APOSTATE CHURCH? . . . CHURCHES?
Mt 13: 24-30, 36-43; Mt 14:10-11; Acts 20:29-31; Rev 2-3
I. ECCLESIOLOGICAL: Data re “Falling Away”
A. European “Christendom” Virtually Vanished within a century (1914-2014)
1. Revolutions’ Impact: 1789 France; 1848 turmoil; 1910 Mexico; 1917 Russia; post-WWII
Communist control Eastern Europe (only Poland preserves Faith); 1959 Cuba
2. European Union denies Christian roots, champions militant Secularism
B. United States
1. Mainline (“Seven Sisters”) decline dramatically: Christian Church (from 1,918,000 in 1965 to
625,000 in 2012); Reformed Church in America (384,00 to 145.000); United Church of Christ
(2,070,000 to 998,000); Episcopal Church (3,647,000 to 1,866,000); PCUSA (Presbyterian)
(3,304,000 to 1,760,000); United Methodist (11,026,000 to 7,391,000); Evangelical Lutheran
(5,288,230 to 3,863,000); American Baptist (1,335,000 to 1,308,054—propped up by mergers)
2. Roman Catholic: weekly mass attendance down from 75% to 25% and perhaps 10%;
parochial schools dropped from 4.5 million in 1965 to 1.9 million; priestly vocations dropped
from 49,000 to 4,700; colleges & universities secularize—thus Fulton Sheen advises sending
youngsters to : “secular colleges where they will have to fight for their faith, rather than to
Catholic colleges where it will be taken from them.”
3. Recent data re Evangelical denominations (Nazarene; Southern Baptist) concerning
C. Waning Influence reveals weakness
1. Supreme Court Decisions (Engle v. Vitale, 1962 re prayer in schools; Roe v. Wade, 1973 re
abortion; Obergefell v. Hodges, 2016 re same-sex marriage) reveal secularism triumphant
2. Schools symbolize: W.F. Buckley’s God and Man at Yale prescient re universities’ 20th century
trajectories, evident in Burtchaell’s Dying of the Light; public schools cease promoting religion,
as well as patriotism;
D. Millennials especially disinterested in church—30% never attend church (vs. 51% elderly weekly);
35% self-define as atheist, agnostic, or nothing (only 21% Evangelical, 16% Catholic, 11%
Mainline); 60% think morality purely personal opinion
II. SCRIPTURAL: Data re “Biblical Illiteracy”—George Barna: “crisis”; Al Mohler: “scandal”
A. U.S. Religious Knowledge Survey, 2010: atheists, agnostics, Jews & Mormons score best! Black
Protestants & Hispanic Catholics worst; only 55% know Golden Rule is not one of 10
Commandments; only 45% know names of four Gospels
B. Sermons, Christian Education materials, music, reveal reduced biblical content & balance
C. Brent Strawn’s The Old Testament is Dying shows how New Atheists, modern Marcionists (e.g.
Harnack), health & wealth devotees (“happiologists”) all illustrate “pidgeonized” bible
III. DOCTRINAL: creeds, beliefs discounted & every man his own theologian
A. Theological Dogmas (largely) Discarded—inevitable result of 19th century Liberalism
(Schleiermacher accentuates Experience) and Modernism (Catholic dissenters such as Renan)
1. In mainline & Roman Catholic churches, Trinity; Incarnation; Resurrection, personal soul &
eternal life neglected if not abandoned
2. David Wells’ No Place for Truth: Or Whatever Happened to Evangelical Theology? (1993)
B. Bad Religion (R. Douthat) Practiced—“pseudo-Christianities”—often calling for “social justice”
(economic, racial, sexual) or therapeutic health & wealth (Joel Osteen et al)
IV. ANTHROPOLOGICAL: traditions rooted in Imago Dei rejected
A. Varieties of Naturalism: higher animal—soul-less, biologically-determined; to Darwin thoughts
mere excretions of brain, since nothing spiritual about man as “higher ape”
B. Varieties of Gnosticism: potential god—thus strategies to develop inner self
C. Proposals to re-engineer & improve human nature through genetics, environmental influences
V. SOTERIOLOGICAL: salvation via self-improvement/therapy/positive thinking
A. Sin minimized or dismissed—Whatever Happened to Sin? still good question!
B. Salvation largely human endeavor, self-esteem the end
1. Therapeutic pastoring: counseling, preaching,
2. Jesus portrayed as wise teacher, not Crucified Savior
C. “Moralistic Therapeutic Deism” results

“The Scandal of Biblical Illiteracy: It’s Our Problem”
—Al Mohler
While America’s evangelical Christians are rightly concerned about the secular worldview’s rejection of
biblical Christianity, we ought to give some urgent attention to a problem much closer to home–biblical illiteracy in the
church. This scandalous problem is our own, and it’s up to us to fix it.
