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The Church 

 

Lecture 4 :  “ The Church under attack” 

 

1 John 4:1  “Beloved, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether 

they are from God, for many false prophets have gone out into the world”. 

 

 

Introduction 

 

1. When Jesus said, “I will build my Church and the gates of hell shall not prevail against it” 

he meant that Satan and his forces will never finally conquer or destroy the Church. 

However, He certainly did not mean that the forces of evil would refrain from attacking the 

Church with the intention of destroying it. Indeed, whilst we know from reading our Bibles 

that the Church will survive and eventually be triumphant in glory, the Bible is clear in its 

teaching that Satan and his forces will target the Church constantly causing trouble, 

upset, distress and disruption. We must recall Paul’s words “through many tribulations we 

must enter the kingdom of God” (Acts 14:22). 

 

2. Within the book of Revelation we are given an interesting picture of how Satan is 

determined to produce as much damage to the Church as possible. Chapter 12 gives us a 

kind of video of Satan’s hatred and desire to destroy the Church. At the beginning of the 

chapter we see a picture of Satan “a great red dragon” (vs 3) standing before a woman 

who is about to give birth to her child. This surely is a picture of Mary and the birth of 

Jesus; Satan’s immediate attempt is to thwart the purposes of God by destroying the 

Messiah (vs 4-6). But Satan is unsuccessful and so he turns his attention on the Church, 

“Then the dragon became furious with the woman and went off to make war on the rest of 

her offspring, on those who keep the commandments of God and hold to the testimony of 

Jesus”. (vs 17). This is a picture of the history of the Church since its beginnings in Acts 

and will continue until Christ comes again and the Kingdom of God is consumated. 

 

3. From the NT standpoint the Church has to be on guard against Satan’s opposition, 

refusing to allow Christians to be complacent but always alert and on their guard. 

Nowhere is this more relevant than in the area of Christian doctrine. The Christian Gospel 

is exclusive in its teaching. The NT uses very strong language such as Paul’s words to 

the Galatian Church, “But even if we or an angel from heaven should preach to you a 
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gospel contrary to the one we preached to you, let him be accursed.  9 As we have said 

before, so now I say again: If anyone is preaching to you a gospel contrary to the one you 

received, let him be accursed” (Gal 1:8-9). Jude tells us to “contend for the faith that was 

once delivered to all the saints” (Jude 3).  

 

1. The Church under attack -  NT to the Reformation 

 

1:1 For the first three centuries, following the days of the NT, the Church was persecuted 

repeatedly by Roman Emperors. Thousands of Christians died, usually burnt to death on 

stakes or thrown to lions in an arena to entertain Roman citizens. In the 4th century the 

Roman Emperor Constantine came to the throne and made Christianity the state religion 

so all persecution stopped. However, a new kind of enemy was to arise and this time in 

the form of doctrinal heresy. In the 4th centrury the doctrine of the Trinity was the centre of 

controversy, and then the deity and humanity of Christ came under attack. Men like 

Athanasius had to fight to maintain the truth of the Person of Christ. This is what John 

refers to in his letter when he said, “….. every spirit that confesses that Jesus Christ has 

come in the flesh is from God,  and every spirit that does not confess Jesus is not from 

God. This is the spirit of the antichrist,….” (1 John 4:2-3). We thank God for raising up 

Athanasius and men like him. 

 

1:2 Throughout the Middle ages (from the Fall of Rome 5th century to Reformation in the 15th 

century) the Roman Catholic Church flourished and produced its many false teachings – 

many of which remain part of Roman Catholic dogma today. The Roman Church denied 

the sufficiency of Christ’s death to atone fully for sin and rejected the Bible teaching on 

justification through grace by faith alone. It brought in its teachings on Mary the Co-

Redemptix; grace in the sacraments; infallibility of the Pope; purgatory; relics, and many 

other non-biblical teachings. 

