
Celebrate Reformation by 
Confessing


Years ago a member asked me if I could summarize our Statement of Confession in a one page handout.  Five years later I have done this in five questions.  You can celebrate Reformation this year by sharing our confession succinctly with others.

1) Do you believe Christians of different denominations or ELCA Lutherans should commune at LCMS altars? 

2) Do you believe Christian clergymen should participate in non-Christian prayer services?

3) Do you believe women should read the lessons, serve communion, or be congregational presidents or elders?

4) Do you believe lay people (those neither called nor ordained into the pastoral office) should preach, teach, or administer the sacraments?

5) Do you believe that lay people are without the right to judge their pastor by the Word of God?

Trinity Lutheran Church, along with the LCMS up till 2004, answers “No” to all of these questions.  In June 2005 Trinity entered into an official state of confession and dissent from these new positions.


You notice that I have left one of our positions out.  I have said nothing about our confessing against revivalistic worship practices and contemporary worship. In general this is the area laymen perceive the differences most readily.  I couldn’t think of any way to summarize our point without being in danger of saying something un-Lutheran in the process, so I didn’t say anything.

Celebrate the End of the World by Preparing for it


This newsletter has the information on the this Church Year’s sermon series on Luther’s Small Catechism.  I delayed it’s release till this newsletter in hopes that any good resolve to attend the midweek services would have less time to wither.


Advent follows the three last Sundays of the Church Year where the end of the world is the focus.  Advent has as it’s focus the First Coming of Jesus rather than the Second Coming.  However, Advent does include the Second Coming.  In fact, in a nutshell Advent is preparing for the Second Coming by returning to the First Coming by means of His continued Coming in the Sacraments.


Serendipitously, yeah providentially, this year’s sermon series is on the miracles of the Sacraments.  Want to be prepared for the end of the world as you know it?  Flee to the world without end.  The “portals” to this world are Word and Sacraments.  

I’ll be here fulfilling my vow to God to preach and prepare you people to meet the end.  You be here fulfilling your vow to hear and you’ll find a whole new beginning.

Help Wanted: Building 
Curator Position Available

Dwayne Potter is "retiring" form his position as Building Curator and the Trustees are now considering applicants for the position.  Please see the Trustees Board in the Fellowship Hall or this newsletter for details.

Trinity Lutheran Church

Proudly Presents

The 2010-2011 Advent/Lent Sermon Series

It’s A Miracle!

   Does the pizzazz attract you?  I doubt it.  I was talking with one of the sons of our congregation now in the ministry about how absolutely demoralizing, discouraging, and depressing it is to try to coax people to come to church and Bible class.  The only thing more demoralizing, discouraging, and depressing is the poor attendance at both.

   I’ve pleaded with you for years to make coming to the midweek catechetical services a priority.  For the most part my pleas have fallen on deaf ears.  What you should know is that if you don’t raise your children in the discipline of attending midweek services, Advent and Lent as it has been historically known in the Lutheran church will one day be no more.  Please don’t offer to one who has raised five children the hollow excuses of having little ones and their need for sleep or having older ones and their need to study or work.  Only one time did one child of mine have to work on a midweek service.  Many times they brought their homework to church. Your children will prioritize according to how you have taught them.

  One way or another you are teaching your children what is important in life.  Most would agree that when God works a miracle it’s important.  The miracles of the New Testament are Baptism, Absolution, and Communion.  That why in a way I am proud to present to you a nine week sermon Series on the 4th, 5th, and 6th Chief Parts of Luther’s Small Catechism entitled – 
It’s a Miracle!

December 1, 2010
Bpt. I

That Sinners Can Be Brought 
Into the Triune God

December 8, 2010
Bpt. II & III
That This Water Does Such 
Great Things

December 15, 2010
Bpt. IV

That Baptism is Forever

Ash Wednesday
Conf. I


That Confession Has Two 
Parts

March 16, 2011
Conf. II
That 
Forgiveness is in the 
Mouth of a 
Man

March 23, 2011
L.S. I


That We Eat and Drink our 
God

March 30, 2011
L.S. II


That Communion Gives Life

April 6, 2011

L.S. III

That Faith Receives the 

Sacraments Benefits

April 13, 2011

L.S. IV

That There are Truly Worthy 
Communicants

Trinity Social Activities — September 2010-
August 2011

September

26 — Triple P: Picnic, with People, in the Park

October

17 — Game Night

24 — Reformation 


    Dinner at 5pm.

November

14 — "Worst" Fest

21 — Game Night

24 — Decorate for 



Christmas after 


Thanksgiving Service

December

1, 8, 15 — Advent 




   Dinners

19 — Bus Caroling, Chili 
    

supper at 1pm.

January 2011

6 —  Epiphany dinner.  


      Un-decorate the     

 
church.

