Why Church? #1

“The Great Corruption”

Romans 5:12-21

War rages in Ukraine and Gaza. An earthquake rocks Japan. Civil war explodes across several African nations. In California, a ten-year-old is shot and killed…by his ten-year-old neighbor. Despite billions of dollars poured into efforts to halt them, drug overdose deaths are still on the rise. Violence is so prevalent in our culture that only the most horrific crimes are even reported.

Why? Why is our world such a mess? Why are human beings so violent and hateful toward one another? Why hasn’t science, technology, psychology, education, or the government made any headway in these areas? I believe the answers to these questions can be summarized in one sentence: The leaders in these areas have misdiagnosed the problem; therefore their solutions don’t work.
This brings me to another question, one we will consider for the next four weeks: Why Church? As the world seems to be falling apart, the Church seems to be slowly fading away. Church attendance and membership are declining in our culture; local churches are closing in alarming numbers; even Christian colleges and seminaries are shutting their doors permanently. Has the Church become passé, a relic of the past that has gone the way of rotary phones and dial-up internet?  

My answer to that is a resounding No! The Church of Jesus Christ is needed now as never before. In a culture that desperately needs love, peace, joy, and hope, the Church has the resources available for all of these. Unfortunately, too many churches have lost sight of their identity, their power, and their purpose, and instead have tried to adopt the world’s ways of thinking and doing. Thus they are going the way of the world, which being interpreted means, they are going down the drain!

Jesus said of the Church in Matthew 5:13-16,

You are the salt of the earth. But if the salt loses its saltiness, how can it be made salty again? It is no longer good for anything, except to be thrown out and trampled by men. You are the light of the world. A city on a hill cannot be hidden. Neither do people light a lamp and put it under a bowl. Instead they put it on its stand, and it gives light to everyone in the house. In the same way, let your light shine before men, that they may see your good deeds and praise your Father in heaven.

Notice He did not say, “You can be the salt of the earth” or “If you want, you may be the light of the world.” He said we are these things. And if we aren’t, we’re worthless. So I want to consider these answers to the question, “Why Church?”

· We are necessary because of the Great Corruption

· We are necessary because of the Great Commandment

· We are necessary because of the Great Commission

· We are necessary because of the Great Construction

What do I mean by the “Great Corruption”? By this phrase I am identifying the root cause of the tragedies, traumas, and terror that afflict our world. While the “experts” scratch their heads and wonder why things are the way they are, the Church holds the truth that not only states the facts but can set us free.

We Understand the Source of the Problem

First, the Church is necessary today because we understand the source of the problem. All of the disease, destruction, and death that we witness in our world cannot be blamed on genetics, environment, or a lack of educational or economic opportunities. The root issue is much deeper. The Bible describes it in Genesis 3, culminating in verse 6: “When the woman saw that the tree was good for food, and that it was a delight to the eyes, and that the tree was desirable to make one wise, she took from its fruit and ate; and she gave also to her husband with her, and he ate.”
That’s where all our troubles began: Sin. At that awful moment the original couple yielded to temptation, sin entered and contaminated the human bloodstream. Sin intercepted innocence and ruined it, leaving mankind alienated from God.
 Spiritually, physically, emotionally, and even relationally, human beings began deteriorating until life is swallowed up by death—the ultimate separation.

This explains the violence, the treachery, the addictions, and the hopelessness of our age. Even the natural disasters find their source in sin, because in Genesis 3:17 the very earth is cursed because of mankind’s rebellion.

Paul explains the progression of sin through all humanity in Romans 5:12-21,

Sin entered the world through one man, and death through sin, and in this way death came to all men, because all sinned… The many died by the trespass of the one man… The judgment followed one sin and brought condemnation… By the trespass of the one man, death reigned through that one man… The result of one trespass was condemnation for all men… Through the disobedience of the one man the many were made sinners…

Sin is our greatest problem, because it separates us from the God whom we were made to know and designed to enjoy. But in another sense, the truth about sin is also our greatest insight, because it explains life as we experience it.
 Yet we hear less and less on the subject. Bernard Ramm writes in his book, Offense to Reason,

Apart from works on Christian theology and preaching the word “sin” has dropped out of common discourse. One reason is that the word has suffered an inflation of meanings. Another more important reason is that a secularized culture and a secularized educational system avoid theological terms.
 

And because our secularized culture doesn’t want to hear about sin, secularized churches and their secularized preachers don’t mention it. The words of Paul in 2 Timothy 4:3-4 ring tragically true:

For the time will come when men will not put up with sound doctrine. Instead, to suit their own desires, they will gather around them a great number of teachers to say what their itching ears want to hear. They will turn their ears away from the truth and turn aside to myths.

Sadly the same can be said for many who call themselves Christians. Men like Robert Schuller and Joel Osteen refuse to acknowledge sin in their sappy feel-good messages that fill seats in their expansive arenas. The late Francis Schaeffer called this phenomenon “the great evangelical disaster,” which he describes as, “the failure of the evangelical world to stand for truth as truth.” He succinctly summarized the situation:
There is only one word for this, namely accommodation: the evangelical church has accommodated to the world spirit of the age. First, there has been accommodation on Scripture, so that many who call themselves evangelicals hold a weakened view of the Bible and no longer affirm the truth of all the Bible teaches, truth not only in religious matters but in the areas of science and history and morality. As part of this, many evangelicals are now accepting the higher critical methods in the study of the Bible…. And second, there has been accommodation on the issues, with no clear stand being taken even on matters of life and death.

