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FOREWORD

MAX LUCADO

AUTHOR AND MINISTER

I have an old Mustang I love to drive. One might wonder why. The heater doesn’t work. The air conditioning isn’t from the factory. No FM radio, just AM. No power brakes or cruise control.

It’s certainly not as comfortable as a newer model. When it comes to gadgets and gizmos, my old Mustang has little to offer.

But when it comes to understandability, it has plenty.

“Understandability”?

Not a word usually associated with cars. But if you’re a mechanic no-brain like I am, you appreciate a car you can understand.

In this age of hi-tech compressors and computerized parts, you appreciate the familiarity of spark plugs, points, and V-8 engines.

When it comes to books on our Lord’s church, you appreciate the same. Bob and Rusty Russell have given us an understandable book on church dynamics.

No gizmos, no gimmicks, just rock-solid, time-tested, Bible-based principles. Principles quaried out of the gold mine known as Southeast Christian Church.

The Lord is using this wonderful congregation to remind us that he does great things with willing hearts.

Bob Russell and the church elders are humble, godly, devoted men. No one is more surprised and grateful than they are at the phenomenal growth of this church.

Ask them the secret of success, and they say, “What secret?” Raise the hood on this reliable vehicle of grace, and you’ll see a familiar engine you can understand and imitate.

Bob Russell’s three decades of dedicated service to one church inspires us all. Southeast Christian’s high-road commitment to the gospel reminds us all: Church dynamics isn’t rocket science. It’s understandable and applicable. You’ve just got to look at the right car.


FOREWORD

THOM S. RAINER

DEAN, BILLY GRAHAM SCHOOL OF EVANGELISM, MISSIONS, AND CHURCH GROWTH

The manuscript of When God Builds a Church is set aside for the moment. The lengthy flight from Cincinnati to Los Angeles has provided me the opportunity to read a major portion of the book a second time. But this time I had to pause. I needed time with God.

You see, the story of Southeast Christian Church in Louisville, Kentucky, reminded me once again of the greatness of the God we serve. The book let me remember again the love of our Savior Jesus Christ. Though on a crowded plane with more than one hundred people, I turned to the window and prayed.

Southeast Christian Church is the story of what God can do when his people are obedient and when his leaders are pure. It is not the story of how megachurches operate or what the latest church growth fad may be or of a church built on personalities.

The first time I met Bob Russell, I had the same reaction that hundreds of others experience. This man is certainly not what I expected. I was impressed with his humility more than any other factor. No superego here, just a humble man seeking to serve God and others.

But then again, such is the story of Southeast Christian Church. Yes, the church is among the largest congregations in North America. The story, however, is not about its size but about the great work God desires to do among his people.

I have had the opportunity to study and write about thousands of churches in North America. Many times I will note a church’s dynamic leadership, its wonderful organization, or its impressive array of ministries. But when I finished reading When God Builds a Church, I did not think as much about the greatness of a church as I did the greatness of the God who built it.

Read this book for instruction. Read this book for edification. Read this book to understand the timeless principles God uses to build a church. But above all, read this book to be reminded of the magnificent God who builds churches and changes lives.
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Introduction
A DRAMATIC BEGINNING

I’ll never forget the first time I met H. W. “Butch” Dabney that afternoon in Cincinnati, Ohio, during a break at a conference on evangelism in 1965. “Hi, I’m Butch Dabney,” he said. “I’m the chairman of the pulpit committee of a new church in Louisville, Kentucky, and I’d like to talk to you about our church. Do you have a minute?”

Butch, who was then in his early forties, was personable, confident, relaxed, and quick-witted. And he had a contagious enthusiasm for the Lord and the new church he had helped start—Southeast Christian Church in Louisville. Little did I know that I had just met a man who would become for me a spiritual mentor and lifelong friend.

“Southeast is going to be such a special church,” Butch assured me. “We started just three years ago with fifty members from the South Louisville Christian Church. Among those members were several experienced and devoted leaders who really want the church to honor Christ and grow. Although we’re currently meeting in the basement of a house, we’ve grown to 125 people and are in the process of building a new church building that will seat four hundred.” Butch spoke with conviction and enthusiasm as he continued, “We believe that what we do for the Lord should be our very best. We also believe we have the potential to be a powerful church, and we’ve been praying for the right minister. That’s where you come in.”

The situation at Southeast sounded ideal, but I knew what I had to say. “Your church sounds wonderful, and I’m sure it’s going to do great things, but I know it can’t be the Lord’s will for me right now. In June, I became the first full-time minister of a congregation here in Ohio, and I committed to stay at least a year. It can’t be God’s will for me to break that promise.” Butch and I parted company, and I didn’t think I’d ever see him again.