16 — Youth lock-in

February

13 — Valentine's brunch at 

Trudy's

20 — Game Night

March

13-15 — Spring Break 



camping trip

20 — Game Night

April

17 — Palm Sunday youth 


 meal

TBD — Round Rock 



    Express game

May

15 — Game Night

21 — Ladies' Tea Party

June

2 — Ascension Dinner

18 — Live Oak Brewery 

 
tour

19 — Game Night

July

17 — Bowling at 1pm

August

TBD — Karaoke night

21 — Game Night

KOOL (Kids of our Lord) Youth Group Activities

September, 2010 –August 2011

October 1 - 6:30 pm Haunted 


   house 

November  6 – 9 am until you get out of the Giant Texas Maze 
– Sweet Berry Farm- 


Marble Falls - $6 pp 5 and under is free. 'Harvest of Fall Fun' -  Marble Falls Farm, 8:30 to 5:30  Saturday, Hayrides, Barrel Train, the Texas Maze, Kiddie Maze, Sand Art, Horse Rides, Stuff A Scarecrow, Face painting, Pumpkin Painting, the Pumpkin Grille, Cut u'r own flowers and of course ... tons of pumpkins and gourds to choose from. These all have small fees.
November 14 – 12-5 pm work day in old church to get ready for garage sale (we will take a break for the Worst Fest in the Auditorium that day) then back to work 

December 4 – 8 am – 2 pm - GARAGE SALE – we will also have a Bake sale going on 

And depending on the weather (brrrr) maybe hot chocolate (; we can dream. 

January 16, 2011 – 6 pm -2 am – Fun In (5 hours short of a Lock-In () $6 pp. come enjoy some blasts from the past and a few new tricks, I mean games, I have learned this year (
February TBA – Leander Paintball – more details to come

March 13-15 – Camp out McKinney Falls more details in the Bulletins as the time nears. 

April 17 – 12 noon Annual Palm Sunday Brunch – This year we’ll do a Picnic Theme. We will discuss the menu and décor at the campout 

May TBA – 

June 7 – 10 am Schliterbahn in New Braunfels – meet at church at 9:00 if you want to caravan 

July TBA – Galveston – All are invited

August TBA – 
If you have any questions please contact Debbie Potter at 512-431-4458
 
God is Dead? No You Are


It seems that the 1968 “God is Dead” headline in The New York Times is not the child of philosophers gone amuck but of theology gone awry.



Blaise Pascal spoke of nature which hints that there is a ‘lost’ and ‘hidden God.’  ‘Nature is such that it [can do no more than] point out the loss of God everywhere – both within the human being and outside the human being – and it points to a corrupted nature’ (Pascal’s Pensees, 124).





Hegel took this fragment from the Pensees and changed the diagnosis from man being unable to find God any longer in nature to the ‘death’ of God.  Nietzsche, among others, also took up this mantra.  But really rather than speaking knowledgably about the death of God “they articulated their own historical location” (Martin Luther’s Theology, Oswald Bayer, 112).






Some thirty years ago I heard a sermon in the Ft. Wayne seminary chapel by Professor William Hauser in which he told of a man having a recurring nightmare that he was dead and in hell.  He would awake with the welcome relief that it was “only a dream, only a dream.” Then one night he headed for the door intending to go out of the dream as he had many times before.  Then he felt a sharp pain in his side and turned to see the devil poking him saying, “Wake up; you’re dead.”
When people confidently assert that God is dead based on the foulness, the evilness, the fallenness of the world, they are mistaking the desolation as proof of God’s death when it should testify to them of the desolation in them and their consequent inability to find God in the world.  When they come to the realization that God is dead, they have really awaken to the reality that they are.

Immersing our Theology


Every Lutheran pastor has been asked to make an exception and baptize someone by immersion.  LCMS Chaplain Oliver Washington, Jr. is pictured in the May 2010 Lutheran Witness as doing that on page 18.  And what’s the big deal about that?  More than a soldier is being immersed; our theology is.


Every Lutheran pastor has been taught the following: 


1) Luther thought immersing was the most fitting way to baptize. 

2) The early church baptisteries prove they baptized by immersion. 

3) You can’t prove from Scripture that Jesus or anyone else was baptized by immersion.  The Greek word baptize means to apply water somehow.

4) The only people in the Bible that were for sure immersed were the Egyptians.

5) Some faith groups insist that immersion is the only mode of baptizing and deny those not immersed have been baptized.

6) By not immersing, we are testifying both to the fact that we will not have our consciences bound by a manmade law and to the fact that neither the mode nor the amount of water contribute to the validity or efficacy of Baptism.


Every Lutheran pastor has been asked by someone to make an exception and baptize them or a child by immersion.  The reasoning is always that it is more Biblical (wrong) and/or more fitting.  When I’ve admitted, with Luther, that it is more fitting sign, they have without fail said that they meant it was more of a baptism.  I have never made the exception.  Why?  Because to do so would baptize the error that the mode or amount of water somehow contributes to what Baptism is or does.  Second, it could cause others who have “only been sprinkled” to doubt if their Baptism was enough.


