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If something in this book offends you …  
 
What follows is guaranteed to offend some readers. If they are 
offended because the content gets too close to home, the Lord is 
prepared to process those complaints. If a reader is offended 
because they believe a criticism in here doesn’t apply to them 
personally, I offer the following quote: 
 

If the shoe doesn't fit, don't wear it.  
— attributed to Cinderella 
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Preface 
What’s really involved in ‘being saved’ 

 
 
We call ourselves “Christians,” but millions of us have no idea 
what it actually means to be God’s people. We think we can be 
“good Christians,” live like the “nice people” around us, and still be 
welcomed into heaven when this life is over. 
 
It’s a lie. God put a serious condition on his promise of salvation, 
and most church leaders either won’t — or can’t — tell you what’s 
really involved in “being saved.” Our hope is that many “church 
people” will realize that the personal cost of salvation is as high as 
the price Jesus paid to give them the opportunity to be set free. 
 
Casual Christianity is worse than no Christianity at all. Jesus 
requires his disciples to follow him all the way up the steep, 
difficult path — to make God’s kingdom and his justice our top 
priority in daily life. 
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Introduction 
The Epistle of Lo-ammi to Christians of the West 
 
(Readers will note this merely uses a Bible-publishing page 
format. It is not an actual book of the Bible.) 
 
1 This is a letter from Lo-ammi, a son of the Prostitute and the 
prophet Hosea. The Lord commanded my father and mother to 
marry as an illustration that the Lord’s people had acted like 
prostitutes in turning their backs on him to worship and serve 
other gods. 
 
2 The Lord also commanded my father to name me ‘Lo-ammi,’ 
which means “Not my people,” as a declaration that the children of 
Abraham — once chosen by God to be a light to the nations — 
were no longer his people and that he no longer was their God. 
[Hosea 1:1-9] 
 
3 I am writing to the Christians of the West, who claim to be the 
people of God, yet live no differently than the pagans among 
whom they dwell. 
 
4 I am writing to remind you of what was written to Israel by my 
father and the other prophets of old, so you can see it remains 
true for you who now call yourself “Christians” and claim to be 
followers of the resurrected Son of God. 
 
5 You think yourselves saved by Jesus, yet your hearts belong to 
the god of this world and your lives prove you are walking the 
broad road to destruction, not climbing the narrow path to 
salvation. 
 
6 I write to warn you that the judgment of our holy God already is 
upon you, but that time still remains for you to repent, to turn from 
your wickedness and choose to walk in God’s holy ways. 
 
7 I write to offer you hope that, if you repent and take up the 
disciple’s cross, God may yet have mercy and open for you the 
door to his Kingdom. 
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8 I write in desperation, praying that your apostasy is not yet 
complete and that the Merciful One may grant you the opportunity 
to return to your mission: living as light among people trapped in 
darkness, so they may be freed of their captivity and come to 
worship the One True God, who alone is worthy of adoration, love, 
and obedience; who one day will judge this corrupt world with fiery 
destruction; who will write his law on the hearts of his people; and 
who will give them a New Jerusalem where he himself will live 
among them and they will, as he always intended, abide forever in 
complete peace, harmony, and justice. 
 
9 I write from the fervent conviction that one day every knee will 
bow and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord. I write 
with the deep desire of one day seeing a vast crowd from every 
nation and tribe and people and language standing before God’s 
throne. 
 
10 I write in the confident expectation that, as the Faithful One has 
promised, the time will come when the people who were told, “You 
are not my people,” will hear the joy-filled declaration, “You are 
children of the living God!” (Hosea 1:10) 
 
11 May those who can yet hear his voice, turn to walk in his ways 
and be saved from the wrath that is quickly coming. May the 
remnant of God’s people, who have not yet bowed the knee to 
Ba’al, rise up to make disciples who love God with every fiber of 
their being, love their neighbor the way they love themselves, and 
make the Kingdom of God the top priority of their daily lives. 
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Chapter 1 
Our ‘brood of snakes’ in the Church 

 
 
The last of the Old Testament prophets was Malachi. A full 400 
years passed until God sent the next prophet, John the Baptizer. 
John stood with both feet in the river of prophets God had been 
sending to warn his people that they had grown arrogant: thinking 
their religious credentials qualified them for God's blessings, even 
though they stubbornly refused to walk in God's ways and insisted 
on living like the pagan people around them. 
 
In the spirit of the prophet Elijah, John boldly confronted both the 
common people and the religious elites about their failure to live 
by the covenant God had made with Abraham. He fairly shouted 
his message to the hypocrites: "Repent, for the kingdom of 
heaven is near!" Nearer, in fact, than most people realized. Jesus, 
the long-awaited Messiah, was in the crowd. 
 
The Spirit of God moved and some people recognized how sinful 
they were, in light of God's incomprehensible holiness. Some 
came to John to be baptized in the river as a symbol of God 
washing away their sin and giving them a fresh start. 
 
But people love to be in on the Next Big Thing. The crowds, 
including the corrupt religious leaders, began coming to John for 
baptism. 
 
John was having none of that hypocrisy:  
 
When the crowds came to John for baptism, he said, “You brood 
of snakes! Who warned you to flee the coming wrath? Prove by 
the way you live that you have repented of your sins and turned to 
God. Don’t just say to each other, ‘We’re safe, for we are 
descendants of Abraham.’ That means nothing, for I tell you, God 
can create children of Abraham from these very stones. Even now 
the ax of God’s judgment is poised, ready to sever the roots of the 
trees. Yes, every tree that does not produce good fruit will be 
chopped down and thrown into the fire." (Luke 3:7-14 NLT) 
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The Jews of John's day thought the simple fact they were 
descended from Abraham meant they would receive the blessing 
of salvation God had promised to him and his children. But God's 
promise to Abraham was based on one serious condition: 
Abraham and his children would have to live righteous lives and 
do justice. 
 
The Israelites had never done that. They didn't mind bringing their 
sacrifices to God at the temple, mind you, but they also liked the 
way their pagan neighbors "worshiped" the sex goddess Asherah 
out at the hilltop shrines. As Abraham's children, they thought they 
were "safe" before God, so they figured joining their neighbors out 
on the hill wasn't going to put them in any danger. 
 
John had a different perspective: God is holy, and he requires his 
people to live holy lives. If God wanted to make children for 
Abraham, he could do it with the rocks along the roadside. At least 
the rocks were being what God intended them to be! 
 
God had planted Israel to be his vineyard so they could bear fruit 
for him. The fruit he wanted was for the rest of the world to see 
them living righteously and doing justice — which the other 
nations did not do — and decide that Israel's God was worth 
worshiping. 
 
The vineyard, after centuries of cultivation, was a miserable 
failure. God wasn't seeing any sign of harvest and had decided to 
cut down all of it and start over again. The ax was raised, and 
every tree that wasn't producing good fruit was going to be 
chopped down and thrown into the fire. 
 
John didn't mince words with the insincere or double-minded: “You 
brood of snakes!" 
 
Today's Christianity in the West has its own snakes. Just like in 
nature, they come in many species. Some have exchanged the 
truth for a lie. Others have abandoned the mission of being light in 
a dark world. Yet others value following their rules more than 
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loving their neighbor the way they love themselves. More than a 
few give greater authority to their tradition or systematic theology 
than to the Word itself. A vast number think a couple of correct 
beliefs and relatively clean living will get them through the Pearly 
Gates. The list could go on and on. 
 
The hypocrisy of it all is so sickening that many have turned their 
backs on the Church and decided to just wing it individually with 
God. (Which, by the way, is not God’s way of living.) 
 
But the walkaways have gotten one thing right: God is good and 
just, so his people should be living like Jesus and doing justice in 
a corrupt world. 
 
Some of God's people are doing just that, but the vast majority of 
the vineyard still isn't bearing fruit. And "I accepted Jesus and got 
baptized" isn't any better an excuse now than "We are children of 
Abraham" was then. 
 
So every tree that isn't producing good fruit is going to be chopped 
down and thrown into the fire. You do know what that means, 
right? 
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Chapter 2 
What should we do? 

And what’s with all these snakes? 
 
 
When John warned the crowd that God was about to cut them off 
as his people, they were horrified. 
 
They cried out, "What should we do?" 
 
And John laid it down: “If you have two shirts, give one to the 
poor. If you have food, share it with those who are hungry.” (Luke 
3:10 NLT) 
 
That's not the kind of answer a person wants to hear when they 
only have two shirts and aren't sure where their next meal is 
coming from. 
 
Not to mention those of us who take pride in our uptown 
wardrobes and professional kitchens. 
 
A rich young fellow like that later came to Jesus with an even 
more important question: "What do I need to do to inherit eternal 
life?" He was a good man who had worked at keeping all God's 
rules. Jesus challenged him like John challenged his "crowd" — 
"Go and sell all you possess and give to the poor."  
 
The young man was grieved and walked away, because he 
owned a lot of nice things. [Mark 10:17-22] 
 
It wasn't that doing good deeds to help the poor was going to 
punch anyone's ticket to Heaven. The hang-up was that God had 
said his people must love their neighbor the way they loved 
themselves. [Leviticus 19:18] 
 
And, boy, do we love ourselves. A lot. Many of us are well-off 
people more concerned about increasing our net worth than 
sharing it generously with people in desperate need. 
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That's another species of snake, at least as common in our day as 
John's. Our worship centers, in fact, are crawling with them. 
 
So how should we live our lives, if we're not going to be "every 
man for himself" snakes?  
 
We could at this point discuss the fact one prophet had told Israel 
God only had three requirements of them, that they must (1) walk 
in humility with the Lord, (2) show mercy to those in need of it, and 
(3) do justice for the weak and oppressed around them. [Micah 
6:8] 
 
But to connect all the dots, we need to push back farther toward 
the beginning. Before there was an Israel. Before there even were 
Jews.  
 
We need to understand Abraham, the father of the entire nation: 
why God chose him, what promise God made to him, and what 
one condition God laid down if Abraham and his descendants (by 
blood or by faith) were to receive the blessing God was promising. 
 
Fortunately for all of us, three short Bible verses in Genesis 
capture all that in a nutshell. 
 
Not only will they make sense of what John and Jesus were 
saying, but they also will crack open what went wrong with Israel 
as God's people — and why today's Church is infested with 
snakes. 
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Chapter 3 
Is the promise of God’s blessing enough? 

 
 
Abraham was a man of faith. He trusted God so much that he 
followed God's instructions, even when they didn't appear to make 
a lot of sense. 
 
