life or energy “force,” more reminiscent of Star Wars than of the Bible.
An adjunct principle of pantheism is the concept of collectivism, in which any distinctive significance of the individual is dissolved in the pre-eminence of the community. Pantheism speaks only of the future of a collective ‘humanity:’ the purpose of humanity, the destiny of humanity; as if all of humanity was one organism having a single mind, a single spirit, and a single soul. The most dramatic worldview change from the 20th to the 21st centuries is the abandonment of monotheism, the belief in a personal God who exists outside of creation and knows each of his creatures individually. As society increasingly shifts away from the worship of the Creator toward the worship of creation, the significance of the individual is diminished accordingly.
This transformation has led to a grave psychosocial crisis in our time because the deepest questions people ask no longer have satisfactory answers. “Does God know me?” “Does God love me?” “Does God have a purpose for me?” “Does God have a destiny for me?” Correspondingly, high levels of despondency, depression, and suicide increasingly afflict society; because we cannot maintain our psychological well-being without knowing the answers to these questions.
Relativism. This is the belief that moral laws are adjustable as opposed to being absolute or universal. A generation ago, even secular society generally accepted the proposition that there was a fixed body of natural law governing human conduct and relationships; that human nature had to comply with certain unchanging obligations to self, family, community, and government. Society recognized that natural law imposed its own punitive consequences for noncompliance and therefore, by common agreement, we submitted to this unavoidable cause-and-effect moral economy.
Postmodernism does not see itself as rebelling against natural law, but rather as denying its very existence! It views the concept of natural law as being cultural in origin rather than intrinsic to human nature. Today’s relativism rejects the idea of an unchanging social anthropology. It believes that every generation (indeed, every individual!) is free to dismantle the framework of received wisdom and values and reinvent a new set of rules. It holds that Homo sapiens is a morally fluid and malleable species that can successfully adapt to whatever behavioral norms it defines for itself in the present moment. Individual self-determination in morality is one of the highest values of postmodernism.
Egocentrism. I employ ‘egocentrism’ here in a very limited sense related to written communication. Until the mid-20th century, the meaning of the written word was generally held to reside in the writer’s intention. The obligation of the reader/interpreter was to determine what the writer meant, respecting the writer’s own social, political, and cultural matrices. In this sense, the writer had a ‘proprietary right’ to his meaning that subsequent readers honored; his words continued to mean what he intended them to mean.
Egocentrism refers to that theory of meaning where a document means whatever the reader takes it to mean. The role of the writer is diminished, if not eliminated entirely. The text’s meaning evolves based on the perspectives of each successive generation of readers. The cord connecting the writer to his words is severed and the reader assigns whatever meaning he determines to be acceptable within his own ideological context. “What it means to me today…” is now a common and respected prelude to discourse in our courts of law, our universities, and even in our seminaries. Egocentrism is not just an accepted theory of interpretation in postmodern thought; it is the quintessential 21st-century protocol for invalidating the authority of established tradition and advancing one’s own presuppositions.
* * *
These four assumptions are now thoroughly integrated into contemporary postmodern society. They are not going back into the bottle. While the predominant reaction of evangelicals to this seismic ideological transformation of Western culture is generally negative, I will refrain from calling it so. The mini-series Band of Brothers contains a scene where, during the invasion of Normandy, a paratroop soldier reports in panic to his captain, “Sir, the enemy controls all sectors in every direction.” The captain replies calmly, “Relax, son; we’re paratroopers. We’re supposed to be surrounded.” Too often we lose sight of the fact that, “We’re Christians; we’re supposed to be surrounded by a pluralistic society.” (In fact, we should be more alarmed if we’re not than if we are!)
Evangelicals’ frustration with postmodernism too often arises out of their own agitation and inconvenience, not from a genuine hungering after God’s honor. It is true that the social framework of forty years ago has crumbled and that the cost of this realignment has been high in terms of broken lives and social dysfunction. Yet, the “Christian” character of that society was a facade all along. There was much in the sagging superstructure of Western Christendom that needed to be dismantled. It had been complicit in too much racial, economic, gender, and environmental injustice for too long and it could not have endured any longer.
Today’s new social order offers evangelicalism the opportunity to define and understand itself more clearly and accurately than it has ever done before. I don’t mean changing its doctrinal confession, but specifically: how evangelicalism understands its role and function in society. During the second half of the 20th century, foreign missions put itself through a complete methodological makeover. It successfully shed its former strategy of ‘civilizing’ foreign cultures; that is, indoctrinating them with a Western cultural veneer as a condition of becoming “Christian.” It replaced this colonialist approach to ministry with one where every attempt is made to understand the worldview of the receptor culture and present a “de-Westernized” Jesus. As a result of this effort, foreign missionaries today are among the most culturally discerning workers in evangelicalism. Domestic evangelicalism has yet to achieve what foreign missions have already accomplished. It still needs to accept the reality that 21st-century postmodern society is as much a foreign culture as any ethnically distinct population requiring a missionary to adjust to a new language and unfamiliar thought systems. Western society looks like us, dresses like us, and talks like us; but it is truly a different culture.
Evangelicalism will need to abandon its traditional ways of interfacing with society because the well-worn paths into its institutions no longer have the ‘welcome’ signs up. It will also have to blow the dust off older strategies it neglected while it enjoyed its former favor in the public spotlight. Again, much of this redefinition will be for the better and will move evangelicalism closer to the biblical models of social interaction from which it strayed long ago.
It is some consolation that 21st-century evangelicalism no longer has access to the temptations of power that afflicted it in recent centuries. This shift is more of a blessing than we often realize. For in the new social order, evangelicalism has lost not its best tools, but its least effective ones. The more political and social standing evangelicalism enjoys, the more of its energy it devotes to protecting and preserving that standing. The longer evangelicalism strives to hang onto its former influence, the tighter it will cling to an inward-looking maintenance mode. It is time for evangelicalism to awaken to the reality that it was this very position of weakness under the heel of the Roman Empire that provided the catalyst for its early growth. Perpetual comfort, stability, and security are not consistent with fruitfulness. Evangelicalism will not sustain its proper form and fruitfulness without this stress of opposition. Its dead branches require pruning. The winter cold must harden it to prepare for the coming spring. The summer heat needs to expose the seeds. The storm winds must scatter the seeds abroad.
The assumptions of pragmatism, pantheism, relativism, and egocentrism are thoroughly woven into the fabric of postmodern society and they are not going away. Evangelicalism needs to engage this present culture as it actually exists, not as we remember it. It needs to understand that postmodernism has in no way taken the gospel by surprise. Rather, the gospel has fully anticipated this current worldview and is entirely capable of addressing the needs and perspectives of a culture without the law. It is high time for 21st-century evangelicalism to conclude its season of mourning for a 20th-century world that is no more and get on with the work at hand. For when it does, it will soon find that the Holy Spirit has given it the right tools for the job and that it can abandon the ones it has dragged along from the last century.
Chapter 2. The Problem the Gospel Solves for the Lawless
…I have made myself a servant to all, that I might win the more; and to the Jews I became as a Jew, that I might win Jews; to those who are under the law, as under the law, that I might win those who are under the law; to those who are without law, as without law (not being without law toward God, but under law toward Christ), that I might win those who are without law… 1 Corinthians
The apostles realized the need to communicate the gospel to two radically different cultures in bondage to sin: those under the law and those without law. Jews had the Law of Moses that provided a context for understanding the necessity of a reconciliation between the Lawgiver and the lawbreaker. Gentiles, however, had a relativistic worldview that knew nothing of any legal alienation from God requiring reconciliation. In the New Testament world, the Law condemned the Jew, but Fate taunted the Greek. The Greek faced an inscrutable universe that defied all rational attempts to decipher it. Fate dealt out fortune and calamity, justice and injustice, life and death without regard for any human sense of logic or fairness. The just and the wicked alike faced the same mystery of a universe that played by its own rules, if any. The Greek observed that Fate made no deals. It marched across the earth declaring, “I will do whatever I want. I will grant the full count of years to a few of you, but not to all. And none of you will know the measure of time you are allotted. I will grant peace and prosperity to some, but disaster and suffering to others. You will strive to discern my ways, but will find only despair for I offer no apology or explanation.”
The Greek’s gods were anthropomorphic projections of the rationality, logic, and justice he felt should prevail in the universe, but could not in any tangible way detect. The Greek hungered after ultimate meaning even as the Jew yearned for the Messiah. The Greeks developed astrology in a vain attempt to provide a buffer of certainty against the cruelties of Fate, but found the cosmic forces no friendlier. They sought solace in sorcery, magic, and the interpretation of dreams; thinking that these might perhaps soften Fate’s inevitable blow. Michael Green illustrates how the New Testament writers were well aware of this duality of culture:
For I delivered to you first of all that which I also received: that Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures, and that He was buried, and that He rose again the third day according to the Scriptures, and that He was seen by Cephas, then by the twelve. (1 Corinthians 15:3-5)
God was manifested in the flesh,
Justified in the Spirit,
Seen by angels,
Preached among the Gentiles,
Believed on in the world,
Received up in glory. (1 Timothy 3:16)
‘Whereas both center unambiguously on Jesus Christ, the first is composed against a background, (we may call it Hebraic) where man was conscious of his sin, and of the problem this would cause before a holy God at the last judgment. It assures him that Christ died for our sins and God accepted this by raising him from the dead. Therefore sin and death lost their power; the eschatological day has broken.
The second creed is composed against a background (we might call it Hellenistic) where the problem is not sin but a terrifying sense of the loneliness of man imprisoned in a hostile world and at the mercy of implacable Fate. Under these circumstances the creed, which does not so much as mention the cross of Jesus, stresses his deity (not mentioned in the first creed) and assures the believer that Jesus is Lord, that he (and not Fate) holds the world in his mighty and merciful hands, and that through what he has done access to the heavenly realm is open to the Christian.’ Evangelism in the Early Church.
As I have already mentioned in the first chapter, the unchurched subculture of our 21st-century society fits predominantly into this relativistic, lawless category. People who are “without law” can identify with the Greek’s dilemma, but they do not easily relate to the concept of being legally separated from God.
I might also mention another manifestation of sin frequently seen outside western European societies: fear. Elmer Martens explains this cultural divergence:
Now while it is true that Christ came into the world to deal decisively with the human predicament, and while it is true that the root of the predicament is sin, it does not necessarily follow that the manifestation of that predicament in every culture will be guilt. In certain African cultures, for example, the problem is not so much guilt as it is fear. In a culture where spirits are perceived as active in the world of every day experience, there is fear because of the power these spirits can exert. Evil spirits can be destructive of health or of property or can be responsible for other kinds of calamity. In such cultures, individuals live out of fear. They dread these forces over which they have little if any control, but at whose mercy they are. If in those cultures one proclaims the gospel and defines it as deliverance from guilt, it will be understood, perhaps, but not fully appreciated.
If, however, the gospel is explained as the deliverance made possible by a Saviour who is stronger than any opposing force, be it Pharaoh or a demon from the spirit world, and if Yahweh the Saviour is understood as the invincible warrior, the listener in the non-western culture will both more fully understand the gospel and be drawn to it. The gospel meets humankind’s deepest need, but that need is not defined in exactly the same way all over the world. A biblical theology which represents the act of deliverance, as does the Bible, in alternative models, is more likely to communicate than a systematic theology forged in a foreign culture. God’s Design.
North American First Nations people, for example, can be visibly sensitive to oppression by dark spiritual forces and demonic entities. One native man I led to Christ reported seeing demons hiding behind rocks and trees threatening to kill him. Another, a forestry worker, was terrified at the prospect of being alone in the woods at night subject to the whims of forest spirits. Some First Nations people on their deathbeds are haunted and threatened by ‘ancestral’ spirits.
It is significant, therefore, to consider that evangelicalism’s obligatory formulation of the good news is that Christ died to solve a legal problem; that is, to take away man’s guilt under the Law. The evangelical gospel focuses solely on one particular manifestation of sin to the exclusion of all others: the guilt the lawbreaker has incurred through “falling short of a fixed standard” or “missing the mark” the Lawmaker has set. The presentation of the gospel in these terms connected very well with the culture of forty years ago that was under the law. However, it faces a major hurdle in the new society. In a lawless culture where fixed standards are not recognized, sin can find no mark to miss; therefore it ceases to generate that same sense of guilt.
Guilt is not a perceived problem in our postmodern society, for as Paul says, “I would not have known sin except through the law.” For example, consider that the state of Montana had no speed limits on its highways until 1999. In such an environment, speeding might be a safety problem, but it is not a legal problem. An announcement that the governor is forgiving speeding fines would hardly rate as good news! Presenting the gospel from a perspective of the legal problem of guilt assumes that the hearer already views sin as law breaking. But a lawless society has no reference point to see guilt as a problem. And if there is no perceived problem, then the gospel is not good news.
The ‘bad news’ of humanity’s legal separation from God that evangelicalism typically uses to frame the gospel is theologically correct, but it is a poor access route to a culture “without law.” It is, in fact, very distracting from the task at hand: communicating the single point that Jesus Christ is good news. A good salesman focuses exclusively on his customer’s felt needs. This wise salesman realizes that trying to convince a customer he has a need of which he is unaware is an uphill, low-percentage battle. He avoids such arguments. He tells the truth about his product, but he says no more than is necessary to close the sale. He doesn’t describe everything he knows about the product. He doesn’t answer objections that don’t occur to the customer. He knows that the customer will be satisfied with his product, so he focuses exclusively on those points that will convince the customer to buy it.
Certainly Paul had only one gospel, but he was a master at distilling it down to the points that would resonate with each culture group he encountered. For example, in his letters to the Thessalonian congregation with its “great multitude of the devout Greeks,” we find no mention of their sin, the law, the cross, the blood, the Old Testament sacrifices, or the substitutionary aspect of Christ’s dying “for us:” legal themes he found so effective with Jews. Instead, Paul simply focuses on believing that Jesus died and rose again. (In a similar vein, we see that Paul did not make a ‘cold call’ on the Greek Areopagus to preach righteousness, judgment, and repentance. The philosophers “took him and brought him to the Areopagus” after hearing him preach “Jesus and the resurrection” (the Gospel) in the marketplace. They pointedly said to him, “we want to know what these things mean.” Paul only introduced the elements of righteousness, judgment and repentance (the Law) in response to their question, “What does your message of Jesus and the resurrection mean?”) John A. Broadus, the renowned Baptist preacher of the nineteenth century, noted how easily we (in contrast to Paul) tend toward a one-size-fits-all gospel message:
It is not true that the doctrine of justification by faith is all of the gospel. It is true that the doctrine of justification by faith is simply one of the several ways by which the gospel takes hold of men. You do not hear anything of that doctrine in the Epistles of John. He has another way of presenting the gospel of salvation, namely, that we must love Christ, and be like Him, and obey Him. I think sometimes that Martin Luther made the world somewhat one-sided by his doctrine of justification by faith; that the great mass of the Protestant world are inclined to suppose that there is no other way of looking on the gospel. Let Us Have Peace With God.
The premise of the gospel being “good news,” presupposes a problem to be solved. But exactly what problem does the gospel solve? This question is answered when we realize that the ultimate problem the gospel addresses is not sin, but death, “…when desire has conceived, it gives birth to sin; and sin, when it is full-grown, brings forth death.” Death is a bitter and painful reality to accept because Ecclesiastes tells us that God has put eternity in our hearts. Deep down, every one of us knows we weren’t supposed to die. God made us eternal creatures. And so we find no shortage of religions and philosophies that attempt to make sense out of the absurdity of a life that irrationally truncates in death:
- Hinduism teaches the belief of reincarnation; that death is just a transition to a subsequent appearance in this world, which will be followed by still more appearances. So in this way, death is actually a friend that takes this life away for a better one next time around.
- Every day in the headlines, we read of religious fanatics who regard murder/suicide as a doorway to great honor in an afterlife; that if you choose to die in this particular way, death will reward you.
- In the last century, communism tried to deal with death by minimizing the individual’s identity and magnifying the collective glory of the proletariat masses. If a person fully devoted himself to the communist cause, then he would never really die, but would live on in the glorious spirit of the revolution.
- Hedonism teaches that the basic purpose of life is to indulge in the sensual pleasures of youth to the maximum extent possible. Death actually does us a service by taking us out when our energies start to fade.
- Postmodernism holds that death is simply a natural process that must be stoically accepted in a materialistic universe. Life and the inevitable death that follows are really just biological processes. There’s no benefit in entertaining any grief or regret, because death is just nature’s recycling of the physical elements.
It is far preferable to present the good news of Jesus Christ as the answer to the tragedy of death that is universally recognized and avoid arguing about the problem of guilt with those who do not have the law. The essence of the gospel is found in the very familiar passage, “For God so loved the world that He gave His only begotten Son, that whoever believes in Him should not perish but have everlasting life.” We see here that the “problem” is perishing, or death, and the relief Jesus provides is everlasting life. It is death that confronts those under the law with its condemnation of their guilt, those without the law with Fate’s heartless riddle, and those oppressed by fear with the spectre of the demonic forces awaiting them. Jesus Christ came into the world to relieve this “sting of death,” however each cultural group perceives it. This is the gospel we are to proclaim. This message has a distinct element that makes it especially effective. That is, the problem is universal or, as my friend George puts it, “Everybody has the same bus ticket; it’s only a question of when it gets punched.” This message allows no preliminary arguments that need to be won before declaring the good news. No one can say, “Sorry, that condition doesn’t apply to me. I’m not going to die.” In contrast, evangelicalism’s legal gospel is at a distinct disadvantage in that it must first convince the postmodern hearer what he stands to lose before it can proceed to what he might gain. The gospel is only good news if it offers relief from some bad news that is already recognized. Unfortunately, because evangelicalism insists on packaging its gospel message in the legal problem of guilt, postmodernism has a very hard time getting past the wrapping paper.
The most persistently unexamined myth about evangelicalism’s stewardship of the gospel is its assumption that it must preface the good news of Jesus with the bad news of humanity’s condemnation under the law. I discover this conviction in the evangelical consciousness everywhere: in sermons, in teachings, in gospel tracts; wherever the gospel is communicated. “Before I tell you the good news, I have to tell you the bad news,” is its hallowed manifesto. The simple reason this assumption is unwarranted is that people already know the bad news. The unbeliever might not use the same biblical vocabulary we do; but he knows he lives under a curse, a shadow, a fatal flaw—however he describes it. He yearns to be something he cannot attain, to escape from a prison he cannot see or understand. The New Testament alternately describes fallen man’s oppression from death, fear, the law, the flesh, the world, and the devil. Death mocks him, fear terrorizes him, the law condemns him, the flesh corrupts him, the world enslaves him, and the devil deceives him. A little effort in conversation will reveal that the unbeliever already has some perspective of at least one of these dilemmas; that he is weary, perplexed, fearful, or bitter over his lot in life.
Contemporary evangelicalism operates under the peculiar conviction that Jesus will become more attractive to unbelievers if it first places an additional load of bricks on their backs for him to remove. But the light of the gospel is already good news for fallen man within his existing horizons. We don’t need to import more dark clouds to fill his sky. 21st-century evangelicalism erroneously believes a lawless people must first believe in the law before they can believe in Christ. But the gospel does not demand this two-step confession. It will come as a surprise to many evangelicals that the Bible does not require people to acknowledge their law breaking—that is, recognize their sin—as a condition of gaining eternal life (see Chapter 3 on this point).
However, once we set aside this preliminary obligation of believing in the law, we then confront the enigmatic task of defining exactly what confession is required in believing in Jesus. The Bible reveals a great deal about the person and work of Jesus Christ in salvation. Theologians call this body of knowledge soteriology, from the Greek soter, meaning ‘savior.’ But what minimal content of this soteriology (if any) must a person know and confess at the moment he believes in Jesus? Exactly what must a person confess about Jesus in order to believe in Jesus? Think about all you know about Jesus today—contrasted with what you knew, didn’t know, or misunderstood when you professed faith in him. Was your confession of faith invalid because you got a failing mark on your soteriology exam? On the contrary, it was absolutely genuine because you believed in the real and living Jesus as the Holy Spirit revealed him to you, not in a soteriology explaining how he is able to offer you the gift of eternal life.
Accordingly, when we examine the actual faith statements in the New Testament, we find much more basic confessions than contemporary evangelicalism demands. Jesus said, “He who believes in the Son has everlasting life;” and, again, “He who hears my word and believes in Him who sent me has everlasting life.” The Ethiopian eunuch confessed simply, “I believe that Jesus Christ is the Son of God.” John testifies, “Whoever believes that Jesus is the Christ is born of God.” Perhaps the most concise affirmation of all is Paul’s verdict, “No one can say that Jesus is Lord except by the Holy Spirit.” We find here not soteriological confessions, but Christological ones. The gospel calls fallen man to believe in the “who,” not the “how” of salvation.
John Piper, certainly one of evangelicalism’s foremost spokesmen today, exemplifies this requirement of a ‘doctrinal’ confession in the video, “What Must Someone Believe In Order To Be Saved?” Piper correctly begins with two applicable Scriptures that clearly and plainly state what a person must do to be saved: “Paul says, ‘Believe on the Lord Jesus Christ and you will be saved.’ He says, ‘If you confess with your lips that Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead you will be saved.’” In making these affirmations, Piper says exactly what the Bible says here and elsewhere: you must believe in Jesus, that he gives eternal life to whoever believes in him.