Let’s give Chaplain Washington a pass here.  The photo says the Baptism took place in Iraq.  Perhaps this soldier was about to go out on a combat patrol.  Perhaps no matter how hard and well the good chaplain catechized the solider he couldn’t be disabused from the notion that the only fitting way to be baptized was by immersion.  Given such a situation I can believe that I too would immerse the solider.  However, by publishing the picture The Lutheran Witness has immersed our theology.


Isn’t that how it always is?  You identify one threat only to be surprised by another.  I thought our confessional theology was only endangered by the fires of Ablaze! Now the waters are rising against us.  

Observations on LCMS 
convention


Rev. James Pope, professor at Martin Luther College, New Ulm, Minn., has returned home after serving as an observer to the triennial convention of the Lutheran Church–Missouri Synod (LCMS) held in Houston, July 10-17. Pope, a member of the Commission on Inter-Church Relations (CICR), was the official WELS representative.


Pope says this was the most positive of the three consecutive LCMS conventions he has attended. The convention met under the theme "One People—Forgiven," and Pope says there was a heavy emphasis on reconciliation. "It was obvious there was a concerted effort among delegates to speak and be passionate about a position, without tearing others down."


Delegates elected a new president, Rev. Matthew Harrison, who has been serving as executive director of LCMS World Relief and Human Care since 2001. He received 54 percent of the vote to 45 percent for Dr. Gerald Kieschnick, the current president. "Conservatives within the Missouri Synod are welcoming the decision," says Pope.


Delegates also adopted sweeping governance restructuring resolutions—including one that reduced the synod's seven program boards to two elected policy boards and another that gives the president the authority to choose the slate of candidates for first vice president. Those resolutions were advocated by Kieschnick. "The challenge Harrison is facing is implementing a major restructuring of the synod approved by the delegates prior to his election," Pope says.


Pope, who was formally recognized by the convention during his stay, says he was warmly received and that delegates expressed to him their appreciation for his attendance and their respect for WELS in general. "People are pleased WELS has representatives here," he says. While the two synods both hold to the inerrancy of Scripture, salvation by grace alone, and other basic doctrines, WELS broke fellowship with the LCMS in 1961 over fellowship, church and ministry, and other issues.


Pope will be preparing a full confidential report of the convention for the CICR, and a summary will be printed in a future edition of the Wisconsin Lutheran Quarterly, a publication of Wisconsin Lutheran Seminary.

Together, e-newsletter from WELS, July 20, 2010

Same-sex marriage will hurt families, society

By Bishop Harry R. Jackson Jr., Special to CNN

August 8, 2010 9:35 a.m. EDT


Editor's note: Bishop Harry R. Jackson Jr. is senior pastor of Hope Christian Church in Beltsville, Maryland, and founder and Chairman of the High Impact Leadership Coalition (HILC). He shares his thoughts on traditional marriage in "The Black Pulpit," a weekly series of opinion pieces that explores faith in the black community.




(CNN) -- The institution of marriage is unique. It is the one institution that binds women and men together to form a family, and this serves broad societal purposes.


In California, a U.S. District Court Judge last week overturned Proposition 8, the California Marriage Protection Act. It was passed in November 2008 by California voters to recognize "only marriage between a man and a woman."


The majority of Californians, including two-thirds of the state's black voters, have just had their core civil right -- the right to vote -- stripped from them by an openly gay federal judge who has misread history and the Constitution to impose his views on the state's people.


The implicit comparison Judge Vaughn Walker made between racism and opposition to same-sex marriage is particularly offensive to me and to all who remember the reality of Jim Crow. It is not bigotry, it is biology that discriminates between same-sex couples and opposite-sex couples.


A marriage requires a husband and a wife, because these unions are necessary to make new life and connect children to their mother and father. Judge Walker's decision will not stand the test of time and history. Congress and the Supreme Court must act to protect all Americans' right to vote for marriage.


Advocates of making same-sex marriage a legally recognized right claim that this will have no impact on traditional marriage -- that it can peacefully coexist alongside traditional marriage. On the contrary, it will have profound impacts. It will create a conflict for people of faith (and nonreligious people as well) who fervently believe in traditional man-woman marriage and the law.


The Bible is so clear in its support of heterosexual marriage there is little need for us to go through an exhaustive definition of biblical marriage versus the types of unions allowed by law today. The Scriptures say in Genesis 2:24 that a man is to leave his family and cleave to his wife.


This concept is repeated in Matthew 19:5 and Mark 10:7. All the scriptures in the Bible concerning marriage presuppose heterosexual marriage.


We can teach our kids that there are important spiritual and societal reasons to believe in traditional marriage and oppose same-sex marriage. But if same-sex marriage becomes legally recognized across the country, our kids will be told that gay marriage is a civil rights issue and that those who oppose it are akin to the racists of history who opposed interracial marriage and supported slavery.


We can teach our children at home that marriage is between a man and a woman, but our children's public schools will teach them that marriage includes same-sex couples. Both would be "equal marriages" under the law.


