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2 Tim. 4:3 warns, “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.”
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Preface
Suppose you are the devil. Go with me on this. You have been 

at war with the Most High God for a long time. Despite some 
mysterious promises made to a few who still serve Him you 
reign as god of this world. The overwhelming majority of its in-
habitants remain firmly in your grip, cut off from their Creator, 
helpless in the hands of your forces who use and abuse them in 
gratifying their godless appetites. All is going according to plan.

Suddenly … a new development: God’s own Son comes to 
earth. Yet he does not come as a mighty conqueror but as a tiny 
helpless baby. What a stroke of luck! What an opportunity to win 
it all and end the war with heaven!

But it’s not that easy. Herod is stirred up to kill the young king 
as a potential threat but somehow he escapes. He grows up in 
relative obscurity but then is baptized by that rabble-rouser, John 
the Baptist. He goes to the desert to fast and pray and you seize 
the opportunity to dangle every temptation you can think of be-
fore him — but he stands firm.

He escapes every plot until — finally — over three years later 
you bring the jealous religious leaders and a compromised disci-
ple together in a plot to get rid of him once and for all. You vent 
all of your fury against him, moving men to kill him in the most 
humiliating, painful way known among men. He dies and his 
tomb is sealed. Celebration time!

But three days later celebration turns to panic as Jesus rises, 
conquering death itself. Even worse, he is now alive with a life 
that cannot die. After a few weeks in which he appears to his 
followers he ascends to heaven itself — and there is nothing you 
can do to stop it. It starts to sink in: the war has been lost and you 
are on the losing side. A way out — provided by God Himself — 
has been opened so that your victims may escape and live in His 
kingdom forever — a kingdom from which you are forever shut 
out.
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What do you do? Well, for sure you want to hide the good 
news from as many as possible but that doesn’t work for every-
one. Deception! That’s what you are best at. After all, you invent-
ed it! And so you begin to devise every imaginable counterfeit 
designed to sidetrack people, causing them to miss out while 
believing that everything is OK. You become a master promoter 
of “Christian” religion. Anything is OK as long as people miss 
Christ and the sure salvation he provides.

Now imagine you are someone in today’s world, bewildered 
by the array of religion claiming to represent Christ. It can’t all be 
right. How can you tell? What does deception look like?
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Introduction
The seed that has grown into this little book was planted in my 

heart several years ago during an overseas trip. Bro. Jimmy Rob-
bins and I were ministering in a Pastors’ Conference. It was our 
habit not to plan everything out but rather to wait on the Lord 
for His quickening and direction. Sometimes that came ahead of 
time and sometimes very close to the actual time for ministry.

That evening Bro. Jimmy felt led to minister on “Deception.” He 
focused on several specific deceptions, ones known to our audience, 
exposing them in the light of God’s Word. As he spoke the Lord 
began to quicken thoughts to me. One thought was that one could 
never keep up with all of the specific deceptions abroad in religion 
today. Not only are there too many but new ones are continually 
arising. As the age draws nearer and nearer to the end the devil is 
holding nothing back in his war against God. As he is a liar and the 
father of lies (John 8:44) deceit is his chief weapon.

The thought came distinctly to me that, as proper as it was to 
expose specific current areas of deception, God’s people needed 
to be better equipped to recognize deception no matter what new 
form it might take. Satan is very clever at packaging his lies so 
that they appear to be truth. However, everything he does flows 
from his evil nature, producing a spiritual “flavor” that discern-
ing followers of Jesus should be able to recognize.

That particular evening my thoughts centered on the spirit of 
deception expressed through religious leaders and so I shared a 
number of thoughts the Lord gave me from 1 Peter 5. I believe 
the Lord’s blessing and witness were evident.

From that beginning I began to write and as I did the sub-
ject continued to unfold. Every time it appeared that the end 
was in sight another area of truth would open up, needing to be 
explored. And so this book seeks, rather than simply to lay out 
a “catalog” of deceivers and movements, to explore the charac-
teristics of deception, to answer the question, “What does de-
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ception look like?” Whatever the details may be, when Satan is 
behind something it inevitably has a different look and feel than 
true biblical Christianity. John refers to the “Spirit of truth and 
the spirit of falsehood.” 1 John 4:6. What God’s people need is 
help in telling the difference. You might encounter a brand new 
form of deception but if you can recognize the spirit behind it 
you will be OK.

In attempting to set forth these characteristics I am aware that 
in some cases basically good men have been influenced by reli-
gious tradition and may exhibit some of the characteristics, at 
least in a measure. In such cases there is a real need to honestly 
seek God, trusting Him to shed light as it is needed. He is willing 
and able.

None of us possesses all of the truth nor do any of us walk per-
fectly in God’s Spirit. Nevertheless there is a vast difference be-
tween an imperfect servant of God and one anointed by demons 
to minister deception. I can readily receive a genuine brother in 
Christ despite our having differing convictions on some points 
of doctrine. But when it comes to someone who may even appear 
to be “sound in the faith” but who moves in a different spirit, that 
is another matter altogether. Real light is needed.

May God grant every reader a discerning spirit and an honest 
heart to seek Him.
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Chapter 1

Agents of Deception
One does not need to be a Bible scholar to know that the scrip-

tures contain many warnings about spiritual deception. For ex-
ample, Peter, in 2 Peter 2:1-3 warns, “… there will be false teach-
ers among you. They will secretly introduce destructive heresies, 
even denying the sovereign Lord who bought them — bringing 
swift destruction on themselves. Many will follow their shameful 
ways and will bring the way of truth into disrepute. In their greed 
these teachers will exploit you with stories they have made up.”

As Paul the apostle was bidding the Ephesian elders goodbye 
for the last time he said, “I know that after I leave, savage wolves 
will come in among you and will not spare the flock. Even from 
your own number men will arise and distort the truth in order 
to draw away disciples after them. So be on your guard!” Acts 
20:29-31.

1 Tim. 4:1 says, “The Spirit clearly says that in later times some 
will abandon the faith and follow deceiving spirits and things 
taught by demons.” 2 Tim. 4:3 warns, “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.”

In fact this deception was to be so great that Jesus special-
ly warned his disciples about it lest they be deceived. Jesus was 
shortly to go to the cross. He had just spoken to them about the 
Jewish temple being destroyed. And so in Matt. 24:3 we see the 
disciples come to Jesus privately to ask him some questions. “‘Tell 
us,’ they said, ‘when will this happen, and what will be the sign of 
your coming and of the end of the age?’”

Please note that the answer Jesus gives is not directed at the 
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world but rather at his followers: “Watch out that no one deceives 
you.” The world is already deceived. Rev. 12:9. In 2 Cor. 4:4-5 we 
read, “The god of this age has blinded the minds of unbelievers, 
so that they cannot see the light of the gospel of the glory of 
Christ, who is the image of God.” They are already prisoners of 
spiritual darkness. Rather, Jesus warned of deception that spe-
cially targets believers in order to lead them astray.

Matt. 24:5 continues, “For many will come in my name, claim-
ing, ‘I am the Christ,’ and will deceive many.” The agents of this 
deception were to be people coming in Christ’s name, that is, 
they will claim to be sent by Christ, having heaven’s authority 
behind what they say and do.

A very few of these will actually claim to be Christ, or God’s 
Son, or something equally blasphemous. From time to time we 
hear news stories about some fringe group whose members 
blindly follow someone making that kind of claim. The fact that 
people will actually follow someone like that shows the condi-
tion they are in. When the one and only Jesus Christ returns 
there will be no doubt. Everyone will know it. Of course, at that 
point it will be too late for anyone who is not ready. Matt. 24:30, 
44, Luke 17:26-30.

Most deceivers will not go to such extremes, however. The 
word “Christ” simply means “an anointed one” and that is what 
they will claim to be. They present themselves as those sent of 
God. They cloak themselves in a mantle of supposed divine au-
thority and proceed with their evil work.

Such men actually do have an “anointing” that inspires what 
they do. They have an ability to attract followers that goes be-
yond the natural. This ability comes from the master deceiver 
himself, Satan. Even though they may not be aware of it, they are 
actually servants of Satan and not the Christ they claim.

Satan’s Rebellion
In the beginning Satan rebelled against his Maker, leading a 

third of the angels into his rebellion. The truth is, his rebellion 
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was itself founded on deception — self-deception! Somehow he 
convinced himself that he could actually succeed in rising up 
against the Most High. I believe it is a mark of deception that 
every agent of deception is himself deceived as was the case with 
Satan. As 2 Tim. 3:13 says, “… evil men and impostors will go 
from bad to worse, deceiving and being deceived.”

Satan continued his rebellion by seducing our first parents, 
Adam and Eve, into rebelling against God and the result is that 
mankind as a whole has been swallowed up by the terrible dark-
ness of sin and death ever since. Sin reigns and judgment is com-
ing. And that darkness is expressed not only in what we think 
of as gross wickedness, but also in religion that masquerades as 
righteousness.

Into this terrible darkness Christ came with the light of life. 
More than just his words and works, the very divine life from 
which they sprang beamed forth the light of a life that shone in 
stark contrast to the darkness of corrupted human life — reli-
gious and otherwise. His death and resurrection opened a door 
of hope that men could be set free from the dominion of sin and 
death and come to possess that life — God’s life.

As the good news was proclaimed and thousands began to be-
lieve, Satan opposed what was happening with every means at his 
disposal. He hates Christ and any true follower of Christ can expect 
to be a special target. Christ’s victory at the cross spells Satan’s ulti-
mate defeat — and he knows it. That victory was won on behalf of 
those from every nation and age who put their trust in Christ.

Satan’s very nature is that of a liar and a deceiver. It is no sur-
prise, therefore, that one of his chief weapons against Christ’s 
true followers has been deception, in particular, religious decep-
tion. He comes offering a different Jesus, a different spirit, a dif-
ferent gospel. 2 Cor. 11:4. Of course he is careful to disguise these 
substitutes so that they appear to be the real thing.

In warning the Corinthians against false ministries Paul de-
scribes them as, “false apostles, deceitful workmen, masquer-
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ading as apostles of Christ. And no wonder, for Satan himself 
masquerades as an angel of light. It is not surprising, then, if his 
servants masquerade as servants of righteousness.” 2 Cor. 11:13-
15. The devil wouldn’t accomplish much if he approached Chris-
tians as a “devil of darkness”! No! His aim is that men should 
receive him and his servants as heaven-sent.

Of course Satan has made — and continues to make — wide 
use of direct persecution against the followers of Jesus. However, 
this has often resulted in a stronger, healthier church that grows 
in spite of all his efforts to stamp it out. Deception has been by far 
his most effective weapon.

All-Out War
I believe it is safe to say that deception will reach its peak right 

before the coming of Christ. 2 Thess. 2:8 tells us of a “lawless 
one” who will be destroyed at Christ’s coming. Verses 9-12 tell 
us, “The coming of the lawless one will be in accordance with 
the work of Satan displayed in all kinds of counterfeit miracles, 
signs and wonders, and in every sort of evil that deceives those 
who are perishing. They perish because they refused to love the 
truth and so be saved. For this reason God sends them a power-
ful delusion so that they will believe the lie and so that all will be 
condemned who have not believed the truth but have delighted 
in wickedness.”

That is a picture of Satan mounting an all-out effort as he sens-
es the end nearing. What a terrible hold he will have on all who 
have rejected truth in that hour. God Himself will send them 
a “powerful delusion.” The remnant of true believers will need 
God as we’ve never needed Him before in order to stand in such 
an hour. What a wonderful promise we have in the words of Je-
sus: “...surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.” 
Matt. 28:20.

One area that needs to be explored concerns the deceiv-
er. What is a deceiver like? How would you recognize one? Of 
course we need to quickly acknowledge the imperfections of 
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God’s true servants and recognize that God works through them 
in spite of those imperfections. Still, there is a difference between 
a divinely-anointed but imperfect man and a deceiver sent and 
anointed by Satan. And I believe the Lord can help us to distin-
guish between them.

Satan’s Style of Leadership
When I think of the kind of religious leadership Satan pro-

motes I think of Satan himself. Words like “dominion” and “con-
trol” come to mind. Isaiah 14:13-14 says of him, “You said in your 
heart, ‘I will ascend to heaven; I will raise my throne above the 
stars of God; I will sit enthroned on the mount of assembly, on 
the utmost heights of the sacred mountain. I will ascend above 
the tops of the clouds; I will make myself like the Most High.’”

Satan may have set out to make himself like the Most High 
but he is not like Him at all. He is utterly selfish, focused only on 
his own ambitions, caring nothing for his subjects, wanting only 
to “sit enthroned.” That is why the scriptures use such words as 
“murderer” (John 8:44) and “Apollyon,” which means “destroy-
er,” (Rev. 9:11) to describe him. He will give his subjects the il-
lusion of freedom while keeping them firmly under his control.

His nature can readily be seen in the lives of those out of 
whom Jesus cast devils. Those devils had no interest whatsoev-
er in bettering the lives of their victims, only in using, abusing, 
and ultimately destroying them and moving on to other victims. 
They were all about absolute control and it took divine authority 
to pry them loose and force them to leave.

We can see the kind of leadership Satan encourages in the 
words of Jesus in Luke 22:25-26, “The kings of the Gentiles lord 
it over them; and those who exercise authority over them call 
themselves Benefactors.” In these words we can see not only the 
spirit of dominion but also a self-deception in that the rulers ac-
tually think of themselves as Benefactors! “I have total control 
over you and it’s for your good!”

Listen to the words of Jesus as he draws a contrast: “But you 
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are not to be like that. Instead, the greatest among you should 
be like the youngest, and the one who rules like the one who 
serves.” Luke 22:26. And so we have dominion leadership on the 
one hand and servant leadership on the other. It is not a question 
of whether there is to be leadership but rather the character of 
that leadership.

Jesus himself is the greatest example of true spiritual leader-
ship. He did not come as a king but as a humble servant. Phil. 
2:7-8. In Mark 10:45 Jesus said, “For even the Son of Man did not 
come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom 
for many.” In John 13 we see Jesus giving a graphic demonstra-
tion of this principle by literally taking on the role of a servant, a 
slave, and washing his disciples’ feet. “You call me ‘Teacher’ and 
‘Lord,’ and rightly so, for that is what I am. Now that I, your Lord 
and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also should wash one 
another’s feet. I have set you an example that you should do as I 
have done for you.” Verses 13-15.

One Example
As I survey the religious landscape today I’m afraid that much 

of what I see in the way of spiritual leadership bears little resem-
blance to what Jesus taught. More than that, much of it smells 
more like dominion.

A few years back Bro. Jimmy Robbins and I were returning 
from an overseas trip. As we began our journey home we went 
into a little cafe in the airport for a cup of coffee and fell into 
conversation with a young lady working there. As we spoke it 
became evident that she loved the Lord and wanted to serve him.

It also became evident that she was enmeshed in a religious 
system that had her starved, spiritually stifled and terrified to 
question. She was buried under many layers of supposed spiritu-
al “authority” as a result of a widely-advocated system of church 
growth and it was killing her spiritually. She was terrified that 
if she so much as questioned anything or anyone she would be 
in rebellion against God and He would judge her. And the one 
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under whose direct authority she had been placed was, to say the 
least, no spiritual help.

One immediate issue concerned a job opportunity she was 
considering that would better provide for her family’s many 
needs. But it had been drummed into her that apart from “per-
mission” from the “chain of command” above her she would be in 
defiance of God’s authority. She was trembling as she even spoke 
about it. It is one thing to seek wisdom and counsel, but “permis-
sion”?! That’s precisely the kind of “leadership” Jesus warned his 
disciples against!

In the few minutes we had we both tried to encourage her that 
the kind of dominion authority she was describing was not of 
God. She didn’t express any of this in a spirit of rebellion but 
seemed more like an abused sheep simply crying out for the free-
dom to serve God and grow spiritually. We encouraged her to 
honestly seek God to lead her and then committed her into the 
Lord’s hands.

I confess to a good deal of anger when I see and hear of the 
Lord’s sheep being abused and intimidated in religious systems 
like that. The Spirit of Christ is all about loving, serving, and 
nurturing the sheep, leading them to good pastures. But that’s 
not what Satan promotes. He wants control, whether obvious in 
what I described above or subtle as is often the case.

Old and New Testament Leadership
One way Satan takes advantage of people in this area is to blur 

the differences between the Old and New Testaments. In the Old 
Testament we see God, in order to fulfill His purposes, establish-
ing a relationship with the nation of Israel based on a covenant of 
laws. God is a holy God and most of the Israelites were unbeliev-
ing idolaters at heart — and the best of them were still sinners. 
Thus the relationship was necessarily an “arms-length” one.

God’s presence dwelled in a very special place, the holy of ho-
lies, first in the tabernacle and later in the temple. There the ark 
of the covenant, the cherubim, and the mercy seat were located. 
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Anyone going in there would instantly die. The only exception 
was the high priest who went in just once a year on the day of 
atonement. Even then he followed elaborate cleansing rituals and 
only went in with blood, as well as incense so that the smoke 
would obscure the mercy seat. Otherwise even he would die. See 
Leviticus 16.

All of this was meant to teach the people about God’s holiness 
and their sinfulness and need. The people themselves did not 
have direct access to God. Special men were needed as interme-
diaries. If the people sinned and needed to offer a sacrifice they 
went to a priest and he offered it on their behalf. If they wanted 
to inquire of the Lord about something they went to a prophet 
or a priest and he delivered whatever word the Lord gave. In ad-
dition, as time went along, kings ruled with absolute authority.

These men were themselves set apart — sanctified — in spe-
cial ways so they could serve in these roles. Priests went through 
their rituals of cleansing before they could carry out the duties 
of their office. When Isaiah the prophet was caught up to see the 
Lord’s glory in chapter 6, he became deeply conscious of his own 
sinfulness — but the Lord Himself provided the needed cleans-
ing and then commissioned him with a special ministry to Israel. 
David was anointed with oil to be king. Some men filled their 
roles in a godly manner while others did not.

It is all too common in our day for religious leaders to appeal 
to Old Testament prophets and priests in order to justify a do-
minion-style leadership — with them having the dominion, of 
course! How many men have quoted Psalm 105:15 (KJV) which 
says, “Touch not mine anointed, and do my prophets no harm,” 
to prop up their position of authority over their followers?! What 
many of them mean, however, is, “How dare you question me?!”

However we must point out that even though men in the Old 
Testament were given authority over other men, the character of 
that leadership was never intended by God to be like that of the 
world. He intended prophet, priest, and king to use their author-
ity in righteousness to serve the people.
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We think of Moses as a powerful and eloquent man, com-
manding respect by sheer force of his personality. That is how 
Hollywood has portrayed him. In reality he was anything but! 
He is described in Num. 12:3 as “a very humble man, more hum-
ble than anyone else on the face of the earth.” When God called 
him he tried everything he could think of to talk the Lord out 
of it, citing his inability even to speak. The Lord finally told him 
that Aaron, his brother, could be his spokesman. Yet Moses was 
the greatest of the Old Testament prophets by far, not because 
he was high and mighty in himself but because, in his weakness 
he received divine strength to serve the people. Even then his 
leadership was marked by a spirit of humility. He relied on God 
to fight his battles.

Under the new covenant everything changed. We have One 
alone Who is Prophet, Priest, and King, our Lord Jesus. Christ 
Himself has filled all of the mediatorial roles. Every believer has 
access to God freely through Him. Eph. 2:14-22. When he cried 
on the cross, “It is finished,” the large curtain that hid the holy of 
holies was torn from top to bottom. Matt. 27:50-51; John 19:30. 
God Himself had opened the way into the holiest because of the 
blood of Jesus! Hebrews, chapter 9, and 10:19-22. When it comes 
to the priesthood, we are all priests. 1 Peter 2:5, 9, Rev. 1:6, 5:10.

They Will All Know Me
In Joel 2:28-29 we find this wonderful word of prophecy about 

what was to come: “I will pour out my Spirit on all people. Your 
sons and daughters will prophesy, your old men will dream 
dreams, your young men will see visions. Even on my servants, 
both men and women, I will pour out my Spirit in those days.” 
No longer were such things restricted to a select few.

In Jer. 31:34 we find the prophecy quoted in Hebrew 8:11, “...
they will all know me, from the least of them to the greatest.” No 
longer were there to be special classes of men that stood between 
the people and their God. Everyone could approach Him freely. 
There is only one mediator and that is Jesus Christ himself. 1 
Timothy 2:5.
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In Matthew 23 Jesus strongly denounced the religious lead-
ership of the Jews. In verses 8-12 he said, “But you are not to 
be called ‘Rabbi,’ for you have only one Master and you are all 
brothers. And do not call anyone on earth ‘father,’ for you have 
one Father, and he is in heaven. Nor are you to be called ‘teacher,’ 
for you have one Teacher, the Christ. The greatest among you 
will be your servant. For whoever exalts himself will be humbled, 
and whoever humbles himself will be exalted.”

Note carefully the words, “...you have only one Master and you 
are all brothers.” Surely that defines clearly the relationships that 
exist in God’s kingdom. It is a simple picture. Even though gifts 
and callings among men may differ only One is in charge. Christ 
is the head of the church which is his body. Eph. 1:22-23. All the 
rest are brethren, varying in function, serving one another, but 
none having spiritual dominion over others. Whenever anyone, 
supposedly in Christ’s name, lifts himself up and exercises do-
minion over others, Satan’s hand is at work.

An Exhortation to Elders
Does that do away with human leadership? Of course not! It 

just defines its character. Consider what Peter wrote in 1 Peter, 
chapter 5. In verses 1-4 he writes, “To the elders among you, I 
appeal as a fellow elder, a witness of Christ’s sufferings and one 
who also will share in the glory to be revealed: Be shepherds of 
God’s flock that is under your care, serving as overseers — not 
because you must, but because you are willing, as God wants you 
to be; not greedy for money, but eager to serve; not lording it 
over those entrusted to you, but being examples to the flock. And 
when the Chief Shepherd appears, you will receive the crown of 
glory that will never fade away.”

Note that Peter does not assume a high position above his read-
ers. He does not talk “down” to them. Remember, this is Peter we’re 
talking about, one of the original apostles. Yet he does not “com-
mand,” but rather “appeals.” And even this appeal is not made from 
“above” but as a “fellow elder.” His gift and calling were indeed spe-
cial but his language conveys a man standing beside and among his 
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readers, not someone high and mighty and ruling over them. This 
fact sets the tone for the entire exhortation.

Peter begins with the simple words, “Be shepherds of God’s 
flock that is under your care....” Words like “shepherds” and 
“care” surely remind of us of the description of our Lord Jesus as 
the “good shepherd” who “lays his life down for the sheep.” John 
10:11. Remember also the wonderful prophecy of Isaiah 40:11: 
“He tends his flock like a shepherd: He gathers the lambs in his 
arms and carries them close to his heart; he gently leads those 
that have young.” There is nothing selfish or abusive in a good 
shepherd. Rather his personal interests are set aside and his ef-
forts are directed to the welfare of the sheep. He is a servant.

Peter refers to the flock as “God’s flock,” reminding his readers 
Whose the sheep are. The shepherd is a servant, not only to the 
sheep, but also to the God to Whom they belong. The sheep do 
not “belong” to the shepherd nor are they there to serve the in-
terests of the shepherd; it is the other way around. The shepherd 
is not the center of things; the sheep are. It is not his will that is to 
prevail; it is that of the “Chief Shepherd,” our Lord Jesus Christ, 
the only Head of the church.

It is in the light of these simple truths that Peter highlights 
three particular areas of concern when it comes to “shepherd-
ing.” The first area concerns the willingness to do it. Peter says 
in verse 2, “...not because you must, but because you are willing, 
as God wants you to be....” We are selfish creatures by nature and 
the interests of self must be laid aside in order to properly serve 
the sheep. This selfish nature causes some to be grudging, to act 
out of mere duty, even to be resentful of the demands of shep-
herding. God wants shepherds who serve with a willing heart, 
following the example of our Lord himself. His spirit of willing-
ness took him all the way to the cross — even with joy! Heb. 12:2.

The second issue Peter tackled was this: “...not greedy for mon-
ey, but eager to serve....” Should not these simple words cause us 
to cringe as we survey the religious landscape of today? In this 
instance the so-called shepherd, instead of grudgingly withhold-
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ing service, uses the guise of service to serve his own selfish fi-
nancial interests. The sheep, the work, become a means to a very 
selfish end. Such a man does not serve Christ at all and it is the 
sheep who suffer.

Not Lords
The third issue is the particular one that Christ highlighted: 

(verse 3) “...not lording it over those entrusted to you, but being 
examples to the flock.” In verse 2 Peter had referred to elders as 
“overseers” yet he now adds, “not lording it over those entrust-
ed to you.” It is difficult for human beings to understand how 
those two ideas can function together. We are prone to think of 
an “overseer” as one “in charge,” a boss, one possessing authority 
and commanding obedience from those beneath him. Yet God 
desires overseers who are not “overlords.” There is a monumental 
difference. The overseer is to lead by example. The overlord leads 
through control. It is only by God’s grace that it is possible to be 
a true shepherd.

Does that mean that there is no submission involved, that each 
one is to be a law unto himself? Of course not! In verse 5 Peter 
continues, “Young men, in the same way be submissive to those 
who are older.” Two things are very significant in this verse. The 
younger ones are indeed told to be submissive. But the submis-
sion is not a blind obedience imposed from above. It is some-
thing to be willingly offered.

This is clear in that Peter also includes the words, “in the same 
way.” In the same way as what? In the same way as the elders are 
encouraged to serve! Peter is saying that shepherding is itself a 
form of submission, a setting aside of the interests of self for the 
sake of the sheep. It, as we have noted, is to be a willing thing, a 
choice on the part of the shepherd to be a proper under-shep-
herd, that is, a servant.

Christ’s Example
Think of the ministry of Christ. Did he go around demand-

ing obedience from any and everyone? Of course not! He un-
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derstood that among the people as a whole there were some who 
were God’s sheep. Most were not. The sheep were the only ones 
capable of truly hearing his voice and because they were sheep 
they would willingly follow him. John 10:27-29. He did not need 
any kind of force, intimidation or psychology to obtain follow-
ers. Nor did he need to “control” them. His trust was in his Fa-
ther Who worked with hearts.

In John 6 when multitudes stopped following him Jesus sim-
ply turned to the disciples and said, “Will ye also go away?” (John 
6:67, KJV). Peter answered, “Lord, to whom shall we go? You 
have the words of eternal life. We believe and know that you are 
the Holy One of God.” Verses 68-69. How is it that they knew 
who he was and others didn’t? Very simply: it was revealed to 
them by God (see Matt. 16:17). Jesus didn’t have to strive to con-
vince them. They were so convinced they wouldn’t leave! They 
weren’t convinced because Jesus had somehow “brain-washed” 
them; he simply gave out the truth and his sheep were enabled to 
recognize that truth and to willingly follow.

When true shepherds lead true sheep there will be a willing 
heart on the part of the sheep not because submission is demand-
ed but because they recognize the voice of the Divine Shepherd 
as He anoints those with leadership gifts. I don’t mean to over-
simplify or to gloss over problems that arise but what I have de-
scribed is what God is after. Leadership that demands obedience 
is modeled after Satan and not after Christ.

All of You
Lest the point be overlooked Peter continues, “All of you, 

clothe yourselves with humility toward one another, because, 
‘God opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble.’” (Verse 
5). “All of you” certainly includes the elders and highlights the 
true character of relationships in the body of Christ. There are 
indeed leaders that God raises up yet everyone in the body is 
servant to everyone else and Christ alone is Head.

1 Peter 4:10-11 says, “Each one should use whatever gift he 
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has received to serve others, faithfully administering God’s grace 
in its various forms. If anyone speaks, he should do it as one 
speaking the very words of God. If anyone serves, he should do 
it with the strength God provides, so that in all things God may 
be praised through Jesus Christ. To him be the glory and the 
power for ever and ever. Amen.” Peter’s words include everyone 
in the body of Christ.

Wherever a body of believers truly walks in this order Satan 
cannot get in. Everyone gets their spiritual ability from Christ 
and uses that ability for the welfare of the whole. No one walks 
in self-will, pride and independence. Each one’s will is gladly set 
aside and the will of God sought. Christ is honored as Head in 
a practical way and not just vaguely acknowledged as a sort of 
figurehead. I realize that I am describing the ideal but is this not 
what the church is supposed to be, what we are all supposed to 
be seeking? Is that not what the church was for a time after Pen-
tecost?

It is no wonder that in his attempts to corrupt the church and 
lead it astray Satan has attacked this order in every way he can 
think of. Basically he has sought to disconnect the church from 
its Head and to raise up men to rule over other men. Of course, 
he seeks to raise up men who are actually under his influence and 
control, whether they are aware of it or not. He thereby becomes 
the head for all practical purposes. This is simply a manifestation 
of his fundamental desire to enthrone himself.
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Chapter 2

Symptoms
We see Satan’s influence everywhere in human society as men 

rule over other men. I understand that in a broken world God 
ordains rulers to restrain evil, however, such rule, though neces-
sary, rarely reflects His character. That is why Jesus told his disci-
ples not to be like them! Satan’s own spirit of self-centered pride 
is expressed again and again as men pursue power and control 
in the name of leadership. (Isaiah 14:12-15). This principle has 
deeply corrupted Christianity, elevating men to positions of spir-
itual dominion over others that God never intended.

We have seen Peter, writing to elders not as a high and mighty 
apostle issuing commands to his lowly subjects, but as a fellow 
elder, encouraging them to lead by example, promoting a mutual 
humility and submission among all the believers — including 
the elders.

What a contrast his words are to the situation John described 
in 3 John 9-10, where he says, “I wrote to the church, but Diotre-
phes, who loves to be first, will have nothing to do with us. So if 
I come, I will call attention to what he is doing, gossiping mali-
ciously about us. Not satisfied with that, he refuses to welcome 
the brothers. He also stops those who want to do so and puts 
them out of the church.” Can you imagine someone so blind, 
so power-hungry, that he would refuse to recognize one of the 
original apostles chosen by Christ Himself! Sadly, the spirit of 
Diotrephes is very much alive and well in our day.

Listen to the Lord’s indictment of the corrupt spiritual leader-
ship in Israel at the time of Ezekiel: Ezek. 34:2-4 says, “Woe to the 
shepherds of Israel who only take care of themselves! Should not 
shepherds take care of the flock? You eat the curds, clothe your-
selves with the wool and slaughter the choice animals, but you do 



What Does Deception Look Like?

16

not take care of the flock. You have not strengthened the weak or 
healed the sick or bound up the injured. You have not brought 
back the strays or searched for the lost. You have ruled them 
harshly and brutally.” What a picture of self-centered dominion 
leadership! Surely it is obvious that the inspiration behind such 
leadership bears the mark of the serpent. Yet, do not we see these 
same characteristics in many places today?

Ruling Classes
Given the corrupted nature of men it is inevitable that when-

ever men are elevated above others such abuses will occur. Satan 
has badly corrupted the church over the centuries by promot-
ing an order that divides God’s people into different classes. God 
intended all believers to serve one another in love using their 
various divinely given abilities. Satan has sought to turn many of 
these gifts and callings into ruling classes.

And so we see religious systems with popes, bishops, priests, 
apostles, prophets, pastors, and many other titles thought to de-
note offices with dominion authority over others. We have been 
taught to accept such class distinctions as clergy and laity, min-
istry and people, etc., as normal Christianity, the way it is sup-
posed to be.

For example, there has been a lot of emphasis in some circles 
on the so-called “five-fold ministry.” This is taken from Ephe-
sians 4:11 where Christ is referred to as having given “some to be 
apostles, some to be prophets, some to be evangelists, and some 
to be pastors and teachers.” Indeed He did give such gifts to the 
church and we see them function throughout the New Testa-
ment as servants to the church, respected and honored, but as 
servants.

These special gifts were given for the purpose of equipping the 
saints that they, the saints, might do the work of ministering. They 
were never intended to establish a special class lifted far above the 
common believer, elevated to a special high place between the peo-
ple and God and commanding unquestioning obedience.
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Titles
Often, a symptom of Satan’s influence can be seen in an em-

phasis upon honorific titles conferred upon those who occupy 
these special “high offices.” Jesus made note of this characteristic 
of the religious leadership in his day. As quoted earlier he said of 
them: “…they love the place of honor at banquets and the most 
important seats in the synagogues; they love to be greeted in the 
marketplaces and to have men call them ‘Rabbi.’ But you are not 
to be called ‘Rabbi,’ for you have only one Master and you are all 
brothers. And do not call anyone on earth ‘father,’ for you have 
one Father, and he is in heaven. Nor are you to be called ‘teacher,’ 
for you have one Teacher, the Christ. The greatest among you 
will be your servant. For whoever exalts himself will be humbled, 
and whoever humbles himself will be exalted.” Matt. 23:6-12.

But how many in our day are content to be just “brother” or 
“servant”? Instead they love to be called, “Reverend,” “The Very 
Right Reverend,” “Bishop,” “Doctor,” “Apostle,” “Prophet,” etc. 
This sort of thing is nothing but pride and self-exaltation in di-
rect defiance of the plain words of Jesus. It certainly does not 
reflect the spirit of Jesus or that of the first apostles. The word 
“apostle” simply means “sent one” and designates their gift and 
calling, not some high ecclesiastical title by which they lorded it 
over others.

I remember hearing a man speak awhile back who was widely 
known as “Dr. So-and-So.” In actual fact his “doctorate” had been 
conferred upon him by a very doubtful source. In spite of this 
the man was so attached to his title that it had virtually become a 
part of his name. Anyone who forgot would be quickly remind-
ed about the “Doctor” part. The man — who claimed to be a 
Christian and have a ministry — was eaten up with pride and it 
colored everything he did.

In contrast there are many men and women who have earned 
legitimate doctorates yet who do not use their titles in pride to 
lift themselves up above others. And no doubt there are those 
who have been tagged with titles like “Reverend” who are not 
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proud. Nevertheless I am persuaded that most religious “titles” 
in our day are worthless and reflect the apostasy of the church.

“Prophets”
This seems especially true of the many who insist upon being 

called, “Apostle,” or “Prophet.” Paul contended with such men 
in his day. Of some he wrote: “For such men are false apostles, 
deceitful workmen, masquerading as apostles of Christ. And no 
wonder, for Satan himself masquerades as an angel of light. It is 
not surprising, then, if his servants masquerade as servants of 
righteousness. Their end will be what their actions deserve.” 2 
Cor. 11:13-15.

I confess to being sick and tired of the many grandiose pro-
nouncements that come across my desk from time to time from 
such self-appointed prophets. They vainly imagine themselves to 
be in the mold of Old Testament prophets like Elijah or Jeremiah, 
wielding authority over cities and nations, privy to great spiritual 
secrets and insights hidden from lesser people. Their followers 
“ooh” and “aah” over the latest supposed “revelations” and glory 
in their access to such high “prophetic” spiritual realms.

I’ve seen so many of these so-called “prophecies” that seem to 
have no connection whatever with reality. Each new revelation is 
gloried over and just as quickly forgotten as newer “revelations” 
come. Can God speak today? Certainly, He can, but most of what 
I’ve encountered is nothing but fantasy and delusion.

I wonder how many such prophets, who would like to be thought 
of as being like Elijah, would like to be judged by the Old Testament 
standard set forth in Deut. 18:20-22? “But a prophet who presumes 
to speak in my name anything I have not commanded him to say, 
or a prophet who speaks in the name of other gods, must be put to 
death. You may say to yourselves, ‘How can we know when a mes-
sage has not been spoken by the Lord?’ If what a prophet proclaims 
in the name of the Lord does not take place or come true, that is 
a message the Lord has not spoken. That prophet has spoken pre-
sumptuously. Do not be afraid of him.’”
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We have pointed out that many believers have been intimi-
dated into fearful silence, afraid even to ask an honest question, 
through the misuse of Psalm 105:15 where we read, “Do not 
touch my anointed ones; do my prophets no harm.” Where spir-
itual leaders truly are sent and anointed by God there is no need 
to intimidate the sheep into submission. They do not need to 
be subjugated and controlled. God’s sheep recognize the Lord’s 
voice expressed by the anointing and willingly follow. A spirit 
of intimidation should be a major “red flag.” Something is very 
wrong.

This perversion of God’s intent with respect to spiritual lead-
ership is deception and plays a large role in Satan’s corruption 
of the church. It is surely right to note that there are many good 
and sincere servants of the Lord who seek to minister within this 
system, thinking it is scriptural, but the fact is that it opens the 
door to a whole host of opportunities for Satan to work.

He causes the most damage where he is able to place one of 
his servants, someone he controls, into a position of leadership. 
Through such leaders Satan himself becomes the effective leader 
and people are led astray. Instead of people being brought into 
the freedom Christ purchased with His blood, they are shut up 
in spiritual prisons, controlled through fear and many forms of 
deception.

Before it is over I believe the Lord is going to destroy these 
prisons and bring His people out.

Men Exalted
Satan lifted himself up — and so do many of his servants. 

Where there is an undue emphasis on human personalities then 
Satan’s hand is at work. We see men lifted up as “God’s great man 
of the hour,” or some similar expression that exalts the man or 
men involved. Sometimes the man himself will create and en-
courage this emphasis and other times those around him will do 
it, sometimes both. The end result is that the real focus is more 
upon the man than it is upon Christ. Sometimes this is done 
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subtly and other times very openly.

Many of the great religious works of our day revolve entirely 
around some personality who is greatly exalted and blindly fol-
lowed. People gravitate to such leaders in an attempt to silence 
their own uncertainty and confusion. It is as though these per-
sonalities stand between the people and God, dispensing His 
words and blessings. But don’t dare to question!

Consider some of the great religious personalities of our day 
in the light of Paul’s simple words in 2 Cor. 4:5 — “For we do 
not preach ourselves, but Jesus Christ as Lord, and ourselves as 
your servants for Jesus’ sake.” “We do not preach ourselves....” 
Christ was the center of Paul’s message. Paul saw himself as just a 
servant — a slave. He saw Christ as the only one worthy of being 
the center of attention. God’s great man of the hour — of every 
hour — is Christ and Christ alone. Something is not right when 
human personalities usurp His rightful place.

When religious leaders are constantly drawing attention to 
themselves, lifting themselves up, when those around him en-
courage this exaltation and intimidate questioners — run! The 
Spirit that anoints God’s true servants will point men to Christ. 
The Spirit of Christ will never cause men to seek the spotlight 
for themselves. He alone is our message, the center and focus of 
everything.

The spirit of self-exaltation is simply a path to control. The 
serpent is behind it.

Pride is very much at the heart of such a spirit. Religion is full 
of pride. Religious leaders readily bask in the praise of men and 
gullible followers just as readily heap it on them.

Think about Paul. He really did occupy a special place in God’s 
plan, a plan that included great revelations such as being caught 
up to the “third heaven.” There he heard things he couldn’t even 
talk about. Paul was made of the same stuff as the rest of us. How 
many men could experience such things and remain free from 
pride? Approximately none!
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Paul’s Special Gift
God, of course, understood this perfectly and so He arranged 

a special gift for Paul to help him deal with this weakness. This 
special “gift” was a demon that harassed Paul and made his life 
difficult. Read his account of this in 2 Corinthians 12. Paul did 
what any of us would do: he prayed — earnestly! Finally God 
revealed to Paul the purpose of this “thorn” and his attitude 
changed completely. He came to understand that the thorn was 
given to “keep him from becoming conceited.”

