
INTRODUCTION

A. Getting to know you—Introduce self and students. Go through the CMP.

B. The world in which we all live today

1. Paradox of material abundance and spiritual hunger 

I don't think there has ever been a time when the world has seen more stuff in it than is here right now. Not only is there more stuff, there is more wealth to buy the stuff than we can possibly imagine. We depend on the desire for stuff to keep our country going. Two weeks ago, just days after the World Trade Center was destroyed, Rep. Dick Gephardt of Missouri stated that we need to keep consumer confidence us so that people will go out and spend money, especially as Christmas approaches. Even many of the poor in America would be considered rich by the standards of the majority of the world. Can you share with me some of the signs of this material abundance in today's world?

At the same time, there is a deep spiritual hunger. People are hungry for the things of God. They realize that all the stuff in the world isn't enough. A few years ago, Rabbi David Kushner wrote a book called, "When all you ever wanted isn't enough" in which he tries to deal with the problem of spiritual hunger in the world of stuff-mart. When we see something like the WTC/Pentagon disasters, people are filled with questions and wonder where God is, who God is, and how we can know him. What kinds of evidence of this spiritual hunger have you seen?

2. A new (missionary) time for the church

Unfortunately, most folks are not looking for these answers in the church. For centuries, we lived in what was often referred to as "Christendom." Christianity, in a broad sense, was taken for granted in the world. That is no longer true. Today, we live much closer to the 1st century AD We are in an apostolic time. At the same time, we have more immigrants coming to our shores from more countries than ever before in our history. Taken together, this leads us to a great missionary challenge and great missionary time for the church. It is said that the Chinese word for "challenge" also means "opportunity." I believe we are in a time of great opportunity. One of the Greek words for "time" is "kairos" which means "the opportune time." I believe we live in a "kairos" an opportune time given to the church by God for the spreading of his word throughout the nations.

3. The quest for HELP, HOME, and HOPE on the part of people in and outside the church   

These are the three headings that we will be breaking everything up into over the next three months. We’ll start with Help and see how God helps us in all things. Next time, we'll look at the home God has for us and how we get there. Finally, we'll end with our Christian hope and how God brings that hope to us.

C. Looking at Christianity with “Lutheran” eyes

Theology is based on two things: the "formal" principle (what "forms" your theology, where do you get your theology from?) and the "material" principle (what "matters most" in your theology, what is the most important thing you have to talk about?). You can categorize churches based on their formal and material principles. For example, what matters most to Roman Catholicism is justification—that is their material principle. However, they get their theology from Scripture and tradition—and these are given equal weight. There is not difference in reading Romans and reading the writings of John Paul II. They are equal. In contrast, the Presbyterians have the right formal principle—Scripture—but they mix that with a bit of reason (Calvin once said that God never said anything unreasonable) and the have the wrong material principle. They base their theology on the sovereignty of God. When I was doing my doctorate at Gordon-Conwell Seminary, the profs would talk about the "sovereignty of God" about every third sentence. One day, I even though about keeping track of how many times the guy used the phrase. Yes, God is sovereign, but that isn't the most important thing in the Bible!

For Lutherans, our formal principle—where we get our theology—is from Scripture alone. We are very key on that. Scripture is the sole rule and norm for all our doctrine and life. Now, this brings in a question. In just a minute, we're going to look at a quote from the Augsburg Confession. During the next couple of month's, I'll be pulling out some other quotes from other Lutheran confessional statements and other Lutheran authors. So how do they relate to Scripture? We say that Scripture is the "norm that norms" or the "rule that rules." The Confessions are the "norm that are normed" by the Scriptures or the "rule that are ruled."

Clear as mud, huh? Let me try this. Last May, my wife and I built a deck in our backyard. I've been wanting a deck for years and  now I finally got one. So, my wife and I would measure the length of the deck for a joist. Then I'd go over to a stud, measure it out, and draw the line where to cut it. Then my wife would take the tape measure, measure the deck a second time and re-measure the joist for the cut. I learned quickly that my measurements were subject to her measurements! My ruler was ruled by her; her ruler ruled mine. The Lutheran Confessions fight their support and foundation in Scripture. They summarize Scriptures teaching. But they are under Scripture. We need to remember that.