What might this look like? In Massachusetts, where a ruling legalized same-sex marriage in 2004, kids in public schools are reading books depicting same-sex families. At a California charter school in 2008, kindergartners' parents objected when a school newsletter alerted them to "National Coming Out Day;" a parent told a local ABC-TV affiliate that a teacher at the school screened a film to kindergartners the previous year showing gay families.


These kinds of ill-advised social experiments may produce a host of unexpected consequences. If gay marriage is allowed, the nation will soon begin to experience an increased degradation of the nuclear family -- resulting in fewer kids being raised by both a mom and a dad.


Beyond that, those of us who believe in traditional marriage and are in a regulated profession -- such as counselor, physician, attorney or accountant -- and act in concert with our beliefs, may be vulnerable to losing our professional license and our livelihood.


We can be a religious charity faithfully fulfilling our mission by serving our community, such as by providing adoption and other services, but if we refuse to provide those services to a same-sex couple, we have the choice of abandoning our beliefs or ending our mission.


In 2003, Adoption.com was sued by two California homosexual men, who claimed illegal discrimination because the agency refused to serve homosexual couples. The agency lost the lawsuit and no longer serves adoptive parents in California.


An even more substantive danger lies in the consequences of gay marriage on the next generation. Redefining marriage redefines family. Changing the concept of family will change both the definition and the pattern of parenting.


What will the landscape of America look like if same-sex marriage is legalized across our nation? Social scientists report what most Americans have always known: Both boys and girls are deeply affected in biological and psychological ways by the presence of their fathers.


If the American family loses the presence of the birth dad in the home, there will be huge consequences to the growth and stability of the next generation of children in that family.


For example, repeatedly, scholarly studies focused on adolescence show that early onset of puberty in girls is associated with negative psychological, social, and health problems including depression, alcohol consumption, and higher teenage pregnancy. An eight-year study of girls and their families showed that a father's presence in the home, with appropriate involvement in his children's lives, contributed to daughters' reaching puberty at a later age.


Despite the incredible adaptability of children, our entire culture should advocate for family structures that promote the most positive environments for coming generations.


In addition to fighting the marriage redefinition, leaders from all sectors of our culture, including our churches, must work hard at improving heterosexual marriages. Counseling, modeling, and interventions are needed to help ailing marriages. Both battles must be fought if our families, which are the incubators of future societal greatness, are to be protected.


Let's set our sights high. Let's not fall victim to the circling argument of our opposition. We simply need an army of bipartisan leaders to strategize, organize, and prioritize the protection of marriage.


The opinions expressed in this commentary are solely those of Harry R. Jackson, Jr.

HOUSES OF WORSHIP 
AUGUST 13, 2010

The Perils of 'Wannabe Cool' Christianity

By BRETT MCCRACKEN


'How can we stop the oil gusher?" may have been the question of the summer for most Americans. Yet for many evangelical pastors and leaders, the leaking well is nothing compared to the threat posed by an ongoing gusher of a different sort: Young people pouring out of their churches, never to return.


As a 27-year-old evangelical myself, I understand the concern. My peers, many of whom grew up in the church, are losing interest in the Christian establishment.


Recent statistics have shown an increasing exodus of young people from churches, especially after they leave home and live on their own. In a 2007 study, Lifeway Research determined that 70% of young Protestant adults between 18-22 stop attending church regularly.


Statistics like these have created something of a mania in recent years, as baby-boomer evangelical leaders frantically assess what they have done wrong (why didn't megachurches work to attract youth in the long term?) and scramble to figure out a plan to keep young members engaged in the life of the church.


Increasingly, the "plan" has taken the form of a total image overhaul, where efforts are made to rebrand Christianity as hip, countercultural, relevant. As a result, in the early 2000s, we got something called "the emerging church"—a sort of postmodern stab at an evangelical reform movement. Perhaps because it was too "let's rethink everything" radical, it fizzled quickly. But the impulse behind it—to rehabilitate Christianity's image and make it "cool"—remains.


There are various ways that churches attempt to be cool. For some, it means trying to seem more culturally savvy. The pastor quotes Stephen Colbert or references Lady Gaga during his sermon, or a church sponsors a screening of the R-rated "No Country For Old Men." For others, the emphasis is on looking cool, perhaps by giving the pastor a metrosexual makeover, with skinny jeans and an $80 haircut, or by insisting on trendy eco-friendly paper and helvetica-only fonts on all printed materials. Then there is the option of holding a worship service in a bar or nightclub (as is the case for L.A.'s Mosaic church, whose downtown location meets at a nightspot called Club Mayan).


"Wannabe cool" Christianity also manifests itself as an obsession with being on the technological cutting edge. Churches like Central Christian in Las Vegas and Liquid Church in New Brunswick, N.J., for example, have online church services where people can have a worship experience at an "iCampus." Many other churches now encourage texting, Twitter and iPhone interaction with the pastor during their services.


But one of the most popular—and arguably most unseemly—methods of making Christianity hip is to make it shocking. What better way to appeal to younger generations than to push the envelope and go where no fundamentalist has gone before?