However, from this point on Piper launches into evangelicalism’s familiar conviction that a person must confess a biblical soteriology in order to be saved:
You begin at this core of the death of Jesus. He died for our sins. I must believe I’m a sinner. A person who doesn’t believe he’s a sinner can’t be saved. If there’s nothing to forgive, you didn’t do anything for me. You must believe you are a sinner. You must believe that we are under the judgment of a holy God and that he is angry about sin. You must understand what God has done to solve the problem of our alienation from him. You must believe that Jesus got in my place and took the wrath of God for me and died in my place. You must know about yourself, know about God, know about the cross.
Yet at no point in his listing of “essential” beliefs does Piper offer a single Scripture asserting that a person must know any of these things in order to be saved.
Piper’s (and evangelicalism’s) misunderstanding over the essentials of salvation arise out of western Christianity’s positioning in a legal and theistic cultural environment over the last several hundred years. Their convictions are honestly held, but are cultural rather than biblical. To trace the development of evangelicalism’s “doctrinal” gospel we need to go back five centuries to the Protestant Reformation and John Calvin (1509 – 1564). While we usually associate Calvin with the doctrine of predestination, it is less commonly realized that he redefined how we think of Christian conversion today. Calvin, who was a lawyer by profession, surpassed the New Testament formula of simply believing in Jesus and insisted that an unbeliever, in order to be saved, must confess a soteriology which he termed “saving knowledge:” “Scripture will ultimately suffice for a saving knowledge of God only when its certainty is founded on the inward persuasion of the Holy Spirit” (Institutes I, viii, 13). He argued that only Scripture, confirmed by the witness of the Spirit, could provide a sufficient object of genuine saving faith. Indeed, Calvin equated saving faith with a knowledge of the scriptural doctrines of salvation—as opposed to simply believing in Jesus: “Faith is the knowledge of the divine will in regard to us, as ascertained from his word” (Institutes I, ii, 6).
Although the four gospels show many people “believing in Jesus” prior to understanding the “how” of salvation, Calvin would not allow their “faith” to stand as saving faith. He disqualified their ‘belief’ apart from salvation doctrine as follows:
The Evangelists describe many as having believed, although they were only roused to admiration by the miracles, and went no farther than to believe that Christ was the promised Messiah, without being at all imbued with Evangelical doctrine. The reverence which subdued them, and made them willingly submit to Christ, is honored with the name of faith, though it was nothing but the commencement of it. (Institutes III, ii, 5)
Calvin even claimed this “saving knowledge” (as opposed to saving faith) to be the actual agent that effects spiritual regeneration:
The knowledge first given was that which made [Adam, Noah, Abraham, and the other patriarchs] acquainted with the God by whom the world was made and is governed. To this first knowledge was afterwards added the more intimate knowledge which alone quickens dead souls, and by which God is known not only as the Creator of the worlds and the sole author and disposer of all events, but also as a Redeemer, in the person of the Mediator (emphasis added). (Institutes I, vi, 1)
Calvin’s shift from “saving faith,” to “saving knowledge” (the latter concept being conspicuously absent from the New Testament!) was a radical departure from the apostles’ gospel. The apostolic mandate was: “Proclaim the risen Christ to everyone and then disciple those who believe in him.” In contrast, Calvin’s mandate was: “Disciple everyone in the law so the Spirit can then give saving knowledge to the elect.” Calvin effectively rewrote Paul’s declaration, “God desires all men to be saved and to come to the knowledge of the truth” to read, “God desires all men to come to the knowledge of the truth and to be saved.” Calvin’s reversal of the biblical conversion process can be depicted as follows:
- New Testament: Belief in Jesus => Spiritual Enlightenment => Discipleship
- Calvin: Discipleship => Spiritual Enlightenment => Confession of Saving Knowledge
But we repeatedly find the biblical sequence to be exactly the opposite of Calvin’s model:
- God leads the blind on unknown paths before he makes the darkness light (Isaiah 42:16),
- Belief precedes the light of the gospel (2 Corinthians 4:3, 4), and
- Faith precedes enlightened understanding (Ephesians 1:15, 18).
Calvin can certainly be commended for his intentions to bring correction to unscriptural Roman Catholic teachings about salvation. But trying to nail down a ‘minimum’ doctrinal confession necessary to be saved is an extremely slippery slope. Adolph Harnack laments Calvin’s shortfall in this effort:
The Reformation was…incapable of making any sound distinction between ‘doctrine’ and Gospel; in this respect falling far behind Paul. The necessary result was that intellectualism was still in the ascendant; that a scholastic doctrine was again set up as necessary to salvation; and that two classes of Christians once more arose: those who understand the doctrine and the minors who are dependent on the others’ understanding of it. What is Christianity?
In the end, Calvin simply exchanged an ecclesiastical authority where the priests dispensed salvation through the Mass for one where the learned dictated “saving knowledge” to the masses.
Grace always precedes law and the act of redemption precedes the method of sanctification. God did not deliver the law to Israel in Egypt, but at Sinai, after he had delivered them from their living death under Pharaoh. God redeemed a people unto himself before establishing the rituals for putting away their sin. The Israelites believed in their deliverance based on the show-and-tell of Moses and Aaron, as J. Barton Payne reminds us:
The people believed Moses at the first (Ex. 4:31); and, following their deliverance at the Red Sea, ‘the people feared Yahweh: and they believed in Yahweh, and his servant Moses” (14:31). God’s statement of this free, prior redemption from Egypt served as His introduction to the actual words of the testament (19:4); and the people, in corresponding appropriate faith, accepted the testament before ever they knew its detail, external conditions (v. 8). The legalities do indeed follow, but only as an application and as a demonstration of the fundamental requirement of grateful faith. Theology of the Older Testament.
Israel believed before God made known through the Passover meal the centrality of substitutionary atonement in effecting their deliverance; and certainly before Sinai where he addressed their sin and its necessary remedies. Prof. Benne Holwerda passionately drives home this sequence:
It is a great comfort for us to know that Israel served strange gods in Egypt, transgressed all the commandments, and the Lord did not mention it. He only told a sinful people, “I am the Lord your God, and therefore I deliver you”. To begin with the law is contrary to the Gospel. Our redemption, at its beginning, was only by grace; the works of the law are here of no consequence. The Lord proved this when He delivered Israel. But we, — we always have a desire to place mount Sinai in Egypt, to hear the law proclaimed before the word of grace; desire to be obedient before we leave the house of bondage. Grace is first. Grace commences wholly by itself. The gospel enters our life without the law. Therefore, he who would receive grace, let him read the gospel and not the law. He who would begin with the law will not find the gospel. Those who ask for a sanctified life first will not come to know grace.
We may not look at the law before we have seen grace. We must first bow before the Gospel, for, I am the Lord your God Who leads you out. First, we must learn to believe the absolute rule of grace, the Gospel without law. In grateful adoration we must learn to subject to the Word of grace only. He who will do it different, he may be submissive and modest, but he is a Pharisee at heart, because he desires to begin with the works of the law. He who begins with the law, he will never find the gospel. The beginning of redemption is gospel without law. Sermon in Reformed Church at Kantens, Netherlands, 1937.
If God administered his gospel as Calvin would have it he would have delivered the tablets to Moses at the burning bush. God would have sent Moses to demand that the Hebrew children repent of their sins of idolatry (Ezekiel 20:5-10) before empowering him to confront Pharaoh and accomplish their deliverance. It is amazing how discreetly evangelicalism reverses the redemptive sequence of gospel before law, hardly realizing it has done so. It imposes the law as an onerous burden upon those who have not yet been delivered.
Our natural birth illustrates this sequence of “deliverance before law.” In order to live in the physical world, a person must eat, drink, breath, and discharge body wastes. These obligations are non-negotiable laws of life. In this illustration, let’s refer to them collectively as ‘the law.’ An unborn baby, not yet living in the outside world, can do none of these things. Now suppose you said to this baby, “In order to enter the outside world, you must eat, drink, breath, and discharge body wastes.” This would be incorrect. These obligations (the law) have nothing to do with being born. They only come to bear on the baby after it is born. In its present condition, it has only has one obligation to enter the outside world: to get born. Three important things change immediately upon the baby’s birth: (1) it is enabled to keep the law, (2) it must keep the law, and (3) it wants to keep the law. In the spiritual realm, the exact same thing happens to one who believes in Jesus and receives the indwelling Holy Spirit: he is enabled to keep the law, he must keep the law, and he wants to keep the law. But until he believes in Jesus, he has no business with the law and no obligations under it with regard to obtaining eternal life.
(My wife, a labor and delivery nurse, gave me a marvelous insight into an aspect of the physical birth process that illustrates our spiritual birth. Over the last century, breech deliveries came to be regarded as so high risk that C-sections (with their own set of complications) became the norm. But obstetrical experts are now reconsidering this interventionist approach and recognizing that it is not imperative that the head lead the way out. Babies know how to get born from either direction! The critical principle in a breech delivery is “hands off the breech.” Handling the baby before the head emerges can cause the baby to gasp, creating an oxygen deprivation problem. Since Calvin, we have traditionally done the same thing in evangelism. We have insisted that the head must lead the way. But those whom the Lord calls know how to get born from either direction. It is perfectly legitimate for the head to be last; for the cognitive apprehension of conversion to be the consummate step of spiritual birth. Over-handling the baby can over complicate the delivery. Hands off the breech!)
The gospel in its essence is the message that Jesus freely offers me eternal life in the place of death. It is true that he died on the cross to remove the legal barrier to me receiving this gift. However, Christ’s payment of the penalty for my law breaking is not the gift itself—it is the legal transaction between Father and Son that makes the gift possible. Christ does not offer me the gift of eternal life because his payment of my penalty for law breaking compels him to do so. He offers me this gift willingly because he loves me and wants me to live with him forever. This is the gospel evangelicalism is to proclaim.
Here is another illustration to demonstrate my point. Suppose I am terminally ill with a disease having no known cure. Then one day my doctor informs me that he has acquired a new medicine that will completely heal me with a single dose. I only need to sign a consent form to allow him to administer the treatment, which I readily do. I then receive the medicine and make a complete recovery. I only learn afterward that my dosage cost $10,000,000. A complete stranger heard of my plight, took pity on me, and sold everything he had to purchase one dosage of my life-giving medicine. The point of this illustration is that, at the moment of my consent, my cure did not depend on me knowing the astronomic price of the medicine placing it beyond my reach, or how this price was paid. I only needed to give assent to the treatment—to believe—in order to receive its benefit. The “good news” was the cure offered to me. The sacrificial payment of $10,000,000 was the completed legal transaction that made the good news possible.
This is a critical distinction for evangelicalism to embrace as it relates to a postmodern culture. God only requires that a person believe in Jesus Christ for the gift of eternal life, not that he believe rightly about his own sin. People do not first require a theological overview of redemption, reconciliation and justification in order to believe in Jesus for eternal life. While these transactions between the Father and the Son have made his confession of faith possible, they are matters of the law to be unfolded to the new disciple later, after he receives the gift of eternal life. One who reaches out to Jesus for eternal life does not have compliance with God’s law in view, but his own desperate condition under the curse of death. In believing in Jesus, fallen man is not attempting to submit to God’s law (which he is incapable of doing), but he is simply choosing life over death, an act of the will entirely consistent with a fallen nature that can only act to advance its own ends. He seeks no legal merit for his choice, nor is he aware of any need for such. A sinner who accepts a free gift to his own advantage does not in so doing seek to become less sinful. Nor does a free gift become less free because a sinner reaches out to receive it. But God has seen fit to frame the gospel as an offer wherein the unregenerate mind is only required to act in its own interest.
Another difficulty with a gospel message based on the problem of sin is that the law is unnecessarily brought into view, for “the strength of sin is the law.” Speaking generally, evangelicals have a muddled understanding of the distinct role of each person of the Trinity with regard to the law. The Father declares the law, the Spirit convicts of breaking the law, but the Son came only to fulfill the law. He came not to judge, but to save. Jesus does not send his disciples into the world to proclaim the law. Robin Nixon clarifies this limitation:
The law code of the Old Testament was given to the people whom God had chosen and redeemed. It might therefore be argued that this had little, if any, relevance to other people at other times. Similarly the element of law which is to be found in the ethical teaching of the New Testament is largely concerned with the conduct of Christians, whether corporately or individually. It might therefore be argued, again, that the principles of conduct appropriate to Christians have no claim whatsoever on non-Christians. It would therefore be a case of, “Accept the biblical faith before you can understand the practise of biblical ethics.”
There is a good deal of truth in this approach. It is true that even the Ten Commandments are set in the context of redemption. “I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of bondage. You shall have no other gods before me…” (Ex. 20:2f.). The redemptive setting supplies both the full reason and motive for obedience to the commandments. Law, Morality and the Bible.
Christians do not represent either the Father to proclaim the law or the Spirit to convict of breaking the law. Christians are emissaries only of the Son, to proclaim the life he offers to the dying. In both the Old Testament and New Testament economies, the law is given exclusively to the covenant community that it should observe and keep it. The outsider is then able to observe their obedience to the law and the blessings that follow. “Therefore be careful to observe them; for this is your wisdom and your understanding in the sight of the peoples who will hear all these statutes, and say, ‘Surely this great nation is a wise and understanding people’” (Deuteronomy). “Have your conduct honorable among the Gentiles, that when they speak against you as evildoers, they may, by your good works which they observe, glorify God in the day of visitation” (1 Peter). This principle applied to ancient Israel in the land and it informs the body of Christ in the world today. In neither case is the covenant community called to preach covenant ethics to those outside. God’s covenant people are not to proclaim the law to society-at-large, but “live the law” in its sight.
This is not to say that the natural man is totally unaware of the law or that the law doesn’t exert any authority over him. Such a view would clearly constitute an unbiblical antinomianism. But it is a faulty assumption to conclude that, because the law condemns fallen man, the gospel has an inherent duty to serve notice of that condemnation. Paul speaks to the law’s jurisdiction over the natural man:
When Gentiles, who do not have the law, by nature do the things in the law, these, although not having the law, are a law to themselves, who show the work of the law written in their hearts, their conscience also bearing witness, and between themselves their thoughts accusing or else excusing them in the day when God will judge the secrets of men by Jesus Christ, according to my gospel.
This statement clarifies three points of contact between the natural man and the law:
In this current age, God administers his law through three agents: (1) each man’s conscience, (2) the example of the covenant community as described above, and (3) civil authorities. These agents already accuse him of law breaking, therefore the gospel doesn’t need to usurp the discharge of this duty. The gospel has an entirely separate commission outside of God’s administration of his law: to deliver a ‘surprise’ message of deliverance to those who are perishing, the “mystery kept secret since the world began.” The thrust of the gospel message, therefore, is not to duplicate the declaration of man’s condemnation under the law. It is to proclaim the urgency of believing in Jesus as God’s anointed who delivers from death those who are perishing.
This lack of clarity has led to contemporary evangelicalism’s gospel becoming a three-fold message of the proclamation of the law, the enforcement of the law, and the announcement of the pardon available for breaking the law. Accordingly, we hear many prophetic voices today warning of the dangers of “compromising,” “adjusting,” or “downgrading” the “demands” of the gospel as evangelicalism engages with postmodern culture. But the gospel is not a demand. It is the one-conditional offer of eternal life: Believe in the Son. How can such a profoundly simple offer be downgraded? It is the law—not the gospel—evangelicalism must uphold against compromise: “…one jot or one tittle will by no means pass from the law till all is fulfilled.” The gospel message is not an ultimatum requiring postmodern culture’s compliance with a body of law. It is an invitation to accept the free gift of eternal life: “Go into the highways, and as many as you find, invite to the wedding.”
Evangelicalism should be perfectly clear in its own mind, therefore, that the essence and central truth of the good news of Jesus Christ is that he offers deliverance from the curse of death; that those who believe in him will receive everlasting life. Where it encounters those under the law, evangelicalism can certainly appeal to the problem of sin and the separation from God it imposes. But this legal argument is a tool necessarily restricted to those having the law. It is not the gospel message itself. Evangelicalism brings a distinctive message that no one else can offer to a world under the curse of death. And it needs to be ever watchful that it does not allow other arguments concerning the law, theologically correct as they may be, to overshadow this one central truth: that whoever believes in Jesus “should not perish but have eternal life.”
Chapter 3. Squeezing Blood Out of Turnips
…the natural man does not receive the things of the Spirit of God, for they are foolishness to him; nor can he know them, because they are spiritually discerned.1 Corinthians
The Bible defines the natural man—literally, “the man of animal soul,”—by that which he lacks: the indwelling Spirit of God. He is distinguished from the animals in that he bears the image of God and has a conscience that discerns right from wrong. But he is identified with the animals in that he only has the capacity to comprehend the values and aspirations of this present, visible world. The natural man has not weighed the things of the Spirit and rejected them; but he cannot weigh them or even recognize them. He may aspire to a high moral code, exemplary ethical conduct, and sacrificial service to others, but his motivation is wholly sensual, centered on the tangible satisfactions offered by the world he can see, touch, and measure.
It was not so very long ago in Christianity’s history that such outward evidence identified one as a ‘Christian.’ If a natural man presented himself ‘as a Christian should,’ that was proof enough. Christianity even divided the world geographically into Christendom and the ‘heathen’ nations, convinced that the ‘civilizing’ of non-Western “pagan” cultures was an essential prerequisite to evangelism. The pioneer missionary efforts of the 17th and 18th centuries were harshly criticized at the time for holding the naïve view that the so-called ‘savage, uncivilized mind’ even had the capacity to respond to the gospel. We regard this attitude as racist colonialism today—and rightly so. Yet our hindsight does not change the reality that it was a view honestly held in its time, and many selfless missionaries sacrificed their lives to bring civilization to other cultures in the name of Christ. Contemporary evangelicalism no longer holds to this elitist distortion of the gospel, however, there remains a residue of this error in our thinking: that the natural man who lives in a ‘Christian’ culture somehow has a spiritual ‘leg up’ on one who does not.
But there are only two categories of spiritual condition: the regenerated man and the natural man; not a gradual, evolutionary advancement from darkness to light as we often suppose. The law is acceptable only to the renewed mind, can be taught only to the renewed mind, and will only be comprehended by the renewed mind. This limitation was not so obvious in recent centuries when the two cultures of Christianity and Western society were so finely intertwined. Christianity regarded the whole of Western civilization as its congregation. Of course, this perspective was never a reality in fact. The difference today is that the momentous fracture between evangelical culture and postmodern society has brought to light that which was always true: those who are not born of the Spirit do not receive or understand the things of the Spirit. The Christian, having the Spirit of God, can rejoice with the psalmist: “Oh, how I love your law!” But the natural man without the Spirit can never attain to this perspective. He can only regard the law as an accuser and a constraint on his freedom.
Perhaps the greatest contradiction in evangelicalism’s interaction with society is its theological confession, on the one hand, that only Christians have spiritual understanding of the law; and its insistence, on the other, that society conform to the demands of the law. Evangelicalism agrees with the apostle (at least in theory) that there is a blindness upon the natural man regarding the things of God that is spiritual rather than cognitive in its essence. It admits that teaching, argument, logical persuasion, empirical evidence, statistics, or rational dialogue cannot cure this blindness. Yet evangelicals continue to expect that our schools, our governments, our courts, our military, and every other secular institution should accept the law as their fundamental reference point, requiring of the natural man that which he can never offer.
The theological doctrine of ‘total depravity’ encompasses three aspects of fallen man’s condition: (1) a relational inability, wherein his very motives for seeking reconciliation with God are corrupted by sin; (2) a legal inability, wherein Adam’s sin is charged and imputed to every person from birth; and (3) a perceptual inability, wherein sin has darkened and perverted his spiritual capacity to discern the meaning, significance, and wisdom of the things of God. However, contemporary evangelicalism exhibits a perplexing lack of interest in this third point as to just what functional limitation this spiritual blindness entails and how it restricts what fallen man can ever discern about the Christian faith. The Christian publishing market today is overflowing with books arguing for the “reasonableness” of the faith. Yet these authors consistently avoid the annoyingly inconvenient reality of their target audience’s spiritual incapacity. 21st-century evangelicalism simply does not take its own biblical anthropology seriously and consistently! It expects those whose minds are not renewed to somehow function at a spiritual level accessible only to those who have received the Spirit. This misconception seeps almost unnoticed into a number of institutions in evangelical culture.
One example of this is the explosive growth of virtual Christianity. Many evangelicals are vocally critical of televangelism in the 21st century, citing its tendencies toward hero worship, cultural gaudiness, narcissistic preaching, and shameless panhandling. Yet these observations shoot wide of the fundamental flaw in the concept itself, for even when Christian broadcasting is done well and responsibly its presence in the public forum still unsettles our spirits. This disquiet stems from the unalterable reality of the church preaching the law to the world.