Justification (Augsburg Confession IV):  the article on which the church stands or falls

For Lutherans, justification is the material principle—that which matters most—in theology. Everything we say and do is built around this principle: that God in Christ was reconciling the world to himself. This is the only unique thing about the Christian faith. 

The Confessors wrote:

Furthermore, it is taught that we cannot obtain forgiveness of sin and righteousness before God through our merit, work, or satisfactions, but that we receive forgiveness of sin and become righteous before God out of grace for Christ's sake through faith whe we believe that Christ has suffered for us and that his our sake our sin is frogiven and righteousness and eternal life are given to us. For God will regard and reckon this faith as righteousness in his sight as Paul says in Romans 3 and 4.

This is the heart and center of the Christian faith. And this is no accident. God planned it out. And did it all for you.

Martin Luther’s “theology of the cross”  vs. the “theology of glory”

There are two basic theologies in the world, two basic "starting points." One is either under the theology of the cross or the theology of glory. Every religion but Christianity, and, sadly, some forms of Christianity, are in the theology of glory: things depend on what I do or do not do; a theology of works. No matter what pagan religion you look at, it all depends on me. Unfortunately, even some Christian denominations put the emphasis on me: I must decide for Christ, I must live a holy life, I must mortify my flesh, I must…" That too is a theology of glory. But we teach the cross. We focus completely on what God has done for us in Christ. We seek to tell others what God has done for us in Christ. We share in the joy in what God has done for us in Christ. The cross is the central point and the organizing principle of Christian theology and practice.

Do you see the difference between these two theologies? Do you see why it is important to keep the two in line when you are reading and studying theology?

UNIT I

The Christian Faith in the God of All Grace Who Wants to HELP Us

Some key terminology that implies relationship as well as content 

Grace
Ephesians 2:8-10

Who wants to take a stab at defining "grace"? One of my favorites is "unconditional acceptance." Grace is the view that God has of us. Luther says, "Grace, in the proper sense of the term, denotes God's favor and good will toward us which He cherishes in Himself." Grace is primarily a relationship term; it is how God feels about us.

But this grace is not just God and me. Americans are highly individualistic. But God is the God of the Church and the world. He wants us to take this grace and use it in relationships with each other. Take a look at 1Peter 4:10-11. Here, grace is the good works that God works in us and which he wants us to share with others.

Faith

What are the two ways that Kolb defined faith? He said it was both relationship and content. There is the faith by which I believe in Jesus and there is the faith which is believed, the teaching concerning Christ. What kind of faith is Paul talking about here in Ephesians? Relationship or content? This is relationship, this is the faith that receives what Christ has done. Now its important to remember that we receive what Christ has done. Faith does not earn it. Faith does not take it. Faith just receives it.

Look at Jude 3. How is the word "faith" used here? Here it is content. Why is this distinction so important? Should a newly baptized infant take communion? No—while she has faith through baptism, she has not yet been taught the faith. 

Doctrine

A lot of people don't like this word very much. I've had people ask me if I'm going to emphasize doctrine or love people. I've heard people say things like, "Doctrine divides; love unites." "Let's not emphasize doctrine so much." One pastor once told me, "I have to decide if I'm going to love doctrine or if I'm going to love people."

Part of the problem is that our post-modern world does not believe in absolute truth. In fact, propositional language is out; emotional language is in. Rather than talking about what we think we talk about what we "feel." There is almost no denominational loyalty among people 50 and under. Most people change churches based on what those churches have for them. I had another woman who, while her husband was in the military, attended whatever church was closest and had a good Sunday School for her kids. What the church taught was not as important as what it had. Just because she went there didn't mean she actually agreed with everything the church said. In the past, I've had members who disagreed with our position on infant baptism, women's ordination, people living together, and a host of other things. But people do not see themselves as needing to agree with us on everything; they take a "cafteria" approach to life and doctrine—grabbing just a little of each thing.