Sex is a popular shock tactic. Evangelical-authored books like "Sex God" (by Rob Bell) and "Real Sex" (by Lauren Winner) are par for the course these days. At the same time, many churches are ﬁnding creative ways to use sex-themed marketing gimmicks to lure people into church.


Oak Leaf Church in Cartersville, Georgia, created a website called yourgreatsexlife.com to pique the interest of young seekers. Flamingo Road Church in Florida created an online, anonymous confessional (IveScrewedUp.com), and had a web series called MyNakedPastor.com, which featured a 24/7 webcam showing five weeks in the life of the pastor, Troy Gramling. Then there is Mark Driscoll at Seattle's Mars Hill Church—who posts Q&A videos online, from services where he answers questions from people in church, on topics such as "Biblical Oral Sex" and "Pleasuring Your Spouse."


But are these gimmicks really going to bring young people back to church? Is this what people really come to church for? Maybe sex sermons and indie- rock worship music do help in getting people in the door, and maybe even in winning new converts. But what sort of Christianity are they being converted to?


In his book, "The Courage to Be Protestant," David Wells writes:"The born-again, marketing church has calculated that unless it makes deep, serious cultural adaptations, it will go out of business, especially with the younger generations. What it has not considered carefully enough is that it may well be putting itself out of business with God.


"And the further irony," he adds, "is that the younger generations who are less impressed by whiz-bang technology, who often see through what is slick and glitzy, and who have been on the receiving end of enough marketing to nauseate them, are as likely to walk away from these oh-so-relevant churches as to walk into them."


If the evangelical Christian leadership thinks that "cool Christianity" is a sustainable path forward, they are severely mistaken. As a twentysomething, I can say with confidence that when it comes to church, we don't want cool as much as we want real.


If we are interested in Christianity in any sort of serious way, it is not because it's easy or trendy or popular. It's because Jesus himself is appealing, and what he says rings true. It's because the world we inhabit is utterly phony, ephemeral, narcissistic, image-obsessed and sex-drenched—and we want an alternative. It's not because we want more of the same.


Mr. McCracken's book, "Hipster Christianity: Where Church and Cool Collide" (Baker Books) was published this month.

Why All These 

Denominations? II

Posted by LutheranPastor At 8/2/2010 9:51 AM CDT


The number of "Christian groupings" in the United States is well into the thousands - possibly tens of thousands.  But are there really that many "confessions" of the Christian faith?  To put it another way, are there really that many different interpretations of what Christianity is really all about?

I would argue that while the number of "denominations" - groupings of congregations under a common leadership, vision, and with some secular corporate status - is large, the number of significant intrepretive points on which Christians continue to differ is quite small.  In fact there are really four essential questions with which Christianity (in the widest sense of that word) continues to struggle.  

The first question was also the earliest: who was/is Jesus?  The Gospel of Matthew records Jesus asking his closest disciples that very question in Matthew 16:15.  Many possible answers were suggested by various Christian groups: he was a Jewish teacher and prophet; he was an avatar of a high God from beyond creation; he brought enlightenment; he came to free us from moral contraints, or to establish more stringent ones.  After a few hundred years a consensus emerged that seemed to do the most justice to the apostolic (biblical) narrative: Jesus was one person with two essences: that of a fully divine person, and that of a full human.  Contemporaneously with this idea came the understanding of God's triune nature: one in essence, but three in personhood.  These were not attempts to "explain" God or Jesus, but rather attempts to create a vocabulary that was the most faithful to the four Gospels and early apostolic letters.  That answer, of course, brought division to Christianity; it put the Marcionites, the Montanists, the Ebionites, the Gnostics, and the Arians on one side of Christianity, and the "orthodox" or "catholic" Christians on the other.  In our day it separates those who hold to the Nicene Creed (Roman Catholics, Eastern Orthodox, some mainline Protestants and Evangelicals) from those who do not (Jehovah's Witnesses, more liberal mainline Protestants, some Pentecostals, and some Christians in the Emerging Church movement).  

A second question was the one that drove the 16th century Reformation: what did Jesus come to do?  Did he come as a guide and helper to assist humanity in the process of salvation, or as one who accomplished salvation fully on behalf of humans who contribute nothing to the process in themselves?  On the one side of the debate stood reformers like Martin Luther, John Calvin and some English Reformers; on the other side, the Roman Catholic and Eastern Orthodox churches.  This question continues to define "Protestantism," to a certain extent.  There are however many within Protestantism who hold answers to the question "what did Jesus come to do" similar to the Roman Catholic position.  