If a person wishes to carry on a thoughtful and responsible discussion of the great disorders and fractures of the personal psyche and corporate humanity, what term does one use? After paging through thesauruses with their lists of synonyms about human evils, the word “sin” still survives as the best word. For all its limitations, the word “sin" best describes evils in human experience.
 We understand the source of the problem.

We Understand the Severity of the Problem

Second, the Church is necessary because we understand the severity of the problem. One of the most sweeping, broad-brush statements in all of Scripture on the depravity of humanity is found in Genesis 6:5,

The Lord saw how great man’s wickedness on the earth had become, and that every inclination of the thoughts of his heart was only evil all the time. 

Notice the words: “every inclination…was only evil all the time.” The scene described in this verse is an inescapable, universal cesspool in the inner person of all humanity—a hidden source of pollution that lies at the root of wrong. 

Even from childhood this is true. A number of years ago the Minnesota Crime Commission released this statement:

Every baby starts life as a little savage. He is completely selfish and self-centered. He wants what he wants when he wants it—his bottle, his mother’s attention, his playmates’ toy, his uncle’s watch. Deny him these once, and he seethes with rage and aggressiveness, which would be murderous were he not so helpless. He is, in fact, dirty. He has no morals, no knowledge, no skills. This means that all children —not just certain children—are born delinquent. If permitted to continue in the self-centered world of his infancy, given free reign to his impulsive actions to satisfy his wants, every child would grow up a criminal—a thief, a killer, or a rapist.

The deadliest killer of humanity is not heart disease or cancer or violence or addiction…it is sin. Every one of us has it. Every one of us suffers from the consequences of it. And to make matters even worse, we pass it on to each new generation.
 David wrote in Psalm 51:1-5,

Have mercy on me, O God, according to your unfailing love; according to your great compassion blot out my transgressions. Wash away all my iniquity and cleanse me from my sin. For I know my transgressions, and my sin is always before me. Against you, you only, have I sinned and done what is evil in your sight, so that you are proved right when you speak and justified when you judge. Surely I was sinful at birth, sinful from the time my mother conceived me.

We are all born with a sin nature, and I believe that sin nature is as unique as our personalities—we all have certain temptations that are harder to resist than others. (That is why we should not judge those who sin differently than we do!) Yet sin is never viewed in Scripture from fatalistic or deterministic perspec​tives. If we are totally determined chemically, physiologically, psychologically, or sociologically, then the concept of sin evapo​rates.
 

The Bible also teaches that sin is a choice. While we are born with a sin nature, sin itself is a choice to do something my way instead of God’s way. Much of our secular society tries to excuse sin or blame the environment or genetics or someone else. It seems that the world’s motto is, “It’s not your fault!” or, “You couldn’t help it!” The Scriptural stand on sin more closely resembles the classic cartoon in which Pogo says, “We have met the enemy, and he is us.” 

There is, however, a glimmer of hope in this fact. If sin is a choice, then it is possible not to sin. When the world convinces people that they are victims, it renders them powerless to do anything about their situation. Instead of empowering them to become victors, they emasculate them to be victims. The truth is that we develop habits (or addictions) by making bad choices, and the only way to break those habits (or addictions) is by making good choices. Period.

All the world’s religions pre​sume something is amiss with humanity, and the Chris​tian word for it is “sin.” We are sinners by nature and we sin by choice. The Church understands source and the severity of the problem.

We Understand the Solution to the Problem

And if that were the end of this message, it would be depressing indeed. But it is not the end. The Church is necessary because we understand the solution to the problem.

Thankfully the biblical stand on sin does not end with its existence. The Christian doctrine of sin adds a necessary element to human self-understanding. It declares that every person is a sinner and that without this knowledge each of us lacks a funda​mental ingredient in our self-understanding. Knowing that we are sinners means we can then understand our relationship to God. We can understand why humans do certain things.

The Prodigal Son represents an excellent example of this when he “came to his senses” (Luke 15:17). This is to repent; to see one’s life in the perspec​tive of its sinfulness and to choose a different direction. In the process of “coming to his senses” he achieved self-clarification.
 Jeremiah 17:9 states simply, “The heart is deceitful above all things and desperately wicked; who can know it?” In the words of Warren Wiersbe, “The heart of the problem is the problem of the heart, and until the heart is changed by grace, society will not change at all.”

Redemption in Christ is predicated upon a definite theology of sin, and to undermine the theology of sin undermines redemption.
 One author writes, “Just so long as we deny the reality of sin, we cut ourselves off, it seems, from the possibility of radical redemption.”
 C. S. Lewis adds,
A recovery of the old sense of sin is essential to Christianity. Christ takes it for granted that men are bad. Until we really feel this assumption of His to be true, though we are part of the world He came to save, we are not part of the audience to whom His words are addressed. We lack the first condition for understanding what He is talking about.

The Church understands the source of the problem—sin—but also the solution to the problem—salvation. We acknowledge that we need help. We need somebody to put us together again. Romans 5:17 announces there is Someone: "For if, by the trespass of the one man, death reigned through that one man, how much more will those who receive God’s abundant provision of grace and of the gift of righteousness reign in life through the one man, Jesus Christ.”
As the Church we know the truth. We know the source of the problem, the severity of the problem, and the solution to the problem. The truth is not always pretty. Many in our world can’t handle the truth. But we must be faithful to the truth that can set us free.
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