Kolb makes an important statement. He notes that "people are indifferent to what is true and false only in those areas of life that do not seem important to them." (p. 14) I've have some members of my church who are mechanics. I got news for you; people care very much whether or not the job is done right. They want to make sure that these guys follow the directions and do the repairs right. Period. Now, would it make any sense for these guys to ignore the book and say, "Well, you know, brakes can go in a lot of places. It doesn't make any difference if they are on the tire or not." What would be wrong with a statement like that? What could happen as a result of that kind of attitude?

Doctrine is loving. Doctrine is important. The issue is trying to help people see the importance of doctrine because doctrine affects our lives with God.

Doctrine is all of one piece. You can't just separate part of it here and part of it over there. How can I say that Jesus is the great healer if I say that the miracles never happened? How can I preach God as the great deliverer if the Red Sea didn't happen? Right there you tie the doctrine of the Word of God to Christ himself.

However, we do not think all doctrine is necessarily equally important. We do distinguish between fundamental and non-fundamental doctrines.

Some doctrines are fundamental to the Christian faith. Without them, you simply cannot be a Christian. What are some things you must believe in order to be a Christian?

Everything else is non-fundamental. This doesn't mean its not important, but that it won't stop you from going to heaven. Baptism, communion, Church and Ministry, Scripture, all fit into these categories.

God HELPS us know who he is (Divine Revelation)

Natural revelation:  Nature, history, conscience

We can know that God exists; at least that there is "something out there, somewhere." Over 95% of all Americans say they believe in God. What brings us to a belief in "something, somewhere"? 

Creation is usually the first proof of a god's existence. Romans 1:20 How can creation be a proof that God exists? This world couldn't have just come into existence on its own. There are just too many "coincidences" in the way the world works. This is called the "cosmological argument." Some point to evolution as the answer to this argument, saying that the world doesn't need a god in order for it to exist. But, most people.

Next is history. That good often overcomes evil; that there is a direction to the world is often taken as a proof a god exists. But I wouldn't make this argument. What is wrong with the idea that God directs human history?

Conscience. This is the moral argument. Most people know right from wrong; they have an idea of what should and should not exist. Why do people tend to agree on what is right and what is wrong? Because God has written his law in their hearts. (Romans 2:14) Recently, we interviewed a young man who wants to go to the seminary next fall. He was an atheist a one point in his life, working for a group that did a lot of work with the poor. He grew angry at the huge amounts of injustice that he saw: the rich getting richer, the poor poorer, people getting all the justice they could pay for, etc.. He came to the conclusion that there had to be some sort of final justice somewhere. People who were guilty could not just get off scott free for their whole lives and then die having gotten away with everything. There had to be some sort of ultimate justice that everyone had to deal with in some way. Through that though, he came to the conclusion that God must exist.

Ontological argument

However, what is wrong with saying that God exists and leaving it there? 

There are some different views to what God is like: Polytheism, pantheism, deism.

Specific revelation of God as a Triune Being 
 

Whenever I start talking about God as Triune, I get blown away. This is simply beyond our way of thinking and or understanding. The New Century Version of the Bible translates Isaiah 55 this way: My ways are not "like" your ways and my thoughts are not "like" your thoughts. The word "like" here is key. God's ways are so far removed from ours that they aren't even "like" them. In some ways, there is absolutely no comparison between us and the Lord. He is just too darn far beyond us.

On the one hand, the Bible states clearly that God is one. Deut. 6:4; 1Cor 8:4. There are no other gods. But, at the same time, the Scriptures also point to the "three-ness" of God. Matthew 3:13-17 Right here, we see the picture of God as three distinct and separate beings. Luther wrote, "Go to the Jordan and there learn the Trinity." For God the Father speaks in heaven, God the Son comes out of the water, and God the Holy Spirit comes in the form of a dove. Three distinct Persons; one almighty essence.