He even learned to glory in his weakness, seeing this not as 
a hindrance to ministry but rather as a path to God’s power be-
ing manifested through him and his ministry being effective. He 
discovered in experience the truth of God’s answer, “My grace is 
sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.” 2 
Cor. 12:9. How many of today’s spiritual leaders are even honest 
about, let alone glory in their weakness?

When you find someone of spiritual influence going on and on 
in uncorrected pride, something is wrong! Pride is not a product 
of God’s Spirit. It comes from Lucifer by way of our fallen nature. 
Everyone contends with it but God disciplines His own. Those 
who are not disciplined by God are simply not His sons. He-
brews 12:8. Now, don’t go around with a magnifying glass look-
ing for faults in God’s servants. You will surely find them! But 
God deals with His own.

Self Will
Another characteristic that often accompanies deception is 

a spirit of self-will. When a religious leader refuses to listen to 
anyone else but rather imposes his will on everyone around him, 
something is very wrong. That too is a tactic of control and is 
rooted in fallen human nature and not in the Spirit of Christ. Of 
course this characteristic could also apply to more than one who 
exercise control together.

We see this in John’s description of the spirit of antichrist in 
1 John 4. He speaks of false prophets who would come among 
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the people, yet refuse to recognize the Christ that resided in His 
body. They would be the sort that acted as though they had a 
private “pipeline” to God. People were supposed to listen to them 
but they themselves were subject to no one but themselves.

John sums it up in 1 John 4:5-6 — “They are from the world 
and therefore speak from the viewpoint of the world, and the 
world listens to them. We are from God, and whoever knows 
God listens to us; but whoever is not from God does not listen 
to us. This is how we recognize the Spirit of truth and the spirit 
of falsehood.”

Part of Peter’s description of false prophets includes these 
words in 2 Peter 2:10 — “...them that walk after the flesh in the 
lust of uncleanness, and despise government. Presumptuous are 
they, selfwilled, they are not afraid to speak evil of dignities.” 
KJV. Jude uses similar language in Jude 8 where he says, “… these 
dreamers pollute their own bodies, reject authority and slander 
celestial beings.”

There is no higher earthly authority in spiritual matters than 
the church. Matthew 18:15-18. The church is not one man. It is 
a many-membered body. Remember again that Peter taught that 
everyone — elders included — were to be subject one to another 
in a spirit of humility. I Peter 5:5.

The true servant of Christ honors him and seeks His will, not 
his own. The self-willed man will intimidate, manipulate, flatter, 
bribe, and — in short — do whatever it takes to get his own way.

Love of Money
Another warning sign would come under the heading of 

self-gratification on the part of leaders. This would include those 
who bask in the praise of men as we mentioned above but a ma-
jor part of self-gratification includes a love of material prosperity. 
The religious landscape of our day is littered with ministers who 
enjoy a luxurious lifestyle far beyond that of those they suppos-
edly serve.
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The scriptures are so clear about this sort of thing it is a won-
der people fall for it. We quoted the words of Ezekiel in 34:2-
3: “Woe to the shepherds of Israel who only take care of them-
selves! Should not shepherds take care of the flock? You eat the 
curds, clothe yourselves with the wool and slaughter the choice 
animals, but you do not take care of the flock.” See also verse 8 
where the Lord says, “… my shepherds did not search for my 
flock but cared for themselves rather than for my flock.”

Remember also 1 Peter 5:2 where elders are instructed not to 
be “greedy for money, but eager to serve.” How different are so 
many today from Jesus and the apostles! To one who would fol-
low him Jesus said in Matt. 8:20, “Foxes have holes and birds 
of the air have nests, but the Son of Man has no place to lay his 
head.” To the rich young ruler Jesus said, “Sell everything you 
have and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven. 
Then come, follow me.” Luke 18:22. That was enough to turn this 
man aside. He valued his earthly riches above eternal life.

To all Jesus said, “If anyone would come after me, he must 
deny himself and take up his cross daily and follow me.” Luke 
9:23. There is no way an honest reading of the scriptures can re-
sult in the idea that following Jesus is a path to earthly self-grat-
ification in any form. As Jesus simply said in Matt. 6:24, “You 
cannot serve both God and Money.”

Part of the spirit of deception in this area is that material pros-
perity has been turned into a spiritual virtue, a sign of divine fa-
vor. How do you know God looks on you with favor? He blesses 
you with good health and financial success. That’s the message. 
The preacher, himself a servant of money, preaches a so-called 
“prosperity gospel”; his gullible followers lavish material benefits 
upon him; and he flaunts it as a sign of divine favor, proof that 
his message is true. Paul wrote to Timothy about “men of corrupt 
mind, who have been robbed of the truth and who think that 
godliness is a means to financial gain.” 1 Tim. 6:5.

Listen to Paul’s following words: “But godliness with content-
ment is great gain. For we brought nothing into the world, and 
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we can take nothing out of it. But if we have food and clothing, 
we will be content with that. People who want to get rich fall into 
temptation and a trap and into many foolish and harmful desires 
that plunge men into ruin and destruction. For the love of mon-
ey is a root of all kinds of evil. Some people, eager for money, 
have wandered from the faith and pierced themselves with many 
griefs. But you, man of God, flee from all this….” 1 Tim. 6:6-11.

Very often you will see preachers infected with the love of 
money telling the people, “Give to me (or my ministry) and God 
will prosper you.” What a horrible twisting of the spirit and in-
tent of the scriptures! Can you imagine Jesus or Paul or Peter 
raising money that way? Giving is treated as a financial invest-
ment. A pitch like that appeals to the desires of religious unbe-
lievers whose motive is transparent: they seek earthly prosperity.

Even worse is when poor and needy people are persuaded to 
give sacrificially in hopes of bettering themselves materially — 
while the religious leader lives in luxury. I would hate to be such 
a leader on the Day of Judgment. Jesus, in contrast, told people of 
a heavenly Father who knew of their earthly needs and that they 
were not to seek those things. Rather they were to seek “first his 
kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things will be given 
to you as well.” Matt. 6:33.

God is not stupid! He is not fooled for a moment by those who 
attempt to dress up greed in religious clothes and pass it off as 
something spiritual. Money is not evil in itself; it is the love of 
it that opens the door for Satan to corrupt everything we touch.

Hypocrisy
Another obvious area of self-gratification has to do with im-

morality in its various forms. How many there are today who 
could be described by Peter’s words: “For they mouth empty, 
boastful words and, by appealing to the lustful desires of sin-
ful human nature, they entice people who are just escaping from 
those who live in error. They promise them freedom, while they 
themselves are slaves of depravity — for a man is a slave to what-
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ever has mastered him.” 2 Peter 2:18-19.

Religion in our day is full of hypocrisy — and Satan loves it. 
He rejoices at every moral scandal from some supposed servant 
of Christ. A true servant of Christ has a real battle — as does ev-
ery believer — with his old nature, learning to subdue it through 
God’s strength and provision. But that is a far cry from the many 
who simply live a double life, dominated by fleshly desires: the 
prominent minister who tells a dirty joke and moments later 
steps into the pulpit and acts real spiritual, seemingly with no 
conscience; the evangelist who preaches the great sermon and 
then sneaks off to engage in some sort of sexual immorality.

Several years ago a brother and I were traveling overseas, visit-
ing Christian believers in various villages. Our driver was a hired 
professional and had been born into another religion. In the 
course of his work he had often driven ministers around and he 
commented to us how many of them were one thing before the 
people and another altogether when they got back into the car. 
He rightly recognized their hypocrisy. I’m thankful to say that he 
testified to seeing something different in us, to God’s glory alone. 
He was also around a true ministry in his own country and has 
since come to Christ!

One thing that helps to produce this kind of hypocrisy is an 
emphasis upon power, manifestation, and miracles, rather than 
on godly character. It should be very obvious from the Word that 
such an emphasis is wrong — and dangerous. Satan is very much 
in the sign and wonder business. Anyone who bases their dis-
cernment on signs and wonders is asking to be deceived.

Paul’s ministry was attended by many supernatural miracles 
yet see what he says in 1 Corinthians 9. He speaks of his ministry 
and compares it to running a race, seeking a prize. Of course 
the prize he sought was eternal and not like the short-lived prize 
won in an earthly footrace. And so in 1 Cor. 9:26-27 he says, 
“Therefore I do not run like a man running aimlessly; I do not 
fight like a man beating the air. No, I beat my body and make 
it my slave so that after I have preached to others, I myself will 
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not be disqualified for the prize.” The thing that would disqual-
ify him from usefulness to the Lord would be to be ruled by his 
fleshly appetites.

To Timothy he wrote: “In a large house there are articles not 
only of gold and silver, but also of wood and clay; some are for 
noble purposes and some for ignoble. If a man cleanses him-
self from the latter, he will be an instrument for noble purposes, 
made holy, useful to the Master and prepared to do any good 
work. Flee the evil desires of youth, and pursue righteousness, 
faith, love and peace, along with those who call on the Lord out 
of a pure heart.” 2 Tim. 2:20-23.

Where power and manifestation are valued above godliness 
something is wrong.

As we said earlier, we have set out, not to produce a complete 
catalog of deception, but rather some characteristics. Thus far 
we have focused mostly on deceivers, agents of deception and 
warning signs that something is not right. It would be well at this 
point to summarize what we have said simply as…

Some Head Other Than Christ
When you think of it that is the essence of the matter. The true 

church has only one Head. That Head is Christ. He was never 
meant to be a mere figurehead while men actually ran things. 
Wherever the Headship of Christ is abandoned or compromised 
in some way, deception and spiritual apostasy follows. It may 
proceed gradually, but it does proceed. The more men exercise 
control, the more influence Satan has until he has fully usurped 
the place that rightly belongs to Christ alone. God put His Son in 
charge. The government is on His shoulders (Isaiah 6:6-7). He — 
and He alone — is the Head of His Body, the Church. Colossians 
1:18.

Nevertheless the ultimate deceiver, Satan, has widely succeeded in 
undermining God’s order by promoting the rule of men. He doesn’t 
mind too much when Christ is verbally acknowledged as Head as 
long as men actually run things. In far too many places Jesus truly is 
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a mere figurehead with little or no influence on what goes on.

The leadership of men inevitably reflects their fallen sinful 
condition, characterized by such things as pride and the desire to 
be “in control.” Satan has little trouble tightening his grip when-
ever men try to operate apart from the true Headship of Christ. 
It is a road that leads downhill into spiritual darkness.

The discerning reader will recognize that this issue affects 
much of the religious world, both denominational and non-de-
nominational. Some, recognizing the tendency of denomina-
tions to become tradition-bound institutions ruled by men, have 
“come out,” but to what? Too often the “non-denominational” 
result is no better. Is Christ really the active Head or isn’t He? 
That is the real issue. Whenever men actually run things, decep-
tion has taken root.

The particulars we have mentioned are simply characteristics 
of the leadership and rule of men who operate apart from the 
Headship of Christ and consequently turn the faith once deliv-
ered to the saints into mere religion. Disconnecting the Body of 
Christ from her Head is obviously a critical part of Satan’s efforts 
to deceive. If he can accomplish that everything else is easy. He 
has nothing to fear, even from dead orthodoxy. Good doctrine 
alone is not enough. We need the living presence and rule of 
Christ in our midst. Nothing less will do. We are no match for 
the devil. God’s plan is simple: Christ in us, the hope of glory. 
Colossians 1:27.
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Chapter 3

The Message
Another major area of Satan’s attack concerns the message 

that is proclaimed. What is it that is preached and believed? Is it 
“the faith that was once for all entrusted to the saints” (Jude 3) 
or something else? Just because something is labeled “Christian” 
and the Bible is quoted doesn’t necessarily mean it is “the faith” 
to which Jude referred. Satan loves to promote his lies under the 
banner of biblical truth. The truth, however, is all but buried in 
many places in our day under an avalanche of religious lies.

What is biblical truth? What is the standard? Well, what did 
Paul preach? Surely he had a clear grasp of the true gospel mes-
sage. After all, God inspired him to write about half of the New 
Testament, giving him deep insight into His truth and purposes. 
The insight that Paul had was not the result of mere study and 
intellectual pursuit but rather was the result of divine revelation.

In Gal. 1:11-12 he wrote, “I want you to know, brothers, that 
the gospel I preached is not something that man made up. I did 
not receive it from any man, nor was I taught it; rather, I received 
it by revelation from Jesus Christ.” Paul had a special divine call 
to proclaim God’s message in a pagan world. Not only that, he 
often had to defend that message against false teachers.

And Paul wasn’t exactly shy in his defense of the truth. In Gal. 
1:6-8 he wrote, “I am astonished that you are so quickly deserting 
the one who called you by the grace of Christ and are turning 
to a different gospel — which is really no gospel at all. Evident-
ly some people are throwing you into confusion and are trying 
to pervert the gospel of Christ. But even if we or an angel from 
heaven should preach a gospel other than the one we preached to 
you, let him be eternally condemned!” Paul actually wished that 
God would cast these false teachers into hell!
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What conviction! What certainty! The watchword of our day 
is, “Whatever....” I believe this; you believe that: “Whatever.” 
None of that for Paul! He understood what was at stake. He knew 
that there was such a thing as real objective truth. He knew that 
there was but one message by which men could be saved. He 
daily laid his life on the line to proclaim the only hope available 
to his hearers.

He didn’t dare to give out any other message when men’s eter-
nal destinies were hanging in the balance. And he therefore had 
no tolerance for what he knew to be false gospels that led people 
to believe they were headed for heaven when they were actually 
on the road to the lake of fire. May God give us today the same 
clarity, not in defense of our cherished traditions, but in devotion 
to His Word and His purpose as He reveals them.

Paul’s Message
So what did Paul preach? When he came to a city, either to 

preach to the lost or to build up a church, what was his message? 
We do not have to guess. In 1 Cor. 2:1-2 he wrote, “When I came 
to you, brothers, I did not come with eloquence or superior wis-
dom as I proclaimed to you the testimony about God. For I re-
solved to know nothing while I was with you except Jesus Christ 
and him crucified.”

Nothing! No other message. “Jesus Christ and him crucified.” 
That’s it! Two things: the person of Jesus Christ, the Son of God 
— who He is; and what He accomplished when He was crucified. 
Grasp that message and you stand on solid ground. Miss it and 
you miss everything.

But how can that be? Didn’t Paul preach on other subjects like 
marriage, Christian living, church order, Christ’s coming, giv-
ing, etc.? Yes, of course he did, but Paul understood the essential 
message in a way that I believe few understand in our day. He un-
derstood that there was only one foundation and that every other 
aspect of truth rises from that foundation and is vitally connect-
ed with it. Every aspect of biblical truth literally flows from and is 
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utterly dependent on who Christ is and what He accomplished. 
Disconnect anything in the Bible from that foundation and the 
end result is manmade religion that can’t help anyone.

Far too often the truth of “Jesus Christ and him crucified” has 
been reduced to a trite religious formula that people rush by to 
get to what they really want. They have no real understanding 
of the message. They get “saved” without ever truly knowing, as 
a result of Holy Spirit conviction, what it is to be lost. They join 
churches and profess to be followers of Jesus despite manifest-
ly unchanged hearts. They seek happiness, fulfillment, mean-
ing, fellowship, healing, signs and wonders, success, recognition 
and praise from men, etc. These self-centered goals play a large 
part in where they “go to church” while they miss what Paul was 
talking about completely. Paul understood that...

God Has a Purpose
It may sound strange to some but the gospel message is fo-

cused on God’s purpose and NOT on man’s needs and desires. 
That doesn’t mean that He is uncaring or unconcerned about our 
needs. Not at all. It just means that we need to see everything in 
the light of His revealed purpose and not what we think we need 
and want. He created us in His image (Genesis 1:27). He must 
have had a reason. He must have had something particular in 
mind in so endowing us.

We see a glimpse of His purpose in the creation itself, a world 
of beauty and harmony in which Adam and his wife Eve enjoyed 
a close relationship with Him and had no unmet needs. There 
was no evil, no suffering, no pain, no death, only joy and fulfill-
ment. God wonderfully revealed his loving nature, His character. 
Anyone who blames God for the mess this world is in simply 
doesn’t understand.

Of course love is not meant to be a one-way relationship in 
which one gives and the other only takes. Love is meant to be 
mutual. God’s love is only fulfilled when that love is reproduced 
in those He loves.
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In Matt. 22:36 we find one of the religious leaders, a Pharisee, 
testing Jesus with a question. That question was, “Teacher, which 
is the greatest commandment in the Law?” Of course, the real 
motivation behind the question was not to learn truth but rather 
to discredit Jesus.

Nevertheless Jesus replies in verses 37-40, “‘Love the Lord 
your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with 
all your mind.’ This is the first and greatest commandment. And 
the second is like it: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’ All the Law 
and the Prophets hang on these two commandments.” Jesus was 
quoting from Deut. 6:5-6 and Lev. 19:18.

At its essence the law of Moses was not just a bunch of “rules 
to live by.” Rather, it was meant to point men towards a deep lov-
ing relationship with the eternal God and with each other. That’s 
what He was after. It is His nature to love. We were made in His 
image and so love is what we were made for.

This is what we see at the end. For example, in Rev. 21:3-4 
there is loud voice from the throne that says, “Now the dwelling 
of God is with men, and he will live with them. They will be his 
people, and God himself will be with them and be their God. He 
will wipe every tear from their eyes. There will be no more death 
or mourning or crying or pain, for the old order of things has 
passed away.” God will finally have a people freed from every-
thing that is evil, a people He can live with and love, a people set 
free to love as He does. Paradise restored.

Unfortunately Adam and Eve fell for the serpent’s lies and em-
braced a different purpose: the pursuit of self-gratification. That 
purpose has dominated mankind ever since and is responsible 
for all that is evil in our world. All of our natural desires flow 
from that self-centered purpose, including religious ones.

Perversion of Nature
There is nothing worse than one created in the image of God 

devoted to living for self. It is a perversion of the very nature of 
things. We were not made for that purpose. Nothing but evil and 
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death can result. What we call human nature is a cancer in God’s 
universe, a cancer He will ultimately destroy. He can do no other 
and be Who He is.

He is light with no darkness at all. 1 John 1:5. Left to ourselves we 
are darkness with no light at all. Col. 1:13, 1 Peter 2:9, John 12:46. 
Our need is far more radical than many suppose. Sin has left us 
“broken” and unable to fix ourselves — even if we actually wanted 
to. As Paul points out in Rom. 3:11, “… there is no one who under-
stands, no one who seeks God.” And the worst thing is when men 
are exposed to light and choose darkness. John 3:19-20.

The true nature of God’s love is revealed in John’s simple words 
in 1 John 3:16: “This is how we know what love is: Jesus Christ 
laid down his life for us. And we ought to lay down our lives for 
our brothers.” And Paul says in Rom 5:8, “But God demonstrates 
his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ 
died for us.”

God’s love is focused on the object of His love to the point of 
self-sacrifice. It is not based upon any merit on the part of the one 
loved but upon the nature and purpose of the One who loves. What 
we humans call love falls far short of God’s love. Yet, when He is 
through He will have a people who are as capable of loving Him as 
He is of loving them and all will be right again. Nothing short of a 
miracle can make that happen.

That is what the gospel — the good news — is about. It is 
about a God of unfathomable love reaching out to undeserving 
sinners to supernaturally rescue a people from sin and death and 
restore them to a place where they can fulfill His original pur-
pose. Yet here we are hopelessly infected with purposes that are 
diametrically opposed to God’s purpose. By nature we want the 
opposite of what He wants. Something has to change. Radically. 
God’s answer is...

Nothing but Jesus
But what does that mean? It sounds nice but seems rather 

vague. Earlier we quoted from Paul’s words in 2 Cor. 4:4-6, “The 
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god of this age has blinded the minds of unbelievers, so that they 
cannot see the light of the gospel of the glory of Christ, who is the 
image of God. For we do not preach ourselves, but Jesus Christ 
as Lord, and ourselves as your servants for Jesus’ sake. For God, 
who said, ‘Let light shine out of darkness,’ made his light shine 
in our hearts to give us the light of the knowledge of the glory of 
God in the face of Christ.”

There is a lot in those verses. In verse 6 we see the God of creation 
Who simply spoke and light shone in darkness. He repeats that mir-
acle every time He shines light into a sin-darkened heart. Notice that 
He is the One Who causes that to happen. Never forget that if it were 
not for His reaching out to us we would never seek or desire Him. 
That is how radically lost we are without Him.

What is that light? It is the knowledge of the glory of God. 
It is a revelation of God Himself, His nature and character. It is 
a revelation of His holiness, His love, His power, His purpose, 
and every other wonderful thing about Him. These are things 
we could never know apart from Him. They reveal in a measure 
what we turned away from in the beginning. And we all follow 
Adam’s example. Romans 5:12.

But God is a spirit, unseen and invisible to mortal men. How 
can we truly know anything about such a One Who is so far re-
moved from us? See how Paul describes Him in 1 Tim. 6:15-16, 
“God, the blessed and only Ruler, the King of kings and Lord of 
lords, who alone is immortal and who lives in unapproachable 
light, whom no one has seen or can see. To him be honor and 
might forever. Amen.” He sounds pretty remote and impossible 
to reach even if we were inclined to seek Him, which we are not.

But according to Paul, this invisible God has an image! That 
image is Christ. If you want to know what God is like, look at 
Christ. Col. 1:15 tells us that “He is the image of the invisible 
God.” Heb. 1:3 says, “The Son is the radiance of God’s glory and 
the exact representation of his being....” That is why a true re-
vealed knowledge of Christ is so important. Without it we will 
have a distorted and false understanding of God Himself.
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The Essential Truth About Jesus
Notice what it was that was the center of what Paul preached 

about Jesus according to 2 Cor. 4:5. His message was a seemingly 
simple one. He preached, “Jesus Christ as Lord.” But what does 
that mean? To Paul, it meant everything. “Jesus Christ as Lord” 
is an all-encompassing truth with far-reaching implications for 
every human being and for the very world itself.

To begin with it was a revelation of who Jesus Christ was that 
transformed Paul’s life when he was a zealous Pharisee named 
Saul. To Saul, Jesus had been an imposter, a false prophet who 
deserved to die. His followers needed to be crushed and their 
false religion stamped out. In his religious zeal he devoted him-
self to the task of arresting and killing followers of Jesus in the 
belief that in so doing he was faithfully serving God. What a pic-
ture of spiritual blindness! No one was better qualified than Paul 
was on that subject!

Then he met Jesus. The risen, glorious, divine Son of God ap-
peared to him as he traveled to the city of Damascus to continue 
his persecution of Jesus’ followers. In a short time he became one 
of those followers, all because of who Jesus was. The realization 
of this became the defining principle of Paul’s life and ministry 
from that day on.

Jesus Christ is Lord! This was not a mere belief to be debated 
in the marketplace of religious ideas. It was a fact, an absolute 
truth to be proclaimed without compromise. It was a truth worth 
living and — if necessary — dying for. Men’s destinies were de-
termined by where they stood concerning Jesus Christ, the Son 
of God.

The Day of Pentecost
This was Peter’s message on the day of Pentecost. He stood 

before a crowd of people guilty of the recent crucifixion of Christ 
and said, “… you, with the help of wicked men, put him to death 
by nailing him to the cross.” Acts 2:23. What uncompromising 
boldness from a man who had so recently cowered in fear before 
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a maid the night before that crucifixion. But things were different 
now. He and the others had met and spent time with the ris-
en Savior, seen Him ascend into heaven, and had received the 
promised outpouring of the Spirit’s power.

Filled with that power he boldly told them whom they had 
crucified. He told of the resurrection. He spoke of the ascension 
to heaven. He quoted the prophetic words of David: “The Lord 
said to my Lord: ‘Sit at my right hand until I make your enemies 
a footstool for your feet.’” Acts 2:34-35. He concluded by saying, 
“Therefore let all Israel be assured of this: God has made this Je-
sus, whom you crucified, both Lord and Christ.” Acts 2:36.

What a ringing testimony! Peter drew the proverbial “line in 
the sand.” Everyone was on one side or the other. The issue was 
simple. Either Christ was recognized and bowed to as Lord or 
they were God’s enemies. There was no middle ground, no room 
for compromise. The burning question, pressed on hearts by the 
Holy Spirit’s convicting power was simple: “Where does that 
leave you?”

Well, about 3000 people cried out, “Brothers, what shall we 
do?” (Verse 37), and were baptized, becoming devoted followers 
of the one they had crucified. They were filled with gladness and 
praise, continuing in steadfast fellowship with the apostles and 
with each other.

Wherever the gospel went it began with, “Jesus Christ is Lord.” 
He was presented as Creator, Savior, Risen and Reigning Lord, 
Son of God, heir to a throne that would last forever, the one who 
sustains the universe by his Word, and the Judge before whom all 
men will one day stand to give account. Hebrews 1, Colossians 
1:15-20, Acts 17:31.

In Philippians 2:6-11 Paul tells of the voluntary humiliation of 
Christ who became obedient even to death on a cross. He con-
tinues, “Therefore God exalted him to the highest place and gave 
him the name that is above every name, that at the name of Jesus 
every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the 
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earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the 
glory of God the Father.”

The very foundation, not only of the message, but also of the 
ministry of proclaiming the gospel is found in the words of Je-
sus: “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me.” 
Matt. 28:18. The world stands in utter opposition to this author-
ity as Jesus himself indicated in a parable when he said, “… his 
subjects hated him and sent a delegation after him to say, ‘We 
don’t want this man to be our king.’” Luke 19:14.

David prophesied of this when he said, “Why do the nations 
conspire and the peoples plot in vain? The kings of the earth take 
their stand and the rulers gather together against the Lord and 
against his Anointed One. ‘Let us break their chains,’ they say, 
‘and throw off their fetters.’” Psalm 2:1-3. But their rebellion is in 
vain. One day every rebel will stand before a great white throne 
and answer to the very one against whom he has rebelled. Jesus 
is Lord. Period.

Lord, Lord
Of course, a great deal more could be said about the Lordship 

of Christ but I can just hear some reader saying, “Well, of course 
Jesus is Lord; every Church believes that.” Do they? Would that 
they did.

In Luke 6:46, Jesus asked the people, “Why do you call me, 
‘Lord, Lord,’ and do not do what I say?” The issue is not say-
ing but doing. Jesus illustrated the difference by speaking of two 
houses, one with a foundation laid on a rock and the other with-
out a foundation but simply built on the ground. One day a flood 
came and only the one founded upon the rock stood. There is no 
foundation in simply calling Jesus, “Lord.” If He is not actually 
obeyed what good are mere words?

We see this clearly in Matthew 7. There Jesus spoke of two gates 
and two ways (13-14). Each way is religious and promises heaven 
but only one actually leads there. That is the small gate and the nar-
row way. The wide gate and the broad road lead to destruction. This 
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road attracts “many.” Only a “few” find the narrow way. “Many” and 
“few”: it sounds like the majority of professed followers of Jesus are 
actually deceived and heading for destruction.

Jesus continued by talking about false prophets who would be 
known by their fruit. What is He talking about? What is the real 
essential difference between these two gates and ways?

The key is found in verses 21-23 where Jesus says, “Not everyone 
who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heaven, but 
only he who does the will of my Father who is in heaven. Many 
will say to me on that day, ‘Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in your 
name, and in your name drive out demons and perform many mir-
acles?’ Then I will tell them plainly, ‘I never knew you. Away from 
me, you evildoers!’”

That is pretty serious language. Here are people who call Jesus, 
“Lord,” and are zealous in religious activity yet are rejected in 
the end. Why? Jesus calls them “evildoers.” The word “evildoers” 
in the Greek means “lawless ones.” These are rebels who have 
somehow been deluded with the idea that they could simply call 
Jesus, “Lord,” but in actual practice do what they wanted to. They 
weren’t doing the will of God at all but their own.

The wide gate and the broad way simply represent all of the 
false teachings that convey to people the idea that they can go 
to heaven without actually surrendering to Christ as Lord. They 
would probably be ready to fight to defend the doctrine that Jesus 
is Lord but in practical reality He is not their Lord. Self is on the 
throne before they go through the wide gate and remains there 
all the way to the judgment.

What His Lordship Means
Going through the narrow gate means that Jesus who IS Lord 

becomes MY Lord. The Lordship of Christ is not merely a doc-
trine or a general principle. It is meant to find practical expres-
sion in individual lives. The true follower of Jesus does not be-
long to himself. His life is not his own to live as he pleases. He has 
been bought with a price.
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He has given up his life, taken up his cross to follow Jesus. He 
is a servant, a slave to the one who gave all to save him. Even as 
Jesus lived, he lives, not to do his own will, but to do the will of 
God. He belongs to another. Self has given up the throne forever. 
He has died that he might live. One life has been laid down that 
he might come to possess another, a life untainted by sin, one 
that will last forever. 1 Cor. 6:19-20. Matt. 16:24-27. Romans 6:3-
4. Col. 3:1-4.

I am afraid that churches are filled with people who profess 
to follow Jesus but who have never truly bowed to him as Lord 
of their lives — personally. This is a mark of deception. Some-
times even those exposed to the true gospel will somehow de-
lude themselves in this way but more often it is the fault of the 
so-called “gospel” they embrace. It gives them a false hope. They 
may even embrace the doctrine of the Lordship of Christ and yet 
never actually surrender to the Lord himself.

Remember that it is God’s kingdom we are talking about. That 
kingdom has a king and the government is upon his shoulders. 
Isaiah 9:6. He has all authority in heaven and earth. Matt. 28:18. 
He is the way, the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father 
except by him. John 14:6. In John 10 Jesus calls himself “the good 
shepherd,” likening his true followers to sheep. In verse 9, He 
said, “I am the gate; whoever enters through me will be saved. He 
will come in and go out, and find pasture.”

We are either citizens of a lost and perishing world or we are 
citizens of that kingdom. The riches and benefits of that king-
dom are beyond imagining. There are some who preach a “Jesus” 
who — virtually without condition — opens wide the door to all 
who merely profess to follow him. But there is simply no way to 
obtain the benefits of heavenly citizenship without surrendering 
to the king! No one will ever go around him and get to God. He 
is not only the king but the very gateway into the kingdom.

Think about it! The very essence of our sin problem is that we 
are rebels. Any gospel that does not begin with surrender — an 
end to our rebellion — is no gospel at all. It is deception. That 
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is why the very beginning of Paul’s message was simply Christ, 
and more specifically, that Jesus Christ is Lord. There is no way 
around that. Men will either reckon with him here in surrender 
or they will reckon with him there in judgment. Those are the 
only choices.

To put it another way, God has not given us a religion, but a 
Person. Our hope lies not in obeying precepts and command-
ments but in opening our innermost beings — our hearts — to 
receive that Person for all that he is, and that starts with the fact 
that he is Lord. Is he your Lord?
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Chapter 4

Which Gospel?
In 2 Cor. 11:2-4 we find Paul the apostle greatly concerned 

for the Corinthian believers. He had poured out his life to bring 
them the true gospel and to establish them firmly in Christ. But 
Satan wasn’t about to give up on these believers. He sent and 
inspired religious teachers to undermine what the Lord through 
Paul had accomplished.

And so Paul wrote, “I am jealous for you with a godly jealousy. 
I promised you to one husband, to Christ, so that I might present 
you as a pure virgin to him. But I am afraid that just as Eve was 
deceived by the serpent’s cunning, your minds may somehow be 
led astray from your sincere and pure devotion to Christ. For if 
someone comes to you and preaches a Jesus other than the Jesus 
we preached, or if you receive a different spirit from the one you 
received, or a different gospel from the one you accepted, you put 
up with it easily enough.”

Satan has filled the world with such teachers and God’s people 
need to know how to recognize the difference. Not every “Je-
sus” is the real Jesus, the one Paul preached. Not every spirit is 
of God. Not every gospel is the genuine “good news” that Jesus 
commanded his disciples to preach among the nations.

We have already pointed out the simplicity of the message 
God had sent him to proclaim. He expressed the essence of his 
message as, “Jesus Christ and him crucified.” 1 Cor. 2:2. The per-
son and work of Christ was Paul’s whole message.

With regard to Christ’s person we have pointed to what Paul 
said in 2 Cor. 4:5 — “For we do not preach ourselves, but Jesus 
Christ as Lord, and ourselves as your servants for Jesus’ sake.” 
Any “gospel” that does not bring people under the lordship of 
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Christ is no gospel at all. At best it puts them on the broad road 
that leads to destruction. Matt. 7:13.

God’s Purpose, Not Ours
We highlighted the fact that the gospel concerns God’s pur-

pose and not man’s needs and desires. God made us in His image 
to live in an unbroken relationship based on divine love. But sin 
entered and the human race fell under the curse of death. There-
fore God’s purpose in salvation is to call out a people from this 
broken world in order ultimately to fulfill His original purpose. 
In the end a pure and holy God will dwell with men and they will 
be His people. Rev. 21:3.

The true gospel reveals God’s provision for lost men and wom-
en in order to bring about His ultimate intention. It is Christ-cen-
tered. One of the chief marks of deception is when the “gospel” 
that is preached becomes man-centered instead.

By nature man is focused on this world and this life. His goals 
and purposes are self-centered. Knowing this, Satan has inspired 
a great variety of religion that caters to man’s natural desires in 
one way or another.

In John 16:8-11 Jesus spoke of the work of the Holy Spirit in 
these words: “When he comes, he will convict the world of guilt 
in regard to sin and righteousness and judgment: in regard to 
sin, because men do not believe in me; in regard to righteous-
ness, because I am going to the Father, where you can see me 
no longer; and in regard to judgment, because the prince of this 
world now stands condemned.”

Wherever the true gospel is going forth, the Holy Spirit will be 
carrying out His work. There will be genuine conviction of sin 
and hearts will be brought to a place of shame and need before 
a holy God. Their hearts will be plowed and made ready for the 
seed of God’s word that alone brings eternal life. James 1:18. 1 
Peter 1:23-25. There is love, but there is no appeal to the flesh, 
no flattery in the gospel. It shines an uncompromising light on 
man’s true condition.
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It seems that in our day “old-fashioned” truths like man’s utter 
sinfulness and the necessity of the cross and the blood of Christ 
to cleanse from sin have fallen out of fashion in many places. 
Other more attractive emphases have taken their place, teach-
ings more apt to attract a crowd. Becoming more “seeker-friend-
ly” is the watchword. Get people in and involved and somewhere 
along the line get them “saved.”

None of that for Paul. Wherever he went he told men the truth 
about their need and about judgment to come unless they re-
pented. He lifted up God’s only provision for their need, not a 
religion but a Person: Jesus Christ. Christ was presented as the 
sacrifice who willingly bore the sins of lost men. He was also 
presented as the very means of their becoming fully saved and 
made ready for an eternal future with a holy God. All of this was 
done with the anointing of God’s Spirit and the result was that 
men were genuinely born of that Spirit and made new creatures 
in Christ.

Listen to Paul’s words regarding God and His provision in 1 
Cor. 1:30 — “It is because of him that you are in Christ Jesus, 
who has become for us wisdom from God — that is, our righ-
teousness, holiness and redemption.” He expressed the same 
thing in Col. 1:27 as, “Christ in you, the hope of glory.”

Man’s Condition
As we have said, man in his sin-darkened condition is total-

ly self-centered, totally focused on his own desires and purpos-
es. He cares nothing for the will of God. Of everything, he asks, 
“What’s in it for me?” He is a willing citizen of this present world 
— not just the planet we live on — but a spiritual order of things 
dominated by the darkness of sin and rebellion against our Cre-
ator and ruled over by legions of wicked spirits led by Lucifer 
himself.

This spiritual order is characterized by the things John the 
apostle describes in 1 John 2:16: “the cravings of sinful man, 
the lust of his eyes and the boasting of what he has and does.” 
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These things come not from God but are rather an abomination 
to Him. He has decreed that the world — and its desires — will 
pass away; only the man who does the will of God will live for-
ever. 1 John 2:17.

Because of sin the citizens of this present age live under the 
shadow of death. No matter what they do in this life death wins 
in the end. No exceptions. And yet man in his blindness, if left to 
himself, would live and die and never once think about God. Ev-
ery natural inclination of his heart is to cling greedily to the very 
sin that binds him in chains of darkness. He is a slave, a prisoner, 
unwilling and unable to break free.

It is the mercy of God when He intervenes to cause men even 
to be aware that He is. And yet the sinfulness of sin is revealed in 
the fact that most men will readily choose darkness even when 
confronted with light. Jesus brought the light of God’s life into 
the arena of men in a unique way yet he was despised and reject-
ed by most men. They loved their sin and hated Jesus for expos-
ing it. And the worst offenders were the religious folks! How can 
anything be called the gospel and not confront man’s need in a 
truthful way? The gospel is not about making people feel good 
about themselves; it is about rescuing them from a hopeless sit-
uation.

Before he met Jesus in blinding revelation on the road to Da-
mascus, Saul the Jew was a very religious man. In the eyes of men 
— and in his own eyes — he was moral, righteous, and upright. 
It would be easy to see such a man and suppose that all he needs 
is a little “tune-up,” a little “course correction,” a little more infor-
mation. But Paul didn’t need a mere “tune-up”; he needed a new 
engine! And he was headed 180 degrees in the wrong direction! 
What he considered to be truth was in fact a carefully contrived 
counterfeit designed to seal him in darkness and send him to 
hell.

Before he met Jesus, Saul was self-righteous and spiritually 
confident. In the light of God’s glory that shown out from Jesus, 
Saul’s opinion of himself changed. In a moment of time he went 



Which Gospel?

45

from being a self-righteous Pharisee to being the very worst of 
sinners. 1 Timothy 1:15. That is a pretty radical change!

How many people in our day join churches and profess to fol-
low Jesus without ever becoming aware of just how desperately 
they need a Savior? If a religious man like Saul needed a radical 
revolution in his heart how much more do we?

Man’s Helplessness
God’s word reveals that not only is our need great and our 

condition dire, we are helpless to do anything about it. There is 
no religion we can practice, no work we can perform, no hu-
man effort of any kind that will change our circumstances in the 
slightest. A man bound in chains and locked in a prison cell is 
helpless unless someone with a key sets him free. Our bondage 
to sin and our guilt are so great that our only hope is that mercy 
will be granted and someone else will do what is necessary to 
deliver us.

Yet man in his blind pride highly resents any suggestion that 
he is a helpless undeserving sinner. He compares himself with 
others and vainly imagines that he is better than most and surely 
able through his own religious efforts to obtain God’s favor. He 
may well be a candidate for a form of religion that caters to his 
natural desires in some way yet angrily reject any effort on God’s 
part to show him his true need.

More Than Doctrine
There is one aspect of truth that needs to be emphasized at 

this point and that is this: we need more than even adherence to 
the correct doctrine concerning man and his need of salvation 
if God’s work is to be accomplished. Sadly it is possible to con-
vert people to the doctrine of human depravity and need and yet 
leave them lost and in their sins.

I have encountered people over the years who were full of pride 
in the soundness of their doctrine (by their standard, at least!) 
who nonetheless lack the grace one would expect to see in one 
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who has truly been rescued from the very depravity they profess 
so strongly to believe in. Orthodox doctrine is not enough.

Paul rightly summed up his message as “Jesus Christ and him 
crucified” yet he did not stop there. He went on to say, “My mes-
sage and my preaching were not with wise and persuasive words, 
but with a demonstration of the Spirit’s power, so that your faith 
might not rest on men’s wisdom, but on God’s power.” 1 Cor. 
2:4-5.