At age 75, God told Abraham to leave his native country (in what 
is now Iraq) and "go to a land I will show you." Not a lot of detail 
there, but Abraham packed up his family and followed God’s 
directions. Eventually, they reached the land called Canaan, and 
God said, "This is the land I am giving to you and your 
descendants." The Lord promised that, even as an old man, 
Abraham would become the father of a mighty nation that would 
bless all the nations on earth. [Genesis 12:1-8] 
 
So Abraham and his family pitched their tents in Canaan and lived 
there like foreigners, dreaming of the day when they would have a 
city designed and built by God himself on eternal foundations. 
[Hebrews 11:8-10]  
 
The years passed, but Abraham trusted God's promise and stayed 
in his tent, which was pitched in the hill country overlooking 
Sodom and Gomorrah. Then one day, the Lord himself dropped 
by Abraham's tent. He told Abraham he was on his way to visit the 
cities because he had heard about their flagrant wickedness and 
wanted to see for himself the punishment they might deserve. 
 
After enjoying a meal with Abraham and his wife, Sarah, the Lord 
was ready to begin his journey toward the valley. 
 
Still, something was on his mind, and the Lord had a discussion 
with himself that might be the single most important, most 
overlooked passage in the Old Testament. 
 
“Should I hide my plan from Abraham?” the Lord asked. “For 
Abraham will certainly become a great and mighty nation, and all 
the nations of the earth will be blessed through him. I have singled 
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him out so that he will direct his sons and their families to keep the 
way of the Lord by doing what is right and just. Then I will do for 
Abraham all that I have promised.” (Genesis 18:17-19 NLT) 
 
God had chosen — singled out — Abraham and promised to bless 
him and all the nations of the world. But he chose Abraham "so 
that" he and his descendants would "keep the way of the Lord by 
doing what is right and just."  
 
That reveals God's goal in choosing Abraham: that his family 
would live righteous lives and do justice in full view of hellishly 
wicked cities like Sodom and Gomorrah. 
 
But the goal also was a condition — and a very serious one at 
that: As Abraham's family walks in God's ways, "then" the Lord 
would do for them what he had promised. 
 
That means Abraham's family and the nations of the earth would 
not — could not — receive God's blessing unless they lived before 
others the way God's people ought to live. As the prophet Micah 
would say it much later: "to do justice, to love mercy, and to walk 
humbly with God." (Micah 6:8) 
 
We know how things worked out with Sodom and Gomorrah. 
Abraham's nephew had offered his hospitality to God's 
messengers, and the men of the city mobbed the house, 
demanding to gang rape the visitors. That was all the justification 
God needed to rescue Lot's family and utterly destroy the cities. 
 
But how did things work out for Abraham and his family? 
 
God had made a mind-boggling promise to the old man, but 
receiving that blessing hung on the single condition that Abraham 
and his descendants would live the way the people of a holy, 
righteous, just God ought to live. Should they choose wicked lives 
instead: no blessing for the family or the nations. 
 
Is the promise of God's blessing enough for his people to choose 
holiness over wickedness?  
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Chapter 4 
A choice between life and death 

 
 
God's promise to old Abraham was that his family would bless all 
the nations of earth, but that blessing required Abraham and his 
descendants to live like God's people should, and not like the 
wicked pagans around them. 
 
The big question was whether God’s people would choose 
righteousness over wickedness. 
 
And it always requires lots of time to sort out the answers to big 
questions. 
 
Abraham didn't live to see the answer. It would be his grandson, 
Jacob, (later renamed Israel) who would have 12 sons, each of 
whom would become the father of his own tribe.   
 
Those descendants would face the first test of their faith in 
Abraham's God as they moved to Egypt to escape a famine that 
swept Canaan. Egypt, of course, worshiped pagan gods, not the 
God of Abraham, and during their 400 years in Egypt, the people 
became slaves to the Egyptians. But not only did they work at 
forced labor, they also joined their neighbors in worshiping the 
pagan gods of the land. 
 
By the time God sent Moses and Joshua to lead the Israelites out 
of slavery in Egypt, the land promised to Abraham had been 
overrun by a host of pagan tribes whose even more abhorrent 
worship practices were a horrific insult to the clearly revealed 
greatness of God [Romans 1:19-20]. If the children of Abraham 
fell into those abominable Canaanite rituals, the insult to the One 
True God of Abraham would be far worse than the Egyptian 
idolatry.  
 
Moses explained in great detail the way God expected his people 
to live. The Almighty had called them and set them apart to be 
different than the pagans and their dark rituals. The children of 
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Abraham were to be a light in that darkness by telling the amazing 
stories of how God had delivered them from slavery and by living 
day by day in a manner that proved their God's ability to transform 
not only individual lives, but entire societies. 
 
The elderly prophet spoke plainly to the people: 
 
Today the Lord your God has commanded you to obey all these 
decrees and regulations. So be careful to obey them 
wholeheartedly. You have declared today that the Lord is your 
God. And you have promised to walk in his ways, and to obey his 
decrees, commands, and regulations, and to do everything he 
tells you. The Lord has declared today that you are his people, his 
own special treasure, just as he promised, and that you must obey 
all his commands. And if you do, he will set you high above all the 
other nations he has made. Then you will receive praise, honor, 
and renown. You will be a nation that is holy to the Lord your God, 
just as he promised. (Deuteronomy 26:16-18 NLT) 
 
If obedience was the key to blessing, however, disobedience had 
its own implications. Moses proceeded to lay out a lengthy list of 
curses that would fall upon those of his people who joined in the 
detestable behavior of the pagan tribes squatting on the land 
promised to Abraham and his descendants. He detailed 
everything from worshiping idols to participating in sexual 
practices either promiscuous or perverse, from dishonoring one's 
parents or denying justice to foreigners, orphans, and widows. He 
even included giving bad directions to a blind traveler! 
 
"Cursed is anyone who does not affirm and obey the terms of 
these instructions," Moses concluded. Then he added an ominous 
warning: "Just as the Lord has found great pleasure in causing 
you to prosper and multiply, the Lord will find pleasure in 
destroying you." (Deuteronomy 27:26 NLT) 
 
That would get a person's attention, wouldn't you think? 
 
While God set high expectations for his people, those standards 
were not at all impossible to meet. 
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Moses declared:  
 
This command I am giving you today is not too difficult for you, 
and it is not beyond your reach. ... No, the message is very close 
at hand; it is on your lips and in your heart so that you can obey it. 
Now listen! Today I am giving you a choice between life and 
death, between prosperity and disaster. For I command you this 
day to love the Lord your God and to keep his commands, 
decrees, and regulations by walking in his ways.  
 
If you do this, you will live and multiply, and the Lord your God will 
bless you and the land you are about to enter and occupy. But if 
your heart turns away and you refuse to listen, and if you are 
drawn away to serve and worship other gods, then I warn you now 
that you will certainly be destroyed. You will not live a long, good 
life in the land you are crossing the Jordan to occupy. 
 
Today I have given you the choice between life and death, 
between blessings and curses. Now I call on heaven and earth to 
witness the choice you make. Oh, that you would choose life, so 
that you and your descendants might live! You can make this 
choice by loving the Lord your God, obeying him, and committing 
yourself firmly to him. This is the key to your life. (Deuteronomy 
30:11,14-19a NLT) 
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Chapter 5 
‘We will serve the Lord, for he alone is our God’ 

 
 
Because these tribes occupying the Land of Promise knew their 
ways were an insult to God's holiness, the Israelites were 
commanded to deliver God's judgment as they conquered the land 
— by completely destroying the peoples and their detestable 
worship customs. [Deuteronomy 20:17-18; 29:63 NLT] 
 
As God's people know all too well today, however, pagan customs 
offer a certain allure, while obedience to the Lord requires 
determined sacrifice. So the pagans and their customs were not 
completely destroyed, as God commanded, and God's people 
struggled to remain devoted to the Lord who had raised them up 
from one old man and delivered them with astonishing miracles 
out of slavery and back into control of the land originally promised 
to Abraham. [Exodus 3 – Joshua 24] 
 
As they finally solidified control of Abraham's Land of Promise, 
Joshua gathered the entire nation. He commanded them to 
destroy the idols they were carrying — the old pagan gods of 
Abraham's forefathers and the new ones of the Amorites, whose 
land they had just reclaimed as their own. He challenged them to 
wholeheartedly honor only the Lord, who had rescued them from 
slavery in Egypt and fought for them miraculously in battles to 
reclaim the land. 
 
The people replied, “We would never abandon the Lord and serve 
other gods. For the Lord our God is the one who rescued us and 
our ancestors from slavery in the land of Egypt. He performed 
mighty miracles before our very eyes. As we traveled through the 
wilderness among our enemies, he preserved us. It was the Lord 
who drove out the Amorites and the other nations living here in the 
land. So we, too, will serve the Lord, for he alone is our God.” 
(Joshua 24:16-18 NLT) 
 
Joshua, however, knew human nature better than that. He knew 
they would easily succumb to the pleasures and temptations of 
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pagan worship. He reminded them that holy God would not 
tolerate rebellion and turning to wicked ways.  
 
Joshua warned: “You are not able to serve the Lord. ... If you 
abandon the Lord and serve other gods, he will turn against you 
and destroy you, even though he has been so good to you.” 
 
But the people insisted, “No, we will serve the Lord!” And that day 
the children of Abraham renewed the covenant with Almighty God. 
 
Actions, as always, will speak louder than words.  
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Chapter 6 
Unable to resist the allure of pagan ways 

 
 
Would the people resist pagan ways and live to honor God alone? 
And if not, would the Lord actually follow through on Joshua's 
warning that God would destroy his own people if they violated the 
covenant he had made with Abraham? 
 
No. And yes. 
 
Human nature seems inexorably drawn to the issues of day-to-day 
existence: What will we eat? What will we wear? Where will we 
live? The pagan world offers money, sex, and power; and God's 
people want to enjoy the "good things" of life like their neighbors. 
And when the prophets and priests themselves saw those "good 
things" are desirable, they stopped teaching the requirements of 
God's covenant and promised God's people what they wanted to 
hear: The pagan ways will bring peace and prosperity, not God's 
judgment. Join your neighbors in their self-indulgences and 
revelries. You are safe, after all, because Abraham is your father 
and you frequent God's temple in Jerusalem. 
 
And roughly a third of the Old Testament records the words of 
prophets warning God's people of the horrific consequences they 
would experience — by the Lord's own hand — for ignoring the 
way he commanded them to live and instead joining their pagan 
neighbors in their wickedness ... thereby dishonoring God's holy 
name before the nations.  
 
The moral imagination staggers at the depths to which the people 
of God sank. They flocked to the hilltops to join the fertility cult of 
Asherah and the prostitution it called worship. They carried their 
babies into the valley of Hinnom and threw them screaming into 
the fires that blazed for Molech — in the vain hope it would bring 
them prosperity. 
 