I don't think too many of us question whether or not the Father is God. That doesn't seem to be question. The question, for many, is whether or not Jesus is God or the Spirit is God. What I'd like to do now is give you some Bible passages, break you up into some small groups, and ask you to decide how these passages show that Jesus or the Spirit is God himself. 

John 20:28—Thomas calls Jesus Lord and God

John 8:58—Jesus takes the divine name "I AM"

Romans 9:5—Jesus is called God over all

Rev. 19:13—Jesus is called "King of Kings and Lord of Lords"

Hebrews 13:8—Jesus does not change

Acts 3:14—Jesus is holy and righteous

Hebrews 1:6—Jesus receives divine worship

Hebrews 1:3—Jesus upholds the universe

Mark 2:5-7—Jesus forgave sins

John 14:14—Jesus can do anything

John 21:17—Jesus knows everything

John 1:3

Jesus Christ as Word of God 
John 1:1-14,  Hebrews 1:1-4

Contemporary denials of Jesus as God’s Son

This really isn't Jesus as God's Son, but Jesus as God. The key question between a Christian and a non-christian church is found in the Second Article of the Apostle's Creed: Who is Jesus?

Overall, there are no new heresies; there are just old heresies that keep on returning. What I'm going to do is take you through some ancient heresies and then apply them to modern times.

Modalistic Monarchialism—They taught that God appeared in three different modes. There is one God, he just had three different "roles" to play. We all play different roles. Sometimes I'm a pastor, sometimes I'm a husband, sometimes I'm a father; now I'm a college professor. The way I act in those roles has some overlap, but they have some differences too. In the same way, there is one God, but he  plays three different roles, he has three different modes by which he meets people: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. But there is no distinction between the three.

A good group today to point today for this would be Oneness Pentecostalism also called "Jesus Only Pentecostals." The main denomination for this group is the United Pentecostal Church. According the them, there is only Jesus. Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are merely other names for Jesus. For this reason, Jesus only Pentecostals demand that you be baptized, "In the name of Jesus." About the only difference is that classical modalism taught that Father, Son, and Holy Spirit showed up in chronological order, Jesus only groups said that all manifestations are present at the same time.

Adoptionists This group argued that Jesus was merely a man that God gave special powers to at his baptism. At baptism the "Christ-spirit" came upon Jesus and this same "Christ-spirit" left prior to his crucifixion. They denied that Jesus was God in any form. You know, I don't think there is anyone out there teaching this today.

Subordinatists believe that Jesus is another god who is, in some form or another, subordinate to God the Father. This gets a little confusing, because, as a human being, Jesus was, for a while, lower than the Father and he did obey the Father's will. But these folks go way beyond that and say that Jesus was a lower deity; a created being. Historically, the best known teacher was Arius, whose teaching nearly took over the church. He taught that there was a time when Christ did not exist and that the Father created him. He was able to create rhymes and pithy sayings that people could use to memorize what he taught. This led to the Council of Nicea in 325 AD and later the Council of Chalcedon in 381 AD. This was where the Nicene Creed came from: God of God, Light of Light, very God of very God, begotten, not made, being of one substance with the Father…"

The best known subordinationists today are the Jehovah's Witnesses, who teach that Jesus was created by God as the archangel Michael. In their translation, the Word was "a god." The Way International is another group; they say that Jesus is not God because God cannot die. Jesus merely human.

God the Creator’s HELPING hand

The grace of God reflected in the world’s creation: 
Genesis 1 and 2

Creation is absolutely foundational to our faith. I cannot stress this enough. If God is not the creator of the world, then our redemption makes no sense.

Let's look at few passages and see how creation affects our theology.

