Staying Balanced in an Extreme World #2

“The Attraction of Balance”

selected Scriptures

The harder we try to bring them in, the more they stay away.

Recent surveys now estimate that church attendance in America—consistently around 40% for the past half century—has declined to 17.7%.
 Despite the millions of dollars spent every year on church growth specialists and strategies, dozens on churches close their doors permanently every month.

Why?

Why is it, in the words of Randy Alcorn, that “most sinners loved being around Jesus, enjoyed His company, sought Him out, invited Him to their homes and parties. Yet today most sinners don’t want to be around Christians. Unbelievers tore off the roof to get to Jesus; sometimes they crawl out the windows to get away from us”?

Let’s take a look.

Our Ineffective Attempts

We begin with our ineffective attempts. I believe this is rooted in our definition of success. Generally speaking, people define success as “setting a goal and accomplishing it.”
 We tend to measure success by tangible goals met. As a pastor, I’m sometimes tempted to define success by the numbers: how many people are coming to church.
 We do this because numbers are tangible and objective. They make for neat spreadsheets and graphs. After all, our mission is to reach the world for Christ; how better to measure that than in souls saved and people coming to church?

The problem comes in when the numbers become the end in themselves. This is happening in education, where standardized test scores become the measure of success; teachers begin teaching only for the test rather than the student’s intellectual growth. The end justifies the means, and the means are stretched until they lose any biblical basis.

Kent Hughes, in his book Liberating Ministry from the Success Syndrome, recalls,  

When the church first began, my denomination sent me to an institute for church growth. There I was taught the pragmatic foundations of numerical growth. Very high on the list of essentials was the marketing principle of visibility and accessibility. Simply stated, it is this: if you want to sell hamburgers you must make sure that your store is visible to the community and easily accessible. The great hamburger chains live and die by this rule. Smart preachers will do the same. And their churches will grow.

Added to this were emphases on sociology, seen in the “homogenous unit principle,” stating that likes attract and win likes: doctors best evangelize doctors; mechanics, mechanics; athletes, athletes; stewardship, that giving means growth; and even preaching, that if you preach the Word effectively, your church will grow numerically. These are not all wrong (though I personally think that the “homogeneous unit principle” goes against the New Testament concept of the church), but as Hughes concludes, 

What I did not realize is that while rejecting wrong methods I had bought into the idea that success meant increased numbers. To me success in the ministry meant growth in attendance. Ultimate success meant a big, growing church… When success in the ministry becomes the same as success in the world, the servant of God evaluates his success like a businessman or an athlete or a politician.

Thus success is defined and measured by numbers—of baptisms, attendance, or financial giving—and we are tempted to cut corners in order to meet our quotas or goals. Since church is a volunteer kind of organization—people come and go as they wish—the temptation is to become people pleasers. We can mistake personal approval for personal commitments to Christ. And that desire for approval, to be liked, can become an obsession that dominates our life and a fear that destroys our soul. Like a flesh-eating bacteria, the disease to please can consume all our time, energy, and happiness. As Bill Cosby once said, “I do not know the key to success, but I do know that the way to fail is to try to please everyone.”
 An example from Scripture is found in John 12:42-43,

Yet at the same time many even among the leaders believed in him. But because of the Pharisees they would not openly acknowledge their faith for fear they would be put out of the synagogue; for they loved human praise more than praise from God [emphasis added].

And so, as Alcorn suggests, 

Many today try to reinvent Jesus, giving Him a facelift. They spin His statements for public consumption, making Him fit popular notions of the kind of Christ people want. But He’s notoriously uncooperative with all attempts to repackage and market Him. He’s not looking for image-enhancers. We’re to follow Him as servants, not walk in front of Him as a PR entourage.

That’s not what our Lord wants from us. Rather, as Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 5:9, “We make it our goal to please him.” We live for serving Him, for knowing Him, for pleasing Him. That’s how we define success.
 Jesus will never greet us with the words, “Well done, good and successful servant,” will He? No, He will say, “Well done, good and faithful servant.”