But even more unbelievably, these same people flocked to the 
temple to worship Almighty God, convinced they were his people, 
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the primary object of his great love. They earnestly worshiped, 
offered the required sacrifices, sang enthusiastic hymns of praise, 
and raised heartfelt prayers for the Lord to answer. 
 
The Lord, of course, was having none of this hypocrisy, and his 
prophets minced no words. Some of them denounced the 
wickedness of Israel's northern tribes; others pointed a bony finger 
at Judah and Jerusalem in the south. But the messages were the 
same — some so harsh that we recoil in horror because they 
cannot be reconciled with what we have heard from many of our 
own prophets and priests about our God of mercy, love, and 
grace. 
 
But hear the Word of the Lord to the people of God: 
 
-- About their detestable idol worship: 
 
"Long ago I broke the yoke that oppressed you and tore away the 
chains of your slavery, but still you said, ‘I will not serve you.’ On 
every hill and under every green tree, you have prostituted 
yourselves by bowing down to idols." (Jeremiah 2:20) 
 
"You worship your idols with great passion beneath the oaks and 
under every green tree. You sacrifice your children down in the 
valleys, among the jagged rocks in the cliffs." (Isaiah 57:5) 
 
"You have refused to obey my decrees and regulations; instead, 
you have copied the standards of the nations around you." 
(Ezekiel 11:12b) 
 
"Your wickedness will bring its own punishment. Your turning from 
me will shame you. You will see what an evil, bitter thing it is to 
abandon the Lord your God and not to fear him. I, the Lord, the 
Lord of Heaven’s Armies, have spoken!" (Jeremiah 2:19) 
 
-- About how their ingratitude grieved the Spirit of God: 
 
"He said, 'They are my very own people. Surely they will not 
betray me again.' And he became their Savior. In all their suffering 
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he also suffered, and he personally rescued them. In his love and 
mercy he redeemed them. He lifted them up and carried them 
through all the years. But they rebelled against him and grieved 
his Holy Spirit." (Isaiah 63:8-10a) 
 
-- About the pathetic condition of God's people: 
 
"They don’t know where to find peace or what it means to be just 
and good. They have mapped out crooked roads, and no one who 
follows them knows a moment’s peace. So there is no justice 
among us, and we know nothing about right living. We look for 
light but find only darkness. We look for bright skies but walk in 
gloom." (Isaiah 59:8-9) 
 
“'My people are foolish and do not know me,'” says the Lord. 'They 
are stupid children who have no understanding. They are clever 
enough at doing wrong, but they have no idea how to do right!'” 
(Jeremiah 4:22) 
 
"'They refuse to stand up for the truth. They only go from bad to 
worse. They do not know me,' says the Lord." (Jeremiah 9:3b) 
 
"My people have planted wheat but are harvesting thorns. They 
have worn themselves out, but it has done them no good. They 
will harvest a crop of shame because of the fierce anger of the 
Lord." Jeremiah 12:13 
 
The children of Abraham, rescued from slavery by the very arm of 
God himself, had ignored and violated the very first of his 
commands: "Thou shalt have no other gods before me. ... I am a 
jealous God." Fierce, righteous anger was justified — as was 
appropriate punishment. 
 
The Almighty and his prophets, however, were far from finished 
unpacking the sins of this wicked people. 
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Chapter 7 
‘What’s the use of serving God?’ 

 
 
The Almighty had gone to great lengths to make it clear that his 
blessing on Abraham's family — and their ability to bless the 
nations — was conditioned on obeying his instructions. 
 
The Lord singled out Abraham "so that he will direct his sons and 
their families to keep the way of the Lord by doing what is right 
and just. Then I will do for Abraham all that I have promised." 
(Genesis 18:19)  
 
Abraham's generations, however, like all of us, were willful and 
self-indulgent by nature. Not only did they not "keep the way of the 
Lord," they quickly turned off to their own paths. 
 
And the Lord said: "When I called, they did not answer. When I 
spoke, they did not listen. They deliberately sinned before my very 
eyes and chose to do what they know I despise." (Isaiah 66:4b) 
 
The Almighty warned his people, "I am planning disaster for you 
instead of good. So turn from your evil ways, each of you, and do 
what is right." But the people replied, "Don’t waste your breath. 
We will continue to live as we want to, stubbornly following our 
own evil desires." (Jeremiah 18:11b-12) 
 
Moses had pointedly warned the freed slaves about the danger of 
living in the Promised Land, flowing, as it would be, "with milk and 
honey." Their deliverer told them early on, "When you have eaten 
your fill in this land, be careful not to forget the Lord, who rescued 
you from slavery in the land of Egypt." (Deuteronomy 6:11-12) 
 
But forget they did. The Almighty, through his prophet Hosea, 
pointed out their failure: "I took care of you in the wilderness, in 
that dry and thirsty land. But when you had eaten and were 
satisfied, you became proud and forgot me." (Hosea 13:5-6) 
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Indeed, the people had said to themselves: "What’s the use of 
serving God? What have we gained by obeying his commands or 
by trying to show the Lord of Heaven’s Armies that we are sorry 
for our sins? From now on we will call the arrogant blessed. For 
those who do evil get rich, and those who dare God to punish 
them suffer no harm." (Malachi 3:14-15) 
 
In fact, growing prosperity became the catalyst for greater 
wickedness. "How prosperous Israel is — a luxuriant vine loaded 
with fruit. But the richer the people get, the more pagan altars they 
build. The more bountiful their harvests, the more beautiful their 
sacred pillars." (Hosea 10:1) 
 
Jeremiah plainly connected the people's prosperity to their 
complacency about the injustice all around them. "They are great 
and rich. They are fat and sleek, and there is no limit to their 
wicked deeds. They refuse to provide justice to orphans and deny 
the rights of the poor." (Jeremiah 5:27b-28) 
 
Isaiah condemned the former slaves as a "pleasure-loving 
kingdom, living at ease and feeling secure." (Isaiah 47:8) 
Habakkuk added: "You believe your wealth will buy security, 
putting your family’s nest beyond the reach of danger." (Habakkuk 
2:9b) 
 
Then he skewered their pursuit of prosperity at the expense of 
God's kingdom: "How foolish to trust in your own creation." 
(Habakkuk 2:18b) 
 
The self-righteous soul, however, is always quick to plead 
innocence. It's the society that's going to hell in a hand basket, the 
poor who are lazy drunkards. "Those" wealthy people may be 
corrupt and oppressing the poor, but we stand before God as 
righteous individuals. Jeremiah met that head on: "You say, 'I 
have done nothing wrong. Surely God isn’t angry with me!' But 
now I will punish you severely because you claim you have not 
sinned." (Jeremiah 1:35) 
  



	 18	 	

Chapter 8 
Lying leaders and the Sabbath charade 

 
 
Where would God's people get the idea they could wickedly 
pursue their own self-interest, join the pagan self-indulgences and 
revelries, and yet be safe from God's judgment? 
 
How about a professional clergy whose livelihood depends on the 
generous giving of a congregation that doesn't want to hear they 
have turned their backs on God and stand in danger of imminent 
punishment? 
 
Such were the Israelite priests and false prophets of the day. 
 
Micah made no bones about the kind of preacher these sons of 
Abraham wanted: "Suppose a prophet full of lies would say to you, 
'I’ll preach to you the joys of wine and alcohol!' That’s just the kind 
of prophet you would like!" (Micah 2:11) 
 
And the clergy's motivation certainly wasn't that the nations would 
glorify the One True God and enter his Kingdom. "You priests 
teach God’s laws only for a price; you prophets won’t prophesy 
unless you are paid. Yet all of you claim to depend on the Lord." 
(Micah 3:11b) 
 
Zephaniah could not have been more harsh: Jerusalem's 
"prophets are arrogant liars seeking their own gain. Its priests 
defile the Temple by disobeying God’s instructions." (Zephaniah 
3:4) 
 
The important men in charge of the nation's holy institutions did 
not escape Jeremiah's condemnation: “From the least to the 
greatest, their lives are ruled by greed. From prophets to priests, 
they are all frauds. They offer superficial treatments for my 
people’s mortal wound. They give assurances of peace when 
there is no peace." (Jeremiah 6:13-14) 
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And the people paid the price for their leaders' carnality: "The 
shepherds of my people have lost their senses. They no longer 
seek wisdom from the Lord. Therefore, they fail completely, and 
their flocks are scattered." (Jeremiah 10:21) 
 
The priests and false prophets had crafted a man-made theology 
relevant to their context. Because the nation had Abraham for its 
father, his covenant with God ensured their blessing. And because 
the temple — God's own house — stood in the middle of 
Jerusalem, the nation was safe from attack, regardless of how 
they lived day to day. 
 
Isaiah had more than a little to say in response: 
 
You boast, "We have struck a bargain to cheat death and have 
made a deal to dodge the grave. The coming destruction can 
never touch us, for we have built a strong refuge made of lies and 
deception." Therefore, this is what the Sovereign Lord says: ... "I 
will test you with the measuring line of justice and the plumb line 
of righteousness. Since your refuge is made of lies, a hailstorm 
will knock it down. Since it is made of deception, a flood will 
sweep it away. I will cancel the bargain you made to cheat death, 
and I will overturn your deal to dodge the grave. When the terrible 
enemy sweeps through, you will be trampled into the ground. 
Again and again that flood will come, morning after morning, day 
and night, until you are carried away." This message will bring 
terror to your people. The bed you have made is too short to lie 
on. The blankets are too narrow to cover you. (Isaiah 28:15,17-20) 
 
And the people were without excuse, Isaiah pointed out. All of 
them had been taught about God and his ways since they were 
children. They had memorized his Word. All they needed to do 
was to check the leaders' teachings against what God actually had 
said. 
 
"Look to God’s instructions and teachings!" Isaiah declared. 
"People who contradict his word are completely in the dark." 
(Isaiah 8:20) 
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The people, unfortunately, loved the pagan self-indulgences more 
than the Word of God. They were only too willing to go along with 
the Sabbath charade. 
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Chapter 9 
Worship: Seemingly sincere,  

but false and insulting 
 
 
What people could ever be the same after seeing it? 
 
The construction of King Solomon's magnificent temple finally was 
complete. Offerings and sacrifices had been laid on the altar and 
the dedication ceremony concluded with the king's call to God, 
"Now arise, O Lord God, and enter your resting place!"  
 