The gospel of Jesus Christ is more than mere words, no matter 
how correct those words may be. As Paul said in Romans 1:16, 
“… it is the power of God for the salvation of everyone who be-
lieves.” The gospel involves words but those words accomplish 
nothing if they are not a vehicle through which God’s Spirit di-
rectly confronts the hearers. Jesus said of his words that they 
were “spirit” and “life.” John 6:63. Words that do not have spirit 
and life are just …

Dead Words
Suppose you were trying to form a basketball team. You imag-

ine the kind of player you want to play the position of center. He 
ought to be at least 6’10” and weigh at least 275 pounds. Some-
one says, “I know just the man!” He leaves and later returns with 
a large box. He opens the box and displays a large man, saying, “I 
found exactly what you are looking for, a man who is 6’10” and 
weighs 275 pounds.” You say, “Well, he is the correct size all right. 
There’s just one problem: he’s dead!”

The example is ridiculous, of course, yet there is a lot of re-
ligion that is no more effective in terms of eternal things than 
trying to win a game with that dead basketball player. They have 
some truth, handed down from generation to generation, but it 
is dead in terms of spiritual power. The words may convert some 
minds but the Spirit of God is absent and the hearers never actu-
ally come face to face with God.
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God’s Words
God’s words are powerful. Hebrews 4:12 says, “For the word of 

God is living and active. Sharper than any double-edged sword, 
it penetrates even to dividing soul and spirit, joints and marrow; 
it judges the thoughts and attitudes of the heart.”

God created all that is by merely speaking. Our words may 
convey information but God’s words convey real power as well, 
enough to create galaxies of stars when it pleases Him. The 
preaching of the gospel is actually intended to be creative as well 
since one transformed by it is a “new creation.” 2 Corinthians 
5:17. When a sinner is truly born again it is as much an act of 
divine creation as it was when God created stars.

In 2 Peter 3:5-7 we find Peter speaking of scoffers at the end of 
the age: “But they deliberately forget that long ago by God’s word 
the heavens existed and the earth was formed out of water and 
by water. By these waters also the world of that time was deluged 
and destroyed. By the same word the present heavens and earth 
are reserved for fire, being kept for the day of judgment and de-
struction of ungodly men.” God’s Word is powerful indeed!

Human Instruments
Those called of God to preach the gospel do not merely relay 

information. That is, God does not simply give them facts to 
pass on to the minds of their hearers. Rather they are human 
instruments through which God Himself speaks. It is the very 
Spirit of God that goes out through the words and engages the 
hearts of the hearers. That is the purpose of the anointing. The 
anointing transforms mere religious speech into an expression of 
God Himself capable of imparting life. People do not need to be 
merely educated; they need to be raised from the dead!

Paul understood the difference. Before stating the central 
principle of having no other message than Jesus Christ and him 
crucified he first said, “When I came to you, brothers, I did not 
come with eloquence or superior wisdom as I proclaimed to you 
the testimony about God.” 1 Corinthians 2:1. He was rightly con-
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cerned that he not simply persuade men using human ability but 
that he rather bring men into direct contact with God in life and 
power. Paul spoke — but he relied on God’s anointing to do the 
actual work in his hearers.

Religion is full of gifted orators, charismatic personalities, 
keen intellects, men with natural ability to influence others. But 
to the extent that ministry is an expression of these human qual-
ities it is worthless to the kingdom of God. Even if the doctrine 
itself is pure what good is it if it is dead?

Worse than that is when the devil gets involved. He is a great 
employer of religious men who operate apart from God’s Spirit 
and calling. That is why Paul warned of “another spirit.” Just be-
cause some kind of spiritual power seems to be in operation does 
not at all guarantee that the power is of God.

Spirit and Truth
In John 4:24 Jesus said to the woman at the well, “God is spirit, 

and his worshipers must worship in spirit and in truth.” Where 
God is at work there will always be both spirit and truth. Either 
without the other leaves much room for deception.

It is our job to proclaim the message. It is The Holy Spirit’s 
job to drive that message home to hearts. Earlier we pointed out 
what Jesus said in John 16:8 — “When he comes, he will convict 
the world of guilt in regard to sin and righteousness and judg-
ment.”

A true knowledge of these things comes only by divine revela-
tion to the heart. It cannot be conveyed by mere words no matter 
how intellectually brilliant or emotionally charged they may be. 
Only the Spirit of God can so convince a man deep on the inside 
of these truths that godly sorrow for sin, true repentance and 
faith become possible — and then only by God’s grace.

Something Drastic Needed
Let’s summarize again briefly what the gospel is intended to 

address. Mankind is hopelessly enslaved by the power of sin and 
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death in a world ruled by wicked spirits of darkness under the 
leadership of Lucifer. He lives and dies serving “self.” God has 
given him laws to show what righteousness is but those laws also 
serve to show man what a sinner he is since he has no power or 
true desire to obey them. If God’s original purpose to have a peo-
ple with whom He can live in harmony and love is to be fulfilled 
something drastic needs to be done.

But by whom? Man can do nothing to remedy his situation. 
Thus the gospel reveals, not what WE must do to make ourselves 
acceptable to God but rather what GOD has done in sending His 
Son to earth to die on the cross.

The law of God demands that every sinner die. Jesus assumed 
our guilt and shame and willingly received in himself the full 
penalty of God’s broken law. Justice has been fully upheld. Be-
cause of what Jesus did God can remain just and yet cleanse from 
the guilt of sin, declaring sinners righteous. Romans 3:21-26.

Obtaining the Blessing
But who are those who enter into this blessed state of being 

accepted by God as righteous? Can a man pray a simple “formu-
la” prayer and be saved? Is it a matter of simply praying the right 
words? Can a man somehow obtain this blessing yet reserve the 
right to continue serving self and sin? Can he remain lord of his 
own life and yet “accept” Jesus? Will Jesus share the throne of the 
heart with “self ”?

Of course the answer to these questions is a resounding “no”! 
And yet the honest answer in many places in our day would have 
to be “yes.” “That’s all there is to it. Just pray a little prayer accept-
ing Jesus. It’s simple.”

Well, it is true that the gospel is indeed simple — but it is not 
EASY. It is not easy because it demands that we bow in surrender 
to the Lordship of Christ, assuming our rightful place as penitent 
sinners in need of mercy. As we have said, only the active work of 
the Holy Spirit can accomplish this.
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If this is somehow bypassed — and it is in many places in our 
day — then deception has taken root. The Jesus who offers sal-
vation without surrender is not the Jesus Paul preached. It is an-
other Jesus who preaches the wide gate that many enter only to 
be destroyed in the end.

If Satan is to deceive he must — for many at least — seem 
to uphold the truth of man’s need of salvation and yet carefully 
avoid the kind of encounter with God that produces new crea-
tures in Christ. If he can convince men that they are saved when 
they are not then he is free to build great religious movements 
that deceive many.
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Chapter 5

Truly Born Again: What Now?
Assuming, then, that men have indeed experienced the mir-

acle of the new birth, what then? What is this thing called the 
Christian life about? We know what men seek in this world but 
what is it that God seeks? What is His purpose in calling us to 
continue living in such a broken world? And how is that purpose 
to be fulfilled?

Surely one of the favorite scriptures of believers down through 
the ages has been Romans 8:28 — “And we know that in all things 
God works for the good of those who love him, who have been 
called according to his purpose.” This wonderful verse reminds 
us that everything that happens to God’s people is part of a di-
vine plan, a plan that is meaningful, purposeful, and that God’s 
purpose for us results in our good.

But what is that purpose? Verse 29 continues the thought: “For 
those God foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the 
likeness of his Son, that he might be the firstborn among many 
brothers.” Here we see God’s purpose to produce a great family of 
“sons,” each of them having been made like Jesus. That would, of 
course, make Jesus the firstborn, the pattern. The focus of God’s 
purpose therefore is the character of His children.

God’s Work
But we also see that God’s purpose is fulfilled by the power and 

effort of God Himself. Verse 30 continues, “And those he predes-
tined, he also called; those he called, he also justified; those he 
justified, he also glorified.” Who did all this? HE did. It can hap-
pen no other way. Every aspect of salvation is supernatural from 
beginning to end.

Philippians 2:12-13 says, “...continue to work out your salva-
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tion with fear and trembling, for it is God who works in you to 
will and to act according to his good purpose.” This scripture 
reveals both God’s role and ours in the process. We have our part 
but that part is one of cooperation with something God does. It 
is a place of submission to His will and purpose rather than one 
in which we try to get God to fulfill our plans and dreams.

In the first place we are to “work out” our salvation. If we are 
to “work out” our salvation it must be “in” in the first place! That 
is, God must first do His supernatural work in us before there is 
something within that can even be worked out. You can’t pump 
water out of an empty well.

Both the ability and even the desire for everything that fulfills 
God’s purpose in us comes from Him alone. We are as helpless 
in ourselves to live for God as we are to save ourselves in the first 
place. That’s why it is called salvation!

Created to Be Like God
Paul expresses the same truth in Ephesians 4:22-24 in these 

words: “You were taught, with regard to your former way of life, 
to put off your old self, which is being corrupted by its deceitful 
desires; to be made new in the attitude of your minds; and to put 
on the new self, created to be like God in true righteousness and 
holiness.” We see our responsibility yet the “new self ” we are to 
“put on” is created. That sounds pretty supernatural to me!

Notice the language in that scripture: “created to be like God.” 
What an amazing thought! How utterly beyond our ability such a 
thing is. Here we see another expression of the fact that salvation 
is an act of creation. Can you create yourself? Does anyone have 
the power to produce what God is after by any kind of human 
effort?

But exactly how does this relate to Paul’s message, “Jesus Christ 
and him crucified”? Look back again at 1 Corinthians 1:30. There 
we read, “It is because of him that you are in Christ Jesus, who 
has become for us wisdom from God—that is, our righteousness, 
holiness and redemption.”
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The Centrality of Christ
The first “him” is God Himself. It is a result of His work that 

we are “in Christ Jesus” at all. Yet look at all that Christ Jesus has 
“become” for us: wisdom, righteousness, holiness and redemp-
tion.” That is a pretty good description of everything involved in 
fulfilling His purpose in making us like Christ!

Read the writings of Paul and you will see everywhere just 
how central the person and work of Christ is to living for God 
and becoming what He has planned. In salvation not only are my 
sins borne by Christ but I receive His righteousness as my own. 
I am accepted by God just as much as He is! 2 Corinthians 5:21, 
Ephesians 1:3-8. God fully accepts His Son and since I am IN 
Him that includes me as well! To put it crudely, if you give some-
one a box they receive not only the box but also whatever is in it.

How can I put off my old self? Romans 6 tells us that when 
Christ died, we died. His death becomes our death when we are 
united to him in salvation. Whether I understand it fully or not I 
have the right to “reckon” or count myself to have died based on 
the fact of what God has done for me when Jesus died.

In the same way those united with Christ were there in him 
when He rose from the dead to a new life. The life He had in his 
resurrection is the very same life we receive when we are born of 
God. What Christ accomplished in his death, burial, and resur-
rection is the very foundation for living for God.

More than that, we pointed out earlier that our hope of glory 
is Christ in us (Colossians 1:27). He does not merely tell us how 
to live but He comes in by the Spirit to indwell us and live out his 
life in us. As A.B. Simpson wrote in his hymn long ago, “He Who 
overcame on Calvary overcomes again in you and me. Hallelu-
jah, Jesus gives the victory.”

As Paul said in Galatians 2:20, “I have been crucified with 
Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me. The life I live 
in the body, I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and 
gave himself for me.” The Greek says the faith of the Son of God. 
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When Christ comes in He brings his faith with him!

Christ is the center of everything. No wonder Paul summa-
rized his message as he did. It is fine to teach God’s wisdom re-
garding relationships, overcoming sin, giving, ministry, etc. but 
if any of these things are divorced from the supernatural foun-
dation of Christ in us then they become mere principles, rules 
to live by, dependent upon human ability, mere religion. What is 
left is a “form of godliness” that denies its power (2 Timothy 3:5). 
That sounds like a pretty good way to describe deception. It may 
look good but it isn’t real.

A Matter of Family
One of the clearest passages in the scriptures that shows just 

how connected every aspect of salvation is to the person and 
work of Christ is in Romans 5. Paul makes a comparison be-
tween Adam and Christ showing that what each did was passed 
to his descendants.

For example in verse 19 Paul writes, “For just as through the 
disobedience of the one man the many were made sinners, so 
also through the obedience of the one man the many will be 
made righteous.” How did we become sinners? Adam disobeyed 
and he became the father of a family of sinners, all mankind. 
What he did was passed down to us all and our actions prove it.

In the same way those born into Christ’s family inherit the 
result of his obedience and partake of his righteousness. As Paul 
said in verse 17, “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 righ-
teousness reign in life through the one man, Jesus Christ.”

What Jesus did on our behalf is the fountain and source of ev-
erything God has for us. What else is there to preach? Of course 
there is a need for teaching on the various aspects of the out-
working of our salvation as it applies to living here but it all flows 
from him. That is why Colossians 2:10 tells us that we are “com-
plete in him” (KJV).
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That is why Paul speaks as he does in the beginning of chapter 
3 (verses 1-3): “Since, then, you have been raised with Christ, set 
your hearts on things above, where Christ is seated at the right 
hand of God. Set your minds on things above, not on earthly 
things. For you died, and your life is now hidden with Christ in 
God. When Christ, who is your life, appears, then you also will 
appear with him in glory.” 

Anything short of this misses the mark and reflects the effort 
of the enemy to deceive. May God grant grace that His message 
may be boldly proclaimed, that Christ and Christ alone may be 
lifted up as the only hope of mankind. May we humbly submit 
to our Heavenly Father, the Master Craftsman, as He patiently 
and surely takes that which was ruined by sin and transforms it 
into something eternal and beautiful. To Him be glory and praise 
forever and ever!
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Chapter 6

What Spirit?
To this point we have briefly explored two particular areas of 

truth in an attempt to shine a light on ways in which Satan has 
sought to hinder God’s work with deception. The more we un-
derstand the true nature of what God is after the better equipped 
we will be to recognize Satan’s counterfeits.

The first area concerns Christ as the Head. The headship of 
Christ means that He literally runs things. It means that He is 
recognized, looked to, depended upon, submitted to in the day to 
day life of His church. He is no mere figurehead, a remote mon-
arch whose name is used to sanctify the religious efforts of men. 
In reality, most religion is run by men. All too often these men 
are inspired by demons — even where the doctrine of Christ’s 
headship is acknowledged.

The second area concerns Christ as the Message. Every aspect 
of truth is centered in the person of Jesus Christ. Paul summed 
up his message in these simple words: “Jesus Christ and him 
crucified.” 1 Corinthians 2:2. Where Christ is not the message, 
something else is. It’s that simple.

The Life
But there is a third area of truth that needs emphasizing: it 

is simply Christ as the Life. Christ is more than the head, more 
than the message: He is literally the life of His church. Remember 
Paul’s warning in 2 Cor. 11:5 about another Jesus and a different 
gospel? He also warned us in the same verse about a “different” 
spirit. Not every spirit in professing Christendom is of God — to 
say the least!

What is it that distinguishes a fellowship of true followers of 
Jesus from everyone else? Is it their beliefs? their religious prac-
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tices? their code of ethics? No! It comes down to one thing: it is 
the living presence of Christ who has himself become the very 
source of the life they share. Everything else is mere religion. Of 
course this truth is very intertwined with the others mentioned 
yet I believe it needs to be explored in its own right.

In every group claiming to follow Christ there is some sort of 
spirit that prevails, that gives it life, and that defines its character. 
We tend to see and judge by external things such as doctrines, 
styles of worship, denominational affiliation, and the like but 
God judges by the spirit. It is not the externals that matter most 
but the spirit that is behind those externals. For example, what 
is called “worship” may be soulish and emotional or it may be a 
genuine expression of God’s Spirit. The same is true of preaching 
— and every other aspect of church life.

Religious Culture
Religious groups tend to have their own “cultures,” if you will, 

shared beliefs and practices that distinguish them from others. 
Sometimes this culture reflects the collective personalities of the 
members but more often it reflects the preferences of some dom-
inant personality or personalities. If there is a denominational 
affiliation it probably reflects that as well. For example, a church 
that is “Baptist” in its tradition and culture will probably look 
and feel very different from one that is “Pentecostal.” The same 
could be said of any of the “labels” by which we identify different 
brands of churches.

The tendency for those seeking spiritual fellowship therefore 
usually involves finding a place where the culture most close-
ly matches the individual’s own religious ideas and preferences. 
Very few seek God with an honest and willing heart. How often 
over the years have we seen someone begin to visit one of our 
assemblies and show real interest — and even enthusiasm — for 
awhile. Then somewhere along the line they drift away or are 
suddenly offended over some issue and leave. Why?

What really happens is that they come with their own ready-



What Spirit?

59

made religious “measuring stick.” They use this measuring stick 
to evaluate what they see and hear. Everything is fine until they 
run into something that doesn’t conform to what they already 
“know” to be true. They are not really seeking truth with an hon-
est heart but their own preferred brand of religion — and we 
don’t measure up to their standard! God can inspire a message 
that opens up the Word with great clarity and anointing and they 
will be completely deaf to it because it isn’t what they are used to 
and looking for.

Their religion has truly been reduced to a religious “culture” 
that they happen to prefer. The devil himself could be the true 
inspiration behind a particular group and they wouldn’t know 
the difference as long as it conforms to their ideas of how things 
should be. Sadly, what I have just described characterizes the 
great majority of professed followers of Christ.

A Form
In 1 Tim. 4:1 Paul warned Timothy, “The Spirit clearly says 

that in later times some will abandon the faith and follow de-
ceiving spirits and things taught by demons.” In 2 Tim. 3:1 Paul 
warns that “there will be terrible times in the last days.” He de-
scribes many characteristics that will be manifest in people but 
one in verse five stands out: “having a form of godliness but de-
nying its power.”

If you read the other things that Paul lists this almost seems out 
of place, yet it isn’t. With most of the other characteristics the evil 
is pretty obvious: “unholy,” “without love,” “without self-control,” 
“brutal,” “treacherous,” and the like. However a “form of godli-
ness” may be the most deadly thing on the list. Why? Because 
outwardly it looks good. It appears to uphold righteousness and 
godliness. The problem is that it merely appears to. Something 
demonic is really behind it. How do we know? Because the “pow-
er” that belongs to true godliness is denied.

If you want a picture of what Paul meant just look back at the 
religious leaders Jesus had to contend with. He would visit their 
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synagogues and it wouldn’t be long before the life and power that 
was in Him would expose the emptiness of their particular form 
of “godliness” and He would be rejected. On at least one occasion 
they even tried to kill Him. Luke 4. They loved their religious 
form — as long as the living God wasn’t involved — as long as 
His actual power and presence didn’t expose their true condi-
tion. Their supposed “form of godliness” was actually a cover for 
the dominion of demons who held the people captive in terrible 
darkness and deception. When the light that was in Jesus threat-
ened that darkness the demons were quick to stir up all manner 
of anger and opposition in the people. The real question with any 
group is simple: What spirit is there?

The Role of Ministry
The churches we read about in the New Testament were found-

ed as Paul and others went forth in the power of the Holy Spirit 
and proclaimed the message of Jesus Christ. Those who received 
the message were brought together and taught and churches 
were born. They were defined by their shared faith and life.

As we have said, the ministry of the Word of God is more than 
the mere conveyance of correct ideas. It is literally the vehicle by 
which God’s Spirit enters receptive hearts and imparts life. Put 
another way, God actually speaks to the people through the lips 
of the human vessel. Yet this does not mean that the vessel is a 
mere robot or puppet. Both God and man are engaged in the 
ministry effort but to the extent the vessel is called and yielded 
to God the inspiration is divine and the very life of God is min-
istered to the hearers through the words. 2 Corinthians 3:3-6, 
Colossians 1:29. 1 Corinthians 2:1-5.

Understandably over time the ministry will define the life of a 
given church. Where God is present, those whose hearts He has 
opened will hear His voice, be drawn to Christ, and begin to be 
changed. This change is far deeper than mere outward things. 
It is much more than just conformity to a particular religious 
standard. Rather, the very Spirit of God is imparted to the people 
and they are changed from the inside out. Those whose hearts 
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are blinded by sin and religion tend to go their own way at some 
point because they have a different spirit.

On the other hand, what is produced where the ministry is 
not truly sent and anointed by God? What about ministry that 
is characterized by human ability, pride, ambition, religious zeal, 
tradition, a sectarian spirit, etc.? What kind of church would re-
sult from that? Would the life and blessing of God flow freely in 
the lives of the people? Would sinners be drawn to their light? 
Would that kind of ministry impart the very life of Christ to the 
people?

If not, what would be imparted? There are only two options: 
it is either Christ himself or something that is utterly opposed to 
Him. The Bible calls such a spirit “antichrist” because it is a spirit 
that is against Christ. The religious life in such a place might 
even look good outwardly but what would happen if Christ him-
self showed up? When Paul spoke of a form of godliness that 
denies the power he meant that there was a built-in opposition 
to God’s presence and power. A mere “form” of godliness is not 
neutral. In fact, it hates Christ, regardless of appearances.

What do you think would happen in most modern churches if 
Paul the Apostle were suddenly to become the pastor?! I’m afraid 
in most places it would be war! The result would be similar to 
the reception Jesus received in the synagogues of His day. People 
would be fuming, “We don’t do things that way!” “You’re violat-
ing our traditions!” “How dare you suggest that there is some-
thing wrong with us!”

I believe there are places where such a ministry would provoke 
true repentance in at least some of the people but in far more 
places they would be quick to show Paul the door. Their outward 
behavior might be somewhat more refined than that of the re-
ligious folks of Jesus’ day but their true spirit would be just the 
same towards Paul as it was in those who crucified Jesus.

What is the Church?
What is the church anyway? What did God have in mind? 
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What is it that Christ promised to build when He said, “I will 
build my church”? Matt. 16:18. I believe that if we better un-
derstand God’s intent with respect to the church then it will be 
easier to recognize the counterfeits that abound. As we consider 
this it is surely important to acknowledge that at best even true 
expressions of the church are typically in a very immature state 
and need to grow — the Corinthian church, for example. They 
did not lack “any spiritual gift” (1 Corinthians 1:7) yet look at the 
many problems they had! However, there is a fundamental dif-
ference between an immature church where Christ lives and one 
ruled by another spirit. They are on two different tracks headed 
in opposite directions.

Father and Son
I believe the correct starting point for understanding the na-

ture of the church is to first understand something about the 
Father and His Son. I’m not talking about something deep and 
theological but rather a simple scriptural picture of their rela-
tionship. The relationship they enjoyed during our Savior’s time 
on earth is a picture of God’s plan for His people as well.

Phil. 2:6-7 speaks of Christ, “who, although He existed in the 
form of God, did not regard equality with God a thing to be 
grasped, but emptied Himself, taking the form of a bond-ser-
vant, and being made in the likeness of men.” (NASU.) There was 
a drastic change between heaven and earth. Between the “form 
of God” and the “likeness of men” there was an emptying. He 
remained Who He was; however, the what changed. He had be-
come a man.

In His prayer in John 17 Jesus said, “I have brought you glory 
on earth by completing the work you gave me to do. And now, 
Father, glorify me in your presence with the glory I had with 
you before the world began.” (Verses 4-5). Here again we see a 
contrast drawn between Christ’s glory before He came to earth 
and what He was on earth. And having completed the work He 
had been sent to do He expected to reclaim the glory He had laid 
aside.
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John 1 begins with these familiar words in the first three vers-
es: “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with 
God, and the Word was God. He was with God in the begin-
ning. Through him all things were made; without him nothing 
was made that has been made.” Here again we catch a glimpse of 
what Christ was before coming to earth.

Also He is called “the Word,” the very expression of the Father. 
Col. 1:15 says of Him, “He is the image of the invisible God….” 
Heb. 1:3 says, “The Son is the radiance of God’s glory and the ex-
act representation of his being….” See also John 1:18. If you want 
to know what God is like, look at Jesus.

The Earthly Life of Jesus
Then John 1:14 adds these words: “The Word became flesh 

and made his dwelling among us. We have seen his glory, the glo-
ry of the One and Only, who came from the Father, full of grace 
and truth.” Though He had been so great and glorious, yet to 
fulfill His Father’s plan He willingly laid aside His former glory 
and actually “became flesh”! How amazing is that!

Despite who He was and what He had been before, Jesus lived 
his earthly life as a man. He lived in complete dependence upon 
His Father. In John 5:19 Jesus said, “I tell you the truth, the Son 
can do nothing by himself; he can do only what he sees his Father 
doing, because whatever the Father does the Son also does.” He 
reiterates the same thought in verse 30: “By myself I can do noth-
ing; I judge only as I hear, and my judgment is just, for I seek not 
to please myself but him who sent me.”

Please note that Jesus did not say, “I choose to do nothing by 
myself.” Rather He said, “By myself I can do nothing.” The choice 
was to come to earth in the first place. Once here He did not 
possess the ability in Himself to do the wonderful things He did. 
Remember, He had emptied Himself. This is little understood. 
It is supposed by some that because He was the Son of God that 
He had power to do anything He wanted and just voluntarily 
refrained from using that power apart from His Father’s will. No! 
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He was not an actor. He ministered upon earth as a Spirit-filled 
man. His dependence upon God was genuine.

Speaking of the ministry of Jesus, John the Baptist said, “For 
the one whom God has sent speaks the words of God, for God 
gives the Spirit without limit. The Father loves the Son and has 
placed everything in his hands.” John 3:34-35. How was Jesus 
able to speak God’s words? He was able because God gave Him 
the Spirit without limit.

Earlier John had testified, “I saw the Spirit come down from heav-
en as a dove and remain on him. I would not have known him, ex-
cept that the one who sent me to baptize with water told me, ‘The 
man on whom you see the Spirit come down and remain is he who 
will baptize with the Holy Spirit.’ I have seen and I testify that this 
is the Son of God.” John 1:32-34. Amazing! Until the Spirit came 
upon him Jesus appeared to be just another man coming to John for 
baptism! (We should note that John himself had an inner witness 
as to who Jesus was as he approached the water — John 1:29, Matt. 
4:13-15 — but the decisive, divinely promised witness to John was 
the coming of the Spirit upon Jesus.)

Jesus’ Baptism
The baptism of Jesus marked a radical change in the His 

earthly life. Before that He was just a fine Jewish boy growing up 
in Nazareth, attending the synagogue, working as a carpenter. 
There are religious myths that picture Him performing miracles 
as a child but they are not so. If He had His own power why did 
He need the anointing of the Holy Spirit? Why did not the Father 
simply say, “It’s time. Show them what you can do”?

At one point in His ministry Jesus was performing many 
miracles and drawing great crowds yet his own brothers didn’t 
believe in Him! John 7:3-5. That surely testifies to the fact that 
there was nothing that remarkable about Him prior to the Jordan 
River experience. By the way — I mentioned earlier about the 
synagogue where the people tried to kill Him — that synagogue 
was in Nazareth, the home town of Jesus! The people there had 
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known Him His whole life. Luke tells us that he went to the syn-
agogue “as was his custom.” There was nothing unusual in His 
standing up to read either. He had no doubt done it many times 
before. But something was dramatically different this time. He 
spoke with the power of God’s Spirit. The Spirit confronted their 
spiritual condition and they reacted with murderous rage.

Why had He never provoked such a reaction before? Was it be-
cause Jesus had simply chosen to hide His power? No! He had no 
power for ministry apart from the anointing granted Him from 
above. Just before this Jesus had spent 40 days in the wilderness 
being tempted by the devil following His baptism. Then Luke 
says, “Jesus returned to Galilee in the power of the Spirit, and 
news about him spread through the whole countryside.” Luke 
4:14. The impartation of the Spirit at baptism and the wilderness 
testing set the stage for God’s power to be manifest in His earthly 
ministry.

The disciples were witness to many amazing things as they 
traveled about with Jesus. They saw Him heal the sick, raise dead 
people, cast out demons, multiply food, walk on water. Three of 
them had even seen Him shine like the sun when He was trans-
figured on the mountain. As His ministry on earth drew to a 
close Jesus revealed to them how all this had come about.

He had often spoken of His Father and so in John 14:8 we read, 
“Philip said, ‘Lord, show us the Father and that will be enough 
for us.’” In verses 9-10 the record continues, “Jesus answered: 
‘Don’t you know me, Philip, even after I have been among you 
such a long time? Anyone who has seen me has seen the Father. 
How can you say, “Show us the Father”? Don’t you believe that 
I am in the Father, and that the Father is in me? The words I say 
to you are not just my own. Rather, it is the Father, living in me, 
who is doing his work.’”

How did Jesus do such amazing things? His relationship with 
the Father was such that it was really the Father living in Him 
that was doing the work. Note also that the work itself was “his” 
— that is, the Father’s — work. In other words Jesus the man was 
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a willing vessel in whom the Father lived and through whom the 
Father carried out His work. The power did not come from Jesus 
but from the Father. Remember how He had said, “By myself I 
can do nothing.”

The Divine Relationship
Note that in the scripture cited above Jesus also spoke of this 

divine relationship in these words: “I am in the Father, and … the 
Father is in me.” These words describe a oneness not only in pur-
pose and action but of being itself. It reminds us of Jesus’ words 
in John 15 about the vine and branches. A vine and its branches 
have a living connection and share the same life. The vine doesn’t 
send a letter to the branch telling it to produce fruit! Fruit is the 
result of the life that is in the vine flowing into the branch and 
producing fruit according to the nature of that life. Divine life 
produces divine fruit and so it was with Jesus. The relationship 
was so perfect that Jesus was able to say in John 10:30, “I and the 
Father are one.”

God’s plan for us is of the same sort. Of course, the passage 
about the vine and branches actually describes the relationship 
between Christ and His disciples. In Jesus’ prayer in John 17 He 
said, “Holy Father, protect them by the power of your name — 
the name you gave me — so that they may be one as we are one.” 
John 17:11. One way to express the meaning behind the name we 
have come to know as Jesus is “God saves.” Note that this name 
is spoken of by Jesus as “your name.” The name “Jesus” belonged 
to the Father before it was given to the Son! It speaks of the very 
character and purpose of the Father Himself expressed in the 
Son He sent to save us. Thus His Son came to bear that name, the 
name that is above every name! Phil. 2:9-11.

We see in this that the underlying power in our salvation 
comes from the very being of our heavenly Father Himself. I’m 
so glad that He is not depending upon some power in me for I 
have none. I am completely helpless apart from a power outside 
myself — divine power — and that is the hope of the gospel. But 
note the particular result of that saving power that Jesus focused 
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on in His prayer: “that they may be one as we are one.” God de-
sires the same oneness for us that He and His Son enjoyed! Sure-
ly only divine power could accomplish such a thing. I am quite 
sure that when God’s family enjoys the beautiful new creation 
He has promised all of the things that divide us here will be long 
gone. May we have the heart and the vision to desire more of that 
unity down here, not an artificial relationship brought about by 
men, but a true unity based on God’s Spirit.

We Are Included
But there is more. Listen to Jesus’ prayer in John 17:20-23, not-

ing that we are included: “My prayer is not for them alone. I pray 
also for those who will believe in me through their message, that 
all of them may be one, Father, just as you are in me and I am in 
you. May they also be in us so that the world may believe that 
you have sent me. I have given them the glory that you gave me, 
that they may be one as we are one: I in them and you in me. May 
they be brought to complete unity to let the world know that you 
sent me and have loved them even as you have loved me.”

Jesus prays for our unity, the kind described in the words, “just 
as you are in me and I am in you.” But it is more than a unity 
with one another God seeks. Jesus also said, “May they also be in 
us….” This is an extension of the unity between Father and Son. 
Now it becomes “I in them and you in me.” The family grows 
yet it is more than a family. There is a oneness of being since 
all share the same life, the very life of God. In John 14:20 Jesus 
spoke of a day when His followers would “realize that I am in my 
Father, and you are in me, and I am in you.”

This truth lends deeper meaning to the words of Jesus when He 
appeared to his disciples in a locked room after the resurrection. 
In John 20:21 He said, “Peace be with you! As the Father has sent 
me, I am sending you.” There is more than a simple commission 
in these words. How, in fact, did the Father send the Son? Did 
He simply give Him instructions and then stand back, leaving 
Jesus to His own resources? No, of course not! It was the Father’s 
own Spirit, His own power, His own work that was manifest in 
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the Son. Jesus provided a surrendered human vessel; His Father 
provided the rest. God’s plan for His church is no different. It is 
either Christ in us or it is us practicing empty religion.

Three Comings of Christ
It is widely understood and believed that Christ came to earth 

about 2000 years ago to live among us, die for our sins, rise again, 
and return to a place of enthronement in heaven. It is also widely 
believed that Christ will one day come again as He promised and 
as the angels testified when He was taken up to heaven before the 
disciples. Acts 1:10-11. But there is another coming that is little 
understood.

This coming is described in various ways and I will just give 
you what the scriptures say without trying to explain it all. While 
speaking of the coming of the Counselor, the Spirit of truth Jesus 
said this: “I will not leave you as orphans; I will come to you.” 
John 14:18. Note His words: “I will come ….” This clearly wasn’t 
referring to His first coming since He was already there speaking 
to them! And in the context He wasn’t speaking of the “second 
coming” either. What coming is He talking about?

One thing that is important to note is that this coming is “to 
you.” Listen to what else Jesus said on the heels of this: “Before 
long, the world will not see me anymore, but you will see me. 
Because I live, you also will live. On that day you will realize that 
I am in my Father, and you are in me, and I am in you. Whoever 
has my commands and obeys them, he is the one who loves me. 
He who loves me will be loved by my Father, and I too will love 
him and show myself to him.” John 14:19-21.

There are many things worth noting here. It should be obvi-
ous that this “coming” does not refer to either what we call the 
“incarnation” or to the “second coming.” This is something dif-
ferent. Jesus promised to “come” to the disciples. He said that 
the world would not see Him but that the disciples would. He 
promised to make Himself known in a special way to them in 
this coming. It is in the middle of this passage that Jesus said, “I 
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am in my Father, and you are in me, and I am in you.” That was 
to be the result of the “coming” of which He spoke. In verse 28 
He reiterates this by saying, “I am going away and I am coming 
back to you.”

In Acts 1:4-5 we find Jesus instructing the disciples just before 
He returned to heaven in these oft-quoted words: “Do not leave 
Jerusalem, but wait for the gift my Father promised, which you 
have heard me speak about. For John baptized with water, but 
in a few days you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit.” Despite 
walking with Jesus for more than 3 years they were not ready 
for ministry. Jesus promised to send them as He had been sent 
by the Father. Prior to His baptism in the Jordan Jesus was not 
equipped either.

There is a parallel between Jesus’ baptism and Pentecost. His 
baptism marked the point at which Jesus was empowered for His 
work. What happened can be scripturally described as the Holy 
Spirit coming upon Him. It can also be described as the Father 
coming to live IN Him based on His words in John 14:10. Jesus, 
the human vessel, was empowered for a divine mission because 
God came to live in Him.

At Pentecost we see the Spirit coming upon the apostles with 
great demonstration and power. But based on the words of Jesus 
this can also be understood as Christ coming to live — in spirit 
form — in His church. Remember Jesus had used the words “be-
fore long” to describe His coming “to them.” Now He had come. 
The same One that had walked among men as Jesus of Nazareth 
had returned to walk among men once more in the apostles — 
and by extension, in all who believe. Peter’s words were, “Repent 
and be baptized, every one of you, in the name of Jesus Christ for 
the forgiveness of your sins. And you will receive the gift of the 
Holy Spirit. The promise is for you and your children and for all 
who are far off — for all whom the Lord our God will call.” Acts 
2:38-39.
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Christ’s Body
The church is Christ’s body. (See Eph. 1:23 and many other 

scriptures.) At the Jordan the Father came to live in His body, 
Jesus. At Pentecost, the risen exalted Christ came to live in His 
body, the church. The apostles were transformed from ordinary 
men to mighty servants of God. The fruit of Christ’s presence 
was quickly apparent in the power expressed in Peter’s message 
and in the life of the church that resulted. There was an unprec-
edented unity, love and power among the believers that wonder-
fully demonstrated God’s plan and purpose.

We see these truths reflected in the writings of John the Apos-
tle in his first letter. In 1 John 1:1-4 we read, “That which was 
from the beginning, which we have heard, which we have seen 
with our eyes, which we have looked at and our hands have 
touched — this we proclaim concerning the Word of life. The 
life appeared; we have seen it and testify to it, and we proclaim to 
you the eternal life, which was with the Father and has appeared 
to us. We proclaim to you what we have seen and heard, so that 
you also may have fellowship with us. And our fellowship is with 
the Father and with his Son, Jesus Christ.” John wrote of a “fel-
lowship” — a relationship — that existed involving the Father, 
his Son, the apostles, and now the believers to whom John was 
writing.

In 1 John 4:13-14 John says, “We know that we live in him 
and he in us, because he has given us of his Spirit.” The Spirit of 
God — His very being — is the life we share in Christ, the very 
foundation of the relationship of which John speaks. In 1 John 
4:15 we read, “If anyone acknowledges that Jesus is the Son of 
God, God lives in him and he in God.” In the next verse John 
says, “God is love. Whoever lives in love lives in God, and God in 
him.” Divine life residing in and expressing itself through human 
vessels lies at the heart of the church Jesus died and rose again to 
bring forth.

Many Spirits
But John is well aware that among those who profess to follow 
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Jesus there are those who have other spirits and not the Spirit of 
God. And so in 1 John 4:1 he says, “Dear friends, do not believe 
every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether they are from God, 
because many false prophets have gone out into the world.” This 
is certainly in agreement with Paul’s warnings of deception and 
a form of godliness.

But the test John proposes is very interesting. In verses 2 and 
3 he continues, “This is how you can recognize the Spirit of God: 
Every spirit that acknowledges that Jesus Christ has come in the 
flesh is from God, but every spirit that does not acknowledge 
Jesus is not from God. This is the spirit of the antichrist, which 
you have heard is coming and even now is already in the world.”

Christ Come in the Flesh
There is more to this test than one might think. John does not 

say, “every spirit that acknowledges that Jesus Christ did come in 
the flesh is from God.” He says, “every spirit that acknowledges 
that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh is from God.” There is a 
profound difference between “did come” and “has come.”

To say that Christ “did come” or that He “came” would be to 
refer to something completely in the past, namely that He was a 
flesh and blood man known as Jesus of Nazareth. But John said, 
“has come.” What is he saying? To say that someone “has come” 
is the same as saying that someone “is here now”! The “coming” 
John is speaking of is the same one Jesus talked about in John 14. 
John heard those words with his own ears. He experienced that 
coming on the day of Pentecost. But Pentecost wasn’t the end of 
it. John is saying to his readers that Christ not only came then 
but that He is still here.

But there’s more. Not only is Christ still here as a result of this 
coming; He is here “in the flesh”! Think about it. When Jesus 
walked among men the “word” had become flesh. He was the 
expression of God in flesh. God lived in the flesh of Jesus and in 
that way walked among men. But the exalted Christ also has a 
body. His body — and thus His flesh — is the true church com-
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posed of all who have been truly born of God’s Spirit. He came at 
Pentecost to inhabit His body — and He still lives in it.

Religious Spirits
There are many religious spirits that don’t mind talking about 

Christ and claiming to serve Christ — as long as it is “Christ in 
the sky” or a Christ that has some special private relationship 
with them. But there is something about a religious spirit that is 
self-willed and independent. It may even acknowledge the doc-
trine of Christ’s incarnation but the idea that He is present in a 
people today is something else.