Several months later I received a long-distance phone call. “Hi, I’m Butch Dabney. Remember me? I talked with you at the conference on evangelism several months ago. Well, we still haven’t found a minister. Two women from our church came to hear you preach last Sunday and gave a glowing report. Sometime in the next few weeks, we’d like for you to come down and look over our situation. If it seems like a good fit, we’d be willing to wait until June when your year’s commitment is up. Will you come?”

Although I had a lot of apprehension about preaching in the suburbs of a large city, this was obviously an open door through which God was prodding me to walk. “Yes!” I said without hesitation. “I’ll be happy to take a look.”

When I became a part of the ministry at Southeast in June of 1966, I was not quite twenty-three years old! But Butch Dabney assured me that the church was hungry to love a minister and poised to grow. He was right. The people were supportive and loving, and that’s why I’ve been able to stay for thirty-four years. They endured some very immature sermons in those early years and helped me smooth out a lot of rough edges, and we grew together.

GOD DOES IMMEASURABLY MORE


Southeast Christian Church was founded in 1962 when the leaders of its parent church (South Louisville Christian Church) felt the need to start a congregation on the growing eastern side of Louisville, After much prayer and planning, fifty people agreed to leave that established and growing congregation to start Southeast Christian Church.

The Sunday before the new congregation was to have its first service, Olin Hay, the minister at South Louisville, asked all those who were joining the new church to stand. When he looked out over the congregation, he was a little overwhelmed. He hadn’t realized that so many were leaving. Among those who felt led to help start this new church were some of his most influential leaders. The fifty people included a worship leader, four elders, several deacons, and Butch Dabney—Olin’s own brother-in-law! But Olin bowed in prayer and asked God to bless this new congregation. And God began to bless it in an outstanding way.

Since 1966, Southeast Christian Church has grown from 125 to over 16,000. We have gone through five building programs and two complete relocation projects, the last of which cost over ninety million dollars (including land, construction costs, and architects’ fees). We have gone from an annual budget of eighteen thousand dollars to an annual budget of eighteen million dollars.

There have been many great joys and a few deep sorrows. Butch Dabney is now a retired elder, but he is still a mentor and friend to me. Our families are still close. He’s like a father, and his sons are like brothers to me. And I have discovered that God’s Word is true—“God does immeasurably more than all we ask or imagine.”

On Christmas Eve, 1998, Southeast moved into a new facility. We desperately needed the room to grow. Before the move we had been cramming ten thousand people into a twenty-two-hundred-seat auditorium in five weekend services. In several of those services, people had to sit in the aisles, and as many as five hundred people were worshiping in the fellowship hall, watching the service on closed-circuit television. We had parking and traffic problems. We were shuttling people from off-site parking locations and housing adult Bible fellowship classes in neighborhood schools. We were even dealing with space problems during the week, without adequate room to house all the Bible studies, training programs, support group meetings, and activities we wanted to offer.

Our new facility includes a worship center that holds over nine thousand people, plenty of classroom space, an activities center, and two large fellowship halls. Attendance jumped by three thousand people in the first few weeks. We wondered if we would sustain that leap. Now, one year later, not only are we sustaining that growth, but we are also seeing many of those three thousand new people come forward to become a part of the church. When they come to shake my hand at the invitation time, I’ll say, “How long have you been attending?” I am shocked at how many never attended our church before we moved into our new facility, which makes me all the more thankful that we chose to follow God’s leading and build that new building.

While I was a student at Cincinnati Bible Seminary, I once visited a church that had five hundred people. I walked away saying, “That’s just too big.” I grew up attending a rural congregation in northwest Pennsylvania that until recent years never had more than one hundred members. I decided during my senior year of high school to enter the ministry, assuming I would return to that area of the country and help to pastor another small rural congregation. When people ask me today if I ever dreamed I’d be preaching to fourteen thousand people, I just laugh and say, “Not in my wildest imaginations.” I often look around at what God is doing, consider my roots and my limitations, and say to myself, What in the world am I doing here? How did I get here? God must have a sense of humor! 

BACK TO THE BASICS—THE PURPOSE OF THIS BOOK


One of my favorite movies is Hoosiers, where Gene Hackman plays the part of Norman Dale, a former college coach with a tainted past who is hired to coach a rural high-school basketball team from Hickory, Indiana. Coach Dale leads the team all the way to the state finals. On the day of the semifinals, the team arrives at Butler Field House, the huge inner-city arena where they’re to play in just a couple of hours. When the players enter the arena, their jaws fall slack and their eyes open wide. Gawking at the seats, the stand-alone goals, the suspended scoreboard, and the lights, they are awestruck and intimidated.

Coach Dale instructs one of his players to take a tape measure and determine the distance between the free-throw line and the goal. “What’s the distance?” he asks.

“Fifteen feet,” the player says.

Dale then tells the smallest player on the team to climb on the shoulders of a taller player so they can measure the goal. “How high is it?” he asks.

“Ten feet,” the player says.