When Solomon finished praying, fire flashed down from heaven 
and burned up the burnt offerings and sacrifices, and the glorious 
presence of the Lord filled the Temple. The priests could not enter 
the Temple of the Lord because the glorious presence of the Lord 
filled it. When all the people of Israel saw the fire coming down 
and the glorious presence of the Lord filling the Temple, they fell 
face down on the ground and worshiped and praised the Lord. (2 
Chronicles 7:1-3) 
 
And yet now a generation had arisen that no longer fell on their 
faces when they entered the Lord's presence. To the contrary, 
they came before the Lord routinely and casually: 
 
"They act so pious! They come to the Temple every day and seem 
delighted to learn all about me. They act like a righteous nation 
that would never abandon the laws of its God. They ask me to 
take action on their behalf, pretending they want to be near me." 
(Isaiah 58:2) 
 
These people had no fear of God. 
 
"Have you no respect for me? Why don’t you tremble in my 
presence?  They do not say from the heart, ‘Let us live in awe of 
the Lord our God." (Jeremiah 5:22a,24) 
 
The Holy One of Israel had nothing but disdain for this casual, 
seemingly sincere, but false and insulting worship: 
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"'What makes you think I want all your sacrifices?'” says the Lord. 
'Stop bringing me your meaningless gifts; the incense of your 
offerings disgusts me! ... I want no more of your pious meetings. 
When you lift up your hands in prayer, I will not look. Though you 
offer many prayers, I will not listen.'" (Isaiah 1:11,13-15a) 
 
Even more pointedly: "I hate all your show and pretense — the 
hypocrisy of your religious festivals and solemn assemblies. I will 
not accept your burnt offerings and grain offerings. I won’t even 
notice all your choice peace offerings. Away with your noisy 
hymns of praise! I will not listen to the music of your harps. 
Instead, I want to see a mighty flood of justice, an endless river of 
righteous living." (Amos 5:21-24) 
 
God warned Ezekiel that even a true prophet should not be 
impressed when people seek out his teaching: "So my people 
come pretending to be sincere and sit before you. They listen to 
your words, but they have no intention of doing what you say. 
Their mouths are full of lustful words, and their hearts seek only 
after money. You are very entertaining to them, like someone who 
sings love songs with a beautiful voice or plays fine music on an 
instrument. They hear what you say, but they don’t act on it!" 
(Ezekiel 33:31) 
 
From Abraham to Solomon, who would have imagined what the 
Almighty would be saying to his people next?  
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Chapter 10 
‘I am your enemy, O Israel’ 

 
 
What feelings — heartbreak? failure? fury? — tore at Abraham to 
hear these words from the prophets? 
 
"So this is what the Lord says to his people: 'You love to wander 
far from me and do not restrain yourselves. Therefore, I will no 
longer accept you as my people. Now I will remember all your 
wickedness and will punish you for your sins.'" (Jeremiah 14:10) 
 
As often as the Lord had delivered Abraham's children, they 
quickly turned to the ways of their pagan neighbors. As often as 
their Heavenly Father had called them back, they refused to listen 
and repent of their sins. 
 
Isaiah finally told them the Almighty had had enough: "It’s your 
sins that have cut you off from God. Because of your sins, he has 
turned away and will not listen anymore." (Isaiah 59:2) 
 
But it was worse than that. Horrifying judgment was going to fall. 
 
"I have abandoned my people, my special possession. I have 
surrendered my dearest ones to their enemies." (Jeremiah 12:7) 
 
Being turned over to enemies like Assyria and Babylon was awful 
enough but, unbelievably, something even worse was in store. 
 
"This is what the Lord says: I am your enemy, O Israel, and I am 
about to unsheath my sword to destroy your people — the 
righteous and the wicked alike." (Ezekiel 21:3) 
 
Yes, the righteous would be swept up with the wicked when God's 
fury was unleashed. 
 
"I will chase them with the sword until I have destroyed them 
completely." (Jeremiah 9:16a) 
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And neither wealth nor prestige would help when the Lord's 
righteous wrath fell upon the people. 
 
"Your silver and gold will not save you on that day of the Lord’s 
anger. For the whole land will be devoured by the fire of his 
jealousy." (Zephaniah 1:18) 
 
The Lord would make a special point of tracking down those who 
cared nothing about the ruination of the land: "I will search with 
lanterns in Jerusalem’s darkest corners to punish those who sit 
complacent in their sins. They think the Lord will do nothing to 
them, either good or bad." (Zephaniah 1:12) 
 
Yet those who thought the Lord's wrath was provoked by the 
nation's sin were missing the point. Israel was to be more than just 
one more nation. God had chosen them to learn his ways and, by 
living as light in the pagan darkness, they were to draw the 
nations to the Lord so they could be saved as well. 
 
Israel, however, chose to live like the Canaanites around them. 
Their wickedness reduced Holy God to the level of Asherah and 
Molech: "I have been dishonored among the nations because of 
you." (Ezekiel 22:16) 
 
The Lord would be forced to defend the honor of his own name 
and punish the people: "I myself will strip you and expose you to 
shame." (Jeremiah 13:26) 
 
The Assyrians would ravage the northern tribes in 722 BC. 
Babylon's soldiers would raze Jerusalem in 586. All the horrors of 
war would fall on Abraham's children: warriors would die in battle, 
other men would be slaughtered, women would be raped. Almost 
all survivors would be carried off into far lands to serve as slaves. 
 
And Jerusalem? The grand city where the presence of Almighty 
God himself once dwelled? 
 
"The gates of Zion will weep and mourn. The city will be like a 
ravaged woman, huddled on the ground." (Isaiah 3:26) 
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Zechariah made the formal announcement that the habitual 
wickedness of Abraham's children had voided the covenant God 
made with the patriarch. 
 
The prophet had named one of his staffs "Favor," to illustrate the 
Almighty's attitude toward Israel. Those days were over.  
 
The Lord had Zechariah take that staff and cut it in two, "showing 
that I had revoked the covenant I had made with all the nations. 
That was the end of my covenant with them." Zechariah added: 
"The suffering flock was watching me, and they knew the Lord 
was speaking through my actions." (Zechariah 11:10-11) 
 
The Lord's mission to redeem and restore his entire creation had 
not been revoked, however. And while Israel had failed to meet 
the condition of their covenant, Creator God was determined to 
put a new one in place. 
 
In the meantime, Micah had a final word for the rebellious children 
of Abraham. 
 
"Look! I am sending my messenger, and he will prepare the way 
before me. Then the Lord you are seeking will suddenly come to 
his Temple. The messenger of the covenant, whom you look for 
so eagerly, is surely coming," says the Lord of Heaven’s Armies. 
"But who will be able to endure it when he comes? Who will be 
able to stand and face him when he appears? For he will be like a 
blazing fire that refines metal, or like a strong soap that bleaches 
clothes. He will sit like a refiner of silver, burning away the dross." 
(Micah 3:1-3) 
 
For Israel, good news, bad news.  
 
But for all creation, good news: Almighty God was far from 
finished with his mission. 
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Chapter 11 
A new covenant ... and ‘church people’ 

 
Israel's stubborn refusal to walk only in God's ways left Jerusalem 
"like a ravaged woman, huddled on the ground." (Isaiah 3:26) 
 
The Lord's heart was broken. His precious children had insisted 
on rebellion and the city he dearly loved was utterly destroyed. But 
He could no more forget Jerusalem than a mother could forget her 
nursing child. "See, I have written your name on the palms of my 
hands. Always in my mind is a picture of Jerusalem’s walls in 
ruins." (Isaiah 49:16) 
 
As for those habitually rebellious children, every generation since 
Adam had chosen self-indulgence over obedience. But God's 
choice of Abraham and his generations played a crucial role in 
redeeming and restoring all of creation. Although the children 
refused to keep the covenant, the Father would remain faithful. 
 
Almighty God must live up to his own word. His covenant of 
salvation must be kept, every bit as much as the one he had made 
with the day and night — that one must follow the other  — so 
must God use his chosen people to bring all the nations back to 
himself. [Jeremiah 33:20] 
 
There would be a new covenant made, after the days of 
punishment were completed. 
 
"'This is the new covenant I will make with the people of Israel 
after those days,' says the Lord. 'I will put my instructions deep 
within them, and I will write them on their hearts. I will be their 
God, and they will be my people.'" (Jeremiah 31:33) 
 
But how to deal with the sin problem? The Law given to Moses 
provided for sacrifices that could atone for sin. Those sacrifices 
had to be continually made, however, because people continually 
sin. A better sacrifice was needed as part of a better covenant. 
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Here we see the brilliance of God's plan: As the sin of one man 
(Adam) multiplied into death and destruction for all humanity that 
followed, God would use one man (Jesus Christ) to offer a free gift 
of complete, permanent forgiveness and righteousness for anyone 
who would receive it. Through God's wonderful grace, all who 
accept his gift "will live in triumph over sin and death." (Romans 
5:17) 
 
The most profoundly moving part of it all: While animal blood 
purchased temporary forgiveness under the old covenant, in this 
new covenant, the sinless Son of God would allow himself to be 
murdered by evil "religious" men, spilling his own blood "as a 
sacrifice to forgive the sins of many." (Matthew 26:28) 
 
And so the Lord's instructions could be written on the hearts of his 
people, instead of mere tablets and scrolls, God would send his 
own Holy Spirit to dwell within them and guide them "into all truth." 
(John 16:13) 
 
In this new covenant, the sinless Savior makes the perfect 
sacrifice and God's own Spirit enters believers' hearts to guide 
them as they walk in his ways and triumph over sin. 
 
In theory, then, God's people should now be heavenly light 
beaming into pagan darkness — and their good deeds shining out 
for all to see, so everyone will praise the heavenly Father. 
[Matthew 5:15-16] 
 
Take a look around you. What do you see? 
 
Does it look like the vast majority of church people and leaders 
are, by the godliness of their lives, demonstrating to their pagan 
neighbors that God's ways lead to abundant and eternal life? 
 
Or do you see people who look and act pretty much like their 
"unchurched" neighbors, except that on Sunday the religious folk 
give lip service to God and Jesus? 
 
Does any of this sound familiar?  
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Chapter 12 
Even just being a nice person is wickedness 

 
 
Wickedness is sneaky. 
 
We can easily join the prophets in condemning Israel's 
wickedness. Who could think participating in Asherah's prostitution 
cult was acceptable for God's chosen people? What kind of 
person would kill his own child so Molech would grant him 
prosperity? 
 
And the prophets also had a lot to say about corruption and 
bribery, self-centered prosperity, exploiting the poor and 
oppressed, and complacency toward the plight of orphans and 
widows. 
 
Then there was the issue of superficial, self-serving "worship" of 
the Almighty. And, of course, those nice individuals who saw 
themselves as anything but wicked, who said, "I have done 
nothing wrong. Surely God isn’t angry with me!" 
 
And none of that takes into account that the heart of Israel's 
wickedness was choosing to do what they wanted, rather than live 
the holy way God had told them to live so they could be a light to 
the nations. 
 