Certainly evangelicalism should use every medium available to spread the gospel—electronic and otherwise. But the indiscriminate broadcasting of the law is another matter altogether. The practice of broadcasting the celebration and exposition of the law wrongly assumes that the natural man can enter into some limited level of Christian discipleship. Evangelical ministries who use this kind of broadcasting would not contemplate that any balancing of advantages against disadvantages is even necessary, although Lewis Sperry Chafer drives this principle home quite forcefully:
The common practice of presenting the great standards of Christian living indiscriminately to mixed congregations by preaching, and to people in general through public print, is a tragedy of infinite proportions. If the unsaved are present when the teachings of grace are discussed, there should be a Gospel appeal made by which the unsaved are classified and excluded from any share in those teachings. Apart from this appeal, it is impossible to save the unregenerate from receiving the impression that God is now seeking their reformation before He seeks their regeneration. Grace.
Evangelicalism needs to carefully manage the distribution of its “pearls” in accordance with the reality of human nature. When gospel and law are mixed, the natural man only hears the law. There is clearly a danger in proclaiming the law to those who can only regard it as an unreasonable burden. It is possible to make the things of God too accessible to those who cannot spiritually discern them. The Bible always requires some effort from the inquirer to divert from his own affairs to look into spiritual matters—“I will now turn aside and see this great sight, why the bush does not burn.” Virtual Christianity disregards this principle. It is not to evangelicalism’s credit that it goes to such extreme efforts to spoon feed its treasures to someone who would not drive ten minutes to explore them for himself. So the proverb laments, “A lazy man buries his hand in the bowl, and will not so much as bring it to his mouth again.”
Virtual Christianity sends the message that Christian spirituality is essentially a non-responsive and cognitive endeavour. Christianity certainly has a cognitive element, but it requires our full physical, emotional, and relational participation as well. We are to worship together, pray for one another, encourage and admonish one another, and share in each other’s joys and sorrows. The virtual Christians who appear on television, on the other hand, are better looking, have slicker testimonies, sing more inspiring music, preach better sermons, and have greater faith than the “real” people the viewer has to deal with where he actually lives. He doesn’t have to actually get to know virtual Christians, so they are always spiritual, scrubbed clean, smiling, and filled with the presence of God. Their spiritual lives are always exciting and victorious. God is always doing something marvellous in their virtual lives. This electronic world gradually becomes the viewer’s reality and he grows increasingly frustrated with the imperfect, ordinary spirituality he sees in his real world.
But the Lord calls his shepherds to present their whole lives to their disciples on an ongoing basis. Their conduct, character, and spiritual fruit are to be the validation of their message. They are to carefully discern when and how to dispense the law. Virtual Christianity eliminates this crucial aspect of ministry entirely. The television or computer viewer has many teachers, but few fathers. Genuine Christian life is not a two-dimensional commercial that can be broadcast to someone who has made no greater effort to respond than to press a button on his remote control. It is unrealistic to suppose that the experience of Christ’s body gathered together can be broadcast indiscriminately and retain any of the reality of the Spirit’s presence. At best, this is a caricature of true spiritual life. At the worst, it subjects God’s law to ridicule and cheapening by mockers—“Do not speak in the hearing of a fool, for he will despise the wisdom of your words.”
Evangelicalism’s confusion about the spiritual capability of the natural man is also evident in its approach to evangelism. The natural man, even if he has lived his entire life with a church on every other corner, does not receive the things of the Spirit of God. The natural man has only one spiritual transaction available to him and required of him: to believe in Jesus Christ according to the gift of faith God provides to him. Until this regenerating process is accomplished, his mind is incapable of grasping the array of legal transactions we set before him. It is truly remarkable to consider the number of discipleship regimes we ill-advisedly include in our evangelistic messages, hardly recognizing the impossibility of our expectations.
Evangelicalism too often requires those who would believe in Christ to act as if they already have. Much of evangelicalism’s “gospel” involves forms of “pre-discipleship,” attempts to initiate certain processes of spiritual life in people prior to faith. A close examination of this practice is illuminating because it reveals the extent to which 21st-century evangelicalism attempts to disciple the natural man, improperly hybridizing the distinctly separate functions of gospel and law. A brief summary of six steps commonly included in “How to Become a Christian” materials will illustrate this practice. At best, these requirements accomplish nothing. At worst, they do significant harm.
1. Recognize that you are sinner. This is the most common starting point for our presentation of the gospel, yet its basis is cultural rather than biblical. Sin is rebellion against a holy God and is, in its essence, a breach of relationship. But the natural man only perceives the wages of sin: the effect of sin upon his mental, emotional, and physical well-being. His recognition of sin is self-centered: how he is impacted, not how God is grieved. A.H. Strong points out the flaw in this approach:
Experience of sin does not teach us to recognize sin. We do not get to know chloroform by frequently inhaling it. The drunkard does not understand the degrading effects of drink so well as his miserable wife and children do. Even the natural conscience does not give the recognition of sin that is needed for true repentance. The confession “I have sinned” is made by hardened Pharaoh, double-minded Balaam, remorseful Achan, insincere King Saul, despairing Judas; but in no one of these cases was there true repentance. True repentance takes God’s part against ourselves, has sympathy with God, feels how unworthily the Ruler, Father, Friend has been treated. It does not ask, “What will my sin bring to me?” but, “What does my sin mean to God?” Systematic Theology.
The natural man does not comprehend the relational component of sin and God does not require him to do so. God’s satisfaction with the finished work of Christ is based on his perfect recognition of sin and the sufficiency of Christ’s sacrifice to atone for it. God only requires that a person believe in Jesus Christ, not that he comprehend the extent of his own condemnation under the law. A dying man does not have to recognize how sin has killed him in order to cry out for eternal life. It is like saying to a drowning man (who is already convinced he is drowning): “I can rescue you, but not until you recognize the physical law requiring that your body sink if its weight is greater than the weight of the liquid it displaces.”
The essence of the gospel is that God sent his son into the world to offer deliverance to those under the curse of death, that whoever believes in his name should have everlasting life. God makes no such demand on people to correctly assess their own sin as a prerequisite to receiving eternal life. The Ethiopian eunuch asked of Phillip, “’What hinders me from being baptized?’ Then Philip said, ‘If you believe with all your heart, you may.’ And he answered and said, ‘I believe that Jesus Christ is the Son of God.’” Evangelicalism’s mandate is to proclaim this gospel to the world and preach the law to believers. Instead, we all too often do just the opposite!
2. Confess your sin to Jesus. The natural man who confesses his sin may agree with God that he is a sinner (which is, in fact, the root meaning of ‘confess’). But since he is outside of Christ until he believes in Christ, his confession accomplishes nothing because “whoever believes in Him will receive remission of sins,” not whoever confesses his sins. The Bible nowhere requires the confession of sin as a condition of gaining eternal life, yet we inevitably place this legal obligation on those who would believe in Christ. The account of the bronze serpent illustrates how this is inappropriate:
And the people spoke against God and against Moses: “Why have you brought us up out of Egypt to die in the wilderness? For there is no food and no water, and our soul loathes this worthless bread.” So the Lord sent fiery serpents among the people, and they bit the people; and many of the people of Israel died. Therefore the people came to Moses, and said, “We have sinned, for we have spoken against the Lord and against you; pray to the Lord that He take away the serpents from us.” So Moses prayed for the people. Then the Lord said to Moses, “Make a fiery serpent, and set it on a pole; and it shall be that everyone who is bitten, when he looks at it, shall live.” So Moses made a bronze serpent, and put it on a pole; and so it was, if a serpent had bitten anyone, when he looked at the bronze serpent, he lived.
Although the Israelites (or at least some of them) confessed their sin, the Lord did not associate this confession with the remedy for death. He did not say, “The one who is bitten shall live when he looks at the fiery serpent, but only if he confesses his sin!” The only requirement to live was to look at the serpent and the only requirement to gain eternal life is that one “sees the Son and believes in Him.” J. Sidlow Baxter clearly distinguishes the means of salvation from the confession of sin in Explore the Book:
Salvation by this serpent of brass was outside the Tabernacle, and apart from all ordinances, sacrifices, and priestly ministrations…. The Lord Jesus and his apostles never pointed men to the Temple or the sacrifices or the ordinances for their salvation, but to Calvary. But were not the Tabernacle and the ordinances and the priesthood of Divine origin and authority? Yes, they were, but they had not power to deal with serpent-bitten men and women. Many of the priests and Levites themselves were bitten and dying and dead, as well as other people. The point is that the Tabernacle was the appointed means of access for those who were already in covenant relationship with God, and who were healed of the serpent venom.
Confession of sin is an exercise of discipleship, allowing the Christian to re-establish a right relationship with God after he has strayed into disobedience. John states, “If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins, and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness.” This is a promise to the Christian, not to the unbeliever.
3. Ask for forgiveness. We commonly include this instruction as part of the “sinner’s prayer,” but forgiveness of sins is a consequence of believing in Jesus, not a condition of receiving eternal life. Forgiveness is the cancellation of a legal obligation. The creditor releases the debtor from an outstanding debt because of a change in relationship: the slave through believing has now become a son. If someone could receive forgiveness of sins before believing in Jesus, then there would be no reason to believe in him and he went to the cross unnecessarily!
Before a person becomes a Christian, he has no access to forgiveness of sins, so why would we instruct him to ask for forgiveness as a condition of receiving eternal life? The apostle teaches, “He has delivered us from the power of darkness and conveyed us into the kingdom of the Son of His love, in whom we have redemption through His blood, the forgiveness of sins.” We only have forgiveness of sins after we are in Christ.
4. Ask him to help you turn away from your old life, and commit to doing so. This is the doctrine of repentance. Repentance means to change one’s mind. Biblical repentance is a person’s decision to turn to God empowered by God’s “changing” of his mind through regeneration that enables him to do so. The Bible therefore speaks of God giving or granting this repentance. “Him God has exalted to His right hand to be Prince and Savior, to give repentance to Israel and forgiveness of sins.” And again: “When they heard these things they became silent; and they glorified God, saying, ‘Then God has also granted to the Gentiles repentance to life.’”
It is of paramount importance to understand that faith and repentance are two simultaneous and inseparable transactions that occur at conversion: the one being a voluntary act of the will to believe in Jesus, and the other being the Holy Spirit’s renewing of the mind to give a God-centered awareness of sin, the power to turn away from it, and the desire to do so. Chafer points out our common tendency to separate repentance from faith:
To believe on Christ is one act, regardless of the manifold results which it secures. It is not turning from something to something; but rather turning to something from something. If this terminology seems a mere play on words, it will be discovered, by more careful investigation, that this is a vital distinction. To turn from evil may easily be a complete act in itself, since the action can be terminated at that point. To turn to Christ is a solitary act, also, and the joining of these two separate acts—repentance and faith—are required for salvation. On the other hand, turning to Christ from all other confidences is one act, and in that one act repentance, which is a change of mind, is included. The Apostle stresses this distinction in accurate terms when he says to the Thessalonians, “Ye turned to God from idols to serve the living and true God" (1 Thessalonians 1:9). This text provides no comfort for those who contend that people must first, in real contrition, turn from idols—which might terminate at that point—and afterwards, as a second and separate act, turn to God. The text recognizes but one act—“Ye turned to God from idols”—and that is an act of faith alone. Terms of Salvation.
It is unfortunate that contemporary evangelical thought so often regards repentance as a preliminary turning away from sin that precedes turning to God. But there is no benefit whatsoever in the unrenewed mind expressing regret or remorse for works of the flesh it has no power to restrain. The natural man can no more repent before he believes than a baby can take its first breath before it emerges from its mother’s womb.
Fallen man loves the darkness and cannot do otherwise. The steward of the gospel must understand this as a fundamental proposition. Fallen man does not endure the darkness because he is trapped in it and must make the best of it. He loves it. We do not declare the gospel by showing him how dark his darkness is and trying to persuade him to forsake it. He has no desire to escape his darkness. He loves it as dark as he can get it!
The gospel does not call fallen man to come to the light, for he loves the darkness and will never do this. It calls him to believe in the light. Faith consists of believing in the light even while one still hates it. Fallen man does not stop hating the light as a preliminary step to believing in it, but God grants him repentance in spite of himself. We see this sequence of first believing in the light and then abiding in it in John’s gospel, “I have come as a light into the world, that whoever believes in me should not abide in darkness.” The transformation from hating the light to loving it comes through believing. Evangelicalism expends a tremendous amount of energy uselessly trying to convince fallen man to forsake the darkness and come to the light. He cannot and will not do this. The Holy Spirit empowers the gospel that calls him to believe in the light.
The natural man may deeply desire to turn his attitude away from evil toward God, but he cannot do so because he is dead in trespasses and sins. “…the carnal mind is enmity against God; for it is not subject to the law of God, nor indeed can be. So then, those who are in the flesh cannot please God.” Accordingly, all of the calls to “repent” in the New Testament are properly understood as exhortations to submit to that transforming power of the Holy Spirit in conversion that enables one’s mind to actually be changed. Asking the natural man to repent as a preparatory step to belief is nothing more than what Paul calls the sorrow of the world that produces death.
5. Ask the Lord into your life, to be in control and guide you. Inviting the Lord “into your life” does not result in eternal life. This relatively recent concept of “inviting” or “accepting” Jesus into my life really runs contrary to God’s intention with those he calls. God’s purpose with us is literally to kill us; to destroy our lives; to undo our lives; to bury our lives; and then to raise up a new life that he can direct to his own glory. So when we speak of inviting Jesus into my life, this suggests that the Lord is on my turf, under my conditions for the purpose of achieving my priorities. And for many people that’s exactly the case. They have a “Jesus” whom they have fashioned according to their own desires and they keep him around only as long as he fits in with all the other “my life” stuff they hang onto. This is exactly what happened when a Pharisee invited the Lord “into his life” and had him home for supper. But he got upset when Jesus forgave the sins of a prostitute and after that, Jesus wasn’t welcome in the Pharisee’s life anymore.
A person only becomes a Christian through his act of belief. Belief is a volitional act of the heart: “For with the heart one believes unto righteousness, and with the mouth confession is made unto salvation.” So we are not to confuse inviting the Lord to “come into your life” with believing in the name of Jesus unto eternal life.
6. Determine to follow him, through the direction of His Spirit and the study of his Word. The natural man has no concept of the challenges and trials encountered in following Jesus. He only has one unopposed, completely-in-control, fallen nature. He knows nothing of the conflict between the flesh and the Spirit. It is deceptive to encourage the natural man to make a commitment to discipleship when he does not have the capacity to understand what this means and when he does not have the Holy Spirit to enable him to follow Jesus.
There is a great deal written today about the flabby state of discipleship in the Western church; that too many Christians are paneling their own houses with cedar instead of taking up their crosses to our Lord’s work. This is a necessary message in any age, but perhaps especially today when the last two generations have enjoyed lives of relative ease and stability. While a prophetic wake-up call to the high cost of discipleship is certainly appropriate in the 21st century, it is equally important to be reminded that the gift of eternal life is always free. I stress this fact because of the tendency to “raise the bar” of admittance in the hope of producing a higher quality of disciple. The thinking goes like this:
We need to avoid easy-believism and cheap grace. So if we put a better quality of ingredient into the conversion mill, we will get more dedicated disciples. We need to ensure that prospective believers fully understand the scope and gravity of believing in Jesus. So let’s get a head start on discipleship and require a good dose if contrition, confession, repentance, instruction, warning, and commitment before we allow someone to take the plunge and make a profession of faith.
There’s only one problem with this sentiment: God is a very inefficient gardener. Where we want to go to every length to ensure the seed is planted in good soil, God scatters it without any regard to where it might land. We would remove the weeds and stones, add fertilizer, build a protective fence, and install an underground sprinkler system before we plant the seed; but God’s objective is for every seed to germinate as quickly as possible wherever it lands.
The lesson here is that no amount of grooming the unrenewed mind for Christian discipleship can ensure the faith it exercises will be any more resistant to the birds of the air, the stony places, or the thorns than it would have been otherwise. We have no authority to delay someone who would believe in Christ today, nor is there any biblical precedent for this strategy. Some people believe in Jesus ten minutes after hearing his name for the first time, become fruitful disciples, and never look back. Others take the same step after years of exposure to evangelical instruction, yet show no further evidence of their faith ever taking root. Charles Spurgeon exposes the unwarranted assumptions we sometimes make about a person’s ‘readiness’ to believe:
I dare say that you have heard the oft-recounted story of the missionaries among the Greenlanders. Our Moravian Brethren, full of fire and zeal and self-denial, went right away among the ignorant folk of Greenland, as those people then were, longing to convert them. Using large prudence, they thought, “These people are so benighted that it cannot be of any use to preach Jesus Christ to them at first. They do not even know that there is a God, so let us begin by teaching them the nature of the Deity, showing them right and wrong, proving to them the need of atonement for sin and setting before them the rewards of the righteous and the penalties of the wicked.”
This was judged to be most fit preparatory work. Watch for the result! They went on for years, but had no converts. What was there in all that fine preparatory teaching that could convert anybody? Jesus was being locked out of the Greenlanders’ hearts by those who wanted Him to enter! But one day one of the missionaries happened to read to a poor Greenlander the story of Jesus bleeding on the Cross and how God had sent His Son to die, “that whoever believes in Him should not perish, but have everlasting life.” And the Greenlander said, “Would you read me that again? What wonderful words! Did the Son of God die for us poor Greenlanders that we may live?” The missionary answered that it was even so and, clapping his hands, the simple native cried, “Why did you not tell us that before?” The Marvelous Magnet.
Jesus offers eternal life to whosoever will: right here, right now, with no conditions other than to believe. This is the gospel and we must add nothing to it. Discipleship will cost everything you have, but gaining eternal life has only one condition: Believe. While it is tempting to try to increase the percentage of seeds that take root in good soil, we must always respect the profound simplicity of the gospel invitation, that “He who believes in the Son has everlasting life.”
* * *
Evangelicalism’s expectation that people incorporate all these steps into a confession of faith in Jesus reveals a serious misunderstanding of the limitations of the futile and darkened mind of the natural man who has not yet believed. Our biblical anthropology should lead us to seriously ask the question: “How does the unbeliever’s darkened understanding, blindness of heart, and lack of spiritual discernment limit what he can comprehend about the things of God?” As I observed above, evangelicalism deals with this question by avoiding it. For if it’s true that history is written by the victors, then it’s also true that the gospel is formulated by the redeemed; and not simply the redeemed, but the long redeemed. “The gospel” is defined and explained to us by those who are farthest removed from that time when they first obeyed it. The dilemma in this arrangement is that those who have lived long in the world of light tend to forget how acute the condition of the sightless really is. They too often describe the gospel in terms of the hues and textures of the world the spiritually blind live in, but cannot see. We don’t typically view the gospel from the perspective of those who believed last Thursday, yet I wonder how different it would sound if we did. A newborn Christian who can still reach back and touch his pre-regenerate condition is still in that honeymoon incredulity over all he can now see and perceive that was totally obscured from his understanding just yesterday. He can vividly describe that one, piercing point of light that appeared to him in his darkness, how he knew he must run toward it, and how it opened up into a brilliant world of color he could not have imagined existing a moment before. And so I wonder what our understanding of the gospel would be if the requirement for those who define it is that they are within a week of their own conversion. I’m not saying we should do this, but I do wonder about it.
Evangelicalism’s effort to disciple the natural man is worse than just theologically inaccurate. It leads new Christians to suppose that they had more to do with gaining eternal life than they did. They can fail to understand that the gift of eternal life was all of God and none of their own effort. As a result, these Christians can begin their spiritual lives with a deficient understanding of grace. A sign of a healthy Christian is that he is always concerned about the quality of his discipleship and never concerned about the status of his sonship. He lives in the reality that: “…you did not receive a spirit that makes you a slave again to fear, but you received the Spirit of sonship.” Imposing these conditions of discipleship on people prior to faith can make them think that the status of their adoption depends on their faithfulness. If they had to go through six steps of commitment to become children of God, then they sometimes feel that their eternal life is degraded or even in doubt when they stumble in these six areas later on. “Have I maintained all those six conditions of obtaining eternal life that they brought me through? Does my heavenly Father really love me? Am I good enough? Am I really a member of God’s family or am I just a hired servant who is only welcome in his house as long as my performance measures up?”
I can hardly overemphasize the problems and difficulties evangelicalism causes for itself (and for society) through waging this battle. The natural man who does not have the Spirit will either distort the mysteries of God or be crushed under the weight of the law. Wise stewards of these mysteries will consider carefully when and where they distribute them. For this reason, we need to always keep this single condition of receiving eternal life in view. God simply calls the natural man to believe that Jesus is the Christ—nothing more and nothing less. God places only one condition on those who would receive everlasting life: that they believe in the name of Jesus Christ. The act of believing is the only possible condition of receiving eternal life because belief is only possible after God grants the gift of faith to those whom he calls: “For by grace you have been saved through faith, and that not of yourselves; it is the gift of God.” This one profession of faith is the only response available to the natural man and, in fact, all God requires of him to gain eternal life.
Chapter 4. Why the Gospel Doesn’t Impose the Law on the Lawless
From the time of the Reformation onward, most Christian traditions have recognized God’s administration of two distinct covenants, or governments in this present age: the government of creation, extending over all people; and the government of redemption, extending only over those who willingly submit to the lordship of Christ. Through his government of creation, God creates all people in his image, gives them wisdom and understanding through his Spirit, requires them to live justly with one another, hears their prayers, and honors their obedience to the laws of creation. The government of redemption is the Father’s response to a broken creation in which he adopts into his family those who believe in his Son unto eternal life.