Coach Dale says, “I believe you’ll find these are the exact same measurements as our gym back in Hickory.”

The team members share in some nervous laughter, and everybody begins to relax. As they exit the gym, Coach Dale turns to his assistant and whispers, “Sure is big, isn’t it!”

I don’t know what monumental challenges lie ahead in this new millennium. But I know we’re still playing the same game. It’s the same Bible we are teaching, the same truth we are proclaiming, the same Lord we are exalting. For the church to be the church—in any millennium—we must follow certain principles. If we ignore even one of these essential principles, we’ll become something other than a church, with no defining characteristic to separate us from a country club or civic organization.

I’m convinced that if your church is characterized by the ten principles outlined in this book, regardless of the methods you choose to implement them, God will bless your efforts.

Many church leaders go to conferences looking for a quick fix or easy solutions to their problems. They hope to discover some fresh program, some unique gimmick that will jump-start their church—contemporary music with a band, shorter or longer sermons, expository preaching or thematic preaching, small groups, or technological enhancements in the service. Discussing those ideas may be helpful, but what works in one culture or one area of the United States may not work in another. What one church adapts as positive change may be a source of division in another.

The methods we have implemented at Southeast Christian Church may or may not work at your church. You can’t fight Goliath wearing Saul’s armor. You can’t minister with someone else’s style. You have to be yourself and adapt to the culture around you. But the principles that undergird those methods—the ten principles discussed in this book—should be enlisted by every congregation that intends to glorify Jesus Christ. Although I will share with you some specific ways our church has tried to apply these principles, you must remember that the secret ingredients are the principles themselves, not the applications.

Rick Warren, in his excellent book The Purpose Driven Church, warned church leaders not to try to copycat someone else’s church. He said, “You cannot grow a church trying to be someone else.” But then he identified what you can learn from observing other congregations.

You can learn principles. As the old cliché says, “Methods are many, principles are few; methods change often, principles never do.” If a principle is biblical, I believe it is transcultural. It will work anywhere. It’s wise to learn and apply principles from watching how God is working around the world. While you cannot grow a church trying to be someone else, you can grow a church by using principles someone else discovered and then filtering them through your personality and context.1

Amen, Rick! That’s what I want to communicate in this book. I want to focus on those principles Rick Warren was talking about.

Many churches have changed their methods to try to reach a new generation and have failed to see any results. But I challenge you to find one church characterized by these ten principles that isn’t a healthy, God-honoring, growing congregation. Someday the megachurch may become a thing of the past. Our culture may change, and we may discover a better way to make disciples for Jesus Christ. Right now God is using some very large congregations to reach thousands for Christ and to revive the hearts of thousands more. But regardless of the future of the megachurch, the ten principles that I share in this book will remain true.

Twice a year we host a leadership conference. About fifteen hundred people from churches all over the world attend. Our conference is unique in that it is designed primarily for lay leaders. When pastors go to conferences, they get energized with new ideas and a renewed vision for ministry, then return to a church board that is resistant to change. But our conference helps a church’s lay leaders get on the same page as their ministers—and that’s usually the first step toward positive change.

We do have a track for preachers at our conference, but about 75 percent of those who attend are elders, deacons, Sunday-school teachers, volunteer music directors, and committee chairpersons. Hundreds of those church leaders have reported back to us about the dramatic growth their churches have experienced after implementing the ten principles I discuss in this book.

MY RELUCTANCE TO WRITE THIS BOOK


When it was first suggested to me that I write a book about the principles that have helped Southeast Christian Church become the church it is today, I was reluctant to do so for several reasons.

God’s Definition of Success Is Different

God doesn’t define success in the same terms that we do. Although we rejoice over our numerical growth, we know that God doesn’t measure success in terms of attendance, offerings, or size of buildings. He measures effectiveness in terms of faithfulness to His Word, conformity to Jesus Christ, and ministry to those in need.

What If Someone Thinks We’re Boasting?

When we talk about the blessings our church has enjoyed, some readers will interpret it as boasting. The apostle Paul wrote, “May I never boast except in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, through which the world has been crucified to me, and I to the world” (Gal. 6:14). But Paul did reluctantly boast about what he had witnessed God doing in his presence (2 Cor. 11:10).

God has done a remarkable thing in our church, and he deserves praise. When a church that has stayed true to God’s Word grows from fifty people to almost fourteen thousand, builds a 770,000-square-foot facility, gives forty-two million dollars over its regular giving to finance the new building, and has over twenty-four hundred new members in one year, it’s obvious that God is doing something significant.

If someone interprets describing all this as boasting, then we have failed to communicate that we’re only speaking of how the Lord has blessed us. The Bible commands, “Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in the heavenly realms with every spiritual blessing in Christ” (Eph. 1:3).