Let’s be plain. When I say “religious spirit” I am referring to a 
demon, an emissary of Satan, a very real spiritual being whose 
specialty is promoting some form of religion that lacks — and 
bitterly opposes — the actual living presence and power of 
Christ. Don’t kid yourself. Religious spirits come in all “flavors.” 
There are demons actively promoting virtually every form of 
Christianity so long as Christ is absent.

Christ in a people makes those people something unique. It 
is not that the people themselves are anything but the One who 
lives in them is the Lord of heaven. Those in whom He lives share 
not only His life but a mutual responsibility and a mutual sub-
mission to one another. The Christ in them binds them together 
in a supernatural unity. There is an interdependence whereby all 
benefit from the measure of Christ in each individual member. 
The church was never meant to be a kind of coalition of indepen-
dent spirits each feeling free to do “his own thing.”

Religious spirits have sort of a “private Christ” that in prac-
tice allows them to be a law unto themselves. Jesus spoke of a 
situation in which a man has sinned against his brother and has 
also rejected the testimony of two or three that have tried to help 
him. In Matt. 18:17 Jesus went on to say, “If he refuses to listen to 
them, tell it to the church; and if he refuses to listen even to the 
church, treat him as you would a pagan or a tax collector.” That 
is a pretty clear manifestation of the kind of spirit that refuses to 
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acknowledge Christ “come in the flesh.”

What God has designed is that His people walk together in 
love and recognize not only the Christ who reigns above, but the 
Christ who lives in His people. The One I serve, who is in me, is 
in my brother also. He came not only to save individuals but that 
we might be joined one to another. Speaking of Jesus, Paul said 
in Eph. 2:21-22, “In him the whole building is joined together 
and rises to become a holy temple in the Lord. And in him you 
too are being built together to become a dwelling in which God 
lives by his Spirit.”

John is not shy about identifying the kind of spirit that refuses 
to recognize the Christ who lives in the flesh today. In 1 John 4:3 
he says, “This is the spirit of the antichrist, which you have heard 
is coming and even now is already in the world.” Thus we see two 
very different spirits at work in those who profess to follow Jesus: 
one is the Spirit of Christ; the other is the spirit of antichrist.

Of course John is writing to genuine followers of Christ, a peo-
ple in whom Christ truly lived. And so he continues in 1 John 
4:5-6, “They are from the world and therefore speak from the 
viewpoint of the world, and the world listens to them. We are 
from God, and whoever knows God listens to us; but whoever is 
not from God does not listen to us. This is how we recognize the 
Spirit of truth and the spirit of falsehood.” Notice the clear con-
nection between being “from God” and recognizing the Christ 
who lives in His people.

We see this principle also in 1 John 2:18-19 where John had 
written, “Dear children, this is the last hour; and as you have 
heard that the antichrist is coming, even now many antichrists 
have come. This is how we know it is the last hour. They went out 
from us, but they did not really belong to us. For if they had be-
longed to us, they would have remained with us; but their going 
showed that none of them belonged to us.”

Two different spirits, each appearing to follow Christ, yet one 
is Christ and the other is actually antichrist. Truly we must not 
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naively believe every spirit. We need God’s help if we are to tell 
the difference. Don’t be afraid. He will help those who truly want 
Him!
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Chapter 7

Symptoms of Religious Spirits at Work
Let’s note once again the words of Jesus to the woman at the 

well recorded in John 4:23-24 — “Yet a time is coming and has 
now come when the true worshipers will worship the Father in 
spirit and truth, for they are the kind of worshipers the Father 
seeks. God is spirit, and his worshipers must worship in spirit 
and in truth.”

A key word there is the word “and.” There is a safety and bal-
ance in Jesus’ words and Satan ever seeks to undermine that 
balance that he might deceive. The pursuit of “truth” apart from 
God’s Spirit results in anything from dead truth to outright false-
hood. The pursuit of “spirit” apart from the anchor of truth is a 
wide open door for delusion. These pursuits tend to appeal to 
different types of people.

Demon spirits that operate in religion are as varied as those 
they seek to deceive. Since people differ greatly in their tempera-
ment and makeup there is no single approach that the kingdom 
of darkness can use with everyone. 1 Cor. 1:22 refers to two dif-
ferent types of people in these words: “Jews demand miraculous 
signs and Greeks look for wisdom.” Evidently these were general 
characteristics of those particular groups but the characteristics 
noted obviously are not confined to those groups.

The one kind leans strongly toward the “spirit” side of things, 
emphasizing experience over doctrine, seeking a religion they 
can feel in some manner, one validated by their earthly senses. 
The other leans toward the “truth” side, seeking a religion they 
can understand, and trusting in the power of their minds to seek 
out and discover truth. Each is in reality a form of unbelief, de-
manding that God subject Himself to their judgment and ap-
proval and meet them on their terms.
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“Greeks”
Many are the spirits that are at work among the “Greeks” of 

our world. All spirits need to do to deceive is to encourage such 
men to deify, to make a god out of, their own intellects. Their 
own minds become, to them, the highest authority. In their pride, 
they believe themselves capable of sitting in judgment of any-
thing claiming to be truth, all the while looking down on those 
they consider to be more ignorant than they are. They specially 
despise the “I feel it, therefore it must be so” folks, believing them 
to be easily fooled, yet not realizing they are equally vulnerable.

Spirits know full well that the things of God cannot be dis-
covered through man’s intellect so they seize the opportunity 
afforded by the pride of man’s fallen nature to send him on the 
proverbial “wild goose chase” in one form or another. It matters 
little what direction that “chase” takes so long as it leads away 
from the One who IS truth.

There is nothing outside of the person of Jesus Christ that can 
rightly be called “truth.” John 14:6. In Col. 2:3 Paul speaks of Christ, 
“in whom are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge.” 
Men acquire all kinds of earthly knowledge in many fields of study 
but it is all meaningless apart from Christ. That kind of “knowledge” 
puffs men up with pride — and leads nowhere.

A God Who Frustrates
1 Cor. 1:18-21, immediately preceding verse 22 quoted above, 

says, “For the message of the cross is foolishness to those who are 
perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of God. 
For it is written: ‘I will destroy the wisdom of the wise; the intel-
ligence of the intelligent I will frustrate.’ Where is the wise man? 
Where is the scholar? Where is the philosopher of this age? Has 
not God made foolish the wisdom of the world? For since in the 
wisdom of God the world through its wisdom did not know him, 
God was pleased through the foolishness of what was preached 
to save those who believe.”

If the God of the universe has vowed to “destroy the wisdom 
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of the wise” and frustrate “the intelligence of the intelligent” 
what chance does man have of discovering truth without God? 
And so the job of deceiving spirits is simply to blind men to that 
fact while feeding their pride. In that state they are defenseless 
against many kinds of deception.

With some the devil seeks to discredit the Bible altogether. For 
example, he encourages those who regard the Bible and belief 
in God as mere relics of man’s supposed primitive past, natural 
products of the superstitions of a more ignorant age. Deceived 
by their own prideful intellects, they become fools leading other 
fools to certain destruction.

Of course another way the devil discredits the Bible in the eyes 
of many is through false religion. The separation of man from his 
Creator has left a terrible hole on the inside that makes most men 
religious in one way or another and so Satan crafts religious sub-
stitutes for truth, many full of high-sounding ideas designed to 
convince thinkers that they have come into possession of truth.

Of course Satan’s substitutes for truth share a significant char-
acteristic: they all set forth things that man must DO to fill that 
hole whereas the gospel of Jesus Christ calls upon man to aban-
don all trust in his own doing and put all of his trust in what 
Christ has DONE through the cross. By that measure a lot of re-
ligion that claims to be Christian is actually a satanic deception.

“Tolerance”
He also widely promotes a kind of so-called “tolerance” for the 

many different things people believe. If someone claims to have 
actual truth — that is, something that is absolutely true — he 
commits a cardinal sin in the world’s eyes! It is not “politically 
correct” in our day to boldly say of Jesus Christ what Peter said 
before the religious council in Acts 4:12 — “Salvation is found 
in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven given 
to men by which we must be saved.” And add to that Jesus’ own 
words in John 14:6 — “I am the way and the truth and the life. 
No one comes to the Father except through me.”
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Satan hates and fears such heaven-inspired clarity and cer-
tainty. In fact, he is completely “intolerant” of it! One idea he 
has widely promoted is the idea that there is no such thing as 
absolute truth, that each man is entitled to his own “truth.” As 
has often been pointed out, that very idea is absurd and illogical. 
The idea itself claims to make an absolute statement about truth! If 
there is no absolute truth then how can the idea that there is no 
absolute truth be true?

Modernism
Of course there are those who — in some sense at least — claim 

to believe in God and the Bible, yet in reality both are subjected 
to their own intellects and to “modern” thought. Satan’s emissar-
ies accommodate their pride with a wide range of high-sounding 
ideas that are utterly foreign to genuine truth. Paul referred in 
part to such things when he warned of “… hollow and deceptive 
philosophy, which depends on human tradition and the basic 
principles of this world rather than on Christ.” Col. 2:8.

Remember that the basic principles of this world focus on man 
and his desires here and now and certainly not, “Christ and him 
crucified.” The result is something that falls into the category of 
what is often called “liberal theology.” Any notion that the plain 
statements of scripture are to be taken at face value is ridiculed.

History is often viewed as “evolutionary” — that is, the human 
race has evolved from an ignorant primitive state to a state of 
modern enlightenment. They, of course, are among the enlight-
ened. Thus the real authority is not the inspired Word of God but 
the ever-evolving ideas of “modern” man.

I remember once hearing a so-called “minister” refer to the 
words of Jesus about the Holy Spirit guiding us into all truth 
(John 16:13). That’s a wonderful promise but what he took that to 
mean was that truth and our ability to grasp it are evolutionary 
and change over time. For example, in Bible days homosexuality 
was regarded as sinful, but now, in a more enlightened age we 
know that isn’t so. God sort of accommodated men’s ignorance 
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knowing that in time we would mature as a race and He could 
broaden our minds.

In other words, the Bible means whatever we want it to mean! 
Someone has rightly said that the Bible is like a fiddle: you can 
play any tune you want to on it. Anytime a man puts on the 
“glasses” of modern worldly philosophy and, trusting in his own 
intellect, looks into God’s Word the devil will twist it into some-
thing that doesn’t even resemble truth. Make no mistake. There 
is a demonic inspiration behind the proud intellects of modern 
man, whether he claims to value the Bible or not. As Paul said in 
1 Tim. 4:1, “The Spirit clearly says that in later times some will 
abandon the faith and follow deceiving spirits and things taught 
by demons.”

The only defense is a humble honest heart that seeks God, 
knowing that we are helpless apart from His mercy. But where 
intellectual pride reigns such an approach is held in contempt. 
That sort of pride is surely a symptom of a “different spirit,” one 
other than Christ, and one that leads its proud and confident 
victims straight to destruction.

Another side track the devil employs that often leads to a 
spiritual dead-end is to promote the idea that the key to truth is 
to delve deeply into the ancient cultures and languages of Bible 
days. If only we could learn from archaeology, history, and the 
study of the languages of the Middle East in Bible times then we 
could unlock the mysteries of the Bible and really understand 
what it teaches!

Some who start down this path are sincere Bible believers but 
the farther they travel the farther they stray from the simplicity 
of childlike trust in the Author. It is not that a knowledge of such 
things cannot have a place but rather that such a pursuit tends 
to breed a prideful trust in one’s own ability to discover truth 
through the human mind. And, since this kind of pursuit leads 
away from truth rather than toward it, some even fall away into 
darkness and unbelief.
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Private Interpreters
One tactic the devil employs, often with sincere and zealous 

people who hold a strong view of the Bible as God’s word, is to 
provoke them to become “private interpreters.” Peter encouraged 
his readers to pay close attention to the word of the prophets. 
Then he added these words: “Above all, you must understand 
that no prophecy of Scripture came about by the prophet’s own 
interpretation. For prophecy never had its origin in the will of 
man, but men spoke from God as they were carried along by 
the Holy Spirit.” 2 Peter 1:20-21. Above all! Something we must 
understand.

First of all we see that the prophets themselves operated under 
divine inspiration. They didn’t give out their opinions or their in-
terpretations but God’s message. Prophecy was serious business. 
Moses’ law prescribed the death penalty for false prophets! Deut. 
13:1-5.

But the fact is that we need the same divine inspiration, the 
same divine overshadowing to understand the scriptures. Every-
thing about God’s kingdom is supernatural and requires God’s 
active participation. I have a friend who is fond of saying, “The 
Bible is one book that cannot be understood without the Au-
thor.” That is true. But the devil promotes an insidious lie: His 
lie is that the Bible can be understood by the human mind 
through diligent study.

On the surface that idea sounds very reasonable. After all, the 
Bible was written for human beings to read. Wouldn’t it make 
sense that it was meant to be understood? And doesn’t Paul say 
in 2 Tim. 2:15, “Study to shew thyself approved unto God, a 
workman that needeth not to be ashamed, rightly dividing the 
word of truth”? KJV.

The misuse of that verse is responsible for a lot of error and 
deception in Christendom. People read the word “study” in the 
King James Version and substitute a modern meaning for the 
word, for example, as in the “study” of mathematics or science. 
In that sense “studying” does indeed mean employing the power 
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of one’s mind to understand some aspect of human knowledge.

But the sense of Paul’s instruction to Timothy was to be “dil-
igent,” to “do your best to present yourself to God as one ap-
proved.” NASB, NIV. It is not about a method but about faithful-
ness and effort. That effort was to be directed towards “correctly” 
or “accurately” handling the word of truth. The context deals 
with the problem of false teaching and quarreling about words.

But can that be done with mere intellect? In Matt.11:25 Je-
sus said, “I praise you, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, because 
you have hidden these things from the wise and learned, and 
revealed them to little children.” In the context he was talking 
about the inability of the people of that generation to understand 
the things of God. No matter what he did or said they considered 
him wrong and “out-of-step.”

But the fact is that they were the ones who were out-of-step 
— with God! They were blind and didn’t know it. We have an 
expression in our day: “often wrong; never in doubt.” In this case 
they were always wrong. Being confident you are right when you 
are wrong is a bad place to be.

No one was more diligent in studying scripture than were 
the scribes and Pharisees. In John 5:39-40 Jesus said of them, 
“You diligently study the Scriptures because you think that by 
them you possess eternal life. These are the Scriptures that testify 
about me, yet you refuse to come to me to have life.” They were 
fond of examining every little detail of their scriptures, putting 
each one under a “theological microscope,” debating its meaning 
and implications, but despite all their diligent study they were 
blind and deaf to the divine Author and His Son.

The result was a religion built upon the interpretations and 
traditions of men. Jesus quoted from Isaiah — one of their re-
vered prophets — to set their religion in its true light: “These 
people honor me with their lips, but their hearts are far from me. 
They worship me in vain; their teachings are but rules taught by 
men.” Matt. 15:8-9.
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If the key to spiritual knowledge is mere study of the scrip-
tures then why didn’t Paul say that the gospel he preached was 
the result of diligent study on his part? Why did he rather say, “I 
received it by revelation from Jesus Christ”? Gal. 1:12. And Paul 
had come from that very tradition of “study” and “debate.” I’m 
afraid that tradition is alive and well in our day.

Modern religion is full of “private interpreters” of scripture. 
Actually, the idea that scripture is something that needs to be 
“interpreted” is — at best — misleading. It suggests that God 
has simply given us a book and left us to figure it out as best we 
can! The result of that kind of thinking is that each one feels he 
has the right and ability to apply his mind to the Bible and come 
up with his own interpretation. And the result of all that private 
interpreting is the Babylon of religious confusion we observe in 
our world — and Satan loves it.

The internet provides an amazing means of communication 
— of all kinds. One kind that is pertinent to our subject has to do 
with religious debate. Many are the websites that host online dis-
cussions of various theological questions, and vigorous debates 
pop up in many other places as well.

Just the thought of wading through most of that kind of thing 
makes me ill! Each one argues that his interpretation is the right 
one and the other person’s is wrong. Sometimes the debating 
becomes downright ugly. Some are contending for a particular 
theological or religious tradition they happen to favor and others 
are true private interpreters trying to add their own novel slant 
to the discussion.

Not only is it not edifying most of the time, it is downright 
depressing. The sense I get is that a bunch of religious people, op-
erating completely in the natural realm, are fighting about things 
none of them understands. It is the spirit of it that so often gives 
it away. Nothing is accomplished but strife and confusion.

Some websites are devoted to a particular point of view and 
therefore many like-minded people “hang out” there. But woe 
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to any “troll” who happens to chime in with a contrary opin-
ion! They will quickly gang up on him, typically with little or no 
grace, all the while congratulating each other in how “sound in 
the faith” they are.

Single Issue Captives
Over the years I’ve had all sorts of people write and email me 

trying to convince me of some doctrine or idea. It’s one thing to 
humbly consider honest questions but I’m talking about the kind 
of person who has latched onto some particular idea and who 
has set out on a mission to convince everyone they can. Some-
times there is almost an air of desperation as in, “I have THE key 
to what’s wrong with the modern church. If only people would 
listen!”

There’s an inspiration behind that sort thing — and it’s not 
good. Do you detect the spirit of religion in it? It’s like God has 
given us laws to obey in order to win acceptance and blessing and 
there’s something we’re not “doing right” (observing Christmas, 
worshipping on the wrong day, using the wrong divine name, 
etc., etc.) and so He’s standing back waiting for us to practice the 
religion He has instituted correctly. There is indeed a lot wrong 
with the modern church: Jesus is outside knocking, asking to be 
let in! Rev. 3:20.

I remember one man who emailed me several times contend-
ing for a particular “out-of-the-mainstream” theological point of 
view. I tried at first to honestly and gently consider and answer 
his questions and points but it became obvious — and he even 
said as much — that he was just looking for a “sparring partner” 
to exercise his debating skills! No heart for truth. If I didn’t hap-
pen to comment on a particular point he attempted to make he 
presumed that I agreed with him! As it became obvious what was 
happening I gently pointed him to the phrase from 2 Tim. 2:14 
(KJV) which speaks of striving about words to no profit and so 
our “discussions” ended.

It is even possible to contend for something that is actually 
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true, yet do it apart from God’s Spirit and it actually does harm 
instead of good. We don’t just need truth; we need the SPIRIT of 
truth as well. Dead truth kills spiritually. 2 Cor. 3:6.

Paul’s Warnings
In Paul’s day the “scriptures” consisted of the Old Testament 

and many people were going around as supposed teachers of 
those scriptures. Listen to some of the things Paul said about 
them, and as you do, relate what he says to the world of today.

1 Tim. 1:3-7 — “As I urged you when I went into Macedonia, 
stay there in Ephesus so that you may command certain men 
not to teach false doctrines any longer nor to devote themselves 
to myths and endless genealogies. These promote controversies 
rather than God’s work — which is by faith. The goal of this 
command is love, which comes from a pure heart and a good 
conscience and a sincere faith. Some have wandered away from 
these and turned to meaningless talk. They want to be teachers 
of the law, but they do not know what they are talking about or 
what they so confidently affirm.”

1 Tim. 6:3-5 — “If anyone teaches false doctrines and does not 
agree to the sound instruction of our Lord Jesus Christ and to 
godly teaching, he is conceited and understands nothing. He has 
an unhealthy interest in controversies and quarrels about words 
that result in envy, strife, malicious talk, evil suspicions and 
constant friction between men of corrupt mind, who have been 
robbed of the truth and who think that godliness is a means to fi-
nancial gain.” (That last part certainly fits in many places today!)

2 Tim. 2:14 — “Keep reminding them of these things. Warn 
them before God against quarreling about words; it is of no val-
ue, and only ruins those who listen.” NIV.

2 Tim. 2:23-26 — “Don’t have anything to do with foolish and 
stupid arguments, because you know they produce quarrels. And 
the Lord’s servant must not quarrel; instead, he must be kind to 
everyone, able to teach, not resentful. Those who oppose him he 
must gently instruct, in the hope that God will grant them re-
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pentance leading them to a knowledge of the truth, and that they 
will come to their senses and escape from the trap of the devil, 
who has taken them captive to do his will.” Notice the involve-
ment of the devil in all this.

Titus 3:9 — “But avoid foolish controversies and genealogies 
and arguments and quarrels about the law, because these are un-
profitable and useless.”

Peter’s reference to Paul is interesting in 2 Peter 3:15-16 — 
“Bear in mind that our Lord’s patience means salvation, just as 
our dear brother Paul also wrote you with the wisdom that God 
gave him. He writes the same way in all his letters, speaking in 
them of these matters. His letters contain some things that are 
hard to understand, which ignorant and unstable people distort, 
as they do the other Scriptures, to their own destruction.”

In Luke 24 we find two of Jesus’ followers walking from Jeru-
salem to Emmaus, a village about 7 miles away. As they walked 
they talked together, struggling to understand recent events, the 
crucifixion of Jesus and the reports of some of the women that 
he had appeared to them alive. As they walked along they were 
joined by Jesus himself, yet they were unable at the time to rec-
ognize him.

They recounted what they had been discussing and then Jesus 
said, “How foolish you are, and how slow of heart to believe all 
that the prophets have spoken! Did not the Christ have to suffer 
these things and then enter his glory?” Then the account says, 
“And beginning with Moses and all the Prophets, he explained 
to them what was said in all the Scriptures concerning himself.” 
Luke 24:25-27.

Think about it! Not only did the most brilliant and diligent 
religious scholars of the day not understand their own scriptures, 
Jesus’ own followers were clueless as to their meaning — until he 
specifically opened their understanding. What a deception it is 
to suppose that anyone can grasp truth apart from him who IS 
truth!
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In 1 Cor. 8:1-2 Paul said, “Knowledge puffs up, but love builds 
up. The man who thinks he knows something does not yet know 
as he ought to know.” We would all do well to maintain some hu-
mility about all the things we think we know. In 1 Cor. 13:9 even 
Paul said, “For we know in part and we prophesy in part ….”

We Need God
The reality is that genuine knowledge of spiritual things comes 

ONLY by divine revelation (or illumination, if you prefer). A 
man can put a scripture under a “microscope,” turn it every way 
but loose, and still know nothing of any spiritual value. We need 
God! Many of those who “study” the scriptures will give lip ser-
vice to the idea that they need God to open our understanding, 
yet in practice they rely on their own intellects to reason out an-
swers they seek, or worse, to “cherry pick” proof texts to prop up 
their pet ideas.

We need a spirit of humility and childlikeness, one that gen-
uinely TRUSTS God. We need to be willing to honestly say we 
don’t know something if we don’t. We need the attitude, “Lord, 
you know and I don’t. Furthermore, I can’t know unless you show 
me. And if in your wisdom you don’t show me a particular thing, 
that’s OK. I trust your wisdom and rest in your love. I’m depend-
ing upon You alone to show me what I need to know when I need 
to know it, and to give me the grace to walk in it.”

And even where we think we know a thing we need to leave 
room for greater light that refines, and even corrects. We need 
to be willing not to insist on prying into something God isn’t 
revealing just to satisfy curiosity, ours or someone else’s. I readily 
confess that I have not always walked as well as I should have in 
these principles but the farther I go the more I realize how little I 
really know, and how dependent I am upon God.

The Spirit of truth will never leave the scriptures behind, but 
will rather shine a clearer and clearer light upon them as the age 
draws to a close. He will make truth known to those who humbly 
and honestly seek God from their hearts.
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The spirit of error will seek to divorce the scriptures from their 
Author in one way or another, promoting such things as pride, 
tradition, strife, debate, confusion, and anything else that con-
forms to the wisdom of this present world.

The “Greek” is an unbeliever because he elevates his own intel-
lect above faith. He trusts in it as a reliable guide in his search for 
truth. He requires God to bow down to his intellect by providing 
answers that he approves of before he will consider believing. He 
will not take the place of a humble child before the all-knowing 
Sovereign of the universe, seeking and trusting Him because of 
who He is even when there are things he cannot understand.

And behind that “Greek” there are wicked spirits at work 
whose job it is to keep him from genuine truth by any means 
possible.
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Chapter 8

Signs and Wonders
Christ dwells in his body, the church, by the Spirit and is liter-

ally her life. Apart from his abiding presence so-called church-
es are nothing but expressions of lifeless religion, counterfeits 
populated by all manner of religious demons who seek to blind 
people to the living Christ. These demons do whatever it takes 
to convince their victims that their religious counterfeits are ac-
tually of God.

The greatest stronghold that the devil has is not over a man 
who lives in open wickedness but rather over a man who has 
embraced a lie, yet who believes he has come into possession of 
truth. He feels no need. There is no blindness like religious blind-
ness since that condition promotes the illusion that its victims 
not only can see, but that they are among the enlightened. John 
9:39-41.

Religious spirits deal with all kinds of people in their efforts to 
deceive and so their tactics necessarily vary according to their tar-
gets. We have referred to two broad categories of people, typified by 
the Jews and Greeks of Paul’s day. 1 Cor. 1:22-24 says, “Jews demand 
miraculous signs and Greeks look for wisdom, but we preach Christ 
crucified: a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles, but 
to those whom God has called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the 
power of God and the wisdom of God.”

We have discussed the “Greek” type, those who rely on their 
intellects, and noted a few of the symptoms of the workings of 
spirits on such people. But many others are like the “Jews” in 
their emphasis upon the miraculous. They insist that God prove 
Himself by doing something they can detect with their earthly 
senses. This presents a wide range of opportunities for deception 
by the kingdom of darkness.
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Light and darkness: that is the battle. 1 John 1:5 reminds us, 
“This is the message we have heard from him and declare to you: 
God is light; in him there is no darkness at all.” His very being 
enlightens, imparting knowledge, wisdom, and understanding. 
Darkness, on the other hand, is not merely the absence of light 
but a very real evil force that imprisons men’s minds, suppressing 
light and blinding them to it. Col. 1:13, John 1:5, Acts 26:18, 1 
John 2:11, Matt. 6:23, John 12:35-40.

The demand for the miraculous itself takes two broad forms. 
In some, the “demand” is not sincere but is actually a defense 
against God and light. They don’t really want light and are look-
ing for an excuse to reject Him. Others, blind to true divine-
ly-enabled faith, demand instead that God meet them on their 
terms, as we have said, by proving Himself in some way that can 
be detected through earthly senses. They seek signs for reasons 
other than to fulfill God’s will and purpose.

A Wicked and Adulterous Generation
Many of the Jews of Jesus’ day were examples of the first type. 

Of them Jesus said, “A wicked and adulterous generation asks for 
a miraculous sign!” Matt. 12:39. Their true nature was described 
by Jesus’ words in John 3:19-20 — “This is the verdict: Light has 
come into the world, but men loved darkness instead of light be-
cause their deeds were evil. Everyone who does evil hates the 
light, and will not come into the light for fear that his deeds will 
be exposed.”

God does indeed sometimes perform miraculous deeds in 
bearing witness to the gospel but it takes a lot more than a mir-
acle to bring men to true faith. Many suppose that if only men 
could see God’s power in action in some way they would believe. 
Not so.

Think of all the wonders the Israelites saw in coming out of 
Egypt. Yet God rejected most of a whole generation. Of them 
He said, “Their hearts are always going astray, and they have not 
known my ways.” Heb. 3:10. Another spirit held them in a pris-
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on house of darkness and unbelief. Their problem was not igno-
rance, but rebellion.

Some people who see signs and wonders might become reli-
gious out of fear but only those in whose hearts God’s Spirit has 
been at work will truly believe. Minds and emotions may some-
times be stirred but it is the heart that reflects our true condition. 
Proverbs 4:23.

Consider the story of the rich man and Lazarus in Luke 16:19-
31. Each one dies, the rich man finding himself in torment, and 
Lazarus, a beggar on earth, finding a place of rest at “Abraham’s 
side.” At first the rich man begs Abraham for help — even a little 
bit of water to cool his parched tongue, but finding this impossi-
ble, he begs that his still-living brothers be warned.

“Abraham replied, ‘They have Moses and the Prophets; let 
them listen to them.’” Verse 29.

The man continued, “‘No, father Abraham,’ he said, ‘but if 
someone from the dead goes to them, they will repent.’”

Abraham’s response: “If they do not listen to Moses and the 
Prophets, they will not be convinced even if someone rises from 
the dead.”

No sign would ever have been enough despite the demands of 
religious leaders for one. The truth is that they had many signs 
all around them of God’s power at work in His Son but they were 
blind. Like darkness, unbelief is an evil, demonic force that pos-
sesses men’s hearts and minds. It causes them — as Jesus said — 
to “love darkness rather than light.”

Why? What would cause a man to do such a thing? Their deeds 
are evil. Note that darkness is not even something they see as 
evil; they love it! As Isaiah prophesied: “Woe to those who call 
evil good and good evil….” Isaiah 5:20.

They are prisoners of sin with no desire to change. Thus any 
demand for a sign springs not from a desire to be convinced and 
believe but from a desire for an excuse to continue as they are. 
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Jesus recognized their condition and responded accordingly. No 
one has ever been lost for lack of a sign.

Sign-Seekers
But others can readily be described as “sign-seekers.” They 

want something to believe in but need something they consid-
er to be evidence. We live in a sense-governed world: what we 
can see, hear, feel, taste, and smell. Many religious people are 
sign-seekers in that they want a God whose presence and activity 
they can detect with their natural senses. What they call “faith” is 
entirely dependent upon those senses. God and His presence are 
equated with such things as supernatural manifestations, strong 
emotions and even physical sensations.

This makes them very vulnerable to spirits who certainly have 
power to affect our senses. Jesus warned of this in Matt. 24:24 — 
“For false christs and false prophets will appear and perform great 
signs and miracles to deceive even the elect — if that were possible.” 
(Thank God for that last part!) Paul referred to the same thing in 2 
Thess. 2:9-10 where he spoke of the “work of Satan displayed in all 
kinds of counterfeit miracles, signs and wonders, and in every sort 
of evil that deceives those who are perishing.”

People love miracles. Great crowds often followed Jesus, not 
because they were drawn to the message of salvation but because 
they were amazed at the miracles he performed. For example, 
John 6:1-2 says, “Some time after this, Jesus crossed to the far 
shore of the Sea of Galilee (that is, the Sea of Tiberias), and a 
great crowd of people followed him because they saw the mirac-
ulous signs he had performed on the sick.”

In this passage we find Jesus multiplying loaves and fishes to 
feed this great crowd. What was their response? Was it to repent 
of their sins and seek for eternal life? No! They wanted to take 
Jesus by force and make him king! With such a king they would 
never lack anything. How obvious is it that their motive was en-
tirely earthly and selfish. They were blind as to who Jesus was 
and why he had come.
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And it wasn’t long before the great crowds left when Jesus 
gave them, not miracles, but uncomfortable truth. John 6:60-66. 
Nothing will cause a sign-seeker to go his way like uncompro-
mising gospel truth that shines a light on his heart’s need and 
seeks to bring about true repentance. He will run in search of 
the latest sign, miracle, or experience and believe himself to be 
spiritually superior for having done so.

What is it about signs, wonders, and spiritual experiences that 
people find so appealing? What are they seeking? Remember 
the description of what motivates people of the world in 1 John 
2:16 — “the cravings of sinful man, the lust of his eyes and the 
boasting of what he has and does.” Such desires often seek their 
fulfillment in the realm of the miraculous.

Unquestionably the motivation in some is that people find 
such things entertaining. People love excitement, the “wow” fac-
tor. Where some are thrilled at musical or athletic performances, 
others are like those who followed Jesus. They want to be amazed 
and excited, and the idea that God is involved in some way is 
really a bonus. It makes their pursuit of supernatural entertain-
ment seem OK and they bask in the atmosphere, expecting that 
God is pleased with their interest in “spiritual” things.

But the truth is that they are no more interested in the things 
of God than were those who stopped following Jesus that day. A 
God who entertains me with miracles — great! But a God who 
tells me truth I don’t want to hear — that’s another story. That 
can’t be God!

Such a view of God leaves one wide open to deception. Mir-
acles become proof-positive of God’s presence and activity. A 
symptom of deception in this area is when there is an undue em-
phasis upon the miraculous. That kind of emphasis will surely 
draw a crowd — but to what? Is God’s priority to amaze peo-
ple with miracles or to rescue lost helpless sinners through the 
gospel? Is His emphasis upon “power” or upon Christ and him 
crucified?



What Does Deception Look Like?

94

Many religious gatherings that emphasize miracles are essen-
tially shows. The religious practitioner — often a healer — is the 
showman who hopes to amaze his followers with his ability to 
use “God’s power.” He basks in fame and fortune at the expense 
of those followers and justifies it all as “the work of God.” Yet 
how many like him will be among those to whom Jesus will one 
day say, “I never knew you. Away from me, you evildoers!” Matt. 
7:21-23. Some of them will claim to have cast out demons and 
performed many miracles!

Can you imagine Jesus putting on a show as so many do in 
our day? He helped people in real need, motivated by compas-
sion, led by God, often privately, never majoring on the miracles. 
Drama and showmanship played no part. He didn’t need some-
one playing an organ to set the mood! His focus was always on 
imparting truth that would set his hearers free. John 8:31-32. He 
never sought to glorify himself but only the Father who had sent 
him. John 7:18. He only did what the Father showed him to do. 
John 5:19.

Glory Seekers
Of course, the same miracle power that entertains and amazes 

some begets in others an ambition to be miracle workers them-
selves. They follow, but motivated by a desire to learn the secret, 
to acquire the power to perform their own miracles. Despite 
their attempts to pass off their ambition as “spiritual,” it is typ-
ically nothing but pride and a desire to win the adulation of the 
crowds.

A scriptural example can be found in Acts 8 where we read 
about Philip carrying the gospel to Samaria. There was a man 
who lived there who had some kind of occult power by which 
he amazed the Samaritans and gained a reputation as “the Great 
Power.” Acts 8:9-11.

God used Philip to perform many genuine miracles — in or-
der to bear witness to the gospel — and these miracles were such 
that even Simon was amazed and “believed.” After he and many 
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others were baptized in water Peter and John were sent from Je-
rusalem and laid hands on the believers that they might receive 
the Holy Spirit.

As Simon observed this his true motivation was revealed. In 
verses 18 and 19 we see him offer the apostles money that he 
might likewise have the ability to impart the Holy Spirit.

“Peter answered: ‘May your money perish with you, because 
you thought you could buy the gift of God with money! You have 
no part or share in this ministry, because your heart is not right 
before God. Repent of this wickedness and pray to the Lord. Per-
haps he will forgive you for having such a thought in your heart. 
For I see that you are full of bitterness and captive to sin.’” Acts 
8:20-23. History seems to suggest that Simon never did repent 
or escape his addiction to pride and glory-seeking. He died an 
enemy to Christ and the gospel.

We children of Adam are proud creatures. At best pride is a prob-
lem even when God’s power is truly at work. Look what became 
necessary in 2 Cor. 12:7-10 to keep Paul humble. But when religious 
people pursue miracle power outside of the will and purpose of God 
there is nothing left but the working of demons. Any glorying will 
be in miracles and men, not in Christ and the cross.

Blessing Seekers
On one level miracles are very entertaining but on another we 

by nature love the idea of power that triumphs over the trials and 
difficulties of earthly life. No matter how hard we may try it is ev-
ident that we human beings are not in control. Life is full of un-
certainty. Things happen that we don’t anticipate and for which 
we are unprepared. A man may become rich only to find out he 
has cancer. Someone unexpectedly dies. The idea of gaining ac-
cess to supernatural power in these things is very appealing. This 
is what draws some to witchcraft.

Those fed miraculously by Jesus saw him as one who had such 
power and they desired it that they might meet life’s challeng-
es. As we have said, their interest was not spiritual at all. Most 
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people who flocked to Jesus simply wanted their problems fixed. 
And so, people chase signs and wonders, not only seeking enter-
tainment or prideful recognition, but also power over earthly tri-
als, whether related to health, prosperity, or other circumstances.

When you consider the matter honestly what many really seek 
is to make God their servant, a sort of heavenly “Mr. Fix-it.” They 
are looking for the secrets involved in “getting God to do what 
I want.” The idea that God has His own plan and purpose never 
enters their minds. They constantly seek the latest “formula,” or 
the “magic prayer.” If they hear of someone who seems to have 
some success in making things happen they run after them in 
hopes of learning the secret.

Witchcraft and Magic
This pursuit has far more in common with witchcraft and 

magic than most would like to admit. I have no doubt that many 
would highly resent this suggestion but it is true. The essence of 
man’s fall into sin is that he seeks to be in control, to assert his 
own will, to be his own god.

It probably sounds like a contradiction to say that trying to get 
God to do something for me can be seeking to be my own god 
but it is true. The real question is: whose will is paramount? Is 
it really God’s will and purpose we seek, or our own? Is He our 
servant, some magic genie who exists to do our bidding?

Those who practice witchcraft or magic usually do so as part 
of an elaborate belief system. They may see magical powers as 
simply part of the natural order of things, just as physical laws 
are. Or, they may believe in their own essential divinity and seek 
to tap into that. And, of course, some consciously seek to invoke 
the intervention of demons and heathen “gods.”

Regardless of the particular belief system some of the basic 
characteristics involved are ritual, incantation, and “faith.” These 
are seen as the means by which one is able to invoke or tap into 
supernatural power to achieve a certain result.
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Rituals are simply carefully prescribed things to do. They 
could involve most anything. The key is to do the ritual correctly. 
Rituals involve such things as particular places, times, objects, 
and actions. Go to a special mountain or temple during the full 
moon; bring certain objects with you and arrange them a certain 
way, etc., etc. The key is that whatever the ritual involves, it is 
something the person or persons must DO.

Incantations are simply the precise words that must be said in 
connection with rituals. Once again, notice who is in charge! It 
is as though the power is just there waiting to be tapped if only 
one DOES and SAYS the right things. Magic is very formulaic. 
Employing the correct formula is just about everything.

The other ingredient is that one must believe in what one is 
doing. It is not enough to do everything mechanically. It is im-
portant that heart and mind be engaged. It is not hard to see 
these principles as powerful tools used by demon spirits to en-
slave people in darkness. Such simple things as Ouija boards 
have been used by demons to gain a stronghold. People may 
think they are just “playing,” but the devil isn’t.

As I observe the professing church world of today it seems to 
me that there is a lot of “magic” in the approach of many to the 
things of God. Some of this can even creep into the thinking of 
real believers but it is very evident in the many who are simply 
religious.

God surely does supernaturally intervene in the affairs of men 
— according to His own purposes. The Word of God gives us 
many examples of this. Such examples together with the many 
precious promises God has given us are meant to encourage us 
to seek Him and look to Him in every situation. But the key — 
again — is His purposes and not ours.

A Divine Vending Machine
However, it is an unfortunate tendency in man’s corrupt-

ed thinking to pervert the rich provisions of God’s grace into 
a resource for selfish, earthly purposes. It is almost as though 
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God has provided us with a great heavenly “vending machine” 
and the Bible is a book of magic that shows us how to extract its 
blessings. Just put your “money” in the slot, press the right but-
ton and out pops the blessing!

There is in the minds of many a very simplistic view of life: 
God always wants people to be happy, healthy, and prosperous; 
the key to enjoying these things is our faith; if something bad 
happens in our lives it is caused by the devil and we have the 
right to make it “go away.”

A lot of people have been brought into great bondage through 
such teaching. Essentially, if they are not happy, healthy, and 
prosperous it is their fault for not having enough faith. And so 
they struggle along, trying to muster up faith, often attending 
emotionally-charged gatherings as though that would somehow 
help them to reach the right button on the vending machine, and 
often discouraged and condemned in their own minds that what 
they seek seems to remain out of reach.