From Christianity’s very beginning, working out just how these two governments interrelate has been a pretty stormy business. During much of Christianity’s development within its European context, the distinction between the two governments was blurred and, at times, nearly lost. The medieval crusades launched to recover the Holy Land for Christendom are universally recognized today as one of the great tragedies of Christian imperialism. How, we wonder, could these Christians have confused the spiritual goals of the kingdom of Christ with these cruel and bloody campaigns? Did they not understand that Christ sought to win people’s hearts and devotion rather than conquer lands and walled cities? These misguided expeditions have left behind a residue of bitterness among the invaded peoples that continues to this day. Yet the crusades are only one example of evangelicalism’s confusion over what, if any, authority it is to exercise within God’s government of creation. For the most part, 21st-century evangelicalism appreciates the distinction between these two governments and the necessity of their separation. It would be hard to find many contemporary evangelicals who would advocate a reversion to the theocratic mindset of earlier European history where the authorities of Christ and the state were merged into one.
We would be naïve, however, to conclude that this tension has been relieved altogether. Western evangelicalism no longer conducts crusades to wrestle countries away from the control of the “infidels”—at least not crusades using tactical military operations. Yet much of evangelicalism’s effort today to exert its influence in society is driven by this same domineering, imperialistic spirit. We do not overtly seek to establish an evangelical theocracy, but the temptation to press in that direction is very strong, especially since the Christian religion was the only game in town for such a long time. Just as the crusades sought to win back the Holy Land for Christ, evangelicals use a variety of strategies to win back our “Holy Land” from postmodernism. We recognize that the state should regard all religions as equal, but we also feel that Christianity is somehow “more equal.” The oft-quoted premise is that ours is a Christian land founded on Christian principles and upheld by Christian values. This is allegedly our inheritance, our due, and our right. We assert that our civil laws derive from Moses. We speak a language filled with biblical vocabulary and metaphor. We remember how recently our culture was molded around a theistic worldview and a linear view of history. So we nobly take up the fight against the “barbarians at the gate” who would strip away this evangelical paradigm from our schools, our culture, and our public institutions.
It would seem on the surface that every attempt to bring “the things of Christ” to bear on the public consciousness must in some way advance the gospel. Is it not preferable, we argue, that the name of Christ be heard wherever and however we are able make his name heard? The blunt answer to this question is ‘No,’ for Christ is only welcome in the government of creation by invitation. This is a hard lesson to digest, but the gospel message that we impose through exerting our legal rights is tainted and powerless. Joseph had no rightful place in the royal court of Egypt except at Pharaoh’s decree that, “You shall be over my house and all my people shall be ruled according to your word.” Zerubbabel became governor over occupied Jerusalem because the Lord stirred up the spirit of Cyrus, king of Persia to appoint him. Esther only kept her life in the presence of the king because he extended his golden sceptre toward her in favor. Daniel only served in Nebuchadnezzar’s palace at the pleasure of the king, so that the Jews might learn the language and literature of the Chaldeans. Each of these citizens of the government of redemption had a radical influence for God, but none of them held legal title to their places of influence.
21st-century evangelicalism needs to accept the reality that the government of creation has no obligation to recognize the government of redemption. The government of redemption is a government in exile: real and functioning; but, like the Son of Man, having nowhere to lay its head. From time to time, the government of creation will seek out a Joseph, a Zerubbabel, an Esther, or a Daniel to provide various services that it holds to be in its own interest, but it may revoke this authorization at any time. Evangelicals may complain, “But I am a citizen of the government of creation as well. I demand my equal rights, equal time, and equal access.” We need to clearly understand the impossibility this argument. The name of Christ brings an aroma to the government of creation unlike any other aroma. To those who love Jesus it brings life, hope, rest, and peace. But for those who reject him, it accuses, it convicts, it judges, and it exposes. Forcing the government of Christ upon the government of creation can only incite rebellion, friction, and resentment. Jesus never chased after anyone who did not wish to follow him. He will not compel wandering sheep to follow him nor will he drive these sheep before him like cattle. Peter reminds evangelicals that their proper role in the world is as a community of aliens and temporary residents. No greater curse can befall evangelicalism than when it becomes the official religion of the land and gains a permanent seat in the halls of power.
Evangelicalism’s mandate is not to impose God’s law upon the government of creation; it is to make disciples. And we can only make disciples of the willing. The fact that Western society submitted to this imposition for so long does not justify its continuance today. We should understand that the Great Commission commands us to “make disciples of all peoples,” not to “disciple all nations.” (The Greek ethne can be translated either “peoples” or “nations.”) To the extent that we attempt to force a “Christian” legal grid upon a resistant society or nation, we set the cause of Christ back, not forward.
Our zeal to resist the ‘de-Christianizing’ of society too often arises out of our desire for continuity and stability. This is understandable, for change creates distress. Descent into lawlessness creates panic. For many evangelicals, it is a terrifying experience to see familiar values and traditions disintegrating into the moral chaos of our times. We can perhaps be comforted in realizing that God’s intention for the government of creation is neither anarchy nor perfect stability. Anarchy impedes the work of the gospel, for the preaching of the gospel requires that God’s messengers have access to orderly movement and commerce. God places his Josephs, his Zerubbabels, his Esthers, and his Daniels in those strategic positions within the government of creation necessary to maintain the stability he deems necessary. Yet perfect stability is an anesthetic that deflates evangelicalism of its necessary urgency to advance Christ’s kingdom. A comfortable Christianity is not a witnessing Christianity. Satisfied disciples do not move about and spread the gospel according to God’s purposes.
It is not for us to know God’s ultimate intent in directing the currents of the government of creation. The Lord puts hooks in the jaws of kings and leads them out according to his pleasure. In order to call a people of his own choosing, God raised up a new king over Egypt who did not know Joseph and the deliverance Joseph had brought to Egypt. And so we see today a similar public departure from society’s long-standing Judeo-Christian undergirding. As painful as it can be for evangelicalism to watch this exodus, it is critically important that we do not block the exit. Moses declares, “I call heaven and earth as witnesses today against you, that I have set before you life and death, blessing and cursing; therefore choose life, that both you and your descendants may live.” Evangelicalism is to freely allow each one to choose the things of God (or not) according to this pattern.
Living as we do in a progressive, liberal democracy, it is difficult for us to appreciate the radical nature of God’s invitation in its context. At this formative stage in the history of civilization, the idea of a sovereign ruler calling his subjects to choose to submit to him is unheard of. The kings of the ancient Near East ruled by violence and absolute force. The concept of self-determination had not yet begun to surface in social or political theory. And yet Yahweh extended this open invitation for Israel to choose to submit to him or not, as each person saw fit.
And so we find here in the Mosaic Law that most revolutionary seed of Jeffersonian thought, of governments “deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed;” a concept that would not find its full application in human affairs until the early democracies of post-Reformation Europe. I wonder how often we think of God in this light: that he continually asks us to choose life, but never forces life upon us. Where else can we find such an offer? Our mothers force us to eat our peas. Our teachers make us do our homework. Our fathers kick us out of the nest to find a job. The government makes us pay our taxes. But the invitation of God is always to choose. The gospels record that the multitudes followed Jesus for a while, but the time came when many of his disciples went back and walked with him no more. Do we find him arguing with those who chose to leave, pressing and coercing them to get back into line? We do not, for this is neither God’s purpose nor his nature.
Our capacity to choose is one of the cornerstones of biblical anthropology: that God created humanity in his own image; and a central element of that image is free choice, or the capacity to make ethical and moral choices. And having given us the capacity, God respects that boundary and does not trespass, even to our own hurt and sorrow. God placed the man and the woman in the Garden where they had the opportunity to choose. They chose poorly and suffered death, even as God knew they would; yet he did not intervene. And even now, he watches over each of us and sees our various follies, our stubbornness, and our stupidity. He will offer warning and counsel, but he does not resist us. He sets before us life and death, blessing and cursing; but if we insist on death and cursing, God does not revoke his gift, saying, “Enough is enough! This free choice business has gone too far.” He only calls us to consider and choose life.
It is necessary that God respect the boundary he himself set in allowing us to choose. This is the essence of human free agency. If God prevented us from choosing death, he would, by reciprocity, also prevent us from choosing life. For if we do not have a real capacity to choose death then the ability to choose life is an illusion. I once worked in an office where the manager made a great show of releasing staff to make their own decisions and work independently. But, in fact, every project he delegated had a string tied to it. If you didn’t do it the way he would have done it, he pulled it back and took it over himself. He was a micro-manager. God is not like that. When he calls us to choose, he means it and he will not revoke that choice.
Even in humanity’s fallen condition, God has not revoked our capacity to choose. Moses’ invitation to Israel and the promise of life in Jesus Christ rests on the proposition that we have a real capacity to choose life; that whoever we are, whatever we have done, however we may have failed and fallen in the past, we retain the capacity to choose life over death.
God’s call always appeals to this capacity to choose. There is something about a call to choose that resonates with the human soul. People will not willingly respond to threat or force, but the human heart rejoices to follow by choice what is right and true. Evangelicalism’s greatest achievements are realized when it calls people to freely decide whether they will choose God or not. It is amazing the energy, the effort and the sacrifice that people will apply to that which they have freely chosen.
On the other hand, where evangelicalism has used coercion and manipulation its results have been very limited. For the first 300 years of its existence Christianity was composed primarily of those who had chosen to participate of their own volition. Then in A.D. 313, Emperor Constantine did something that was to determine the course and character of Western Christianity for the next 1,500 years. The Edict of Milan made Christianity legal for the first time. From there, it was only a hop, skip, and a jump to making Christianity mandatory and all other religions illegal. The history of European civilization is essentially the story of universal Christianity forced on everyone whether they were willing or not. Under the auspices of the gospel, we see the European nations subjugated and controlled, we see non-European cultures exploited and enslaved, and millions of people in both settings forced to endure compulsive conversion and baptism.
Such coercion was not the Father’s heart and it was certainly not consistent with God’s own commitment to honoring the choice of human will. God is more like a Costco host than a security guard. You know: those folks in white aprons who serve up food samples at the back of the store. How intimidating is a Costco host? You wander by and they ask you if you would like to try a bite of some tasty snack. Not a huge portion; just enough to see if you like it. But if you don’t want to try it, it’s your choice. And then, if you like it enough, maybe you’ll buy the product. But if you don’t, it’s your choice. They understand that very few tasters will become buyers, but a few will. The psalmist likewise pleads invitingly, “Oh, taste and see that the Lord is good.”
How did evangelicalism stray so far from this model? Why is it that evangelicalism has more often behaved like an overweight security guard who strong-arms you in the aisle and forces you to buy a case of stewed tomatoes you don’t really want? There’s nothing wrong with the tomatoes. They may be very fine tomatoes. But we don’t appreciate what is forced upon us, do we? It is the course of this world to impose one’s will upon the unwilling. Armies march to war so the victors can impose their will upon the vanquished. Political parties work to win elections so they can impose their will upon the minority. Even evangelicalism, when it finds itself in a position of political advantage, cannot resist the temptation to inflict its will upon the unwilling. What a refreshing contrast we find in Jesus, who declares: “…let him who thirsts come. Whoever desires, let him take the water of life freely.” This is the character of the God who calls us to choose.
Free agency is a critical element of human identity because our dignity is wrapped up in this capacity. The greatest recognition we can give to a person’s dignity is to honor his capacity to choose. A person who has lost nearly everything else will cling ever more tightly to his free agency. For that dignity may be all he has left. One of the great errors we make in ministering to human need is to make someone else’s choice for them. For in doing this, we strip them of their dignity. And then we are surprised when, in the long run, their problems go unresolved.
Oprah once did a show on supervised teenage drinking parties. This is where parents bring their children together in one house on grad night, give them enough booze to drink themselves stupid, and then force them to sleep it off before they’re allowed to leave the house. The rationale is that, “Our kids are going to drink anyway, so let’s facilitate it in a safe setting. At least they won’t kill themselves on the highway.” These parents’ underlying assumption is that their children cannot choose life. If left to themselves they will surely choose death, so that choice must be denied them.
The more I thought about this, I said, “OK, maybe these parents prevented a car crash; but they stole something from their children that was very precious. They stole their free agency and, as a result, their dignity.” They said to their children, “You are brute beasts. You have no capacity to choose life, so we will revoke your choice and give you this instead.” They may not have given their children death, but they certainly did not give them life.
Contrast what these parents did to one of the first decisions the apostles had to make. Christianity was brand new and it faced an issue that was very strange to these leaders, all of whom were Jews. Jewish society had produced a very disciplined culture where everyone was under the law. They were raised on the Law of Moses and knew what conduct was required. But when Christianity started to fill up with Gentiles, it faced a dilemma. The Gentiles came from every kind of diverse, polytheistic background. They did not have the law. Their consciences had not been well trained to know right from wrong. What would Christianity require of these Gentiles? Maybe the grace of the gospel meant that they should be left alone to live in whatever way they saw fit.
So the apostles met and prayed over this question. And the answer they came up with offers an enduring wisdom: “For it seemed good to the Holy Spirit, and to us, to lay upon you no greater burden than these necessary things: that you abstain from things offered to idols, from blood, from things strangled, and from sexual immorality. If you keep yourselves from these, you will do well.” The Gentiles were not required to keep the whole Law of Moses, but they were required to submit to a basic morality that was necessary for their proper spiritual development. In short, if they wanted to choose life, this was the decision set before them.
These leaders could have committed either of two errors here, both of which would have been equally disastrous. First, they could have heaped upon these new converts the full weight of centuries of rabbinical laws and Jewish traditions. But in the liberty of the gospel, this was neither necessary nor appropriate. Second, they could have allowed the Gentiles into the church and required nothing of them. But this would have denied the Gentiles the opportunity to exercise their God-given free agency and choose for themselves the life God offered to them. And so we find in this decision the proper choice in the proper measure.
We don’t know how many of the Gentile Christians accepted these conditions. I’m sure that some of them left when the leaders called them to choose. There are always people who are curious about Jesus, but they find other things more attractive in the present. And when God calls them to choose between the two, they’re gone. A person who is given the opportunity to choose life will surprise us. We look at people and we think we know what they are made of, how they will respond, and what capacity they have to choose. But we read in Proverbs that “Counsel in the heart of man is like deep water.” We do not know the secrets of each one’s heart and how he will respond to God’s invitation.
We can never suppose that people are too fragile to be called to choose. Those who choose life and those who choose death will surprise us. God calls us to choose life because he has created us to choose and it is only in our choosing that we find our true identity as creatures made in his image. Evangelicalism can no longer afford the abuses of authority it exercised in the past. It needs to accept the role of God’s Costco hosts in the 21st century. Evangelicalism must allow a postmodern society the freedom to choose Jesus—and then bless it even when it doesn’t.
Chapter 5. The Life-Is-Better-with-Jesus Gospel
When you besiege a city for a long time, while making war against it to take it, you shall not destroy its trees by wielding an ax against them; if you can eat of them, do not cut them down to use in the siege, for the tree of the field is man’s food.
Deuteronomy
There are a great many things Jesus does for us and accomplishes in us in this present life that are very wonderful, but they all emanate from the great central truth that, in him, we have life in the age to come. When he grants us eternal life, he gives us his Spirit to live within us. And his Spirit pours forth life that expresses itself in many ways. The Christian who has passed from death to life will be freed from shame and a poor self-image, but that is not the central truth. He will be healed and restored in his physical body, but that is not the central truth. He will be blessed materially and financially, but that is not the central truth. He will be renewed in his mind and will think more clearly, but that is not the central truth. He will have his heart filled with peace instead of anxiety and worry, but that is not the central truth. He will have wholesome relationships with his spouse and family restored, but that is not the central truth. Societies where the gospel spreads will experience order, prosperity, and justice, but that is not the central truth. The central truth of the gospel is that death has been defeated and that all of these other blessings follow in the wake of Christ’s victory.
During the second half of the 20th century, however, evangelicalism significantly transformed its message into a life-is-better-with-Jesus gospel that has lifted up these peripheral benefits of Christ above the central truth of eternal life: “If you believe in Jesus, you will be happier, more fulfilled, more focused, more secure, less conflicted, and worry free.” Instead of preaching Christ as the answer to the sting of death, we offer him as an elixir for a better life today with eternal life only thrown in as a by-the-way add-on. Now we understand that Christ does in fact provide many blessings in this present life. But all these things are the fruits of discipleship; they cannot be evangelicalism’s core message of the gospel. Evangelicalism has shifted to this better-life-now gospel in the expectation that it will attract more people seeking relief from the pressures of this world. But just the opposite is true, for the Holy Spirit does not empower this other gospel. To the extent evangelicalism assumes this stance, several aspects of its message fall out of alignment very quickly.
First, the life-is-better-with-Jesus gospel requires that we contrast the Christian life with postmodern lifestyles. This gospel must convince people that they are essentially unhappy, unfulfilled, unfocused, insecure, conflicted, and anxious. Yet many non-Christians are actually quite well adjusted as they are (while some evangelicals are no better off emotionally than they were before!) Evangelical preachers become high-pressure salesmen whose task is to sell Jesus-as-the-Great-Fixer-of-All-Present-Discomfort: “Your life is a train wreck, but Jesus will take over and manage it much better than you can.” In accordance with this gospel, popular evangelicalism has increasingly propagated the myth that people are more likely to believe in Jesus when their present life has crashed: If someone has lost a job, fallen ill, gotten divorced, or succumbed to addiction; their crisis becomes an “opportunity” for the Holy Spirit to draw them to Christ. (However, a cursory review of the plagues of Revelation confirms that the increase of calamity only drives the stubborn-hearted to resist God all the more.)
Second, there are 1,001 other solutions for lifestyle improvement out there in the self-help marketplace that all claim to provide a better quality of life in the here-and-now. Many of these are not even in conflict with Christianity, yet we feel compelled to compete with and discredit them in order to provide a greater contrast for the present benefits of the law. The Bible is not an exhaustive owner’s manual on all things pertaining to the human condition. Many teachings, philosophies, and disciplines completely outside of the Christian tradition provide a wide variety of physical, mental and spiritual benefits that are genuine and helpful. Evangelicalism does not need to beat itself up every time it discovers that another religion, philosophy, or discipline is doing something well that improves people’s lives. When the disciples came upon a man casting out demons in the name of Jesus, they commanded him to stop, for he was a stranger, unknown to them and unfamiliar. But Jesus rebuked them for their exclusive attitude, saying, “He that is not against us is for us.” The lesson here is that not all that is strange to us, unknown to us, or unfamiliar to us is against God’s law. There is no arrogance so repugnant as religious arrogance that assumes that the same Spirit of God indwelling Christians cannot possibly work upon those who are outside of Christ, yet also made in the image of God.
The gospel is always good news. The mandate of evangelicalism toward the world is always to advocate that which is true, not to condemn that which is false. The gospel is always a positive confession. It is never a negative critique. It is never evangelicalism’s proper role to tear down other people’s beliefs in order to exalt Jesus. When Naaman, commander of the army of the king of Syria, approached the prophet Elisha to be healed of his leprosy, Elisha instructed him, “Go and wash in the Jordan seven times, and your flesh shall be restored to you, and you shall be clean.” Elisha simply proclaimed the healing available in the Jordan River. We see nothing in this account critical of the religion of Syria. Elisha does not attack the culture, philosophies, or literature of Syria as a means of exalting the God of Israel. He does not malign the Abanah and Pharpar rivers, asserting that they are dirty, stagnant, and polluted. He simply offers a remedy for Naaman’s disease and leaves the choice to Naaman: to follow it or not. It is a sad commentary on much of our evangelical tradition that it feels loyalty to Jesus requires the desecration of all other traditions.
Third, the premise that life is better with Jesus is not necessarily true. Jesus will turn many aspects of a disciple’s life in this present world upside down. A Christian will face trials, temptation, loss of status and friends, loss of control, inner conflict between the old and new natures, and spiritual disciplines that he did not experience previously. We tend to downplay this aspect of the Christian experience. People who believe in Jesus in the expectation of having a smooth road in this life often fall away very disappointed and end up worse off than before.
Fourth, the life-is-better-with-Jesus gospel leads to us promoting ourselves and our particular expression of the evangelical life instead of promoting Jesus. “Look how much better I’m doing than you. I used to be as fouled up as you are, but look how much Jesus has improved me!” This message does not deliver a pleasing fragrance to society and its far-reaching impacts are very evident in society’s negative attitudes toward evangelical culture today. Jesus said, “I am the way, and the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me.” We can never assert that, "We are the way, and the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father except through us."
Fifth, and perhaps most problematic, the life-is-better-with-Jesus gospel falls into the trap of offering people those things they crave rather than what they actually need. When Jesus rode triumphantly into Jerusalem on a donkey, the multitudes rejoiced and Jesus wept, for the people did not know the things that would make for their peace. They gave the proper recognition to the rightful king, but for the wrong reasons and with misplaced expectations. They praised and cheered the coming Messiah that day because they hungered for the fulfillment of their immediate earthly desires: the deliverance of Israel from the brutal occupation by Rome and the reinstatement of the Davidic kingdom in all of its glory. Jesus wept because he knew that these aspirations could never bring them peace and would ultimately lead to the destruction of Jerusalem.