I recently met a couple who had listened to me for years on the radio in a city several hundred miles away. They decided to come visit our church, and they were awestruck. The husband said to me, “Bob, we can’t get over this place. Only God can do this. I mean, Bob, you’re good, but you’re not that good!” He’s right. It’s the Lord who is building the church, not me. I am grateful for the opportunity to make a contribution, but the glory goes to Jesus Christ.

Misconceptions about Megachurches

I have read several articles claiming that most megachurches have grown primarily through “stealing sheep” from other congregations. If you’ve read those same articles, you might be reading this book with a certain amount of skepticism. I can’t speak for other megachurches—I can only report what has happened at Southeast—but through interviews and surveys with our new members, we estimate that 50 percent of them were not involved in any church before coming to Southeast. The other half had their names on a church roll somewhere, but most of them had not actively participated for years. Others left their church because of increased liberalism and were looking for a place where the Scriptures are believed and taught. I heard a preacher in a growing church say, “We don’t steal sheep, but we do plant grass!” If people hungry for spiritual food find it in our fellowship, then we certainly welcome them.

Very few of our new members have left an active involvement with a Bible-believing church to come to Southeast. In fact, a megachurch often acts as a funnel to feed other smaller congregations in its area. People often visit Southeast knowing they can remain anonymous and are introduced to Christ. But later they may decide that the church is too far from their home or too big, and they find another church closer to their home or more suited to their needs.

After both of our relocations, we helped support the two smaller churches that bought our previous sites. Several hundred people stayed behind and became involved in those two churches. We sent them a letter thanking them for their contribution to our church and wishing them the very best in their new church families. Our primary concern is that people grow in Christ.

It’s Hard to Explain God’s Blessings

When God works, it’s very difficult to explain why or how it happens. I get amused when “experts” attempt to analyze church growth. Sometimes they even analyze Southeast as an example. They try to reduce all that has happened to us to a formula. But I’ve been in the middle of miraculous growth for thirty years, and I can’t really explain it myself. Jesus compared the movement of the Holy Spirit to the wind: “The wind blows wherever it pleases,” he said. “You hear its sound, but you cannot tell where it comes from or where it is going” (John 3:8).

When I came to Southeast in 1966, I didn’t say to the board, “We’re going to implement these ten principles and watch our church grow as a result.” I didn’t have these ten things in mind. But over the years as we began to grow, people started asking why. Why is Southeast growing at such a remarkable pace when other churches aren’t? What’s the difference?

While I can’t explain why God chose to bless us in such a miraculous way, this book is an attempt to explain the basic spiritual principles that have enabled God to pour out His blessings upon us. When Jesus went to Nazareth, he could do no mighty work there because of their unbelief. That tells me that our unbelief and failures can inhibit the work that God wants to do in our midst. I am confident that God wants to do even greater works in other places if he is invited and allowed to do so.

GOD WANTS TO BLESS YOUR CHURCH BEYOND YOUR IMAGINATION


Many churches in America are dead. They aren’t evangelizing, they’ve quit sending missionaries to the field, and they’re having financial problems. The reason for their failure is that at least one of the principles in this book hasn’t been followed. Their leaders aren’t humble people with vision and a desire to change, the congregation doesn’t get along, they don’t worship God, they don’t give generously, they don’t care about evangelism, they don’t do things with excellence, or God’s truth isn’t being spoken from the pulpit.

But I thank God that there are also many churches in America that are very much alive. They’re worshiping God, loving one another, and winning people to Christ. Regardless of their size, the ten principles in this book characterize their church. And God has blessed them beyond their wildest dreams—not just with numbers, but with growth in the hearts and souls of the people. Southeast is just one among thousands of such churches.

When these principles are implemented, regardless of the size of your church, I’m convinced that God will bless you more than you could ask or imagine. It’s my prayer that he will use this book to prepare you and your congregation for an even greater outpouring of the Holy Spirit in your church.

Several years ago, a young intern went back to seminary after spending several months serving with us. He said his friends immediately hounded him with questions about his experience. “What did you learn from being at Southeast Christian Church? Did you learn about preaching? Administration? What was your most significant lesson?”

He answered, “I think what I really learned is what a church can be.”

I’m hoping that’s what you will gain from reading this book. I hope you won’t see this as a story about a big church, but a vision of what your church can be. Your church may not grow to be fourteen thousand people. Maybe it will grow even larger! But regardless of the size, God can bless your church more than you ever asked or imagined. I hope our story will inspire you to lift your sights and increase your faith.

I can’t tell you how honored I am that you have picked up this book. Whether you are a seminary student, church planter, minister, missionary, elder, deacon, or volunteer worker, I hope this book will be an encouragement to you. I pray you will learn something that will help your church better fulfill its mission. May your congregation be instrumental in bringing scores of souls to Jesus Christ and helping them get better acquainted.
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1
TRUTH: Proclaim God’s Word as Truth and Apply It to People’s Lives


Truth without love is dogmatism. Love without truth is sentimentality. Speaking the truth in love is Christianity.