Exodus 20:11
Our worship of God

2 Kings 19:15
God is our protector

Psalm 121:1-2
God takes care of us

Isaiah 45:18

There is no other God

Jeremiah 33:2-3
God answers our prayer

Zecheriah 12:1-2
God will judge us

We did not ask for this world. We did not do anything to deserve this world. God simply created this world for us as a gift of his love and grace to all people.

Spend a little time going through Genesis 1. Things to point out:

*creation out of nothing, but God's Word

*three days of forming/three days of filling

*everything was created "very good"

*there is a balance to what God has made

*creation gives us self-worth

*creation means there is no room for racism

*We are dependent on God

*why are there two different accounts of creation?

Anything in the creation story that jumps out at you? 

Some people wonder why there are two creation accounts. The liberal side says that there were two different stories, replete with contradictions between the two and some unknown editor just put both of them in there. I don't buy that view myself. Personally, I think the reason the accounts differ is because the purpose for chapter 1 is different from the purpose of chapter 2. Chapter 1 focuses on the glory of God and gives us an overview of creation. Chapter 2 focuses on the personal relationship that existed between God and his creation and prepares us for Chapter 3 when that relationship is destroyed.

Humankind’s creation in God’s “image”
Genesis 1:26-29

Only humanity was created in the image of God. This shows that we are not just a secondary thought of creation; we are the high point of God's creation. Humans—and only humans—were created in the image of God. 

The question is "what is the image of God?" The key thought must be the holiness of man and woman. They had no sin; they reflected the holiness of God and they had a perfect relationship with him. However, Genesis 9 and James 1 both point out that some semblance of the image of God exists even after the fall, so I think there might be some other aspects to it as well, e.g. the intellect, the will, the dominion that we have over the earth. I think all of those things could be part and parcel of the image of God.

Divine providence 
Matthew 6:25-34

Providence is the term used to refer to the fact that God not only created the world, but he still takes care of it today. Unlike Deists, who say that God created the world and then left it, the Bible says that God is active in the world and has not left it in the least. He still rules all things.

However, God works through secondary causes. God does not just give us money; he gives us our work through which we earn our daily bread. This is probably why we don't realize the gift that God gives us. It's one thing when you plant the seeds and watch stuff grow and realize that you had nothing to do with it springing out of the ground; its another when you go to the store, give a check for $100 to the cashier and wheel your stuff out the door. You don't have the connection with God's grace and his providence that you do the other way. (Bread Illustration)

Human communities: family, church, neighborhood, nation

God's providence comes to us through the relationships and communities that he has set up.

The most basic human community is the family. The family is the basis structure of society. Everything else is really based on the family. Unfortunately, families are really struggling in America.

The church—The church is where we, as God's family, gather together. Churches are not country clubs for saints, we are hospitals for sinners. But we have to think of the church differently. Church is not a place you go to, church is a community. We need to be in communion with each other. The metaphor that I like to use is journey. We are in a caravan, journeying together down the same path. I think we need to take our church membership, our church journey, seriously. I don't think we stress enough the idea of community in the church, that we are accountable to one another, that our baptism ties us together.

How are some ways that we can increase our accountability to each other in our congregations?

Neighborhood—Sadly, neighborhoods are not much used in America. I know the guy on one side of my house; we talk every now and then. I know some of the other folks by name. But, I don't really know my neighbors all that well and they don't know me either. Some of them I don't want to know. I think this break down has many roots. One is that we don't live and work in the same areas. Some people drive 20, 30 miles or more to work. Neighborhood schools are out in many communities due to busing. Kids don't play for a neighborhood team, but sign up and are assigned to play with kids from all over. "Cocooning" was popular in the 1990s. It will be interesting to see what the 2000s bring.