Nowhere in Scripture are God’s servants called to be successful; our call is to be faithful.
 First Corinthians 4:2 states, “Now it is required that those who have been given a trust must prove faithful.” That is our job; the Lord will define success and see to its fulfillment.
 He measures our service not my numbers but by our obedience to His Word.
 Don’t judge success by the results; there are too many factors out of our control that determine the outcome. Just be faithful.

When we get off of this biblical concept of success, though, we tend to go to one of two extremes, neither of which are correct. Some church services are permeated with Christian clichés that mystify unbelievers. They preach truth, but without grace. Nobody is drawn to the incomprehensible. Grace compels us to put the cookies of truth on the lower shelf where the uninitiated can reach them. Jesus welcomed the nonreligious and spoke words they understood. So should we.

Other churches, in the name of grace, try to make sinners feel comfortable. How? They never talk about sin. They never offend anyone. They replace truth with tolerance, lowering the bar so everyone can jump over it and we can all feel good about ourselves.

Yet, as we see from the numbers, even this is not working. People are moving away from the church rather than coming in. Could it be that this lukewarm, people-pleasing, half-grace and half-truth gospel is turning them off?

His Inviting Appeal

Let’s turn now to Christ’s inviting appeal. Returning to my opening quote from Alcorn, “most sinners loved being around Jesus, enjoyed His company, sought Him out, invited Him to their homes and parties.” Why is that? What did Jesus show them that we don’t? Grace and truth. People sensed that Jesus loved them, even when He spoke difficult words. He was full of grace and truth. He drew them out of the night like a light draws moths.
 Consider Mark 2:15-17,

While Jesus was having dinner at Levi’s house, many tax collectors and “sinners” were eating with him and his disciples, for there were many who followed him. When the teachers of the law who were Pharisees saw him eating with the “sinners” and tax collectors, they asked his disciples: “Why does he eat with tax collectors and ‘sinners’?” On hearing this, Jesus said to them, “It is not the healthy who need a doctor, but the sick. I have not come to call the righteous, but sinners.” 
We also read in Luke 15:1-2, 

Now the tax collectors and “sinners” were all gathering around to hear him. But the Pharisees and the teachers of the law muttered, “This man welcomes sinners and eats with them.” 

Now, as we have seen previously, Jesus did not club people over the head with truth without grace, nor did He water down the truth to proclaim grace. He was full of grace and truth. This is the attraction of balance—both are needed in a healthy biblical diet.

Martin Luther said that the devil doesn’t care which side of the horse we fall off of—as long as we don’t stay in the saddle. We need to ride the horse with one foot in the stirrup of truth, the other in the stirrup of grace.
 If we do this, we will have that same magnetism Jesus and the early church had.

Their Inevitable Attacks 

This did not prevent, however, their inevitable attacks. Jesus was not universally accepted and popular. He had His enemies. Why? When He walked this earth, many people didn’t recognize Him. They were looking for the Messiah as a powerful lion, bringing judgment on His enemies. But they overlooked the passages showing Him coming as a lamb:

He was oppressed and afflicted, yet he did not open his mouth; he was led like a lamb to the slaughter, and as a sheep before her shearers is silent, so he did not open his mouth. (Isaiah 53:7)
We read in Revelation 5:6 that the lamb appears “looking as if it had been slain.” This seems a picture of weakness. But in Revelation 6:16, men are hiding themselves from the “wrath of the Lamb.” In Revelation 17:14 John writes, “They will make war against the Lamb, but the Lamb will overcome them because he is Lord of lords and King of kings.” The Lamb of grace is the Lion of truth. Sometimes we see Him as one, sometimes the other. Always He is both.

But Jesus said in John 15:20, “‘No servant is greater than his master.’ If they persecuted me, they will persecute you also.” The attacks of the enemy are inevitable. We will never be universally accepted in this world.