—BOB RUSSELL

When I preach the gospel, I cannot boast, for I am compelled to preach. Woe to me if I do not preach the gospel!

—1 CORINTHIANS 9:16

If the trumpet does not sound a clear call, who will get ready for battle?

—1 CORINTHIANS 14:8

Several months before we moved into our new church building in 1998, our ministry staff met at the new site for a special staff meeting. Most of the building still wasn’t carpeted, and some of the rooms still had no drywall. We handed out hard hats, magic markers, and a few Bibles. We instructed staff members to go to the classrooms and offices in the building where they would be working and write Scripture verses on the concrete floors. I said, “Someday soon the scriptures will be covered with carpet. But I hope you will always remember what you have written today. And what we do today will be a visible reminder that we are always to stand on God’s Word.”

The staff really got into it. Some of them used cans of spray paint they had brought so the words would show up better. (They acted as if they had some experience, which bothered me a little!) Those in the children’s ministry wrote things like, “Let the little children come to me … for the kingdom of heaven belongs to such as these.”

In the education wing, the adult education ministers wrote things like, “Study to show yourself approved unto God,” and “Your Word have I hid in my heart that I might not sin against you.”

In the music practice rooms, the music ministers wrote, “Sing and make music unto the Lord,” and “Let everything that has breath praise the Lord.”

In the offices of the preaching team, we wrote passages like, “Preach the Word in season and out of season,” and “Watch your life and doctrine closely … if you do, you will save both yourself and your hearers.”

One of our single ladies who worked in the children’s ministry wrote her favorite verse on the floor of her office: “It is not good for a man to be alone”!

The “scriptures-on-the-floor” idea caught on, and soon hundreds of church members followed suit. In a matter of weeks, there were scriptures all over the concrete floors—down hallways, on stairways, on the steps leading up to the pulpit. I saw moms and dads bring their children to the building just to write their favorite scriptures on the concrete floors. We actually considered asking people to stop because they started writing in places we hadn’t planned to cover with carpet! But we decided it wasn’t a good idea to make people quit writing scriptures!

I heard of class officers gathering in their future classrooms, praying together, and writing scriptures on the floor. Small groups chose special places in the building to write their favorite scriptures. When you walked through the building, all the floors looked like they were covered with graffiti. But instead of curse words, they were covered with God’s Word. The building became a dramatic reminder to all of us that our church has been called to stand upon the Word of God.

One of our small groups had volunteered to help clean the building one afternoon. As they were preparing to leave, Marty Rice, prayer leader of the group, said, “Why don’t we write down a scripture reference in one of the rooms before we leave?”

They found a small room that didn’t have any scriptures yet. Rick Nally, one of the group members, said, “How about the passage where Jesus said, ‘Where two or three of you are gathered in my name, there am I in the midst of you’?”

Marty asked, “What’s the reference?”

“I think it’s Matthew 18:28,” Rick said. Marty stooped and wrote, “Matthew 18:28” and the group’s name on the floor in permanent marker.

Later that evening at a restaurant, Rick brought in his Bible from the car to double-check the reference. He said, “Oh no. It’s Matthew 18:20, not 18:28.”

Someone asked the obvious question: “What’s verse 28 say?”

Rick read, “When that servant went out, he found one of his fellow servants who owed him a hundred denarii. He grabbed him and began to choke him. ‘Pay back what you owe me!’ he demanded.”

I suppose if you are ever in our building and, while standing in a certain classroom, suddenly have the urge to choke someone, you’ll know why!

I believe the greatest reason God has chosen to bless Southeast Christian Church and thousands of other evangelical churches around the world is that we have been serious about upholding the absolute truth of God’s Word. In a very real sense, we’ve continued to stand on the Word of God.

BELIEVE THE TRUTH (THE WORLD DOESN’T)

I’m writing this chapter just weeks after two teenagers in Littleton, Colorado, killed twelve of their classmates and one teacher at Columbine High School before turning the guns on themselves. Following the shooting, Vice President Al Gore was asked by Larry King why America was so attracted to violence. Gore responded, “It’s because of our evolutionary heritage. It’s the nature of tooth and claw.” A liberal preacher on the same show was asked what he believed needed to be done. He said, “We just need to build up the kids’ self-esteem. It doesn’t really matter what religion you are; just tell kids they’re good and wonderful and beautiful.”

The truth is that man has a sin problem that can only be transformed by Jesus Christ. As Franklin Graham said, “When we empty the public schools of the moral teachings and the standards of our holy God, they are indeed very dangerous places.”1 It’s true that kids need to be loved. But they are not just “good and wonderful”; they are also sinners—as all of us are (Rom. 3:23). Youth need to be told the truth—that there is an all-powerful God in the universe to whom we will some day give an account; that there is a standard of right and wrong; that we have all violated that standard; and that unless we repent and trust in Christ, we face the wrath of God.