Nation—Romans 13—Luther, in his Large Catechism writes, "It would therefore be fitting if the coat of arms of every upright prince were emblazoned with a loaf of bread instead of a lion or a wreath of rue or if a loaf of bread were stamped on coins, in order in to remind both princes and subjects that it is through the princes' office that we enjoy protection and peace and that without them we would neither eat nor preserve the precious gift of bread. Therefore, rulers are also worthy of all honor and we are to render to them what we should and what we are able, as to those through whom we enjoy all our possessions in peace and quietness, because otherwise we could not keep a penny. Moreover, we should pray for them, that through them God may bestow on us still more blessings and good things."

Miracles

One side of providence are the miracles. While the Lord normally works through secondary means, that does not mean he cannot—or will not—simply change the rules to suit his own will. I think we need to be careful here. It is one thing to say that God can do miracles; it's another to say that he will do them. It's another thing for us to demand them. One of the things that worries me about triumphalistic preachers is that they seem to demand a miracle. Folks like Kenneth Copeland seem to base the miracles on what I do rather than see them as truly extraordinary gifts of God. I remember Robert Tilton who was selling "holy handkerchiefs" taking Paul in Ephesus as his model. Paul gave out things that carried divine power, why couldn't he? Two things struck me: 1) Luke says that this was definitely extraordinary in Paul's life—even beyond the normal extraordinary. 2) Paul never asked for an offering first!

Angels

I don't think there is any area that develops more questions, but to which Scripture gives us fewer answers, than in the area of angels. For all the things people wonder about angels, the Bible gives darn few answers. The word "angel" is a Greek word which means "messenger." The angels are spirit beings, created by God. Occasionally, they assumed some sort of body and made themselves visible to humans. Unlike God, the angels don't know everything nor can they be everywhere. Angels do have intellect and will.

Let's look up a few Bible passages about angels.

Psalm 91:11-12—God's angels protect his people. Can you think of any Bible stories where God sent his angels to protect someone?

Psalm 103:20—God's angels possess great might. However, their might is not unlimited but is subordinate to God. They are also obedient to God's will in the use of their strength.

Daniel 7:10—there are thousands of angels There are different kinds or ranks of angels: cherubim, seraphim, archangels are all mentioned in the Bible. But we have no idea what these terms really mean.

Mt. 18:10—they always see the face of God.

Isaiah 6:3—they praise the Lord God

At each point of the Bible where angels come into the story, the message of salvation takes a step forward: the fall, the call of Moses, the giving of the Law, the Exodus, the conception, birth, resurrection, and ascension of Christ (not to mention his return).

Evil angels—the demons. Once again, we aren't told much. The first question is where the devil comes from. Most believe he was once an angel who fell. This comes from Isaiah 14  and Ezekiel 28. But note, both of these refer to pagan kings, not an angel.

We do know what the evil angels are doing: going after God's highest creation, humanity. Luke 13 talks about a woman that Satan bound for 18 years; Job has the picture of Satan going after Job's property; 1 Peter 5:8—he seeks to destroy our souls. All who do not accept the Gospel are under his authority (Col. 1:13). 

Our “response-abilities” as God’s creatures

Stewardship 

One of the areas that I think needs a lot of help in the modern church is the topic of stewardship. We used to think it was money; then we got into time, talents, and treasures. I go broader: stewardship is managing all the gifts that God has given to us. It is not just a matter of money and finances, it is a matter of how we live and what we do.

Stewardship always begins with the foundation that God has created all things and has given us his gifts. Everything we are and have are from his hands. When I say everything, I mean everything.

*Stewardship of creation—Christians should be among the top group when it comes to taking care of the world wisely. Eve and Adam were told to take care of the earth and have dominion over it—not exploit it. Part of the allure of nature religions is their understanding that they are "one with the earth." We need to point out that we are not one with it, but we are its caretakers.

*Stewardship of the body

*Stewardship of possessions—buying wisely, taking good care of what we have, putting money into maintaining what we have, etc.

*Stewardship of money—not just giving offerings, but investing wisely, saving, planning for the future, etc.

*Stewardship of abilities—seeking to improve our skills, continuos learning, etc.

*Stewardship of volunteers and leaders—showing appreciation, finding the right jobs for people, helping leaders learn, etc. 