Randy Alcorn shares his personal experience with this:

In 1989 and 1990 I intervened, peacefully and nonviolently, at abortion clinics on behalf of unborn children. As a result I was arrested several times and sent to jail for a few days.

I don’t regret what I did; I still believe that unborn children are precious to their Creator. That truth compelled me to say and do things that proved unpopular—among non-Christians and Christians alike. What got me in trouble was attempting to honor both truth and grace.

I asked myself, if these really are children—not just potential children—don’t they need people to “speak up for those who cannot speak for themselves… Defend the rights of the poor and needy” (Proverbs 31:8-9)?

I felt compelled to show grace to unbelievers. I never shouted, jeered, or demeaned. I never raised my voice, touched anyone, or said anything unkind. Alongside others, I sought to share Christ’s grace at abortion clinics. (One person came to Christ right outside the clinic door.)

A few years ago, the church I used to pastor (and still attend) was picketed by thirty protestors. Why? Some of our people go to abortion clinics and offer alternatives, sharing the gospel when they can. Sometimes they hold up signs saying, “Consider Adoption,” “Let Your Baby Live,” or “We’ll Help Financially.”

Three pro-abortion groups decided to join forces and give our church “a taste of our own radical medicine.” On a rainy Sunday morning, our church parking lot was invaded by Women for Choice, Rock for Choice, and the Lesbian Avengers. Having heard they were coming, we set out doughnuts and coffee. I spent an hour and a half with a protestor named Charles, who held a sign that said, “Keep Abortion Legal.”

We talked a little about abortion and a lot about Christ. I explained the gospel. He gave me his address. Later I sent him some of my books and some Christian literature.

I liked Charles. But when you believe as I do that abortion is killing children, it’s a bit awkward serving coffee and holding an umbrella for someone waving a pro-abortion sign. If you don’t understand, imagine doing that for someone holding a sign declaring, “Legalize Rape” or “Kill Blacks.”

Yet because of the opportunity to share Christ’s grace, it seemed right.

But it’s not just truth that puts us in awkward situations. Grace does too. On the morning we were picketed, some street preachers with signs shouting hell and damnation showed up to take on the abortion activists. Their message contained truth, but their approach lacked grace. One of the street preachers barged between my daughter and me and a few of the Lesbian Avengers just as we finally had an opportunity to talk with them. The door of witnessing was slammed in our faces…by Christian brothers.

We tried to reason with the street preachers. After all, this was our church, and we didn’t want them screaming at our “guests”—even if they were screaming truth. Most cooperated, but a few decided we were waffling on truth and it was an abomination for us to offer doughnuts to people who needed to be rebuked.

The following Sunday two street preachers picketed our church, scolding us for our “pathetic” attempts at doughnut and coffee evangelism.

So after twenty-one unpicketed years, our church was picketed two weeks in a row! First, by radically liberal nonbelievers, for speaking truth. Second, by radically conservative believers, for showing grace.

That’s how it is on this tightrope walk between truth and grace. When you stand for truth, you’re held in contempt by so-me non-Christians (and even some Christians). When you try to demonstrate grace, you’re held in contempt by some Christians (and even some non-Christians). When you try to live by grace and truth, in some eyes you’ll be too radical, in other eyes not radical enough.

Something’s wrong if all unbelievers hate us.

Something’s wrong if all unbelievers like us.

If we accurately demonstrate grace and truth, some will be drawn to us and others will be offended by us—just as they were by Jesus.

When we offend everybody, it’s because we’ve taken on the truth mantle without grace. When we offend nobody, it’s because we’ve watered down truth in the name of grace.

Some people hate truth. Others hate grace. Jesus loves both. We can’t undercut either without undercutting Him.

So we have to make a choice. Are we going to spend our lives trying to please the grace-haters or the truth-haters? Or are we going to seek to please the only One whose judgment seat we’ll stand before: Jesus, who is full of grace and truth?

What will be our choice as individual Christians and as the church?
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