I’ve heard author Frank Peretti compare our culture’s hunger for biblical absolutes to the need for authority on a neighborhood playground in the summertime. Posted on the fence of the playground are some rules: “No hitting. No profanity. Only age ten and under on the monkey bars. Only age eight and older on the basketball court. Tenminute limit on the tetherball court.” The rules work well because mingling through the crowd of children is Mrs. Kravitz. She has a keen eye, and if you misbehave, she will give you a pink slip. Two pink slips and you’re out of the playground for the summer.

But take Mrs. Kravitz out of the picture. How long do you think it will take before the rules begin to be violated? “Hey, he hit me!” “She spit on me!” “Hey, get those big kids off the monkey bars! Little kids are getting hurt!” “Hey, he cut the tetherball off!”

Who will soon rule the playground? The biggest, the strongest, the most antagonistic. That’s what is happening in our society, because there is no regard for the rules. The Ten Commandments are no longer obeyed, and the Bible is no longer respected as a source of authority in our culture, largely because it is not preached from our pulpits as the Word of God. Preachers don’t have the ability to “hand out pink slips,” but we do have a duty to uphold the truth of God’s Word and sound a clear warning as to what judgment God will bring if his rules are disobeyed. Since preachers haven’t faithfully done that, our culture has taken the rules off the fence. The Ten Commandments have been completely removed from public life and even outlawed in public places. And there is no longer any fear of God’s authority.

Paul described those who have no fear of God: “Their feet are swift to shed blood; ruin and misery mark their ways, and the way of peace they do not know. There is no fear of God before their eyes” (Rom. 3:15-18). One of America’s founders said that people will either be governed by the Bible or the bayonet. A nation of people who refuse to govern themselves will need to have a strong police force to prevent anarchy. That’s why our president recently proposed adding one hundred thousand police officers to the streets of America’s cities.

Bob Vernon, former assistant police chief of the Los Angeles Police Department, once suggested a theory of “parallel lines” in comparing the church with the culture. He indicated that the church is to be above the world and that we usually do stay above the world to a certain extent. But as the world’s values nosedive, we are tempted to accommodate our values so that we’re just a little above the world, instead of maintaining the high standard of truth that God prescribed in his Word.

The challenge is to retain high biblical standards regardless of how far the world “slouches toward Gomorrah,” as Judge Robert Bork put it. John said, “See that what you have heard from the beginning remains in you. If it does, you also will remain in the Son and in the Father. And this is what he promised us—even eternal life” (1 John 2:24-25).

Certain transcendent truths are absolute—the inspiration of Scripture, the historical creation of man, the deity of Jesus Christ, the plan of salvation, the Ten Commandments. These have been given by God as unchanging truths, and they should not be compromised. The church must stand firm in the faith and “preach the Word … in season and out of season” (2 Tim. 4:2). When you do, you will be labeled fundamental, narrow-minded, and bigoted. But Jesus said, “Small is the gate and narrow the road that leads to life, and only a few find it” (Matt. 7:14).

Resist the Temptation to Compromise the Truth

It’s not just liberal preachers like the one I heard on Larry King Live who are tempted to compromise the truth. We all get into tight situations and are tempted to take the easy way out by saying what we know people want to hear. A wealthy businessman in our community who had pledged a million dollars to our building fund came to me before it was collected and asked me to perform his wedding … his third wedding. Because of the circumstances surrounding his previous divorce, his situation didn’t fit into our marriage policy. It was really tempting to try to find a way to accommodate his request. But I decided to follow the policy. (Partly, I confess, because I was afraid the elders would fire me if I didn’t follow their guidelines!)

There are times in every church when the leaders are tempted to water down the truth. There will be influential people you want to accommodate. There will be brilliant, likable theological liberals you want to impress. There will be arrogant, angry conservatives you wish you could debate, because even though you may agree with their stance, you hate their demeanor. There will be seekers and believers you won’t want to alienate by taking an unpopular stand on a controversial issue.

Despite the real temptation to say just what itching ears want to hear or to say nothing at all, it is imperative that the church be a place where the truth is unashamedly proclaimed. As Paul said, “If the trumpet does not sound a clear call, who will get ready for battle?” (1 Cor. 14:8).

At our annual staff retreat, I always have a kind of “State of the Church” address. In it I encourage the staff, talk about what has gone well in the past year, and try to cast a vision for the coming year. Each year I remind the staff how important it is that they maintain their personal integrity in all they do, lest they themselves become a hindrance to the great work God is doing in our church.

This past year I also asked them to renew their commitment to biblical truth. “When you came on staff,” I said, “you signed a document indicating your belief that the Bible is the Word of God. But sometimes people change. Maybe you’ve taken some graduate classes at a liberal seminary that have led you to question the infallibility of the Bible, or perhaps something else has happened in your life to cause you to waver from your confidence in God’s Word. If so, I hope you’ll have enough integrity to step down from your position.”