They continue to see themselves as Protestants, however, because of how they answer the third question: where is Jesus now?  This is the question that continues to divide Protestants.  Luther sided with the position still held by Roman Catholics and the Eastern Orthodox that Jesus' "ascension" was not a physical "leaving" but a movement to another mode of existence.  Jesus was hidden from the disciples' sight at his ascension (Acts 1:9); but he still promised to be with us always (Matthew 28:20). Most Protestants insist that Jesus' ascension must have been a physical movement, and that Jesus' continued presence with us is spiritual only.  After all, they argue, Jesus had a real human body and a real human body cannot be in more than one place at one time.  Because of their understanding of the Ascension Lutherans, some Anglicans, the Roman Catholics and the Eastern Orthodox believe Jesus is present sacramentally to Christians in the Eucharist.  Most other Protestants see the Lord's Supper as a memorial meal or one in which Jesus is spiritually but not "physically" present.

Last, there is the fourth question that Christians struggle with: what can we really know about Jesus?  Are the Scriptures, as we have them, trustworthy sources of knowledge about Jesus, or are they imperfect human attempts to record things that may or may not have ever happened?  Are the Scriptures alone a trustworthy source of information, or can my reason or spiritual insight supply what might be lacking in those Scriptures, or what may even be incorrect?  There are those in almost all traditions, Orthodox/Catholic and Protestant, who differ on the answer to this question.  

Of course there are other issues that Christians differ over.  How should our congregations be structured?  What is the role of the Holy Spirit?  What kind of music? How much water in baptism?  How often should we celebrate the Lord's Supper?  But I would argue that those questions are of a secondary nature to the four simple questions asked here.  When I'm talking to a Christian, I am less interested in knowing what "denomination" (or "non-denomination") they belong to, and more interested in their answers to these four questions.  That, for me, is the starting point for good dialogue.  

Charles St-Onge is associate pastor at Memorial Lutheran Church in Houston, TX.  
Gospel Gets Left Behind for Eleventh Time

by Brent McGuire

Issues, ETC Journal, Vol. 2, No.2 pp 9-11


 Timothy LaHaye and Jerry Jenkins have done it again. They have written the eleventh installment in the Left Behind series. Armageddon debuted in April 2003 at the top of the New York Times Best Sellers List and will likely sell over 2 million copies before the summer is out. 


Like the ten books that preceded it Armageddon’s backdrop is apocalyptic literature of Scripture, particularly the Book of Revelation. Armageddon is set “six years into the tribulation,” not long before the Battle of Armageddon, and exactly one year before Christ’s return. 

Background


The first book in the series began with the so-called Secret Rapture, in which all believers are suddenly and invisibly taken up to meet Christ in the air and then ascend with Him into heaven. The subsequent books tell the story of the people who are left behind to suffer seven years of tribulation. Some of these come to believe in Christ. Others place their trust in the Antichrist. Meanwhile, the books’ heroes assemble the “Tribulation Force”, and spread the correct interpretation of Biblical prophecy to as many as will listen. 


Antichrist Nicolae Carpathia is the young president of Romania who positions himself in the wake of the Rapture  “crisis” and a one-world government, a one- world currency, and a one-world church. He rebuilds the ancient city of Babylon and decrees that everyone bear the numbers “666” on his forehead. He is killed and then raised from the dead by the indwelling of Satan. 


The Tribulation Force, led by Jewish believer Tsion Ben- Judah, attempts to subvert the Antichrist’s operation and to convert those who have not yet pledged themselves to Carpathia. In Armageddon the Tribulation Force’s goal is to delver believers to Petra, a Palestinian area in which God shields His people from all physical harm and feeds them with manna and dew from heaven. 

Armageddon


The opening pages of Armageddon are the authors’ interpretation of Revelation 16:10-11:


The fifth angel poured out 
his bowl on the throne of 
the beast, and its kingdom 
was plunged into dark
ness. People gnawed their 
tongues in anguish and 
cursed the God of heaven 
for their pain and sores. 
They did not repent of 
their deeds. 


LaHaye and Jenkins understand these verses to mean that near the end of the seven-year Tribulation, every light source in New Babylon (Carpathia’s headquarters, “throne of the beast”)  will no longer emit light and none of Carpathia’s disciples in that city will be able to see. The unbelievers in New Babylon experience such intense pain that they try to kill themselves. Christians in New Babylon, having been spared this judgment, are able to see and function normally. The Tribulation Force capitalizes on this moment, entering the enemy’s headquarters and planting surveillance equipment in the Antichrist’s conference room. 


The rest of the book chronicles the days leading up to the battle of Armageddon: Carpathia reveals to the kings of the world that he is the Devil and commissions his demons to assemble the world’s armies at Armageddon. Meanwhile, in divinely protected planes and helicopters (missiles pass through them), the pilots of the Tribulation Force deliver believers from around the world to Petra, while spiritual leader Tsion Ben-Judah preaches to a worldwide audience via the Internet and to unbelieving Jewish rebels in Jerusalem. The Euphrates River dries up over night (Revelation 16:12), affording smooth passage for the world’s armies to Armageddon, from whence Carpathia, mounted atop his stallion, leads his global horde in one last war against the believers in Petra and Jerusalem. As the battle rages, our heroes suffer major losses. In fact the lives of two principal characters are left in question as the book ends. 

