The Church of Man: the Seeker Friendly Church of Me
Introduction
According to Saucy, “perplexing questions as to the nature of the church, the role of the ministry, and the very purpose of the existence of the church can be answered only by a return to the origins of the church in the Word of its Lord.”
  According to Hare:

A local church is a group of baptized believers organized together to meet for the equipping of the saints for their ministry; for provoking one another to love and good works; for exhortation; for the exercise of spiritual gifts and the observance of the ordinances (Eph. 4:11-12; Heb. 10:24-25; 1 Cor. 11:18)

This ought to be the universal model for church but it seems that in many prominent circles this is not the model being used.  Peruse the aisles of any Christian bookstore and you will find countless titles exhorting us to “redefine church” in a more relevant, seeker-sensitive way.  Like-wise you will see many titles focused on self-help and Me-centered theology.  This is the formula for church today.  Redefine church so that it looks like the culture and redefine the Gospel so that it is more palatable to the world.  This is man’s attempt at church growth and is what this paper calls the Church of Man.  

Erwin Raphael McManus, in his hit book, An Unstoppable Force, calls for a radical change in the church.  He says:

When it comes to personal change, I think we get it.  But when we move into the arena of the church, we seem to lose our handle on this construct.  We tend only to think of the need to change the outside.  Our communities need to change; our city needs to change; our nation needs to change.  Everybody needs to change except the church.  The church is just fine the way she is.  In fact, the church becomes the last bastion of protection against change; the reminder of what the world looked like before it changed; the preserver of tradition and ritual, rather than the catalyst and advancer of the kingdom.
   
He goes further, boldly stating that: “When the church is a movement, it becomes a place of refuge for an unbelieving world.  The church becomes the place where the seekers finally find the God they were searching for.”
  This seems to fly in the face of Jesus’ words that: “If the world hates you, you know that it has hated Me before it hated you.
“If you were of the world, the world would love its own; but because you are not of the world, but I chose you out of the world, because of this the world hates you (Jn 15:18-19).”

Whether or not the church needs to change is based entirely on the fact or definition of what the church is in the first place.  If the Church is, as the Bible claims, the Body of Christ (Rom 12:5; 1 Cor 12:27; Eph 1:22–23; 4:12; see also 1 Cor 10:16–17; 12:12–13), or as “the body” of which Christ is the “head” Eph 4:15; Col 1:18) than it seems horribly misstated to say that it “needs to change.”  It is the contention of this paper that the Biblical depiction of the Church both local and universal is adequate for today and in need of no revision by modern new age philosophy.  Further, though it seems that the many authors mean well by their attempt to redefine the purpose of the church in general, they do it a disservice and would be better suited in arguing against stale tradition rather than building up straw men and self help church theologies.   

Will the Real Change Agent Please Stand Up 

McManus’ phrase “catalyst and advancer of the kingdom” sounds revolutionary and fresh.  It is also rides on the coattails of Rick Warren’s term “change agents” as a definition of pastors.
  Again this is an intriguing term, maybe a fitting one in many respects, yet it does not ring Biblical standing next to the Words of our Lord.  
If these words do not come from the Bible, than where do they come from?    Type in the phrase “catalyst for change” in your internet search engine and you will be bombarded with hundreds of business, new age and self-help motivational web pages.  Catalyst Group- change agents for positive growth, has this for its main page:
Today’s competitive advantages are built on innovation, agility, and service excellence. Industry leaders cultivate the knowledge of their people to achieve greater productivity and further their competitive edge. Catalyst Group is a unique consulting company dedicating to helping businesses succeed and prosper. Our customized solutions help companies enhance employee loyalty and motivation, improve customer satisfaction, reduce time-to-market, improve product and process quality, and increase revenues. Typical results our clients seek and achieve: Reduced Costs; Improved Market Share; Employee Commitment; and Elated Customers 

Another group calling itself Catalyst Change Agents- has this to say about itself:
Catalyst Change Agents was set up with the aim of improving services that are available for devalued people. It is a core belief of the agency that one of the best ways to achieve this is by providing high-impact, practical and relevant training to human service workers. We provide high quality training so that individual human service workers and agencies have the knowledge, skills and attitudes to provide potent, relevant support to devalued people with the primary focus on issues of image and competence in order to establish valued social roles for those devalued people.

These sites sound like they could be chapters in books written today about growing or revamping churches.  They sound great, but they are man’s wisdom not God’s.  

The only change agent in scripture is the Holy Spirit and our only change is to look more like Christ.  The Apostle Paul says thusly: “but speaking the truth in love, we are to grow up in all aspects into Him who is the head, even Christ (Eph 4:15).”
  This being the case, it should be stated that this paper is not saying that Warren and McManus have nothing to offer us today in their depiction of the church but rather that much of what they write is unnecessary in God’s work; after all many saints were made before the church growth movement came to be and many will continue to be made many years after these books are long gone.  
Again, if Scripture is true, and it is, in stating that the Church is the body of Christ than it is fair to say that He will not let it die because we do not adopt a modern business philosophy in running it.  The real “change agent” is God and the real change is to look like the timeless God-Man Jesus Christ.  We are to be imitators of God, as beloved children (Eph 5:1).
  