Gerd Lüdemann, a prominent German theologian, recently declared, “I no longer describe myself as a Christian.” Lüdemann taught for several years at Vanderbilt University and is currently the professor of New Testament and director of the Institute of Early Christian Studies at Göttingen University in Germany. After spending years undermining the Christian faith as a liberal Christian professor, Lüdemann finally decided to do the honest thing. “A Christian is someone who prays to Christ and believes in what is promised by Christian doctrine,” Lüdemann admitted. “So I asked myself: ‘Do I pray to Jesus? Do I pray to the God of the Bible?’ And I don’t do that. Quite the reverse.”2

Liberalism has destroyed too many churches. Many liberals will not be as honest as Gerd Lüdemann was. Instead they continue to pretend they are believers in Christ when they are not. Charles Colson said the number one question in our society today is this: Is there any absolute truth? It’s imperative that every leader in your church be committed to the Bible as God’s Word, the source of absolute truth.

An exciting movement called the Alpha Project is sweeping some formerly liberal, mainline churches. It’s a call to fundamental Christianity that is revitalizing some old, formerly dying churches. It began in England and has now taken root in two thousand churches in America. Church leaders are recognizing that liberalism has been a dismal failure, so they are returning to the “alpha” (beginning) beliefs. “Churches that have embraced the program claim it can change lives, jump-start the faith of lukewarm Christians, and bring agnostics and atheists into the fold.” Many leaders at formerly liberal churches have begun offering the Alpha courses in efforts to “stem the tide of declining membership and attendance.”

Be Ready to Face Opposition

The Alpha Project has drawn criticism from liberal Christians who have taken issue with the course’s hard line on divorce, abortion, and homosexuality; its stance that the Bible is literally true; its claim that Christianity is the exclusive path of salvation; and its “lopsided” emphasis on the Holy Spirit.3 This criticism shouldn’t surprise anyone. Jesus promised that those who followed him and stood for truth would be opposed (see John 15:20).

The erosion of truth we saw in the 1990s will only worsen in the next millennium. According to the postmodern mind, there are no absolutes. You can believe what you want to believe, the popular thinking goes, but don’t impose your values on me. The most important virtue to the postmodernist is tolerance. To be dogmatic about anything—no matter how true it might be—is considered the height of arrogance and intolerance. That means you can expect increased hostility and opposition if you dare to speak the truth.

A preacher doesn’t often get the opportunity to speak openly about Christ in a public high-school classroom these days, but my son Rusty was asked recently to speak to a local high-school humanities class during a series on world religions. The school is a “magnet” school that attempts to attract the intellectual and artistic elite among our county’s teenagers. It’s full of National Merit Scholars and some of the sharpest young minds in the area.

After Rusty’s lecture, in which he explained the basic beliefs of Christianity and shared the gospel with thirty teenagers, he asked if there were any questions. The students bombarded him with some harsh questions about his claim that Jesus was the “only way” to heaven. He answered, “Jesus said, ‘I am the way, the truth and the life; no one comes to the Father except by me.’ Either he was telling the truth or he wasn’t. Yes, it’s exclusive, but that’s what he claimed. I’d invite you to search the Scriptures and the historical evidence to see if Jesus’ claims were valid. If he was speaking the truth, we’d better follow him.” But no matter how logical and polite Rusty tried to be, most of the students still insisted that it was wrong of him to contend that any way was the “true” way.

“I used to be a Christian, but I’m not anymore,” one student said. “I just can’t accept a religion that tries to claim it’s the only true one.” Others said similar things about growing up in Christian homes only to reject Christianity because of its exclusiveness. Whether it was true or not didn’t matter. To claim that you or anyone else—even Christ himself—has the only handle on the truth is to be intolerant and therefore wrong, according to their system of values.

Several months ago Dave Stone (our preaching associate) and I preached a sermon series titled “Stepping Up and Speaking Out about Moral Issues.” The series dealt with topics like racism, abortion, homosexuality, and divorce. Around the office we subtitled it “How to Empty the Church in Five Weeks.” But we were wrong. People came and brought their friends. Several responded to the invitation. People would say, “We’re so thankful to be a part of a church that takes a stand for God’s truth.” We tried to speak the truth in love, but we were determined to speak the truth. And God blessed us.

But not everyone was happy with us. On Christmas Eve, 1998, when we held our first services in our new facility, over five thousand people came to the first of five services held that day. I was team preaching with Dave Stone. Christmas Eve is normally a challenging time to deliver a message, so to add some creativity, we had decided to stand side by side and preach alternate points of the sermon. In the middle of one of my points about the humility of Jesus, a man stood up in the balcony and began shouting. “That’s absurd!” he yelled. “Jesus was humble and compassionate, and that’s exactly what you’re not!”