 

1:3 We are thankful to God, however, for the preservation of His truth during the Middle ages 

which witnessed the great theologian Augustine in the 4 - 5th centuries who returned the 

Church to the doctrines of Sin, Grace and Predestination. Then there was Anselm in the 

11th century who taught a more biblical doctrine of the Atonement. There were also in 

existence in the Middle Ages many non-Catholic groups some known as the 

Waldensians, Albigenses, and there were others. These were evangelical groups of 

Christians who refused to associate with Rome. But above all, we appreciate the 

Reformation which saw the doctrine of Justification through Faith alone being taught 

along with a renewed emphasis on the Bible.  
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2. The Church under attack – 18 th and 20 th Centuries   

 

2:1. In the 18th century Deism was a popular concept. It taught that God was distant from the 

world He had made and that He paid very little interest in it. Like a clock  maker, having 

completed His work, God had simply “wound it up” and walked away, leaving it to run its 

own course.  

 

2:2 More serious heresies arose in the 19th century, mainly from Germany. Due principally to 

the teachings of Darwin on evolution, and the rise in scientific discovery, people began to 

reject belief in God and the Bible, so theologians, wanting to make Christianity more 

acceptable to the modern man sought to remove the miraculous element from the Bible.  

They said that “man had become of age”. He no longer needed a Christianity which 

contained the miraculous. It was felt that the miraculous within the Bible would be a 

stumbling block to people entering the Church.  It was called “Higher Criticism”. The OT 

was under attack from Bible scholars who said that Moses did not write the Pentateuch; 

there were three Isaiah’s; one could not believe in the miracles of the OT; the patriarchs 

were not historical persons but mythological tribal names; Jesus was presented as a 

misguided social reformer who was made into a martyr after his death with stories about 

his resurrection promulgated by his disciples. They said that one could not believe in the 

miracles of Jesus. There arose the “quest for the historical Jesus”; Jesus the man in place 

of Jesus the God/Man. Theologians wanted to present a Jesus to be imitated in His life; a 

moral and ethical Gospel message was developed stripped of Jesus the God-Man along 

with His death as atonement for sin. The resurrection, of course, was completely denied.  

 

2:3 Along side this so-called biblical renewal, in the 19th century came a rise in the cults. The 

principle within the cults was once again an attempt to make Christianity acceptable to the 

modern man. Higher Criticism had attacked the Bible and so the Bible as its stood could 

not be accepted. But there were those who still held to the Bible and wanted a Christianity 

that was based on the Bible. Consequently, the cults would fill this gap. The Bible would 

have to be re-interpreted; it alone was insufficient. Additional revelations and teachings 

had to be added. 

 

2:4 We are familiar with the Jehovah’s Witnesses begun in 1844. Previously part of a 

Congregational Church, Russell and Rutherford, the founders, disagreed with the Biblical 

teaching on hell. So they formed the cult known as the Jehovah’s Witnesses. The chief 

heresy here is that of a denial of the deity of Christ. Salvation is partly found in the death 
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of Christ and partly on the life and conduct of the members especially their door-to-door 

propagation work.  

 

2:5 There also came into existence so-called Christian Science started and led by Mary Baker 

Eddy born in America in 1821. It is said that this cult is “neither scientific or Christian”! The 

founder denied all the fundamental doctrines of the Christian faith such as the deity of 

Christ; inspiration of the Bible; personality of the Holy Spirit; virgin birth; miracles of Jesus, 

and the atonement and resurrection. There appears no salvation teaching in Christian 

Science. 

 

2:6 Mormonism was founded by Joseph Smith who lived 1805 – 1844. He claimed to have 

received further revelation from an angel, Moroni, which consisted of golden plates 

inscribed with the Book of Mormon. These plates were conveniently withdrawn back into 

heaven following the revelations. The cult is known as “The Latter Day Saints” with its 

headquarters in Utah America. Salvation is found within the Mormon Church and belief in 

its teachings.  