Testing the Claims of 

Armageddon


Exciting, isn’t it? And to think that Armageddon is entirely based on the Bible. What a wonderful vehicle for the Christianity these Left Behind books are! How many unbelievers, captivated by the storyline, have been led to faith in Christ through these fictionalized accounts of the “last day”! 


So says the Left Behind press kit, at least. However, it is one thing to take a passage from the Bible and spin a story from it – many decidedly unchristian horror movies do just this. It is quite another to represent the Bible in the way its author intends. Armageddon not only misconstrues Bible passages concerning the End Times, but—far worse—misleads its readers about both the nature of faith and the person and work of Jesus Christ. Far from being a vehicle to faith the Left Behind books turn faith itself into a work and present Jesus principally as a severe judge. 

To Be “Left Behind”


Before dealing with the particular events related in Armageddon, it is necessary to treat the interpretation of Scripture that is the series’ premise. 


The Bible does speak of a day in which some will be taken and others left. In Matthew 24:40-41, He says to His disciples, “Then two men will be in the field; one will be taken and one left. Two women will be grinding at the mill; one will be taken and one left.” The authors of Armageddon assume that the one “taken” refers to a Christian and the one “left” refers to an unbeliever. However, the passage itself does not identify which is which: Jesus’ emphasis is on the suddenness of the event and the fact and the world will be divided into believers and unbelievers. But the immediate context of Jesus’ words, the Greek words He uses for “taken” and “left,” and Jesus’ frequent chaff-then-wheat image for the Final Judgment strongly suggest that the person “taken” is actually an unbeliever and the person “left” is a Christian. 

Left Behind and Scripture


How do LaHaye and Jenkins go wrong? First, they fail to let the clear passages of the Bible interpret the less clear passages. Instead they use the Book of Revelation, an apocalyptic book that employs hundreds of metaphors and similes, to interpret clearer passages. 


Second, LaHaye and Jenkins fail to recognize the structure of the Book of Revelation. The Book of Revelation contains three sevenfold accounts of history. It begins with seven mini- letters, each, to a different church in Asia Minor. The remaining chapters are a comforting message to those churches, which involve three “visions’” of the epic struggle between God and Satan, played out between God’s people and their enemies (6:1-8:5; 8:6-11:19; 15:1-16:21). Although each vision focuses on a different aspect of this cosmic warfare, each vision covers roughly the same time period, starting from the ascension of Jesus and continuing to the end of this present world upon Christ’s return. 


LaHaye and Jenkins interpret the Book of Revelation chronologically. Therefore they end up with two Second Comings (Left Behind and presumably the next book in the series), three Armageddons (Left Behind, Nicolae, and Armageddon) and three ends of the world(explained away in Soul Harvest and Assassins as foreshadowing the “one” end of the world which will occur in the next book in the series).2 


In their “nonfiction” Left Behind  companion volume, Are We Living in the End Times?, LaHaye and Jenkins exhort interpreters of prophecy to “take every word at its primary, literal meaning unless the facts of the immediate context clearly indicate otherwise.” 3   Yet LaHaye and Jenkins hardly follow their own rule. In the same book, for example, they argue that Jesus’ words to the church at Philadelphia in Revelation 3 concerning “the hour of trial that is coming on the whole world” refer to the pre-tribulation Rapture and must apply not only to the historical church at Philadelphia but to all Christians throughout the ages. 4  “It couldn’t mean merely that little church, because it was completely destroyed by the Turkish invasion in 1382, long before ‘the hour of trial which shall come upon the whole world’!” (emphasis original). 5    So LaHaye and Jenkins interpret the Philadelphian church as symbolic of future Christians living at the time of the rapture. They do so, not because the context demands it, but because their theory of a premillennial rapture demands it. 


In Armageddon the shifts back and forth between literal and spiritual interpretations are as dizzying as the plot developments. The “horses” in Zachariah 12:4 refer to literal horses, but the “beast” of Revelation 16:10 refers symbolically to a particular man. The “demonic spirits, in Revelation 16:13 -14 refer to literal demonic spirits, but the “dragon” of Revelation 16:13 refers symbolically to the devil. The 1600 furlongs’ worth of blood in Revelation 14:20 refers literally to 1600 furlongs’ worth of blood (“the approximate distance from Armageddon to Edom”), but the “ten horns” of Revelation 12:3 and 13:1 refer symbolically to ten kings. There is no explanation for why some passages are taken literally and others are not. Even the rule of letting Scripture interpret Scripture is disregarded. According to LaHaye and Jenkins, the apostle Peter erred in seeing Pentecost as a fulfillment of Joel 2:28-32 (see Acts 2:14-21). Instead, the Left Behind authors say that Joel 2:28-32 refers to the events surrounding Armageddon. 