And if someone they know about seems to be successful in 
their pursuit of blessings it becomes a “sign” that they are on the 
right track, both encouraging them that blessings are available 
and yet simultaneously discouraging them by reminding them 
of their own failure to obtain them.

On the other hand, if they do seemingly obtain a divine bless-
ing then then there is the very human tendency to glory in the 
blessing and in the faith that obtained it. Their experience be-
comes yet another sign that is used to encourage other sign-seek-
ers and to validate their own efforts.

What I have described happens in far too many places. It is 
like a religious “treadmill” on which people are encouraged to 
run faster, to try harder, yet no matter how fast they run or how 
hard they try they go nowhere. All they get for their efforts is 
tired and discouraged. Of course the devil knows just when and 
how to inject a note of encouragement and vain hope through 
someone’s experience.
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What? Why? How?
Questions that need to be considered are these: What are you 

seeking? Why are you seeking it? How are you seeking it? Is it 
about God’s will or yours? Is it about eternal purposes or tempo-
ral earthly blessings? Is it about God’s glory or yours?

God is mindful of our earthly needs. We are encouraged by 
these words in Matt. 6:33 to “... seek first his kingdom and his 
righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well.” 
What things? Earthly necessities. The same passage warns in 
verse 24 that it is impossible to serve two masters. We cannot 
serve both God and money. Verse 21 reminds us that, “... where 
your treasure is, there will your heart be also.”

Does any of this mean that it’s not right or “spiritual” to seek 
God about earthly needs and trials? Of course not! We are told to 
“Cast all your anxiety on him because he cares for you.” 1 Peter 
5:7. He wants us to bring every care to Him — but with an un-
derstanding heart and a submissive spirit.

He is focused on eternity while we tend to be focused on 
earthly things. We seek comfort, ease, and prosperity; He seeks 
Christlikeness and that His name might be glorified. Each per-
son, each circumstance is unique and He has a purpose in it. 
Sometimes He indeed does something obviously supernatural 
and wonderful. Other times His plan involves such things as 
pain and suffering as well as other trials and difficulties.

Paul’s experience in 2 Cor. 12:1-10 is a perfect illustration. The 
great revelations given to Paul had left him vulnerable to a com-
mon human weakness: pride. To counter that the Lord allowed 
a demon to harass Paul. Surely Paul knew all the formulas and 
proof-texts for making devils go away but this time they didn’t 
work.

So he prayed. And he prayed. And he prayed. Did he do wrong 
in this? Of course not. But notice that he didn’t “claim” victory or 
assert his own will and “faith” in some way. He just persistently 
brought the need to God. Finally God answered him, but not by 
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making the devil leave! He helped Paul to see the reason and so 
Paul humbled himself and grew spiritually.

His experience has been an encouragement to countless believ-
ers ever since. In some situations it is not God’s will to make the 
difficulty “go away,” rather, He gives grace to endure. Paul wanted 
to serve God effectively and initially thought that the harrassing 
demon was an obstacle. He came to see that the real obstacle to 
effective service was his own self and pride and that battling that 
demon in God’s strength kept self and pride in check.

Did he grumble about all this? No! Once he understood, he 
gloried in his own weakness and dependence upon the grace of 
God because through that Christ’s power rested upon him mak-
ing his ministry truly effective.

A Way Out
A favorite scripture for a believer to quote in a time of trial is 

found in 1 Cor. 10:13 where we read, “No temptation has seized 
you except what is common to man. And God is faithful; he will 
not let you be tempted beyond what you can bear. But when you 
are tempted, he will also provide a way out so that you can stand 
up under it.”

It is easy to focus on the words, “a way out” and miss the “so 
that you can stand up under it” part. God can make trials and 
difficulties disappear — if that is His purpose. However, much 
of the time, His purpose is fulfilled when we depend upon His 
strength to endure the trial.

Healing
One area of controversy and misunderstanding concerns 

healing. Everyone agrees that God can and does heal. But some 
teach that it is always His will to heal. This teaching effectively 
turns health and illness into signs! They become signs of faith or 
the lack thereof and this tends to divide people into two spiritu-
al categories. Those who enjoy good health are in the superior 
category of those who have faith and those who are sick have a 
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measure of condemnation added to their sickness due to their 
perceived lack of faith.

Such teaching has much bad fruit but one thing that comes to 
mind is that there is a great deal of focus on physical healing — 
and not so much on the things that really matter to God. Ok, so 
I’m sick. What do I need to do to get well? More faith? How do I 
get that? Maybe I need to run to the healing crusade and get so-
and-so to lay hands on me. Ok, that didn’t work. What next? And 
on and on it goes with life becoming all about ME and getting 
well physically.

Just about anyone who struggles with ill health and seeks to 
serve God has experienced some of these things. They are nat-
ural to us. But I thank God for the many testimonies I’ve heard 
over the years of some who have been brought into a deep and 
wonderful relationship with God through their infirmity — and 
never been healed this side of eternity!

What believer has ever read the writings of Amy Carmichael 
and not been blessed and encouraged in their faith? Yet her writ-
ings came out of deep suffering as she was a bed-ridden invalid 
who experienced a lot of pain over many years. Do you think 
she is looking down from heaven and complaining that it wasn’t 
worth it and that God did wrong by not healing her? I don’t think 
so! Do you really think Jesus met her at heaven’s gate and said, 
“I’m glad to see you but you should have had more faith”?

A more current example is Joni Eareckson Tada who suffered 
a terrible diving accident at 17 in which she was permanently 
paralyzed. She went through some very deep spiritual waters 
coming to terms with her accident but her testimony today is 
that God has brought her into a deep and precious relationship 
with God through it all — so wonderful that if she could trade 
it all for perfect health she wouldn’t. In addition she has been 
given a ministry and a testimony that has reached around the 
world and brought much glory to God. She longs for heaven not 
so much that she might walk again but that she might see her 
Saviour face to face! Walking will be a bonus!
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One way the Bible is sometimes used almost like a book of 
spells concerns drawing a formula for all time out of an experi-
ence recorded there. The underlying idea is that by doing a par-
ticular thing, God was revealing THE WAY He works, a pattern 
that can be repeated anytime by one who has the needed faith. 
It is one thing if God leads and imparts faith but apart from that 
we’re back to the “vending machine” approach to God.

One example that comes to mind concerns a certain prayer 
recorded in an obscure passage in the Old Testament that was 
widely promoted as “a prayer that God always answers.” That is 
quite a leap of logic and basically turns a prayer almost into a 
magic incantation. Building a doctrine based on an experience 
is not a good idea.

Tongues
Another example of an experience turned into a doctrine con-

cerns Pentecost. On that occasion God did a wonderful and spe-
cial thing to bear witness to Christ’s exaltation and the gospel. 
(By the way, just to show the power of tradition: they were in the 
temple, NOT in the upper room! They may have stayed in the 
upper room by night but they spent most of their “waiting for 
the promised Holy Spirit” time in the temple. Read Luke 24:53.)

As the disciples were there in the temple among the throngs 
gathered for the Jewish feast of Pentecost the Holy Spirit came 
upon them. There were individual tongues of fire that rested 
upon them and they were given the power to testify to the won-
derful works of God in the languages of those present — a spe-
cial miracle for the occasion.

There were a few other times when people were recorded as 
having spoken in tongues but in each case there was a particular 
reason. The Samaritans represented a departure from “Jews-on-
ly.” The household of Cornelius even more so. God bore a special 
witness to these unfolding stages in the outreach of His kingdom.

The Ephesian disciples in Acts 20 had been ministered an in-
complete faith (the baptism of John) and God gave them a spe-
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cial manifestation of His Spirit that demonstrated the difference. 
Even then some apparently prophesied rather than speaking in 
tongues.

Speaking in tongues has become for many a major “sign” that 
believers are taught to seek (or least, go by). But when Peter was 
explaining his going to the household of Cornelius to share the 
gospel he said, “As I began to speak, the Holy Spirit came on 
them as he had come on us at the beginning.” Acts 11:15. Why 
did Peter refer all the way back to “the beginning” if this experi-
ence happened regularly?

God can and does express Himself in many ways during ex-
periences but so many have turned what happened at Pentecost 
into a specific pattern meant to apply to all believers since. That 
absolutely turns people into sign-seekers. As in the case of heal-
ing it produces the “haves” — who often feel superior — and the 
“have nots” who feel “less than” and condemned.

Awhile back a brother and I happened to attend a Pentecost 
celebration, a gathering of churches who believed that doctrine. 
One of the major objectives of the meeting, it quickly became 
apparent, was to get anyone who had not had that particular ex-
perience to enter into it. It was very apparent to me and several 
others that they were striving in themselves — striving to repli-
cate the experience of Pentecost. If only they had managed to get 
those who came to the “altar” to utter a few nonsensical syllables 
they would have taken that as a sure sign that the meeting had 
been a great success.

Now I’m sure that there were some there who genuinely loved 
the Lord but that doctrine had become a spiritual side-track. Of 
course it would be equally wrong to say that God never does any-
thing like that, that the gift of tongues, prophesying, and the like 
have all passed away. That’s not right either. The truth is that we 
need God, however He chooses to work.

But relying on a sign like speaking in tongues has surely given 
the devil a lot to work with. When people crave a particular sign 
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more than they do the Lord Himself, they are liable to get one, 
but it won’t be from the Lord.

I remember a time in my own experience when the Lord dealt 
with me in this area. I was among those who spent a lot of time 
preaching about this other spiritual realm that God wanted us to 
enter. This was preached as something apart from “getting saved.” 
Tongues or no tongues I wanted to enter in but although people 
around me seemingly did, I sort of “hit a wall” one weekend and 
got mad at God for a few days! Why was He leaving me out?

About midweek, after I had pouted for several emotionally-flat 
days, I quietly came to a point of surrender in which I essential-
ly told the Lord, “I’ll serve you even if I never have a feeling.” 
There was no wave of emotion, no great breakthrough — but way 
down deep — in my spirit — there was a measure of peace that 
let me know that the Lord was listening. I hadn’t been held by 
the strength of some experience but by something much deeper. 
Even without any emotions whatsoever I knew God was real and 
that there was no real choice but to trust Him. He graciously and 
lovingly waited me out!

The Christian life is a life of faith. It doesn’t depend upon what 
we see or feel in the sense realm. Many times we are called to 
walk through dry places in the spirit and stand fast in our faith 
nonetheless. But many people depend heavily upon their feel-
ings or upon some experience they had once yet seemingly have 
little or no genuine faith. They are sign-seekers. God seeks those 
who want Him and trust His word with no conditions. A believer 
does not say, “I’ll believe you IF....” He simply believes, not just a 
bunch of religious doctrines and principles but in the PERSON 
of God. It is a heart of trust thing and not a sign thing.

Many other examples could be cited that would illustrate what 
Jesus meant when he warned of lying signs and wonders. Sup-
pose you wanted to go to New York and you came to a sign that 
said, “Welcome to New York” — BUT you were actually entering 
Chicago! That would be a lying sign. The sign itself would be real 
but the MESSAGE conveyed by the sign would be a lie. That is 
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what so often happens in spiritual matters. Many outward things 
are taken as proof-positive signs of God’s favor and Christ’s pres-
ence. Just a few examples will illustrate the principle.

Emotions
Whenever God has truly visited people with His manifest 

presence, people’s emotions have been deeply touched. His pres-
ence brings repentance and brokenness followed by worship that 
flows from the depths of one’s soul, all reflected in the emotions 
of those present.

However, just because God’s presence touches people emo-
tionally, it does not follow that a religious gathering attended by 
great emotion is necessarily evidence of God’s presence! “Come 
to such-and-such a place where thousands will gather to worship 
God and have a blast” is something that can be produced on a 
purely human level. We are emotional beings and there are many 
things that can stir those emotions. But what is the “engine” be-
hind them? When God is truly present, people are confronted at 
the heart level and either transformed — or they run! An expres-
sion of religiously-generated emotion is no substitute.

Loud, energetic, and sometimes emotional music, stirring 
speakers, the presence of large numbers of like-minded people, 
can produce a rich emotional experience for those in attendance. 
Such gatherings are very much part of our culture and not nec-
essarily connected with God at all. We see them in the realm of 
business, politics, entertainment, social action groups, motiva-
tional meetings. I remember years ago being in Amway rallies 
that featured all of those things.

Religion has widely adopted these forms and often glories in 
large impressive gatherings where religious emotions are stirred, 
people are “excited,” and thousands worship God with uplifted 
hands. I don’t doubt that some of them do! Thank God! But there 
is far more “religious production” than divine presence in much 
of that.

What would happen if Jesus were to step onto the platform, si-
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lence the ear-deafening, flesh-arousing music, and, with genuine 
divine anointing, address the true heart needs of those present. 
How many of those present would say, “Yes! This is what I have 
been waiting for!”? I fear that most would wish he would simply 
go away and let them get back to their “blast.” They didn’t come 
for that, they came for a good time!

The Jews of Jesus’ day had their religious forms too, but when 
he brought the light of God’s presence and truth into their gath-
erings they were ready to kill him — and ultimately did. Never 
forget that religious form — any religious form — begets hatred 
for God and resists His presence. 2 Timothy 3:5. Of course that 
hatred is not apparent unless God actually shows up!

Where God is truly present and working there will surely be 
emotion, but self and sin will be seen in the light of that presence, 
heartfelt repentance and brokenness will result, and joyful wor-
ship and praise will flow out of that. You won’t need a deafening 
sound system! A humanly-engineered religious experience, no 
matter how sincerely done, is no substitute. Nor is deep emotion 
proof that God is present.

Revival
One particular area that typically involves emotion is that of 

“revival.” There are many accounts of both past and present mov-
ings of God in the earth attended by deep emotional responses. 
That understandably begets in some a hunger to see God move 
in revival power again. That is a wonderful desire — so long as 
we realize that it can’t be engineered by us nor do we have the 
right to dictate to God how or when He is to move!

One weakness that I have observed — and experienced! — is 
that those who hunger for “revival” are often the very ones most 
in need of it! They imagine that the hunger itself sets them spir-
itually above others and drives them to pray for those less spiri-
tual than themselves that God would revive “them.” True revival 
never breaks out until those who seek it first experience their 
own genuine repentance, humility, and brokenness before God.
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Two experiences come to mind. When I was in college I twice 
traveled with a gospel quartet for summer ministry. One of 
our stops was a Bible Conference at a campground. The special 
speaker for the conference had a particular emphasis in his min-
istry on “revival.” He spent his time recounting tales of how had 
God moved in the past, particularly in the famous Welsh Revival 
of the early 1900s.

As many have pointed out, that revival was preceded by a 
great deal of prayer by a group of ordinary men who devoted 
themselves to hours of earnest prayer daily over a long time. And 
so one thing the speaker did was to organize round-the-clock 
prayer for revival. Surely there is nothing wrong with encour-
aging people to seek God but it became sadly apparent that his 
effort was largely a human one, striving to replicate what hap-
pened in Wales, as though it could be engineered by human-
ly-organized means.

I remember being in other meetings where there was a great 
attempt at the end to engineer “revival” through extended “altar 
calls.” “Just one more song ....” “Come on, Christians, pray!” “Let’s 
wait a little longer.” “Okay, sing it once again.” And on and on un-
til it became painfully evident that nothing was truly happening 
but a lot of human striving to try to make something happen.

I don’t for a minute doubt the sincerity of those involved in 
such meetings but we all need to learn more of God’s ways — and 
HIS times. He is in charge. When HE moves it won’t be because 
we strive and strive until we overcome His reluctance!

Other Signs
Other things that are often seen as signs of divine favor in-

clude: impressive buildings; big programs; large enthusiastic 
crowds; growth in organizations and movements; and the like. 
Do you really think Jesus is impressed with any of that? Much of 
the time all they are a “sign” of is human energy and ingenuity. 
And where the real engine is human energy and not Jesus build-
ing his church, demon energy and influence are not far behind.
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Jesus wasn’t the least impressed with the beautiful temple in 
Jerusalem. He pronounced judgment upon the religious estab-
lishment and prophesied the destruction of the temple of which 
they were so proud. In his ministry he never sought “quantity” 
but “quality.” He sought only genuine believers, those to whom 
God had revealed who he was.

Do you think Jesus was distressed and upset when so many 
turned away in John 6? I don’t. He understood what was happen-
ing. He knew that many of those who followed were simply sign 
or blessing seekers who had no real interest in truth. He never 
saw the crowds as evidence validating his ministry.

But many today do. They glory in the many outwardly-impres-
sive aspects of their religious group believing them to be “signs” 
of God’s favor. At the same time how many genuine followers of 
Jesus today gather at the risk of their lives in secret, meeting in 
caves, woods, and other remote places. What a contrast! There 
are going to be a lot of shocked people on judgment day.

Ministry Success
One area that merits particular comment concerns “success” 

in ministry and its evidence. Success in the minds of many is 
equated with “numbers,” that is, a steady increase in the number 
of those professing faith in Christ. A church that is growing in 
membership is held up as an example of successful ministry, en-
joying divine favor. It should be noted that by that measure Jesus 
was a great failure!

The pressure upon ministers for “results” begets much com-
promise and human effort. A wide range of means of attract-
ing people is rationalized: “Let’s get them in, then we’ll get them 
saved.” They are drawn in with entertainment, programs, groups 
catering to a wide range of interests, coffee bars, etc., etc.

Meanwhile the uncompromising message of the true gospel is 
“dumbed-down,” soft-pedaled until all that is left is a God who 
wants to be your friend and help you fulfill your dreams. Just ad-
mit that you are a sinner and “accept” Jesus. Then check out our 
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church programs and become active in whatever appeals to you.

What I have just described, sadly, does not overstate the sit-
uation in many places today. It no doubt understates it in many. 
But I fear that in many places the gospel, though it is not com-
promised to the degree some do, is nonetheless compromised 
through method and human effort and so produces a lot of false 
fruit.

Decisionism
Perhaps the prime example is what has been called “decision-

ism.” Decisionism refers to the belief and practice of leading peo-
ple through a simple “ABC” presentation of the gospel and then 
trying to get them to make a “decision” to “accept Jesus as their 
Savior.” “Successful” ministers are those who become adept at 
preaching sermons and giving “altar calls” designed to lead peo-
ple to “make decisions.” Those who make such decisions are told 
that they are saved.

Does that mean that God has never saved people despite those 
methods? Of course not! But churches have been filled with lost 
church members by such methods despite appearances of suc-
cess. One result is that many ministers today are far more “goat 
herders” than they are shepherds. Far too many of those that 
have been gathered are spiritual “goats.” In order to maintain 
their “success,” ministers feel great pressure to keep the goats 
from leaving and what few sheep there may be are starved in the 
process.

Where preachers employ such methods, and growth in mem-
bership and attendance results, that growth itself becomes a sign 
that confirms the methods used. Few there are who refuse to 
compromise, trusting God for genuine fruit in His time and way. 
Doing things God’s way brings reproach in the eyes of men, but 
reward in heaven.

Manufacturing Christians
It ought to be clear from the scriptures that salvation is God’s 
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business and not something we can control. Many modern 
churches are essentially in the business of “manufacturing Chris-
tians”! It can’t be done. The Bible is not a book of magic spells by 
which we can do the work of God! The so-called “sinner’s prayer” 
is not a magic incantation that compels God to save anyone who 
says it.

I want to be very careful not to demean in any way those who 
may have been used of God to share the gospel in a way that has 
brought people to the feet of Jesus. But it is one thing for God to 
have prepared a heart, for Him to bring genuine conviction of 
sin and need, and for divinely-imparted faith to be exercised by 
a sinner in calling upon the name of Jesus for salvation. It is an-
other for a person to be led by human effort to make a “decision.” 
The key, obviously, is simple: is God truly at work or is the effort 
purely human?

My wife reminded me of something she experienced during 
our college days. She, together with a group of young people, had 
been trained to use what amounted to a gospel “script” designed 
to lead people to make “decisions.” They went out one day on 
a beach to witness using that method. At the set time they all 
returned to count all the “decisions” they had obtained that day! 
I surely hope that in spite of it all, maybe God actually saved 
someone.

But the experience was an eye-opener for my wife. Something 
didn’t feel right at all. I’m sure there was a measure of sincerity in 
the effort but no matter how sincere it may have been, no formu-
la we can administer will produce children of God. And count-
ing converts or “decisions” is surely a mark of something being 
wrong. It encourages further human effort as well as pride. And 
it becomes a “sign” that seemingly confirms that effort.

I remember something else that I encountered very early in 
pastoral ministry. I came into possession of a soul-winning, 
church-building program written by a “successful” minister 
somewhere. For a time I flirted with it until something didn’t 
seem right. Church members were to be trained to go door-to-
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door to witness and invite people to church. Nothing wrong with 
that if God is in it.

But the program was constructed very much along the lines of 
a sales program, right down to a “gospel presentation” that was 
essentially a sales script designed to lead to a “sale.” It attempted 
to bring the essential truths of the gospel down to something just 
about anybody could supposedly use to produce Christians. The 
part that stands out in my memory was the statement in the pro-
gram to the effect that when the script was sincerely presented, 
the work of the Holy Spirit was automatic!

Seriously?! Who is in charge? It is one thing to be a yielded 
vessel, an instrument for God’s purpose, trusting Him for genu-
ine fruit. It is another to suppose that God has ceded control to 
us to push the right spiritual buttons and thereby invoke his au-
tomatic power. Does not the latter strongly resemble witchcraft?

Numbers?
What about numbers being a sign of spiritual success and 

blessing? I can’t help but recall having heard many accounts from 
various mission fields that go something like this: a pioneer mis-
sionary would go with great sacrifice to some new field of minis-
try; he would faithfully pray and minister for decades and finally 
pass off the scene with little outward results to show for all his 
sacrifice; then, sometimes decades later, there would be a great 
ingathering by younger missionaries.

What happened? Was there something wrong with the earlier 
missionary? Was the harvest reaped by the later missionaries a 
sign of greater divine favor? Surely you know that the answer is 
no. The very nature of God’s kingdom and man’s way of doing 
things and evaluating his efforts are very different. Judgment day 
will make that apparent.

In John 4 we see the encounter between Jesus and the Samari-
tan “woman at the well.” When the disciples return from buying 
food they are surprised that he is talking with her. He tells them 
that his food is to do the Father’s will and that the “fields” are 
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ready for harvest. Of course he was referring to a spiritual har-
vest.

In John 4:36-38 Jesus continued, “Even now the reaper draws 
his wages, even now he harvests the crop for eternal life, so that 
the sower and the reaper may be glad together. Thus the saying 
‘One sows and another reaps’ is true. I sent you to reap what you 
have not worked for. Others have done the hard work, and you 
have reaped the benefits of their labor.”

Do you get the picture? The kingdom of God is not about “re-
sults” as we tend to measure them. It is about doing the Father’s 
will. There are seasons of planting and seasons of reaping. That is 
His business. Ours is just seeking and serving Him, not seeking 
“signs” or “results” that will impress others. I don’t want to be 
among the many who will be shocked and dismayed on judg-
ment day. Do you?

The question at hand concerns the active presence of Christ in 
his church. How do we know? Many equate his presence with a 
variety of “signs” as we have noted. True believers have a grow-
ing and very personal relationship with Christ that enables them 
increasingly to discern the difference between Christ and reli-
gion. True faith does not seek, nor does it depend upon signs 
that register in the sense realm. It rests upon something much 
deeper, much stronger, a hope that serves as an anchor for the 
soul. Hebrews 6:19.

In John 6 the crowds abandoned Jesus — but a small group 
including the twelve disciples stayed. Why? What did they have 
to hold them? Signs? Feelings? A popular leader? Did they un-
derstand Jesus’ perplexing words? What then?

We find the answer in verse 65 where Jesus said, “No one can 
come to me unless the Father has enabled him.” That is what en-
abled Peter to say, “Lord, to whom shall we go? You have the 
words of eternal life. We believe and know that you are the Holy 
One of God.” Jesus had asked the disciples if they were going to 
leave too. Stripped of every natural thing that might have held 
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them, he and the others were left with a simple, heaven-sent heart 
conviction of who Jesus was — and that was more than enough.

In John 10:14 Jesus said, “I am the good shepherd; I know my 
sheep and my sheep know me ....” In verse 27 he continued, “My 
sheep listen to my voice; I know them, and they follow me.” He 
can make himself known to those who genuinely desire him. 
They know who he is!

Himself
I once remember hearing a minister — he happened to be of 

the Pentecostal variety — say, “You’ve got the doctrine; I’ve got 
the experience!” Of course there is some truth in that. Dead doc-
trine is no good. But there is something much better than “expe-
rience.” I am from time to time reminded of the great hymn by 
A.B. Simpson entitled, “Himself.” We may have, or think we have, 
many things, but when we truly have HIM, we have everything!

“Once it was the blessing, Now it is the Lord; 
Once it was the feeling, Now it is His Word. 
Once His gifts I wanted, Now the Giver own; 
Once I sought for healing, Now Himself alone.

“Once ‘twas painful trying, Now ‘tis perfect trust; 
Once a half salvation, Now the uttermost. 
Once ‘twas ceaseless holding, Now He holds me fast; 
Once ‘twas constant drifting, Now my anchor’s cast.

“Once ‘twas busy planning, Now ‘tis trustful prayer; 
Once ‘twas anxious caring, Now He has the care. 
Once ‘twas what I wanted, Now what Jesus says; 
Once ‘twas constant asking, Now ‘tis ceaseless praise.

“Once it was my working, His it hence shall be; 
Once I tried to use Him, Now He uses me. 
Once the power I wanted, Now the Mighty One; 
Once for self I labored, Now for Him alone.

“Once I hoped in Jesus, Now I know He’s mine; 
Once my lamps were dying, Now they brightly shine. 
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Once for death I waited, Now His coming hail; 
And my hopes are anchored, Safe within the vail.”

And the chorus:

“All in all forever, 
Jesus will I sing; 
Everything in Jesus, 
And Jesus everything.”

Dr. Simpson has been gone from this earthly scene for nearly 
100 years as I write this but never has this simple message been 
more needed by God’s people as it is today.

As we continue we hope to further explore the true nature of 
the church, not just in theory, but as Paul sought to help real 
churches to recognize and confront Satan’s attempts to invade 
and corrupt. I’m glad that the “bottom line” remains the promise 
of our Lord, “I will build my church, and the gates of Hades will 
not overcome it.” Matt. 16:18. Hallelujah!
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Chapter 9

Restaurant Religion
One of the greatest challenges throughout the Church’s histo-

ry has been avoiding assimilation by the world. Spiritually, our 
world is rightly labeled “Babylon,” a system ruled over by Lucifer 
that stands in fierce opposition to the kingdom of God and of 
His Son, Jesus Christ. Babylon comes in many “flavors” but all 
express Lucifer’s rebellion against God in one form or another.

In Col. 2:8 Paul wrote, “See to it that no one takes you cap-
tive through hollow and deceptive philosophy, which depends 
on human tradition and the basic principles of this world rather 
than on Christ.” In the context he was concerned about religious 
teaching that turned people away from the full and complete sal-
vation provided in Christ. Yet his warning applies equally well to 
any aspect of the world’s wisdom with its ways of thinking and 
doing.

In spite of Paul’s warning in Rom 12:2 not to “conform any 
longer to the pattern of this world” the church in America has in 
general been so compromised and absorbed into contemporary 
culture as to be almost indistinguishable from it. Many so-called 
“churches” are nothing more than organizations with a religious 
theme run by men. Christ’s name is used but He has little or no 
influence over what goes on. The salt is no longer salty. Matt. 
5:13.

Individualism
In reality every characteristic of deception we have noted thus 

far has its roots in the world and its god. There is one in partic-
ular that bears special mention at this point because it strikes at 
the very heart of what God intended for His Church. That char-
acteristic is individualism.
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Here are some dictionary definitions of individualism: “a so-
cial theory advocating the liberty, rights, or independent action of 
the individual”; “the principle or habit of or belief in independent 
thought or action”; “the pursuit of individual rather than common 
or collective interests; egoism.”

Individualism is a very important part of American culture. 
This nation was born in part because of people seeking religious 
freedom from government tyranny. They fled to the new world 
to escape persecution from those who refused to allow them to 
worship God according to the dictates of their own consciences. 
The principles of freedom and individual rights were carefully 
enshrined in our constitution by our founding fathers.

Surely, most men would readily agree that in the realm of hu-
man affairs freedom is better than tyranny. I’m certainly thankful 
for the degree of freedom we still enjoy. Of course the rights of 
individuals must always be carefully balanced with the rights of 
society in general. We cannot allow murderers to run around 
murdering people in the name of individual liberty!

Who is in Control?
It is really about control. Am I in control of my life, free to do 

as I please, or do I live subject to the will of a king, a dictator, 
or some other form of governmental control? In human society 
those are basically the options and everywhere in the world we 
see the tension between those who want to impose their will on 
others and the desire of individuals to live in freedom.

Remember what we said earlier about the principle of “control” 
or “dominion.” It flows from the rebellion of Lucifer against God. 
When he deceived our first parents in the garden that principle 
became a fundamental part of human nature. The temptation 
involved calling into question God’s motives and therefore His 
trustworthiness and then promoting the idea that they should be 
as gods, that is, in control of their own lives and destinies.

One word describes all this: it is simply “rebellion.” While this 
spirit of rebellion in man is what brings him into conflict with 
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others it is really a rebellion against God. God’s will is not para-
mount; mine is. I decide. I make the rules. I do as I please. And 
regardless of whether a particular society is a democracy, a dic-
tatorship, a monarchy, or anything else, this spirit of rebellion is 
the driving force. It promotes self-will and seeks the interests of 
self above all else. It drives some to seek to control others and it 
drives others to live in a spirit of rebellious independence.

Is not this precisely what Jesus came to save us from? Isn’t this 
what salvation is all about? And yet we see everywhere the ways 
of lost men carried over into religion. In some cases we see a 
spirit of control that subjugates people and in others we see self-
willed individuals running around doing as they please, subject 
to no one’s judgment but their own, and yet claiming to serve 
“Jesus.” If they don’t like it “here” they feel free to leave and run 
“there.” They see this as their “right.”

It would probably come as a shock to most Americans to hear 
that the Church of Jesus Christ is NOT a democracy! Of course 
it is not some form of human tyranny either. It doesn’t matter 
where you are on the scale between democracy and tyranny: the 
real authority is human. Men are in charge. Men make the rules. 
Men decide. That may be how it is in the world but it is NOT 
how God’s kingdom works. His purposes cannot be fulfilled by 
the ways of man.

Once God enters the picture there is another alternative to 
both the individualism and the tyranny that we see so much 
of, not only in society, but also in religion. That alternative goes 
right back to what Adam and Eve rebelled against in the begin-
ning: divine authority. God is the creator. He makes the rules. 
It is His will and purpose that will prevail. Adam and Eve lost 
confidence in God’s loving rule and we see the results of their 
rebellion everywhere in our world. It is only in heart surrender 
to divine authority that we return to a proper relationship with 
our Creator.



What Does Deception Look Like?

118

Personal and Private
Yet it is right here that Satan deceives. He promotes the idea 

that serving God and walking with Jesus is such a personal and 
private thing that the rebellion of individualism is untouched. 
Self reigns. It may be religious yet the real authority is “self.” It 
is religion according to me, according to my understanding and 
convictions. No one has the right to tell me what to do — or even 
to suggest that I am wrong. Jesus is leading me! Is He?

How well this fits in with relativism of modern thought where 
there is no such thing as objective truth. Each one is entitled to 
his own “truth.” And woe to anyone who dares to claim that they 
have THE truth in any area of life. “How dare you claim that 
you are right and that I am wrong. You are intolerant and I am 
offended!” What in the world would they do with Jesus!?

Religious Individualism
We see an example of religious individualism in Deuteronomy 

12. Moses was instructing the generation of Israelites who would 
ultimately conquer and settle Canaan. He refers to the religious 
practices of the heathen with their many gods and many plac-
es of worship. In verses 4-5 he says, “You must not worship the 
Lord your God in their way. But you are to seek the place the 
Lord your God will choose from among all your tribes to put his 
Name there for his dwelling.” Remember that last part about God 
establishing a “dwelling.”

In verses 8-9 Moses says something rather telling: “You are not 
to do as we do here today, everyone as he sees fit, since you have 
not yet reached the resting place and the inheritance the Lord 
your God is giving you.” It wasn’t just that the heathen did as they 
pleased when it came to religion; the Israelites did as well! Yet 
aren’t Moses’ words a pretty good description of how the modern 
church world does — “everyone as he sees fit”? And yet the Lord 
was telling the Israelites that it wasn’t to be that way. He would 
establish a place where they were to come and worship the way 
He prescribed.
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It is a common saying in the church world: “Attend the church 
of your choice.” That sounds good — and it fits in well with our 
American idea of individual rights and liberties. It is based on 
the idea that there are good churches everywhere and each one 
of us should simply choose the one we prefer. Never mind the 
fact that they differ dramatically from one another. Just try them 
out and find one you like. You choose one you prefer; I’ll do the 
same; and it’ll be just fine. God’s cool with that. We’re all serving 
the same Jesus, heading the same direction. Are we?

I’m so glad that the Lord is merciful in the midst of the division 
and confusion of the religious world. He won’t lose even one of 
His own but to suppose that this order of things is somehow OK 
with Him is simply not so. In the scenario above, who is doing the 
choosing? Are not individuals choosing based on their personal 
ideas and preferences? Where do those preferences come from? 
What happened to the Lordship of Christ? Is He not in charge? 
Is it Christ that has established all this division and confusion — 
or does God perhaps have a different vision? Should we not seek 
Him for that? Will Christ return for a carnal divided church? Is 
that His plan?

The Restaurant Principle
Recently I was meditating on this and the Lord quickened a 

simple picture of what most religion is like in His eyes. Think 
of the restaurant business. In a restaurant, people — customers 
— pay money for ready-to-eat food. That food may be anything 
from a simple snack like ice cream to a full meal. It might be eat-
en in the restaurant or it might perhaps be carried out to be eaten 
somewhere else. A restaurant is different from a grocery store or 
a market where people buy food to prepare at home. A restaurant 
is designed for people who simply want the convenience of ex-
changing money for food that someone else has prepared.

Since people have a wide variety of personal tastes in food 
there is naturally a similar variety of restaurants who cater to 
those tastes. Some people are happy with so-called “fast food.” 
They lead busy lives and are glad for prepared food that tastes 
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reasonably good, is cheap, and doesn’t take up a lot of time from 
their busy schedules.

Other people are looking for more out of their dining expe-
rience. One important part of that is the menu. What kind of 
food is served. Of course the human family has developed a great 
variety of tasty styles of food and that is reflected in restaurants. 
Some people like Italian food, others Chinese, others Indian, 
others French, and so on. Some are vegetarians while others can’t 
live without their steak and potatoes. We could easily spend a lot 
of time listing just some of the kinds of food people go to restau-
rants to eat. But you get the point.

Some restaurant-goers want the same thing all the time and 
others like the variety they can get by visiting different places. 
Cafeteria type restaurants are popular because you can just go to 
the food bar and pick what you happen to want that day.

Of course the menu is not all that is important. While it is true 
that some people just want to grab some food to eat on the run 
others are looking for a total dining “experience.” Not only do 
they want just the right food; they also demand a certain kind of 
atmosphere in which to enjoy it. It certainly wouldn’t be appro-
priate to serve a fancy steak dinner next to a garbage can in the 
alley! Atmosphere matters.

Some want a quiet place where they can eat in peace. Others like 
to be in a noisy crowd. The kind of music plays an important part. It 
might be classical music or it might be loud rock music or country 
music.

One popular restaurant type in the United States is the “diner” 
where customers either sit in a booth or on a stool at a counter. 
They are modeled after the old dining cars found on trains. Diner 
type restaurants typically cater to working class people who dress 
casually. They often have brassy friendly waitresses who call their 
customers “darling” and who yell out orders to the kitchen.

Other dining customers would turn up their noses at such a 
low-class place. They want something fancy, sophisticated, and 
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of course, expensive. Diners are expected to dress up and make 
reservations. Often part of what draws the customers is a famous 
and talented chef who knows how to prepare real gourmet fare.

In short, restaurants are as varied as the customers they hope 
to attract. And in our increasingly connected world you can 
find an amazing variety most anywhere. I’ve had the privilege of 
traveling to the Philippines on several occasions and can recall 
eating in an Italian restaurant, a German restaurant, and a Chi-
nese restaurant, as well as enjoying foods from many parts of the 
world in hotel cafeteria type restaurants. I also recall eating there 
at McDonald’s, Kentucky Fried Chicken, and no doubt others 
that don’t come to mind. I even had a “Cajun” dish at one restau-
rant (at least that’s what they said it was!).

The Customer is King
Now think with me for a moment: in the restaurant business, 

who is in charge? Is it not the customer? You may have heard the 
expression, “The customer is king,” and that is certainly true. A 
restaurant owner stays in business and prospers because he pro-
vides customers with what they want. Suppose a businessman 
said, “I’m not going to do that anymore; I’m going to give my 
customers what they need, not what they want.” How long would 
he stay in business? Not long! His customers would simply stop 
coming and go somewhere else.

But is not religion like that? Is it not “customer-driven”? Are 
not even some good men held hostage by the religious tastes of 
their “customers”?

Think of Paul’s warning to Timothy in 2 Tim. 4:1-4 — “In the 
presence of God and of Christ Jesus, who will judge the living 
and the dead, and in view of his appearing and his kingdom, I 
give you this charge: Preach the Word; be prepared in season and 
out of season; correct, rebuke and encourage — with great pa-
tience and careful instruction. 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 
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to say what their itching ears want to hear. They will turn their 
ears away from the truth and turn aside to myths.”

What would happen if real men of God suddenly stepped into 
every pulpit in America and did what Paul said? Do you think the 
result would be any different than what happened when Stephen 
told the truth to the Jewish Sanhedrin in Acts 7? They might not 
be literally stoned but the spirit behind the reaction would be 
exactly the same. Don’t you dare say anything about my religion!

Satan has largely corrupted the American church by turning it 
into a customer-driven enterprise. The customer is king. Pastors 
are hired and fired based on their ability to attract and satisfy 
the “customers.” Preaching style and ability, worship style, meet-
ing style, programs and activities, personalities all play their part 
in providing the total religious experience. People want to leave 
with a good feeling about themselves, that everything is OK with 
them and God. If they don’t get what they want in one place they 
will run to another.

Self Reigns
Is this not individualism in action? The rebellion of self-will 

has been clothed with religion and passed off as real Christianity. 
Multitudes call Jesus “Lord” but they live and act in rebellion. 
Isn’t this exactly what Jesus spoke of in Matt. 7:21-23? He said, 
“Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the king-
dom of heaven, but only he who does the will of my Father who 
is in heaven. Many will say to me on that day, ‘Lord, Lord, did we 
not prophesy in your name, and in your name drive out demons 
and perform many miracles?’ Then I will tell them plainly, ‘I nev-
er knew you. Away from me, you evildoers!’”

The spirit of Babylon is designed by Satan to protect and even 
to promote “self.” The Spirit of God through the true gospel of 
Jesus Christ confronts self and brings about godly sorrow and 
genuine repentance. In salvation “self ” dies and Christ lives in its 
place. The preaching of the cross never compromises with self. It 
never seeks to please men but only God. The stakes are too high. 
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Men’s souls hang in the balance.