 

2:7 There are many other cults, perhaps mainly found in America such as New Age; Seventh 

Day Adventists; Spiritism; Unitarianism, Masons, Scientology, Transcendental Meditation, 

Unification Church and others. It is important to note that the majority of these cults arose 

in the 19th century as a means of offering a new form of Christianity against the 

background of increasing scientific discovery. Beware of any movement attempting to 

reform Christianity to make is more appealing to the modern man and thereby denying the 

teaching of scripture.  

 

2:8 But what of today? I suggest that the Church is under attack from much more subtle and 

dangerous means. It is to this that we must now turn our attention.  

 

3. The Church under attack - in the 21 st Post Modern society  

 

3:1 What is “Post Modernism”? To understand this we must first find out what is “Modernism” 

in Christian thinking. This latter expression represents a denial of the existence of God or 

that He has provided any external standards by which we should live our lives. 

Modernism was popular in the 19th – 20th centuries although it originated as far back as 

the Renaissance of the 16th century and the Enlightenment of the 18th century. Modernism 

was the rise of reason as the ultimate key to discovering truth. Great faith was placed in 

education. Within Christian thinking it showed itself in the movement known as “Higher 
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Criticism”. It was decided that the way to discover the truth about God and the Bible was 

to apply the mind. So, to the rational man with his intellect there had to be a denial of the 

miraculous element in the Bible. Reason, intellect, scholarship reigned supreme. 

Professors and Theologians decided which parts of the Bible could be accepted by the 

modern-man, and which parts he could not accept. Reason alone is the source of all that 

we need to know about God.  

 

3:2 Post-Modernism went further than Modernism and taught that there is no existence of 

absolute standards by which we can measure truth and error. It largely casts doubt on the 

existence of truth itself. It follows Pilate’s words “What is truth?” and answers by saying 

that there is no such thing as truth itself.  

 

3:3 In the Old Testament a kind of Post-Modernism existed in the times of the Judges. We 

read in Judges 21:25  “In those days there was no king in Israel. Everyone did what was 

right in his own eyes”. For Israel at the time – in spite of having the Law of Moses – there 

was no conformity to the revealed Law; people decided for themselves what sort of 

morality they would follow. They denied the reality of revealed truth. Each tribe, each 

person did whatever they thought was right in their own eyes.  

 

3:4 Post-Modernism stands for “any interpretation goes”. Truth is not absolute; it can 

constantly be revised without any concern for contradiction. When it comes to discovering 

the meaning of the Bible Post-Modernism says that interpretation resides in the one who 

does the interpreting. It is as he or she sees it. We have the expression, “Beauty is in the 

eye of the beholder”. Truth is not objective; it is not outside of you. Rather, truth in within 

and is subjective. It is as you want to see it. One interpretation cannot be superior or more 

right than another. Your interpretation is fine so long as you do not try to impress it on me! 

The Bible, of course, cannot be trusted and it certainly does not express any divine 

ultimate truth. Rather, it is a collection of views and insights expressed by a number of 

authors which do not need to impinge on my life.  

 

3:5 Whilst such thinking plays havoc with Biblical truth, imagine what it has done within the 

moral and ethical spheres of life. It has created a world view which says, “If it feels good, 

do it. If it does not do anyone harm, it’s okay. If it is not actually illegal, then I can do what 

I want. And if it is illegal but I still l want to do it, then my desires probably take priority”.  

 

3:6 Here is a way to understand Post-Modernism. Imagine truth like a box of Lego. From this 

box you can construct whatever model you wish; whatever colour you wish; whatever size 
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and shape you wish. So with truth; you can manufacture your own truth as it suits your 

wishes and needs. 

 

3:7 It is this kind of thinking that has crept into the Church. It is very subtle and very attractive 

within this age which likes to display a high level of toleration. Post-Modernism means 

that you cannot say you are right and I am wrong. You cannot preach with authority or be 

dogmatic over some doctrine or Biblical truth. You cannot argue against someone else’s 

beliefs. If this form of truth suits you – fine; but do not expect me to believe it.  