How very much like these people we are! At every stage of our lives, and in many different circumstances of our lives, we are so very sure of what things will bring us peace. We arrive at certain critical junctures of our lives where we are absolutely certain that our greatest need is that thing which will satisfy my most immediate appetite. “If I can only just get this one thing, I will be at peace.” The 10-year old needs the latest toy or gadget that all the other kids have. The teenager will absolutely die if she cannot get a date with that cute guy in her English class. A few years later, marriage and the right career choice are the essential keys to peace. Then it’s the perfect job and the choice house in the right part of town. Finally, having achieved the other things, we spend our later years chasing promotions and building retirement packages.
At every point along the way, we are tempted by the illusion that the crest of the next horizon will be the ultimate milestone of my life journey. And yet how quickly that great prize that occupied our entire vision just a moment ago loses its lustre after we attain it. We soon realize, as we have realized on previous occasions, that it really didn’t deliver that lasting peace it promised. For we will never find our peace in our accomplishments. The Preacher considers our efforts in this life and declares in Ecclesiastes, “All the labor of man is for his mouth, and yet the soul is not satisfied.” Now the labor of man is an honorable endeavor, for God made the mouth just as he created the soul. It is God’s pleasure that our mouths be satisfied with the accomplishments of this life. But the delights of the mouth do not satisfy the soul, and herein lies the stumbling of the multitudes that first Palm Sunday. For they imagined that they would find peace for their souls in the liberation of their land from Roman oppression.
Had Jesus chosen to grant the people what they sought, he could have overthrown Rome that very day. Scholars estimate that there were perhaps 3,000 people cheering him that day. He could have rallied them against the Roman garrison in Jerusalem, taken the city by surprise, put Pilate and all his officers to the sword, and set up his throne in the temple. Before Rome had time to react, the rebellion would have spread throughout Judea, and the whole land liberated from the Roman tyranny. But we are all too familiar with new governments supplanting old governments. We see the celebrations of the victors, the promises of justice and prosperity; and then, predictably, we see the new government come to look very much like the old one. For any government will quickly take on the character of its citizens. But these are not the things that make for our peace. This was not the first time Jesus had opportunity to claim an earthly kingdom. Satan made the same offer when he tempted Jesus in the wilderness. Jesus rejected it then and he rejects it here. For his objective was something much larger, more lasting and infinitely more satisfying.
Jesus had an appointment from which he would not be deterred. The multitudes, Satan, even his disciples all enticed him to settle for something less. But Luke tells us that Jesus set his face to go to Jerusalem and keep this appointment. It was the work for which he had been sent and he would not be moved from his course. Had Jesus yielded to these temptations, he could have avoided this appointment and still have accomplished many things that would have placed him among the great figures of history. He could have led great liberating armies, overthrown tyrants, healed tens of thousands, and written volumes of books amplifying his teachings. He could have established schools and training centers. But all these were not the purpose for which he was sent.
Many people who fail to find peace in their accomplishments attempt to find peace in their service. Surely here is the key to my peace! I will pour my energy into service to the weak, to the oppressed, to those whose voice is not heard. After all, devoting my life to meeting the needs of others certainly carries a higher moral tone than pursuing my own accomplishments. But neither will service bring us our peace because the tides of success and failure ebb and flow in all human affairs. Sometimes the goodness, the humility, and the self-sacrifice of the human spirit we observe in our brothers and sisters will fill our hearts with admiration and hope. And then, in the next moment, the cruelty, the callousness, and the depravity of one human being to another will send us reeling in horror.
Many people enter public service through the helping professions hoping to resolve the unanswered questions of peace and satisfaction in their own souls as they reach out to others. But they do not find their peace in such work, for they discover, as Jesus foretold, that, “The poor you will always have with you.” Some wrongs will be put right, but new evils will replace them. Some will be healed, but many more will fall sick. As worthy a fight as this is, the ministry of mercy and compassion is a campaign that will have no final conclusion in this world.
The struggle against oppression, poverty, and injustice is the right and proper labor of Christianity. Both the Old and New Testament prophets command the people of God to fight injustice and inequality wherever and in whatever form it is found: whether it is an impoverished population persecuted by a dictator, the denial of human rights, the exploitation of people or the environment through human greed, or any other expression of evil. We wage this campaign not because we have weighed the odds of success and calculated our chances of winning. But we fight because every individual on whose behalf we struggle is created in the image of God and is deserving of the dignity of that status.
We would be greatly mistaken if we concluded that Jesus had no compassion for the multitudes that celebrated his arrival in Jerusalem that Palm Sunday. He fully understood what the Jews suffered under Rome and the cruel tyranny of Pontius Pilate and Herod. But on this day, he passed them by, for their greatest desire for present relief was not their most pressing need. The human heart is blatantly fickle in this matter of finding our peace. It is in our natures, no matter how many dilemmas are resolved in our lives, to run immediately to the next one and declare it to be the final objective. For when we ground our peace in the affairs of this world it is a peace that will only endure until the next crisis appears.
If we want to understand the things that make for our peace, we need to accept first of all that we are eternal beings who reside in these perishable bodies for only a very brief moment. We naturally assume just the opposite: that our identity is essentially temporal with some nebulous component of eternity that becomes important when we die, but that really doesn’t amount to anything now. Once we grasp this reality of our spiritual natures, we can better appreciate the fact that the things that make for our peace are eternal. We can also appreciate the incongruity of an eternal creature attempting to ground his peace in the changing and uncertain currents of this world. And so Jesus looked upon the multitudes and he wept, for they did not comprehend their need, or the work that he must complete at Golgotha. For Jesus had an appointment on Good Friday with a Roman cross. And it is in this appointment that we discover the things that make for our peace.
It is the peace that flows from the cross that equips us to minister to the hurts and needs and yearnings of this present world. Our peace is anchored in eternity through Christ’s surrender of himself to the cross. And that peace is the reference point that empowers us to reach out to the practical, here-and-now needs of this present world. God invites us to enjoy the good and pleasant labors of this world. But these accomplishments are not the things that make for our peace. God also calls us to minister to the hurts and injustices that oppress our brothers and sisters in this world. But neither is our service that which makes for our peace. It is required of us that we make our peace with God before we can become peacemakers in this world.
Jesus passed by the multitudes that first Palm Sunday and he did not grant them the deliverance they hoped for. In the same way, he will sometimes pass by you and me without addressing that pain that we feel most sharply today. And when he does this, do not immediately assume that he is slow, or deaf, or blind. But consider that he may be leading us to rediscover the things that make for our peace; things that, from time to time in the mad rush of this life, become hidden from our eyes. The world demands instant relief from the miseries, the stresses, and the contradictions of this life. Jesus certainly provides this relief, but evangelicalism’s challenge is to resist the temptation to proclaim a gospel that makes this present life the core of its message. More than ever before in this materialistic and postmodern culture, evangelicalism must leave this battle of the present to those who only believe in the present. Its answer to those who demand that evangelicalism take up that battle must be that its first and foremost duty is to address the question of eternity.
Chapter 6. Why Do You Really Want People to Believe in Jesus?
…there is a lion outside! I shall be slain in the streets! Proverbs
There is that brand of religion that wrings its hands in detached disgust over the deterioration of our social fabric in the 21st century. It complains not because God’s heart is broken, not because his sheep are scattered across the landscape, but because its own comfortable equilibrium has been upset by change and lawlessness. This superficial spirituality fails to perceive that change is the resistance that builds the muscles of faith; that without forced change it grows self-sufficient and self-indulgent.
The body of Christ can only transform or die, for that which is alive can never simply sustain. The undoing of the rich fool who built bigger barns was that he tried to insulate himself from change. And in that, his attitude was inconsistent with life. Therefore the Lord required his soul from him that night. The history of Christianity is that of the Holy Spirit compelling change and tradition resisting it. Therefore, the Spirit has always worked his change through the small, the weak, and the obscure; because the powerful and the learned would not have it. The children will be tempted to mimic the form of their parents’ faith, but they must instead strive after its substance because their own challenges will not be the same.
The stability our souls pursue is unequally yoked with the regime of change our spirits require, and this speaks to the complexity of human nature. It is the unexpected, the uncomfortable, and the inconvenient that reveals the presence of the Spirit working among us and through us, for without such change our spirituality becomes overly prescriptive and predictable. We expend so much of our energy building buffers against change, yet the Lord constantly thrusts change upon us. Stable Christians don’t move because their inertia is greater than their dreams. They don’t risk because they have nothing to gain. They don’t explore because they are content where they are. They don’t question because they need no answers. They don’t ask because they are satisfied with what they have. They have little faith because all they expect is already before their eyes. One of the most brutally honest sermons I ever heard was one in which a pastor told his congregation that several of them shouldn’t be there anymore; that God had long ago nudged them on and they had resisted him.
The biblical view of change is a difficult meal to digest, for it contains many strange ingredients unpalatable to popular religious sentiment. An appropriate starting point is God’s prophetic proclamation to Pharaoh, “But indeed for this purpose I have raised you up, that I may show my power in you, and that my name may be declared in all the earth.” When Moses spoke these words to Pharaoh, six of the plagues upon Egypt had already passed. Pharaoh’s view of reality was changing. He was learning that he did not control things the way he thought he did. The Lord essentially said to him, “Pharaoh, I’ve got an agenda you don’t even know about. The only reason you’re here is that you fill a role in what I want to accomplish.”
The primary lesson we learn from this passage is that God controls history. The language of “raising up” is the term God applies to himself to describe his supervision of world affairs. God is always saying, “I will raise up this king or that nation to accomplish what I want done.” Sometimes God’s action is directed toward the righteous. God raised up good King Asa who was the instrument of the Lord’s will. In Luke’s gospel we find the “raised up” formula referring to the Messiah, himself. We generally find it a morally acceptable theology that God raises up obedient servants to do his bidding.
But this picture takes on an entirely different flavor when we realize that the Bible uses this same language about the unrighteous. “I have raised you up, Pharaoh. I have caused you to prosper as the king of an oppressive, idolatrous superpower. Everything you see around you I have prepared because I have a purpose that is higher than human wisdom.” We see that Pharaoh is a ruthless dictator. He does whatever he must to ensure the survival of his empire. The children of Israel suffered grievously under Pharaoh. And then God reveals that he, himself, raised up this tyrant who works such monstrous evil. The prophet Habakkuk was astounded when he learned that God acts this way; that he is “raising up the Chaldeans, a bitter and hasty nation which marches through the breadth of the earth, to possess dwelling places that are not theirs.” The Chaldeans will meet with their judgment later on, but for the time being God sustains them because he has a purpose that this merciless army will serve.
The Bible clearly teaches that God raises up both good and evil agents to accomplish his purposes. He does not create evil, but he directs it toward his ultimate purposes and does not judge it immediately. God is managing history and bringing its affairs to his chosen conclusion. I want to contrast this view of history with another viewpoint that circulates widely among evangelicals today.
It is often held that Satan is in charge of this world; that he directs the nations and he raises up his own leaders to manage world affairs. Yet God cast Satan to the earth; he did not grant the devil authority over it. Satan is nothing more than a condemned criminal awaiting the execution of the judge’s sentence. Satan is only the god of this age in the sense that he influences people through deception, temptation, and manipulation. It is in this sense that Jesus calls Satan the ruler of this world. Satan is exactly like the leader of a street gang that controls an area of a city as its “turf.” He holds no title, legal rights, or delegated authority pertaining to his turf. He is simply an outlaw.
Satan’s claim to ownership of the world’s kingdoms was his own assertion and was a lie. God grants Satan limited freedom to roam the earth because it suits God’s purposes. Satan can only afflict individuals directly with God’s permission. Satan is not omnipresent, but is a spatially limited being. Satan’s attacks on Job, Peter, and Paul are shown to be specific allowances from God. At all other times, Satan is limited to impeding Christians’ work through indirect temptation and deception.
Through misunderstanding the status of Satan in this age, people have attributed to him authority that belongs only to the Lord. God runs the world and Satan does not. The reason we have a difficult time believing that God exercises sovereign control over the evils and tragedies of history is that our priorities are not God’s priorities. We strive to maintain stability. We desire peaceful relations between nations rather than conflict. We desire a stable economy so that business can run smoothly and prosper. We desire environmental stability, as opposed to flood, drought, famine, and disease. And we mistakenly assume that God desires these things in all times and places too. To the extent we misunderstand this dynamic of history, it follows that we will refuse to attribute to God whatever turbulence is inconsistent with our viewpoint. But this responsibility must fall somewhere and so Satan becomes our culprit. This leads to the awkward (and inaccurate) picture of God lounging in the clubhouse dispassionately sipping drinks, allowing history to play out unattended while he waits for Satan to reach the 18th hole.
But God is not impotent, nor uncaring, nor absent. He is directly involved in history, orchestrating events exactly as he intends—for God is a shaker. Whereas we constantly try to stabilize our environment, God comes along and shakes it up: “‘I will shake all nations, and the desired of all nations will come, and I will fill this house with glory,’ says the Lord Almighty.” God maintains a measured level of instability in the world. Jesus had to set his disciples straight on this point: Do you think that I came to bring peace on earth? No way! I did not come to bring peace but a sword. God raises up some leaders and nations which are relatively righteous. He raises up other powers which are deceived by Satan and work evil.
The Bible offers two reasons for God supporting Pharaoh and his oppressive government. First: “That I may show my power in you.” Through Pharaoh’s experiences, the whole world would learn of God’s power. Our default perspective of the universe is that humanity is the headline player and that God is answerable to us for any jostling about we find inconvenient. But God raises up his Pharaohs and directs all of history for his own purposes and glory. It is only with considerable discipline that we are able to bend our thinking back to the reality that God’s affairs are all about him—not about us.
Second: “That my name may be declared in all the earth.” In order for God’s name to be declared in all the earth, he needs his messengers to move about and carry it to all the earth. When life is stable and secure, people don’t move. The migration of peoples to other lands is almost always the result of environmental stresses, political oppression, or economic instability. When we understand the Great Commission as being evangelicalism’s #1 priority, we would naturally expect that God would facilitate the movement of people to other lands. In fact, that is exactly what God does. When God raises up kings and leaders, he doesn’t necessarily choose the ones who would produce the most peaceful and stable world. But in his own sovereign will, he chooses a line-up that will maintain a controlled balance of stability and instability.
Now these are difficult teachings to digest, aren’t they? It’s much easier to believe that in every place and at all times God desires peace and stability to prevail (the error of liberal thought). However, the Bible doesn’t teach that. This theology of instability has far-reaching implications for the Christian who takes it to heart. For one thing, it cautions evangelicals against becoming too nationalistic (the error of conservative thought). A Christian is to work for the betterment of his country, he is to respect his government, and be a productive citizen. But a Christian also realizes that God reserves the right to cause nations to rise and fall according to his sovereign will. When Jeremiah prophesied that Jerusalem would fall to the Babylonians, he stood alone. All of the other prophets had been corrupted by their political alliances and blinded by their nationalism. They could not accept what God was going to do.
The evangelical who understands this theology also avoids getting involved in any utopian programs for the perfection of this world. He understands that the evils afflicting humanity are not going to disappear until the final Day. The wheat and the tares will indeed grow together until the end. So the evangelical lives in a very curious relationship to society. He is to defend the cause of the oppressed, yet he knows that injustice will continue. He feeds the hungry, yet he knows that the hungry will always be with us. The evangelical is to be a peacemaker and a reconciler, and yet he knows that God will use wars for his sovereign purposes. The evangelical is to prophetically call for righteousness in government, yet he knows that God raises up the unrighteous in order that his power may be shown through them.
When the apostle John wrote to us, “Do not love the world,” he meant much more than the avoidance of sensual luxuries and pleasures. But he warned us that Christians are to live with a sober understanding of God’s purposes in shaking the world. It is the ultimate irony that 21st-century society most readily associates evangelicalism with stability, the status quo, and conservative ideology; for the Christian’s original role in the Roman world was that of iconoclast and revolutionary. We are not to become so attached to our culture, our country, or the comforts of stability that we lose sight of the God who removes kings and shakes nations.
Evangelicals are to be a going people. They are to be about God’s work as they circulate through his world as aliens and strangers in a foreign land. Somewhat predictably, the evangelicals who complain the loudest about postmodern culture are the ones who are standing still. It is their immobility that makes them feel like grasshoppers among giants in this age of social upheaval. But when we respond to Christ’s call and take up the daily work he gives us to do, the daunting horizons of change will retreat to their proper place in our spiritual landscape. To the degree that evangelicals can attain to this perspective, nearly all of their anxiety over the postmodern lawlessness of 21st-century society will dissipate into the balm of God’s sovereign rule over his creation.
Chapter 7. The Gospel Is Foolishness—Deal With It!
Do not answer a fool according to his folly, lest you also be like him. Proverbs
Apologetics is that discipline of the theological task that seeks to explain the basis of one’s Christian faith. It derives its justification largely from Peter’s admonition that the Christian is to, “always be ready to give a defence to everyone who asks you a reason for the hope that is in you.” Several streams of apologetics have emerged over the centuries. Some give priority to the inward and subjective witness of the Holy Spirit’s work in each one’s heart. Others stress that Christian belief is consistent with natural theology and the rational assessment of empirical data. Still others emphasize God’s objective revelation in his Son and in the Bible.
It is not my intent to wade too deeply into the pool of Christian apologetics and argue the merits of one view over another. I wish instead to highlight two primary motives for any apologetic: (1) to refute slanderous accusations against Christians’ conduct and (2) to dispel any government concerns that the kingdom of Christ is a threat to the state. However, Peter’s charge does not direct Christians to engage critics who object to the faith on a purely rational level. This is the chasm over which apologetics can never leap because the rationality of belief in Jesus that is clear to the renewed mind is inaccessible to the darkened mind. The apostles repeatedly caution against disputes on those terms, calling them unprofitable and useless. By their very nature, these interactions lead to strife rather than faith. Evangelicalism’s efforts to answer rational criticism serve largely to preserve and enhance our own reputations. But apologetics is the defence of one’s hope in Christ, not a defence of the reputation of the one who hopes.
We need to focus on this subtle, but crucial distinction. A great deal of our effort in explaining, defending, and justifying our evangelical beliefs to postmodern culture is not so much advocating for Christ as it is the vanity of advocating for our own intellectual and social reputations. We want to make the case that we are rational and respectable in our convictions about Jesus Christ. We want to be recognized as logical, clear-thinking intellectuals. We want to compete on all the same academic levels as the world and be found worthy in its sight. Evangelicalism has very little appetite today to accept the shame of the cross and to be accounted fools by the world. We have become ashamed of the blatant simplicity and uncompromising barbarity of the cross. We cannot tolerate the world’s ridicule. When the world distorts and misrepresents our convictions we are outraged. This visceral reaction indicates that our advocacy for the legitimacy of our evangelical faith is really all about justifying ourselves, not about proclaiming Jesus. Above all else, we do not want to be seen as simpletons. Yet that is precisely what God intends, for he calls us to proclaim his foolishness that cannot be seen or vindicated at the bench of human reason.
One of postmodern thought’s favorite stratagems to dismiss evangelical faith is the assertion that “primitive” civilization invented God solely to fill in the gaps in its scientific knowledge. It argues that humanity’s growing understanding of the physical world has now ushered God off to the retirement home accordingly. My concern is not with postmodernism’s shallow contrivance, but rather with evangelicalism’s all too willing readiness to play at this game. For when it allows its confession to take the stand and be cross-examined at this level, evangelicalism accepts by default postmodernism’s assumption that the rational mind is sufficient to assess eternal matters.
But evangelicalism’s efforts to justify faith to the rational mind use tools that were never intended to perform that task. Evangelical faith is not irrational, but it is definitely supra-rational; it is a transaction that occurs outside the sphere of rationality. Emil Brunner describes this supra-rational character of saving faith in The Christian Doctrine of the Church, Faith, and the Consummation:
There can thus be no question of his [the believer] having first to believe in a fact, and then on the strength of that being able to believe in the sense of fiducia. He does not owe his Jesus, the Christ, to the historian, but to the man who bore witness to him about Jesus as the Christ, so that in penitence and faith he recognized Jesus as such through the same Spirit in which he had been preached to him. Therefore his faith is not first a faith in facts, but, from the beginning, vital faith in Christ. The believer knows nothing of a faith in facts which would have to precede his genuine faith.
As creatures made in the image of God, human beings are complex creatures. We have a spirit through which we perceive matters in the heavenly realm, physical senses that measure the material world and certain faculties—the mind and the heart—that crossover and relate to both. Simply put, we are to limit our use of these faculties to their intended applications. If we attempt to discern spiritual reality using rational faculties designed to measure the visible world, we will get unreliable results.
When the word of God comes to us, we have certain faculties that receive that word and others that process and respond to it. The anthropology of belief is laid out accordingly: “And how shall they believe in Him of whom they have not heard?... For with the heart one believes unto righteousness, and with the mouth confession is made unto salvation.” Our ears receive the message of Christ, the heart is the faculty of belief, and then we confess our faith with the mouth.