I had never met the man, so I wondered how he knew me so well! He continued to shout. I was finished with my point, so I just looked at Dave while the man shouted, and I said, “Your turn.”

Dave had a brilliant, and I think Spirit-led, response. “You can listen to this man,” he said calmly to the congregation, “but what you need to do is measure everything that is said—whether by us or someone else—by the truth of God’s Word.” The congregation stood and applauded, drowning out the heckler.

Our security team did an excellent job, and the heckler was escorted out within thirty seconds. Once outside, the man said, “I know my rights. I want to see a policeman.” He was told, “All seven of us are policemen. Which one would you like to talk to?” The man was arrested for disturbing the peace and had to spend a few hours in jail.

The service continued, and everything went smoothly, but afterward, the primary topic of conversation for most people was the incident with the heckler. He had successfully tarnished our first service in the new facility. The AP newswire carried a story, picked up by several major newspapers across the country, with a headline that read, “Heckler mars first service.”

Several weeks later that heckler was interviewed by a local gay-and-lesbian magazine. He said he had interrupted our services because he had to speak out against the intolerance of our church. Although he admitted he had never been to our church before, he was angered by our stance that homosexual behavior is a sin against God.

When you stand for truth, you will be opposed. But Jesus said, “Blessed are you when people insult you, persecute you and falsely say all kinds of evil against you because of me. Rejoice and be glad, because great is your reward in heaven, for in the same way they persecuted the prophets who were before you” (Matt. 5:11-12). God has promised that he will bless the church that proclaims his truth. In this case, we were able to see that promise fulfilled almost overnight. In the year following that incident with the heckler, our attendance jumped by three thousand people at our weekend services, we’ve had over two thousand additions to the church, and the Holy Spirit has permeated our congregation.

God promised Isaiah that as the rain falls and produces a crop, “so is my word that goes out from my mouth: It will not return to me empty, but will accomplish what I desire and achieve the purpose for which I sent it” (Isa. 55:11). We should say with Paul, “I am not ashamed of the gospel, because it is the power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes: first for the Jew, then for the Gentile” (Rom. 1:16).

TEACH THE TRUTH (MANY CHURCHES DON’T)

Have you ever been invited to someone’s home for an evening party thinking that dinner was going to be served and you were mistaken? You arrive hungry only to realize it’s an open house with only a few finger foods or desserts on the table. You try to fill up on the finger foods, but they don’t satisfy. You walk away hungry and say to yourself, I need to stop by a fast-food restaurant and get a hamburger or something! 

The Importance of Preaching

Many people leave church feeling empty every week. They come hungry for the Word of God, but when they aren’t fed, they go empty, hungry, and frustrated. Eventually, unless all they want out of church is the security of tradition or an entertainment fix, they will drift away in an effort to find a place that’s offering some substance.

I’ve noticed a disturbing trend among our churches and Christian colleges. We have discovered worship, and that is good, but some leaders are so enthusiastic about praise and worship that they want to omit the preaching altogether! A Bible-college professor recently told me that almost all of their student-led chapels, about four out of five, had no preaching at all. An “all-singing” service is certainly appropriate occasionally, but to rarely be exposed to preaching—especially on a campus that is supposed to be training the preachers of the next generation—seems way out of balance.

Jesus was a preacher. In fact, in Luke 4:43, Jesus said, “I must preach the good news … because that is why I was sent” (author’s emphasis).” John the Baptist was a preacher. Paul was a preacher. While Paul was in prison, he bemoaned the fact that some were preaching out of impure motives. Then he concluded, “But what does it matter? The important thing is that in every way, whether from false motives or true, Christ is preached. And because of this I rejoice” (Phil. 1:18).

Instill the Desire to Preach in Young People

When I was in elementary school, the preacher at my church was an eighty-year-old man named D. P. Shaffer. He had been at the church for decades. He was a great man and respected in the community. I remember that he was a very dignified man with a shock of white hair. His hands trembled and his voice quaked from palsy.

One children’s day at our church, when I was in the first grade, I quoted a large portion of John 14 in front of the congregation. He met me in the hall, patted me on the head, and said, “You are going to make a good preacher someday.” That idea lay dormant in my mind until the end of my senior year in high school when I was suddenly struck with the idea that I should be a preacher.

Although I love preaching, I can relate to what Paul said: “When I preach the gospel, I cannot boast, for I am compelled to preach. Woe to me if I do not preach the gospel! If I preach voluntarily, I have a reward; if not voluntarily, I am simply discharging the trust committed to me” (1 Cor. 9:16-17).

Preaching is an essential ministry of the church and should be held in high regard. We need to develop in our young people not only a hunger for worship but a desire to be fed God’s Word through good preaching. And we need to creatively instill in their minds the idea that God could use them someday to spread the gospel.
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