In religion “self ” reigns. Preachers cannot afford to offend the 
“customers.” They might leave — and take their contributions 
with them. How would the mortgage payments on the big new 
church building be met? The ways of religion have a million in-
sidious ways of standing squarely in the way of a true work of 
God.

Rock Stars
One interesting characteristic of modern religion needs to be 

particularly pointed out. Often we see gifted preachers, teach-
ers, or singers become celebrities, sometimes almost “rock stars.” 
Some of these have a measure of genuine ministry. What is that 
about? I’m glad for anyone that the Lord in mercy reaches for 
himself but this celebrity culture is often of a different sort. Just 
as those Jesus described as calling him Lord were not in fact true 
followers so it is with many people today. People are able to “cele-
brate” truth and enjoy emotional religious experiences yet never 
truly bow to Him who is the truth. Self is never conquered.

Consider this biblical example. Surely everyone would agree 
that Ezekiel was a man of God, a prophet chosen of God to 
preach hard truth in a challenging time. Yet God spoke to Eze-
kiel on one occasion to explain what the real deal was with some 
of his listeners. It surely would have been natural for Ezekiel to 
suppose that people coming to hear him were genuine seekers of 
truth but that wasn’t the case. Consider what the Lord told him.

Ezek. 33:30-32 — “As for you, son of man, your countrymen 
are talking together about you by the walls and at the doors of the 
houses, saying to each other, ‘Come and hear the message that 
has come from the Lord.’ My people come to you, as they usually 
do, and sit before you to listen to your words, but they do not 
put them into practice. With their mouths they express devotion, 
but their hearts are greedy for unjust gain. Indeed, to them you 
are nothing more than one who sings love songs with a beautiful 
voice and plays an instrument well, for they hear your words but 
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do not put them into practice.”

Think about what the Lord was saying! These people were in 
such a hardened spiritual condition that they could sit before a 
true prophet of God and basically treat what he said as entertain-
ment, as a performance. Is it really that different in our day? And 
how much of purported ministry in our day really is a ministry 
of the Spirit and how much is just a subtle form of religious en-
tertainment? and “customer-driven” at that? God help us!

When Persecution Comes
When persecution comes — and it will — just how much of 

the American religious scene will simply evaporate? It isn’t real. 
Millions of people have been begotten in a system that protects 
self-will at all costs. They are lost and don’t know it. What God 
intended when Christ began to build his church and what Amer-
ican religion has largely become are two very different things. 
Many cry out for revival and revival is a wonderful thing but 
God’s heart cries out for something much deeper than revival. 
What He longs for cannot be fulfilled in “the system.” It can only 
happen “outside the camp.” It can only be engineered by Christ 
himself. It can never happen while individualism reigns. Christ 
is Lord and self must give way to his Lordship.

In Chapter 6 we began to speak of the nature of the church 
as God sees it. It consists of the company of the redeemed who 
literally share the life of God, with each other, and with the Fa-
ther and His Son. It is not an organization but a living organism. 
Its members have given up their lives to possess God’s life. They 
have bowed to Christ as Lord. Yet it is not just about their rela-
tionship with God but also with each other. God has a vision laid 
out in His Word for the church, not just in eternity, but here in 
this world. To the extent that we have declared that to be impos-
sible and have just accepted the current state of things as OK we 
have embraced deception. Satan is lying to us.
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Chapter 10

God’s Plan for the Church
Paul’s understanding of God’s vision and plan for the church 

is not something he learned in school, nor was it the product of 
his own diligent study. He did not even learn it at the feet of those 
who were apostles before him. It was very simply something God 
supernaturally revealed to him. God singled out Paul to com-
municate His heart and thus it is no accident that Paul was the 
human author of so much of the New Testament.

It is easy in his writings to sense not only his passion on the 
subject but God’s as well. There is everywhere expressed a burn-
ing desire that his readers “get it,” that they understand and ex-
perience the greatness of God’s purpose.

The Mystery of Christ
In Ephesians 3 Paul uses an interesting expression: “the mys-

tery of Christ.” In verse 3 he notes the fact that this mystery was 
“made known to me by revelation.” It should be obvious from his 
words that what Paul knew could only be known by divine reve-
lation. It has nothing whatever to do with how smart we are, how 
sincere, or how hard we study. When it comes to divine myster-
ies we are completely at the mercy of God. Unless He chooses to 
reveal something to us we remain in ignorance. Would that we 
were always honest about what we don’t know!

Paul summarizes this divine mystery in verse 6: “This mystery 
is that through the gospel the Gentiles are heirs together with 
Israel, members together of one body, and sharers together in the 
promise in Christ Jesus.”

In part this mystery addressed a very important first century 
issue, that of the place of Jew and Gentile in the plan of God. 
In Christ this distinction has been forever destroyed as Paul so 
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clearly expresses in Eph. 2:11-22. The “barrier,” the “dividing wall 
of hostility,” was “destroyed” (verse 14). Access to God and citi-
zenship in His kingdom is now equally available to all through 
Christ and his death on the cross. It has nothing to do with na-
tional or ethnic background.

One New Man
In Eph. 2:15-16 Paul writes, “His purpose was to create in him-

self one new man out of the two, thus making peace, and in this 
one body to reconcile both of them to God through the cross, 
by which he put to death their hostility.” Note the interesting ex-
pressions of oneness and wholeness he uses: “one new man” and 
“one body.” It is not simply that God sought many new men but 
one new man. He sees things differently than we do.

Notice also that this one new man was created and that this 
creation took place in Christ Jesus. Such language highlights the 
fact that this is entirely a supernatural work of God, just as much 
as the original creation was when God spoke the universe into 
existence.

A lot more happened when Jesus was raised from the dead 
than simply the resurrection of one person from physical death. 
It is not just Jesus Christ the individual that had Paul excited. It 
is what was in him. In him a new creation was born. We were 
there! All that we will ever be was there in him just awaiting the 
day when we would by God’s grace be brought to the hope of the 
gospel and become partakers of the life that was in him.

Remember John 12:23-24 where Jesus said, “The hour has 
come for the Son of Man to be glorified. I tell you the truth, un-
less a kernel of wheat falls to the ground and dies, it remains 
only a single seed. But if it dies, it produces many seeds.” A seed 
contains all of the future generations that will result from the life 
that is in it. In particular the life that was in Jesus contained the 
Church he died to redeem, right down to the very last member. 
If you are His then you were there.
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Alive With Christ
In Eph. 2:4-7 Paul writes, “But because of his great love for 

us, God, who is rich in mercy, made us alive with Christ even 
when we were dead in transgressions — it is by grace you have 
been saved. And God raised us up with Christ and seated us with 
him in the heavenly realms in Christ Jesus, in order that in the 
coming ages he might show the incomparable riches of his grace, 
expressed in his kindness to us in Christ Jesus.”

Notice the way he puts it. God “made us alive with Christ.” 
“God raised us up with Christ.” He also “seated us with him 
in the heavenly realms in Christ.” All of this extends into the 
eternal future when He shows us “the incomparable riches of his 
grace, expressed in his kindness to us in Christ Jesus.”

When were we made alive? When Christ was. When were we 
raised up? When he was. Where are we as a result? In the heaven-
ly realms. How? In Christ. If you hand someone a box you hand 
them not only the box but whatever is in that box. Everything 
that happened to Jesus Christ happened to all of God’s people 
because they were “in him.”

If you go to a tree nursery and buy a young fruit tree to plant 
in your yard you buy not only the young tree as it is but also ev-
ery leaf and every branch it will ever produce. They are already 
there — in the tree. Leaves and branches are not special options 
bought separately from the tree! And every part of that devel-
oping tree plays a part both in its growth and in the fruit that is 
produced.

For Us Who Believe
That is why Paul wanted his readers to understand the great-

ness of what God did in Christ — because we were there. In Eph. 
1:18-21 he writes, “I pray also that the eyes of your heart may be 
enlightened in order that you may know the hope to which he 
has called you, the riches of his glorious inheritance in the saints, 
and his incomparably great power for us who believe. That pow-
er is like the working of his mighty strength, which he exerted in 
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Christ when he raised him from the dead and seated him at his 
right hand in the heavenly realms, far above all rule and author-
ity, power and dominion, and every title that can be given, not 
only in the present age but also in the one to come.”

This is not mere abstract theology, interesting to think about 
but not really connected with everyday life. If we would see things 
as God sees them we would see that the awesome things He did 
in His Son were done “for us who believe” and were meant to 
give us a solid foundation of hope not only for the eternal future 
but here in this world as well. No devil in hell can withstand or 
undo what God has given us in His Son!

Christ?
What do you think of when you hear the word “Christ”? I 

daresay that most would think of Jesus Christ, the individual, the 
Son of God who once walked the shores of Galilee and who now 
reigns on high. That is true enough but God’s vision is larger. In 
Eph. 1:22-23 we read, “And God placed all things under his feet 
and appointed him to be head over everything for the church, 
which is his body, the fullness of him who fills everything in ev-
ery way.”

Christ’s power and exaltation is not just for his own benefit; it 
is “for the church.” More than that it is “for the church, which is 
his body.” But even that doesn’t quite paint the picture. This body 
is “the fullness of him....” What does that mean? Put crudely it 
simply means that the church is the rest of him. He is not com-
plete without the Church any more than your head is complete 
without your body.

If I were to meet you and all I saw was your head I might well 
ask, “Where is the rest of you?” I am sure that the Father wel-
comed His Son back to glory with great joy and yet His great 
heart longed for the day when the “rest of him” would likewise be 
glorified. We tend to see Christ and the church as separate things 
but God doesn’t see them that way.

Paul didn’t either. We can see the roots of Paul’s understanding 
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in the very moment he met Christ on the Damascus road experi-
ence. Knocked from his horse by a blinding light he heard a voice 
say, “Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?” His response was to 
ask, “Who are you, Lord?” The answer came, “I am Jesus whom 
you are persecuting?”

Of course in his mind it was the followers of Jesus who were be-
ing persecuted but in the mind of Jesus his union with those fol-
lowers was so complete that the persecution was actually against 
him personally. Thus was Saul, later known as Paul, introduced 
very early to the reality of Christ’s living union with his Church.

The Oneness of Christ’s Body
In 1 Cor. 12:12-13 Paul writes, “The body is a unit, though it 

is made up of many parts; and though all its parts are many, they 
form one body. So it is with Christ. For we were all baptized by 
one Spirit into one body — whether Jews or Greeks, slave or free 
— and we were all given the one Spirit to drink.” So what is with 
Christ? “Christ” is a many-membered body. Jesus Christ is the 
Head — but the church is the body. It is only together that we 
have the entire Christ as God sees things. Of course the church 
is nothing in itself and has nothing to boast of except its glorious 
Head.

Notice that word “unit.” Paul is not writing to emphasize the 
“many parts” but rather the “unit,” the simple fact that those 
parts make up “one body.” In the minds of so many the “body of 
Christ” is a somewhat vague mystical thing perhaps illustrating 
the variety of gifts and abilities in individual believers but lit-
tle else. While it is true that every true born-again believer is a 
member of the body of Christ it is also true that in Paul’s teaching 
the body of Christ was meant to be a practical and local reality.

People weren’t baptized into a mystical body and left to do as 
they pleased. He said to the Corinthian believers, “Now you are 
the body of Christ, and each one of you is a part of it.” 1 Cor. 
12:27-28. He didn’t say, “You are part of the body”; he said, “You 
are the body of Christ.” They were the living, breathing, body of 
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Christ in that location, members one of another, every part vital.

Every part of your body, including your head, is vitally con-
nected to every other part. All of the parts share the very same 
life. There is a total interdependence in the relationship of those 
parts to each other. Every part contributes something to the 
whole according to its designed function and every part receives 
what it needs as all the other parts do the same. Every part takes 
its direction from the head.

How well would your body function if all its parts declared 
their rights to independence?!

And it wasn’t just the spirits of believers that were somehow 
mystically joined to other believers. The union also involved 
their bodies. In 1 Cor. 6 Paul warns the believers against sexual 
immorality. He tells them why in verse 15 — “Do you not know 
that your bodies are members of Christ himself?” Think about 
what he is saying there. Your bodies are actually part of Christ! 
They are meant to express his life even as Jesus expressed the life 
of his Father through his body.

What Satan Fears
But Jesus was a complete expression of the Father. Individually we 

are not complete expressions of Christ. It is only in a living practical 
union that the world can see him come in the flesh as God intended. 
It is this corporate expression that Satan fears. He loves the “mysti-
cal” universal body since it is little more than an idea and no real 
threat to his kingdom.

Being joined to the mystical body is sort of like a man being 
married to a mystical wife! No matter what her imagined virtues 
may be she will never cook his breakfast nor bear his children!

In the body of Christ “separateness” — which is really rebel-
lious independence — gives way to the oneness of being part of 
Christ. The smallness of self dies that the greatness of Christ may 
live and find expression in the earth.
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God’s Temple
In Eph. 2:19-22 Paul gives us a different picture of the church 

as God sees it, but one that conveys the same essential message. 
“Consequently, you are no longer foreigners and aliens, but fel-
low citizens with God’s people and members of God’s household, 
built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets, with Christ 
Jesus himself as the chief cornerstone. In him the whole building 
is joined together and rises to become a holy temple in the Lord. 
And in him you too are being built together to become a dwell-
ing in which God lives by his Spirit.”

And so Paul moves from “one new man” and “one body” to 
a “whole building” that is “joined together” and is being “built 
together.” The common theme is clear: there is a very real and 
practical “togetherness” that God seeks. He is building a home 
for Himself.

Paul’s thought here is not something separate from the verses 
that precede it. It is connected by the word “consequently.” God’s 
purpose to construct a house for Himself is a direct consequence 
of the reconciliation of one body to God through the cross.

Not Just in Heaven
Reconciliation with a holy God is a wonderful thing but it 

is not an end in itself. God has something particular in mind. 
That something has practical implications. It implies some very 
important things about the life of God’s people now — here on 
earth — and not just in heaven someday. The church does not 
suddenly leap from individualism to “templehood” merely by 
being transported to heaven. Rather it is “joined together” here 
and “rises to become a holy temple.” What will be is our destiny. 
But there is a God-ordained process that leads to that destiny.

Suppose you decide to build a house and at great cost you pur-
chase the finest building materials money can buy. But suppose 
those fine building materials are never cut, fitted, and fastened 
together by a skilled builder according to a good master plan. 
Where would you live? If someone were to ask you where you 
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lived would you point to the scattered materials and say, “There 
… and there … and, well, everywhere!”? What good would that 
be?

In the same way materials that are separate and scattered do 
not a temple make. They must surrender their separateness to 
the Master Builder and be shaped and fitted together according 
to God’s design.

Who is this Master Builder? Did not Jesus say, “I will build 
my church”? Matt. 16:18. The problem is that many zealous re-
ligious people have tried to build Jesus a church — according to 
their design. God’s plan by contrast is for Jesus to call a people to 
the kingdom through the gospel, build them together as a body, 
practically, locally, as a place where he can dwell and express 
himself in the earth.

No man can engineer such a thing. We can only repent and 
cry out to God to bring it about and to reveal our place in the 
body. There we look to Christ as Head and submit ourselves one 
to another, ministering one to another according to the gifts and 
abilities Christ the Head gives.

Christ in heaven is wonderful; but it is Christ in his body that 
God seeks. The vision of God’s heart has been subverted by re-
ligious tradition and the zealous efforts of men. The rebellion of 
individualism has been justified by an appeal to the concept of 
the “mystical” body of Christ. While God’s vision is explained 
away as impractical and unrealistic the religious machinery 
grinds on. Has not the deceiver been at work?
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Chapter 11

The Principle of Promise
In the book of Romans Paul sets forth the wonders of the gos-

pel which he calls “the power of God for the salvation of everyone 
who believes: first for the Jew, then for the Gentile.” Rom. 1:16. 
Paul’s own religious background had led him to believe that God 
had given the law of Moses so that Jews could earn their own 
salvation through obedience to it, that is, through works. When 
the revelation of Jesus Christ came it turned his world — and 
his understanding — upside down. Not only was salvation NOT 
earned by one’s works; it was for EVERYONE, not just Jews!

In Chapter 4 Paul uses Abraham as an example of salvation 
by faith rather than works and in the process paints a picture of 
how God deals with man down through the ages — including us. 
There is a word used several times in this chapter that has often 
come to my mind of late. I believe it is a real key. That word is 
“promise.”

Because of sin the world was under the power of darkness. It 
was into that darkness that the God of all grace came. He spoke to 
a man named Abram who lived among a family of idol worship-
pers. But God’s words to him were not a demand that Abram live 
up to a moral standard and thereby qualify himself for a divine 
blessing. Rather, the heart of God’s words to him was a promise.

God’s Promise
In Gen. 12:2-3 we read that promise: “I will make you into a 

great nation and I will bless you; I will make your name great, 
and you will be a blessing. I will bless those who bless you, and 
whoever curses you I will curse; and all peoples on earth will 
be blessed through you.” What God commanded him to do is 
recorded in verse 1: “Leave your country, your people and your 
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father’s household and go to the land I will show you.”

Abram did not earn the blessing by obeying the Lord. Rather 
he demonstrated an obedience that was consistent with believ-
ing the promise. Thus he obtained the blessing not by works, 
nor by so-called faith without works (James 2:14-26) but by faith 
that works (Gal. 5:6). The real heart of the matter was his faith 
in God.

This is made very clear in Genesis 15. God’s promise to Abram 
(later called Abraham) involved his becoming a great nation. 
This presented a very real practical problem! Abram was child-
less and getting old fast. Sarah could no longer bear children. 
How was such a thing to be?

According to the custom of the times a servant of his named 
Eliezer of Damascus stood to inherit his estate and that didn’t fit 
God’s promise so he asked the Lord about it. It was on this occa-
sion that the Lord assured him that a son coming from his own 
body would be his heir. He then told Abram to count the stars 
and said that his offspring would be like them in number.

Abram Believed the Lord
Gen. 15:6 tells us simply, “Abram believed the Lord, and he 

credited it to him as righteousness.” Long before the law of Mo-
ses this former idol worshipper was declared by a holy God to be 
righteous. On what ground? His works? No! His faith.

And I believe we can see in his life that his faith was deeper 
than simply believing a promise. Rather, he believed the One that 
was making the promise. He believed the Lord. In other words, 
his confidence in God was such that it didn’t matter what He 
said, Abram believed it.

There is a simple word for that. It is the word “trust.” Abram’s 
trust in God was so pure that, for example, when God later told 
him to offer the son of promise as a sacrifice he didn’t hesitate 
to obey. That is a picture of absolute trust. He may have had his 
ideas as to how God would work it out but the bottom line is that 
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he simply obeyed. The Lord finally stepped in when it became 
obvious that he would not allow anything to stand in the way of 
obedience, not even sacrificing the promised heir.

Is that not what was lost in the beginning? Eve, and then 
Adam, were seduced into believing the lie that God could not 
be trusted, that He was holding them back, keeping them from 
their true destiny, no doubt for selfish reasons. Thus the very es-
sence of a restored relationship between man and God is trust. 
From Abraham’s day to this God has been at work calling a peo-
ple back to a relationship of absolute trust, unfolding a purpose 
that reaches from eternity past into the eternal future.

Trust and Obey
How simple! A divine promise fulfilled through trust and obe-

dience. “Trust and obey.” It has a nice ring to it, don’t you think! 
Say, that would make a great hymn!

It should be obvious that a divine promise is the only thing 
that will fulfill God’s purpose. Sin has rendered man incapable of 
helping himself — even if he wanted to! Rom. 3:10-12.

Abraham’s natural condition was just as hopeless. He couldn’t 
even produce a son let alone nations. And he surely couldn’t en-
gineer a blessing for all nations. What God promised Abraham 
could ONLY be done by God. All Abraham could do was to be-
lieve and cooperate through obedience.

Even so, Abraham tried to help God out but the result was 
Ishmael who could never inherit the promise. I’m glad for ev-
ery natural child of Ishmael who has entered into the promise 
through faith in Christ but the unfolding of God’s plan came 
through Isaac. God had fixed it so that only a miracle would 
avail. Abraham was as helpless to fulfill God’s purposes through 
his own efforts as we are today.

We find these wonderful words in Rom. 4:18-24 — “Against 
all hope, Abraham in hope believed and so became the father of 
many nations, just as it had been said to him, ‘So shall your off-
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spring be.’ Without weakening in his faith, he faced the fact that 
his body was as good as dead — since he was about a hundred 
years old — and that Sarah’s womb was also dead. Yet he did not 
waver through unbelief regarding the promise of God, but was 
strengthened in his faith and gave glory to God, being fully per-
suaded that God had power to do what he had promised. This is 
why ‘it was credited to him as righteousness.’ The words ‘it was 
credited to him’ were written not for him alone, but also for us, to 
whom God will credit righteousness — for us who believe in him 
who raised Jesus our Lord from the dead.” (I wonder how many 
of us today have “faced the fact” that we cannot help God out!)

God’s Heir
Thank God for righteousness but there is much more to it 

than that. In Rom. 4:13 Paul speaks of God’s promise to Abra-
ham “that he would be heir of the world.” In other words, God 
has a great inheritance He longs to share with men. Out of all the 
people in the world in Abraham’s day God chose Abraham to be 
His heir. Thus the promise reached far beyond this present evil 
world into the one to come.

Abraham’s Children
But of course the inheritance was not just for one man but for 

all of Abraham’s children. Who are they? In many places Paul 
makes it plain that the children God had in mind for this inher-
itance were children of Abraham’s faith and not his body. They 
include a remnant of his natural descendants who believe but 
also Gentiles who come to faith in Christ. Rom. 4:16, 9:6-9, 22-
27, Gal. 3:26-29, 4:28.

In the unfolding of God’s promise He did indeed deal with the 
nation of Israel in spite of its general unbelief, but the fulfillment 
of that promise was yet to come in Christ. The law of Moses was 
a temporary covenant that was intended to lead them to the One 
to come. For the remnant it did just that and they entered in.

In Gal. 3:19 we read, “What, then, was the purpose of the law? 
It was added because of transgressions until the Seed to whom 
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the promise referred had come.” Paul continues in Gal. 3:21-22, 
“Is the law, therefore, opposed to the promises of God? Abso-
lutely not! For if a law had been given that could impart life, 
then righteousness would certainly have come by the law. But 
the Scripture declares that the whole world is a prisoner of sin, 
so that what was promised, being given through faith in Jesus 
Christ, might be given to those who believe.”

That brings every true follower of Jesus Christ directly into the 
stream of God’s eternal purpose. What God began in Abraham 
continues in us today. The complete fulfillment of that promise 
lies ahead of us, as sure as the One Who promised. Heb. 6:13-20 
reminds us that our trust is in One that cannot lie.

As we have said, Abraham’s immediate concern was having 
a son, something humanly impossible, but no problem at all 
to God. But Hebrews indicates that in some sense the vision of 
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob reached far beyond such immediate 
issues. Heb. 11:10 tells us that Abraham “was looking forward to 
the city with foundations, whose architect and builder is God.”

Heb. 11:13-16 continues, “All these people were still living by 
faith when they died. They did not receive the things promised; 
they only saw them and welcomed them from a distance. And 
they admitted that they were aliens and strangers on earth. Peo-
ple who say such things show that they are looking for a country 
of their own. If they had been thinking of the country they had 
left, they would have had opportunity to return. Instead, they 
were longing for a better country — a heavenly one. Therefore 
God is not ashamed to be called their God, for he has prepared a 
city for them.” And for us as well.

Impossibility
Every generation of believers from Abraham’s day to this has 

faced its own particular impossibilities. Not only Abraham but 
also his son Isaac needed divine intervention just to produce one 
heir, let alone a nation! The Israelites were slaves in Egypt, the 
mightiest nation of its day. They faced walled cities and giants in 
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their conquest of the promised land. The persistent wickedness 
of Israel and the resulting divine judgment down through the 
centuries seemed to the small believing remnant to be an insur-
mountable problem.

The Lord repeatedly sent prophets, not only to denounce the 
sins of the nation, but also to encourage the remnant concerning 
the redemption that was to come. Elijah, one of the mightiest 
prophets, was so discouraged on one occasion that he prayed to 
die since he believed himself to be the only one left who was 
serving the Lord. But the Lord told Elijah that He had preserved 
7000 men who had not bowed the knee to Baal.

God’s purpose unfolded throughout centuries of darkness and 
seeming impossibility not because of human effort but through 
His own mighty hand. God preserved that remnant. No devil in 
hell could stand in His way. And then Christ came!

A Foundation for Righteousness
I pointed out earlier that Abram was declared righteous, not 

through some kind of self-righteous effort, but through faith 
alone. How could a holy God do that? He could do that because 
what no man could do for himself, God did through Christ. We 
were helpless prisoners of sin. So God acted to put away our sin 
by punishing His own Son on our behalf. Justice demanded the 
death of every sinner. That justice was satisfied through Christ’s 
death in our place. God is free to justify anyone who responds to 
the gospel in repentance and faith. His justification of Abraham 
was based on Christ’s sacrifice to come. That was the essence of 
the promise, the blessing that was for all nations. God can deal 
with our need. He seeks our trust.

On the day of Pentecost God poured out His Spirit as He had 
promised. Peter stood up with great power to explain to the 
crowds gathered for the Feast of Pentecost that what was happen-
ing was the fulfillment of God’s promises to Israel through the 
prophets. He boldly proclaimed the resurrection of Christ not 
only as a fact to which they were witnesses but also as a promise 
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proclaimed through David in Psalm 16. He brought his message 
into focus with these penetrating words in Acts 2:36 – “Therefore 
let all Israel be assured of this: God has made this Jesus, whom 
you crucified, both Lord and Christ.”

The Spirit of God was present not only to anoint Peter but 
also to directly convict the hearers and they cried out wanting to 
know what to do. In verse 38 he replied, “Repent and be baptized, 
every one of you, in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness 
of your sins. And you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit.”

A Promise For All
I find it very interesting and significant that in verse 39 Peter 

uses the word “promise.” He says, “The promise is for you and 
your children and for all who are far off — for all whom the Lord 
our God will call.” The blessing promised to Abraham had come. 
It was now time to proclaim the hope of the gospel — the good 
news — not only to Israel but to all the world.

At every stage of the unfolding of God’s purpose to call out 
a people for Himself the principle of “promise” applies. What 
is needed to fulfill that purpose is something only God can 
do. The very best we can do is to cooperate with His purpose 
through trust and obedience; there is absolutely no human effort 
that will avail.

Many understand that to be true when it comes to the salva-
tion of the individual but how much do we understand it to be 
true with respect to the building of Christ’s church and its prepa-
ration for all that is to come? After all, Christ did not tell us to 
build him a church; he said he would do it.

And numerous scriptures promise us that what has been be-
gun will be finished. See Phil. 1:6, Heb. 11:38-12:2, and Eph. 1:7-
10, for example. Rom. 8:28-30 even uses the past tense concern-
ing the ultimate climax of God’s purpose when it says in verse 30, 
“those he justified he also glorified.” In God’s mind it has already 
been done! What a glorious hope it is to which we have been 
called!



What Does Deception Look Like?

140

Nearing the End
Increasingly, believers in our day have the sense that we are 

nearing that climax, the end of the age, and the coming again 
of our Lord Jesus Christ. What a day that will be! When God is 
through and His purpose fulfilled His people will be forever free 
from the power of sin and death (Rev. 21:4-7), radiant in glory (1 
Peter 5:1, 10), shining like the sun (Matt. 13:43), with bodies like 
the one Jesus has (Phil. 3:20-21), living in a brand new world (2 
Peter 3:13), full fellowship with God restored (Rev. 21:3).

In the Meantime
But what about until that day? What do we do in the mean-

time? What can we expect? What will the state of God’s people 
be when Christ returns? How do we prepare? Do God’s promises 
have anything for us now? How can we be aligned with God’s 
purpose?

As we survey the religious landscape of today it is evident that 
there are a great variety of answers to these questions. Satan ever 
works to obscure truth and misdirect God’s people. His efforts 
to deceive have no doubt affected us all more than we might care 
to admit.

Many today loudly proclaim their expectation that Christ is 
coming “at any moment” to “rapture” the church. Well … I hope 
he does! He won’t get any argument from me. But that raises a 
lot of questions.

The church, particularly in America, is mostly asleep, carnal, 
immature, divided, almost indistinguishable from the world, 
and largely laughed at by Satan and much of society. Is that what 
Christ is coming for? The church began at Pentecost with a bang; 
will it end with a whimper? Really? Are we destined to go out like 
a dog with its tail between its legs, a far cry from the heavenly 
calling set forth in scripture? Will God’s wonderful promises go 
unfulfilled? Will Christ pull his people out in defeat?

Something in me cries out, “No!” I am very aware that sim-
ply looking at the situation can easily provoke a sense of futility. 
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“Nothing can be done. That’s just the way it is. The best we can 
hope for is that there will be pockets of revival here and there 
from time to time and that Jesus will come to rescue us and 
straighten out the mess.” But then I look into scripture and get a 
very different sense.

I read the words of Paul, for example, in Eph. 3:10-11, where he 
speaks of God in these words: “His intent was that now, through 
the church, the manifold wisdom of God should be made known 
to the rulers and authorities in the heavenly realms, according to 
his eternal purpose which he accomplished in Christ Jesus our 
Lord.” God’s demonstration to those rulers and authorities was 
pretty impressive in the beginning but what about now? Was that 
it? Paul wrote those words long after Pentecost.

He prayed in verse 19, “that you may be filled to the measure of 
all the fullness of God.” That’s a pretty difficult thing for you and 
me to imagine, isn’t it! But Paul didn’t stop there. Eph, 3:20-21 
says, “Now to him who is able to do immeasurably more than all 
we ask or imagine, according to his power that is at work within 
us, to him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus throughout 
all generations, for ever and ever! Amen.”

The obvious reason as to why such things are hard to imagine 
is that what we see appears to present insurmountable obstacles. 
But let’s not forget how God’s purpose unfolds. It begins with a 
promise. The promise concerns things that are totally impossible 
to us but as certain as the One making the promise. The appro-
priate human response is to believe. That belief is expressed as 
total trust on the one hand and obedience on the other. In other 
words, we simply do our part and God takes care of what is im-
possible.

Everything in God’s Time
The details of how and when He acts are up to Him. Abraham 

waited 25 years for the promised son. He came when it was God’s 
time. In God’s time Israel was delivered from slavery in Egypt. 
Not one second before! Gal. 4:4 tells us that “when the time had 
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fully come, God sent his Son....” The climax of the ages will like-
wise be “put into effect when the times will have reached their 
fulfillment.” Eph. 1:10.

God has His own schedule. Lazarus had been dead and buried 
four days and Jesus seemed to be “late” but in the purpose of God 
he was exactly on time! Raising a man from the dead after four 
days was a much greater miracle than simply preventing him 
from dying in the first place! Martha had no trouble believing 
that Jesus could have healed Lazarus but in her mind the situa-
tion seemed totally impossible.

How often does the Lord allow circumstances to seem the 
most impossible before He acts! Abraham was 100 and Sarah 
was not only barren but past the age of child-bearing. That didn’t 
stop God from fulfilling His promise! God deliberately led the 
Israelites to the shores of the Red Sea where they were seemingly 
trapped and about to be crushed by the greatest army of its day. 
But God used that occasion to demonstrate His power and glory 
not only to the Israelites but to all the nations who heard about 
what He did!

Scripture is full of “impossible” situations that only served to 
magnify God’s glory when He acted. None is greater than raising 
His Son from the dead when all hell would have kept him there. 
If God can do that He can do anything! We limit Him by our 
unbelief.

Things That Are Not
Listen to Paul’s words in Rom. 4:17 where Abraham’s faith was 

spoken of as being in “the God who gives life to the dead and 
calls things that are not as though they were.” Think about those 
two kinds of things. Are they not at the heart of what God’s pur-
pose is all about? Who can bring life out of death but God? And 
Who else can create that which does not presently exist?

When God created the stars did He look at the empty heavens, 
wring His hands, and say, “But what can I do? There’s nothing 
there to work with?” God doesn’t need anything to work with. 
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He’s God! He is not dismayed by the current state of the church. 
There are no emergency meetings in heaven to try to figure out 
what to do! His promises will not go unfulfilled.

1 John 3:2-3 says, “Dear friends, now we are children of God, 
and what we will be has not yet been made known. But we know 
that when he appears, we shall be like him, for we shall see him 
as he is. Everyone who has this hope in him purifies himself, just 
as he is pure.” What an amazing thing to “know”!

Think about what John is saying there. He expresses the glori-
ous hope of our being like Christ “when he appears.” But he also 
directly connects that hope with something we do. “Everyone 
who has this hope in him purifies himself.” That’s something that 
happens now, before Christ comes. Remember that Abraham not 
only believed the promise but he also obeyed what God told him 
to do.

To hear some preach it, all that is really necessary is to “accept 
Jesus.” That’s it. No strings attached. Being a disciple is a good 
thing and you’ll receive rewards but that’s really optional. Just 
“accept Jesus,” attend church services, wait for the “rapture” and, 
by some magic, baby Christians who can barely get along with 
each other down here will be suddenly transformed into mature 
saints who will be “like him.”

If God’s purpose is that His people “be conformed to the like-
ness of his Son” — and it is (Rom. 8:28-29) — how can that pur-
pose be fulfilled in those who are taught to “accept Jesus” and 
warm a pew on Sunday? Wouldn’t that be sort of like Abraham 
saying to God, “I accept your promise but I think I’ll stay where 
I’m at. That part about leaving home and going to a land You’ll 
show me later is surely optional. Besides think of all the good I 
can do right here?”

I don’t want to over-think what John said and read into it 
things it doesn’t say but I also don’t want to ignore it. God in-
spired him to write it for a reason. God’s purpose is not about our 
simply “getting in the door” and waiting for Jesus to come. He 
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seeks our obedience to His Word. The rest is up to Him.

A Bride Made Ready
My mind often goes to Rev. 19:7 where John saw what was yet 

to come; “... the wedding of the Lamb has come, and his bride 
has made herself ready.” That last statement is what stands out to 
me: “his bride has made herself ready.” Think about that! That 
sounds like there is something for us to do in preparation for that 
day. We have a necessary part to play. Why was that statement 
put in there? Does it have any relevance for us today?

We can see Christ’s part in all this in Eph. 5:25-27 where Paul 
writes, “Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the 
church and gave himself up for her to make her holy, cleansing 
her by the washing with water through the word, and to present 
her to himself as a radiant church, without stain or wrinkle or 
any other blemish, but holy and blameless.”

That sounds like a purposeful process to me. He is working to-
wards a goal. How conscious are we of this goal? Are we engaged 
in faith and doing our part? Do we really believe such a thing can 
be? Will those two scriptures find fulfillment?

Unity
John 17:20-23 records part of Jesus’ prayer for his disciples 

shortly before he went to the cross. He said, “My prayer is not for 
them alone. I pray also for those who will believe in me through 
their message, that all of them may be one, Father, just as you are 
in me and I am in you. May they also be in us so that the world 
may believe that you have sent me. I have given them the glory 
that you gave me, that they may be one as we are one: I in them 
and you in me. May they be brought to complete unity to let the 
world know that you sent me and have loved them even as you 
have loved me.”

Do you believe that when Jesus prayed it was according to the 
will of God? Surely it was. What about this prayer? Was it some 
pipe dream, a nice-sounding but totally unrealistic ideal? Was 
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the church after Pentecost the entire fulfillment of his prayer? 
Jesus prayed that “they be brought to complete unity.” Doesn’t 
that sound like a situation in which unity doesn’t exist and then 
God brings it about? The church at Pentecost was in perfect unity 
from the beginning. And the unity for which Jesus prayed was 
“to let the world know....” That has to be something that happens 
here, in the world. Think about it.

The Fullness of Christ
Earlier we spoke of God’s desire that the body of Christ be-

come fully mature even as Jesus Christ the Head is. When that 
happens the entirety of “Christ” will become complete and ready 
for eternity.

Paul speaks of this in Eph. 4:11-13 — “It was he who gave 
some to be apostles, some to be prophets, some to be evangelists, 
and some to be pastors and teachers, to prepare God’s people for 
works of service, so that the body of Christ may be built up until 
we all reach unity in the faith and in the knowledge of the Son of 
God and become mature, attaining to the whole measure of the 
fullness of Christ.”

There is no way to read this and honestly contend that we play 
no part in this. Paul goes on to say in verses 14-16, “Then we will 
no longer be infants, tossed back and forth by the waves, and 
blown here and there by every wind of teaching and by the cun-
ning and craftiness of men in their deceitful scheming. Instead, 
speaking the truth in love, we will in all things grow up into 
him who is the Head, that is, Christ. From him the whole body, 
joined and held together by every supporting ligament, grows 
and builds itself up in love, as each part does its work.”

Again — are these empty words, an unrealistic dream, or does 
God intend to bring about their fulfillment?

Taking Hold
Consider Paul’s words in Phil. 3:10-14 — “I want to know 

Christ and the power of his resurrection and the fellowship of 



What Does Deception Look Like?

146

sharing in his sufferings, becoming like him in his death, and 
so, somehow, to attain to the resurrection from the dead. Not 
that I have already obtained all this, or have already been made 
perfect, but I press on to take hold of that for which Christ Jesus 
took hold of me. Brothers, I do not consider myself yet to have 
taken hold of it. But one thing I do: Forgetting what is behind 
and straining toward what is ahead, I press on toward the goal to 
win the prize for which God has called me heavenward in Christ 
Jesus.”

That’s a pretty good picture of someone who has not only 
caught a vision of God’s purpose but who is totally engaged in 
fully laying hold of God’s promises.

The Laodicean Church
Is not the slumbering, compromised state of much of the mod-

ern church world a symptom of widespread deception? I can 
remember hearing a lot of preaching comparing the Laodicean 
church of Rev. 3:14-22 with the modern “liberal” church, the 
folks that deny miracles and the inspiration of scripture and 
preach a “social gospel.” As God is my witness I am convinced 
that the Laodicean church describes most of the so-called evan-
gelical world of today.

It is asleep and deceived as to its true state. It thinks it is spir-
itually “rich” and needs nothing (or at least nothing all that se-
rious) and has no clue just how “wretched, pitiful, poor, blind 
and naked” it is. Its outward prosperity and apparent success has 
blinded it to reality. Laodicea was a city of relative prosperity and 
it bred an atmosphere that put the church there to sleep. Sounds 
familiar, doesn’t it! What will God do to awaken His people?

Stopping Short
We have been so immersed in the spirit of the world that we have 

been deceived into stopping short of God’s purpose and promises. 
God promised the Israelites the land of Canaan but a whole gener-
ation failed to enter in. Did the promise fail? Of course not! They 
failed to enter in because of their unbelief. Heb. 3:19.
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Near the end of the 40 years of wandering in the wilderness 
the Israelites had conquered some territory east of the Jordan 
River and many had settled there. The temptation was to stop 
there and say, “That’s good enough. We have a nice place to live. 
Conquering walled cities and giants is not realistic.”