 

3:8 Post-Modernism is responsible for a loss of Biblical authority in the minds of many 

Christians. Many years ago one could appeal to the Bible for infallible truth, but now within 

our Post-Modern culture in the Church people do not read their Bibles, do not bother to 

bring them to Church or use the phrase, “What does the Bible say?” It is all subjective 

experience. It is what I experience that matters, not what the Bible teaches. My 

experience is a priority and must be used to illuminate the Bible. If the Bible is used at all 

it has become a random collection of profound thoughts from which we can pick and 

choose whatever suits our taste. The danger here is that we make the Bible serve our 

interests; we ask “What can I do with the Bible?” Such thinking suggests that the Bible is 

there primarily to answer my questions; to give me comfort; for me to extract from it 

whatever pleases me. I am at the centre rather than me submitting myself to God’s Word 

and admitting to its authority over me.  

 

3:9 Post-Modernism is responsible for much misinterpretation of the Bible. The Bible is taken 

to mean whatever we want it to mean divorced from its cultural background and context. 

Texts are taken from context and made to apply to the individual as he or she wants, and 

is said to be a message from God. People fail to realize that the Bible was not written to 

us; rather it was for us. There is a difference. You and I do not belong to the Corinthian 

Church, for example. These two letters were not written to us. But they were written “for 

us”. So, we must interpret the letters within the context of the original Corinthian Church 

life of the first century not the twenty-first century.  

 

3:10 This is a very serious issue. Post-Modern thinking has permeated the Church and 

controls the thinking of many Christians. It has caused many to lose faith in the Bible in a 

very subtle form. Experience is all the rage now. Some view the Bible as “Yesterday’s 

Word” and that what we need is “The Now Word” in the form of prophecies and pictures. 

Slowly the uniqueness and significance of the Bible is being eroded from our Churches. 



Page 7 of 9 
 

There is less and less use of the Bible in the form of readings or even expository 

preaching.  

 

4. The Church under attack – The Emerging Church 

 

4:1 From Post-Modernism has come another challenge to the Church, namely “The Emerging 

Church”. What is the Emerging Church? It began in the 1990s with Christians, who had 

become disillusioned with conventional Churches, began meeting together. These groups 

claim that they are committed to meeting together as friends irrespective of their 

theological and historical differences. By 2001 the Emerging Church came into being.  

 

4:2 Members of the Emerging Church are encouraged to challenge and question Christian 

doctrines (such as the Virgin Birth and the Trinity). Indeed, foundational to this movement 

is the disbelief in the inerrancy of Scripture. They have a Post-Modern form of viewing 

truth. They would say that if the interpretive community says this is truth, then this is truth.  

 

4:3 One of their leaders (Brian McLaren) teaches that the Bible is not a “look-it-up 

encyclopedia of timeless moral truths”. He is described as being “to this new reformation 

what Martin Luther was to the Protestant Reformation”. Another of leader has defended 

the teaching of Pelagius who was excommunicated from the Church in the 5th century for 

his heresy. There is a denial of the penal substitutionary death of Christ; such a teaching 

is said to be detrimental to the Church’s witness as the movement cannot accept the 

teaching that God’s punishment of sin fell upon His Son. Furthermore, it is taught that we 

should throw away the atonement teaching because people today no longer consider 

themselves to be sinners. Needless to say, hell and the future judgement are denied as 

the movement cannot tolerate the idea that a loving God would consign people to an 

endless hell.  

 

4:4 It is important to realize that within the Emerging Church doctrine is not an issue. There 

are no formal statements of faith. The members do not want to define doctrine as this is 

said to alienate friendships. Indeed, it is felt that truth comes through relationships. One of 

their leaders has stated that, “what we Christians believe is not timeless. Theology will be 

ever changing”.  