Hard to Believe
Ephesians 2:1-2 tells us that the unbeliever is dead in his sin; not sick but dead.  According to the Scripture, we are saved by the grace of God.  Man, being totally depraved cannot choose to accept Christ apart from the work of the Holy Spirit.               1 Corinthians 2:14, expresses this fact well: “But the natural man receiveth not the things of the Spirit of God: for they are foolishness unto him: neither can he know them, because they are spiritually discerned” (KJV).  John F. Walvoord, in his book on the Holy Spirit, gets to the point when he says that:  “A man spiritually dead cannot do a spiritual work.  Total depravity demands as its corollary the doctrine of efficacious grace.”
  The final say must go to Scripture which confidently asserts that in regards to salvation it is by grace and that not of ourselves but it is the gift of God (Eph. 2:8).  
John MacArthur, in his book Hard to Believe, makes a convincing case against the modern ‘Christianity Lite,’ seemingly espoused by Warren and Mcmanus, when he says:

The first role of successful merchandising is to give consumers (seekers in Warren and Mcmanus) what they want.  If they want bigger burgers, make their burgers bigger.  Designer bottled water in six fruit flavors?  Done.  Minivans with ten cup holders?  Give them twenty.  You’ve got to keep the customer satisfied.  You’ve got to modify your product and your message to meet their needs if you want to build a market and get ahead of competition.  Today this consumer mind-set has invaded Christianity…If the message is too confrontational, or too judgmental, or too exclusive, scary. Unbelievable, hard to understand, or too much anything else for your taste, churches everywhere are eager to adjust that message to make you more comfortable.  This new version of Christianity makes you a partner on the team, a design consultant on church life, and does away with old-fashioned authority, guilt trips, accountability, and moral absolutes…It’s Christianity for consumers: Christianity Lite, the redirection, watering down, and misrepresentation of the biblical gospel in an attempt to make it more palatable and popular.

Keeping this in mind, the whole modern mindset of the “seeker sensitive church” whereby the unbeliever will come to see how relevant and…cool Christianity is, being changed by change agent pastors who meet their “felt needs” is bogus.  The question must be stated: why would an unbeliever choose to come and listen and sing about a God who is going to cast them into Hell if not for the Spirit drawing him.  Further, how does one grow into the likeness of the self sacrificing and obedient Christ while focusing on self and personal purpose as Warren contends?  It is the Spirit not the church culture that matters in evangelizing the lost visitor.  It is the Spirit not the church culture that matters in maturing the body of Christ.  

 The ‘Me’ Centered Church

If Satan himself wrote a book entitled, You Can Be Like God: 7 Steps to Being like God through the Champion Within, it would blend flawlessly in today’s top ten Christian best sellers.  Here are four of the top ten most popular Christian books recently listed on About.com:

Captivating: Unveiling the Mystery of a Woman's Soul, by John & Stasi Eldredge; this Christian-based view of feminine liberation encourages women to connect with their inner selves and discover the strength and beauty to live fully. Wild at Heart, by John Eldredge, is a daring, Christian perspective about men, encouraging men of God to accept the wild, sometimes dangerous - not destructive - person within.  Blue Like Jazz, by Donald Miller, are short non-religious essays about an inward journey toward the Christian life.  Your Best Life Now: 7 Steps to Living at Your Full Potential, by Joel Osteen is a self-help guide offering a seven-step program, based on spiritual principles, to leading a more meaningful and rewarding life on a daily basis.

Not one of these books is written from a God centered theology but all seem to be written from a man centered one, where the focus is on self not God.  At this point, Timothy Wallace’s definition of a ‘me’ centered theology is appropriate, being that it is the theology espoused in our modern consumer church mentality.

It magnifies the gift and the recipient’s possession and enjoyment of the gift, often forgetting the Giver altogether and sees the purpose of creation as largely for man’s pleasure, and so often assumes some measure of perceived entitlement or “right” to some quality or possession in life. It sees one’s good deeds as a dutiful effort to please God and earn favor or respect from God (and/or men) and adds to these (again) some measure of prideful self-congratulation (however well-hidden) for doing works for God.  It tends to put the cross behind one and renders some measure of priority to nurturing one’s self-esteem, self-image, and personal worth.  It tends to assign legitimacy to—and justify—selected thinking, feelings and intentions, in spite of any evident conflict with the God’s Word.