*Stewardship of time—not just serving, but making wise use of time at home, work, and in the church. Time is often considered the most valuable resource people have to give. Let's make it worthwhile.

Phil. 3:12 ¶ 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
Servanthood

We are saved from sin, we are saved for service. Stewardship is part of a life of servant hood. We are called to serve just as Jesus served: all people, without limit. 

What faith in God as our Creator must reject

New-age pantheism

Pantheism simply teaches that all is god. There is no difference between the Creator God and the creation; the creation is the creator. Probably the clearest place to see this is Star Wars. In the second movie (I guess that's the 5th now) Yoda describes the Force as coming from all things, living in all things, being emanated from all things. The New Age movement is one of the places where we see the rebirth of pantheism, as god is the ultimate principle that is identified with the universe. God is all and all is God; we are gods ourselves. This is what lead to Shirely MacClaine standing out on the shore line screaming, "I am God! I am God! I am God!"

Another New Age focus that picks this up is the neo-pagan movement. Neo-paganism is not Satanism; they are two different things. Neo-paganism is basically earth worship; they see all things as part of Mother Earth and all things should live in harmony with each other since they are all, ultimately, the same thing. Wicca is an example of a neo-pagan movement. 

Gnosticism (old and new)

Gnosticism is kind of hard to define. It arose in the early Christian church by mixing Christianity with pagan philosophy, astrology, and the Greek mystery religions. They taught that there were two great forces in the world: good and evil; matter was evil. No god worthy of the name would create evil matter. There was a Supreme Father God who put forth Aeons, each of which could put forth weaker powers, who in turn put forth even weaker powers. One of these aeons (Sophia) gave birth to a god who was too stupid to realize that matter was evil, the creator-God who made the world. This creator-God then created the evil material world and trapped the spirits in bodies. If you had the right knowledge (gnosis), then you could become free of this earthly punishment and begin your journey to the spirit world. Christ, was one of the beings who came to give this secret knowledge. Though he appeared to have a body, he really didn't have one. Some argued from an adoptionistic view point, others argued that the humanity was merely illusionary.

Gnosticism was one of the great heresies of the early Church. Gnosticism was very difficult to fight because the Gnostics would always claim some "special knowledge" that the Christians did not possess. In 1945, the Gnostic Gospels were discovered in Egypt, which gave the world such things as the Gospel of Thomas, the Gospel of Peter, and some other books. One of the real problems this causes is that much of liberal Christianity take the Gnostic Gospels on the same level as the canonical Gospels, even though the church has always rejected them, e.g. the Jesus Seminar.

Gnosticism has been submerged into the New Age movement to a strong degree, with its emphasis on mind and meditation. Most of the "Science" religions are basically Gnostic, e.g. Christian Science, Religious Science, the Unity School of Christianity. To a certain extent, groups like the Mormons are somewhat Gnostic in that they depend on an extra revelation of God that no one else possesses. 

Evolutionary dogma

I didn't write this outline. Pr. Jon Diefenthaler did. But I like his word "dogma" here. Evolution is, for all practical purposes, dogma within the scientific world. You do not argue against it; it is simply taken as fact. In his book, "The Blind Watchmaker", Richard Dawkins states, ""Biology is the study of complicated things that give the appearance of having been designed for a purpose." In a 1997 issue of Newsweek, there was an article called, "Heretics in the Laboratory". It said that there are quite a number of (gasp) creationists among scientists doing research in reputable institutions. "The overwhelming weight of evidence supports evolution," says Newsweek in its concluding paragraph. "The presence of creationists in the lab, then, is a valuable reminder that scientists are only human. A powerful ideology, be it creationism or capitalism or anything else, can shape some scientists' conclusions as strongly as any empirical evidence." In short, atheistic evolutionists simply pound on the table and insist that evolution is fact and not theory. This is just as much an act of faith as is belief in creation. 

