AMERICA’S FOUR FALSE GODS

Another survey and more results that should cause us to consider what the modern model of Christianity is yielding. According to a recently released poll performed by Gallup [1,700 respondents] at the request of Baylor University, the following study results ensued concerning American’s image of God:

· 31.4% believe God is AUTHORITARIAN. He is both judgmental and engaged

· 25% believe God is BENEVOLENT.  He is not judgmental, but is engaged

· 23% believe God is DISTANT. He is completely removed from everyday life

· 16% believe God is CRITICAL. He is judgmental, as in the authoritarian God, but in this case is not engaged.

Let me take each of these and break it down to reveal once again how our current classroom model in the church has utterly failed us.

God is AUTHORITARIAN. He is both judgmental and engaged:  
He is indeed authoritarian for He proclaimed, “All authority has been given to Me in heaven and on earth.” It was also written what He will do to all authority besides His: “Then comes the end when He delivers up the kingdom to the God and Father—when He has abolished all rule and all authority and power.” Jesus is the One who should garner our utmost respect, and should be authoritative in all matters that concern us in life. He should be the one we bow down to and take our ultimate questions to. And he should be the One whose answers we hold true above all others, and He should be the final authority in any argument over truth and doctrine.
Jesus is also judgmental. He is the final judge over the ultimate destination of all who have ever lived, for Revelation tells us He alone will be worthy to break the seal and open the scroll that will lead to the end of history on earth and who is found worthy to enter His eternal kingdom in heaven. There are far too many references in the New Testament that proclaim Jesus as ultimate judge to enumerate. How can one be authoritarian and not judge? If Jesus was not judgmental He would have authority over nothing, because there would be no sin and no righteousness, no right and no wrong, no good and no evil. It is only in an ability to judge the difference between these things that they exist, and it is only the ability to judge that raises the need for authority of any kind. Why would the need to have authority exist at all if there were not two opposing forces between which to judge and determine, “This one is right, therefore hear it and live by it? This one is wrong, therefore shun it and refuse to live by it.”
Nonetheless, He is not just the God of truth who has been given all authority. He is the One “full of grace and truth.” It is easy to understand why so many see God as purely authoritarian when you understand the Classroom system that dominates the American landscape. When the only grace people experience is personal grace afforded to them when they were saved, yet have since spent years delving into doctrine without practice, that grace can elude them and be replaced with the “authority of Scripture.” Believers cannot understand the true beauty and reality of grace without witnessing grace pouring through them into the lives of another. 
Jesus said that greater love could not be known than when one laid his life down for another. What is grace if not love? What is unmerited favor if not that which “does not take into account a wrong suffered, bears all things, and endures all things?” It is only through living the life of self-sacrifice and giving that the Scripture we study points us to, that allows us to not only experience personal grace but to see God’s forgiveness, mercy, and tender love extended to another. It is here that we experience on an ongoing basis true grace, and it cannot be found in all of the Bible studies the Classroom has to offer.
  Jesus is the Lion AND the Lamb, our Judge AND Savior, our Teller of authoritarian truth AND Bringer manifold grace. But we can never experience that in a way that will allow us to keep a proper perspective sitting in the Classroom exclusively learning about the “authority of Scripture.”
God is BENEVOLENT.  He is not judgmental, but is engaged: 