In light of this list of qualities, the previous list of top selling Christian books falls short of a Biblical perspective.  It would be remiss to say that these books are inherently evil, but they do demonstrate a trend in Christian churches today to want to focus on self.  In many cases one’s position in Christ seems to be de-emphasized while one’s inherent attributes seem to be highlighted.  Again, a positive view of self is not bad.  In fact, a proper Biblical perspective will lend itself to this very thing, but it is a stark perversion of our position in Christ as people of worth to focus on ourselves as the end in itself.  

Challenging self-emphasis flies in the face of popular Christianity.  Don Mazat, in his paper on self-image, demonstrates this fact beautifully.  He says: 

Focusing upon "self" and enlarging "self" appeals to our sinful, human nature.  We love to esteem self, to boast of the integrity of self, to read "Christian" self-help books, to sing of how much self loves Jesus, to attend a church service that is dedicated to the improvement of self, and to follow Bible teachers and evangelists who make self feel very spiritual… There would be no problem with any of these "self" issues if Christianity entailed striving to attain a level of morality by following a set of rules and laws… If we succeeded in becoming committed, first-class Christians, we would have reason for self-esteem and feeling good about ourselves. We could praise the righteousness of self, and boast of the integrity of self.
 

In effect, when worthiness is attained through even a little bit of self-effort, it gives credit to man not God.  In the grace centered theology of the New Testament however, there can be no room for this exaltation of man for the Bible from beginning to end is about the exaltation of God not man.


Tell this to Pastor Robert Schuller, author of the book Self-Esteem: The New Reformation.  In it, he makes the audacious statement that, “any creed, any biblical interpretation … that assaults and offends the self-esteem of persons is heretically failing to be truly Christian no matter how … undergirded it might be with biblical references.”
  In explaining this theology of the self, he goes on to deny the very sinfulness of man at all with this pronouncement:

I don't think that anything has been done in the name of Christ and under the banner of Christianity that has proven more destructive to human personality, and hence counterproductive to the evangelistic enterprise, than the unchristian, uncouth strategy of attempting to make people aware of their lost and sinful condition.

If this were the only gentleman espousing such silly ideas that would be one thing but, Dr. Ray Anderson, a professor at Fuller Theological Seminary, tops even this with the following:

If our sin is viewed as causing the death of Jesus on the cross, then we ourselves become victims of a 'psychological battering' produced by the cross. When I am led to feel that the pain and torment of Jesus death is due to my sin, I inflict upon myself spiritual and psychological torment.

What Saith the Scriptures?

If Dr. Anderson is right, then Jesus must have been wrong when He told the parable of the two debtors in the seventh chapter of Luke.  The main teaching is that a man that has been forgiven much will be thankful to the degree that he realizes his indebtedness to the forgiver.  In many respects this brings up the notion of confession so de-emphasized in our churches.  The word, homologein, in Greek conveys the idea of seeing things as God does and literally means to confess.
  The Bible expresses itself clearly in saying that a true picture of our depravity will lead to a truer appreciation for our position in Christ.  The above quotes destroy this idea and, like Satan’s temptation in the garden, lead man astray in the prideful sin of self exaltation.  A true picture of self-image is pictured in the following prayer found in the Gospel of Luke:  

And the tax collector, standing afar off, would not so much as raise his eyes to heaven, but beat his breast, saying, ‘God, be merciful to me a sinner!’ Luke 18:13

This prayer makes an unfortunate contrast to the best selling prayer of Jabez, contained in an obscure section of first Chronicles:

Oh, that You would bless me indeed, and enlarge my territory, that Your hand would be with me, and that You would keep me from evil, that I may not cause pain.  1 Chronicles 4:10
At first glance it is exciting that a book on prayer topped the best seller list, that is until one reads the prayer it’s based on.  It is no surprise then that a book based on personal blessings would be a hit in today’s culture.  After all didn’t Paul warn Timothy that in the last days men would be lovers of themselves (2 Tim. 3:2)?  

Conclusion

The church today has gotten away from its purpose and identity as laid out in Scripture.   Again, we do well to remember:

A local church is a group of baptized believers organized together to meet for the equipping of the saints for their ministry; for provoking one another to love and good works; for exhortation; for the exercise of spiritual gifts and the observance of the ordinances (Eph. 4:11-12; Heb. 10:24-25; 1 Cor. 11:18)

There is no room in this definition for much of what has been discussed in this paper.  The church is not for “seekers” or for “Me centered” people.  It is for disciples and “He centered” people.  The church can and should reach out to a dying world and that means engaging the culture with the truth that Jesus is the only Way, Truth and Life (Jn 14:6).  It also means becoming more like Him daily, walking in faith and His strength.  Paul sums this up well when he says:
I have been crucified with Christ; and it is no longer I who live, but Christ lives in me; and the life which I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave Himself up for me.Galatians 2:20

At the end of the day we are all simply beggars telling other beggars where we found bread.  Let us bear witness then to this fact in our Culture so that we can change the “seeker sensitive” church of ‘me,’ back to the Bible based church of He.
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