The eyes are notably omitted from this transaction. Throughout the Bible, the eyes represent human self-determination and independence, as opposed to submission to God’s voice. The eyes are the seat of rational assessment and shrewd judgment, yet it is Jesus who is our judge, not we who are to evaluate him. Our eyes are the best tools we have to observe and analyze the phenomenal world, but they are our least reliable faculty in spiritual matters. They are most susceptible to distortion by our passions, our fears and our pride.
Jesus gives us a lesson in the inappropriate use of rational assessment in John’s gospel. “Now there were certain Greeks among those who came up to worship at the feast. Then they came to Philip, who was from Bethsaida of Galilee, and asked him, saying, “Sir, we wish to see Jesus.” The significance of these Greeks who desired to see Jesus was not their ethnicity, but their supreme reliance on their eyes to gauge things of the spirit and of eternity. The gospels record only two encounters of Jesus with Greeks and he was not especially cordial in either case. The first meeting was with the Syro-Phoenician woman who implored Jesus to cast a demon from her daughter. We recall that Jesus rebuffed her quite curtly, saying, “Let the children be filled first, for it is not good to take the children’s bread and throw it to the dogs.” These Greeks who wished to see Jesus were proselytes to the Jewish faith. They submitted their request indirectly through Philip and Andrew who then relayed the request to Jesus.
Their request seems on the surface to be open, honest and reasonable. They had traveled farther than most to attend the Passover celebration and so we are inclined to grant them an earnestness in accordance with that effort. That they wished to see Jesus indicates that they had heard the message of his kingdom in their travels and were motivated at some level to investigate further. They did not simply want to observe him, but to interview him. But Jesus responded only to his two disciples, telling them, “Whoever serves me must follow me, and where I am, there will my servant be also.” In the end, he did not grant these Greek pilgrims an audience. For John records that, “Jesus spoke these things, and departed, and hid himself from them.”
These Greeks wished to see Jesus not to find out how they could serve and follow him, but to see if they found his teachings reasonable. Their request was not a noble one. Their intention was to interrogate Jesus, to test him, to assess whether or not they found his answers agreeable and then go away and consider their merits at their leisure. In all likelihood, they would have incorporated Jesus into some syncretistic religious philosophy of their own design, for this was the character of Greek religion. Paul encountered this same spirit in Athens:
Then certain Epicurean and Stoic philosophers encountered him. And some said, “What does this babbler want to say?” Others said, “He seems to be a proclaimer of foreign gods,” because he preached to them Jesus and the resurrection. And they took him and brought him to the Areopagus, saying, “May we know what this new doctrine is of which you speak? For you are bringing some strange things to our ears. Therefore we want to know what these things mean.” For all the Athenians and the foreigners who were there spent their time in nothing else but either to tell or to hear some new thing.
The desire of these Greeks to see Jesus illustrates that type of rational appraisal of Jesus that is misguided, unfruitful and, in fact, quite treacherous. It is this same spirit we see in Herod, that “…when he saw Jesus, he was exceedingly glad; for he had desired for a long time to see Him, because he had heard many things about Him, and he hoped to see some miracle done by Him. Then he questioned Him with many words, but He answered him nothing.” Contrary to popular sentiment, Jesus did not welcome everyone, for he knew all men. He openly received those genuinely intent on following him, but he had little time for those who only wished to pick and choose what they found appealing, like a shopper squeezing fruit in the produce aisle.
Our eyes are especially unreliable to measure matters of eternity because they attach primary importance to the immediate, and to that a weight far in excess of what it deserves. Those things that are presently visible demand all their attention and all their focus. The clamouring details of the today’s ambitions and worries fill their entire field of view. The psalmist speaks of the “destruction that lays waste at noonday.” Under the noonday sun, our eyes cannot see the approaching sunset; therefore they assign no importance to it. They convince us that we have a surplus of time to deal with the spiritual matters that press on our hearts. Yet Jesus counsels us to “Walk while you have the light, lest darkness overtake you.” The philosophers of Athens felt no urgency of passing time. They promised Paul, “We will hear you again on this matter.” But he immediately left for Corinth and they never saw him again.
Subjecting Jesus to the scrutiny of our eyes is a hopeless venture because the proverb tells us, “The eyes of man are never satisfied.” Those who attempt to assess Jesus with their eyes will find that there is always one more question, one more objection, one more provocative new angle to dissect (which is actually never a new angle at all). No one has ever fallen short of faith in Christ on account of a particular rational objection. If given a solution to one objection, the skeptic will just move along to another one. (It should be noted as well that, regardless of how sturdy a platform of rational justification one builds for the evangelical faith, believing in a future event that has never happened before is most definitely a giant leap out of rationality!) In the fourth century, Basil the Great observed the futility of answering one objection after another:
The philosophers of Greece have made much ado to explain nature, and not one of their systems has remained firm and unshaken, each being overturned by its successor. It is vain to refute them; they are sufficient in themselves to destroy one another.
It should also be noted that evangelicals inevitably get in over their heads in disciplines where they are not qualified by training or experience to speak with proper authority. It is never wise to dabble in an unfamiliar specialty simply to prove some unrelated point. The contraction of foot-in-mouth disease is only one blunder away.
And what do we expect our eyes to conclude about Jesus? The prophet Isaiah tells us, “When we see him, there is no beauty that we should desire him.” Our eyes will measure Jesus according to the priorities and values of this present world and find nothing in him that profits us today. They will dismiss his claim upon our hearts as irrelevant to our immediate concerns and ask, after the manner of Esau: “What is this birthright to me?”
Perhaps the greatest delusion of our eyes is to disguise the hardening that the passing of time works in human hearts. Our eyes present the past as a single, stationary image. The past seems motionless when viewed from the present, but each passing year meant everything then and those years were filled with the individual choices that either softened or hardened our hearts. Our eyes deceive us into thinking that we can step back into that picture at any point and direct our hearts as we could then. Yet there is a hardening that comes upon those who fail to respond to the early calls of the Spirit to follow Jesus. We fail to appreciate how irreversibly we become the sum of our unmade choices until we suddenly discover how difficult it is to make the choice today we failed to make long ago.
Our eyes do not warn us of the danger of leaving Jesus continually under their gaze, never rejecting him, but never choosing to follow him either. Our spirits compel us to make our calling and election sure, but our eyes do not perceive this urgency. As we subject Jesus to the ongoing assessment of our eyes, we become less inclined to follow him, not more so; and this too is a delusion. We can never assume that choosing Christ will be easier later. It will always be more difficult. In the physical world, it is harder to climb the hill at 55 than it was at 25. The passage of time affects our spirits the same way. The opportunity we have to follow Christ today is better than tomorrow’s, but poorer than yesterday’s. It is in this sense that the writer to the Hebrews urges us, “Today, if you will hear his voice, do not harden your hearts.”
This exaltation of rationality can subtly skew our efforts in spreading the gospel, enticing us to repeatedly impress it on the hard of heart rather than offering it to those hungry to receive it. We too often focus our efforts on a generation that has had every opportunity to follow Jesus, but has walked away out of disinterest. We imagine that our persuasive, apologetic arguments will compel them to believe the truth they have wilfully exchanged for a lie. But our Lord calls us to an extensive gospel ministry where we carry “salvation to the ends of the earth,” not an intensive one where we linger over the unresponsive. The sower is to move rapidly over the field covering as much area as possible, not pass repeatedly over one piece of ground he fancies more fertile than the rest. The seeds he spreads germinate after he has moved on and he cannot see below the surface to know which ones have taken root. The sower marvels that “the seed should sprout and grow, he himself does not know how.”
Years ago I heard the statistic that 80% of our gospel outreach is focused on 20% of the world’s population. This speaks of a preference for intensive ministry and is indicative of our efforts to re-seed the same ground over and over. We think the heart grows softer through the gospel’s repeated knocking upon it, but just the opposite is true. If the first seed does not germinate, each successive sowing lands on harder ground. People reject the gospel not because they require more information, but because of a wrong inclination of the will.
Hearing you will hear and shall not understand,
And seeing you will see and not perceive;
For the hearts of this people have grown dull.
Their ears are hard of hearing,
And their eyes they have closed. Matthew
Soil that receives the seed is never the same. The gospel always either softens or hardens the hearer’s heart. The Spirit sees this response even though the sower does not and will eventually draw to himself the hearer whose heart is inclined toward Jesus.
We must not suppose that those who resist the gospel are helpless victims struggling to free themselves from the net of deception that entraps them.
Why has this people slidden back,
Jerusalem, in a perpetual backsliding?
They hold fast to deceit,
They refuse to return. Jeremiah
Deceit does not hold them hostage, but they hold fast to it. “Their eyes they have closed.” The gospel worker who adopts an intensive strategy will burn himself out straining to pull the veils from the hearts of people who have every intention of holding them fast in place.
The temptation to exalt our eyes to that lofty status of supreme arbiter in all matters temporal and eternal is a strong temptation because critical reasoning and empirical analysis is the glory of humanity in which we excel so easily and naturally. Because our eyes serve us so faithfully in the exploration of the visible, we suppose they are equally well suited to the unseen world. But our true citizenship is the spiritual realm, not the physical universe. We are spiritual beings, created to respond to spiritual revelation.
Our eyes will argue that they are well suited to judge the most essential questions of life even when they are not. The Scripture says, “Eye has not seen, nor ear heard, nor have entered into the heart of man the things which God has prepared for those who love Him. But God has revealed them to us through His Spirit.” Those things God reveals through his Spirit we are to assess with our spirits. When Simon Peter confessed to Jesus, “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God.” Jesus answered and said to him, “Blessed are you, Simon Bar-Jonah, for flesh and blood has not revealed this to you.” When we attempt to assess the stature of Jesus using eyes fitted to the mapping of this world’s terrain, they will only mislead and deceive us in the most important assessment of all.
It is in this sense that the seemingly forthright request of these Greeks, “We wish to see Jesus,” is laid bare as the misdirected course it was. Their interest in Jesus presents itself as sincere spiritual inquiry, but it is actually that restlessness that is always learning and never able to come to the knowledge of the truth. The world does not admire the dreamer who flits about aimlessly, unable to discern any goal for his life; yet it proclaims as a genius the one who describes true spirituality as a romance of the unknowable, as a search for meaning having no final destination. But doubt is a hazard in the search for spiritual truth. It is not a virtue. Society flocks to hear the philosophers of Athens, who thrill to continually tell or to hear some new thing, but scoffs at the single-minded simplicity of the Christian who sells all that he has to buy the field containing the hidden treasure.
With each passing year, our postmodern culture grows in its confidence that its eyes can adequately address all of humanity’s questions of purpose, destiny and meaning. Yet Jesus did not receive these men; he did not submit himself to the critique of their eyes. In the same way, evangelicalism seeks validation in the philosopher’s hall, the archaeologist’s dig, or the scientist’s laboratory at its peril, for it will find none in these places. Therefore, evangelicalism must be careful not to become enamoured with gaining the approval of a society determined to examine Jesus using all the wrong tools.
Chapter 8. The Gospel Won’t Be Interrogated
Those skilled in war bring the enemy to the field of battle and are not brought there by him. Sun Tzu
As the influence of a biblically-oriented perspective has diminished over the last generation, we have seen a corresponding ascendancy of an “evangelical counterpoint” refuting postmodern views on contemporary issues and events. Such an editorial voice was hardly necessary in a society that knew only a Judeo-Christian worldview, for there was no significant opposition providing any contrasting opinion. Today, however, we see “the evangelical position” published on every hot-button issue of the day, whether political, economic, ethical, environmental, or social. Evangelicalism is increasingly driven to demonstrate its relevance to current affairs through declaring the law’s application to specific headline issues. Evangelical denominations and organizations of every stripe cannot resist issuing press releases in response to every news item that comes across the wire, setting forth “God’s view” on the matter. There are a number of reasons why this practice is ill-advised and unproductive.
First, we fail to appreciate how strongly our own local horizons and biases influence our present opinions. In the majority of cases, the passage of time reveals how short sighted our pronouncements were. Trace any particular issue back through the history of evangelical thought—even ten or twenty years—and you will see how strongly a generation’s particular cultural lenses colored its views.
Second, one of the distinctive elements of the Bible is that each of its central teachings is matched with a contrasting viewpoint. For example, God predetermines my path, but also calls me to choose my way. Money is a blessing, yet the love of money is the root of all evil. We are to judge wisely, but we are also warned to judge not. A Christian is a saint as well as a sinner. Our task is not to reconcile these opposites, but to wrestle with them and allow their tensions to stand. It is in our wrestling with these difficult counterpoints that the Holy Spirit teaches us how to work out God’s wisdom in the real situations of our lives. The Spirit may legitimately lead two people in opposite directions on the same question! Our editorial positions almost always commit the error of embracing one truth at the expense of soft pedaling its complement.
Third, the government of creation will not allow the government of redemption to impose the grid of the law over its affairs (See Chapter 4 on the relationship between these two governments). An evangelical may participate in the government of creation as a citizen of that government, but he must do so wisely and circumspectly. He can advocate for justice, creation wisdom, and other elements of common agreement; but he may not appeal to God’s absolute law without incurring an immediate reactive backlash. A lawless culture will forcefully reject any declaration of objective law originating outside of its own self-determination.
Fourth, Jesus provided the example of avoiding the battlefields the world chooses. When faced with the question, “Is it lawful to pay taxes to Caesar or not?” he discerned that it was intended to trap him no matter how he responded. The Pharisees demanded that Jesus declare himself as either a Jewish zealot or a Roman collaborator, but he refused to cooperate. He said to them, in effect, “my categories are my own and I don’t submit to yours.” We are only too happy to offer unqualified answers to the question, “What is lawful?” where Jesus himself would not venture to speak. This society’s categories are not the gospel’s categories. The postmodern world declares to evangelicalism what labels it must choose. It attempts to dictate to evangelicalism what essential issues and divisions and categories it must use to define its message. But we can never forget that the call to follow Jesus requires that we join Jesus. Jesus does not join our causes and categories.
The dramatic conversion of Saul of Tarsus provides us with a striking lesson of a man who found his own categories of relevance demolished when a very relevant God interrupted his agenda. We find much to admire in Saul as he traveled to Damascus. He was a man of unshakeable determination and conviction. He hungered after righteousness and sought to enforce it as best he knew how. He turned his convictions into action without regard for his own safety or welfare. But Saul’s faults are equally evident. And it is because of these that God chooses him (just as God chooses each of us for our weaknesses rather than because of our strengths). Saul’s view of God was forged out of his own priorities, expectations, and experience. He professed to act for God, but he did not know God. And so it was that Saul’s meeting with God was something very different than he expected.
Then Saul, still breathing threats and murder against the disciples of the Lord, went to the high priest and asked letters from him to the synagogues of Damascus, so that if he found any who were of the Way, whether men or women, he might bring them bound to Jerusalem. As he journeyed he came near Damascus, and suddenly a light shone around him from heaven. Then he fell to the ground, and heard a voice saying to him, “Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting me?” And he said, “Who are you, Lord?” Then the Lord said, “I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting. It is hard for you to kick against the goads.” So he, trembling and astonished, said, “Lord, what do you want me to do?” Then the Lord said to him, “Arise and go into the city, and you will be told what you must do.” And the men who journeyed with him stood speechless, hearing a voice but seeing no one. Then Saul arose from the ground, and when his eyes were opened he saw no one. But they led him by the hand and brought him into Damascus. And he was three days without sight, and neither ate nor drank.
The immediate effect of the light from heaven on Saul was not illumination, but blindness. We should not miss this central statement in the account of Saul’s conversion for it is a foundational theme running through the entire Bible. The declaration I speak of is God’s judgment on the independence, wilful determination, and self-direction of his people. The light from heaven struck Saul blind and he persisted in this condition for three days. Saul’s eyes symbolize that stubborn self-determination God must subdue before we can become vessels suitable for accomplishing his purposes.
In Chapter 7, I spoke of the eyes as representing our exaltation of natural reason over spiritual discernment. Yet they can also refer to human self-direction and independence contrasted against God’s immediate guidance and direction. It is through our eyes that we strive to assert our own ways and desires over God’s direction and provision. In the Garden of Eden, the woman saw that the tree was good for food, that it was pleasant to the eyes. Lot lifted his eyes and saw all the plain of Jordan and chose the well-watered land of Sodom and Gomorrah that would lead to his family’s ruin. The final summary verse of the Book of Judges laments, “In those days there was no king in Israel; everyone did what was right in his own eyes.” Samuel first trusted in his eyes to select Eliab as God’s anointed until the voice of the Lord revealed that David was to be Israel’s king. John warns us against the lust of the eyes that leads us to pursue prideful independence from God.
If you had to choose between your sight and your hearing, which would you select? Most of us would unhesitatingly choose our eyes. For it is with our eyes that we assess the world around us and do our business within it. But the proper choice for the evangelical must be his ears. For if we do not hear the voice of God, then we are absolutely cast adrift to our own devices. Our ears represent an attitude of submission to the will and voice of God. It is our ears that allow us to hear God call us individually by our names, provide guidance and comfort, and impart his wisdom. God’s people are to move and act and choose only as they hear from God.
The manner of Saul’s conversion teaches us that the purpose of light from heaven is not to give us an enlightened view of this world or of ourselves. But its purpose is to reveal the God who cannot be known until he makes himself known. This was not a light that afforded Saul a better understanding of the world he already knew. It was a light that shattered everything he had thought was true, certain, and immovable. It was not a light that showed Saul how to build upon his own priorities and objectives. It was a light that cast him to the ground and completely destroyed his orientation to all he had previously known.
When God appeared in his glory to Isaiah, the prophet declared, “I am undone.” The Hebrew word for “undone” means “to be destroyed” or “to be laid waste.” Both the prophet Isaiah and Saul of Tarsus had firm principles, convictions, and motives. They were confident of their places in God’s world and what things must be done and said on his behalf. They had their list of questions, their complaints, their categories, their strong opinions about what critical issues of the day the law needed to address. But when God himself appeared, their entire framework of reality was burned up in an instant. God’s glory cast them to the ground, both literally and in every other sense.
Saul’s conversion also illustrates the doctrine of prevenient grace, which is the teaching that, before a person can seek God, God must first have sought the person. The familiar refrain, “I saw the light” as a metaphor for the experience of Christian conversion is derived from Saul’s conversion. But the revelation of God is a not a light that illuminates our view of the world. It is a light that, by its stunning brilliance, confounds, overwhelms, humbles, disorients, and leaves us wondering if we ever knew anything before that moment of encounter with the living God.
And so when the light from heaven cast Saul to the ground, God disabled Saul’s sight so that he would be forced to hear. And in this condition: helpless, prostrate on the ground, and blind, he was ready to begin his service to Jesus. Out of all his great learning, the most profound thing he could say was, “Who are you, Lord?" If we amplified Saul’s question a bit it would run something like this: “I know what my teachers have taught me, but who are you? I know what my books have taught me, but who are you? I know what my traditions have taught me, but who are you?”
And then Saul asks a second question: “What do you want me to do?” I wonder if we have become too sophisticated to ask such a question. It is a humiliating thing to admit that we must ask God what he would have us do. In contrast, postmodern society is so definite in its purposes; so sure of what things must be done to address the critical priorities of the day. Until evangelicalism humbles itself to ask these questions of God, it can never attain to its true purpose and calling in this world.
It is a tremendous temptation to be drawn away by the energy of self-determination that characterizes postmodern culture. We feel the thrill of the flesh when we draw from our own experience, our own convictions, our own beliefs, our own strategies and solutions to declare: “This is the will of God.” We march forward in perfect confidence that our priorities are God’s priorities. Every army goes to war in the name of God. Every movement declares in all conviction that God is surely aligned with our cause. But the counsels of God do not take their bearings from the affairs of this world.
Evangelicalism can only fulfil its prophetic mandate in a postmodern world if it first turns a blind eye toward its demands. Hear me very carefully on this point. I do not mean that we are to ignore society’s cry, but that we must not use society’s priorities as our reference points. Loving parents diligently hear and attend to the needs of their children, but they do not gratify every desire, nor do they address every need their children bring to the table. The Old Testament prophets certainly had their own views and opinions, but they were compelled to proclaim only the word of the Lord delivered to them. To the degree that evangelicalism stops listening to God it surrenders its prophetic calling to other cultural forces.
Israel demanded a king so that it could be like all the nations. In the same way, evangelicalism is too often content to simply affirm the priorities postmodern culture declares. Instead of following the Shepherd’s voice, the government of redemption only reacts to the government of creation. The real tragedy in this is that it’s so predictable. God wants to make Christians a people like no other people. Peter calls Christians a peculiar people, a people who are strangers in this world. Yet all we want to do is mirror a “sanctified” reflection of the priorities the world has predetermined for us. When Nehemiah was rebuilding the walls of Jerusalem, the local political leaders came around and tried to recruit him to their purposes, saying, “Come, let us meet together.” But Nehemiah responded, saying, “I am doing a great work, so that I cannot come down. Why should the work cease while I leave it and go down to you?” Evangelicalism’s answer to the world should always be Nehemiah’s response: “We are doing a great work and cannot come down. You are welcome to come up and join us, but we cannot come down.”
