“How in the world is Christianity doing?”

Observations about Genuine Christian Faith


While exercising at the local gym, I heard the following line in an unrecognized rock song: “I feel so good since I found God.”  The rest of the song, as much as I could understand, had nothing to do with the spiritual experience of the “artist” or his relationship with the Triune God of the Bible.  On the way home I followed a car with the license plate trijesus.  That evening, I happened upon an article in the Washington Post: “Churches, Just Without the Label,” which described the popularity of “congregations” which drop denominational labels – and sometimes biblical preaching – while substituting “culturally relevant” strategies to attract people.  What do these three seemingly isolated incidents have to do with each other?  They all relate to the alarming trend to popularize Christianity, essentially blurring many of the biblical distinctives of genuine Christian faith. Feeling good about our experience with God (perhaps it should be god), giving Jesus a “try,” as though one should try God like a garment or new recipe, and watering down the gospel message to make church appealing to today’s generation, are all different ways of describing a superficial faith that is not faith at all.

Substituting a feel-good-religion for the truth is nothing new; this counterfeiting of biblical Christianity has taken many forms over the centuries.  The reasons for the movements may be as varied as the movements themselves.  But whether the catalyst is the leader’s thirst for power, a misunderstanding of Scripture, underlying cultural currents – or whatever – Satanic deception should not be overlooked as a contributing factor.  Two elements are almost universally associated with counterfeit Christianity, whether blatantly cultic or more “Christian” in appearance: a diminishing of the Person and work of Christ, and a low view of the authority of Scripture.  What do the doctrinal deviations look like?  First, the true meaning of salvation is obscured or twisted.  Second, the idea of discipleship is missing; seldom do we see a clear call to disciplined obedience to the Lord.  Third, the clear teaching of the Bible is downplayed or ignored.  In these cases, “ministry” does not have to measure up to Scripture as long as there are positive results.  The authority of Christ and His Word are subservient to pragmatism.  

We are not surprised at the plethora of movements that parade under the banner of Christianity, when finding God is simply an emotional expression, or when one can “try Christ” along with other religious experiments.  But two current trends should greatly disturb us.  First, many in our day have naively accepted a watered-down version of Christianity, which can not by definition be biblical Christianity. The call to discipleship is minimized and the fruits of Spirit-filled obedience to God’s will are less important than one’s “profession of faith.”  In this scenario, churches are growing without biblical preaching and large numbers are interpreted as successful “evangelism.” It is viewed as hypercritical if one asks: “where are the signs of  biblical convictions?” “How does that person’s life measure up to the standards of biblical discipleship?  Could Christianity’s apparent growth be explained by the acceptance of a soft gospel, one which is based more on what is culturally relevant than on the Word of God?  Is Christ being honored if people can call themselves by His Name without being different from the surrounding culture? 

The second disturbing trend relates to the embracing of reports of miraculous numbers of conversions, sensational statistics about the growth of Christianity in the world (“707 million switched-on disciples” in the words of James Rutz in MegaShift.)  Should we believe that “over half the people on the planet may be highly active Christians within two decades”? These two trends are really two sides of the same coin.  One side is a reluctance to evaluate the individual believer’s profession by the standards of Christ.  The other side is a faulty evaluation of what constitutes true revival.  Our Lord said, “Narrow is the gate, and difficult is the way which leads to life, and there are few who find it.”  Has that changed?  Should we expect, either by Scriptural precept or by sound reason, that great multitudes (even the majority of people on earth) will deny themselves, repent of their sins, and enter through narrow gate? Christ also said, “Not everyone who ways to me ‘Lord, Lord’ will enter the kingdom of heaven, but he who does the will of My Father in heaven. Many will say to Me in that day, ‘Lord, Lord, have we not prophesied in Your name … and done many wonders in Your name?’  And then I will declare to them, ‘I never knew you; depart from Me, you who practice lawlessness.’”  

God is building His Church.  His work is supernatural and He certainly is operating in miraculous ways to accomplish His will.  However, it is a dangerous error, as well as an affront to God, to accept superficial faith – or the measure of religious activity – as genuine, saving faith. Our call today is for a judicious evaluation of the current state of Christianity.  We should not be guided by polls, cable television, or best-selling books.  We should not assume that reports of mass conversions or “signs and wonders” are valid barometers of how the church is doing in the world. This may require a healthy skepticism, but it begins with the use of biblical criteria for measurements. 
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