Makes you wonder who was left, doesn't it? How many of 
Abraham's children were still keeping God's way and doing what is 
righteous and just? 
 
Indeed, who is left today? One Barna Group survey showed 77% 
of Christian men were viewing pornography and 35% of married 
Christian men admitted having an extramarital affair while married. 
One would hate to know what percentage sat transfixed as they 
watched highly sexualized TV shows and movies. 
 
Child sacrifice? A Care Net survey revealed more than 40% of 
churchgoing women had aborted a pregnancy, with 76% saying 
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the church had no influence on their decision. And when was the 
last time you saw a parent ignoring unruly children in public, 
completely absorbed with something on a cell phone? How many 
pay no attention to their children's on-line activity and whether 
they may be interacting with a child-sex trafficker? You might as 
well throw them into the devil's inferno yourself. 
 
Self-centered prosperity? Complacency about the needs of 
others? One study by Empty Tomb showed that church member 
giving to congregations hasn't broken 3%, even as family incomes 
have risen for 50 years. And church expenditures on missions and 
social services barely surpass 0.3% of income. Where is the 
money going? Look at our houses, our cars, our closets, our 
401(k)s, the cost of our leisure activities — and our church 
facilities, staffing, and programming. 
 
And don't even expect to hear (in some circles) a sermon on 
biblical social justice or (in other circles) on the Creator's design 
for human sexuality. 
 
We are a "Look out for No. 1," "Keep up with the Joneses," "If it 
feels good, do it" kind of folk, just like the rest of our culture. The 
apostle Paul, however, reamed out the Corinthian church people 
for their all-too-willing compromises with the neighbors' pagan 
practices. He quoted the prophets: "Come out from among 
unbelievers, and separate yourselves from them, says the Lord. 
Don’t touch their filthy things." (2 Corinthians 6:17) 
 
Our holy God required — requires — his people to live holy lives. 
His entire redemptive strategy hangs on the distinctiveness of 
their lives in contrast to the paganism around them. Even just 
being a nice person is wickedness, in a neighborhood filled with 
nice pagans. 
 
Sneaky, huh? 
 
When you can't tell the difference between church people and the 
"unchurched," how can God's "light in the darkness" strategy 
work?  
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Chapter 13 
5 reasons we have so many ‘church people’ 

 
Are you feeling hinky about the word 'Christian' these days? 
 
If you aren't, you ought to be. 
 
We live in an age where words mean whatever you want them to 
mean. All you have to do is think you're a Christian and — presto! 
— you are one. Scribble it on your name tag and suddenly 
everyone else is obligated to honor it. 
 
It doesn't matter if you're a Westboro Baptist, Joel Osteen, Benny 
Hinn, Jim Swilley, or Jennifer Knapp. No matter how far your 
beliefs and behavior have drifted from the Bible and centuries of 
Judeo-Christian truth. 
 
In a society where a male can call himself female and others are 
expected to accommodate it, who can't identify as Christian and 
be offended if someone else disagrees? 
 
Lots of people in Western society self-describe as "Christian" but 
rarely or never set foot in a church worship service. On top of that, 
a large majority of those who do come to church regularly don't 
seem to match any reasonable or traditional criteria of being 
committed followers of Jesus. 
 
I call them "church people." That's as opposed to "disciples," 
which is what Jesus called his serious followers. 
 
Why do we have so many more church people than disciples in 
our churches? 
 
I'm sure there are far more reasons than I am aware of, but I'm 
confident about these five: 
 
— The Social Gospel movement of the early 20th century largely 
divorced the ethical dimensions of Christianity from the necessity 
of being personally "born again." Entire congregations, even 
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denominations, drifted into a half-Christianity that transformed 
neither individuals nor societies. 
 
— As the liberals slid off into one ditch, many conservatives and 
fundamentalists leaped into the opposite one. They closed their 
eyes and ears to the vast biblical witness about God's heart for 
justice and began to preach a fragmentary gospel that salvation 
was a purely spiritual and individual matter. Without follow-up 
teaching on the hard truths about discipleship, a church winds up 
with "Christians" who think they are headed to heaven but have no 
clue about what it really means to follow Jesus. 
 
— After World War II, as GIs returned to the States, many headed 
to the cities, seeking jobs and their shot at the American Dream. 
Many of them didn't know anyone in the new suburbs where they 
had bought little houses with white picket fences. They needed 
business contacts, and when the general culture sees itself as 
Christian, there was no downside to joining First Baptist or Christ 
Episcopal, where you can rub shoulders will all the right people. 
And when church membership drives boasted slogans like "A 
Million More in '54," the number of church people soared. 
 
— America's "love revolution" in the 1960s put a real damper on 
preaching about God's righteous wrath and just judgment of 
sinners. "The Heavenly Father is all about love, grace, and 
mercy," we said. "Jesus just wants to be your best friend." No 
more hellfire-and-brimstone preaching. No evangelist is going to 
"hang you out over hell like a weenie," as comedian Grady Nutt 
used to say. Jesus Freaks shouted, "There’s no better high than 
the love of Jesus!" Many wondered, “Why would a loving God 
send people to hell, anyway?” 
 
— While evangelicals bemoaned the way "cultural Christianity" 
immunized Americans against the Gospel, no one dreamed what 
would happen when that cultural consensus about God and Jesus 
began to disintegrate. Relativism fragmented the society, and the 
subcultures began to multiply. Church leaders decided they could 
only get a hearing for Jesus if they "contextualized" the Gospel to 
be "relevant" to the demographic they were trying to reach.  
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When you're changing the forms of your Christianity, however, it's 
awfully easy to soft-pedal the Gospel itself. Accommodate the 
truth to the culture, and perhaps goats will join your sheepfold. 
This time, when the Lord must exile his people to a pagan land, 
they wouldn’t have to go anywhere. Exile would come to them as 
paganism overran the country. 
 
Yes, other factors surely were involved in the decline of authentic 
discipleship in the churches. Yes, it began long before the early 
20th century. Yes, these developments could be more accurately 
described and exceptions to each of these factors can be 
identified. And, yes, you can find academics and experts ready to 
testify that "church people" should be counted as Christians. 
 
But Jesus wasn't recruiting church people. He was looking for 
disciples. And not half-hearted ones either. Faithfully following him 
was going to cost people their lives. 
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Chapter 14 
Jesus doesn’t need half-hearted,  

double-minded followers 
	
 	
Jesus had become quite the celebrity. Water had been turned to 
wine. The deaf were hearing and the lame were walking. Lepers 
had been healed, demons cast out. A massive crowd was fed with 
the bare fixins of one child's lunchbag. When word spread Jesus 
was in the vicinity, crowds appeared almost out of nowhere.	
 	
But the gatherings always were a hodgepodge of people with 
different interests and priorities in following Jesus around. He had 
a handful of committed disciples. Then there were many followers 
interested in his teachings who still held him at arm's length. And, 
of course, you had the crowds — who loved a good sideshow and 
always hoped to see a miracle themselves. [Luke 6:17] The 
religious elites, of course, were always there too, ready to defend 
the status quo.	
 	
Many people were beginning to trust in Jesus, but Jesus wasn't 
trusting the followers, much less the crowds. "He knew all about 
people. No one needed to tell him about human nature." (John 
2:24-25)	
 	
Jesus was seeking single-minded disciples, not double-minded 
followers. And while he was telling colorful Kingdom stories about 
lost sheep and a farmer planting seed, Jesus also made it clear 
his disciples would have to make serious personal sacrifices. 	
 	
When one fellow said he would follow Jesus wherever he went, 
Jesus replied, “Foxes have dens to live in, and birds have nests, 
but the Son of Man has no place even to lay his head.” (Luke 
9:57-58) Ultimately, only a few would be willing to take the 
interstate off-ramp onto the unpaved road that alone led to 
abundant, eternal life. [Matthew 7:13-14]	
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So, as he taught, Jesus kept raising the bar about what he 
expected of his disciples. There were the "love your enemies" and 
"turn the other cheek" puzzles. The crowd pondered the "lose your 
life in this world, keep it for eternity" paradox.	
 	
Perhaps the entourage had stopped to watch as several criminals 
staggered by on their way to Golgotha for execution, and Jesus 
said to the crowd, "If any of you wants to be my follower, you must 
give up your own way, take up your cross daily, and follow me." 
(Luke 9:23) Later, he flipped that around to make it even more 
plain: "If you do not carry your own cross and follow me, you 
cannot be my disciple." (Luke 14:27)	
 	
Given that the cross meant a horrible death, people surely 
struggled to accept the idea. But Jesus was only getting started 
with the hard sayings.	
 	
— "So don’t worry about these things, saying, 'What will we eat? 
What will we drink? What will we wear?' These things dominate 
the thoughts of unbelievers, but your heavenly Father already 
knows all your needs. Seek the Kingdom of God above all else, 
and live righteously, and he will give you everything you need." 
(Matthew 6:31-33 )	
 	
— "Do you think I have come to bring peace to the earth? No, I 
have come to divide people against each other! From now on 
families will be split apart, three in favor of me, and two against — 
or two in favor and three against." (Luke 12:51-52)	
 	
— "So if your eye – even your good eye – causes you to lust, 
gouge it out and throw it away. It is better for you to lose one part 
of your body than for your whole body to be thrown into hell." 
(Matthew 5:29)	
 	
Hyperbole? Sure, but you can bet Jesus wasn't laughing when he 
said it.	
 	
Nor was he smiling when he told the parable of the household 
manager who, in his master's absence, began getting drunk and 
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beating the other servants. That story ends: "The master will 
return unannounced and unexpected, and he will cut the servant 
to pieces and assign him a place with the hypocrites. In that place 
there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth." (Matthew 24:50-51)	
 	
The circus train completely derailed when Jesus — the living 
bread that came down from heaven — told the crowd, "Unless you 
eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood, you cannot 
have eternal life within you." (John 6:53) 	
 	
At that point, even many of his disciples deserted him. [John 6:66]	
 	
Jesus wanted a clear-eyed, whole-hearted commitment from his 
disciples. Jesus' mission would cost him his life — an agonizing 
death, in fact. Anyone who thinks he wants to follow Jesus needs 
to know he is putting his own life on the line to continue his 
master’s mission.	
 	
In fact, Jesus said, “Don’t begin until you count the cost." [Luke 
14:25-33]	
 	
Jesus paid the highest price of all — dying to erase the entire sin 
debt of all humanity — but following him costs each disciple his 
life as well.	
 	
Obedience, however, brings its own reward. Jesus' inglorious 
death was the only path to his glorious resurrection. And a 
disciple's ongoing obedience to Jesus' commands promises a 
reward as well.	
 	