Atheistic creation just doesn't work. One person once said that the construction of the world via evolution would be like a tornado going through a junkyard and assembling a working 747—only that would probably be easy in comparison. Michael Behe, an molecular biologist, he argues "irreducible complexity." He uses the picture of a mouse trap. Very simple, but you must have all the parts in order for it to work. He points out that cells are extremely complex systems and that you must have all of the parts in order of one to work. Just the nucleus of a cell contains a digitally coded database larger, in information content, than all thirty volumes of the Encyclopedia Britannica put together. So, why did all of the parts, with this much encoded information, all happen to show up right at the same moment? Overall, there must be something out there to design it.

Talk about differences between macro and micro evolution.

Ultimately, atheistic evolution and creation define two complete different world views. This is really the key here. The evolutionistic worldview says that things appear to have been designed for something, but were not. Ultimately, there is no reason to life. It's all an empty joke. Creation says that we were made by a creator to have an eternal relationship with him. We were created with a purpose: to serve God and each other and to do so forever.

Materialism and Individualism

Materialism—the life devoted to "stuff"—is a huge problem in America. A few years ago, they had the sayings, "The one who dies with the most toys wins." That is materialism in its basic form; stuff becomes an end in and of itself. About a month ago, the Newsweek cover story was about people maxing out on their credit cards and losing control of their credit lives. There was one woman who maxed out four or five cards and was paying out huge bills each month and yet refused to deny herself anything. She was determined to keep treating herself as she had grown accustomed, buying anything and everything she could. In the last month, she had purchased three pairs of shoes, four books, and new telescope. If there is anything we in the church need to do, its learn to simplify our lives!

Another problem is individualism. Americans are nothing if not individualistic; we want to do things alone. The problem is that we are not alone; we were not created to be alone. God said, "It is not good for the man to be alone." Probably the best book on this subject is Bellah. (Bellah quotes.)

Keeping faith in the midst of suffering
Job 1-3, 42

Forms of human suffering

How many forms of human suffering can you think of?

Why do people suffer?

I think we want to be very careful here. On the one hand, we deserve whatever God wants to use to punish us. We freely admit that in the confession: 'I justly deserve your punishment now and forever." Oddly, when bad things do happen, we often say, 'What did I ever do to deserve this?" I think we know the answer to that question!

At the same time, we do not want to say that God somehow or another punishes people for specific sins. Two weeks ago, Jerry Falwell made his infamous statement that the World Trade Center tragedy was God's judgment on America for "throwing God out of the public square, out of the schools. The abortionists have got to bear some burden for this because God will not be mocked." I once heard someone say that AIDS was God's judgment on homosexuality.

I don't believe we can—or should—draw such specific lines, unless we can point to a clear cause and effect, e.g. if I eat bacon and cheese hamburgers, lots of chips, and get no exercise, I shouldn't be surprised to get a heart attack somewhere along the way. In other ways, I think nature develops its own punishments, e.g. in the face of sexual sin, various venereal diseases have developed and spread. The fact is that our world is a sinful place; it is fallen. Because it is fallen, evil things will take place in our world. God permits suffering, he is not the cause of it.

Why does God  permit us to suffer? 

1. Refine the faithful (2 Cor. 12:7ff)

Rev. 2:10 Jesus tells the people that they will be suffering, he tells them how long, and the outcome.

2. Awaken the sleeping—1 Sam 18:10—God used a demon to drive Paul to despair so that he might be driven into the hands of God. Rom. 1:26—God lets us suffer the punishment of our own decisions.

3. Teach the Church—We can serve as living testimonies to God's power in the lives of others; we can be "wounded healers." (Gen. 50:20; 1 Cor. 10:13)

God’s grace and suffering 

2 Cor 12—I don't think

God’s clearest commitment to HELP us

Christ’s “cradle” (Incarnation)
 Philippians 2:5-11

Christ’s “cross” (Death)    
Romans 8:31-39

Christ’s “crypt” (Resurrection)