To be honest, I’m rather surprised this one doesn’t garner the most votes. Given the way we constantly exalt the need to live in grace while largely ignoring the equal need to walk by way of His command, it doesn’t make sense more aren’t in this camp. In our effort to do all we can to bring people to salvation so they can come join us in our institutions of Christian higher education, we have endeavored to make Jesus ever nicer and less intimidating. We do not honestly preach Him as the Lord of life for whom we must forsake all else, die to ourselves, sell all we have, and be willing to leave behind all we ever were or knew. No, we sell Him as one more way to get what we want in this life…and in the hereafter. We present Him as that which will get us salvation, get us reward, get us happiness, get us blessing, and purchase us an eternal life, get-out-of-jail-free card, and all at no cost whatsoever. What more tasty feast could we serve up to a culture so steeped in entitlement, comfort, and ease as the one we have known for so long here in America? But that’s not the true Jesus, and it’s why the more we try to dumb Him down, the less people find about Him that is interesting.
Again, when Christian life consists of endless sermons about the “elementary principles of God” and rarely admonish us on to accept those “things that accompany salvation”—when all we hear is Ephesians 2:8-9 without verse 10, it is easy to believe God is not judgmental when in fact He is. When the Jesus of John 3:17 is the only Jesus that is preached, to the exclusion of the Jesus of John 5:22-23, it is very easy to steer one’s beliefs in the direction of a God who is “engaged but not judgmental.” In the sterile environment of the Classroom our “teaching pastors [an oxymoron biblically]” can selectively direct their student’s belief system to match their own world view by simply ignoring those passages that question it, and focusing on the ones that embrace it.
However, when we go out into a sinful world as disciples and witness first-hand the evil that exists there, the obvious contrasts between right and wrong we experience there, and the pain we feel there, we come to know that if judgment doesn’t exist we are “among all men most to be pitied.” At a recent men’s retreat I spoke at, I was discussing the suffering necessary for the making of disciples. One of the men in this group asked me to describe what I meant, and where I experienced suffering for Christ’s sake. He explained that when he was sharing the Gospel with people and they rejected it, he didn’t take it personally. He just moved on. 
I then asked him a question: “Who was it that caused Jesus His greatest suffering: the sinners or those who were supposed to be the saints?” I then asked Him, “What hurts you the most: when you are stabbed in the back by a sinner, or by one who was supposed to be your brother? What frustrates you the most: when you can’t understand what a human being is doing, or when, try as you may, you can’t understand what God is doing?” We discussed how virtually every prophet God sent to His church throughout history, including Jesus, came not to rebuke sinners but to deliver grave warnings to His church, and how it was not sinners who killed His prophets—including Jesus—but rather His church. His gaze hit the floor, and I knew we had an understanding.

Until we get out into the real world of following Jesus, come to understand the hypocrisy we see in ourselves, and also that He experienced from the religious ones of His day, and are crucified by the church for trying to help others break out of the Classroom and become true followers, it is easy to embrace the Jesus that needs not judge. It is easy to spurn Peter’s admonition to us to “Let judgment begin with the household of God,” because until we have experienced being shunned by the purveyors and protectors of the Classroom, it is easy to believe Jesus need not judge His body first. 

Jesus is always engaged, whether we choose to believe it or not. He is both benevolent and authoritarian, both Redeemer and Judge. His greatest desire is that we come to “abide in Him, and He in us.” You don’t get any more engaged than that.  He has done all possible to fulfill His part of the bargain. The question remains, will we step out in faith and engage with Him?
[Next issue: addressing the other two gods]

God is DISTANT. He is completely removed from everyday life:  


Jesus said in John 15, “You are My friends, if you do what I command you. No longer do I call you slaves, for the slave does not know what his master is doing. But I have called you friends, for all things that I have heard from My Father I have made known to you.” Modern day teaching assures us we are friends of Jesus by merely uttering a few words and then coming in to the Classroom to study and learn. Nothing could be further from the truth. Friends of God, who know what they’re Master is doing, are those who abide in Him by grace and keep His command to bear fruit. Without the “bearing of fruit” outside of the Classroom there can be no friendship with Jesus, and thus those whose constant diet is study and learning eventually become what Jesus called “slaves, who do not know what they’re Master is doing.” What would we call the men [90+% of them according to all of the surveys of churchgoers taken over the past 50 years] who confess to following gods such as the four here, or who admit being a committed Christ follower comes in somewhere between 5th and 10th on their life’s priority list—somewhere below “living a comfortable lifestyle?” What would we call the men who sit in the pews year after year after year disconnected from the fellowship, finding no purpose or passion in the church? Would we not call them “slaves who do not know what their master is doing?” Was Jesus ever this boring to those who followed Him in the Bible?