"Jesus said to the people who believed in him, 'You are truly my 
disciples if you remain faithful to my teachings. And you will know 
the truth, and the truth will set you free.'" (John 8:31-32)	
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Chapter 15 
The lie of salvation without obedience 

 
 	
Perhaps the greatest failure of the Western Church — especially 
among evangelicals — is that we have whittled down our identity 
to fit in a little box labeled "Christian" and disconnected ourselves 
from the Old Testament’s covenant teaching about what it means 
to be God's people.	
 	
Many priests and prophets have cherry-picked Scripture to 
support the lie that we can have salvation in the end without 
obedience today. Practically every denomination has its own 
version, but the lie is, at heart, the same. We have drawn up our 
own salvation contract with God that provides us with the benefit 
of heaven without paying the price of discipleship.	
 	
A contract like that wouldn't hold up in any court. There's no 
"consideration," because only one party benefits. Like Isaiah said, 
God rejects that contract. "The bed you have made is too short to 
lie on. The blankets are too narrow to cover you." (Isaiah 28:20)	
 	
The Lord's covenant with Abraham was all too plain. God had 
chosen Abraham specifically for the purpose that he and his 
generations would walk in God's way and do what is right and just, 
and God had done that specifically for the purpose that his holy 
people would be a light to the unholy pagans and draw them to 
worship the One True God. If God's people failed to be different, 
they were failing to uphold their responsibility under the covenant.	
 	
One expression of the covenant should deeply disturb today's 
church people who think they can live like their pagan neighbors 
and still go to heaven: "Then God said to Abraham, 'Your 
responsibility is to obey the terms of the covenant. You and all 
your descendants have this continual responsibility.'" (Genesis 
17:9)	
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Couple that with the apostle Paul's declaration that Jesus' 
disciples are the real children of Abraham because they "put their 
faith in God," rather than the gods of their pagan neighbors. 
[Galatians 3:7]	
 	
Do you see that God's people today participate in the same 
covenant made with Abraham? We are responsible to obey the 
terms of the covenant. Otherwise we cannot be the blessing to the 
nations God called us to be. And those "Christian" church people 
who are not the covenant people of God, what makes them think 
they are entitled to receive the covenant blessing themselves?	
 	
Like John the Baptizer told that brood of vipers: If God wanted to 
raise up children of Abraham, he could use the rocks strewn along 
the roadside.	
 	
And as Paul told the believers in Rome: God's people are his olive 
tree. The Jewish branches of that tree had been broken off 
because they didn't follow Messiah Jesus when he came to them. 
The non-Jewish believers had been grafted into the tree because 
they did trust their lives to Christ. But, Paul said, "Don’t think 
highly of yourself, but fear what could happen. For if God did not 
spare the original branches, he won’t spare you either. Notice how 
God is both kind and severe. He is severe toward those who 
disobeyed, but kind to you if you continue to trust in his kindness. 
But if you stop trusting, you also will be cut off." (Romans 11:20-
22)	
 	
Harsh words — that many of our priests and prophets insist don't 
apply to “true Christians.” Some of us have bought the lie that our 
futile efforts to obey the law are what saves us, rather than the 
grace of God who blesses true faith. Others have accepted the lie 
that a priest's absolution of willful sin substitutes for God's 
forgiveness. And, perhaps the worst, some have believed that 
their one-time decision to believe Jesus locks God into a contract 
for heaven, regardless of the willful disobedience to the covenant 
that stains their daily lives. 	
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Today's "Christians" need to reconnect with the entire witness of 
Scripture about what it means to be the people of God. They need 
to read the words of God's true prophets, instead of listening to 
the false prophets and lying priests whose primary goal is to build 
an audience, generate a revenue stream, and protect the status 
quo.	
 	
Hebrews 11 recites a litany of Old Testament heroes of the faith 
— people who were counted as righteous and saved by God 
because their trust in him won his approval. [Hebrews 11:2] We 
call them "heroes of the faith" because they trusted God enough to 
do what he commanded, even if it didn't make sense, even if it 
subjected them to ridicule, even if it meant they suffered a horrible 
death.	
 	
God's people today are not the church people who have met their 
overlords' man-made standards for receiving salvation. God's 
people today are the men and women of faith who have accepted 
their personal responsibility to obey the terms of the covenant: "to 
keep the way of the Lord by doing what is right and just." (Genesis 
18:19) 
 
They know the promise of salvation without obedience is a lie.	
 	
These are the people who have recognized the contemporary 
idols that enslave their pagan neighbors — and trusted God to live 
the "set apart" life that pleases him and makes them useful in his 
strategy to draw lost souls out of darkness into his marvelous light.	
 	
They are not mere "church people" who live they way they want 
and expect God to save them anyway. They are not apostates 
who insist on still calling themselves "Christian."	
 	
The people of God are disciples of Jesus, who have counted the 
cost of the cross and still keep following him, day by day. Even 
though they struggle for a season with trials that test their faith, 
the Lord always is there beside them — to comfort, to encourage 
and strengthen, and to use the trials to build them up as disciples. 
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Chapter 16 
What about salvation by grace? 

 
 	
Salvation without obedience is a lie? What about salvation by 
grace?	
 	
Can we do good things to be saved? Or do we do good things 
because we are saved? Or are there other points of view?	
 	
Two things need to be said right off the bat:	
 	
(1) Paul was clear: You are saved by grace through faith ... not by 
works. [Ephesians 2] You can work hard, 24/7/365, to overbalance 
your sin, and you will fail. Only faith in Jesus saves. You can't, in 
your own strength, be as good as God created — and requires — 
you to be.	
 	
(2) James was equally clear: Abraham was justified by his works 
— like when he laid his only son Isaac on the altar — and not by 
faith alone. [James 1] The angel didn't intervene until Abraham 
had the knife raised, ready to sacrifice the Son of Promise, in 
obedience to God's command.	
 	
So what role does obedience play in salvation, after all?	
 	
Rewind a moment here: One day an expert in the religious law 
asked Jesus, “What must I do to receive eternal life?” (Luke 
10:25) They agreed that the Law of Moses God requires his 
people to not only love God supremely, but also to love others as 
they love themselves. Jesus' answer was simple: “Do this and you 
will live!”	
 	
Was Jesus saying obedience to the law would result in receiving 
eternal life? What's the relationship between Moses' law and 
God's grace? 	
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Complicated questions, and even more could be listed. Some of 
the smartest God-thinkers have been arguing over them for 
centuries. Beware anyone who makes it seem too simple.	
 	
People who take the Bible seriously certainly agree that "works 
without faith" won't get you to heaven. They also agree that "I 
have faith without works" is a bad joke, an oxymoron at best.	
 	
Some theology types suggest the best view is that "works" are 
evidence, a byproduct, or a demonstration, that living faith dwells 
in someone's soul. Personally, I think it's too big a leap from 
saying "works demonstrate faith" to James' assertion that works 
justify a person before God. There's got to be more to it than 
demonstration or evidence.	
 	
I am, of course, the last person to look to for a comprehensive list 
of definitive answers. All you'll get here are a few thoughts, a 
couple of which might actually turn out to be observations.	
 	
In that vein:	
 	
— Doing good things (even by God's definition) is not in itself 
evidence of saving faith. Even pagans (and church people) can be 
found doing good things like helping people in desperate need.	
 	
— 'Works' and 'obedience' shouldn't be lumped together. 'Works' 
sounds like something I undertake on my own. 'Obedience,' on the 
other hand, sounds like my response to someone who has the 
right to tell me what to do. 	
 	
— Part of our confusion stems from the fact that 'works' means 
different things in Ephesians and James. Paul was talking about 
works of the law, by which a person hopes (in vain) to earn 
salvation. James, on the other hand, was talking about works of 
faith, acts of trust in God so integral to authentic faith that they 
cannot be dissected out without killing faith. Such works enliven 
faith the same way God's breath enspirited the dust sculpture that 
would become Adam.	
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— Paul hit the nail on the head when he wrote that salvation is by 
grace, not works. Some of us, however, read too quickly past the 
words "through faith" in the middle of Ephesians 2:8-9. Living a life 
of trusting obedience to God's commands (i.e. faith) is the channel 
through which saving grace flows into our lives.	
 	
— If you want to talk about the law, you must talk about love, 
because the law commanded love of both God (Deuteronomy 6:5) 
and neighbor (Leviticus 19:18). Right living plays a role in 
salvation: “Whoever pursues righteousness and unfailing love will 
find life, righteousness, and honor.” (Proverbs 21:21) The apostle 
Paul wrote, "Love does no wrong to others, so love fulfills the 
requirements of God’s law." (Romans 13:10)	
 	
— We also must not lose sight of the fact that Moses wasn't the 
only one delivering commandments from Almighty God. Jesus, in 
his final meal with his closest disciples, made it as personal as 
possible: “If you love me, obey my commandments." (John 14:15)	
 	
Perhaps a taking a glance at Jesus' commandments is in order.	
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Chapter 17 
7 commands for disciples of Jesus 

 
 	
Some people love commands. Detail people have eagerly 
compiled substantial lists of Jesus' commands. Legalists think 
detail people aren't thorough enough and feel compelled to 
lengthen the lists exponentially.	
 	
For example, God gave Moses the 10 major commandments, to 
which the Lord added dozens of rules related to religious and civil 
life. By Jesus' time, however, the Pharisees had developed a 
system of 613 laws — 365 of which followed the "Don't do this" 
pattern. 	
 	
The New Testament, of course, has been scrutinized by both 
detail people and legalists. A simple web search will yield lists 
ranging from 38 to 325 commands attributed specifically to Jesus. 
One list, which also includes commands of the apostles, runs to 
almost 700.	
 	
Let's just focus on a handful of the most basic, shall we? 	
 	
— "Love the Lord your God with all your heart, all your soul, all 
your mind, and all your strength." (Mark 12:30, quoting 
Deuteronomy 6:5). Reading between the lines, also think about 
how you love God with your time, talent, and treasure. That gets 
you to the heart of the idolatry issue — a quantitative assessment 
of what you truly love.	
 	
— "Love your neighbor as yourself.” (Mark 12:31, quoting 
Leviticus 19:18) In Luke 10:30-37, Jesus defined 'neighbor' far 
more broadly than most of us would like. And even when we are 
taking "Love your neighbor" seriously, the "as yourself” part raises 
the bar even more dramatically. Just stop to consider how much 
we love ourselves and all the ways we shower that love upon 
ourselves. Who does that for their neighbor, the way Jesus 
defined it?	



	 43	 	

 	
— "Love each other in the same way I have loved you." (John 
15:12) Again, the first part is challenging enough — then you 
realize just how far Jesus' love for us was willing to go.	
 	