Is it any different with us? Have we laid claim to the inheri-
tance for which Christ died or have we simply declared much of 
it to be unattainable? Of course it IS unattainable through our 
own efforts as was conquering the land for the Israelites but what 
about the promises of God? I’m afraid that, unlike Abraham, we 
do a lot of “staggering” at the promises.
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Chapter 12

A Radiant Church
Bro. C. Parker Thomas, the founder of Midnight Cry Minis-

tries, was a man of vision, a vision that extended far beyond the 
religion of his day. A number of times in his public ministry Bro. 
Thomas shared the following quote from A.W. Tozer:

“Surely we need a baptism of clear seeing if we are to es-
cape the fate of Israel (and of every other religious body 
in history that forsook God). If not the greatest need, then 
surely one of the greatest is for the appearance of Christian 
leaders with prophetic vision. We desperately need seers 
who can see through the mist. Unless they come soon, it 
will be too late for this generation. And if they do come, 
we will no doubt crucify a few of them in the name of our 
worldly orthodoxy. But the cross is always the harbinger of 
the resurrection.”

“Mere evangelism is not our present need. Evangelism does 
no more than extend religion, of whatever kind it may be. It 
gains acceptance for religion among larger numbers of people 
without giving much thought to the quality of that religion. 
The tragedy is that present-day evangelism accepts the degen-
erate form of Christianity now current as the very religion of 
the apostles and busies itself with making converts to it with no 
questions asked. And all the time we are moving farther and 
farther from the New Testament pattern.”

“We must have a new reformation. There must come a 
violent break with that irresponsible, amusement-mad, pa-
ganized pseudo-religion which passes today for the faith of 
Christ and which is being spread all over the world by un-
spiritual men employing unscriptural methods to achieve 
their ends.”
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Dr. Tozer graduated to glory in 1963. If what he wrote was 
true in his day — and it was — how much more do his words 
apply in our day? Is this condition not a fruit of deception? Have 
we not been exhorted to “contend for the faith that was once for 
all entrusted to the saints”? Jude 3. And yet on we plunge, each 
one contending instead for his particular religious “brand,” im-
prisoned by walls of tradition — or worse, compromising with 
modern culture for the sake of numbers and the appearance of 
success.

It would no doubt shock us to know how few adherents of so-
called Christian churches in our day are even converted. It would 
also shock us were we able to observe the church as she was in the 
beginning side-by-side with what passes for the church today.

The True Church
Of course I am keenly aware that the church as God sees it 

and the church as men see it are very different things. Only those 
who have been truly converted, born of God’s Spirit, are truly 
part of His church. And He “knows those who are His.” 2 Timo-
thy 2:19. God’s focus is upon them.

And so while in one way we may well lament and decry the 
widespread apostasy we see around us, yet it is well to remem-
ber that none of this has taken the Lord by surprise. He is not 
dismayed. Everything is proceeding as He has foreseen and He 
remains firmly in control, the end sure.

There is a parallel between conditions today and conditions 
when Jesus came to Israel. The nation as a whole was in a terrible 
apostasy, far from God, all the while retaining a militantly held 
outward form of godliness. Yet among the nation there was a true 
remnant that awaited the fulfillment of God’s promises through 
the prophets. It was to them that Jesus was sent. In the eyes of 
men the nation as a whole was seen as “Israel” but in God’s heart 
and mind “Israel” referred only to that remnant. It was not about 
Abraham’s physical descendents but about the spiritual ones. See 
Rom. 9, particularly verses 6-8, and John 8:39. In process of time 
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great judgment fell upon the nation — but the true remnant was 
saved. And God didn’t look to any scheme of man to make that 
happen.

The Day of Jesus Christ
Today, I believe we are drawing nearer and nearer to the end of 

the age and the grand climax of God’s plan regarding this present 
evil world. Satan is loose as never before, actively deceiving and 
destroying those who harden their hearts to truth. Yet it is in 
the midst of earth’s darkest hour that God will finish His work. 
And He will take the very climate of darkness that envelopes and 
destroys the lost to purge, purify, and prepare His elect for the 
glorious day when Christ returns.

Paul wrote in Phil. 1:6, “being confident of this, that he who 
began a good work in you will carry it on to completion until 
the day of Christ Jesus.” Years ago that verse jumped out at me. 
Paul saw the “big picture.” He didn’t speak merely of a work that 
would be carried out until they died. He spoke of work that 
would continue until the day of Christ Jesus. He looked far be-
yond his own day to that glorious climax of history at the coming 
of Christ. Though the Philippian believers to whom Paul penned 
those words died long ago and went to be with the Lord, there is 
in some sense a work that continues in them even today!

Paul wrote of that day in Eph. 1:9-10 where he said, “And he 
made known to us the mystery of his will according to his good 
pleasure, which he purposed in Christ, to be put into effect when 
the times will have reached their fulfillment — to bring all things 
in heaven and on earth together under one head, even Christ.”

He Will Do It
1 Thessalonians 5 warns that the day of the Lord will come 

suddenly and unexpectedly upon the world and none of them 
will escape. It is in that context that he encourages the believers 
to be “alert and self-controlled” (verse 6), to “encourage one an-
other” (verse 11), together with many other exhortations.
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Then in verses 23-24 he says, “May God himself, the God of 
peace, sanctify you through and through. May your whole spirit, 
soul and body be kept blameless at the coming of our Lord Jesus 
Christ. The one who calls you is faithful and he will do it.” What 
a glorious promise! But notice in particular the connection with 
the Lord’s coming. That is the very point when everything comes 
together, the climax of the work God has promised to complete.

How can such a thing be? Because “The one who calls you is 
faithful and he will do it”! We have a part to play but ultimately 
it is because we serve a “God who gives life to the dead and calls 
things that are not as though they were.” Rom. 4:17.

Through the prophets God promised a Savior. Through the 
apostles He promised to complete the resulting salvation in 
a people from every tribe, tongue and nation, gathering them 
eternally to Himself in one amazing display of His power and 
glory. He fulfilled the earlier promises. He will also fulfill the lat-
ter ones.

A Radiant Church
My mind goes once again to the glorious picture Paul paints in 

Eph. 5:25-27 — “Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved 
the church and gave himself up for her to make her holy, cleans-
ing her by the washing with water through the word, and to pres-
ent her to himself as a radiant church, without stain or wrinkle or 
any other blemish, but holy and blameless.”

In this passage Paul relates the total love commitment Christ 
has made to bring the church to “radiance” to the marriage rela-
tionship between a man and a woman. The marriage relationship 
as God intended it is compared in a number of ways with that of 
Christ and the church. In marriage two become “one flesh” (Gen. 
2:24). Christ and the church are likewise “one flesh.” 1 Corinthi-
ans 6:15.

As we have said before we are literally part of him. He is not 
complete without us. Do you think Christ is content to have 
overcome and to be seated in glory and not bring “the rest of 
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him” to the same glory? In speaking of husbands Paul says, “He 
who loves his wife loves himself. After all, no one ever hated his 
own body, but he feeds and cares for it, just as Christ does the 
church— for we are members of his body.” Eph. 5:28-30. In lov-
ing the Church, Christ loves himself. We can be sure that he will 
do whatever it takes. The full resources of heaven are engaged 
and his church will be ready for that great day.

Separation Time
Jesus gave us a glimpse of the role of heaven at the end of the 

age in the preparation of his people for that day. In Matt. 13:24-
30 we find the parable of the wheat and the tares — or the wheat 
and the weeds as some modern translations have it:

“The kingdom of heaven is like a man who sowed good seed in 
his field. But while everyone was sleeping, his enemy came and 
sowed weeds among the wheat, and went away. When the wheat 
sprouted and formed heads, then the weeds also appeared. The 
owner’s servants came to him and said, ‘Sir, didn’t you sow good 
seed in your field? Where then did the weeds come from?’ ‘An 
enemy did this,’ he replied.

“The servants asked him, ‘Do you want us to go and pull them 
up?’ ‘No,’ he answered, ‘because while you are pulling the weeds, 
you may root up the wheat with them. Let both grow together 
until the harvest. At that time I will tell the harvesters: First col-
lect the weeds and tie them in bundles to be burned; then gather 
the wheat and bring it into my barn.’”

The Harvest
Obviously our Lord understood that there would be true and 

false Christians all mixed together in the world. And yet when 
the owner’s servants in the parable wanted to do something 
about the weeds the instruction was, “Let both grow together 
until the harvest.”

Think of the simple lessons implied in his words. This mix-
ture of true and false has been something permitted in the prov-
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idence of God. It is not the place of men to “straighten this out.” 
I think you would agree that this doesn’t imply that carelessness 
and compromise are OK, simply that until a certain time, even 
where men of God pray and preach the anointed message of 
God, there will still be “weeds” among the “wheat.” Were there 
not unbelievers who followed even Jesus at times?

But his words also speak of a “harvest,” a time of separation at 
the end. The “owner” will instruct the harvesters to collect the 
weeds, bind them in bundles in preparation for the fire, and to 
gather the wheat into the barn. But who are these harvesters? 
The disciples didn’t know either! In verse 36 they asked Jesus to 
explain the parable. Matt. 13:37-43 gives us his explanation:

“The one who sowed the good seed is the Son of Man. The 
field is the world, and the good seed stands for the sons of the 
kingdom. The weeds are the sons of the evil one, and the enemy 
who sows them is the devil. The harvest is the end of the age, and 
the harvesters are angels.

 “As the weeds are pulled up and burned in the fire, so it will 
be at the end of the age. The Son of Man will send out his angels, 
and they will weed out of his kingdom everything that causes sin 
and all who do evil. They will throw them into the fiery furnace, 
where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth. Then the 
righteous will shine like the sun in the kingdom of their Father. 
He who has ears, let him hear.”

God has reserved the job of harvesting for angels. I’m glad He 
has. I’d hate to see the kind of job any of us would do! But what 
a promise of cleansing and purification we are given! And what 
a result! “The righteous will shine like the sun in the kingdom of 
their Father”! Only a divine effort could accomplish such a thing.

Do you believe it will happen? I do. Everything about this sin-
cursed world including prevailing conditions in the professing 
church rises up to say it will never happen. But when a God Who 
cannot lie tells us something it is wise to believe it.



A Radiant Church

155

First Collect the Weeds
One point in Jesus’ parable is worthy of special note and it 

concerns the weeds. Did you happen to notice the order in the 
instructions to the harvesters? They were told to “First collect 
the weeds and tie them in bundles to be burned; then gather 
the wheat and bring it into my barn.” Regardless of what is in-
volved in harvesting the wheat the first order of business is to 
deal with the weeds, separating them from the wheat.

Have you ever wondered about those bundles? What is it that 
would cause false believers not only to be “collected” in “bun-
dles” but also to be “tied” and made ready for the fire? Is it not 
deception? What happens when men refuse to walk in light they 
have? Does not darkness come upon them causing them not to 
know where they are going? John 12:35.

In Matthew 15 we find the Pharisees offended when Jesus had 
told them that their worship was vain, nothing but rules made up 
by men. The disciples told Jesus about the Pharisees’ reaction and 
in verses 13-14 we read, “He replied, ‘Every plant that my heavenly 
Father has not planted will be pulled up by the roots. Leave them; 
they are blind guides. If a blind man leads a blind man, both will fall 
into a pit.’” If the Father didn’t plant them who did?

Powerful Delusion
Remember the sober warning about deception just prior to 

the coming of the Lord in 2 Thess. 2:10-12 — “They perish be-
cause they refused to love the truth and so be saved. For this 
reason God sends them a powerful delusion so that they will 
believe the lie and so that all will be condemned who have not 
believed the truth but have delighted in wickedness.” Once again 
we see the role of heaven in the process. Even as the righteous are 
being readied for glory those who harden their hearts to truth 
are given over to the darkness they have chosen and made ready 
for judgment. And it’s not just “delusion” but rather a “powerful” 
delusion. What a fearful condition is being described here: to be 
absolutely sure you are right yet to be totally wrong and headed 
for the fire.
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Out of the Dragon’s Mouth
Remember the picture in Rev. 12:15-16 of the “dragon” spew-

ing water out of his mouth like a flood to overtake “the woman” 
(God’s people). But it is the “earth” that opens her mouth and 
drinks up that flood. In symbolic language the Lord is portraying 
the efforts of Satan to deceive. Notice that the “flood” comes from 
his mouth. That represents deceit in all of its forms. Remember it 
is out of the heart that the mouth speaks (Luke 6:45). Whatever 
comes out of his mouth comes straight from his evil heart.

And anything coming from Satan will appeal in some fash-
ion to natural sinful men. It will appeal to the old nature and so 
the “earth,” representing natural men, drinks up the flood. Is that 
not a picture of the very essence of satanic deception? How else 
would he approach someone if not through their sinful nature?

And I am persuaded that Satan’s most successful deception is 
religious because while it appeals to the old nature it nonetheless 
appears under the guise of truth and righteousness. Remember 
those “bundles”? Are not many of those bundles religious? Do 
you see the picture? Men reject truth. God sends them a pow-
erful delusion. The result is that they are sealed in that delusion 
— together with multitudes in a similar state. They are “tied” in 
bundles and don’t know it nor are they aware of their fate.

Does this not describe much that we see in the world of pro-
fessing Christianity in our day? And yet isn’t it amazing that 
widespread deception is actually part of the process by which 
God completes the work in His people by bringing about a sep-
aration! The truth is that everything that happens at the end of 
the age, far from being a problem to God’s plan, is in reality a 
means to a glorious end for His people.

Religious Expectations
We discussed earlier the widespread idea that a carnal divided 

church will suddenly vanish into thin air in a so-called “secret 
rapture.” Christ indeed is coming, but his coming will be a sud-
den, shocking, and open event to a satanically deceived world. 
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Every eye will see him. And when he comes his church will have 
been made ready.

But there are other expectations that some have regarding 
what is to come. One category that needs to be mentioned is that 
of “triumphalism.” That term is used in a number of senses but I 
am referring to a variety of beliefs among professing Christians 
regarding the end of the age. Another term often heard is “do-
minion.”

There are those who see as I do the errors of expecting God to 
rapture the church in its current condition. But they go to anoth-
er extreme expecting some form of “triumph,” that is, one that 
alters the course of events here in this world. Some go so far as to 
believe in a special company of “overcomers” who will essentially 
take over the world, driving the devil out and turning this world 
into the kingdom of God.

But the kingdom of God is not about this present world — and 
never will be. I believe in a triumphant church — one that will stand 
in the coming storm and be used of God as He finishes His work 
of gathering the elect from the four corners of the earth. It will be 
a people who shine with the glory of God in the face of the greatest 
darkness the world has ever known. Every effort Satan mounts to 
destroy the church will only serve to purify and strengthen it. The 
real conflict is between Satan and Christ — and Christ will triumph 
— and his bride will be ready for his coming.

Not Before the Rebellion
One passage that bears on both secret rapturism and triumphal-

ism is 2 Thess. 2:1-12, the passage in which the warning of powerful 
delusion occurs. Please note that this passage is specifically about 
“the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ and our being gathered to 
him.” In verse 3 Paul says, “Don’t let anyone deceive you in any way, 
for that day will not come until the rebellion occurs and the man 
of lawlessness is revealed, the man doomed to destruction.” That 
statement alone indicates that believers will be here and not whisked 
off before any real trouble starts.
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But Paul continues by speaking of “the secret power of law-
lessness,” already at work in his day but under restraint. The “re-
bellion” from verse 3 coincides with the removal of the restraint 
upon that power of lawlessness. The result in verse 8 is that “the 
lawless one will be revealed.” Verses 9-10 tell us, “The coming 
of the lawless one will be in accordance with the work of Satan 
displayed in all kinds of counterfeit miracles, signs and wonders, 
and in every sort of evil that deceives those who are perishing.”

But when does this end — and how? Verse 8 says, “And then 
the lawless one will be revealed, whom the Lord Jesus will over-
throw with the breath of his mouth and destroy by the splendor 
of his coming.” Thus in one passage we see the age ending with a 
climax of Satanic power that is ultimately destroyed by the com-
ing of Christ. That is the same coming believers await. Some, at 
least, will be here. I’m sure glad that the Lord has promised to be 
with us to the end of the age! Matt. 28:20.

Chapter one of 2 Thessalonians confirms this picture. In verse 
4 Paul commends the believers for their “perseverance and faith 
in all the persecutions and trials you are enduring.” But note 
when it is that all this ends and God makes everything right.

2 Thess. 1:6-10 — “God is just: He will pay back trouble to 
those who trouble you and give relief to you who are troubled, 
and to us as well. This will happen when the Lord Jesus is re-
vealed from heaven in blazing fire with his powerful angels. He 
will punish those who do not know God and do not obey the 
gospel of our Lord Jesus. They will be punished with everlasting 
destruction and shut out from the presence of the Lord and from 
the majesty of his power on the day he comes to be glorified in 
his holy people and to be marveled at among all those who have 
believed. This includes you, because you believed our testimony 
to you.” Both relief and judgment come in one glorious event, the 
coming again of our Lord.

Noah and Lot
The coming of our Lord is compared to both the days of Noah 
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and the days of Lot. Luke 17:26-29. In both cases they were res-
cued as the wicked were destroyed. Neither Noah nor Lot “tri-
umphed” by transforming the world of their today into a king-
dom of righteousness. But they did triumph by rejecting the 
world and availing themselves of a divinely provided escape.

There is nothing Satan fears more than the coming of Christ 
because he knows full well that it signals his end. He is angry and 
will do everything in his power to destroy the church and banish 
the very name of Jesus from this earth. Not only will he utterly 
fail but God will even use his efforts in fulfilling all of His great 
promises to bring every one of His elect to glory in the end.

Romans 8
That is what Romans 8 is about. Every believer has drawn 

comfort from Rom. 8:28 — “And we know that in all things God 
works for the good of those who love him, who have been called 
according to his purpose.” But this wonderful scripture is not just 
an isolated truth. While its truth is surely applicable in every age 
it is most particularly part of a passage that concerns the comple-
tion of God’s purpose at the end of this world. But to whom does 
this promise apply?

Rom. 8:1-11 tells us that being God’s child is not a matter of 
keeping His laws through some form of religious self-effort but 
of being indwelt by God’s Spirit. Verse 9 makes it clear that if 
someone does not have the Spirit of Christ, “he does not belong 
to Christ.” No compromise. No middle ground. Life or death. 
Heaven or hell. The destiny of all men hinges on this one simple 
truth. See 1 John 5:12.

Sharing Christ’s Glory
God’s children are called to live by the Spirit and not accord-

ing to the sinful nature. Verse 17 speaks of their destiny: “Now if 
we are children, then we are heirs — heirs of God and co-heirs 
with Christ, if indeed we share in his sufferings in order that we 
may also share in his glory.”
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How great is that glory? Verse 18 says, “I consider that our pres-
ent sufferings are not worth comparing with the glory that will be 
revealed in us.” That is what all creation awaits. When God’s work in 
us is finished then creation itself will be set free from its bondage to 
corruption. The curse will be forever gone! Rev. 22:3.

Specifically the hope that is spoken of is “the redemption of our 
bodies.” Verse 23. This is the same message we find in Phil. 3:20-
21 — “But our citizenship is in heaven. And we eagerly await a 
Savior from there, the Lord Jesus Christ, who, by the power that 
enables him to bring everything under his control, will trans-
form our lowly bodies so that they will be like his glorious body.” 
And as we “wait patiently” the Spirit helps us pray according to 
the will of God. Verse 25-27.

God’s Purpose
This is where verse 28 comes in! It concerns God at work ful-

filling His purpose in His own. And what is that purpose? Verse 
29 tells us: “For those God foreknew he also predestined to be 
conformed to the likeness of his Son, that he might be the first-
born among many brothers.” What an amazing purpose!

God has one Son yet seeks many, every one like the first! In 
His sovereignty He has predestined that result. The word “con-
formed” speaks not only of the result but also of the process that 
leads to that result. The “all things” of verse 28 refers to the tools 
God uses in that conforming process. Under God’s mighty and 
loving hand every “son” (referring to men and women born of 
His Spirit) will become like Jesus who will then take his place 
forever among his brothers, always the eldest and firstborn. The 
end result is noted in 1 Cor. 15:28 — “… the Son himself will be 
made subject to him who put everything under him, so that God 
may be all in all.” Together we will serve Him in a world where all 
is new and incorruptible.

Remember 1 John 3:2 where John writes, “… when he appears, 
we shall be like him.” Hebrews 2 has some wonderful confirma-
tions of the truths of Romans 8. Verse 10 speaks of God “bring-
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ing many sons to glory.” Verse 11 says that “Jesus is not ashamed 
to call them brothers.” Verse 17 says, “… he had to be made like 
his brothers in every way, in order that he might become a mer-
ciful and faithful high priest in service to God, and that he might 
make atonement for the sins of the people.” What a glorious 
truth! Jesus was made like us so that we might be made like him!

How Certain is This?
Rom. 8:30 not only lists the steps leading to this end but de-

scribes every one of them in the past tense — as if they have 
already happened! He is God. He can do that! “And those he pre-
destined, he also called; those he called, he also justified; those he 
justified, he also glorified.”

Again, that is what Romans 8 is about, the glorification of 
God’s sons. Think of some of the visions of Christ in glory. Isaiah 
saw him high and lifted up on a throne in radiant purity. The 
disciples saw him shining like the sun on the mountain top. Have 
you ever tried to look at the sun? Don’t! Human eyes are far too 
frail to behold such brightness.

John saw him in a vision in Revelation 1 and was so overcome 
by the sight that he fell down as though dead. From our present 
point of view it is hard to imagine ourselves as such glorious be-
ings but that is God’s promise. Col. 3:4 says, “When Christ, who 
is your life, appears, then you also will appear with him in glory.”

Paul continues in Rom. 8:31-32 — “What, then, shall we say 
in response to this? If God is for us, who can be against us? He 
who did not spare his own Son, but gave him up for us all — how 
will he not also, along with him, graciously give us all things?” 
Indeed!

God’s Tool Box
In the rest of chapter 8 we find several of the “all things” listed. 

Each is something Satan uses as a weapon against us but in every 
case God uses Satan’s weapons as His tools! Try as he will, Satan 
cannot win!
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Victory Over Condemnation
Perhaps Satan’s most universal tool in attempting to defeat 

Christians is that of condemnation. After all we are far from 
perfect. And so in verses 33-34 Paul says, “Who will bring any 
charge against those whom God has chosen? It is God who jus-
tifies. Who is he that condemns? Christ Jesus, who died — more 
than that, who was raised to life — is at the right hand of God 
and is also interceding for us.” Remember that Rom. 8 begins, 
“Therefore, there is now no condemnation for those who are in 
Christ Jesus….”

Some of our most difficult spiritual battles concern our own 
spiritual weaknesses and failures. How easily do they rob us of 
our confidence toward God and our courage to move forward. 
And we all know how quickly Satan jumps in with every doubt-
ful, negative thought he can come up with. And yet God allows 
him to do so! There must be a reason. Somehow even our short-
comings must play a part in His purpose. After all, verse 28 says 
He works in “all things.” But how?

Well, for one thing, failure is humbling. How often do we be-
come careless and sort of “coast” spiritually, supposing that we 
are strong and can handle things. Sometimes the most loving 
thing God can do for us is to let us fall in the mud spiritually 
to remind us how it really is. For God to save any of us He has 
to strip away all of our self-confidence, our prideful self-reliance 
and call us back to the cross.

At least part of His design when we fall short is that we expe-
rience a fresh revelation of Christ and the blood he shed for us 
that God might declare every one of His children righteous. Le-
gally, Satan has no grounds whatever for condemnation but until 
we learn to stand firm upon God’s perfect provision for our sin 
through Christ he uses our failures to hinder and discourage us.

The Fight of Faith
In 1 Tim. 6:12 Paul wrote, “Fight the good fight of the faith. 

Take hold of the eternal life to which you were called when you 
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made your good confession in the presence of many witnesses.” 
Notice that “eternal life” is something to which Timothy “was 
called.” And yet he was exhorted to “fight” to “take hold” of it.

And so are we. One thing we often experience in the process of 
being conformed to Christ is failure. It is IN such times that we 
must fight to lay hold of God’s promise of forgiveness and cleans-
ing. 1 John 1:9. We learn to rely upon the Spirit’s power and not 
our own strength. We experience God’s love and faithfulness and 
the reality of Christ’s intercession for us.

We discover the ugly things we all have deep inside, things 
we often don’t even know are there, and we have opportunity 
to bring those very things to the cross for cleansing and deliv-
erance. Self dies a little and the new life God has put inside us 
grows stronger. God works not “in spite” of our weaknesses but 
IN them.

Other Tools
But there are other tools in God’s tool box. They include the 

list Paul gives us in verse 35 — “Who shall separate us from the 
love of Christ? Shall trouble or hardship or persecution or fam-
ine or nakedness or danger or sword?” These are examples of 
the kinds of external pressures Satan brings to bear upon God’s 
children in this world. Paul’s readers were all too familiar with 
such things. They describe the experience of many who chose to 
follow Christ in his day.

And it is no different in many parts of the world in our day. 
Typically when Satan mounts a frontal assault on the Church 
through persecution it has a purifying effect. False believers are 
eliminated and true believers are driven to ever deeper reliance 
upon God. But the glorious truth is that none of these things can 
separate us from Christ’s love.

Why?
But what part do they play? Why not simply believe in Jesus 

and go on to heaven? Paul answers such questions by quoting 
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from Psalm 44:22 — “For your sake we face death all day long; 
we are considered as sheep to be slaughtered.”

That sounds terrible but it is actually wonderful! The path to 
glory involves suffering (Rom. 8:17). In order to experience the 
life to which we have been called we must die, that is, the self 
life to which we were once enslaved must be put to death. In 
one sense that was accomplished at the cross but in a practical 
sense it is worked in us during our life in this world. We have no 
idea of the depth of our need in this area but God does. And He 
is faithful to work in us through the “all things” He ordains for 
each of us.

He transforms us by the renewing of our minds as Paul tells 
us in Rom. 12:2. He leads us in paths of humbling, dependence, 
repentance, “letting go,” surrender, and trust that we might expe-
rience more and more of the riches of His salvation and become 
more like our Lord. And He can accomplish more than we can 
ask — or even imagine — because what He does is based, not 
upon any ability in us, but upon His own power at work “within 
us.” Eph. 1:18-21, 3:20.

What About the End?
But so far these wonderful truths have applied throughout 

church history and not just to the end. God has always been at 
work in His people with the ultimate goal in mind. What special 
relevance does all this have for the end of the age?

Think about the kind of world we are told to expect. Satan is 
allowed to unite the world under his leadership. Will he not at-
tempt to destroy the church and blot out the very name of Christ?

Daniel the prophet was shown many things, even things con-
cerning the end, yet told to shut up the words until that time. But 
one thing we do find are these words in Dan. 12:10 — “Many 
will be purified, made spotless and refined, but the wicked will 
continue to be wicked. None of the wicked will understand, but 
those who are wise will understand.”
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I can envision God doing a very special work under very special 
conditions. It shouldn’t be hard to imagine the ranks of the martyrs 
being swelled as many saints lay down their lives by the grace of God 
in the face of Satan’s onslaught. It’s happening right now in some 
parts of the world. What will it be like as his dominion increases 
throughout the world?

Those Who are Still Alive
And yet we know that some at least will be here when Jesus 

comes. In 1 Thess. 4:15 Paul refers to those “who are still alive, 
who are left till the coming of the Lord.” I can also envision the 
Lord using the climax of Satan’s dominion to complete the prepa-
ration of such ones for his coming. God’s grace and God’s grace 
alone will enable every one of his children to endure whatever 
comes and to be ready for that day.

Now I can just hear someone saying, “Oh, you believe in sin-
less perfection” — or something similar. I simply believe, “… that 
when he appears, we shall be like him….” 1 John 3:2. Right be-
fore that John wrote, “… what we will be has not yet been made 
known….” If John didn’t know I certainly don’t! I refuse to try to 
figure out details that God hasn’t revealed.

What’s wrong with simply believing what He says and trusting 
Him with those details? That’s what Abraham did. I’m sure there 
were many things he didn’t understand — and wasn’t shown. But 
he didn’t demand that God satisfy his finite intellect concerning 
every skeptical question that came to his mind. It was enough 
that God had spoken. Abraham believed God. Do we?

It is God’s business as to who is here when Christ comes and 
who goes by way of the grave but the glorious truth is that it 
all comes out right in the end. We are not given these truths to 
produce fear but rather anticipation. Never forget Paul’s answer 
to the question as to whether any of the “things” he lists can sep-
arate us from Christ.

In Rom. 8:37-39 he writes, “No, in all these things we are more 
than conquerors through him who loved us. For I am convinced 
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that neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither 
the present nor the future, nor any powers, neither height nor 
depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us 
from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord.”
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Chapter 13

Christ is All
We have been writing about deception and how to recognize it. 

Our approach has not been to attempt a “catalog” of specific decep-
tions but rather their characteristics. If we know the characteristics 
of deception we can more readily detect it regardless of the particu-
lar form it may take.

However, even that is not really enough. A mere list of the char-
acteristics of deception can itself become a kind of “catalog” that 
we rely on to keep us safe. It is not that simple. In our zeal to judge 
rightly it is far too easy for us to set at naught a genuine but imper-
fect brother and yet to receive something or someone that seems 
genuine but isn’t. The truth is that we are simply no match for the 
devil’s power to deceive. It doesn’t matter how smart we are or how 
sincere. We are in way over our heads.

The devil has been in the deceiving business a long time. All 
of us were born into Adam’s family, a family that by nature lives 
under the dominion of Satan’s lies. As long as we live in these 
bodies a part of us will naturally be susceptible to those lies in 
one form or another.

This age will end with deception at an unprecedented level, 
the entire world of lost men having been given over to “the lie.” 
2 Thess. 2:11. Those who stand will stand against a flood tide 
of darkness by which Satan hopes to destroy them. How, then, 
can anyone stand in such an hour? Will religious institutions and 
creeds save us? Religious leaders? Programs? Traditions?

Truth in Contrast
In identifying the characteristics of deception we have sought 

to set forth God’s truth by way of contrast. The point has been 
made that God has not given us a religion to practice but a PER-
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SON. That person is the Lord Jesus Christ. In every area our need 
is simply Christ. Christianity without Christ is just religion.

Christ is our Head. Christ is our message. Christ is our life. Re-
gardless of what area one considers, Christ is God’s answer and pro-
vision for us. And yet even if we are sound doctrinally in these mat-
ters that is still not enough. We simply must have the living presence 
of Christ himself.

Speaking of the church, Paul wrote in Col. 1:25-27 — “I have 
become its servant by the commission God gave me to present to 
you the word of God in its fullness— the mystery that has been 
kept hidden for ages and generations, but is now disclosed to the 
saints. To them God has chosen to make known among the Gen-
tiles the glorious riches of this mystery, which is Christ in you, 
the hope of glory.”

Profound words, those. And speaking in Col. 3:11 of the 
oneness of those God brings together in His church he writes, 
“Christ is all, and is in all.” Ponder those words! Let your mind 
dwell on them! When all is said and done Christ is not just a long 
list of wonderful things to us: He is ALL. Everything God has for 
us is in Christ — plus nothing, minus nothing.

In the context Paul had been warning the Colossian believ-
ers about any supposed wisdom or knowledge that had come 
from some other source. In Col. 2:8 he writes, “See to it that no 
one takes you captive through hollow and deceptive philosophy, 
which depends on human tradition and the basic principles of 
this world rather than on Christ.”

Satan well understands the place Christ occupies and so he had 
sought to turn believers aside through various religious ideas which 
sounded good but were in reality worthless. In their case some were 
seeking secret spiritual knowledge from so-called angels. Others 
had turned to religious observances like Sabbath-keeping and di-
etary regulations as though such things were keys to spiritual growth 
and success. Not so. There is no substitute for the living presence of 
Christ IN US.
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Consider the issue of our defense against deception. Did not 
our Lord say, “I am ... the truth....”? John 14:6. He is not merely a 
“truth-teller”: He IS the truth. There is no other truth. Whatever 
does not come from him is simply a part of Satan’s lie. It is only 
in the light of Christ’s presence that darkness and deception are 
exposed.

Utter Dependence
By nature we seek to be independent. We like our religion down 

in “black and white” where right and wrong are neatly defined and 
we always know what to do and say. But God has fixed it so that we 
are called to a life of utter dependence. No matter how capable or ex-
perienced we think we are the truth is that we simply don’t know the 
way to go, nor are we able to avoid Satan’s traps. Our only defense is 
Christ in us.

Consider Jesus. Did the Father simply give His Son a creed 
and a general plan and turn him loose? No! Jesus lived a life of 
moment-by-moment dependence upon his Father. In John 5:19 
he said, “I tell you the truth, the Son can do nothing by himself; 
he can do only what he sees his Father doing, because whatever 
the Father does the Son also does.” That’s not a declaration of 
mere choice but rather a statement regarding his ability. “Noth-
ing” means nothing! He understood that he was unable to do 
anything apart from his Father.

In John 12 Jesus warned those who refused to heed his words. 
He declared that the words he spoke would judge them at the 
last day. Of his words he declared, “... I did not speak of my own 
accord, but the Father who sent me commanded me what to say 
and how to say it.” John 12:49. Think about that! Does that de-
scribe the typical “sermon” of today?

The truth is that by nature we suffer from serious delusions of 
adequacy! We measure our abilities against those of others and 
suppose that we are capable. Not when it comes to the kingdom 
of God!

Why would Jesus give us the parable of the vine and branches 
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if we possessed any abilities of our own that would enhance the 
kingdom of God? And don’t forget the lesson of Peter’s failure 
in denying the Lord after confidently assuring the Lord that he 
wouldn’t. It is specially interesting that this failure occurred mere 
hours after Jesus’ parable! We readily understand the complete 
dependence of branches upon a vine but when it comes to our 
own personal need of the Lord — not so much. As Peter learned 
to his great regret, sincerity and good intentions are not enough.

In John 15:5 Jesus simply said, “If a man remains in me and I in 
him, he will bear much fruit; apart from me you can do nothing.” 
Consider this simple truth in connection with Paul’s words about 
“Christ in you.” Suppose a man builds a great church, preach-
ing wonderful and even biblical sermons — but it is not literally 
Christ in him doing it all but rather his own natural ability. What 
has he done? According to our Lord, he has done NOTHING. 
Let that sink in.

The religious world is full of the zealous plans, schemes, and 
efforts of men. In their desire to build great religious works, im-
pressive to men, they have turned to the wisdom and the ways of 
the world. In the end it will come to nothing. They build but for 
the fire. 1 Corinthians 3:10-15.

Most of the professing religious world will go right on, thinking 
they are doing God’s work, only to find out when it is too late. Matt. 
7:21-23. But God is concerned about His true sheep, His elect, the 
remnant of those who truly DO have Christ in them. The warnings 
of scripture should point us continually to our true source of help: 
Christ himself. As never before we need to apprehend that simple 
truth, not merely as a doctrine to profess, but as a daily reality to 
experience. He, and he alone, is able to bring his people through to 
the glory God has promised.

His Presence
Moses understood this. In Ex. 33:12-13 we read, “Moses said 

to the Lord, ‘You have been telling me, “Lead these people,” but 
you have not let me know whom you will send with me. You have 
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said, “I know you by name and you have found favor with me.” If 
you are pleased with me, teach me your ways so I may know you 
and continue to find favor with you. Remember that this nation 
is your people.’”

Verse 14 says, “The Lord replied, ‘My Presence will go with 
you, and I will give you rest.’”

Verses 15-16 continues, “Then Moses said to him, ‘If your 
Presence does not go with us, do not send us up from here. How 
will anyone know that you are pleased with me and with your 
people unless you go with us? What else will distinguish me and 
your people from all the other people on the face of the earth?’” 
Indeed!

The account of Israel’s actual experience in the wilderness 
should give us hope. They did not know what to do, nor where to 
go. They were utterly dependent upon the presence of the Lord 
with them even for their daily food. They were meant to learn 
through this “that man does not live on bread alone but on ev-
ery word that comes from the mouth of the Lord.” Deut. 8:3. Of 
course most of a whole generation failed to learn that and per-
ished on the way. And yet in spite of all that was wrong with 
Israel God remained faithful to His promise and purpose!

The Blind Led
This truth is echoed in the wonderful promise of Isa 42:16 — 

“I will lead the blind by ways they have not known, along unfa-
miliar paths I will guide them; I will turn the darkness into light 
before them and make the rough places smooth. These are the 
things I will do; I will not forsake them.”

By nature we love familiar paths. We feel more secure, more 
in control. But the very nature of the kingdom into which we 
have been called is that we are on a journey through unfamiliar 
territory and God is in control. We are called to trust, obey, and 
follow. We are pilgrims, sojourners. Here we have no “enduring 
city” but rather seek one to come. We are called to “go to him 
outside the camp, bearing the disgrace he bore.” Heb. 13:13-14.
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Men are forever building religious “cities” and “camps” and at-
taching Christ’s name to them. They build and follow traditions 
based on the past and far too often fail even to discern, let alone 
follow, the Christ that would lead them now. Most of us fall prey 
to the unfortunate tendency to believe that “our group,” “our tra-
dition,” is basically sound and that all that is needed is to pursue 
what we already “know” and believe with greater dedication. Is 
it? Would that not merely perpetuate the religious confusion that 
now exists? Is God the author of that? Does any group have all 
the truth? Have we not been compromised by the ways and ideas 
of this world?

How can Baptists, Pentecostals, Calvinists, Arminians, etc., 
ever be brought into the unity of the faith if each one clings dog-
gedly to his own distinctive ways and beliefs? Does God applaud 
us when we glory in our limited understanding of truth and use 
it to set at naught genuine brothers and sisters in Christ? What is 
His priority? Is it not that we love one another and follow Christ 
— even when that means walking in unfamiliar paths? If we con-
fine ourselves to paths we have known, where will that lead? Will 
Christ’s vision and purpose for his church be fulfilled or will fol-
lowing those paths continue to divide the body of Christ? Can 
Christ not lead us beyond what we have known? I believe he can 
— and will — if we are willing.

Many understandably fear that this would open the door to error, 
to heresy. Not necessarily. It depends upon the heart. Do you really 
believe that God would mislead His children who truly desire to 
be led aright? Will He give us a snake instead of a fish, a scorpion 
instead of an egg? Luke 11:9-13. Our problem is that we want to be 
led “aright,” so long as we stay within the confines of our tradition! 
May God enlarge our hearts and our understanding and tear down 
the walls that we have built.

Even a superficial look at the earthly life of Jesus should make 
it plain that he rarely did things the same way twice. Imagine two 
men who each see Jesus heal a blind man. One witnesses Jesus 
healing him by laying his hands on the man’s eyes. The other sees 
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Jesus spit on the ground, mix up some mud, put it on the man’s 
eyes and tell him to go wash. I can just see the seeds of two de-
nominations! Each is sure he knows the correct way a blind man 
should be healed! In the meantime Jesus is probably doing it yet 
another way!

We are not in control and nothing we learn from the past, how-
ever profitable, is a substitute for being led and empowered by 
the Christ who is in us today. If we attempt to build on yesterday 
the cloud will move on. We need to seek the Lord as never before 
to grant us the grace to “follow the Lamb wherever he goes.” Rev. 
14:4. Anything less is a deception that leads away from Christ 
being the Head of the Church. Christ knows where he is going. 
He is the only one that can steer us through the darkness and 
bring us safely home.

A Balance
Paul understood this. He lived with a consciousness of the 

“big picture” of God’s purpose yet he dealt with life moment by 
moment as well. He understood the balance and exhorted be-
lievers to live as he did. In Phil. 3:14 we find these familiar words: 
“I press on toward the goal to win the prize for which God has 
called me heavenward in Christ Jesus.” He maintained a con-
sciousness of the “goal” and the “prize” and, motivated by that, 
he “pressed on.”