Armageddon and the Gospel 


At this point one might say, “so what?” Who’s to say how it will all end up? The important thing is that the Left Behind books are Christian and they are a way of witnessing to people with the message that really matters, namely, that Christ Jesus is the only way to salvation. However, LaHaye and Jenkins are no more dependable in their presentation of the plan of salvation than they are interpretation of Biblical prophecy. The faith that Armageddon presents is not a Holy Spirit-wrought trust in a merciful, saving Lord but a human decision made to appease a stern judge. 


In the opening pages of Armageddon, the protagonist Rayford Steele encounters one of the blinded inhabitants of New Babylon. The woman is crying out, “Oh, God, oh, God and Jesus, help me! She goes on to say, “I knew before everybody disappeared. And then I knew for sure. God tried to reach me, but I had my own life…I’ve changed my mind, want to take it all back…”


Rayford Steele, one of the book’s heroes, responds, “But you can’t The narration continues, 



Rayford knew the proph

ecy—that people would 

reject God enough times 

that God would harden 

their hearts and they 


wouldn’t be able to 


choose him even if they 

wanted to. 


A short time later in the novel Steele explains to another woman who bears the mark of Antichrist why it is too late for her to repent:


“I don’t quite understand 
it myself, but you have to 
admit, you had plenty of 
reasons to 
choose the 

other way.” “So the stat-
ute of limitations ran out 
on me when I made the big 
choice.” “Well, then for 
sure. Maybe even before 
that. Who knows the mind 
of God?”


What kind of Jesus is this? This is certainly not the Jesus Who gives us the Parable of the Workers in the Vineyard, where the workers hired late in the evening receive the same reward as those hired early in the morning (Matt. 20:1-16). This is certainly not the Jesus who weeps over Jerusalem or cries at Lazarus’ grave (Luke 19:41, John 11:35). This is certainly not the Jesus who prays for the sake of Peter that the devil may not sift him like wheat (Luke 22:31). This is certainly not the Jesus who reaches out even to Judas, “Do you betray the Son of Man with a kiss?” (Luke 22:48) 


Isaiah writes, “My thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my ways, declares the Lord.” But this speaks not of God’s wrath but of His mercy (Is. 55:8). The previous verse reads, “Let the wicked forsake his way, and the unrighteous man his thoughts; let him return to the Lord, that He may have compassion on him, and to our God, for He will abundantly pardon” (Is. 55:7). Christ’s love for everyone is inexhaustible – there is no quantity of sins past which the Lord will not forgive – and yet LaHaye and Jenkins would have Jesus turn His back on the woman crying out to him in the midst of her pain. 

(TO BE CONTINUED IN DEC/JAN NEWSLETTER)
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	Sun
	Mon
	Tue
	Wed
	Thu
	Fri
	Sat

	
	
	
	
	
	1
	2

	
	
	
	
	
	Haunted House 
6:30 PM
	

	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	9

	Adult Class 

12:00 pm


	Confirmation
5:00 PM
	 
	Luke Class 10:00 AM 

Revelation Class 

7:00 PM
	
	
	

	10
	11
	12
	13
	14
	15
	16

	Adult Class 

12:00 pm


	Confirmation 5:00 PM
	
	
	
	
	

	17
	18
	19
	20
	21
	22
	23

	Game Night 4:00PM
	
	
	Luke Class 
10:00 AM 

Revelation Class 

7:00 PM
	
	
	

	24
	25
	26
	27
	28
	29
	30

	Adult Class 

12:00 pm

Reformation Dinner 5:00 pm
	Confirmation 5:00 PM

Trustees 

Meeting

6:30 PM
	
	Luke Class 10:00 AM 

Revelation Class 

7:00 PM
	
	

	                  31

  Adult Class 

12:00 pm


	
	
	
	
	


October 2010










November 2010

	Sun
	Mon
	Tue
	Wed
	Thu
	Fri
	Sat

	
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	Adult Class 

12:00 pm


	Confirmation 5:00 PM


	
	Luke Class 10:00 AM 

Revelation Class 

7:00 PM
  
	
	
	Sweet Berry Farm

(Marble Falls)

9:00 AM



	7
	8
	9
	10
	11
	12
	13

	Adult Class 

12:00 pm


	Confirmation 5:00 PM


	Voters

Meeting

7:00 PM
	Luke Class 10:00 AM 

Revelation Class 

7:00 PM
 
	
	
	

	14
	15
	16
	17
	18
	19
	20

	Adult Class 

12:00 pm

“Worst” Fest 12:00 PM
Organize 

Garage Sale

12:00-5:00
	
Confirmation 
5:00 PM
	Elders   Meeting 

6:30 PM
	Luke Class 10:00 AM 

Revelation Class 

7:00 PM
	
	
	

	21
	22
	23
	24
	25
	26
	27

	Adult Class 

12:00 pm

Game Night 4:00 PM
	Confirmation 
5:00 PM
Trustees Meeting 6:30 PM
	
	Thanksgiving Eve 
Holy 

Communion 7:30 PM

Decorate for Christmas after service
	
	
	

	28
	29
	30
	
	
	
	

	Adult Class 

12:00 pm

 
	
Confirmation 

5:00 PM                 
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