Researchers George Gallup and Jim Castelli put the problem squarely: “Americans revere the Bible–but, by
and large, they don’t read it. And because they don’t read it, they have become a nation of biblical illiterates.” How bad
is it? Researchers tell us that it’s worse than most could imagine. Fewer than half of all adults can name the four
gospels. Many Christians cannot identify more than two or three of the disciples. According to data from the Barna
Research Group, 60 percent of Americans can’t name even five of the Ten Commandments. “No wonder people break
the Ten Commandments all the time. They don’t know what they are,” said George Barna, president of the firm. The
bottom line? “Increasingly, America is biblically illiterate.” [see Barna Group’s web site]
Multiple surveys reveal the problem in stark terms. According to 82 percent of Americans, “God helps those
who help themselves,” is a Bible verse. Those identified as born-again Christians did better–by one percent. A
majority of adults think the Bible teaches that the most important purpose in life is taking care of one’s family. Some of
the statistics are enough to perplex even those aware of the problem. A Barna poll indicated that at least 12 percent of
adults believe that Joan of Arc was Noah’s wife. Another survey of graduating high school seniors revealed that over
50 percent thought that Sodom and Gomorrah were husband and wife. A considerable number of respondents to one
poll indicated that the Sermon on the Mount was preached by Billy Graham. We are in big trouble.
Secularized Americans should not be expected to be knowledgeable about the Bible. As the nation’s civic
conversation is stripped of all biblical references and content, Americans increasingly live in a Scripture-free public
space. Confusion and ignorance of the Bible’s content should be assumed in post-Christian America. The larger
scandal is biblical ignorance among Christians. Choose whichever statistic or survey you like, the general pattern is the
same. America’s Christians know less and less about the Bible. It shows.
How can a generation be biblically shaped in its understanding of human sexuality when it believes Sodom
and Gomorrah to be a married couple? No wonder Christians show a growing tendency to compromise on the issue of
homosexuality. Many who identify themselves as Christians are similarly confused about the Gospel itself. An
individual who believes that “God helps those who help themselves” will find salvation by grace and justification by
faith to be alien concepts. Christians who lack biblical knowledge are the products of churches that marginalize
biblical knowledge. Bible teaching now often accounts for only a diminishing fraction of the local congregation’s time
and attention. The move to small group ministry has certainly increased opportunities for fellowship, but many of these
groups never get beyond superficial Bible study.
Youth ministries are asked to fix problems, provide entertainment, and keep kids busy. How many localchurch youth programs actually produce substantial Bible knowledge in young people? Even the pulpit has been
sidelined in many congregations. Preaching has taken a back seat to other concerns in corporate worship. The
centrality of biblical preaching to the formation of disciples is lost, and Christian ignorance leads to Christian indolence
and worse.
This really is our problem, and it is up to this generation of Christians to reverse course. Recovery starts at
home. Parents are to be the first and most important educators of their own children, diligently teaching them the Word
of God. [See Deuteronomy 6:4-9.] Parents cannot franchise their responsibility to the congregation, no matter how
faithful and biblical it may be. God assigned parents this non-negotiable responsibility, and children must see their
Christian parents as teachers and fellow students of God’s Word.
Churches must recover the centrality and urgency of biblical teaching and preaching, and refuse to sideline the
teaching ministry of the preacher. Pastors and churches too busy–or too distracted–to make biblical knowledge a
central aim of ministry will produce believers who simply do not know enough to be faithful disciples. We will not
believe more than we know, and we will not live higher than our beliefs. The many fronts of Christian compromise in
this generation can be directly traced to biblical illiteracy in the pews and the absence of biblical preaching and
teaching in our homes and churches.
This generation must get deadly serious about the problem of biblical illiteracy, or a frighteningly large
number of Americans–Christians included–will go on thinking that Sodom and Gomorrah lived happily ever after.