In verses 20-21 he expresses the believer’s life perspective in 
contrast to that of one whose “mind is on earthly things”: “But 
our citizenship is in heaven. And we eagerly await a Savior from 
there, the Lord Jesus Christ, who, by the power that enables him 
to bring everything under his control, will transform our lowly 
bodies so that they will be like his glorious body.”

God’s Purpose
But what was the day-to-day emphasis for Paul? Was it to 

preach more, work harder? Surely he did plenty of those things 
but “pressing on” meant much more to him than that. In Phil. 
3:10-11 he writes, “I want to know Christ and the power of his 
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resurrection and the fellowship of sharing in his sufferings, be-
coming like him in his death, and so, somehow, to attain to the 
resurrection from the dead.”

Paul understood that the purpose dearest to the heart of God 
is the transformation of those He calls from sin-darkened sons of 
Adam to glorious sons of God. That is an inward work, a radical 
heart operation. Other things have their place but what is most 
important to God is that we be “conformed to the likeness of his 
Son.” Rom. 8:29. Nothing less fulfills God’s eternal purpose.

That brings it down to where we live, individually. Christ in us 
is all about change: sin to righteousness, death to life, bondage 
to freedom. Every day God will be speaking to us through His 
Word and orchestrating our circumstances in order to bring us 
to the practical experience of living by Christ’s life and not the 
corrupted one we got from Adam.

That is the essence of the Christian life. In 2 Cor. 4:10-11 he ex-
pressed it this way: “We always carry around in our body the death 
of Jesus, so that the life of Jesus may also be revealed in our body. For 
we who are alive are always being given over to death for Jesus’ sake, 
so that his life may be revealed in our mortal body.”

Sound discouraging? Not to Paul! In verses 16-18 he says, 
“Therefore we do not lose heart. Though outwardly we are wast-
ing away, yet inwardly we are being renewed day by day. For our 
light and momentary troubles are achieving for us an eternal glo-
ry that far outweighs them all. So we fix our eyes not on what is 
seen, but on what is unseen. For what is seen is temporary, but 
what is unseen is eternal.” Although he was certainly aware of 
those “momentary troubles” Paul nevertheless fixed his eyes on 
what was to come based upon the promise of God.

“Christ in you, the hope of glory,” and “Christ is all and in all” 
meant everything to Paul. He saw in the person of Jesus every-
thing he would ever need to one day stand before God in glory. 
He saw himself as the servant — the bondslave — of Christ, his 
Head. Rom. 1:1. It was through union with Christ’s death that 
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it became possible to actually experience death to his own old 
nature. Rom. 6:3-7. It was through Christ’s life within that he 
found the power to live for God. Gal. 2:20. And, of course, it was 
Christ within that gave him his hope of glory. Is it any wonder 
he preached no other message than “Christ and him crucified”? 
1 Cor. 2:2.

Not a Private Thing
Of course Paul also saw all this not just as some private individ-

ual thing between him and God but in the context of the church, 
the Body of Christ. And thus every expression of the life of Christ 
in Paul was devoted to seeing God’s purpose fulfilled in a “radiant 
church, without stain or wrinkle or any other blemish, but holy and 
blameless.” Eph. 5:27. The kingdom of God is not “every man for 
himself.” God sees us as one.

Let’s look again at God’s vision expressed in Eph. 4:11-16 — “It 
was he who gave some to be apostles, some to be prophets, some to 
be evangelists, and some to be pastors and teachers, to prepare God’s 
people for works of service, so that the body of Christ may be built 
up until we all reach unity in the faith and in the knowledge of the 
Son of God and become mature, attaining to the whole measure of 
the fullness of Christ.

“Then we will no longer be infants, tossed back and forth by 
the waves, and blown here and there by every wind of teach-
ing and by the cunning and craftiness of men in their deceit-
ful scheming. Instead, speaking the truth in love, we will in all 
things grow up into him who is the Head, that is, Christ. From 
him the whole body, joined and held together by every support-
ing ligament, grows and builds itself up in love, as each part does 
its work.”

What a rich picture! We see an order of things designed by 
God. We see divinely called and gifted ministries devoted — not 
to their own exaltation — but to bringing the body into effective, 
functioning order. Speaking truth is essential, but it must be spo-
ken “in love.”
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We see the goal expressed: “the whole measure of the fullness 
of Christ.” We see a built-in defense against deception. We see as 
well God’s plan that we “grow up” “in all things” and that every 
member of the body is involved. Where do those members get 
the resources for that growth? “From him” — that is, Christ. He 
truly is “all.”

I would pose a simple question: Have we all attained to “the whole 
measure of the fullness of Christ?” Then does not this order of things 
still apply? Is this not part of God’s roadmap to the fulfillment of His 
purpose? Of course I do not mean to suggest that it is some kind of 
a “method” or “formula” that we take and attempt to apply yet does 
it not describe God’s way of doing things?

Joshua and the Commander
There is a principle in how God does things that is wonderful-

ly illustrated in Israel’s conquest of Canaan recorded in the Book 
of Joshua. Moses is dead and Joshua has been commissioned and 
encouraged to lead the people. He sends out spies who learn of 
the fear the inhabitants of Jericho have of Israel. In spite of the 
passage of 40 years they still vividly remember how God dried 
up the Red Sea and destroyed Pharaoh’s army. With the help of a 
prostitute named Rahab they return safely after promising safety 
for her and anyone she can get under her roof.

And so they journey to the banks of the Jordan where Joshua 
tells them, “Consecrate yourselves, for tomorrow the Lord will 
do amazing things among you.” Joshua 3:5. The ark is carried 
ahead of them and as soon as the feet of the priests who carried it 
touch the water God causes the river to stop flowing so they can 
cross on dry ground. Imagine what the folks in Jericho thought 
about that!

In chapters 4 and 5 a memorial pile of stones is left as a witness 
to the miracle God has performed and also a renewing of the 
covenant with the younger generation that had been born in the 
wilderness. (Is there a lesson for today in that?)

In the last part of chapter 5 as they draw near to Jericho Joshua 
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looks up and sees a man standing in front of him with a sword 
drawn in his hand. In verse 13 Joshua asks the man a natural 
question: “Are you for us or for our enemies?” It seems obvi-
ous that Joshua senses that there is something unusual — prob-
ably supernatural — about this man. If I were in Joshua’s shoes I 
would want to know just who this was and why he was there as 
well!

The answer to Joshua’s question is very revealing: “‘Neither,’ 
he replied, ‘but as commander of the army of the Lord I have 
now come.’” Verse 14. Think about what he said! I’m certain that 
Joshua was relieved to learn that the man wasn’t siding with the 
enemy but it must have sounded strange that he wasn’t on Josh-
ua’s side either!

He had come “as commander of the army of the Lord.” A third 
army was suddenly in the picture — a supernatural one with a 
supernatural commander who was there on behalf of God and 
His purpose. He was there to fight God’s battle. It wasn’t a matter 
of him being on Joshua’s side; Joshua needed to be on the com-
mander’s side! He was in charge, not Joshua. As they advanced 
from battle to battle Joshua learned to take his orders from God’s 
commander in battles that were rarely fought the same way twice.

How vainly do we imagine that if we do “biblical things” in 
sincerity that we can expect God to be “on our side.” That is not 
how it works. God has His own plan and His own timetable for 
everything. The question is not whether God is on our side but 
rather whether we are on His — or are we really just doing our 
own thing?

God has a purpose conceived in eternity and being faithfully 
carried out by His Commander, our Lord Jesus Christ, a purpose 
that will be fulfilled on the day he returns in glory. Eph. 1:3-10. 
God’s sons will be revealed in glory and judgment will rain down 
upon an unprepared world. Rom. 8:18-19. 2 Thess. 1:6-10. He 
and He alone knows what to do as well as when and how to do it. 
Christ is the Commander and the armies of heaven follow him 
— not us! Heaven has its own agenda.
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What is Our Role?
Surely it will occur to someone to wonder about our role in 

all this. If God is sovereign — and He is — and if we have been 
instructed not to attempt to engineer it — and we have — then 
what are we to do? Are we simply to muddle on as we are? Are we 
to slumber on secure in the knowledge that someday, somehow, 
God will do it all? What part — if any — are we to play?

As Bro. Thomas so often said, our job is to “seek God and do 
what He says,” and not to build four walls around our traditions. I 
believe the “Commander” is on the job today and that he doesn’t 
pay any attention to the walls we put up. As never before we need 
to simply recognize our utter need of Christ, both in us and with 
us. There is no substitute for this.

What if Joshua had fought a few battles under the commander 
and then had said, “Well, I understand what to do now so we’ll 
just take it from here”? But isn’t that the way of religion? If Jesus 
needed His Father to both lead him and empower him for every-
thing he did how much more do we need so to walk?

Follow the Lamb
And for any generations that in the providence of God fol-

low us they certainly don’t need any more “hand-me-down” reli-
gion. They need to possess “the faith once for all entrusted to the 
saints” (Jude 3). They need to learn as we must how the kingdom 
works, how to “follow the Lamb wherever he goes.”

Remember Joshua’s words to the people: “Consecrate your-
selves, for tomorrow the Lord will do amazing things among 
you.” Surely they have an application to us today. God is looking 
for a people who are awake, aware, and committed to Him, liv-
ing in expectation of the fulfillment of His wonderful promises 
regarding our destiny.

In 2 Cor. 6:16-7:1 Paul writes: “… we are the temple of the 
living God. As God has said: ‘I will live with them and walk 
among them, and I will be their God, and they will be my peo-
ple.’ ‘Therefore come out from them and be separate, says the 
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Lord. Touch no unclean thing, and I will receive you.’ ‘I will be 
a Father to you, and you will be my sons and daughters, says the 
Lord Almighty.’ Since we have these promises, dear friends, let 
us purify ourselves from everything that contaminates body and 
spirit, perfecting holiness out of reverence for God.”

It is surely true that it is by God’s power and will that His pur-
pose will ultimately be fulfilled and yet Rev. 19:6-8 says, “Then I 
heard what sounded like a great multitude, like the roar of rush-
ing waters and like loud peals of thunder, shouting: ‘Hallelujah! 
For our Lord God Almighty reigns. Let us rejoice and be glad 
and give him glory! For the wedding of the Lamb has come, and 
his bride has made herself ready. Fine linen, bright and clean, 
was given her to wear.’ (Fine linen stands for the righteous acts of 
the saints.)” God is in charge yet there is clearly a part we play in 
cooperation with His purpose. The bride will have made herself 
ready.

God Communicates
There is a pattern that is plain in the scriptures: before God 

acts He communicates. In Gen. 18:17-19, just prior to the judg-
ment poured out on Sodom and Gomorrah we read, “Then the 
Lord said, ‘Shall I hide from Abraham what I am about to do? 
Abraham will surely become a great and powerful nation, and all 
nations on earth will be blessed through him. For I have chosen 
him, so that he will direct his children and his household after 
him to keep the way of the Lord by doing what is right and just, 
so that the Lord will bring about for Abraham what he has prom-
ised him.’”

Those who belong to Christ are Abraham’s children. May we 
have a seeking heart and a listening ear. God will speak to us as 
we have need.

We find the same thing earlier in the days of Noah. Nothing 
could stop the hand of judgment upon the ungodly but Noah 
found grace in God’s eyes (Gen. 6:8). He was given a message of 
warning to proclaim and a job to do to prepare for what was to 
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come. Heb. 11:7, 2 Peter 2:5. Remember that Jesus compared the 
time of his coming to the days of Noah. Matt. 24:37, Luke 17:26. 
God’s people are not mere “pawns on a chessboard”  mindlessly 
being moved about by a divine hand. We have a part to play.

Think of those who awaited Christ’s first coming into the 
world. The nation of Israel as a whole together with the religious 
leaders was clueless yet there was a true remnant of those who 
not only believed in the coming Messiah but were actively and 
prayerfully awaiting his coming. All they could do was to pray 
and wait expectantly on God but when the time came to whom 
did God speak? It wasn’t to the religious establishment. He spoke 
to people like Simeon, Anna, Mary and Joseph, Zechariah and 
Elizabeth and even a group of shepherds. Luke 1 and 2. He even 
revealed the Messiah’s coming to the magi from the east! Matt. 
2:1-12. I believe He longs to share His heart and His plans with 
those who have ears to hear and a heart to believe.

Expectant Prayer
One thing that is very much a part of all this is expectant 

prayer. In Daniel 9 we read that Daniel learned from the proph-
ecies of Jeremiah that the desolations of Jerusalem were to last 
for 70 years. Now he could have simply said, “That’s great! God’s 
going to take care of everything,” and simply gone about his busi-
ness. But he didn’t.

Dan. 9:3 tells us, “So I turned to the Lord God and pleaded 
with him in prayer and petition, in fasting, and in sackcloth and 
ashes.” Verses 4-19 record his impassioned prayer of repentance 
imploring forgiveness and restoration.

It is significant that Daniel identified himself with his people 
in his prayer. He didn’t say, “Those miserable sinners got what 
they deserved.” He said things like, “We have sinned and done 
wrong,” “We have not listened,” and “We have rebelled.” Daniel 
himself was a God-fearing and faithful man yet he fully identi-
fied himself with the sinfulness of his people. God honored his 
prayer.
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No Elitism
Would praying like that be out of order in our day? There 

has been far too much “elitism.” By elitism I mean the attitude 
that comes from thinking of myself and those I associate with as 
“those who see,” not like all those blind, sleeping, carnal folk in 
error, but somewhere “above” them spiritually.

Christ identified himself with his body, the church, ALL of 
them, and so should we. I understand that so-called “Christen-
dom” is full of lost church members but there is a true remnant 
as well. It is not “us” and “them.” It is simply “us.” We are all in 
this together. The body of Christ has much to repent of, much to 
seek.

Let those who see — or think they do — not set themselves 
above others but embrace every true blood-bought believer 
whatever label he may wear and prayerfully seek for God’s re-
vealed purposes. Christ is not a Baptist; he is not Calvinist or 
Arminian or Pentecostal or Catholic or Methodist or — well, any 
other sect, division, or category you might care to name!

A Praise in the Earth
Many of the wonderful prophecies of the Old Testament, par-

ticularly the latter part of Isaiah, look forward to the coming of 
Christ into the world and the eternal kingdom he was to usher 
in. Isaiah 62 is such a passage. It looks far beyond earthly Zion to 
the true Zion and heavenly Jerusalem of Heb. 12:22.

Isa. 62:6-7 says, “You who call on the Lord, give yourselves no 
rest, and give him no rest till he establishes Jerusalem and makes 
her the praise of the earth.” The heavenly Jerusalem will surely 
be “heavenly” when it is fully assembled in heaven but that’s not 
what this prophetic command is about. It is rather a call to re-
lentlessly pray that Jerusalem would become the “praise of the 
earth.”

He’s not talking about the earthly city of Jerusalem in the Mid-
dle East that is “in slavery with her children.” Gal. 4:25. Rather 
this concerns “the Jerusalem that is above.” Verse 26. Even though 
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this heavenly Jerusalem is mostly in heaven there is portion of 
her that remains in this world until the coming of the Lord.

That is what we are called to pray for. Even though it is “he” 
who must do the establishing it is significant that believers are 
called upon to pray that it happen. Everything God does involves 
someone down here praying! That is basic to how the kingdom 
works. We cannot orchestrate God’s plan but we can surely be 
“workers together with Him.” 2 Cor. 6:1, KJV.

Sleep
What does deception look like when it comes to the end of the 

age? One word that captures it is the word “sleep” or “slumber.” 
Anything that dulls our spiritual senses to the living presence 
of Christ and the unfolding purpose of God is infected with the 
serpent’s venom sent to deceive. It may be religious or it may 
simply be the spirit of the world. Either way we are called to be 
awake and alert.

Concerning the end Paul wrote: “Now, brothers, about times 
and dates we do not need to write to you, for you know very well 
that the day of the Lord will come like a thief in the night. While 
people are saying, ‘Peace and safety,’ destruction will come on 
them suddenly, as labor pains on a pregnant woman, and they 
will not escape.

“But you, brothers, are not in darkness so that this day should 
surprise you like a thief. You are all sons of the light and sons 
of the day. We do not belong to the night or to the darkness. So 
then, let us not be like others, who are asleep, but let us be alert 
and self-controlled. For those who sleep, sleep at night, and those 
who get drunk, get drunk at night. But since we belong to the 
day, let us be self-controlled, putting on faith and love as a breast-
plate, and the hope of salvation as a helmet.

“For God did not appoint us to suffer wrath but to receive 
salvation through our Lord Jesus Christ. He died for us so that, 
whether we are awake or asleep, we may live together with him. 
Therefore encourage one another and build each other up, just as 
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in fact you are doing.” 1 Thess. 5:1-11.

The end is not about “times and dates.” That is God’s business. 
It IS, however, about being awake and “ready” as Jesus so often 
said. As we seek Christ, walk with him, learn of him, and draw 
upon his life we will be ready through his grace to stand in the 
growing darkness — and ready when he appears in glory!

In that hour Christ truly will be all in all. Everything outside 
of him will be darkness and deception. Awake, child of God. His 
coming is drawing near. In Christ God has provided everything 
we need to be a “glorious church” on that day.
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Appendix

My Perspective on Bro. Thomas
My perspective on Bro. C. Parker Thomas necessarily involves 

my own background. In the providence of God, not only did I 
grow up in evangelical churches, my father was a minister. Thus 
I was of that dread breed known as “preacher’s kids”!

In my case — and by God’s grace alone — I believe that was a 
positive thing. My dad was a simple man of humble and genuine 
faith, walking faithfully in the light he had. This was demonstrat-
ed later in that he sat under Bro. Thomas’s ministry for some 30 
years before being called home.

As I reached the end of my high school years my path seemed 
to lie in the direction of full time ministry in some form. Accord-
ingly I enrolled in a Bible College that had a rich history. There 
I absorbed the usual variety of Bible, Theology, and ministry-re-
lated courses, an education designed to equip me to minister in 
the religious environment in which I had been raised.

I distinctly remember a growing spiritual hunger during those 
years. “There must be more than this. Why are the churches of 
today so different from those in the New Testament?” This hun-
ger was stirred every time I heard someone preach with a real 
anointing or when I read of powerful revivals in other places and 
times. In all of this I sought on the one hand to be open to things 
beyond my past spiritual experience and yet on the other to re-
main firmly anchored to the Word of God. I’m very thankful as 
I look back that the Lord so faithfully steered an ignorant young 
man through the minefields of religious deception so prevalent 
in our day.

Following the years of schooling my path led to pastoral min-
istry — about 50 miles from the Bible Tabernacle! This was in the 
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summer of 1968. I had no idea at the time of the things happen-
ing only 50 miles away.

On New Year’s Eve of 1968 one of the men from our church, 
Bro. Jen Hartman, was invited by a co-worker to visit a church in 
Southern Pines, North Carolina where a great revival was taking 
place. This was on a Tuesday evening. The following evening we 
had our regular midweek meeting, held “cottage-prayer-meet-
ing” style in our living room.

Bro. Jen’s report together with copies of the Midnight Cry 
Messenger chronicling the visitation/revival definitely got my at-
tention and so the following Tuesday the Hartmans and Enlows 
traveled to Southern Pines for the Tuesday Evening service. The 
atmosphere was “electric” with the Lord’s presence and the peo-
ple were warm and loving. Our visit only strengthened my desire 
to learn all I could through reading MCMs and listening to tape 
recordings of some of the amazing things the church had experi-
enced in the previous year or so.

Naturally my interest included a desire to meet the man God 
had used in the establishment and growth of the church. At that 
time Bro. Thomas and several others had recently moved to Jack-
sonville, Florida to begin a work there. I was enjoying his words 
on paper and in recordings but wanted to meet the man himself.

That opportunity came one week later. We returned once again 
to the Tuesday Evening service and discovered that Bro. Thomas 
was there, back for his first return visit. The atmosphere was even 
more electric, the worship joyful and exuberant. I had read many 
accounts of the supernatural things that had been taking place 
and now had the opportunity to witness an example. At some 
point before it was time for Bro. Thomas to minister, God gave a 
vision to a sister in the assembly.

Bro. Thomas had been made aware that a visiting minister — 
me — and a group were present so he graciously took several 
minutes to explain what was going on. He spoke about the fact 
that young people had unexpectedly begun having visions going 
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back a year or two and how they had earnestly sought the Lord 
about it. He related these visions to that of Peter in Acts 10:9-16 
where he went into a trance and saw the vision of a large sheet 
full of creatures being lowered from heaven. The visions current-
ly being experienced were like that in that the one seeing the 
vision would go into a trance and both see and hear the vision 
playing before their eyes as if it were on a movie screen. They 
would then come out of it and have perfect recall of what they 
had seen and heard and relate it to the people.

I had no trouble at all with the idea of supernatural visions. 
The only issue was their source. While God can certainly give 
visions, so can the devil. What I saw clearly in Bro. Thomas was 
a man who understood this and was totally committed to truth. 
In reality visions had been only a small part of the many amazing 
things the church had been experiencing. It is a major challenge 
to keep one’s spiritual balance in the face of such things yet my 
witness was that Bro. Thomas had found grace to do so. He had 
fervently prayed about all of it with an intense commitment to 
stay anchored to the Word of God, testing everything by every 
means he knew.

Even as it had become evident that God was truly visiting the 
church in wonderful ways he knew not to let his spiritual guard 
down, enlisting the prayers of the people and counseling those 
used in these unusual ways to seek God and resist the devil in it 
all. I don’t remember the particulars of the vision that evening 
but do recall that it “rang true.” I appreciated Bro. Thomas’s effort 
to explain these things for our benefit and had no sense whatever 
that they had puffed him up with pride in any way. He remained 
humble and focused.

I do, however, remember the message! Remember that I had 
been taught to prepare and deliver sermons — seeking God, of 
course. What I heard that evening was no prepared sermon but 
a mighty river from God flowing through Bro. Thomas. The sub-
ject was “Complete in Him,” taken from Colossians 2:10. He sim-
ply began with a quickened thought and was borne along on that 
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river until a great light had been shined on the completeness of 
the salvation we had received through Christ. It wasn’t a man’s 
ability but God’s anointing that made it so.

In process of time both the Enlows and the Hartmans moved 
to be part of the assembly in Southern Pines and so were in a po-
sition to enjoy the Lord’s ministry through Bro. Thomas on many 
occasions as he would visit — or when we would visit with the 
folks in Jacksonville. Still, I distinctly remember asking the Lord 
for the opportunity to sit directly under his ministry if that could 
be in His plan for me. And so, in 1972 my wife and I moved to 
Lake City, Florida about the time the Jacksonville church “mi-
grated” there. I remember helping Bro. Thomas and Bro. John B. 
Campbell dig the footer for the church that was built there that 
summer. Later, in 1976, both Thomases and Enlows moved back 
to North Carolina.

As I listened to him preach throughout many years to come it 
became obvious that he was not stuck on any particular method 
as THE way to preach. If God quickened something ahead of 
time then he meditated on it and looked up scriptures that came 
to mind and often wrote down key thoughts and scriptures. Even 
then the “steering wheel” in his preaching remained firmly in the 
Lord’s control as he remained free to express the Lord’s present 
tense thoughts in his delivery. There was a genuine immediacy 
to the word he preached. Even when he preached on subjects 
he had dealt with before it remained fresh and relevant to the 
present need.

And yet he wasn’t afraid to trust God in those times when the 
Lord didn’t give him something in advance. I remember one par-
ticular service when he was visiting back in the old tabernacle 
in Southern Pines. He stood up to speak and remarked that he 
didn’t know what he was going to preach! He began to simply 
make general encouraging comments.

Suddenly he paused. I was on the first row in an old building 
that promoted “close fellowship” so I had a good look at what 
was happening. There was something in his expression indicat-



My Perspective on Bro. Thomas

189

ing that a distinct thought had been quickened to him. In a mo-
ment he said something like, “Well, maybe I’ll comment a little.” 
About an hour and a half later we were all sitting there with our 
mouths open feeling almost as if we’d had a fire hose turned on 
us! There was power and clarity — and revelation. No hesitation. 
No reaching for thoughts or what to say next. It just flowed. God 
was present and speaking through a yielded vessel and we had 
the privilege of just drinking it up.

What a difference there is between a ministry of the Spirit and 
a ministry of the letter (2 Cor. 3:6)! It is the difference between 
life and death. A ministry of the letter — typically a product of 
human effort in some way — no matter how sincere is powerless 
to impart life to the hearers. At best it only imparts biblically 
accurate “information” whereas those who have been born of 
God’s Spirit can only be nourished by that Spirit. Bro. Thomas 
understood that and so consciously depended upon God. Life 
was imparted and God was glorified.

As I got to know Bro. Thomas over the years I came to admire 
many of the qualities God had so faithfully worked in Him. I 
would like to briefly point out a few that stuck out to me.

Bro. Thomas was a very sensitive man. As a consequence he 
found controversy and conflict very challenging. Every natural 
instinct in him would have avoided such things. Still, he was 
keenly aware that faithful service to God was by its very nature 
a warfare in the spiritual realm and that there were times and 
circumstances that demanded strength. And so he was led early 
in his ministry to specifically ask God for courage — courage to 
stand in battle and do the right thing. God answered his prayer. 
Many who saw only the courage and willingness to confront dif-
ficulties were unaware just how much grace it took but God was 
faithful.

And there were many challenges over the years as Satan sought 
by every means to attack and undermine the ministry God had 
committed to him. It was common for people to join us with 
great enthusiasm — for a time — then become offended and 
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leave. A number of times men rose up against him in the spir-
it of Korah (Numbers 16:1-3). He endured seasons of criticism, 
slander, attempts to divide, not to mention “ministries” coming 
through with their pet revelations. Through it all he was enabled 
to keep his balance with grace and humility.

One thing that particularly blessed me was that he remained 
open to greater light, never supposing that he “had it all.” So 
many think that they are protected from error by building rig-
id walls around their current understanding and tradition. But 
what about the fellow down the street who is just as rigid in his 
tradition? Each thinks he is right and the other one is wrong! 
The reality is that we need the Lord to open His Word to us and 
deliver us from traditions that stop short of truth and separate us 
from Him who IS the truth!

One is surely vulnerable to deception who carelessly runs after 
every new thing but there is a blessed place where we can remain 
open and yet diligently weigh everything by the Word and by the 
Spirit. That is what I observed in Bro. Thomas.

I clearly remember a Sunday in Lake City back in the mid 70s 
when Bro. Thomas broke some “new ground.” A doctrinal issue 
(it isn’t important which one) came to his attention and rather 
than rejecting it out of hand he sought the Lord and looked into 
the Word for a period of time. Finally the day came when he felt 
the freedom to share it with us.

Well! I found what he said very interesting but not convinc-
ing. A number of questions arose in my mind that hadn’t been 
answered. I remember discussing the matter over dinner with 
my father who had become a part of the work by that time. The 
truth is that he was probably more open than I! What blesses me 
as I think back to that time is that Bro. Thomas simply shared 
his heart and let the Lord bear witness as He would. I never felt 
pressured to conform or to blindly embrace his convictions. He 
trusted God with such matters.

And so I just mostly put the matter “on the shelf ” and com-
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mitted it to God to show me. I wanted my own God-given con-
victions — and that’s exactly what Bro. Thomas wanted for those 
who heard him. A few weeks later he and I had a brief conversa-
tion in his office in which he made a few almost off-hand com-
ments on that particular issue and the Lord used something he 
said to turn a light on. For the next 10 or 15 minutes, as I walked 
over to where my wife and I lived, my mind was racing as the 
Lord “connected the dots” for me with scripture after scripture.

Of course it was nice to feel that I was “on the same page” as 
Bro. Thomas in that area but even nicer to know first-hand that 
he wasn’t looking for blind followers! Of course he wasn’t shy 
about sharing his convictions yet he steadfastly depended upon 
God to establish convictions in others.

Was he perfect? Not even close! God in His wisdom uses flawed 
human beings in the work of His Kingdom. It’s a good thing 
too! You and I have a lot of flaws. How discouraging it would be 
to have a spiritual leader who lived in some high unattainable 
realm, and whose feet never seemed to touch the ground! But it 
is a great encouragement to see God use someone mightily yet 
to know that they are very human and daily in need of the same 
grace of God we are.

One thing I am perhaps uniquely positioned to share concerns 
Bro. Thomas’s 85th birthday, as it turned out, his last before be-
ing called home. At the time his health had almost entirely kept 
him at home for many months. Nevertheless a celebration was 
planned for a Sunday morning in the Jacksonville church. My 
wife and I reside in North Carolina with the assembly in South-
ern Pines and so while I thought it was a fine idea I truthfully had 
no plans to make the trip.

I believe the Lord had other plans, however, and He laid it on 
the heart of Bro. Jimmy Robbins to rather pointedly ask me to 
come and participate. Something in me sensed that it was in-
deed something I should do so I consented. I don’t remember 
the exact time frame but perhaps a couple of nights later I was 
awakened at around 2:30 in the morning or so, my mind racing 
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with clear thoughts as to what I should say on the impending 
occasion. For something like 2 hours these thoughts were deeply 
impressed upon me. They were not thoughts about the past but 
rather about the future.

And so when the weekend arrived we headed south. I remem-
ber on Saturday afternoon sitting with Bro. Thomas and several 
others around a very informal feast, fellowshipping and swap-
ping stories. Despite age and health his very down-to-earth easy-
to-be-around personality showed through and we enjoyed our 
time there.

Sunday morning arrived and Bro. Thomas came very casually 
dressed and sat in an aisle seat towards the back, probably a little 
uncomfortable with an occasion focused on him but willing to 
go along with it.

Many interesting memories were recounted by family and 
friends as well as a representative of each of the four assemblies. 
It was a wonderful “look back” at the life of one of God’s servants, 
at times humorous and yet with many examples — some in video 
clips — of the power of his ministry. Time passed and it came to 
be a little after noon. I was entirely willing to sit it out and declare 
the service over and go on but Bro. Jimmy would have none of 
it. Somehow he had a sense that God had given me something 
important to say. I believe he was right.

The central thought that had been impressed upon me was 
that while it was right and proper to honor Bro. Thomas’s past 
ministry the real honor that we needed to bestow had to do with 
the future — after the Lord called him home. I recounted grow-
ing up in a denomination that had been founded long before by 
a real man of God and the various ways in which he had been 
honored.

As with so many movements a denomination had arisen to 
conserve and promote both his memory and his beliefs and 
practices. Churches had been named after him as well as a col-
lege. In process of time boundaries of doctrine and tradition had 
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been erected that effectively walled off the movement from other 
genuine believers. (As a matter of fact one point in their doctri-
nal statement had walled me out and God had in part used that 
to bring me into this work.)

I recalled for the audience how many times Bro. Thomas had 
warned about this very thing and how easy it is for any work to 
become a monument to the past, building walls around some-
thing God may have indeed done — but in the process shutting 
out further light. All you have to do is to look around and it 
should be obvious that no one has all the light there is! I recalled 
how often we had heard Bro. Thomas quote Prov. 4:18 which 
says, “But the path of the just is as the shining light, that shineth 
more and more unto the perfect day.” (KJV).

As I said earlier, I had seen him demonstrate his own openness 
to greater light. It is not that we go beyond the Bible but rather 
that we truly understand what is in it, particularly as the Lord 
reveals it in ways that are relevant to God’s purpose at the time 
and to our need. The Israelites had God’s promises regarding the 
land, yet still needed not only the Lord’s presence with them but 
real instruction about how to cross the Jordan, conquer Jericho, 
etc. We too need that same presence of our Head, Jesus Christ, to 
walk with us and shine the light on the truth in the Word that we 
need at any given time. Often that involves deeper understand-
ing than we have had before that time.

The Lord had given me the illustration of a relay race. In a 
typical relay race there are four runners who share the distance, 
each one running his or her particular “leg” of the overall race. 
In many ways the kingdom of God is like that. Each God-given 
ministry is intended by God to serve their generation, be called 
home, and leave the following generation to carry on. But carry 
on what?

The first runner in a relay race carries a wooden stick called a 
“baton” which must be handed off to the second runner within 
a prescribed space — and so on. How foolish it would be to treat 
the race as if the first leg were the whole race and then to build 
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a monument or a museum to the great race that had been run, 
perhaps with photos, stories, video clips, and even with the baton 
itself on display!

And yet that is pretty much what has happened in many reli-
gious movements. How easily do they become mere monuments 
to the past and in so doing reject the present tense leadership 
of the only Head of the Church, Jesus Christ. Another common 
saying of Bro. Thomas over the years summed up very simply 
what is needed: “Seek God and do what He says.”

Another possible course of action after a founder has passed 
on would be to relegate the past to the past and simply start a 
new race with a different vision totally disconnected from what 
has gone before. That isn’t right either! In a relay race if the sec-
ond runner fails to secure the baton according to the rules the 
entire team is disqualified. The race we are part of isn’t run with-
in the span of one lifetime. It needs to stay connected and yet 
move forward.

I pointed out that if the Lord tarried there would be areas 
where we could expect the Lord to give greater light than we had 
known and we would need to walk in that light. By the same 
token if my generation passes off the scene the same would hold 
true for the generation to follow. Failure in this area is why move-
ments die spiritually. It truly isn’t about any of US but about HIM 
and His purpose.

How often had we all heard Bro. Thomas emphasize the truth 
in Isa. 42:16 — “And I will bring the blind by a way that they 
knew not; I will lead them in paths that they have not known: 
I will make darkness light before them, and crooked things 
straight. These things will I do unto them, and not forsake them.”

I said toward the end of my remarks that I could think of no 
greater dishonor that we could do to Bro. Thomas than to fall 
into the very traps he had so often warned us of and somehow 
seek to preserve a movement that looked back to him and his 
ministry. On the other hand I could think of no greater honor 



My Perspective on Bro. Thomas

195

that we could bestow upon him than to move ahead in the same 
spirit in which he had walked, looking to Christ the Head, and 
walking in the light He gives us until that day He returns, how-
ever short or long a time that may be.

Had I waited to say such things after Bro. Thomas had been 
called home there might well have been many negative reactions. 
Such is our nature. Most of us are “settlers” by nature when God’s 
kingdom calls us to live as “pilgrims.”

But God had ordered the occasion. I hadn’t even planned to 
go. Then God woke me up and very clearly and forcefully im-
pressed these thoughts on my heart and mind. But the real key 
to what God had in mind is that Bro. Thomas was there to hear 
them!

Those sitting near him bore clear witness that he was in agree-
ment with the things I was saying, nodding his head and saying, 
“Amen.” After the service as I paused where he sat to greet him he 
thanked me for the things I had said. Of course, I can’t take any 
credit but I am very thankful that the Lord Himself was so clearly 
present, orchestrating events, preparing us for what was to come.

This was in April of 2004. In August, Bro. Thomas passed into 
the presence of the Lord. We too will follow him in our time but 
may we be faithful during our earthly “race” as he was. It truly is 
just a part of a “relay race” and we will all share in the prize on 
that day.

It was a great privilege to know Bro. Thomas. It is also a great 
privilege to do as he so often told us: “Seek God and do what He 
says.”
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~ Other Books ~

Delivered From Demons, by C. Parker Thomas
The story of a young girl’s deliverance from demon possession 

and also a collection of a number of other articles relating to Sa-
tan’s kingdom and activity, specially as it relates to the end of this 
present age.

Does God Speak To You? by C. Parker Thomas
This booklet is composed of a wonderful series of articles pub-

lished in the Midnight Cry Messenger during 1979. In this time 
of great spiritual darkness and deception what are the various 
ways in which He speaks and how can we learn to recognize His 
voice and respond?

Examine Yourselves, By Phil Enlow
Paul said to “examine yourselves.” There must be a way to do 

that. Can you say with Paul, “I know whom I have believed, and 
am convinced that he is able to guard what I have entrusted to 
him for that day.” 2 Tim 1:12.

The Gospel, By Phil Enlow
What is the gospel? Everyone thinks they know--but do they? 

In this day of watered-down “easy-believism” it is critical to know 
what real salvation is. What was the gospel that Paul preached?

How Do You Know You Are Right? By Phil Enlow
A spiritual challenge. A study of spiritual knowledge and how 

it is acquired. This is an area of critical importance in this hour 
of spiritual darkness and deception. We cannot afford to blindly 
rest in tradition.

Immortality, By Phil Enlow
What does the Bible teach about immortality, the future of un-

believers, the future of God’s people? From the eight-part series 
in the MCM.
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The Keys of the Kingdom, by C. Parker Thomas
A clear study of the keys as they apply to us in today’s world.

Light in This Present Darkness, by Phil Enlow
From the series in MCM. Message for God’s Remnant in the 

earth regarding the present hour of darkness.

Lying Signs and Wonders, by C. Parker Thomas
A collection of articles concerning the end of the age exposing 

much deception as well as giving forth important truth needed 
by those who would be prepared for Christ’s soon return.

The Midnight Cry, by C. Parker Thomas
Contains two articles that set forth the truths concerning the 

midnight cry: what is it? who hears it? who makes it? what is its 
significance for us. A must for people who would understand 
this ministry.

Sex and Marriage in the Light of God’s Word, by C. Parker 
Thomas

From a series of articles covering a whole range of scriptural 
and practical truth designed to help God’s people in this import-
ant area.

Sudden Death Overtime, by Phil Enlow
From the series published beginning in 2001. A look at our 

world and its prospects through biblical “glasses.” What can we 
learn from history? What lies in our future? Why is the world 
like it is? Things every Christian should know.

The Sure Foundation, by C. Parker Thomas
A collection of four articles published in the early 1980’s on 

the important subject of the foundation believers have in Christ.  

Tongues: My Testimony, by C. Parker Thomas
Contains the article by the same name as well as an article en-

titled “Tongues Should be Tested” by Gerald McGraw in which 
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he recounts lessons learned from testing to discover the spirit 
enabling someone to speak in tongues. Startling!

Your Adversary, By C. Parker Thomas
Awhile back, while looking through some of our oldest issues 

of the MCM, we uncovered this timely gem, published in about 
1960! There is a simple directness and clarity in this teaching that 
will help anyone who desires to walk with the Lord and over-
come in this hour.

What About Genesis?
How should we understand the Genesis accounts of the cre-

ation and the flood? Can a simple historical understanding of 
these accounts be defended in this age of scientific skepticism? 
Does it matter?

Please write to us at:

Midnight Cry Messenger 
P.O. Box 685 

Southern Pines, NC 28388 USA
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~ Other Ministries ~

Midnight Cry Messenger
The Midnight Cry Messenger, a quarterly publication, has been 

published since the 1950s. The articles printed in this book were 
first printed in the “MCM.” This paper has gone to many parts 
of the world and been the means of sharing God’s blessings with 
many of our brothers and sisters over the years. It is sent free to 
all who desire to receive it.

The Midnight Cry Broadcast
Our weekly TV broadcast can be heard in much of the world 

via Satellite networks, cable systems, and several local TV sta-
tions. The radio broadcast also reaches most of the world via 
shortwave as well as through a number of local stations in the 
US. These broadcasts can also be heard on our website.

Media
Many audio and video recordings are available on CDs and 

DVDs, recordings that have enabled many over the years to share 
the opportunity we have here to hear the living word as the Lord 
anoints. Many have discovered that these recordings provide a 
spiritual lifeline.

Internet
What an opportunity for communication the internet has be-

come! It is available to those connected to it 24 hours a day, 7 
days a week. Most of our articles and books are available there 
as well as online audio and video of both broadcasts and some 
local services.

www.midnightcry.org
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