 

4:5 “Conversation” is one of the most significant terms used in the Emerging Church. In some 

groups they might use props such as candles, statues, and incense along with poems and 

videos with meetings that are informal, having replaced pews for cushions. The attraction 
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for many is the way they reject traditional Sunday service format; reject the concept of 

Christ as the only way to salvation; reject the need for absolute truth. They say, “We 

believe in God, beauty, future and hope – but you won’t find a traditional statement of faith 

here. We don’t have a problem with faith, but with statements. Whereas statements of 

faith and doctrine have a tendency to stifle friendships, we hope to further conversation 

and action around the things of God”.  The Emerging Church likes to see itself as 

proclaiming a New Christianity. The aim is to reach the “lost” through relationships. They 

aim at an age range from teens to thirties.  

 

4:6 The Emerging Church is a very subtle attack on the Church. I say it is subtle because 

there are aspects which are right and good. For example, they seek to reach out to 

people where they are to be found in the community, in cafés, at roadsides. They have 

sought to capture the Life of Christ and show the presence of God at work in the present. 

There is a robust missiology in the movement. Sadly, they have over-emphasised the 

Incarnation of Jesus to the detriment of His deity. The Jesus presented within the 

movement is not much different than Superman! One of their ex-leaders, Mark Driscoll, 

remarks on the way the movement has inspired young people to go into neighborhoods in 

their own cities, and to live in communities with lost people, as missionaries.  

 

4:7 Yet, the downside of this Christology makes the Jesus they present as totally incomplete. 

Jesus is presented as a poor humble unemployed Galilean pacifist – one that would 

hardly deserve to be worshipped. This is not the Jesus of the NT.  As Paul warns in 2 Cor 

11:4 “For if someone comes and proclaims another Jesus than the one we proclaimed, or 

if you receive a different spirit from the one you received, or if you accept a different 

gospel from the one you accepted, you put up with it readily enough”. The Jesus 

presented in the Emerging Church is incomplete without His deity as the God/Man.  

 

4:8 I have said that this is a very subtle form of attack on the Church because of its apparent 

appeal to those discontented with a dull, lifeless, inactive and ineffective Church.  It has 

the appearance of being evangelistic; missional; outward-looking. But sadly, when the lost 

are confronted by the Emerging Church there is nothing of any meaning or worth than can 

be given to them. If they feel lost, helpless, convicted and spiritually destitute, without a 

belief system that has clear sounding truth about God, Christ, atonement, salvation, 

heaven and hell, the non-Christian is left alone without a Gospel of good news. As Paul 

put it, they are left with nothing, “having no hope and without God in the world” ( Eph 

2:12).  
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Conclusion  

 

1. The Church has always been the Church under attack even from its earliest days, and it 

will continue to be under attack until the Day that Christ returns. As each age passes the 

forces against it become more subtle and more difficult to detect. For this reason we need 

knowledge and wisdom.    

 

2. The Church needs to be a taught and well educated Church. It is for this reason that God 

has provided for the Church, “And he gave the apostles, the prophets, the evangelists, the 

shepherds and teachers,   to equip the saints for the work of ministry, for building up the 

body of Christ”. The Greek word for “equip” may mean “to make someone completely 

adequate or sufficient for something”. Why do we need to be equipped? Here is the 

answer, “so that we may no longer be children, tossed to and fro by the waves and 

carried about by every wind of doctrine, by human cunning, by craftiness in deceitful 

schemes” (Eph 4:11-12, 14). The Church needs a teaching ministry. Sunday should be an 

equipping session; a teaching period. The Church must not minimize its teaching on 

biblical doctrine.  

 

3.      But the Church will not always be under attack. The time will come when Jesus has 

finished building His Church and then the End will come. The words of Paul in Ephesians 

will come to pass, “Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her,   that he might 

sanctify her, having cleansed her by the washing of water with the word,  so that he might 

present the church to himself in splendor, without spot or wrinkle or any such thing, that 

she might be holy and without blemish” (Eph 5:25-27). But until that time, Church, 

continue to fight; continue to contend for the faith.  

 

 

Richard Lee.  February 2013 