Instead, like Saul on the road to Damascus, evangelicalism strives to accomplish the righteousness of God using what is known, familiar, and manageable. We would force God to conform to the immediate issues of our day. We are so quick to presume that society’s priorities are God’s priorities. But when the light from heaven confronts us, it does not take our theologies, our politics, our philosophies, our convictions and renovate them into new and improved versions; but God undoes us.
One of the most liberating and healthy things we can learn about God is that he has an identity and personality apart from his creation’s needs and expectations. After Joshua led Israel across the Jordan River, the angel of the Lord appeared to him as a man with his sword drawn in His hand. And Joshua went to Him and said to Him, “Are you for us or for our adversaries?” And the angel of the Lord said, “No, but as Commander of the army of the Lord I have now come.” Do you know that God’s personality and identity does not revolve around our priorities and the burning issues of our day? What would we think of a parent whose only identity is found through chasing after every demand of clamouring children? When we are children, we see our parents only through the lens of our own immediate needs. Our parents exist only to facilitate our daily expectations and desires. But as we mature, we come to realize that our parents actually had lives and identities and purposes before we were born. The worst mistake parents can make is to allow their own identities to be consumed by the priorities of their children. God is a wise parent and he does not allow this to happen.
As Saul traveled on the road to Damascus, his heart full of malice and violence, his passion was for the righteousness of God. He attempted to execute God’s righteousness on his own terms. And yet his concept of God was skewed and incomplete. Saul had a very airtight theology, but his theology lacked the reality of encounter with the living God. And then the light from heaven turned his world upside down. He was suddenly confronted with a very complete God and a very inadequate theology (which is, in fact, a very good place to be). Saul had no doubt that he was in the very presence of God, and he knew also that his agenda and his priorities were undone.
It is essential that evangelicalism continually come to God with Saul’s two questions: “Who are you, Lord” and “What do you want me to do?” If it does, it will discover a God who is really a very proactive and relevant person. It will also discover that God is quite capable of setting his own horizons and accomplishing his purposes on his schedule.
Chapter 9. We’re Not Here to Be ‘Right’
To the angel of the Church of Ephesus write, “I know your works, your labor, your patience, and that you cannot bear those who are evil. And you have tested those who say they are apostles and are not, and have found them liars; and you have persevered and have patience, and have labored for My name's sake and have not become weary. Nevertheless I have this against you, that you have left your first love. Remember therefore from where you have fallen; repent and do the first works, or else I will come to you quickly and remove your lampstand from its place-unless you repent. But this you have, that you hate the deeds of the Nicolaitans, which I also hate.” Revelation
The greatest dangers in the Christian life are those that ensnare us so slowly and quietly that we hardly notice their advance. They encircle and entangle us a millimeter at a time. Like staring at the hour hand of a clock, we do not notice their relentless shifting and repositioning in our lives. The church at Ephesus did not leave its first love through a conscious decision on any particular day that could be distinguished from a thousand days that preceded it. But over a long period of time, its orientation had shifted from being a vibrant, living love affair with Jesus to something very different, very stale, and very unattractive. The church at Ephesus had become a culture of opposition where its primary identification had shifted from the life it affirmed to the errors it opposed.
We often recognize this condition in others. It is characterized by guardedness, cynicism, reserve, suspicion, reactionary defensiveness, and often a certain measure of bitterness. The condition is also marked by the absence of lightness, joy, passion, spontaneity, and fullness. Such people are the self-appointed guardians of that which is safe, manageable, and predictable. They bear the scars of injuries suffered in old battles, many of which have never healed properly. They oppose the darkness, but take no joy in the light. They refute error, but no longer delight in truth. They keep an orderly house, but their home is devoid of warmth.
Ephesus had assumed a role that is a necessary and proper one for Christianity, but which can never serve as its essential identity. Certainly evangelicalism must always oppose evil and falsehood in its own house if its spiritual life is to be preserved, but that struggle is not the life itself. The people at Ephesus lost track of this distinction. Martha’s work in the kitchen was proper and necessary, but it was not the focal point of the gathering. She forgot why she was there while Mary celebrated Jesus’ visit to their home. God confronted the church at Ephesus with its deficiency because his love toward us is not blind. He does not say, “As many as I love I commend,” but, “As many as I love, I rebuke and chasten.” If we are to grow into our full potential in Christ, it is more important that we discover our faults than our virtues.
In Matthew’s gospel, Jesus taught a fundamental principle about opposing evil.
When an unclean spirit goes out of a man, he goes through dry places, seeking rest, and finds none. Then he says, ‘I will return to my house from which I came.’ And when he comes, he finds it empty, swept, and put in order. Then he goes and takes with him seven other spirits more wicked than himself, and they enter and dwell there; and the last state of that man is worse than the first.
This lesson teaches us that the absence of evil is not a thing in itself. It has no substance or weight that can sustain the life of the household. The owner had done well to evict the evil spirit. He had then swept the house and put everything in order. But there were no occupants and therefore no life. When the evil spirit returned, he found only emptiness, only a vacuum.
The church at Ephesus wouldn’t have known what to do without its supporting cast of enemies. Like NATO after the collapse of the Soviet Union, it had no life apart from fighting the evildoers, the false apostles, and the Nicolaitans. It was like the retiree who had done nothing for the last forty years except struggle to reach retirement. He had worked to pay the bills, pay off the house, get the kids through college, and build his retirement fund. And then, with all his lifelong opponents vanquished, he has no idea what to do with his sixteen waking hours every day.
A healthy spirituality draws its life from its love of Jesus. It recognizes its enemies, but does not rely on them for its identity and purpose. Its life flows from the indwelling Holy Spirit. That life is a fountain bringing refreshment to all who draw near. The New Testament picture of Christ and his church is that of the bridegroom and his bride. The bride rejoices in the bridegroom, their marriage, and the home they have together.
What is the essence of a marriage? Is it the absence of infidelity? Is it material provision? Is it the legal fulfillment of a signed contract? No: it is the intimacy of being in love and growing in that love. All these other things flow out of the love of the bride and the bridegroom toward each other. But Ephesus had left its first love. So serious was the error of Ephesus that God warns them to repent or risk having their lampstand removed. The lampstand is synonymous with God’s abiding presence and continued blessing on our labors. For a spirituality that has fallen out of love with Jesus has lost its reason for existence. When its love toward Jesus grows cold, evangelicalism descends into a sterile, forbidding moralism.
In a former pastorate, I served a congregation that suffered from this condition. The founding families of this church had all splintered off from larger denominational structures. A few months into my appointment, I began to understand the personality of this congregation. Their primary focus was on the traditions, the terminology, the worship styles, and the leadership structures they were determined to avoid. They were crystal clear about what they didn’t want to be. This was their point of unity. Unfortunately, they were quite foggy about what they did want to be and exactly what they stood for.
Such was the verdict over Ephesus. Yes, they were diligent, patient, and hardworking. But they had grounded their identity in those things they opposed, the teachings they refuted, and the errors they rebuked. They were quick to observe when someone else was off balance, but did not venture out on to the dance floor themselves. They were Right, but they were no longer true; and there is all the difference in the world between the two.
We who comprise the body of Christ are to be people of the truth, for “…he who does the truth comes to the light, that his deeds may be clearly seen, that they have been done in God.” Truth is not what one believes, but what one does. All too often we focus on simply being Right. The difference can be that of giving off a pleasing aroma as opposed to a wretched stench. The biblical concept of truth carries the idea of something being genuine rather than just a façade of correctness. A person is of the truth not simply because he believes God said to visit orphans and widows in their affliction, but because he actually does it. He is genuine. Another aspect of biblical truth is that it is efficacious; that is, it actually accomplishes its stated purpose. Jesus declared himself to be the truth not because he came from the Father, but because he did his Father’s will. Because the Spirit is truth, it bears witness. Truth does not merely inform, but it sets free those who abide in it.
In contrast, being Right has none of these attributes. It is a cloak for fear, arrogance, pride, and resentment. The task of theology becomes a largely abstract contest to build a bigger and better exposition of the law. Jesus confronted a group of Jews over the attitude of being Right, “You search the Scriptures because you think that in them you have eternal life.” The activity involved in developing and maintaining our Rightness is busywork that insulates us from the harsh reality that we are accomplishing little that will endure into eternity.
What typically happens to lead evangelicals into this error is a confrontation with their own ineffectiveness. There could be any one of a hundred reasons for this ineffectiveness, but the point is that they realize that they are not transforming the world around them. In fact, they are watching society decline before their eyes and feel powerless to slow the awful momentum. It is precisely in the midst of this attitude that evangelicalism is susceptible to making a subtle shift in its mission. Being painfully aware that it is losing the game of renewing society, it quietly folds up Spread the Gospel and takes up a new game – Being Right. In Being Right, the point of the game is for evangelicalism to prove (mainly to itself) that all of its views and positions are Right, as opposed to all contradicting views (which are, of course, Wrong). This goal is achieved through producing massive quantities of arguments, papers, editorials and sermons all explaining and re-explaining and defending and re-defending their Rightness.
This shift of perspective also entails an unspoken adjustment to its biblical anthropology. Being Right ignores the reality that unregenerate, fallen man is too depraved to allow evangelicalism it to build the kind of “Christianized” society it wants to have. It wants the unbeliever to be better than he is. It wants him to be depraved enough to be condemned for his ungodliness, but not so depraved that he can’t understand all its fine theological arguments as to why the law is the Right answer for all that is Wrong out there. It prefers the “reasonable sinner” who can be argued into submitting to the law rather than the sinner of the Bible whose “whole head is sick and whole heart faint.”
Being Right is much more fun to play for a number of reasons. First, evangelicalism can never lose at this game because there is no way of keeping score. In fact, the game is especially enjoyable if no opponent shows up, although opponents are occasionally allowed. Second, evangelicalism's objective in Being Right is not to invite the world to believe the gospel, but rather to confirm to itself again and again that it is Right and they are Wrong. (This element is a decided ‘improvement’ over Spread the Gospel!) Third, Being Right is basically a theoretical game. Everyone understands that our Right views will never be tried and tested by the Wrong majority who would clearly benefit so tremendously if they simply put our Right views into practice.
What this shift from Spread the Gospel to Being Right represents is a movement of evangelicalism from a salt-in-the-world to a fortress-against-the-world mentality. Without realizing it, evangelicalism falls into an illusory posture where it sees the attainment of a well-developed and well-defended system of Rightness as being in itself the work of the gospel. Yet it is not. At the final Day there will be no virtue in having manned the “at-least-we-were-right” watchtower.
The temptation to be Right is understandable, for 21st-century evangelicalism still remembers its influential stature in the 20th century. From this perspective, it seems so compelling that evangelicalism should make every effort to cast down its critics now, while some glowing ember of its past glory in the West remains. But this urge to take up the sword is of the flesh and does not arise from the prompting of the Spirit. We live in a time when every opponent of the law intelligent enough to throw a brick is lauded for destroying that which he has no capacity to replace. Flesh and blood cannot hope to push back against this current postmodern storm.
Evangelicalism’s former designation as society’s lawgiver is passed away and will not be restored, for it was many centuries in the making. The building that collapses in a minute is not replaced in a day, or even in a month. The conclusion then is not that evangelicalism’s role in Western culture is ended; but that whatever influence it retains in a postmodern society certainly will not resemble its past. To the extent it pursues a public profile in the 21st century, evangelicalism must accept a minority role in a pluralistic setting.
The tragedy in waging this battle is not the loss of the battle itself, for some lost battles have their vindication in the final balance of victory. But in this case, it is the wrong battle because even victory bears no fruit. God did not entrust us with his law for the purpose of winning debates and proving its spiritually blind detractors wrong. He sent us forth to spread his gospel. The real tragedy of playing Being Right is the misplaced time and effort diverted from our singular obligation to love the Lord our God with all our heart, all our mind, and all our soul.
Chapter 10. The Gospel Is Now—Not Sunday Morning
When we consider the evangelistic methods of Jesus, we can hardly escape the conclusion that he essentially responded to the present opportunities and appointments his Father brought to him. Jesus taught from the subjects and contexts he discovered day by day. He had a clear goal and purpose, but no fixed strategy for spreading the gospel. He did not bring a canned presentation of teachings to his ministry. Rather, he took his cue from the questions and demands of individuals he encountered in the moment. Jesus started from an individual’s perceived need and moved into matters of eternity from that point. His disciples were continually dismayed at how their Master failed to pursue high-profile people who could have carried his message into the mainstreams of influence, yet inexplicably lingered with some disreputable ‘nobody’ who appeared out of nowhere. In every respect he lived out his own counsel, “…do not worry about tomorrow, for tomorrow will worry about its own things. Sufficient for the day is its own trouble.”
If we are to take seriously Jesus’ opportunity-oriented ministry style as being a model for our own, we need to accept the fact that he saw the interruptions and spontaneous encounters of his daily routine as being the essential work of evangelism. In contrast to his example, contemporary evangelicals are more likely to look right through the people God places in their paths each day while their imaginations run after the greater works they will plan and accomplish tomorrow. We take too lightly the admonishment that, “…the eyes of a fool are on the ends of the earth.” Instead, we so easily become infatuated with where we will go, what we will do, and what we will build in days to come, thereby excusing ourselves from attending to that which is before us today. This natural tendency is in contrast with two fundamental principles of spiritual power Jesus demonstrated.
The first principle is that spiritual power lies in our submission to what God is doing in the present moment: “…the Son can do nothing of himself, but what he sees the Father do; for whatever he does, the Son also does in like manner.” Christianity is always a religion of the present opportunity, not the prospects and plans for tomorrow. In this respect, it is especially significant that Jesus called his disciples to, “Follow me, and I will make you fishers of men.” Fishing is characterized by the ‘blind’ expectation of the present moment. The fisherman cannot see into the murky depths to anticipate any fish’s future movement, nor can he focus on a particular fish. He pulls in his net not knowing what fish may have just swum into it of its own accord. The fisherman must have faith that his path and that of the “predestined” fish will intersect. Or he casts his hook into the dark water, being completely dependent on a fish he cannot see swallowing the bait (and the hook!) at the time of its choosing. Jesus instructed Peter accordingly, to “go to the sea, cast in a hook, and take the fish that comes up first.”
When we speak of different kinds of outdoor recreation, we often mention ‘hunting and fishing’ in the same breath. Yet in reality, these two activities are fundamentally different in terms of the methods, perspectives, and strategies involved. A hunter is characterized by his aggressive role as a stalker, his intentional strategy to conquer the resistant will of his pre-chosen prey, and the overwhelming force of his weapon. Most significant, the hunter strategically anticipates the opportunity to take down his prey at a time and place of his own choosing. Hunting, by its very nature, is a future-orientated endeavor in that the hunter relies on his own efforts and wiles to bring about that potential opportunity for the kill that does not yet exist.
Just about everything Jesus taught about evangelism runs counter to our inclinations and assumptions as Homo venator (man the hunter). It would hardly be an understatement to say that most of what we commonly call ‘evangelism’ today resembles hunting much more than fishing. Those outside the faith are our opponents, targets we pursue and chase down against their wills, indeed: our prey. In response, people in today’s society are keenly aware that they are being hunted; that evangelicals regard them as ‘souls’ rather than as integrated, unique individuals. We run evangelism campaigns, structure our worship services, and even enter into long-term “friendships” for the sole purpose of creating some future hunter-prey opportunity.
But while contemporary evangelicals pursue prospective converts with the energy and adrenalin of the hunter, Jesus is a fisherman. He stated, “…I, if I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all peoples to myself.” Evangelicalism’s greatest impediment to effective evangelism is that it doesn’t really believe people have a spiritual hunger that is drawing them to Christ of their own accord. In the New Testament, we read how Jesus continually sought out seclusion, but the crowds kept finding him. “He could not be hid.” He pursued no one, yet everyone pursued him. How many of us have people “swimming” around us, gradually being attracted to Christ because they find his irresistible sensations of sight, smell, and taste so appetizing? We do not naturally think of the work of evangelism in such terms. The hunter-prey model seems much more stimulating.
Understanding the different perspectives of the hunter and the fisherman can provide some valuable insights into how we are to spread the gospel. For one thing, the essence of hunting is pursuit. The hunter aggressively stalks and chases after his prey. But the fisherman depends on two paths intersecting independent of his control. Once he chooses his fishing hole, his role is stationary and passive. His purpose is to be quiet, hidden and unobtrusive. He knows that he would scare the fish away if he chased them through the water trying to cast his hook directly in front of a fish’s mouth. We should also consider that sight is a critical faculty of the hunter. Accurate observation of the prey is essential to success. The hunter attempts to counter every observed movement of his prey with a counter move. He is literally doing battle with his prey. However, a fisherman cannot read the mind of the fish or see what it is doing. He can only pay attention to his own business: the right location, the right fishing tackle, and fresh bait. Then he must patiently wait for the fish to be drawn to his hook.
The second fundamental principle is that spiritual power lies in a Christian’s submissive response to that leading of the Spirit that is only given to the individual; for the Spirit only indwells and leads individuals. The imagery of the New Testament makes it abundantly clear that the gospel is to infiltrate the world through the silent, discreet, and imperceptible dispersal of individual Christians into the fabric of society. A kernel of wheat only sprouts into new life when it is buried in the ground alone, separated from all the other kernels on the sack. Salt is only palatable as a seasoning when the individual grains are scattered and dissolved on food. Yeast only leavens bread after the repeated kneading of the dough distributes the yeast throughout the whole lump. These analogies are given to teach us that the coordinated, visible campaign is not the way of the Spirit. It is not the pouring of an entire bag of seeds into one hole, or the placing of a chunk of rock salt on a plate of food, or of the folding of a lump of dough only once over a batch of yeast that accomplish God’s purposes.
In contrast to this principle of dispersing into the world, 21st-century evangelicalism is more comfortable with “magnet” evangelism. Instead of scattering and going “into the highways,” evangelicalism expects the world to come through its door. Evangelicalism characteristically looks to the gathered body of Christ as the accumulation point for “outreach.” It strives to attract inquirers to leave their own comfort zones to venture into evangelicalism’s camp. It tries to lure the fish out of their natural habitat into an unfamiliar fish tank so it can catch them there. Instead of asking, “Where are the fish and what bait are they taking today?” it states emphatically: “Here is when and where we will fish and this is the bait we use.”
Interestingly, most new Christians are more effective in their gospel outreach during their first three years than they are for the rest of their lives. There are four reasons for this:
I read an opinion recently stating that 21st-century churches should provide a seeker-friendly environment where unbelievers do not encounter the law to any degree that might be offensive; that seekers need to participate in community as part of their transition toward belief and commitment. My first observation is that this view endorses the Old Testament pattern of centripetal inflow into community, which has now been replaced by centrifugal outflow in the New Testament economy. The Old Testament law provided for aliens, sojourners, and foreigners to come into the nation of Israel, gradually integrate into Israelite culture and, in time, formally submit to covenant relationship with God.
But the gospel does not give us an evangelistic strategy of seekers becoming disciples through a gradual assimilation into the gathered body of Christ and eventually believing (although it recognizes that some conversions will fit this model). Instead, Christians are to disperse into the world individually and spread the gospel in their day-to-day contexts (hence the old slogan: “Shepherds don’t make sheep; sheep make sheep”). The basic problem with the idea of centripetal inflow is that the body of Christ is, in its essence, a community of the law, and rightly so. The assembled body of Christ celebrates God’s law as its source of life, health, and guidance. Its members meditate on its applications and exhort one another to apply its blessings to their lives. Expecting relativistic, postmodern unbelievers (who can only regard the law as a burden and an accuser until they receive the Spirit) to blend into this community of the law in order to hear the gospel is like mixing oil and water.
Even though our Lord never intended the gathered body to be his strategy for spreading the gospel, magnet evangelism maintained a certain level of success forty years ago when Western society generally assented to a theistic worldview. That society looked to the community of the law for its moral guidance and the gospel could be proclaimed in that context. Our former reliance on magnet evangelism is exactly like a crack in the basement floor that never caused any problem for decades. But if conditions beyond the homeowner’s control cause the water table to rise, a previously unnoticed flaw in the foundation suddenly becomes a very serious flaw that demands immediate attention.
I frequently hear of congregations grappling with the absence of visitors in the postmodern era. They brainstorm ways to change their worship service formats in order to make them more outsider-friendly. But the fundamental problem is not solved through using contemporary music, informal language, or comfortable furniture. It is that a culture without the law simply will not tolerate such an environment as a medium for meeting Jesus. The saints are to gather together for worship, edification, and meditation on the law; while the gospel is to disperse into the highways. Instead, we see too many shepherds using the assembly to spread the gospel and too many sheep proclaiming the law to the world.
You may live in a region where the rising tide of postmodernism has not yet covered the higher ground of traditional evangelical culture, but where I live in the Pacific Northwest, people no longer seek out the visible evangelical community. They still hunger for meaning, purpose, and identity, but they cannot digest our typical legal framing of the gospel. They need and want the life Jesus offers, but they will not submit to a law they believe is culturally relative and outdated. For these reasons, they don’t leave the friendly environs of their march-to-your-own-drummer culture to enter into a community of absolute law. This reality obligates 21st-century evangelicalism to rethink how effectively it spreads the gospel using its default “fish tank” approach.