— "Seek the Kingdom of God above all else, and live righteously." 
(Matthew 6:33) And this gets very close to home when you 
consider the fact Jesus had just told would-be disciples that 
"above all else" means giving the Kingdom even higher priority 
than what most of us would consider the barest necessities of 
daily survival, like what we will eat or wear.	
 	
— "Store your treasures in heaven." (Matthew 6:20) Earthly 
treasure can be — and sooner or later will be — destroyed. Jesus 
knew our hearts prioritize our treasures, protecting and increasing 
them. It's no accident he said this in practically the same breath as 
"Seek the Kingdom of God above all else."	
 	
— "Make disciples of all the nations." (Matthew 28:19) He, of 
course, immediately explains that this includes teaching new 
disciples to obey his commands. (verse 20)	
 	
— "Let your good deeds shine out." (Matthew 5:16) God's people 
are, in Jesus' words, "the light of the world." (verse 14) Living a 
righteous life that is publicly characterized by good deeds is the 
heart of God's strategy for rescuing lost souls groping in darkness.	
 	
So many more commands: forgiving others, loving enemies, 
abiding in Christ so we can be fruitful disciple-makers, etc. If 
you're a detail person or even (God forbid) a legalist, you can flesh 
out the list to your own satisfaction — or find one on the internet!	
 	
But for church people who want to be disciples of Jesus, these 
seven commands will give you a new focus for your heart and new 
priorities that will transform your life. You will know what Jesus 
meant when he said the truth would set you free (John 8:32) and 
you will begin to experience the "rich and satisfying life" that was 
his purpose in coming in the first place. (John 10:10) 	
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Chapter 18 
5 simple habits for a rich and satisfying life 

 
 
God’s mission in the world is about restoring relationships — with 
God and Jesus, and other people — which were (and are) broken 
by human disobedience. Discipleship is about joining God in his 
mission by helping others experience restoration for themselves.  
 
Discipleship is about living in the Kingdom of God, where lives are 
revolutionized and transformation multiplies into other lives and 
communities. 
 
Jesus’ disciples spent all their time each day in the presence of 
Jesus as he advanced God’s kingdom. They learned from him 
about living in the Kingdom — and how to help others find their 
way in as well.  
 
If we are going to be Jesus’ disciples, we have to learn how to 
walk through our day in relationship with him — watching for what 
he is doing, learning from him, and working with him to advance 
God’s kingdom. 
 
When you mention the phrase “spiritual disciplines,” church 
people often react negatively. But disciplines are not about ticking 
off a checklist or doing chores for Jesus. It’s about establishing 
simple habits that will nurture your spiritual life. It requires us to be 
realistic and understand that disruptions will happen. We don’t 
guilt ourselves when we get off track. We just pick up again and 
keep moving. 
 
I want to mention five basic spiritual disciplines, practices we need 
to integrate into our daily habits so we can experience the "rich 
and satisfying life" God has in store for us as disciples of Jesus. 
 
(1) Bible reading — God’s written Word is how God speaks to us 
in an objective way. The Bible is a reliable, external source of truth 
that acts as a counterbalance to our own subjective (often wrong) 
thoughts, ideas, and feelings — and those of others.  
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One of my failures as I ventured into discipleship was being too 
ambitious about a daily dose of Scripture. After several failures at 
ingesting large sections of the Bible, I found it worked better for 
me to continually plant small seeds of Scripture in my heart and let 
them take root and bear fruit. I wrote short passages on 3x5 cards 
that I carried with me and reviewed whenever I had a moment. 
Now an app on my phone gives me a daily Bible verse I can 
meditate on several times a day. I supplement that with Sabbath 
study time, when I dig deeper into a passage the Lord has put on 
my heart. I keep it simple, so I can be consistent. The Word is 
powerful and does its own work. Over time, you'll likely find 
yourself being drawn deeper into mining the riches of Scripture. 
 
(2) Prayer — Three things have helped me in prayer.  
 
The first one came as I was reading Romans 1 and verse 21 told 
me that refusing to acknowledge God for who he is and refusing to 
give him thanks were the core issues that prevented a proper 
relationship with God. I began to open my prayer time by simply 
acknowledging different ways God has revealed his majesty, 
which in turn put me in a place of humility and gratitude before the 
Almighty. A new era in my prayer life was launched. 
 
The second helpful realization came as I struggled with putting the 
deepest concerns of my heart into words. Then Romans 8:26 
spoke to me: "The Holy Spirit helps us in our weakness. For 
example, we don’t know what God wants us to pray for. But the 
Holy Spirit prays for us with groanings that cannot be expressed in 
words." I realized that I don’t always have to be articulate in 
praying about something. I may not even need words at all. The 
Spirit transcends words when he prays with and for me. 
 
The third thing that helped me was an acrostic, ACTS, which 
stands for Adoration, Confession, Thanksgiving, and Supplication. 
It’s a simple tool that led me through the essential steps of 
acknowledging God for who he is, admitting the ways I need his 
forgiveness and strength, expressing gratitude for the many ways 
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he has filled my life with grace, and asking him to show himself 
strong in my life and the lives of those I pray for regularly. 
 
(3) Developing relationships — Our mission as God’s people 
calls us into relationships that help people find freedom and new 
life. I want to encourage you about being open to how God can 
use your relationships in his mission. Not long ago, I was startled 
to read that a study found 1 in 8 Americans say they have no one 
with whom to spend free time or discuss important matters. Even 
worse, 1 in 3 described themselves as lonely. 
 
That’s both an opportunity and an obstacle for the Gospel. It’s an 
opportunity because people are hungry for meaningful 
relationships and that’s what God and his people are all about. But 
it’s also an obstacle because, statistically, many Christians aren’t 
all that different from their neighbors. Many, if not most, of us are 
lonely too. If we aren’t pursuing deep, meaningful relationships 
with others, we aren’t living the rich and satisfying life and we can’t 
help others find it either. 
 
(4) Speaking grace and truth — This fourth discipline actually is 
another aspect of relationship. I grew up in an era when corporate 
sales pitches were being honed into a science. In our churches, 
we talked about “witnessing,” and the training looked a lot like 
corporate sales training. We talked about “sharing the Gospel,” 
but many of us felt like we were making a complicated, sometimes 
awkward sales pitch. 
 
I find it helpful now to think in terms of "speaking grace and truth" 
into the lives of people God brings across my path. This isn't about 
making a sales presentation. It’s caring about others and listening 
to them and the stories of their lives. It’s about developing 
relationships where I have enough credibility with others that I can 
speak grace and truth into their lives when the time is right. 
 
The gospel is about brokenness and restoration, and people don’t 
mind talking about their struggles with someone who genuinely 
cares and really listens. It isn’t awkward to show concern when 
others give you a glimpse of something difficult going on in their 
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lives. And it isn’t hard to move from there into a conversation 
about the fact that our world is messed up and God didn’t create it 
to be that way. 
 
(5) Doing justice — When I was a young Christian, no one ever 
talked with me about “doing justice." But the more I read the Bible, 
the more I understood that we simply were ignoring a lot of what 
God has to say about his requirement that his people defend and 
help people who are vulnerable and oppressed.  
 
Our world is messed up. People from all walks of life are crippled 
in so many ways. From a biblical perspective, that’s the very 
definition of ‘injustice.’ God designed his world to work a certain 
way; people insist on rejecting God’s design. That causes God’s 
peace and justice to be replaced by brokenness and injustice. 
God’s mission in the world can be seen as restoring peace and 
harmony to his creation. As God’s people, an integral part of our 
mission is joining him in doing justice. 
 
Once we see that the entire story of Scripture is about God’s 
mission of restoring justice to his creation, we realize that the 
gospel – the “good news” of God’s kingdom – is that God has 
gone to amazing lengths to make it possible for us to be set free 
from our brokenness and restored to the kind of life God originally 
created us to experience. And once we understand that, we know 
that helping broken people – doing justice – is an integral part of 
our mission in the world. If we aren’t doing justice, we aren’t on 
mission with God in our world. 
 
This means that, because our physical world and all of humanity 
suffer injustice of one kind or another, the Gospel has to speak to 
all the different aspects and dimensions of that brokenness. 
 
So how do we reflect that in the way we share the Gospel? 
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Chapter 19 
Our ‘trivial’ Gospel and Church decline 

 
 
Young people are leaving the traditionally organized church in 
droves. Many adults who have attended those churches for years 
simply refuse to return. Invite some people to a Sunday worship 
service, and they laugh, "I don't think so!" Try to share our 
Western "Gospel" with others, and often you'll be fortunate to get 
a polite rejection. 
 
Church attendance continues to decline in many circles. Some 
congregations and denominations are on the verge of collapse. 
Some have turned their "worship" services into circus sideshows 
in an effort to attract an audience. Every year, when the new 
statistics are reported, consultants spin out another theory for the 
decline and a different approach to turn things around. (“Check 
our website for pricing!”) 
 
The decline of the traditionally organized church is a symptom of 
the fact we preach a fragmentary Gospel to a world in complete 
captivity. 
 
John Stott, the renowned rector of All Souls Church in London, 
wrote: "Many people are rejecting our gospel today not because 
they perceive it to be false, but because they perceive it to be 
trivial. People are looking for an integrated world-view which 
makes sense of all their experience. ... Today’s world needs a 
bigger gospel."* 
 
One version of the fragmentary Gospel leaves out the necessity of 
spiritual rebirth. Another focuses only on the eternity issue of 
heaven and hell. 
 
Both versions are seen as trivial: One because it cannot offer 
broken people the healing power needed to escape the curse of 
sin and live abundant lives of victory. The other because it only 
offers a solution to a problem people think they don't have (sin) 
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and promises escape from an eternal destiny they don't believe is 
real (hell). 
 
Reform won't rescue the church. New branding and messaging 
won't cut it. A new churchwide program will fail like the others 
before it.  
 
We don't need reform; we need revolution. The whole Gospel 
message is that all of creation is under a curse because of sin, 
and that God is on a mission, through his people, to bring all his 
creation full circle back to the wholeness, peace, and harmony he 
created in the first place. 
 
As Christopher Wright points out in "The Mission of God's 
People," that idea has specific and profound implications for every 
aspect of the earth and everything in it — from creation care to our 
private lives to our community responsibilities. 
 
People suffer under a curse that affects every aspect of their 
existence. They need a deliverance just as comprehensive as the 
curse. They don't just need 20 bucks or a room for the night. They 
don't just need to be told how to get to heaven, when they think 
we're all headed there anyway. 
 
Lost people need God's people proclaiming the good news of 
rescue from every kind of captivity that keeps them enslaved. 
They need to know how to walk in God's ways today, and they 
need the hope — the confident expectation — that one day the 
Creator will completely restore his creation and come to make his 
home among them. 
 