In our careers, how could we possibly know what our employers were doing if we did not “do” it with them? In sports, how could our heroes possibly know what they were doing if all they did was study the play book? Could we be friends with someone we never took the time, or made the effort, to hang out with? Yet in the Classroom we confidently proclaim, through our example if not through our words, that studying Jesus is sufficient to be a friend of Jesus. Jesus said in John 14, “He who has My commandments and keeps them: he it is who loves Me. And he who loves Me shall be loved by My Father, and I will love him and will disclose Myself to him.”
It is the one who keeps Jesus’ commandment to love Him, and lay down his life for his neighbor, who will have “the Master’s will disclosed to him.” Yet in the Classroom we silence the voices of those who dare to suggest what we do with God’s gifts being important to salvation. We brand them as legalists, and many times accuse them of “wounding” us. We fill churches through the constant assurances that grace covers our sinful lifestyles and hypocritical ways of living, and decry anyone who would suggest that the need for most isn’t to better understand grace, but to better live in command. I could go on and talk about the house founded upon the rock, the servants who used their talents to bring their Master His required return, etc, etc, etc, but that would test your patience with my lengthy blogs even more than it is now being tested.

If we want to “remove Jesus completely from everyday life,” all we need to do is to continue to faithfully attend the Classroom without going out to be with Him as friends do. All we need to do to disengage is to continue to dissect Him under the microscope of systematic theology without understanding Him in our hearts through the practice of His teachings. All we need to do is to disconnect is continue to spend billions every year on erecting comfortable meeting places for ourselves while those He told us to house, feed, and clothe remain naked on our doorsteps. All we need to do is to continue to do church the way we are doing it to continue to see the polls tell us 90+% of those in the church will, by their own admission, continue to be “slaves, who think Jesus is completely removed from everyday life.” 
God is CRITICAL. He is judgmental, as in the authoritarian God, but in this case is not engaged:

Again, Jesus is the Judge. As such He must be judgmental, and to judge righteously He must also be critical. The Bible tells us Jesus judged and turned away many who wanted to follow Him. For all of the reasons stated in my discussion of the first false god, He is our Judge but so much more.

The difference between the judge who is engaged and this one who is not is, again, in the eye of the beholder. If all the eye has witnessed of the truth of God is in the Classroom, it is not only easy to see why He would be perceived as “detached,” it is inevitable. We simply cannot keep believing Jesus is engaged if we do not engage with Him. He said, “FOLLOW ME,” and then made Himself a living example worthy of the command. Imagine the power that was lent to the truth that Jesus commanded all of creation for the disciples, as they witnessed Him calming the storm as they were about to be swamped! Imagine the power that was lent to the truth that the masters must be the servants of all as Jesus rebuked the Pharisee while the woman washed His feet with her tears right in front of them! Imagine the power given to the message of forgiveness as the disciples watched the hypocrites abandon their stones one by one until all who were left were Jesus, themselves, and the harlot.

Why did they witness such power as was necessary to indelibly write these truths upon their hearts and minds? Simple: they were there because they followed Him there! How many times have we been preached to about these stories, or read them ourselves, and still they do not sink in? How many times have we studied and dissected Jesus in our Classrooms, and yet remain relatively unaffected by Him? These very polls reveal that to us whether we want to believe the truth or not. The Jesus of academia will become disconnected from us, for in academia the greatest commandment of all eludes us. In Classroom existence alone there is no love for God or man manifested. Paul said of such an environment, “And if I have the gift of prophecy, and know all mysteries and all knowledge—and if I have all faith so as to remove mountains, but do not have love, I am nothing.”

“Nothing…disengaged.” Life without love is life without Jesus. As my friend Michael Wells so aptly puts it, “One of the most miserable religions on earth is Christianity without Christ.” Learning without doing is just that: Christianity without Christ…knowledge without love, for Jesus was God’s love made manifest. We must not let our faith degenerate into beliefs disengaged from the One who gave them to us. We must not allow ourselves to think that life in the Classroom is the life of the disciple. Though learning is indeed important, it is not the goal. The revelation of God in our hearts is the goal, and that is only found through engaging the God of love out amongst the people He loves.