Evangelicals dilute the spiritual power available to them when, as the seeds, the salt grains, and the leaven of the gospel they clump together in the expectation that they can exert a greater influence through a single, coordinated strategy than they can through dispersing individually into society. This is the world’s principle of influence and power, but it is the antithesis of God’s plan for spreading the gospel. Such was the ambition of the architects of Babel who declared, “Come, let us build ourselves a city, and a tower whose top is in the heavens; let us make a name for ourselves, lest we be scattered abroad over the face of the whole earth.” They assessed their situation accurately: either to unite in a great, common effort or to be scattered across the landscape, each one pursuing his own opportunities. But the Lord did scatter them because the collective excitement that accompanies our infatuation with the “great thing we can achieve together” crowds out the still, small voice that is to direct each of us in our daily way.
For this reason, Christ’s body is to be a scattered people, undeniably effective in its spiritual influence, yet invisible in terms of any distinctive social, political, or demographic profile. When a conquering army occupies a land, the resistance fighters are most effective when they strike individually without warning and immediately disappear into the local population from which they are indistinguishable in every other respect. If instead they plan coordinated attacks as larger, visible combat units, they surrender their most effective strategy and will soon be captured or destroyed. God’s intent is shown in the early expansion of Christianity, that “…those who were scattered went everywhere preaching the word.” The unity of the body of Christ is to be in the Spirit only. When it tries to achieve a visible unity on any other basis, it becomes an aberrant caricature of its true essence.
Evangelicalism must therefore reject the strategy that replaces our Lord’s command to go with the expectation that a postmodern society will come. It is a perspective that despises the “small” things God sets before individual Christians each day in favor of some “tower whose top is in the heavens” that will draw in the world tomorrow. This focus on the future is an illusory diversion that devotes more attention to our scheduled meetings and programs than to that very real person crying out to me for the next ten minutes of my time. The flesh longs to be master of the future, but Jesus calls us to be servants of the present. The promise of tomorrow’s achievement entices us to chase after some imagined dramatic breakthrough, but the expectation generally exceeds the result. God’s present opportunity brings with it his own strategic focus of power that our own planning will never match; for his appointments are waiting for each of us as we go about our daily affairs in a postmodern world ready to meet Jesus.
Conclusion: This Thing Is From Me
How lonely sits the city
That was full of people!
How like a widow is she,
Who was great among the nations! Lamentations
My conclusion will begin with the sober disclaimer that, even if evangelicalism stopped fighting all the battles discussed in this book, a postmodern culture would certainly not welcome it back as a beloved and long-lost brother. It would be naïve to ignore the reality that there is that opposition to Christ that is spiritual in its essence; a wilful rejection of Christ’s light that no reformation of Christian conduct can resolve. People do indeed love the darkness; not because evangelicalism has been a hard legal taskmaster, but because their deeds are evil. The proposals in this book do not envision a utopian reconciliation of evangelicalism and society.
Yet the Spirit is constantly drawing people to Christ; and evangelical culture needs to avoid placing unnecessary snares and obstacles in the path he bids them to follow. Medical ethics is rooted in the fundamental obligation, “First, do no harm.” In the same sense, 21st-century evangelicalism is to ensure that it does not impede those who would approach Christ. We are to make every effort to avoid Jesus’ harshest condemnation of the Pharisees: “…nor do you allow those who are entering to go in.” The Lord may at times deploy us to fight certain battles in our particular arenas, but evangelicalism’s default operational strategy remains, “…as far as it depends on you, live at peace with everyone.”
While the unchallenged reign of Western Christendom is ended, the memory of its pre-eminence is still fresh in our minds. We can recall that time, not so very long ago, when most people in your town and mine confessed some form of church affiliation and those who stayed home on Sunday morning actually felt guilty about it. Of those who did participate, a fair number admittedly came out of social obligation and family tradition. Today, those who attend church are there because of their personal commitment, while those who have no such commitment simply can’t be bothered. Ours is an age where social institutions are not allowed to survive unless they generate an immediate return, and Christianity is no exception. People want to know what they get out of it. “What does it do for me? What does it profit?”
But regardless of what people may think of Christ, they remain his subjects. Jesus is their rightful king and all people will confess his lordship, if not upon his first coming then most certainly at his second. So our task as evangelicals is not to make people subjects, for they are already his subjects. Our task is to turn rebels into loyal servants; to convince those who bristle against his law that they have a benevolent monarch whose yoke is easy and refreshing. In the 21st century, rebellion against the king is strong and widespread. Many of his subjects, as we have discussed, have declared their independence and have set up their own kingdoms. They have gone off to seek their own destiny and have told evangelicalism to stay inside its building on the corner.
In considering evangelicalism’s proper role in our pluralistic culture, I offer two kings of Israel: David and Rehoboam. Their lives represent contrasting responses to rebellion: that of the Spirit and that of the flesh. The very different reactions of these leaders to their own crises of authority can provide a valuable lesson for 21st-century evangelicalism. We will look first at the case of Rehoboam as an example of “what not to do.” His story begins with the death of Solomon:
Then Solomon rested with his fathers, and was buried in the City of David his father. And Rehoboam his son reigned in his place. And Rehoboam went to Shechem, for all Israel had gone to Shechem to make him king. So it happened, when Jeroboam the son of Nebat heard it (he was still in Egypt, for he had fled from the presence of King Solomon and had been dwelling in Egypt), that they sent and called him. Then Jeroboam and the whole assembly of Israel came and spoke to Rehoboam, saying, “Your father made our yoke heavy; now therefore, lighten the burdensome service of your father, and his heavy yoke which he put on us, and we will serve you.”
The story’s context is a brewing revolution against the king. On Rehoboam’s coronation day, there was turmoil in Israel and the new king faced a difficult situation. To begin with, the people gave the inaugural address instead of the king. They told him what he was going to do. The people had some legitimate complaints. Israel suffered from abuses common to many governments: mismanagement of funds, unfair taxation, an over-sized budget for the king’s personal luxuries, and the suspension of citizens’ rights. It is often held that Rehoboam was responsible for splitting the kingdom of Israel, but this is not the whole truth. Solomon had pushed the people to their limit by imposing forced labor and this was their main grievance.
The people were fed up with this servitude and they demanded a change. The fact that they called their favorite champion, Jeroboam, back from exile shows that they were absolutely serious about rebelling against Rehoboam. They meant business! So the first thing Rehoboam encounters as king is an ultimatum from his subjects, “Get your act together and we’ll serve you; otherwise we’re pulling out.” Rehoboam’s youth had coincided with Israel’s unprecedented golden age during which no dissenting voice had questioned his father’s absolute supremacy. Nothing in his life experience had given him any concept of recognizing a challenge to the law. He considered this uprising not only a rebellion against him personally, but ultimately a rejection of God’s non-negotiable will.
We cannot fail to note the similarity between Rehoboam and 21st-century evangelicalism at this point. Despite Israel’s grievous injustices suffered under his father, nevertheless “…all Israel had gone to Shechem to make him king.” Beneath Israel’s cynicism and bitterness, there still lay buried a kernel of desire to respond to servant leadership; and alongside it the hope that the new king might bring relief to their complaints. So they gathered at Shechem—if not expecting a positive response from Rehoboam, at least admitting that it was a possibility. Postmodern society has likewise concluded that it cannot trust evangelicalism to bring relief to life’s pressures. People see evangelicalism’s demands as a burden on their lives, weighing them down while offering little in return. How strange this attitude seems when we recall the invitation of Jesus for people to “Come to me, all who are weary and heavy laden and I will give you rest.” Evangelicalism is to be a refuge of renewal and of encouragement, yet so many of our neighbours have dug in their heels and refused to have anything to do with us. “The yoke is too hard,” they complain, “And the load is too heavy. We can’t keep up with everything you expect us to do and be; it’s too much!” And too often these complaints are justified.
Rehoboam was losing authority over his people and losing it fast. He decides to seek advice tells everyone to come back in three days.
Then King Rehoboam consulted the elders who stood before his father Solomon while he still lived, and he said, “How do you advise me to answer these people?” And they spoke to him, saying, “If you will be a servant to these people today, and serve them, and answer them, and speak good words to them, then they will be your servants forever.” But he rejected the advice which the elders had given him, and consulted the young men who had grown up with him, who stood before him. And he said to them, “What advice do you give? How should we answer this people who have spoken to me, saying, ‘Lighten the yoke which your father put on us?’” Then the young men who had grown up with him spoke to him, saying, “Thus you should speak to this people who have spoken to you, saying, ‘Your father made our yoke heavy, but you make it lighter on us’—thus you shall say to them: ‘My little finger shall be thicker than my father’s waist! And now, whereas my father put a heavy yoke on you, I will add to your yoke; my father chastised you with whips, but I will chastise you with scorpions!’”
When we consider the decision Rehoboam made here, we should remember that he was 41 years old. He was not a young kid born yesterday. Rehoboam knew that this was an important decision and it was no accident that he took three days to make it. The elders’ advice reflected their insight that his father’s policies were unsustainable. But Rehoboam knew only the pomp and splendor of Solomon’s court, full of wealth, prestige, and visiting dignitaries from all over the world. In the end, he did not resist the temptation to try to extend this exploitation of power into his own reign. He tried to squeeze a few more years of forced service out of Israel, but his subjects wouldn’t follow him. Rehoboam misjudged the people and it cost him dearly.
So Jeroboam and all the people came to Rehoboam the third day, as the king had directed, saying, “Come back to me the third day.” Then the king answered the people roughly, and rejected the advice which the elders had given him; and he spoke to them according to the advice of the young men, saying, “My father made your yoke heavy, but I will add to your yoke; my father chastised you with whips, but I will chastise you with scorpions!” So the king did not listen to the people; for the turn of events was from the Lord, that He might fulfill His word, which the Lord had spoken by Ahijah the Shilonite to Jeroboam the son of Nebat. Now when all Israel saw that the king did not listen to them, the people answered the king, saying:
“What share have we in David?
We have no inheritance in the son of Jesse.
To your tents, O Israel!
Now, see to your own house, O David!”
So Israel departed to their tents. But Rehoboam reigned over the children of Israel who dwelt in the cities of Judah.
Rehoboam decided to play the tough guy. After all, he was the Lord’s anointed. Surely the people would not rebel against the ancient law. But Rehoboam’s hard line approach was a political disaster and he lost ten tribes in one day.
Let’s go back and review the advice Rehoboam refused. When Rehoboam consulted the elders, they gave him a strategy for winning the people back. First, they counselled him to serve the people. “Rehoboam,” they said, “Your father had things backward. God established this kingdom for the benefit of the people, not for the glorification of the king. The king is to be the nation’s servant, not its taskmaster.” Second, they advised him to speak good words to them. “Speak comfort and relief to them so they can forget their past afflictions.” And finally, they gave him this promise: “if you do these things then they will be your servants forever. They will be filled with love, respect and admiration for you. The kingdom will be yours.”
Rehoboam’s squandered opportunity provides insight into the rebellion evangelicalism faces today. If we want to see people willingly return to their king, let us pay close attention to the advice Rehoboam rejected. The first point is for evangelicalism to be a servant of the people. The Lord has appointed us to be servants to the world. We are to give ourselves to our communities, asking nothing in return. Such an attitude is expressed clearly in Paul’s testimony.
But we were gentle among you, just as a nursing mother cherishes her own children. So, affectionately longing for you, we were well pleased to impart to you not only the gospel of God, but also our own lives, because you had become dear to us. For you remember, brethren, our labor and toil; for laboring night and day, that we might not be a burden to any of you, we preached to you the gospel of God.
Does 21st-century evangelicalism have this servant attitude? Or is it more concerned with imposing the burden of the law on a rebellious people? I’m deeply concerned when I see the growing number of evangelicals demanding that society submit to the law. Our news headlines describe one group of evangelicals after another demanding that society conform to God’s law. These activists have chosen the way of Rehoboam and they are reaping the same harvest: rebellion. Christ’s kingdom will not be established through forced labor and coercion.
Second, we are to speak good words to the people. Using New Testament terminology, we could say, “Declare the gospel rather than the law.” Instead, relations between evangelicals and society today are poisoned with judgment. We tell them we don’t like the way they live, the way they think, the way they look, the way they dress, the way they do this, the way they do that. We tell them everything we don’t like about them and then we wonder why they can’t hear the gospel.
So we find the elders’ advice to Rehoboam to be the same as the apostles’ instructions to Christians: “Serve the people and speak good words to them. If you do these things, they will serve you forever.” Yet there are many evangelicals today who are convinced that Rehoboam’s strategy is the correct one. They believe that, as society becomes more rebellious, evangelicalism has to meet the challenge with a bigger stick, chastising people more strongly: disciplining them not with whips, but with scorpions. But as Rehoboam’s story shows, this strategy only incites greater rebellion.
Then King Rehoboam sent Adoram, who was in charge of the revenue; but all Israel stoned him with stones, and he died. Therefore King Rehoboam mounted his chariot in haste to flee to Jerusalem. So Israel has been in rebellion against the house of David to this day. Now it came to pass when all Israel heard that Jeroboam had come back, they sent for him and called him to the congregation, and made him king over all Israel. There was none who followed the house of David, but the tribe of Judah only. And when Rehoboam came to Jerusalem, he assembled all the house of Judah with the tribe of Benjamin, one hundred and eighty thousand chosen men who were warriors, to fight against the house of Israel, that he might restore the kingdom to Rehoboam the son of Solomon. But the word of God came to Shemaiah the man of God, saying, “Speak to Rehoboam the son of Solomon, king of Judah, to all the house of Judah and Benjamin, and to the rest of the people, saying, ‘Thus says the Lord: “You shall not go up nor fight against your brethren the children of Israel. Let every man return to his house, for this thing is from me.”’”
His refusal to walk the path of a servant had three outcomes for Rehoboam. First, he is forced to retreat back to Jerusalem and consolidate what little remains of his kingdom. From that day forward, Rehoboam ruled only Judah and Benjamin. He only retained a small portion of the kingdom he could have had if he had treated the people properly. Second, he immediately prepares to make war against the ten rebellious tribes. Only the prophet Shemaiah’s word of the Lord that, “This thing is from me” averts the king’s folly. Rehoboam became totally confused. He regarded his own subjects as his enemies. He forgot all about his real enemies surrounding Israel’s borders waiting to attack. Third, after Rehoboam retreated to Jerusalem, Jeroboam began to turn the hearts of the people away from the Lord. He forged two golden calves so that the people would not have to go to Jerusalem to worship. He created a new priesthood that was not of the tribe of Levi. He created new religious festivals, replacing those established in the law.
We see each of these principles at work today. We see an evangelical culture that has lost the loyalty of a people who now go elsewhere to satisfy their spiritual needs. We see an evangelical theology that regards the people of the land as its enemies. We also see evangelicalism’s failure to recognize society’s rebellion as God’s correction of abused authority: that “This thing is from me.” Like Rehoboam, evangelicalism has retreated into its fortress and lives in fear of the very people God sent it to serve. In these respects, 21st-century evangelicalism is very much like Rehoboam—sitting alone in the city wondering what went wrong.
But there is another way.
As devastating as this situation is, rebellion is not a fatal disease that must run steadily downhill. God has provided a formula for reversing the course of rebellion and winning back a fragmented people. The Lord anointed Rehoboam’s grandfather, David king over all Israel when he was just a youth. Yet it is nearly twenty years later before he is actually recognized as king and is ruling over all the tribes as one nation. The manner in which David brought these tribes together reveals a principle of restoration that is as valid today as it was three thousand years ago. This principle is found in the proverb, “When a man’s ways please the Lord, He makes even his enemies to be at peace with him.” Using this formula, David forged the isolated tribes of Israel into a nation. The same formula can be used today to draw scattered people back to their king.
Then all the tribes of Israel came to David at Hebron and spoke, saying, “Indeed we are your bone and your flesh. Also, in time past, when Saul was king over us, you were the one who led Israel out and brought them in; and the Lord said to you, ‘You shall shepherd my people Israel, and be ruler over Israel.’”
In this passage, we witness a ceremony that was common throughout the ancient Near East; the signing of a covenant treaty. During this period in history, Canaan was divided up among numerous kings and princes. Each one controlled the largest territory that his strength would allow. The relationships between these various kings and the people of the land depended upon the treaties that they drew up together.
There were two types of treaties these ancient kings used. The first type was a parity treaty. This was a cooperative agreement between two kings of equal power. They might agree to live in harmony, to respect each other’s borders, and to join armies against a common foe if necessary. The second type is a vassal treaty. This was the treaty of the conqueror. In most cases, the vassal treaty was little more than the terms of surrender. The conquering king would gather the defeated people and dictate the terms of his occupation. He would usually demand that they visit his court periodically, that they furnish men for his army, that they pay tribute, that they offer praise and adoration to him, and that they never make an agreement with any other king.
Subjects of a vassal treaty were forced to live as an occupied nation and had very little to say about their own affairs. In ancient Canaan, the strongest king was the one who could control the greatest number of people under vassal treaties. His aim was to overpower them, intimidate them, break their will, and then use them to further his own ambitions. It may come as a surprise to learn that this is exactly what Israel offered to David. David fills the role of the king and the tribes of Israel the role of the vassal. David is assuming control over this vast people and they are obliged to be obedient to all he commands.
But there is something strange in this scene; something that would have raised the eyebrows of any Canaanite who might have witnessed this ceremony. The tribes of Israel were voluntarily coming to David to submit to a vassal treaty! Such a thing is unheard of. No one volunteers for a vassal treaty! Yet this is just how David’s kingdom was established. He didn’t conquer these people. He didn’t threaten them. They simply walked into his city and said, “David, it’s time for you to be our king.” The ceremony we see here is more than a political treaty between an ancient king and some scattered tribes; it is the reconciliation of a broken society. God had called Israel out of Egypt as a nation, but for the last three hundred years they had been living as isolated tribes in the land they were to inherit together. Each was jealous of the other. They fought one another. They would gang up on one another, often for no other reason other than spite. Actually, a Canaanite would never have guessed that Israel was a nation by the way they lived. Each tribe considered the others to be enemies, and they lived up to the reputation.
We reserve our most bitter and cutting feelings not for our confessed enemies, but for our fellow citizens and neighbors. Realizing this, it is all the more amazing to consider this covenant. These people had been David’s enemies. King Saul had led them all over the countryside in pursuit of David’s blood. These tribes had schemed against each other and against their anointed king. And now, practically at the drop of a hat, all is forgotten and they are melded back into a close-knit family recognizing David’s proper authority. “We are your bone and your flesh,” they cried to David. In the ancient world, this was the strongest statement of unity one could utter. We could translate it like this: “We are one people and let’s start living like it.”
The question we need to ask is this: how did David do it? How did he reunite the house of Israel without any force, without any coercion, without any violation of these people’s free choice? Well, the people themselves explain this: “You were the one who led Israel out and in.” In other words, “You are the one who has been acting like a king all along.” When God anointed the boy David to be king years earlier, David began to conduct himself as a king from that day forward. David really became king twice: once when God anointed him, and once when the people of Israel commissioned him. What happened in between is the formula for reconciliation. He conformed his life to the standards God requires of a servant king. He faithfully fulfilled these duties long before he received the kingdom that was rightfully his. In all circumstances, he demonstrated that he was worthy of his office. Then at the proper time, his subjects submitted to his rule of law.
I offer no prediction of the direction 21st-century society will take from here. But I do offer this testimony of hope: that in the darkest gloom of Jeroboam’s apostasy, a man of God looked forward to a new day dawning, prophesying, “Behold, a child, Josiah by name, shall be born to the house of David.” ‘Josiah’ is translated “the Lord heals.” So let us be encouraged in this perplexing age of postmodern lawlessness when we see people’s eyes turned in every direction but toward the true Source of light and life. And let us hold fast to the counsel of Rehoboam’s elders: “If you will be a servant to these people today, and serve them, and answer them, and speak good words to them, then they will be your servants forever.”
Appendix: Ten Guidelines for Communicating the Gospel to the Lawless
1. Address the timeless dilemma of the significance and destiny of the individual, rather than trying to bring today’s lawless generation back under the law
2. Present the gospel as relief from the sting of death, rather than the remedy for the legal problem of guilt.
3. Proclaim only the gospel to the spiritually blind natural man, rather than trying to convince him of a law he can only regard as foolishness.
4. Present the gospel as an invitation to choose life, rather than an obligation necessary to avoid God’s judgment for law breaking.
5. Focus on the gospel as being the gift of eternal life, rather than as a solution to this life’s problems.
6. Brainstorm how postmodern lawlessness can open new opportunities for the gospel, rather than protesting the social instability it causes.
7. Rely on the Spirit to bestow the gift of faith, rather than disputing over rationalistic objections to the gospel.
8. Declare the gospel on its own absolute terms, rather than allowing the lawless to dictate what issues it must address.
9. Proclaim what is true about Jesus, rather than opposing the errors of lawless thought.
10. Scatter into the world with the gospel, rather than trying to draw a lawless generation into the church to hear the law.
* * *
Did you enjoy this book? Please consider writing a review recommending it to other readers at: http://amzn.to/16py3Gw.
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