They don't need a bunch of "Christians" inviting them to a better 
show. They need the people of God telling them about the great 
things our great God has done to rescue his people so they can 
bring good news to people still held captive. 
 
They certainly don't need a bunch of pagan church people whose 
lips say "yes, yes" but whose lives say "no, no." They need a 
people of God whose lives reflect the holiness and glory of God, a 
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brilliant beam of good news that pierces the unholy darkness and 
delivers God's lost children into his marvelous light. 
 
Paul preached Christ crucified, the sinless Son of God whose 
death pays our sin debt and transforms us from God's enemies 
into his beloved children, whose resurrection proves God's power 
to set us free from the death grip of sin. 
 
We must not lose that message as we proclaim the whole Gospel. 
 
But we also must not let Jesus' good news be lost because we 
focus only on that fragment of Paul's Gospel. Jesus spoke in an 
integral way to the entirety of our lostness: "The Kingdom of God 
is right in front of you, right now. Bet your life on this good news! 
Change your mind, and decide that living God's way is better." 
 
Let God's people live in such a unique way — doing what is right 
and just, whatever the cost — so our neighbors see that Jesus is 
the only way to the rich and satisfying life, which we can enjoy 
today and which lasts forever. 
 
Let God's people live in such a way that they finally can fulfill their 
mission: to show and tell lost souls everywhere what God has 
done, so they will turn to the obedience of faith, bringing glory to 
God’s name among all the nations. [Romans 1:5, 16:26] 
 
————— 
* Commentary on Acts 17:16-34 located at 
us.langham.org/bible_studies/15-apr-2018 and excerpted from 
"The Message of Acts. The Bible Speaks Today" (IVP Academic; 
Reprint edition, 1994). 
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Chapter 20 
Changing the way we ‘gospel’ 

 
 
Much of the blame for the apostasy of the Western Church must 
lie with the fragmentary Gospel some of us share. Most of my 
concern revolves around not so much about what we say as what 
we don't say — or what we fail to make clear. 
 
(What follows speaks to evangelicals. I'm in no position to have an 
opinion about other traditions. Some folks will have to determine 
for themselves how this applies to their own contexts.) 
 
To be clear, I consider a Gospel presentation fragmentary if it 
focuses on "being saved" and "receiving eternal life," without 
reference to the demands of discipleship and what being a 
committed disciple of Jesus will cost us. 
 
Do these new "believers" understand that discipleship means 
obeying the commands of Jesus, regardless of where he takes us 
and who he would have us serve? Are they willing to deny 
themselves and pay the price of losing family, friends, career, and 
prestige for the sake of pursuing God's kingdom first and 
foremost? 
 
Are we setting people up to be the rocky soil in which the Gospel 
quickly springs up but then, lacking root, withers away and dies? 
Are we setting them up to be the soil in which the Gospel is 
choked out by the weeds of life and fails to produce the fruit that 
marks them as true disciples? [Mark 4:1-20] 
 
Do they understand that salvation is as much the journey and the 
destination as it is the first step? Do they understand the danger of 
turning back or leaving the narrow path? 
 
Jesus did not command us to win converts. We were commanded 
to make disciples. And they should be disciples who make 
disciples who make disciples. If we are not raising these issues in 
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calling people to follow Jesus, are we truly making disciples for 
Jesus? Are we actually failing to obey the Great Commission? 
 
If any of that is true, we need to change the way we "gospel." 
 
Many of us are familiar with the four-point "How To Make Heaven 
Your Home" or the (at least) five-point "Roman Road To 
Salvation" presentations. These offer the benefit of being effective, 
succinct, and not requiring laypeople to memorize very many Bible 
verses to make the presentation. They have the distinct 
disadvantage of potentially persuading people to make a decision 
for Jesus without understanding what that decision will require of 
them. 
 
I won't disavow these approaches. I made my own "profession of 
faith" because of such a witness. But if I had not had the benefit of 
being immersed in solid, wide-ranging, church-based Bible 
teaching, I don't know that I would have persevered. (Many have 
not.) And if I had not begun my own course of studying the Bible, I 
would not have found the "hard" passages about the cost of 
obedience (and disobedience) that pushed a casual follower into 
committed discipleship. 
 
I want to suggest four ways to change how we evangelize: 
 
(1) Adapt the "elevator speech." Whatever short presentation 
people are trained to make, find a way to point out to the prospect 
that making a decision to follow Jesus will be costly and ask them 
pointedly, "What could this decision cost you?" and "Are you 
willing to pay that price?" 
 
(2) Consider “3 Circles,” a simple new approach from the North 
American Mission Board (namb.net), which casts the Gospel in 
terms of God's original design, sin, brokenness, Jesus sacrifice, 
and new lives of restoration to God's design. It's a marvelous 
improvement over previous elevator speeches, but still does not 
include a "count the cost" discipleship element in the presentation 
itself. 
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(3) Another approach is to integrate a more holistic understanding 
of Gospel from the very beginning. We created this six-part 
progression as part of our Multiply Justice initiative: 
 
— God created the world “very good,” but Adam and Eve’s 
disobedience ruined it. 
— Injustice and conflict replaced the justice and peace God 
originally created. 
— We try to fix the brokenness ourselves, but we fail. 
— God did something radical to restore justice and peace. 
— Jesus leads us out of brokenness and into healing. 
— God wants to use you to multiply justice and peace in the 
world. 
 
(4) Take a longer-term view of evangelizing and disciple making 
within the context of deep relationships, using selected stories 
from the Bible to help prospective disciples see the "big picture" 
narrative of the entire Bible.  
 
One particular value of this is that well-developed resources 
already are available. Another is that humans are "story" people 
and as the West continues its descent into post-literacy, we will 
rediscover the power of Bible stories to penetrate the heart and 
mind. When we have shown we are willing to listen with our hearts 
to others' personal stories, we discover they are willing to listen to 
the stories that have deeply affected our lives.  
 
The approach requires patience, perseverance, and prayer, but as 
missionary storyteller J.O. Terry says, "Stories linger in their 
hearts and continue to speak." You can learn more about Gospel 
storying at TruthSticks.us and orality.net. 
 
I am not willing to relegate the mention of discipleship to "follow 
up." A decision to follow Jesus should be made with eyes wide 
open about the cost. While I know some elevator speeches are 
made in the context of a broader relational conversation that may 
touch on "count the cost" issues, I also know many of them are 
made in contacts after which there is no "follow up." We must 
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make every effort to lead people to make discipleship decisions, 
not just rack up our "conversion" count. 
 
When we aim for conversions, we get church people who wither 
away in rocky soil or are choked to death by life's weeds. When 
we set out to make disciples, however, we take a different 
approach — and we wind up with "a harvest of thirty, sixty, or 
even a hundred times as much as had been planted!" [Mark 4:1-
20]	 	
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Afterword 
A personal note 

 
 
I believe this little book officially ends an era in my life. My 
professional career ended with a brutal layoff in 2016; this book is 
the last one of several that have been on my list for almost 40 
years. 
 
In 1972, the Lord used a private miracle to convince me about the 
calling I already knew in my heart. A few months later, the kind 
people of First Baptist Church in Skiatook, Oklahoma, licensed me 
to preach and heard my first sermon. The "kind" part was them not 
immediately rescinding the license after enduring my sorry little 
homily. 
 
In 1980, a persuasive conference speaker had me ready to sign 
up for overseas missions work, but I asked the Lord for a clear 
word from him before I made a decision. What God gave me was 
Ezekiel 3:5-6 — "I am not sending you to a foreign people whose 
language you cannot understand. No, I am not sending you to 
people with strange and difficult speech. If I did, they would listen!" 
 
Instead, Ezekiel 3 told me I was being sent to my own people 
(Southern Baptists in particular, and Western Evangelicals in 
general). The bad news, according to the passage, was "the 
people won’t listen to you any more than they listen to me! For the 
whole lot of them are hard-hearted and stubborn." The good news 
was "Look, I have made you as obstinate and hard-hearted as 
they are. I have made your forehead as hard as the hardest rock!" 
(verses 7-9) 
 
In my ministry career, I have used journalism as the craft through 
which my call as a prophet could be expressed. I tried to tell 
missions stories in a way that “my people” could see what 
authentic Christianity looked like, in hopes some would say to 
themselves, "Hey! We can do that too!" I believe that, in a few 
cases, the Lord granted success, but for the most part, I couldn't 
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tell many were listening. No surprise: The Lord already had made 
it clear that most would not. 
 
Along the way, I also came across questions that would not leave 
me alone. I studied in whatever cracks of time I could find and 
wrote several little books to summarize what I thought I had 
learned. Again, I knew I had been obedient in writing the 
messages I had been given. That they were largely ignored could 
not have surprised me less. My expectations with this one are no 
different— and yet my hopes are just as high. All that lies in the 
Lord's hands. 
 
The entire chapter of Ezekiel 3 has continued to speak to me over 
the years — about allowing all God's words to sink deep into my 
heart, delivering messages to his people in exile, being put in a 
watchman role and feeling the responsibility, and only being able 
to speak when the Lord himself loosened my tongue. And the 
words of the Lord always prove true: "Those who choose to listen 
will listen, but those who refuse will refuse, for they are rebels." 
(verse 27) 
 
If you read the “Epistle of Lo-ammi” in the Introduction to this 
book, you know what is on my heart about today's Western 
Church and how strongly I feel about the urgency of our situation. 
I know a few others share these sentiments, and I am sure we are 
not alone. The Lord comforts and encourages me in the 
knowledge that his remnant is numerous and that a great many in 
our churches both understand and practice what it means to be a 
disciple-making disciple of the Lord Jesus.  
 
No one, however, should hear anything I have written here as self-
righteous condemnation. My anger rose with Jeremiah when he 
condemned the frauds who served as prophets and priests to 
God's people. "They offer superficial treatments for my people’s 
mortal wound. They give assurances of peace when there is no 
peace." (Jeremiah 8:11) But immediately the same passage 
pierced my heart: I am as much a part of this mortally wounded 
people as anyone. "My grief is beyond healing; my heart is 
broken," verse 18 says. And verse 21 thrusts the knife even 
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deeper: "I hurt with the hurt of my people. I mourn and am 
overcome with grief." 
 
If readers hear in this book the righteous anger of our Almighty 
God who constantly bears the insult of "lifestyles" we claim are 
Christian, I pray they also realize I am personally the kind of too-
casual "Christian" who has no right to expect anything but to be 
swept away by his justice. I am a child born in "the spittin' image" 
of a hard-hearted and stubborn people, who would rather choose 
their own way of life than to follow the Creator's simple directions. 
We do not tremble at the thought of entering his presence. There 
is no fear of God in our eyes. We prefer the broad road to the 
narrow path. 
 
Lord, have mercy. 
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